
        
            
                
            
        

    

 
Five brides for five brothers…at least that’s the deal the Daltons have struck with their boys. Each son must marry in order to inherit a piece of the ranch they love so much.
 
Hank Dalton yearns to run his own spread, but more than that, he longs for a woman to call his own. Paradise Valley is far from civilization, though, and that makes finding the perfect match difficult. Not many women like being two hours from a major supermarket or mall.
 
Charlotte Halton is on the run. Poor choices have left her with scars—in and out. After her powerful boyfriend left her drugged and set their apartment on fire, she’s just trying to put the pieces of her life back together. Abandoning all she knows seems like the best decision she’s ever made. At least until her car breaks down in the middle of cattle country.
 
When a pretty little woman is delivered into Hank’s hands, he believes it was fate that kept him from joining his brothers for a “wife hunt” in the city. But she’s leery of men and hiding something dark. Can Hank tap into the attraction they both feel before she drives away?
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“Momma, this pie’s no good. I’d better get rid of it.”
 Momma rounded the table just to cuff Witt on the ear. Laughing, he forked another heaping bite of blueberry pie into his mouth.
“It’s bad enough I have to make two pies because you boys demand such enormous slices.” She flipped the dishtowel off her shoulder and delivered five expert whacks with it—one for each brother.
Hank took his spank on his denim-clad backside with a grin and slipped another sugary bite into his mouth. Momma’s pie wasn’t ordinary. She’d won blue ribbons at the county fair for it five years running. And that was just her blueberry pie. Maggie Dalton’s white chocolate cheesecake would end world wars.
The woman who was the center of the Dalton boys’ universes sank to the chair next to their father. Instead of taking a bite of her own pie, she folded her hands. “I think it’s time we tell them our news, Ted.”
Five forks froze in various positions—hanging in the air, hovering over a plate or stuffed in a mouth. “What news?” Fruit coated Cash’s teeth.
“For heaven’s sake, Cash. You were raised not to speak with your mouth full.”
Beck set his fork down carefully. “I don’t like news. It’s rarely good.”
“Why do you say that?” Ted’s eyes crinkled in amusement. His face was tanned leather after years outdoors. His hard work on the Paradise Valley Ranch was etched in every crease.
“Because whenever we’re sitting down for an announcement, it’s bad. Remember when we were kids and you told us Mirabelle had died?”
“Kade was most broken up over the old hound dog’s death,” Hank said. His little brother had been five at the time. Seeing how despondent he was, Hank had put him on a horse and they’d ridden all over the ranch, pretending they were Indians come to scalp the family.
Kade gave him a shit-eatin’ grin.
“Then the time you told us we were staying a whole week with Aunt Diane.” Cash gave an exaggerated shiver, and they all laughed.
Hank sat back and watched his brothers’ antics. 
“Aunt Diane brought that big box of nuts and twigs and tried to force us to eat it.”
“Health food,” Momma corrected.
“I’m pretty certain I’d eaten some of that stuff before—in the field.” Cash shoveled pie into his mouth as if erasing the memory.
“That one time she came, she brought a gallon jug of boot polish.” Kade held out his hands, indicating a bottle of polish the size of a fire extinguisher.
Momma pressed her lips together, her hackles rising as always when they talked about her only—crazy—sister. “It was a small bottle, for heaven’s sakes, Kade.”
Kade got into it, using hand motions to recap how Aunt Diane had made them polish their boots just so. He stood, put a boot on the seat and did some exaggerated polishing with his napkin in a way that made him look as if he were sawing logs. Beck sat back, his face red with laughter.
 “Remember that time we stayed with her while Momma and Pa went to that three-day auction?” Hank couldn’t resist adding his own memory.
“Oh dear, not this story again!” Momma flapped a hand. “You all survived. You weren’t locked in a dungeon for three days.”
“She took us to church with that loony preacher, but she didn’t let us ride in the car. She made us walk alongside and watch for nails so she didn’t pick one up in the tire.” Hank cleaned his pie plate as his brothers sided with him about their traumatic experience.
When a break came in the chatter, Pa held up a hand. “This isn’t about the dog or Aunt Diane.”
They all sobered.
“What’s it about?” Witt asked.
“The farm,” Momma said.
Hank straightened, prepared for news about owing back taxes or selling off part of the precious ground to those stinking neighbors several miles away, the Guthries. He flattened his hands on the table and held his breath.
Five pairs of nearly identical hazel eyes riveted on their parents. They were all dark like their pa, but Momma was fair and had white threads through her faded red hair. She was soft around the edges but their pa had the body of an old steel Massey tractor. He could go on forever with that body.
“What about the farm?” Hank spoke up.
“It’s a big farm, and it’s difficult to keep up every inch of it,” Momma began.
Witt, the least patient of them, slapped his fingertips off the table, making his fork rattle. “If you’re going to tell us you’re selling—”
Pa sat back in his chair, eyeing them one at a time. As he reached Hank, he felt the weight of that stare the same as he had at nine years old when he’d rigged a cart to the old nanny goat and filled it with the goat’s favorite meal—cabbage. Poor old nanny had gone crazy pulling that cart while trying to turn around and get to it. Funny as hell even if Hank had taken ten paddle blows in punishment.
“We’re not selling. Not exactly.”
“What does that mean?” Cash asked.
“You’re all guessin’ that we’re breaking up the farm, and you’d be right. But our hopes are to give it to our sons. Six pieces have been equally sectioned—one for each of us. All have water for cattle and grass for grazing.”
“Hot damn!” Witt jumped up and slapped his knee.
“There are conditions,” Pa said.
Witt dropped back to his seat and shoveled two bites of pie into his mouth. “I don’t care about conditions. I’ll do anything to have a piece of Paradise Valley and live my whole life here.”
“Well, that’s what we’re hoping for too, son.” Ma looked to Ted. Forty-five years of hard work had built this ranch, and the seeds of love blossomed into a helluva lot of richness. Hundreds of healthy animals were sold for great profits, and they had a cash crop of hay.
“We’re listening, Pa,” Hank said with a respectful nod.
“’preciate it, Hank. What we’re hoping is that you boys will go find some nice little gals to settle with.”
“Wait—what? Women?” Hank could barely get the shocked words out. On the spurs of his initial surprise was a tightening in his gut. He hadn’t been with a woman in too long. They were thin on the ground here, and he couldn’t think about driving into town in search of some late-night fun after putting in a sixteen-hour day.
“What your pa is saying, boys, is we want you to settle down. Take wives. Then you can have your piece of land to work as you see fit.”
“Is this a joke?” Cash asked.
Beck, who’d been quiet through most of this discussion, spoke up. “We can’t get the land until we’ve found wives?”
“That’s right. I knew you were a sharp tack, Beck.” Pa nodded at the brother who never remembered to remove his hat for dinner no matter how many times Momma scolded him. It sat on his head now, battered and slightly crooked.
“This is medieval. Why don’t you just choose our wives for us?” Witt burst.
“They’d never do that, Witt. Shut up and think about what they’re offering,” Kade said.
“Yeah, I’m thinking that I have a piece of land with my name on it—one I bust my ass working every day. And I’m willing to do that because I love this ranch.” He tapped the table lightly with his fingers. “But it doesn’t seem fair to dictate conditions like that. I suppose you’d tell us how to work our piece of ground too?”
“It would be yours to do as you wish. If you’d like to sell out to a subdivision, that’s your prerogative,” Pa said.
None of them would lay a finger to mar Paradise Valley Ranch in such a way. The Daltons loved having only cows for neighbors. The Guthries were too far away to count.
“I still say it’s medieval.” Witt settled against his chair back and folded his arms over his chest. His denim shirt buttons looked ready to pop.
“What if we can’t find a wife?” Hank asked.
“Then you wait to get your land. In the meantime, you’ll always have a place in this house, and I bet one of your brothers would need a ranch hand.”
“Screw this.” Witt exploded from his chair and stomped out of the room.
Cash rubbed a hand through his messy hair. “Which one of y’all came up with this scheme?”
“We decided together. Your momma believes you need the care of a good woman, and I believe the land needs a good man.”
“It’s not going to be easy, Pa. We rarely go into town. Driving an hour after putting in a full day’s work doesn’t appeal to any of us. Riding the bus to school for years was bad enough.” Hank looked at his brothers.
“Maybe I could find a woman if I hang out at the one stop light in Vixen,” Beck said.
“There’s always the market,” Cash added.
“That market has high prices,” Momma muttered.
“Don’t forget the coffee shop.” Hank’s lips quirked up. In their teen years, they’d prowled the coffee house, pretending to like dark roasts in order to lure women into believing they were more brooding than they were.
They’d also had plenty of fun in the back parking lot.
“Finding the perfect woman to fill your life with joy is never an easy task, Hank. But we believe there’s one for you. It’s time to get cleaned up, put on your Sunday best and go courtin’.”
“They don’t really call it courtin’ anymore, Pa.” Beck chuckled.
“Whatever you call it, get out there and get it done.” Pa’s face was stone. Once he had his mind set on something, there wasn’t a person in the state who could sway him. Well, maybe one—Momma.
Unfortunately, she was on his side.
* * *
 
The instant Charlotte pulled off the major highway and onto the quaint country road, she rolled the windows down. The smog and noise of Phoenix were far behind, leaving her deep in cowboy country. She hadn’t seen any of those beautiful, rugged men yet, but she’d passed plenty of fields and trucks galore.
With the cooler breeze teasing her brown curls, she hummed along to a tune on the radio she didn’t know. Back in Phoenix, she’d been as urban as they came—designer clothes, top salons.
Her boyfriend had the right hair, car and…well, that’s all she could say about Stephen.
In the past six months, Charlotte’s life had flipped sideways. She’d dumped the boyfriend, quit her stable job at as assistant manager at a high-end retail shop and fled her home in search of something new. Better. Calmer.
She was getting the hang of this country music. Every song seemed to be about a girl, truck, and beer. She let her mind wander down country lanes and into tall grasses. Cattle dotted the fields, and fences ran for miles. A good place for a fresh start, though she needed to find a city or at least a larger town to settle in.
As another tune trickled through the speakers of her old car, she drummed her fingers on the wheel and drank in the sun-kissed landscape. Too bad the sun couldn’t shine inside her heart, sweeping the shadows away.
Approaching a bend, she slowed.
But not enough.
Animals scattered. Limbs and horns darted in all directions. She gasped and stomped on the brakes, sending the car skidding. “Damn!” Bodies leaped in front of her. She squeezed her eyes shut, but fear made her look. Two long legs bounded out of the way. The car came to a stop.
Her legs were tingly and her hands shaking. Unable to keep the brake depressed, she made sure she was off the road a little before she slid the gearshift into park. She spread her hands over her face. Breathing heavily, she tried to regain control.
The deer herd loped across the field, safe and sound. Now if only her heart would cooperate. She’d never had such a close call even in heavy rush hour Phoenix traffic.
When the hum left her ears, she figured she was fit to move on.
She put the car in drive and pressed on the gas. The car didn’t budge. She depressed the pedal farther, and the engine revved, but the vehicle didn’t roll forward.
Confusion and worry swirled in her head, making her feel as though she’d drunk country moonshine. What was happening? She hadn’t even hit one of those deer. Using her toe, she pressed the gas pedal. Nothing. The car sat there.
Battling rising panic, she moved the car into and out of park and tried again.
Not. A. Thing.
The gearshift felt funny. Was it even working? Tears jumped into her eyes and her nose stung. She held her eyes open wide. She would not cry. If she’d survived her ex—literally—she could deal with a little car trouble.
Fumbling in her purse, she found her cell.
Which had zero bars of service.
“Oh my God!” She shook her cell, as if that would help. Then she spent two long minutes stabbing buttons. Nothing happened except a trickle of sweat ran out of her hairline and zigzagged down her neck.
She got out of the car and kicked the door shut. In the field across the road, one of the deer that’d caused this crap lifted its head and gave her an innocent look. “Don’t think I can’t get this car working and run you over.” She shook her phone at the graceful beast, but it went back to grazing.
Walking all around the car, she didn’t see a single thing wrong with the body, not that she knew what to look for. She tried her cell again from all four corners of the car and even walked up the road a little ways.
Dead zone.
Biting off a groan, she opened the hood and peered down into the snakes of hoses and oily gears that might as well be a human brain. She had no idea what she was doing.
Her grunt was the best she could do to swallow her despair, and leaned against the warm metal. “Think, Charlotte.” She dug her fingers under her curls and weighed her options.
No cell service and no vehicle. She could set off on foot. With any luck, houses weren’t far off. Maybe there was some rancher with a set of tools who could get her back on the road in no time. She didn’t have to be anywhere in a hurry, but she didn’t want to be stranded overnight in her vehicle in a strange place either.
She walked to the top of a small rise, which could barely be called a speed bump. But it was enough to see…nothing. Nothing for miles. Only fields, cattle and fence.
True panic started to steal over her, and her hands shook. She shoved them in the pockets of her jeans and returned to her car, head bowed. Where had she last seen a house? At least ten minutes in the other direction. Ten minutes by car would equal an hour on foot.
“Shit damn fucking hell!” She fiddled with her cell again.
Fear froze her. Yes, her only option was to walk, but she was alone, a woman in the middle of nowhere. And in the past half hour since she’d found herself in this predicament, not a single car had passed.
“Why did I leave Phoenix?”
The answer to that sprung up, memories that singed and burned. Stephen had plied her with a romantic dinner and wine—wine that had been spiked with a roofie, according to the medical team she’d awakened to.
Thankfully, she couldn’t remember anything—not the fire or having her flesh seared, thank God. She’d awakened in the hospital to learn she had a nice new skin graft on her outer thigh and hip, and that Stephen had set the fire.
Everything in their apartment—including her—had almost been burned to ash. Luckily the other families in the building had smelled smoke and the rescue crews had…
Scrubbing her hands over her face helped to push the thoughts away. Dwelling on the past wouldn’t do much good. She needed a working vehicle. Or at least a few bars of cell service.
After trying to move the car a few more times, she gave up. An hour passed. Two. While she knew it was insane to sit here and hope for help to come, she was frozen. To make things worse, the sun was sinking.
The great orange orb was traveling down the sky too fast. In no time, she’d be sitting here in the dark. At least she had a cooler of bottled water and an energy bar. She could sleep in the car and set off walking tomorrow.
She shivered at the thought then steeled her spine. For months she’d been alone while she healed and got her head on straight. Spending the night alone in the middle of nowhere should be a breeze.
Folding her fingers together, she tried for calm when she really wanted to throw her head back and scream into the sky.
That might not be a bad idea. She got out of the car and gave it a try, but only a pathetic wail came out. She tried again, staring up at the beautiful dark blue nothingness, and let loose. The yell rose from the tips of her toes and sent the deer running.
Smug satisfaction swelled in her. She leaned against the car and drank in the scenery. Everything about this place stimulated her. Too bad she couldn’t be stimulated from a hotel window right now. Hell, she’d settle for a grungy motel.
Wait! GPS on my phone! She could find out her exact location and see how far walking would get her.
Wait. No cell service. She issued another bellow into the sky.
Then heard a noise. Straining, she made out an engine. Straightening away from her broken-down vehicle, she waited.
Each beat of her heart was a painful throb. What if this person wouldn’t help her? What if she took one look at the driver and hoped he’d speed past? God, this was turning into a bad screenplay. Lone woman, country road…
As the engine grew louder, she shifted her feet. When the red pickup came around the corner, her stomach sank but she stood her ground.
He rolled by, and she almost burst into tears. The old Charlotte would have gotten sassy, swearing at a person who refused to help someone in obvious distress. But after her trauma of the past months, she’d grown resigned. Her shoulders slumped.
The driver braked, and her heart did a two-step. She watched him back up and expertly whip his truck off the road. It wasn’t a new truck. In fact, it had seen the years Charlotte’s car had, and she doubted the vehicle could get her much farther.
The door opened, and a work boot hit the ground. She followed it up to worn jeans and the longest leg she’d ever seen. The man that leg belonged to was a real cowboy.
Nerves zinging, she let her gaze skitter over trim hips holding up those jeans and a wide belt and buckle sporting what looked like a steer. Top it with a denim shirt rolled over muscular forearms and she was looking at a movie star.
Did the Texas temps rise in the evenings, or was it her? Her clothes suddenly felt damp and restrictive.
The sun was behind him, but he wore a hat, shadowing his eyes. Stomach flip-flopping, she waited for him to speak.
“Howdy. You got car trouble?” His long strides ate up the ground between them in seconds. Using his knuckles, he rapped the brim of his hat, giving her a perfect look at his tanned face and piercing eyes.
Square jaw, full lips, a straight nose and high cheekbones that could have earned him a modeling career. However, he was far from polished like a model. His nails were grungy and his pants had a grease stain. But his hazel eyes glowed. Actually, they might be grayer now that she looked closer, but no, there were definitely green and amber flecks—
The corner of his mouth turned up, and she followed the crease around his eyes to the one bracketing his mouth. Her heart thumped double-time and awareness flooded her veins.
“Did you have an accident?” he asked, and she realized she’d never answered his first question.
“I—no. Well sort of.”
The other side of his mouth twitched up to match the left. She stared at his white teeth, fighting to find her voice. But she knew exactly where her nipples were, as the traitorous buds were pinched tight.
“Which is it?”
“I drove into a herd of deer. I didn’t hit any, but I came to a stop. When I tried to go again, the car wouldn’t move.”
He grunted and hitched his thumb in his jeans pocket. The frayed edges of his pocket told her he’d done this time and again. Realizing she was gawking, and at a bad spot on his body, she raised her gaze and met his.
That didn’t help a bit.
Mentally shaking herself, she tried to make herself less of an idiot. “I tried everything, but the car won’t move.”
“The engine runs?” So help her God, he was unbuttoning his shirt as he moved around the vehicle. She stared for a minute then realized he was stripping off his outer layer to reveal a faded black T-shirt. It strained across his chest and biceps. A tiny hole near the shoulder revealed a patch of tan skin, making her wonder what else was tanned.
Hell, she’d been in the sun too long. Heat stroke had set in. Or she needed that energy bar. Her blood sugar was low. Why couldn’t she stop looking at him?
“Lady, you’re not really giving me a lot of answers.” His tone was amused, and the crinkles around his eyes said the same.
“Sorry. Yes, the engine runs.”
“Good. Pop the hood.”
She did and took a second to bring her curls to order before she went out to join him. She’d obviously baked her brain in the Texas sun, because she was acting like a smitten schoolgirl. She wasn’t even in the market for a man—far from it. What was wrong with her?
He leaned over the engine and shifted a few things around, giving her a perfect view of his strong back rippling with muscle. His shoulders were broad, and she imagined him easily hooking a calf around them, carrying the animal out of a ravine without losing his breath.
She shivered, and it had nothing to do with the sun setting.
“Do you mind starting the engine for me?” He cocked an eye at her, and her nipples bunched into hard peaks under her tank top once more.
“Not at all.” I need something to do before I make a bigger fool of myself.
She ran around and started the engine then rejoined him, gazing at the moving parts that might as well belong to an alien ship. “Do you know what’s wrong?”
He scuffed his knuckles over his jaw, creating a rasping noise that lifted every hair on her body. “Not yet, but I’ve got an idea.”
“What’s that?” Damn, he smelled clean, like soap and water, even if he looked as if he’d put in a solid day of work.
“I’ve got an idea you won’t be getting anywhere in this car tonight.”
“Motherfuck.”
His hazel eyes widened. He threw his head back and laughed. The sound ricocheted around her body. She tried to compose herself, but he kept on laughing, and seeing a cowboy laugh was an amazing sight.
His shoulders rolled and his eyes gleamed. His teeth flashed white. Damn, watching him was like a party for her body. Parts she didn’t know she had took notice.
Still chuckling, he removed the metal roof prop and lowered the hood. Once he’d shut it, he turned and wiped his hands on his jeans, leaving another grease smear.
They stared at each other for a minute. Apprehension flooded her system. This guy might seem as wholesome and good as the landscape, but he could easily overpower her and hurt her. After all, she’d been hurt by only a match.
But the cowboy’s good looks and boyish gleam in his eyes invited her trust. Besides, what choice did she have? Sleep in her vehicle and walk tomorrow or accept his help.
“So what’s wrong with the car?”
“I think it’s the transmission.”
Her jaw dropped. “That sounds sort of…big.”
“It is.”
“Is there a garage around here?”
He pushed a breath through his nose. “You don’t know where you are, do you?”
“Um…” If she admitted she was clueless, it made her more vulnerable. He could dump her in a ditch and leave her for dead. Or worse—rape her then leave her for dead.
It was pretty damn hard to trust anyone when the man who’d claimed to love her had tried to kill her.
Slowly, she shook her head.
“Well, where are you headed?”
Again, she shook her head. 
“You don’t know? Or you can’t remember?”
“I’ll know it when I see it.”
He cocked a long, dark brow. “That so?”
She raised her jaw a notch. “Yes. What are my options? I don’t even have cell service.”
At that, he laughed again. The sound was becoming too familiar, and her body reactions were taking over her thought processes. “It’s not likely you have cell service anywhere in this valley.”
“How far does the valley stretch?”
“Nine miles give or take a few footsteps.” He tapped the hood. “I don’t see any way around this.”
Around what? Her heart sank, and those tears she’d battled earlier were too close to the surface. “I was thinking I’d spend the night in the car.”
His jaw shifted, showing a bulge of tendon in the crease. He shook his head. “My momma raised me right, and you sleeping in your car don’t set well with me. Look, I live about ten minutes that way. I can take you to my house and you can use our phone.”
Our phone. He’s married, has a family.
She eyed his truck. Would a family man hurt her? She made her decision. “I’d appreciate it.”
Of course, once she had a phone in hand, who would she call? Her parents were in Phoenix, and they’d scoffed at her notion to go in search of a different kind of life. Calling for help would make her seem weak. More than ever, she needed to stand on her own after what Stephen had done to her.
She’d figure out who to call once she crossed that bridge.
“I can see you aren’t from around here. What are you traveling with? Do you have a suitcase?”
“Uh, yeah. Why would I need it?”
When his smile appeared, she wasn’t ready for it. Her breathing hitched. Quickly, she stamped on her attraction. While he wasn’t wearing a wedding band, he worked with his hands and might not wear it regularly.
“Sweetheart, we’re a good two hours from a town with lodging, and even then it’s going to be booked full for the big rodeo this week. I’ll take you home with me to use the phone. My brothers are out of town, and I’ll put you up in one of their rooms until you can make arrangements.”
Tears clung to the roots of her lashes, and she pressed a thumb and forefinger into her eyes, hoping he didn’t see her distress.
He sagged at the knees to peer into her face. “Look, it’s not so bad. My brothers are messy, but Momma will make sure you have clean sheets.”
For some reason, that made her laugh. Relief coursed through her that she was getting help she needed. No, her sudden happiness didn’t have anything to do with him living with his mother and brothers.
“Thank you. I don’t know how I’ll repay you.” In fact, she couldn’t pay for car repairs. She was on a shoestring.
“Call it Texas hospitality.” He didn’t let his gaze wander over her. She was so used to men ogling her back in Phoenix, his indifference to her appearance seemed odd. She didn’t know whether to feel happy that he wouldn’t rape her or annoyed that he didn’t find her as attractive as she found him.
When she reached into the car and got her purse, her skin prickled. Were his eyes on her? Was he looking at her ass?
She straightened and tossed a look over her shoulder, but found him examining the tire. “Everything okay there?”
“Yes, it’s solid.” He kicked it as if to prove his point.
She retrieved her suitcase from the back seat. Before she wrangled it out completely, he was there, nudging her aside. “Let me.”
He hefted all her belongings in the whole world as if her suitcase weighed as much as a feather pillow. He twitched his head toward the truck, indicating she should walk in front of him.
The inside of his truck was clean but shabby. He placed her suitcase in the bed and got behind the driver’s wheel, taking up so much room, she marveled that he could drive comfortably. And how much denim fabric did it take to clothe him?
Suddenly he turned to her, eyes shining from under the brim of his hat. His coloring was dark, and she wondered about his hair. It was completely obscured under his hat. “Make yerself comfortable...” He floundered. “I don’t even know your name. I’m Hank. Hank Dalton.”
Lord, what a dreamy name, and the way he drawled it sent dark pleasure creeping through her belly.
She stuck out her hand and he clasped it, his touch warm and dry. Hard-working hands. “Charlotte Masterson.”
His eyes twinkled. “Well, Charlotte,” he dragged her name out as if he was tasting a cold beer after a day of backbreaking labor, “welcome to Paradise Valley, population of seven.”
* * *
“Seven? Are you kidding me?”
Damn, she was pretty, especially now that the fear had left her eyes. Somewhere between the time he’d looked under her hood and carried her suitcase for her, she’d come to realize he wasn’t going to molest her.
 “Nope. Seven.” He shot her a look. Visions of her lush, round ass danced in his mind, and it was getting harder for him to set the thoughts aside. It’d been a mighty long time since he’d had his hands on a woman—and never a woman like Charlotte. She was prettier than a sunny day after a week of storms. Maybe it was his female-deprived brain talking, but his body said she was sexy as hell. “My parents, Ted and Maggie, married forty-five years. I’m the oldest. Then there’s Cash, Beck, Witt, and Kade.”
She gaped at him. “There’s only one family in the area?”
“Well, if you go on up the road another ten minutes or so you’ll cross paths with the Guthries. You should be relieved one of them didn’t find you along the road.”
She shrank against the seat a little. He went on to distract her from worry she wore on her pretty face.
“Yeah, and the nearest town has one blinker light and a corner market where you can buy feed and gas as well as a few things you can’t grow yourself. You picked the wrong place to break down.”
“I guess so.” She sat primly, maybe a little stiffly. Her jeans were dark blue and as new as they came, contouring to her slender legs and ass like…
He shouldn’t dwell on that too much. He was helping a lady out and taking advantage of her wasn’t on the agenda.
But her toenails were pink.
He released a slow, quiet sigh and tried to keep her talking. That moment she’d come out with the F bomb had caught him off guard. Until that moment, he didn’t know he liked a dirty mouth on a woman. He hadn’t been around that many to know. Also, he hadn’t laughed like that since Cash had duct-taped the toilet seat shut and the most impatient among them, Witt, had needed to go.
“You can roll your window down if you’re hot. Sorry I don’t have air conditioning in this old jalopy.” Of course, he wouldn’t mind if the curly-haired temptress got hot enough to strip off an item of clothing or two.
He patted the dash, trying to soften the blow to his old truck. The old girl seen him through a number of years, but it seemed Charlotte hadn’t been so lucky. A transmission probably cost more than her whole car was worth.
“Thanks.” She took hold of the handle. “I’ve never actually ridden in a vehicle without electric windows.”
“Welcome to backwoods Texas.”
She smiled, light brown curls mussed by the wind. The cut was short, and the soft locks ended just below her jaw, highlighting her delicate bone structure. But she was curved in all the right places, and she had the vocabulary of a truck driver. He didn’t want to take his eyes off her.
“You really don’t know where you’re going?” he asked.
“No.”
“You running?”
She shifted her gaze away. “Just seeking something new.”
“Ah, a gypsy.”
Taken by surprise, she laughed. The sound was full and throaty—he wanted to listen to it all night. Lord have mercy, he was in trouble. A gorgeous damsel in distress in his truck, and with pink toenails?
“I wouldn’t say gypsy. Do you really think the trouble is my transmission?”
“Tell me, did you put the vehicle in park and it wouldn’t move again?”
“Yes.”
“Kade had that happen in one of the old farm trucks once.”
“Were you able to fix it?”
“Yeah. For a lot of money. But maybe I can get some parts from the junkyard and have you on the road again soon.” Something about the way she worried her lower lip with her teeth told him money was tight.
“Will your parents mind an uninvited visitor?”
At that, he chuckled. “Nah. People like us don’t socialize often, so when we do, watch out. Momma will ply you with enough home cooking that you’ll be in a food coma, and Pa will tell you about everything from the price of cattle to how deep the well is.”
“Sounds different.”
“Different from…? Where are you from?”
“I’d rather not say.”
“Fair enough.” He pointed out a break in the fence where a post had fallen. “Looks like I’ll be fixing that tomorrow.”
“This is your fence?” She sat up straighter.
“Yep. Cattle and a big spread.” Part of it would be his as soon as he found a wife. From the corner of his eye, he studied Charlotte. It seemed mighty odd that his brothers had left yesterday for the city and a “wife hunt,” and Hank had chosen to stay home. Now a gorgeous little woman broken down practically in front of their house.
Nah, he was just reading into things.
She was captivating though. The way the hair fell across her forehead invited his hands. And her tank top molded perfectly to trim waist and small, perky breasts…
His Wranglers grew uncomfortably tight, and he tried not to shift in the seat. “Just a bit farther.”
“So the town you mentioned, there’s no garage there?”
“No. Actually, getting a tow truck out here is gonna be hell too. It would cost a fortune.”
Her brows furrowed.
Yep, he was right. She didn’t have a lot of money in that itty bitty leather handbag that probably had cost as much as a calf at auction. He knew good leather when he saw it.
“After I drop you at the house, I’ll grab a tow bar and go back for your car. The vehicle’s better on the ranch and off the road.”
“Okay.” She sounded uncertain and began to twist her fingers together. Looking at her fingers got him hard in a hurry. How soft would they be? Sure as hell a lot softer than his.
They weren’t painted pink, though—she wore no polish. And no rings.
They bumped along in silence until the house came into view.
She issued a feminine sigh of appreciation. “That’s your house?”
“Yes.” His jeans were damn tight too all of a sudden.
He’d always been proud of the home Pa had built for his family. Two stories with a wide porch running the whole length. It was set against a backdrop of field and sky, looking like a postcard. “I never would have been able to find it if I’d been walking.”
He gave a short laugh. “Probably not if you’d kept to the main road. Ain’t much along that road but animals.”
“I figured that out.”
The driveway had a fresh load of gravel on it, so it wasn’t as bumpy as usual. Eventually the main drive would branch into five others. They just needed the wedding rings.
Prince, their old sheep hound, came barreling out of one of the barns and raced alongside the truck. Charlotte leaned out the window, laughing at his antics.
“That’s Prince. You’d never know he’s thirteen. Walks the ranch every day and runs like the wind. We think it keeps him going.”
“Makes sense.”
He glanced at her. She was sleeker than the girls he’d gone out with before. From her hair to her polished toes, she oozed city. But he liked the way she said that. Maybe she had some country girl in her, after all.
As he parked the truck, she started to open her door, but he was there to give her a hand out. She looked up at him in surprise, and he tipped his hat. “My momma taught me manners.” Manners that wouldn’t go far if he didn’t step away, fast.
“So I see. Thank you.” She accepted his hand, and the minute his fingers brushed her skin, heat rocketed through his system. Silky smooth, and she smelled of berries. He wanted her to rub against him.
Prince circled close and woofed.
Hank turned. “It’s all right, boy. Come meet Charlotte.” His legs felt a little wobbly-like. The sensation had nothing to do with the swelling in his jeans—something about the moment made Hank think of what it would be like to bring his bride home.
If he ever found one. He still wasn’t sorry he was missing the wife hunt, though. Finding a curvy woman along the road was more action than he’d had in months. Even if nothing happened, he’d probably have a better story to tell than his brothers.
Prince sniffed her outstretched hand then nudged her fingers. Hank couldn’t blame the dog a bit. He wanted those soft hands all over him too. He shook himself.
“He wants petted, but once you start, be prepared to spend some time on that task. I’ll get your suitcase.”
The walk to the front door raised more visions in him. It might be his overactive imagination and the desire to own that parcel of land, but he wanted to hold her hand. Then crowd into the porch swing with her and talk until the roosters crowed.
If he got lucky, he’d get a taste of her plump lips.
Damn, where were his manners? He wasn’t raised to think of ladies this way. But after so much time alone, he felt like a fox circling a tender, juicy chicken.
He opened the front door. “Momma, I’m home!” He stepped aside for Charlotte to enter. When she glanced at him, he brushed his fingers over his brim as he’d been taught. 
“Your plate’s in the oven, keepin’ warm! I’m just watching Jeopardy with your father.”
Amusement stretched Charlotte’s beautiful lips, drawing Hank’s attention to them. Need barreled through him like a bucking bull, and his inner rodeo clown had no control over the wild beast.
“Do we have two plates? I brought someone,” he called, counting the seconds until his mother jumped out of her recliner and hurried into the mudroom.
Five, four, three…
Momma came around the corner, shock written on her features. She covered her chest with a hand reddened from hard work. “Why, Hank, who’s your visitor?”
“This here’s Charlotte. Found her broken down along the road and couldn’t leave her. I hope you don’t mind her staying the night until we figure out what to do with her car.”
“Of course I don’t mind! Poor dear. A shock to break down in the middle of nowhere, I’m sure. Come along to the kitchen. I bet you’re starving. Now just have a seat at the counter there and I’ll fix you a plate. How does a glass of sweet tea sound?”
“Fine, thank you.” Charlotte threw him a look as Momma bustled her into the kitchen and seated her on one of the high stools Hank had built himself. Knowing her round bottom was settled on wood he’d worked with his own hands shouldn’t give him this much pleasure.
“Charlotte, meet Maggie Dalton. I’m going to put your suitcase in one of the rooms.”
Momma flapped a hand as if he was an annoying bug and started plying Charlotte with questions.
On the way out of the room, Hank paused in the doorway, looking over the woman seated in his kitchen. Thighs tucked under the counter, spine straight and curly hair floating like a cloud above her shoulders.
He scuffed his knuckles along his jaw. He was in for a long night.
 



Chapter Two
 
Charlotte didn’t realize how hungry she was until she forked the first bite of chicken and gravy into her mouth. Mrs. Dalton watched her while she sipped tea from a Mason jar.
“This is amazing food,” Charlotte said.
“Thank you, dear. It’s one of my boys’ favorite meals.”
“And you have five boys.”
“Yes, I do. Wasn’t blessed with a daughter, but we hope to make up for that with five daughters-in-law.” She stressed the last words, and for some reason heat climbed Charlotte’s throat.
She wasn’t interested in any guy, let alone one who lived in the boondocks. She needed a little more…civilization. Or did she? Hank was pretty uncivilized and the heated awareness low in her belly said she liked him fine.
If the man riled her sensibilities, the ranch and the hominess of the big house gave her a feeling of calm. The dog running across the field to greet them, Hank walking her to the door. Maybe next time he’d plant a big hand low on her spine.
She refocused on her plate. By the time she’d finished a third of the heaping pile of food, she was bursting at the seams. She pushed back her plate and smiled at Mrs. Dalton. “Thank you. It was delicious.”
“Why, you can’t be full! My boys could eat double that amount.”
She gave a smile. “I’m sure working men require more food than a woman like me.”
Mrs. Dalton had shrewd blue eyes and Charlotte wasn’t fooled by her simple cotton top and skirt. She was as savvy as any Phoenix society mother wearing Prada. Charlotte had encountered a few of those in her lifetime, usually ladies looking to hook Charlotte up with their sons.
That’s how she’d met Stephen.
She rubbed her palms on her thighs, trying to wipe away the sudden dampness.
“What do you for a living, dear?”
“Right now, I’m between jobs. I’m looking for a town to settle in.”
Mrs. Dalton gave a hum. “Vixen has a corner market and a coffee shop. You might find work there.”
“Is there a cheap room to rent there?”
“Well, no. That’s a problem.”
“That and the fact that I don’t have a car that works right now.” She drew a deep breath and caught it—the masculine soap and water scent of her rescuer. She pivoted on the stool to see Hank crossing the kitchen.
He’d abandoned his hat, and his hair lay in thick dark waves against his skull. As her eyes drifted up to it, he lifted his long fingers and ran them through the mass, plowing little furrows.
Her breaths came faster. Being around a gorgeous cowboy like Hank was hard enough. She was thankful his brothers weren’t home. 
“Mmm, is that chicken and potatoes I smell, Momma?”
“Yes it is. I’ll get your plate. Take your seat.”
Before he pulled out the stool next to Charlotte, he gave her a polite nod. Once he’d settled his denim-clad behind on the wood, he smiled at her. “I see you’ve tasted Momma’s down-home cooking.”
She picked up her fork and nudged a potato. “It was excellent and beats fast food along the interstate.”
“Oh dear. You do need some taking care of,” Momma clucked.
Charlotte bit off a smile. It was doubtful the food she’d just eaten was healthier than fast food. It was saturated with gravy and butter.
Mrs. Dalton placed a heaping dish in front of Hank. He gripped his fork tines down and attacked it like a hungry dog. Charlotte couldn’t keep from staring, but his mother just gave a maternal smile and went about washing up a few dishes.
Hank gave her a crooked smile, and the gravy caught in the corner made him more endearing. Natural. Real. Stephen had been aware of appearances at all times, and he never would have sat down with dirty clothes and messy hair let alone with gravy caught in the corner of his lips.
Using a big cloth napkin, Hank wiped his mouth. Several minutes later, he shoved away his empty plate. He’d finished it in record time. “Thank ya, Momma. It’s my favorite.”
“I know it is, son,” she drawled without turning from the sink.
“Got any pie?”
She glanced over her shoulder. “You boys devoured it all. I might have some oatmeal cookies though.”
Hank leaned back and covered his stomach with a big hand. “Also my favorite.”
She gestured to the crockery cookie jar on the counter. Hank got up and gathered his and Charlotte’s plates. 
Stunned by his manners, she wondered if she’d landed herself in some Old West TV show. Men didn’t act this way where she came from.
As he crossed the kitchen, his sexy swagger caught her gaze. As he scraped Charlotte’s into the trash, she grew fixated on his movements. Each muscle was poetry, flexing in ways she’d only seen at the gym. When he dropped the dishes into the sudsy water, he leaned in and kissed his momma on the cheek.
“Favorite dinner and favorite cookies? You might be spoiling me a bit.”
Charlotte couldn’t resist a small smile.
“Well, who else am I going to spoil when my other boys are—” She broke off, and they both looked at Charlotte.
Oh no. She hadn’t worried much about getting into a strange man’s truck because Hank was so genuinely nice and she’d thought him to be a family man. But she didn’t like the way they looked at her.
She climbed off the stool and clasped her hands. “I’m feeling awfully tired. If you don’t mind telling me where to find my room…?”
“You can’t run off until you’ve had one of my cookies, dear,” Mrs. Dalton said.
“Oh, no thank you. I couldn’t eat another bite.”
The expression in Hank’s eyes was understanding. “I’ll show you to your room.”
“There’s no need. I can find it if you tell me where it is.”
He bit into big, thick oatmeal cookie. From here, Charlotte could smell the cinnamon and it made her rethink her decision not to have one.
“Room’s at the top of the stairs, first door on the left.”
Mrs. Dalton turned from the sink, hands dripping. “You put her in your room?”
Charlotte’s face scorched.
Hank rubbed a hand through his hair. “Well, it’s the cleanest. Don’t worry. I changed the sheets. I’ll sleep in Cash and Beck’s room.”
“You’re right. Who knows what’s in your brothers’ rooms. Especially Witt and Kade’s. You might find a wild animal in there and end up sleeping with horse tack.” Mrs. Dalton crossed the kitchen so quickly she might have been on wheels. “Now you go on up and get settled. I’ll bring you some milk and cookies later.”
“And I’ll get Pa and bring your car home. I’ll take a look at the transmission first thing in the morning.”
“Thank you.” Her head was spinning. All of this was so far out of her reality, she had no response. A woman who brought comfort food to a stranger in bed? A man who gave up his room and changed the sheets for her?
“I’ll show you to the bedroom before I head out.” Hank went before her, a stack of cookies he was gnawing on in hand. As he led the way upstairs, it was impossible not to stare at his hard butt. The corner of one pocket had a ragged hole, as if a screwdriver had poked out.
His big boots clomped on the oak treads, and she wondered that Mrs. Dalton didn’t bend his ear for wearing boots in the house. She was probably resigned to it, living with six men.
When they reached the top of the stairs, Hank pushed open a door. Charlotte’s palms started sweating again. She was going into the bedroom of a man she hardly knew.
Her parents would call her stupid, and she couldn’t argue. Stephen would—Well, who gave a damn what that asshole thought?
Hank waited for her to pass inside, tipping an invisible brim. She looked around his room. Spare and tidy, with only a bed, nightstand and desk. The bed was covered in what looked to be a freshly unfolded blue quilt. It was still creased. Charlotte might feel creeped out to sleep in a stranger’s bed, but it was a lot cleaner than some of the motels she’d stayed at lately.
“This is nice. Thank you.”
“No one will disturb you here. There’s a lock, see? Just in case you’re feeling weird about sleeping in a strange house.” He fingered the doorknob.
Relief flooded her veins. “I appreciate you taking me in. Your mother mentioned Vixen? Is that the town you were talking about?”
“Yup. Nothing there for you but a good cup of coffee if you want. But none of that gourmet coffee. We’re plain folk in these parts. You can get a hell of a blueberry muffin there, but don’t tell my mother that. She expects her boys to believe she makes the best of everything.” He dropped a wink. Slow and lazy, but it sent her heart racing.
For a minute, she couldn’t find anything to say. He was adorable and nice.
His eyes glinted, and she turned away. “Thanks for bringing my suitcase upstairs.” He’d set it at the foot of the bed. Next to it was a pair of his boots.
“Oh, let me get these out of your way.” In one long stride he reached the bed and bent over, giving her a perfect view of chiseled buns and long back. He moved the boots to a spot under the desk and straightened.
She pretended her sandals were very interesting and she hadn’t been ogling him. What was wrong with her? She wasn’t a flirtatious person by nature, and she was fresh from a horrible relationship. The puckered skin on her hip was proof that she should stay away from men.
Except Hank didn’t seem like someone she could dislike.
“I’ll set the clock so I can get up early and help you with the car.”
“No need. I’ll make a parts list by morning and we’ll figure out where to go from there.”
“Wait—what do you mean a parts list? I thought we’d call around and find a garage.”
“Yeah, but a garage and towing would be pricey. I can fix it.” Damn, his confidence was sexy.
“But…” She must look like a fool with her mouth hanging open.
“Let’s find out the damage first, okay? You can’t do anything right now anyhow, so why don’t you focus on a good night’s sleep?” He went to the door and paused. “Oh, you didn’t get to use our house phone. It’s at the bottom of the stairs. And bathroom’s right next door.”
The way he pointed a long index finger made shivers of awareness ripple down her spine. “Thanks.”
He vanished through the door, leaving her alone. She sank to the edge of the mattress, which was surprisingly comfortable. She threw herself back and slung an arm over her eyes. She didn’t have anybody to call, and no one knew she was here. Maybe she should leave some kind of trail in case things turned bad.
Hating her inner cynic, she went downstairs and called her parents’ landline, knowing they’d never pick up. They used their cells for everything, but they did check messages.
Charlotte ran back downstairs and glanced around the space. No one was in the room, and she figured Mrs. Dalton had returned to relaxing and Hank’s father had gone with him to get Charlotte’s car. Guilt washed over her. She hated just sitting back and letting people do things for her. She should have listened to her parents—she didn’t have enough money to make this life change. Yet working another six months to save while staying in a city that had been the location of such trauma didn’t…what had Hank said? Didn’t set well with her.
The interior of the house was simple and homey. Pale walls and family photographs. Across the way, she picked out a group photo—five young guys in plaid and denim, a few with thumbs hitched in pockets.
Feeling like a voyeur, she hurried back upstairs. She used the bathroom and changed into knit shorts for sleeping. Then she stretched out awkwardly on the bed.
It wasn’t very late, but she was exhausted from her experience. Fear and worry had chipped at her energy reserves and now she felt weighted to the bed. Tomorrow she’d have to fork out some money for car parts, and what if she didn’t have it? She couldn’t get anywhere with no car, little money and a handful of department store cards.
She’d be forced to call her parents for help. Ughh.
Releasing a slow breath, she listened to the world around her. A rooster crowing. In the distance, a dog bark—maybe even Prince, out running the fields.
And nothing else.
No neighbor’s TV, garbage truck or sirens of the city. She could practically hear the fields growing. Peace and calm stole over her, and she did something she never believed possible in a strange house, in a stranger’s bed behind an unlocked door—she fell asleep.
When she awakened, there was a glass of cold milk and a stack of cookies on a blue china plate.
* * *
Hank flipped the switch in the garage, and the space flooded with light and country music. Beck was a music fanatic, and he’d wired the radio to turn on with the light. They all worked better with music.
Around the ranch, they were always fixing tractors, old trucks, and more. Hank hadn’t been lying to Charlotte when he said he knew his way around a transmission. Unfortunately, hers was in bad shape.
Rebuilding would be costlier than she could probably handle, and he didn’t know if he could get one from the junkyard eighty miles away.
He leaned against the workbench and sipped coffee from the thermos he took into the field daily. Due to sleeping in a different bed—and knowing a pretty little woman was stretched out in his—getting up this morning had been harder.
He’d lain awake well after 2:00 a.m., thinking of her pink toenails and the way her curls brushed her succulent earlobes.
Spending half an hour fantasizing about ways to taste her seemed reasonable. He spent another half an hour obsessing over the stressed look she wore. Another two dwelling on why his chest burned with the need to fix everything for her.
“Start with the car.” He set his thermos among greasy tools and farm implements and wandered to the car he’d pushed into the garage last night. Pa had asked a lot of questions—more than usual for a man who didn’t have a lot of need for words.
Where did she come from? Was it better to take her into town? Or the bigger city beyond? Was she going to stay on the ranch while Hank repaired her car, because it was going to take a while on top of his work? With his brothers off hunting for wives, Hank was shouldering all of their workloads too.
In the end, Hank had looked Pa in the eyes and told him he was fixing it and he hoped Charlotte would be welcome to stay until he got her wheels on the road.
That glint had been in Pa’s eyes—the same he had after one of his sons had done something he felt to be worthy.
When Hank opened the driver’s door and leaned in to pop the hood, he caught a whiff of perfume. The warm florals hit him square in the chest with all the impact of a cow hoof.
His mind whirled. Had she slept well in his bed, and what had she worn? His Wranglers grew tight in the crotch as he pictured lacy panties and tank tops. Hell, she’d be adorable wrapped in a feed sack.
He bit off a groan and forced himself to close the door. For the next part of the morning, he threw himself into tearing apart the engine to get at the right parts, but Charlotte kept returning to his thoughts.
She was running from something. A bad breakup? An overbearing family?
Using a wrench, he put his strength into removing a bolt. It suddenly gave, and his knuckles struck the metal, splitting them.
Ignoring the blood, he kept working, stripping parts to get to the transmission. Unfortunately, the sun was angling into the garage windows, reminding him he needed to start cleaning barns. The cows had been fed—the first chore of the day. Not being a morning person, he usually saved mucking out barns for later.
His stomach rumbled. He’d grabbed a few pieces of toast and OJ before he left the house, but it had long ago worn off. Soon Momma would be calling him in for a second breakfast.
And Charlotte would be there.
He rubbed his face and realized he’d smeared blood on his cheek. Hearing a quiet footstep, he hurried to get a towel to wipe it away, but he was too late.
“Oh!” Charlotte paused in the doorframe, a snapshot of perfection. Her eyes were round as she stared at him. “You’re bleeding.”
He gave a small grunt, his chest suddenly tight. “Nah, it’s from my knuckles.” He held them up, and she came forward, curls fluffier than yesterday, and wearing a denim skirt that showcased tanned, curvy legs.
She stopped a foot away, but her scents clouded around him—perfume that smelled like wildflowers and pure female.
“Your mother asked me to tell you breakfast’s ready.” She looked at the scattered parts of her car, and that worry was back between her arched brows. “Is it bad?”
Bad enough that I’ll have to keep you here long enough to explore this attraction.
“I think I know what’s wrong and I’ll make a list of parts. When I head into town for them, you can go along.”
She twisted her lips.
“Or I can pick them up and we’ll discuss prices afterward.”
Her features shivered, and she bowed her head, staring at her fingers. “I have to be honest. I don’t have much money. I’m not sure I can afford a big car repair.”
Damn, the tense set of her shoulders and the way her curls tumbled over her forehead were tough on him—he wanted to wind his arms around her and shield her. He could tell himself that he was raised to protect and nurture—it was a cowboy’s life on a ranch where vulnerable animals depended on him. But he’d be lying.
It was her—a sweet, vulnerable woman down on her luck. And he was pretty sure her curves would mold to him just right.
“We’ll work it out. Maybe get some used parts.” He knew damn well that even buying everything used, he wouldn’t be able to keep the cost low. If it came down to it, he’d dig into his savings and help her.
It’s what a Dalton boy did.
When she didn’t reply, he laid a hand on her forearm. She jumped, and he removed his hand. Feeling awkward, he scuffed a boot on the floor. “We’d best not keep Momma waiting. She looks sweet, but you’ll see her bad side if you dawdle when she calls. One time she threw a whole stack of flapjacks at Cash. He had to wash his hair three times to get the butter and syrup out. And he went to the fields hungry.”
She giggled, and he relaxed. Leading her out of the garage and across the yard to the house felt as natural as walking with one of his brothers. None of that weirdness he’d experienced the few times he’d taken girls to dinner or the movies. He bit off a laugh, thinking of the hoops his brothers must be jumping through.
As they reached the house, Charlotte mounted the porch steps before him. She stood at the top, head high, scanning the fields beyond him. His breath caught, and another snapshot was captured, imprinted in his mind.
The breeze toying with her wild curls, a slender hand set on her hip, eyes stormy gray. Even the stubborn set of her little jaw made his heart do a belly flop.
For a second he couldn’t breathe or move. This was more than some small attraction—if he’d met her anywhere besides on the road under duress, he would have pursued her hard and fast.
Luckily, he had her trapped on the ranch, where he could get to know her. And if he took his time fixing her car, maybe he’d get a chance at those ripe lips.
She moved toward the door, and he leaped the steps to get there first. When he pushed a hand between them to turn the knob, she looked up, startled. Craning her neck, lips parted.
His gaze zeroed in on that sumptuous pout, hungry for a taste. Need was a giant fist in his gut. Charlotte issued a soft sigh.
With as much strength as he could muster, he pushed the door open and gestured her inside. She went, but he’d swear her cheeks were pinker.
What was he thinking to stare at her like that?
He hadn’t—he’d been feeling.
The house was filled with the aroma of frying bacon. Pausing in the mudroom, he knocked most of the dirt clumps off his boots and followed Charlotte’s tormenting backside into the kitchen.
Momma and Pa were already seated, platters of scrambled eggs and bacon before them. A basket of muffins was settled between two empty places—for him and Charlotte.
“Have a seat and dig in.” Pa’s gruff tone made Charlotte stop in her tracks.
The urge to remove the tension from her spine burned hot and bright. Hank pulled out her chair, and she took her seat.
“Have you met my pa yet? Charlotte, this is Ted. Pa…” He wanted to say “be nice,” but that might invite teasing. So he leveled his gaze at his father instead.
Amusement played around the corner of his lips, and he forked some eggs. “Nice to meet you. You’re a might down on your luck.”
“Yes, a bit. Hank was kind enough to stop and help me. Otherwise, I might still be walking.”
“Boy’s good that way. He’s always taking in strays.” Momma kicked him under the table, in a very noticeable way. He laughed and went on. “Not that you’re a stray, miss. I’m just saying Hank has a soft spot for helping.”
“He hasn’t brought home any stray animals for a while,” Momma interjected, joyfully buttering her muffin. Actually, her joy came from ribbing Hank for the nine dogs, cats, goats and a fawn he’d carried home over the years.
He groaned and held a spoon of eggs over Charlotte’s plate. She nodded, and he served her. Then he passed her bacon and a muffin.
“It’s nice to have animals around. I never had pets growing up,” Charlotte said.
“No? That’s a shame. Animals make life happier.” Pa polished off his eggs. “What are your plans while Hank’s fixing your car?”
“I…don’t know.”
“Why, she’ll stay right here. We have room and there’s no need to abandon the girl at a costly hotel in the city without her vehicle,” Momma said.
“No, I couldn’t impose—”
“Of course you can. The other Daltons won’t return home till the end of the week. When they do, we’ll kick Hank out to sleep in the barn. You’ll still have a bed.”
Charlotte’s gaze flashed to his, and his heart began to beat faster, a steady drum that sounded like the opening number of a lust-filled night. “I couldn’t put him out.”
“I’d rather sleep on the porch. Nice and cool, and the horses don’t wake you up munchin’ hay.” Charlotte smiled at him, a clear, genuine curving of lips without a hint of that worry she’d come to the ranch with.
“You’ll like this butter, dear. I made it myself.” Momma pushed the glass dish in Charlotte’s direction.
“You make your own butter?”
“My menfolk are spoiled. I tried some store-bought sticks once and that went over badly.”
“Tasted like chemicals,” Pa said around a mouthful of bacon.
“I’ll try some.”
Hank caught himself watching the graceful, economical way she moved as she spread butter. Hell, he was in trouble. He was way too engrossed in her.
“You didn’t say where you’re from.” Pa’s offhand comment made Charlotte suck in a breath. Redness crept up her throat and coated her cheeks. Hank’s heartstrings twanged like a country guitar on a Friday night.
“Uh, Phoenix.”
“That so? Now I realized you’re a city girl, but I thought you were farther from home. What brings you through these parts?” Pa was just making conversation, but Charlotte shifted in her seat.
Hank longed to place a hand on her thigh and calm her as he would a troubled horse.
“I’m searching for a new life.” She tipped her stubborn jaw up, giving them all a glimpse of the steel within her. “I’m tired of Phoenix.”
“So you’re headed for San Antonio? Houston maybe?”
“I don’t think so. While I was driving I…found I really love this country. I do need to settle in a town of some size, though. I need work and an apartment.”
“Bet you broke a lot of hearts back in Phoenix.” Momma’s tone was teasing, but Charlotte seemed to cave inward.
She dropped the muffin to her plate, buttery goodness forgotten. She curled forward, rocking a bit.
Alarm bells sounded in Hank’s mind. Some of that darkness he saw in her eyes wasn’t all worry over breaking down or being stranded with strangers.
He ached to touch her, to let her know it was okay. Seeing the changes in her, Momma intervened by bustling to the coffeemaker and refilling everyone’s mugs. “Drink up, dear. Then maybe you’ll want to go with Hank into town after the car parts.”
Charlotte wrapped her too-white fingers around the mug, eyes downcast. “I should, but I’m feeling a bit worn out.”
“That’s okay. I can handle things.” While he’d miss having her beside him in the truck for a long drive, her distress bothered him. Rule one, when dealing with a wary animal was leave them alone in small spurts. Charlotte was pretty damn wary.
He finished his breakfast, thanked Momma and took care of clearing his plate. After agreeing to do a few things for Pa around the ranch, he headed out to his truck with his parts list. As he slid inside, the image of Charlotte’s pink toenails flashed through his mind.
On the heels of that was the way she’d curled up like a wounded animal when prodded about breaking hearts. If Hank had his guess, he’d say she hadn’t broken hearts—she’d had hers broken. She was running from heartache and memories.
 



Chapter Three
 
With so much to do around the house, Mrs. Dalton kept Charlotte busy. She did the washing up after breakfast and marinated beef for supper. It was the least she could do to earn her keep, but she was eager to get on the road.
The longer she stayed, the more information the Daltons would want. She wasn’t about to discuss Stephen and how she’d believed their relationship to be in a slump. Never in a million years would she have guessed he intended to harm her.
No, kill her. He hadn’t set that fire believing she’d get out.
She spent some time tidying Hank’s room, wondering if he made his bed after sleeping. Then she did something totally out of character—she snooped in his closet.
It was a jumble of plaid and western shirts. Easily, she imagined the clothes on his hard body. A shiver ran through her.
She fingered a few belts and a childhood trophy. The man’s closet was as spare and normal as he was.
And it smelled good—like leather and spice.
Shaking herself, she went downstairs to see if Mrs. Dalton could use more help. Talking to the woman was soothing compared to her mother’s constant nagging.
Mrs. Dalton looked up from cutting onions. “Just in time. I was thinking how lonely it is around here without my boys banging through that screen door a hundred times a day.”
Charlotte smiled at the vision. Sighing, she stared out the kitchen window over the fields. Calm infused her. It was hard to remember the things she’d come from while gazing at such beauty.
“I’m planning to make some pickles today. We’ve got a bumper crop of cukes from the garden.” Mrs. Dalton dug a big jug of vinegar out of a cupboard and set it on the counter. “I’d appreciate a little help if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. I’ve never made pickles.”
“You’re in for a treat then. I’ll set you to work cutting the onions. Meanwhile, I’ll fetch the jars.” She crossed the room quickly, and Charlotte marveled at how she appeared to glide.
She went outside. Charlotte chopped two whole onions. Then three. Still, Mrs. Dalton hadn’t returned.
After wiping her hands on a towel, Charlotte went outside to see if she needed help. She swept her gaze over the property and saw no sign of the woman. “Mrs. Dalton?”
“Help!”
Adrenaline surged into Charlotte’s system. She lunged toward the voice, swinging her head left and right and scattering chickens. Where was she?
“Here! Help!” Mrs. Dalton’s voice broke, and Charlotte hurried faster. When she discovered the storm cellar, worry was a sick weight in her stomach. At the bottom of the wooden stairs lay Mrs. Dalton.
“Oh no!” She descended the steps with no memory of doing so. The woman’s leg was bent, but her ankle…it was cocked in the wrong direction. Shaking inside, Charlotte tried to think of first aid. She examined Mrs. Dalton’s white face. “It will be all right. We’ll get you out of here and to the hospital. Your ankle’s broken.”
“Yes,” she said through clenched teeth. “Get Ted. I’ll never make it up the stairs without my man.”
Something about the way she said that—relying so much on her husband—warmed Charlotte. She nodded. “Where do I find him?”
Panting shallowly against the pain, she said, “Top field. Go to the barn and head straight. You should see him checking over the herd.”
“Okay.” Charlotte paused to grip Mrs. Dalton’s fingers. “Hold on. Stay calm.” She dashed back up the stairs. Blinking into the blinding sunlight, she ran toward the barn. Her stomach hurt at the thought of the pain the woman must be experiencing. Her bone was broken clean off and they were far from a hospital. How did people live this way, so isolated?
“Population of seven,” she muttered, taking off in a dead run. A few months ago she wouldn’t have been able to do this—the skin on her thigh was too raw and new. Thank goodness, she’d had enough time to heal.
She ran up the slope to the top field, spotting Ted. She waved her arms, but he didn’t see. Calling out, she barreled forward. “Mr. Dalton! Come quick, it’s your wife!” She yelled twice before he spun and saw her.
From this distance he might be Hank—solid, strong body and dark hair. Hank would age well, and he’d be a good husband for some lucky lady someday too.
He came at her jogging. “What’s happened?”
“Your wife’s broken her ankle. She was in the storm cellar fetching jars. Hurry, it’s bad!”
He paled under his tan, running now. Over his shoulder, he hollered, “Go inside and call Hank’s cell. He’ll be in town by now, so you’ll reach him. His number’s on a notepad by the phone.”
Wheeling around, she took off at a dead run to the house. Surely they wouldn’t wait for Hank to return before taking Mrs. Dalton to the hospital.
When his deep voice filled her ear, warmth coated her insides and her nerves steadied. “Hank, it’s Charlotte. Your mother’s broken her ankle and your pa told me to call you.”
“Dammit.” She could almost see his full lips pulled tight against his teeth. There was a little background noise, followed by a heavy sigh. “Of course all this shit happens when my brothers are away. Okay, tell them I’ll meet them at the hospital.”
Guilt flooded her. She was only adding to the trouble—if not for her, Hank would be home sorting this out right now. Instead he was taking time away from the ranch to help her.
“Look, why don’t we forget about you fixing my car? I can pay for the tow into a garage and stay in town—”
“No.” His tone was hard and gritty—and it raised goose bumps on her forearms. Warmth slid into her belly, then lower.
He went on, “The car isn’t the trouble. It’s my parents’ hair-brained scheme and my brothers running off to make it happen.” He sighed again. “Are you okay, Charlotte?”
“I’m fine. Just worried about your family.”
“Sit tight if you don’t mind. I’ll meet my parents here at the hospital and be back in time to do evening chores.” Was that a smile she heard in his voice?
“I will, Hank.”
After hanging up, she ran back outside in time to see Mr. Dalton carrying his wife out of the storm cellar. Charlotte rushed ahead, taking his order to open the truck door. She helped Mrs. Dalton position herself so her foot was propped, but the woman was still as white as snow and grimacing in pain.
Standing back, Charlotte wrung her hands. “Is there anything else I can do?”
Mrs. Dalton gave a short nod. “If you don’t mind throwing some feed at the chickens, I’d appreciate it.”
They buzzed down the driveway in a cloud of dust, leaving Charlotte alone on a ranch in the middle of nowhere. And she’d never fed chickens in her life. Did she hand-feed them? Scatter grains?
She thought back if she’d ever seen a TV show or even a cartoon where characters had fed chickens.
First, she needed to find the chicken coop. Shielding her eyes from the sun, she gazed over the land that had been left in her care, even if only for an afternoon. While butterflies hatched in her stomach, she possessed a sense of ease that hadn’t come easy to her in months.
She’d definitely found a new life.
* * *
Damn, what a long day. Up before dawn, and half the day spent waiting for his mother to come out of surgery. Hank still had evening chores too. The best part of the day had been hearing Charlotte’s voice on the phone.
He climbed out of the truck, feeling about seventy years old. Thank God he didn’t have a desk job—sitting all day wasn’t for him.
The front porch light was on, and Charlotte was on the porch, arms hugging her middle. His heart stuttered and seemed to restart with a huge lurch. In a few strides, he reached the steps. One more and he cleared the stairs. Charlotte stepped back, laughing, and he found her holding an afghan around her shoulders. Hell, she was even endearing wrapped in Aunt Diane’s ugly crocheted creation.
“How’s your mom?”
“She’s been through a rough day, that’s for sure. I called my brothers, and that was even worse than dealing with Pa. He was fit to be tied, pacing like a mountain lion while Momma was in surgery.” Suddenly the whole day caught up to him, and he wanted nothing more but to sink onto the old porch swing and push off with a toe.
He twitched his head toward the swing. “Care to sit for a spell?”
“Okay.”
He waited for her to curl into the corner of the swing, and he crowded beside her. With a short laugh, he said, “I seem to take up a lot of space.”
“It’s okay.”
“Good thing you’re small.”
She dipped her head, and he swore she was blushing, though the bluish light cast by the porch fixture didn’t make it clear. Her curls were tucked behind one ear, exposing the tender shell. So perfect for nibbling.
“Thank you for being here. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”
“I only fed the chickens.” Embarrassment sounded in her feminine voice.
“And found Momma. Who knows how long she might have laid there. And feeding those chickens can be hell.” He raised the leg of his pants to expose his hairy leg above his boot. A silvery scar lived there. “Got spurred by a rooster when I was ten.”
“I didn’t know they’d do that.”
He laughed. “If you had, you might not have gone close, right? I deserved this wound. I was teasing the rooster, waving a stick at him, and he came after me.”
Now she laughed. They pushed off and began to swing.
For several minutes they rocked in silence. She smelled good and her toes were bare. Longing rose in him, closing off his throat. More than anything, he ached to turn and draw her into his arms. To taste those sweet rosebud lips.
And learn what she was running from.
“I got your car parts.”
She groaned. “Do I want to know the damage?”
He lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “Plenty of time for discussion. I was hoping to strike a deal with you.”
She scraped her big toe on the wooden floor, slowing them. “What kind of deal?”
“Well, Momma’s laid up for six to eight weeks. She has some screws in her leg now, and it will be some time before she can get into a walking cast. I was hoping you might stay on here and help while I fix your car.”
She darted her tongue over her lips. He tracked the movement, aware of the pressure building inside him. “I don’t know, Hank.”
Sweet Jesus, he was in trouble. Just hearing his name fall from those honeyed lips tied him in knots. “We could use your help. We’ll trade work.”
“You don’t even know if I can cook!”
“Won’t matter. Momma will want to oversee from a wheelchair if she has to. All you have to do is take direction. In exchange, I fix your car and you drive off, no payment necessary.” It hurt him a little to say those words, though it shouldn’t. He had no ties to her.
She pushed off with her toe, setting them in motion again. Silence stretched. Nine swings, ten.
“Okay, it’s a deal. But you have to promise that if it’s not working for you, our deal is dissolved.”
He looked into her eyes. “Shake on it.” Really he wanted an excuse to touch her.
With a smile, she placed her hand in his. Soft warmth enveloped his fingers, rocketing up his arm. Fighting rising need, he squeezed her fingers and pumped her hand once. “We’ve got a deal, little lady. Now I’d better get to work before I drop over. I’m bushed.”
He stood and she jumped to her feet. “What do you mean get to work?”
“Ranch duty calls. All the work I didn’t get to today needs doin’.”
“It can’t wait until tomorrow? You’ve had a long day…” Was she worrying about him? Damn, that felt good.
“Nah, having cattle is like having a pack of dogs. I’ve got to water them and check feed troughs.”
“I—” She stared up at him, face light and shadows. “I’ll help if you’d like.”
His stomach tingled with anticipation. “I’d love that. But you’d better have some shoes. Boots if you’ve got ‘em.”
The next two hours were spent working close in the moonlight with only the occasional giggle from Charlotte and the lowing of cows upset by waiting for their dinner. That was the trouble with living so far from neighbors—no one could step in and help in a bind. Then again, the Daltons never got into binds, not with five brothers to pick up the slack.
When Hank and Charlotte returned to the house, grubby and tired, his heart was near bursting. She fit so well here—fit with him. Sometimes words weren’t needed between them, and when they did speak, there was a spark.
His body was growing impatient, but he couldn’t push her. The times she withdrew signaled to him that she might not welcome an advance.
She used the bathroom and when she came out, he had a mug of hot chocolate prepared for her. Her mouth fell open, sweet and so damn kissable. He leaned close, and she wrapped her fingers around the mug. Their fingers brushed. Electricity zipped through his system, lighting up every corner of his lonely self.
“I never knew a man who could make hot chocolate.”
“This ain’t no packet mix either. It’s the real thing, milk and shaved chocolate.” Up close her eyes had blue flecks among the gray.
“Thank you.” Was it his imagination, or was she a bit breathless?
“I’m glad you’re here, Charlotte.”
Slowly, she pulled away, as if finding her fingers glued, taking the mug with her. He followed her to the bottom of the stairs and watched her ass sway with every step. Not only was she tempting on the outside, she was as sweet as honey inside.
“’Night.” His throat was dry and prickly. Maybe he should have fixed himself some hot chocolate.
No, what he needed was a cold shower.
* * *
How was she supposed to work under these conditions? Charlotte could hardly think with six feet of muscled cowboy standing there watching her. Hank leaned against the counter in a beam of sunlight streaming through the kitchen window, arms folded, looking as if he might eat her up.
Mrs. Dalton, or Maggie, as she’d told Charlotte to call her, had been made comfortable on a recliner her husband had dragged into the kitchen. From the depths of the cushions, she had guided Charlotte through a simple breakfast of oatmeal with fruit, a lunch of thick hamburgers on Texas toast and now an apple pie.
Making a pie for the first time was nerve-racking enough without glancing up to find burning hazel eyes on her.
For two days since sitting on the porch swing with Hank, Charlotte had become too focused on him. She knew which line around his eyes crinkled first when he smiled and that he ate his food clockwise, finishing one whole dish before starting on the next.
She also knew he liked looking at her.
When had she last welcomed male attention? More than a year ago, when Stephen had picked her out at the club and asked her to dance. Within two months she’d been situated in his apartment and he was telling her who she could hang out with and which shoes to wear.
She should have recognized how controlling he was before it was too late and he tried to dictate how many days were left of her life.
The area on her upper thigh itched. Though the burn was healed, just thinking of Stephen made her skin crawl.
“That’s right, Charlotte. Now lift the rolling pin carefully and set it on the edge of the pie dish.”
With a little squeaking noise, Charlotte followed direction. She’d created a crust from scratch with flour and butter, mixing it until it was crumbling. Then she’d rolled it and now was trying to lift the delicate dough without it ripping.
The crust started slipping, and she set the pin down so hard on the glass dish she was certain it’d chipped.
To Hank’s credit, he didn’t laugh.
“Just catch the edge there and shift the crust over the apples. Yes, you’ve got it. Now do this.” Maggie held her thumb and forefinger a half-inch apart and pointed at the space with her other index finger. She made a motion indicating how Charlotte should seal the edges of the crust.
Her first attempt drew a wheeze from Hank, and she threw him the evil eye. “Don’t you dare make fun of me!”
“I’m not. You’re doing well for a city girl.”
She focused on two more pleats in the crust before considering his words. Since crash-landing in the middle of Nowhere, Texas, she’d learned how to gather eggs without getting pecked and how to drive a stick shift truck. Hank had not bothered to keep from laughing during her jerky attempts.
She didn’t feel much like that girl from Phoenix who’d packed her few belongings and set out on her own. In a short time, she’d learned so much and come so far.
One of the biggest things she’d learned was how strong her libido was. With a gorgeous cowboy nearby, she’d found her sex drive again.
Raking her gaze from his dusty hat to the dark five o’clock shadow on his jaw, and down to the cotton T-shirt straining over his chest, she said, “I think I’m doing well for any girl, not just a city girl.”
“You are, dear,” Maggie said.
“Momma, you’re looking a bit tired. Can I help you to bed? Charlotte has the pie under control.”
“All right. I don’t know why a broken ankle should sap the life from me, but it does. Give me a hand, Hank.” He mostly lifted her from the chair, planting an arm around her so she wasn’t bearing her weight. Then she hopped out of the room.
By the time Hank returned, Charlotte had lost a little of that tingle in her belly she got when he was near.
Then he leaned over her shoulder—warm man who smelled like soap and leather. “Momma says don’t forget to poke holes in the top crust with a fork to let the steam out.”
She picked up a fork and jabbed it.
“You look as if you’re trying to kill it.”
“Kill what?” The unfamiliar voice made her jerk, and she tore a small hole in the crust.
“Damn.”
There was a stampede of boots, and Charlotte found four more sets of amazing hazel eyes on her. She shrank against Hank, and he turned with a smile to the cowboys who were obviously his brothers.
“I thought you guys weren’t coming back till tomorrow.”
“Left early. The wife hu—er, thing we were doing, was slow. We thought we’d better get home to Momma. Who’s this?” The cowboy wearing a denim shirt with pearl buttons was Hank with a few less lines on his face.
“Charlotte, these are my brothers, Cash, Kade, Witt, and Beck.” He pointed them out, and she followed, growing hotter by the second.
“You all look alike.”
As if he’d done it a dozen times, Hank caught her hand and placed it on his chest. The skin beneath her fingers was scorching, even with a layer of cloth between them. “I’m Hank, remember.”
Dead silence filled the room, and Charlotte’s ears burned. She pulled her hand free and practically hid in the oven as she placed the pie inside.
“One lousy pie? That’s it for our homecoming?” The man Hank had pointed out as Cash’s drawl sounded so much like Hank’s.
“That’s our pie—meaning Pa, Momma, Charlotte and me. The rest of ya can go without.”
“Aw c’mon.” Beck crowded close to Charlotte, peering into the oven at the apple pie she was extremely proud of. He had a thumb hitched in his pocket, the same gesture Hank had. “You’ll give me a slice, won’t you, Charlotte?”
“Where’d you get her?”
She turned from the stove. Naturally, she drifted closer to the man she was more familiar with.
Hank almost closed the gap between them, his shoulder so close to hers that she felt his body heat. “Charlotte had car trouble. I’m working on rebuilding a transmission. In the meantime, she’s helping Momma.”
“Where’re you sleeping?” Kade waggled his brows, and Hank’s knuckles caught his brother’s jaw lightly, whipping his head around with very little force. If he wanted to lay someone out, he had the muscle.
“You leave off. Nothing’s going on here.”
Wasn’t there? Could she discount toe-curling attraction that made her ache when she lay in bed at night?
Yes, Hank was right. She was only fulfilling her side of the agreement, then she’d go on with her life. The thought of driving away from the ranch made her stomach clench. She didn’t like roaming, and she felt so comfortable here—and needed.
“I did hear my boys’ voices.” Ted stood in the doorway, hand braced on the jamb. “Get out of your Sunday best, boys. Got work to do.”
With a few grunts of annoyance, the guys filed out after their pa. All but Hank. He turned to her, eyes soft. The finger under her chin was softer. He tilted her face up. “You okay? They like to tease, but I won’t let them go too far.”
“I’m fine.”
He stared at her lips. “That’s good.”
She waited, but he didn’t raise his gaze or remove his finger. Her belly was melted chocolate, running all over and turning her to mush. The bald desire in his gaze made her heart trip faster.
“Actually,” his Adam’s apple worked up and down, “you’re more than fine.” He swooped in slowly, giving her time to duck. As his hard lips slanted across hers, she closed her eyes.
Drowning in sensation and desire, she cooed. He answered with a groan, hands bracketing her face. He brushed his lips over hers harder. Again. Faster this time. With increasing pressure, he stole her mind.
She didn’t realize she’d wound her arms around his neck until she felt the brim of his hat against her arm. He pivoted her to rest against the counter and parted her lips with his tongue.
She gasped, giving him total access. In a blink he took advance, driving his tongue inside, curling and tasting. White-hot need pooled between her thighs, wetting her silky panties.
He ravaged her, pulling her onto tiptoe and against his every hard inch. Through his jeans, those hard inches were quite apparent. Her nipples ached, and her pussy pulsated in rhythm to each pass of his tongue.
He planted a hand low on her back, molding her to fit his body. Her body screamed to get closer. He felt so good, tasted better. She loved the way he looked at her, and he knew how to treat a lady.
He inched his hand down, snaking it around her hip.
She froze.
Feeling the change in her, he straightened. Yet he didn’t let her go. Lights burned in his eyes, but something else flickered there—uncertainty.
“I...I’d best clean up this mess.” She darted under his arm and put distance between them. But damned if she could erase his touch. Her lips had been branded by his kisses and she felt as if honey flowed through her veins.
That touch on her hip, so strong and sure—it was too much. He didn’t know why and she couldn’t say the words. She had to keep this from happening again.
He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and forced her to look at him. “Charlotte, don’t pretend that didn’t happen.”
“It shouldn’t have.”
“It felt too good to be a ‘shouldn’t have.’”
She loved the way he said that, but she was out of Paradise Valley Ranch as soon as Maggie was on her feet and Hank had her car fixed. Panic splashed over her. What if he refused to fix her car if she turned him away? What if he tried to throw her body into the deal?
She met his gaze—the same gaze that had convinced her he wasn’t an ax murderer and climbing into his truck was a good idea. She still trusted him.
“I just…need some space and time to think.”
He released her but didn’t move away. His closeness felt so right, she longed to press her nose against his shirt and feel his arms around her again. “I understand that. I’ll be in the garage. You know where to find me.”
As he left her alone in the kitchen with a mess of flour and mixing bowls, she couldn’t stop replaying his words. Did he mean he wasn’t going to pursue her again? If not, could she live without it?
 



Chapter Four
 
 
The crisp night air cooled the perspiration on Hank’s skin. He stretched out on his bedroll on the porch floor and stared at the stars set into a black velvet sky.
While the universe intrigued, the butter yellow square of light cast on the yard was more interesting. His bedroom window, his light. Charlotte was still awake.
His gut clenched. The kiss they’d shared had only been a warm-up for what he really wanted. She was sweet and tempting, and while he didn’t know her favorite dessert or childhood nickname, he knew she was a kind person. The way she treated his parents and the animals conveyed that.
In the past few days she’d been on the ranch, he’d analyzed his attraction over and over. While pitching hay, while nailing in a loose board. Was he only interested because she was convenient?
No. If he’d seen her on the county fair, he’d buy her a candy apple and beg her to go on the Ferris wheel. She was the kind of girl that got under a man’s skin.
He gnashed his back teeth together. Every Dalton boy was too aware of Charlotte’s charms. Since his brothers had come home, Hank felt as if he was defending his chicken from the foxes. While they completed the chores together, they’d drilled him with questions about her. His answers had been short and hard, so much that even Cash got the point.
“You layin’ claim, brother?” he’d asked.
Hank filled two horse troughs with grain before answering. “Maybe I am.”
But he’d never been more unsure in his life. He didn’t want her to believe he was taking advantage. He was a gentleman through and through—he would never compromise her or make promises he wouldn’t keep.
A few stolen kisses could be forgotten, but she would be on the ranch for several more weeks. He wasn’t a full-time mechanic, and Momma needed help. A lot could happen in a few weeks.
We could get to know each other better. Explore this attraction.
Or she could fall for one of my brothers.
With a groan, he slung his arm over his eyes. The night sounds of crickets and insects should have soothed him, but he felt hot, tense—and he had a raging hard-on for that woman.
In the distance, a coyote barked. He’d have to set Beck on the trail tomorrow morning so the predator didn’t get one of their calves.
He crossed his feet at the ankles, visions of Charlotte doing a country line dance in his head. Flying down a back road with her, making her giggle until her curls danced.
He pushed out a breath. When had he gone all-in?
The minute I laid my hands on her.
He needed to know so much more about her. Did she like to sing? Had she ever gone fishin’, and could a city girl live happily in the country? Were there pages in her history that hurt too bad to flip through?
He knew there were—after their kiss, dark pain had smoldered in her gray eyes.
“Dammit.” He flipped onto his side, but the wooden floor was unforgiving. His shoulder dug in and he ended up turning onto his back once more. At least the night was cool. In Texas, that didn’t happen often. Rain was on the way, and by week’s end, he and his brothers would be up to their asses in mud.
The yellow light had vanished. Hell, the urge to go upstairs and slide into bed with her scorched hot. The way she’d felt against him, curves fitting into his hard angles…
At the creak of the door opening, he jackknifed into a sitting position. The drum of his heart gave away his hope that it wasn’t a family member sneaking out of the house. When the bare toes curled onto the cool porch boards, Hank stopped breathing.
Charlotte drifted out in a nightgown that glowed blue in the moonlight.
His cock jerked against the fly of his jeans he’d chosen to sleep in. As she turned to quietly close the door behind her, his ability to breathe returned. He sucked in a long breath, fighting for control.
“What are you doing out here?” His voice was a stranger’s croak.
She held up a hand. Two longnecks glistened. “Thought you might have a beer with me.”
As his mouth was suddenly as dry as the cracked Texas sod in July, a beer was a damned good idea. He tucked his knees up and gathered himself into a crouch before standing.
Charlotte padded barefoot to the porch swing and sat down. When he crowded beside her, she passed him a beer.
“It’s a cool night.” Her voice was sweet music.
He twisted off the cap and drank to keep from yanking her across his knees and plunging his tongue into her mouth. When he lowered the beer, he said, “There’s a front coming in.”
“Really?” She looked beyond him into the dark fields. “I suppose you didn’t hear that from the six o’clock weather report.”
“Nope.” He smiled, unable to resist meeting her gaze. Light and shadows played over her features, highlighting her delicate bones and turning him into a raving lunatic, hungry for a taste of her.
She pushed off with a toe, and they began to rock. The slow rhythm coupled with her feminine scents was anything but lulling. He swallowed more beer.
“Why did you come out here, Charlotte?”
Instead of answering his question, she said, “When I left Phoenix I could only think of getting away. I’d spent too much time there after…well, I just needed to get out. Far away. I thought I might end up in California, but I didn’t really have a destination in mind when I started driving.”
He waited, listening to what she didn’t say as much as when she did.
She stared at the beer in her hands. “I figured I’d just drive into a town where I’d instantly feel at home.”
“That didn’t happen.”
She looked at him for a long heartbeat. What was going on in that pretty little head of hers? Her lips had looked so damn gorgeous swollen from his kisses earlier. He needed to see them that way again.
Gently he removed the beer from her hand and set it with a soft clink on the floor, along with his. Then he took her hand, her arm, shoulder, soft waist, and he pulled her into his arms. She came easily, leaning across his lap and making him burn with desire.
Up close her eyes glittered. “I don’t know why I came out here, Hank.”
“I do. You like my kisses.” Before she could deny it, he claimed her mouth. The initial crush of lips beneath his lit a fire he’d let go long untended. With a growl, he sank his tongue between her lips and drew a moan from her. Sweet torment, sweeter woman.
Whatever she was working through, he’d wait for. If it meant he drove two hundred miles every weekend to visit her in some stinking, polluted city, he’d do it. He just didn’t want to let this chance fade. He didn’t have a lot of experience with women, but he knew this was something special.
Pressure built in his chest as he slicked his tongue over hers again and again. Her arms wound around him, and she leaned close, breasts rising and falling. He nibbled her lower lip, then the point of her chin. She squeaked, and the sound pierced him deep.
Need unlike any he’d ever known was a flare of warning he didn’t heed. He continued to kiss a path down her delicious throat to the crest of her breasts. Small, perky, only a handful each. So perfect for him.
She arched against him, and he spattered kisses over the flesh then cupped her breasts. She issued a ragged sigh, which he took as consent.
She dug the blunt points of her nails into his shoulders, pulling a primal groan from him. He released her breasts and yanked her closer to straddle him. Her cotton nightgown rode up, revealing smooth thighs and a shadow between.
Pure heaven.
“Charlotte, gorgeous woman. I can’t get enough of you.” He returned to kissing her as if it were his sole duty in the world. She grew weighted and pliant in his hold, exploring his back with her hands, down to his waist, then up again in slow, maddening increments.
When he slipped a hand over her knee, she didn’t resist. Silken heat met his hand, and he followed it, up between her thighs to her center. The crotch of her panties was damp and distended by her swollen folds.
“Hell, sugar. You’re so hot.” He edged a finger beneath the elastic of her panties and rumbled as he met slippery wetness.
She threw her head back, parting her legs to give him access. As he explored her puffy outer lips then the wet inner folds, he watched her face ripple with pleasure. Spurred on, he ran a finger down her seam. She gave a mewl of delight, and he almost lost it then and there. Biting off his rising need to sink into her, he slowly glided his finger upward to the swollen bundle of nerves that would send her flying.
She cried out, grinding down on his touch. God, he needed to see her stretched out in the moonlight, but he was terrified that if they moved to the floor, her haze of passion would vanish and she’d go inside, leaving him miserable and aching.
He planted a hand on her ass cheek and pulled her into his hand while tweaking her nipple through the cloth of her nightgown. He slicked her juices over her nubbin, swirling around then into a figure eight pattern.
Her breathing grew choppier, her movements jerkier. She was getting close, and goddamn, she was so ripe and beautiful. He didn’t care if he ever got off, as long as he got to witness her release.
He pressed the hood of her clit, locating her hard core.
“Ohhh!” She rocked, taking what she needed with no idea that he would give her the world.
His cock throbbed behind his fly, and his heart beat double time. He wanted to sink into this woman, not just bodily, but in all ways. So odd, since he’d only known her a short spell. But he’d heard of relationship happening this way.
Whatever was going on, he would hold onto it, not let it slip away.
He splayed his fingers and pressed one inside her. Soaking heat clutched at his digit, driving him crazier. “Sugar, you’re killing me. You’re so beautiful, making those sounds.”
Her lips opened wider, her eyes closed in concentration. He sucked on her throat and plucked her nipple while circling her clit and driving one finger into her tight sheath.
“Hank!” The first pulsation travelled up his finger, through his wrist and arm. As she came apart around him, he gathered her closer and stole her cries with his kiss. Wild with need and wilder with the knowledge that he was giving her ecstasy, he delivered a bruising kiss.
Cream flooded his fingers, and he burned to stretch her out on the bedroll, dive between her legs and taste her release.
She went boneless in his hold, and he slowed his touch and kiss. Extreme tenderness welled in him, and words he probably shouldn’t utter landed on his tongue.
When she leaned her forehead against his, panting hard, he lost it—his heart no longer beat to keep on living—it beat for Charlotte.
* * *
Charlotte’s body hummed and pleasure shocks still rolled through her. How had she come to be in this place? One minute she was stranded along a road and the next she was straddling a big cowboy with magical fingers.
His arousal bulged between them, and she knew he must be aching for release too. Was she ready for intimacy? Getting to second base was very different from joining bodies.
In a few weeks, she’d never see him again. It wasn’t fair to cross home plate—for either of them.
“Hank…”
He cradled her against his bare chest, and she breathed his manly scent. Her mind was whirling with scenarios and her body still pulsated. When he rubbed small circles on her back, she relaxed. He wasn’t an animal, pushing her to seal the deal right now.
Leaning away, she drank in his god-like features. Straight nose, strong jaw, calm brow. His eyes turned her to jelly, because they were soft and warm with emotion.
She pressed her palms against his chest, over hard pecs and the steely ridges just below. He was made for hard work—or hard work had made him. Stephen was nothing like this man, and that’s why she’d given a piece of her trust to Hank.
But she couldn’t fool him into believing she’d be in his life for longer than a few days. She shivered.
“You cold, sugar?” He wrapped his arms tighter around her, and her heart squeezed. He was thoughtful and giving. So different from anything she’d ever known.
But she wasn’t for him. He deserved someone whole. Her body might be healed, even if it did bear a twisted scar, but her mind wasn’t sewn back together yet.
She wasn’t ready for more, and Hank needed something better.
“Hank, what are we doing?”
He nuzzled her throat, rubbing his nose back and forth over her curls. “This is called country lovin’, sugar. I’ve never adored this porch swing so much.”
Fighting a giggle, she was amazed by his words. His low tone buried deep in her, and the fires she’d thought to be doused rekindled.
She slid off his lap and stood a foot away. If he leaned forward, he could grasp her and pull her back where she wanted to be so damn bad it hurt. She wanted to believe there could be more for her in life than pain and nightmares.
A crease formed between his long brows, cutting her to the core.
“I’m sorry, but we can’t do this.”
He gave a small shake of his head. “I’m not asking you to go to bed with me, Charlotte. All I’m asking is to let this seed between us grow.” He held out a big hand, and she was unnerved to see it shake slightly.
She stepped back. “What we just did—you’re amazing, Hank. But it can’t continue. I’m only here for a short time, then I’ll be on my way and you’ll lead your life.”
He compressed his lips, huffing out a breath through his nose. His chest worked. “I don’t do things like this. I don’t lay hands on girls I don’t have feelings for.” His voice broke, ripping her open a little more.
She spread her hands. “Me either. And it was…” she gave a full body shudder, “one of the best experiences of my life. But I need some distance.”
He met her gaze. “You’re the one who came to me.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.”
He clenched a fist and rested it on his knee. “Why not? What aren’t you telling me? Do you have a boyfriend somewhere? A fiancé? Husband, kids?”
Shock tore through her. “No!”
“Then what? I know you have secrets. We don’t know each other well, but I’m willing to learn.”
He was breaking her heart, and she didn’t know how. She’d allowed him to touch her a little, kiss her and give her release. Somewhere along the way she’d given him a small chunk of herself. Now she had to take it back.
“I’m sorry, Hank, but I can’t.” Before she could see the pain on his rugged face, she hurried to the door and slipped back inside. Breathing hard, she leaned against the door, staring at her dark surroundings.
None of it belonged to her. It was easy to feel a sense of belonging, and the thought of leaving infused such a feeling of homesickness that she could barely breathe.
As she mounted the stairs and climbed into Hank’s bed, she longed for the man lying out on the porch floor, probably kicking himself for bringing her home. He had to be thinking that she was no good.
He was right.
 



Chapter Five
 
“What’s got your Wranglers up your butt?” Cash leaned on his shovel and eyed Hank.
He shot him a warning look and kept shoveling. “No wedgies here.”
“No? You’ve been in a funk for a week. Are you pissed that you didn’t go into Austin with us?”
“Hell, no. I don’t believe for a minute you’re going to walk into a bar in Austin and find a girl who wants to live her life on a secluded ranch.”
“Ah. So you believe that woman’s right under your nose, huh? Say, in the kitchen takin’ Momma’s orders?”
Hank pushed out a sigh. Since Charlotte had left him reeling—aching—that night after he’d pleasured her, he’d had a hell of a time concentrating. There were jobs on the ranch that needed doing, but he couldn’t see anything but the sweet little woman he’d had in his arms.
For hours after she’d gone back inside, he’d lain on the hard floor, beating himself up for making some mistake. As far as he could see, he hadn’t been in the wrong, though. She’d pulled away. He hadn’t pressured her. She’d walked.
Still, he couldn’t stay away from her. He found himself in the house every chance he got, watching her whirl through rooms tidying up and learning to bake just like his Momma.
And the way she threw him sidelong glances burned him up with desire. He could practically still smell her on his hands.
He swiped a palm over his face. “I don’t want to discuss Charlotte. Only thing going on is me fixing her car.”
“Yeah, and you spend all night doing it. No wonder you’re grumpy—you can’t be getting more than four hours of sleep.” Cash dug into the manure pile again. Scoop, pitch, scoop, pitch. They worked in a rhythm that provided a bit of calm to Hank. Before Charlotte, he’d been content. Now, he felt as if ants crawled under his skin.
After half an hour of straight shoveling, Hank put his hand tool down and grabbed his thermos. It was filled with ice water, and he drank off most of it, sweat running down his body. He recapped the thermos and looked at his brother. “So how did the wife hunt go?”
Closest in age, they’d always shared a lot. Cash was a prankster and had a tendency to make small things into a big deal, but his antics always made Hank smile. Right now, he could use some cheering up.
“Well, we tried our best. We went as a group, thinking the ladies would fall all over us. I mean, we aren’t without good looks.” He plucked at the buttons of his western shirt.
Hank smiled crookedly. Cash had always been cocky, but usually it just made him funnier.
“And we got some attention. Danced and bought drinks for some cute gals. But we were a little country bumpkin compared to city slickers. We didn’t have fast cars, and the ladies wanted to leave in them. So we split up and tried some smaller bars around town. I found a nice girl who worked in the hotel lobby, but after talking to her for two days, I found out she was engaged.” He rolled his eyes.
“Man, that sucks.”
“Yeah, and she was the only one I was actually interested in learning more about.”
Hank knew the feeling, but he didn’t say so.
“So what’s really going on with you and Charlotte?”
Time to shovel again. He picked up the tool and went at it. “Her car broke down, I picked her up. I’m fixing her tranny in exchange for her helping Momma. That’s it.”
“She doesn’t look at you as if that’s it.”
Hank’s heart did a slow somersault. “Are you gonna lean on that shovel or use it?”
With a grin, his brother started working alongside him, but he didn’t have the sense to stop talking.
“She looks at you like she’s hungry and you’re a big old donut.”
He shook his head, disregarding his brother’s words. They’d just give him hope—it already leaped in his chest—but Charlotte had obviously sworn him off. She hadn’t said more than two sentences to him all week.
“Well, if you’re not interested, maybe I’ll try to get somewhere with her. She’s mighty pretty. Soft and sweet.”
He stopped shoveling and glared at his brother. “She’s off limits.”
“Why? I need a wife if I want that land, and she’s here. I like her.”
“Get over it. You’re not touching her.”
Grinning, Cash scooped up manure and hurled it at Hank. It struck his shins and slid down to cover his boots. Hank lowered his head, ready to charge his pipsqueak brother and pound the piss outta him like he did when they were little.
“Do that again and you’ll find yourself flat on your back in this pile.”
He laughed. “I’d like to see you try, bro. If you’re so protective of Charlotte, why aren’t you pursuing her more?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Wait—you tried and she pushed you away?”
His pride took a hit, which made his tongue loosen. “Not exactly. She let me touch her.”
“And?”
“That’s it. Afterward, she closed up. I haven’t gotten through the door since.”
“Dayummm. You must really have bad technique.”
It was Hank’s turn to throw a shovelful of shit at his brother. It hit him square in the chest and ran off him in smelly chunks.
“You’re askin’ for it, bro.”
“Let’s go.” Hank poised, ready to fling cow pies in his brother’s face if it would shut him up about Charlotte. But five breathless, laughing minutes later, all he was left with was the need to hit the shower.
Even though her car still sat in the garage, it was as if Charlotte had already driven away.
* * *
For three weeks Charlotte had been on the Paradise Valley Ranch. In that time, she’d learned how to bake everything from biscuits to bread, and homemade donuts to blueberry pies. She could make a mean chicken gravy, and failed twice at the Dalton’s favorite country fried steak. The boys had been nice, forking the burned meat into their mouths, but she knew how bad it tasted.
Still, most of the things she tried her hand at were successful. At least when she left, she’d practically have a degree in home-cooking.
She leaned against the sink and stared out the window at the setting sun. The kitchen was clean after dinner, and Mrs. Dalton had used her brand new set of crutches to get into the living room, saying Jeopardy and her recliner were calling.
The times Charlotte wasn’t scrubbing mud off the floors or folding whipped cream into a fruit and nut salad, she didn’t know what to do with herself. Usually Hank came inside and she’d hurry to find busy work, but today he’d stayed away.
All day.
Cash had come in and talked her ear off about calving season, though. While the topic fascinated a city girl like Charlotte, she wished it was Hank doing the talking.
If she were honest with herself, she missed him.
Stupid. I don’t know him enough to miss him.
But she knew his crooked smile when he’d taken a bite of her first dumpling, how his hair stuck up when he came into the house after a long night on the porch.
And how good his rough fingers felt as she rode them.
She wrapped her arms around her middle and tried to ignore the heat coursing through her body. She wasn’t getting any relief from this deep ache, and it was her own fault. If she went to Hank again, he wouldn’t turn her away. The burning in his eyes assured her that he still wanted her.
She could spend the last few weeks of her stay enjoying him. What was holding her back?
The knowledge that he wanted more. It was written all over the cowboy—the way he looked at her, the way he moved when he was around her. And he wasn’t the type of man to love ’em and leave ’em. If she slept with Hank, he wouldn’t take it lightly.
It had taken her all of a week to discover he was a forever kind of guy.
A gorgeous Dalton boy strode into her view, long legs eating up the yard. He wore his hat low and his T-shirt was tucked in his back pocket, dangling down one chiseled thigh. Muscles glistening in the sun.
Hank. She stopped breathing.
Prince bounded into view, ears stiff and tail wagging for attention. Hank paused to ruffle the dog’s coat before continuing on.
After he left her field of view, it took ten full seconds for Charlotte to be able to draw breath.
It was pretty damn telling—she liked him. A lot.
Turning from the window, she poured herself a glass of sweet tea. Then she drifted to the front porch to sit and think.
Even pursuing pleasure with Hank was unfair. She’d be leaving in a short time, and both of them would be left bleeding a little in the aftermath. She wasn’t the type of girl to love ’em or leave ’em either. She’d had five boyfriends in her life, and didn’t take relationships lightly.
That’s why she’d been so devastated by what Stephen had done to her. The burn, surgeries and scarring were a lot less painful than knowing he’d tried to kill her.
Was she over Stephen enough to share her body with Hank?
The answer was crystal clear—yes. This wouldn’t be a rebound affair. But it would be an affair—short, pleasurable. Probably poignant, something to look back on later in life and remember the time she’d been taken in by a beautiful cowboy—in all ways.
Witt rounded the corner of an outbuilding and tipped his hat at her. “Got more of that sweet tea?”
“Yes, in the fridge.”
“I’ll be lookin’ for it when I’m done.” He dropped her a wink, and she smiled back. The Dalton boys were all flirty, but only one caused butterflies to take flight in her stomach.
She made up her mind. Tonight she’d find Hank and try again.
She finished her sweet tea and went up to her room. A shower would feel good after a long day in the hot house, and she had a cool sundress in her suitcase. She spent some time lathering herself with floral-scented body wash and even longer drying her curls, first with a towel, then a hair dryer on low heat.
Finally, she slipped on the strapless red sundress and added a hint of lip gloss. Stephen hadn’t liked lipstick of any kind—he said it was too sticky for kissing. The first thing Charlotte had done when she could walk into a store was buy three tubes.
Satisfied with her appearance, she shot a look at the window. Funny how here in the country she relied on the position of the sun to tell her the time of day. The boys would be coming in soon—except Hank. He’d go to the garage and start work on her car.
Guilt flooded. He was working so hard for her. She wasn’t stupid enough to believe the work she was doing for Maggie was equal to the cost of parts and labor. Hank was doing the repairs because he was a nice guy. And when had Charlotte ever had a nice guy?
She went downstairs and grabbed a fresh glass of sweet tea to take to the garage.
* * *
When Hank glanced up, his chest grew too small to contain his hammering heart. Charlotte stood in the doorway, a halo of curls shining above her shoulders, wearing a sexy red dress and bearing a glass of sweet tea.
She met his gaze, and electricity passed between them, snapping so quickly it was dizzying. Her lips fell open in that alluring way he wanted to take advantage of all night.
“I brought you some tea.” She came forward, hand extended.
Hank grabbed a grease rag and wiped most of the oil off his hands. He longed to snag her around the waist and reel her close. God, she looked as pretty and fresh as a summer field after a rain.
He swallowed hard and accepted the glass. After the first sip, he knew it wasn’t his Momma’s—it was better because Charlotte had made it.
Damn, he had it bad. Telling her that her car would be done in a week would hurt even more now that he recognized the stupid, tipsy, happy feeling he got when he was around her.
Sometime between picking her up along the road and drinking her sweet tea, he’d fallen for her.
He lowered the glass and tried to control his ragged breathing. “Tastes great. You’ve added a little something Momma doesn’t.”
She smiled, small teeth seemingly whiter against her skin, which had gained a sun-kissed glow in her short time here. When she nodded, her curls bounced. He folded his fingers into fists. “Some mint and more lemon. Do you like it?”
“It’s delicious. I could drink me a gallon.”
She half turned to the door again. “Do you want me to get you more?”
“No,” he said too fast, too rough. Confusion etched between her brows. He tried again. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”
Something dark crossed her face. What was she thinking?
“Come here.” He walked to the open hood and peered in at what he’d done.
She stood beside him, close enough to grab and bend over his arm. He wanted to kiss the pink into her cheeks.
“I’m not sure what I’m looking at,” she said with a giggle.
“Most of the parts are back in, including the transmission. I only have a few adjustments to make.”
“Oh.” Why did she sound so quiet? Was she overcome with joy that she could drive away soon?
“Of course, at the rate I’m able to work, it will be a week or so before I have the car running. In that time, Momma should get her walking cast and freedom papers.”
“Yes, that’s right.” She gripped her fingers together and stared at them.
When Hank looked at the curls swirling over the top of her head, that soft, possessive feeling overtook him again. “Charlotte…”
She turned to him and tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “Hank, about what happened the other night. When I ran, I was wrong.”
“You did what was best for you, sugar.”
“I’m not sure I did.”
His gut clenched. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” she drew closer, flooding him with warmth, “I can’t get you out of my head. I need to know what happens next.”
While his heart soared with joy, he closed his eyes and swallowed hard. When he opened them again, worry glinted in hers. “Say it plain.”
Hesitantly, she untangled her fingers and placed them on his biceps. “I want to try again.”
His chest worked as his breathing grew more uncontrolled. His head told him she was leaving soon and he’d only have memories. His heart said he might be able to convince her to give a cowboy like him a chance.
He yanked her off her feet and whirled her, setting her on a stool that was hopefully clean enough that she didn’t get a grease stain on that perty little dress. A laugh escaped her, and she threw her arms around his neck, pulling her down to her mouth.
The first brush of her tongue over his lower lip raised a growl from him. Cupping her face, he angled his head and thrust his tongue into her mouth. Sweet tea and woman. Hell, he wanted her bad.
Tearing away, he said, “Not here.”
She was wrapped around him, eyes hazy with passion. “What?”
“Come with me.” He took her wrist and hauled her off the stool he’d just plopped her on. They went out of the garage and across the yard to where his truck was parked. She didn’t say a word as he put her inside and got behind the wheel. He didn’t take the driveway, but bumped across the field.
She bounced in the seat—curls, breasts, thighs. Hell, he was going to lose it before he’d even gotten his hands on her.
He knew just the spot to take her.
One point on the ranch was higher than the rest, and long ago he’d longed to put a house here. Dreaming of standing at his own window with a cup of coffee in hand and staring at the miles of Paradise Valley was how he wanted to live his life.
When he stopped, Charlotte leaned forward and placed her hands on the dash to gaze out the windshield. “It’s…”
“I know. C’mon.” He got out and came around the truck to open her door. She knew him well enough to wait, and that pleased him right down to the toes of his boots. She took his hand, and Hank squeezed her slender fingers, head bowed over hers.
“The view is amazing. Even in the dark, you can see so much. It’s beautiful.”
He focused on the whorls on her head and the tender shell of her ear. “I know,” he breathed.
She tipped her face up. Their gazes connected, his heart sputtered. Leaning in, he took her mouth—gently. Their kiss was slow and chaste, but it filled him with a simple joy.
Straightening, he said, “The view gets better.” He led her to the back of the truck. From this vantage point, you could see for miles. Prime grazing land that his brothers would someday own.
If they ever found wives, that was.
Charlotte’s breath caught, and she placed one hand against her heart. Was it thundering like his?
All he had was right now—and he was damn well going to take it.
He lowered the tailgate and gripped her waist. When he settled her on the edge, she caught the front of his shirt, twisting it under her hands. Need coursed through him, and he issued a ragged breath.
“I plan to finish what I started the other night, sugar.”
“I…yes.” Her eyes were two silvery moons in the pale oval of her face. He could get lost in those eyes for eternity.
He reached around her and caught the edge of a wool blanket he always carried in the back of the truck for emergencies. It wasn’t a feather bed, but it was clean. He spread it out and urged her to lie back on it. When he joined her, she curled against him.
For long minutes, he just held her, learning the rise and fall of her chest and the knobs of her spine. Turning to each other for a kiss was natural.
If he only got one chance at this, he would take it slow. He tugged her tight to his body, and she melted against him. As he plundered her mouth with his tongue, she grew bolder and more restless. Wriggling closer, rocking her hips.
He bit off a growl as his erection bumped her belly for the third time. If he didn’t get control, he’d ruin this encounter, and he was pretty sure this was his last chance.
His hat had been abandoned, and she ran her fingers through his hair, sending tingles down his arms. He imagined lying in bed in this very spot with her as his wife.
Charlotte’s tongue swiped across his over and over until he could barely trust himself to touch her. The more he lay docile, the more aggressive she became, and that was fine by him. This time she could take what she wanted.
She rolled atop him, breasts crushed to his chest, as warm and light as a spring breeze. “I should have done this that night on the porch.”
“You needed the time.” He buried his nose in her hair and nuzzled her ear. When he took the tender bit of flesh between his teeth, she squirmed.
“I’m ready now,” she gasped.
He gripped her round ass and pulled her up and onto his cock. Their shared moan hung in the night air. Kissing along the column of her throat, he kneaded her firm cheeks.
“I’ve never been with a cowboy.” Her breath hitched as he reached a sensitive area.
“Me neither.”
She giggled, and he realized how damn right this was. Fire raging now, he flipped her. Bracing himself on his elbows, he stared down into her eyes. They were filled with stars, and he was going to memorize every glimmer.
“I’ve been aching for you, sugar.”
She raked at his shoulders, catching the fabric of his T-shirt and pulling it overhead. Cool air kissed his skin, and at one time, he would have believed that to be the ultimate pleasure. Not anymore.
Her fingers danced over his skin. “You’re so broad. Muscled.”
He never considered how his hard work looked on his body, but he was suddenly damn proud of it. He let her explore his shoulders, spine, around to his pecs. When she skimmed a palm over his abs, dangerously close to his fly, he sucked in a breath.
“You’re beautiful,” he murmured before claiming her mouth.
They rolled again with her seated atop him, tongues tangled in a wild dance of need. She straddled his hips, and her dress gathered around her hips. Throbbing, he resisted the need to plunge his fingers into that shadowed space he remembered so well.
Wild with desire, he cupped her breasts. She threw her head back and covered his hands with hers, guiding him to pull her strapless bodice down. Shock tore through him as he met bare flesh. She wasn’t wearing a bra. That perkiness was all her.
“Sugar, you’re driving me crazy.”
“I’ve never driven a cowboy crazy before.”
He groaned as he caressed her breasts. Plucking at her nipples caused her to grind her sex down on him. He stared at her face as he twisted the little pink buds until they stood erect.
She reached between their bodies and caught hold of his belt buckle. Her face was intense as she managed to undo his belt then fly. When she slid her hot hand inside and gripped his cock through his briefs, he totally forgot the need to go slow.
He pushed upward into her hand, letting her feel his length. She caught her lower lip between her teeth, and he couldn’t stand it another minute. He had to get her under him.
Flipping her, he pressed her down into the wool blanket. “I wish it was more, baby. A soft bed with luxurious sheets.”
“This is the most perfect view, Hank.” Her tone was genuine, her eyes burning.
Stripping her would live in his memory forever. As the red fabric fell away to reveal golden skin, he noticed her stiffening. “I’ll warm you in a minute, sugar.”
“No, it’s not…”
He leaned away to meet her gaze. “Talk to me, Charlotte. Let’s not allow anything between us this time.” Her throat worked. His own clogged as he realized she was close to tears. “What is it?”
She took his hand and guided it to her hip, just over the cut of her panties. Not understanding, he kneaded the skin.
And fell still.
The skin was different—harder, twisted. He removed his hand to see.
“A burn?” he asked, relief coursing through him. She’d put the brakes on because of a marking on her body?
“Y-yes. My ex—” She broke off, battling with tears, though she didn’t let any fall.
She was strong too. In that instant, he fell head over boots in love with her.
“Sugar, this,” he slid his hand over the puckered skin, “isn’t a flaw. It’s a survivor’s story. It makes you more beautiful to me.”
A sob left her, and he captured it with his mouth. Kissing softly again, going slow to allow her time to recover. When he eased a finger under the edge of her panties, she bucked.
He had her back in focus.
“This time I get a taste.” He traveled down her body, kissing neck, breasts, belly. He grazed his lips over her burn, and she twisted her fingers in his hair. He found the shape of the scar with his mouth, horrified that someone would do this to her and thrilled that she’d given him such a gift in confiding.
Hooking his fingers in her tiny cotton panties, he drew them down her thighs and off her ankles. Somewhere along the way her flat sandals had been kicked off. With a wicked grin, Hank grabbed her ankle and drew her toes to his lips. “These pink toenails are dangerous, sugar. They lured me in from the start.”
Her smile flashing in the moonlight was the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen. He kissed each toe on that foot then stretched out between her thighs. Honey scents dizzied him. 
Lowering his head, he steeled himself. If he didn’t, he’d lose it before he ever got inside her. He touched his tongue to her slick folds and groaned. Sweet heaven coated his tongue.
She cried out, head thrown back, mouth open in an O of pleasure. Pressure built in his groin as he ran his tongue up and down her seam, gathering all the juices he could. When he teased her swollen nubbin, she grabbed his hair in both fists and said that very unladylike word that had captured his heart weeks ago on the road.
* * *
The one thing in Charlotte’s life that had held her back was now just a pinprick in her conscience. Hank had dismissed her burn as if it wasn’t something ugly to hide away. Every pass of his tongue against the marred flesh had stripped away the shackles she’d lived with for months.
Her heart soared even as she quaked under his tongue. Passion flowed in her veins, and she knew she had to come to terms with loving this man.
Later.
He dragged his tongue up her sex and curled the tip around her bundle of nerves. If she died right now, she’d go happy. Heat licked her insides, and her sex pulsated with every swipe of his tongue.
He flicked, licked, lapped and laved her into a puddle. She was soaking wet, making primal noises and she’d never felt freer. Dark heat coiled low in her belly, and her walls began to clench.
Seeming to sense this, he speared her with one long finger, nice and slow. Right to the hilt. She came, hips lifted off the blanket, screaming to the heavens.
The release seemed to go on forever, and Hank cleaned every drop of her cream. When he lifted his head, he wore a wolfish smile. “I knew I loved this bit of isolated ground.”
“Thank goodness. I got a little loud.” A blush was in her voice.
He lightly bit her inner thigh, raising a gasp. Then he slid up her body, licking and kissing. She reached for his jeans, sliding them off his hips. He took a minute to discard boots and the mass of fabric.
She sucked in a breath. He was gorgeous, silhouetted against the dark sky, body painted in moonlight. His cock jutted from a nest of dark curls, the tip dark and shiny.
He held up a square foil packet. “You’re lucky I’ve got four brothers who just made a trip into the city. I don’t keep such things on hand.”
Could she be more endeared by this man? In her old life, she’d never crossed paths with a guy who didn’t buy stock in condoms. Here was Hank, swiping them from his brothers because he had no need for them.
Until now.
As soon as the condom was in place, she yanked him down. He claimed her with a kiss, thrusting his tongue, maddening her. She wrapped her legs around him. He planted a hand over her burn and hitched her higher, angling her to receive him.
Their gazes connected, and her heart did a start-stop. “I’ll make this good, sugar.”
“You already have.”
His teeth gleamed as he fitted himself at her opening. Holding her gaze, he sank into her. She clenched around his inches, wanting him completely. As he captured her mouth again, they began to move.
Their bodies came together in a desperate clash. Pressure mounted, and that release on Hank’s tongue seemed tame compared to what was building.
His muscled body working over hers thrilled her senses. And his fierce gaze and fiery kisses were her undoing. She realized how far she’d sunk into his man.
He lashed her to his body, moving her to meet his thrusts. Emotions stampeded through her as she felt him stiffen. Lines etched around his eye and hard mouth, and she knew he was close.
She wanted to be there too.
Focusing on that inner point his shaft passed over again and again, juices flooded. The burning need intensified.
“Oh God, sugar. You’re so hot and tight.”
His dirty talk sent her flying. She rocketed off the edge of ecstasy, pulsating around him, kissing him as if she’d never get enough. He jerked his hips, driving her up the blanket. She clung to him, swallowing the growl of release he fed her.
As she came back to herself, she was staring at the stars above Hank’s head. His soft, mussed hair tickled her nose, but she didn’t brush it away. She reveled in his closeness.
This was a pleasure she could go to time and again. When had she begun to think in such country terms? At the moment, she couldn’t bother to contemplate the changes in her. Hank smelled too good.
He shifted to the side, pulling free of her body. Her heart ached a little at the loss, but he gathered her close and spread his hands over her spine. “I love this part of the ranch even more now that I’ve shared it with you.”
She smiled against his chest. “I’ve never been here before, and I can tell you it beats the kitchen on a hot day.”
He vibrated with laughter and twisted her curl around his finger. The gentle tug on her scalp did things to her insides that had nothing to do with arousal and everything to do with contentment. She could lie here forever.
“This will be my land someday.”
“Yeah?”
“Pa’s splitting it between all five of us, but there’s a condition.”
“What condition?”
“Well, I don’t know if I should tell you about it. You lying here all soft and sweet in my arms is too good.”
It was impossible not to rouse with curiosity. She leaned on her elbow and looked at him. “I shared my secret about my burn with you.”
“That’s true.” He cupped her jaw in one big hand. “You know it doesn’t make you less beautiful. And I hope someday you’ll tell me the whole story. But I can’t promise not to hunt down the man who did it to you.”
A ripple ran through her at his intense words. She had no doubt Hank would rip Stephen into pieces if he ever found him. Hank was nothing but protective, and it made her feel unbelievably cherished.
He issued a sigh. “I’ll tell you, but you have to promise not to freak out about what we’ve just done.”
Oh no.
“Okay,” she said slowly.
“We can’t have the land until we’re married.”
It took a heartbeat for that to sink in. Surprise overtook her. “What?”
“It’s my parents’ condition—no land until we’re married so we can settle on our own.” Embarrassment sounded in his voice.
She sat up. “Do you mean…”
“Don’t get tied up in knots, sugar. I wanted you without a single thought to roping you into a marriage.”
She couldn’t breathe. This wasn’t what she’d asked for. All she wanted was a few nights’ worth of memories to carry away. His confession that he was on the marriage market pushed her out into the galaxy. She was far, far away from wanting marriage.
He settled a big hand around her waist and nuzzled her nape. “Charlotte. This thing between us—the attraction—it isn’t there because I need a wife to get that land. I might live all my days in my parents’ house and that’s okay. I won’t take a wife unless she’s the right one for me.”
Oh God, thinking about him married to someone else, with a family of his own and a big house overlooking this beautiful view hurt her worse.
She rubbed a hand over her face. Catching his scent on her skin didn’t help. “I’ll be leaving as soon as the car’s fixed.”
He fell still, and she was grateful she couldn’t see his face. “I know that. I couldn’t ask a city girl like you to stay.”
Ouch. Tears prickled her eyes, and she scolded herself. She had no business being hurt that she may not be the wife for him. She didn’t want to be a wife.
He sank his teeth lightly into her neck, raising hairs all over her body. “Let’s not think about this anymore. This night is for us, because I’ve been out of my head wanting you for weeks.”
He always knew how to speak to her heart. She smiled and turned into his arms.
As he trailed his fingers up and down her spine, she listened to the peep frogs and his heartbeat.
“If I ever get to build that house, though, I’ll build here.”
She was horribly and painfully jealous of the woman who’d get to live here with him.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
A week of stolen moments—kisses in the pantry, fingers touching beneath the table and bodies moving under the moonlight. Charlotte walked around with a smile so often even Maggie commented on it.
“Country living agrees with you, dear.”
It did. She felt so different out here compared to the stagnant city. It wasn’t only about smog, traffic or almost losing her life in Phoenix—the dynamics were different. Here, no one cared that her nail polish didn’t match her outfit or her dress was from a past issue of the fashion chronicles.
And she was smitten with Hank. Sinking deeper daily. Her rational self knew it was dangerous to get so attached when she had all intentions of leaving. But he touched her heart in so many ways…it was impossible not to want more.
As soon as she heard the big, heavy footsteps, chills showered her spine. Smiling, she half turned from the celery she was chopping for chicken salad sandwiches for lunch.
Hank stood framed in the kitchen doorway, taking up the whole opening. Hat pushed back so she could see his eyes and wearing a dark green T-shirt that enhanced the color of those eyes.
Heat smoldered in her lower belly. In the past week they’d gone through a bunch of condoms, and he said so far his brothers hadn’t even noticed his petty theft. It amused Charlotte that swiping condoms from his brothers seemed to be the worst thing Hank had ever done.
“Hey, sugar.” His drawl sent her heart into a new tattoo. He’d seen her at second breakfast, giving her an up-down look in front of his whole family. Cash had worn a knowing smile, which Charlotte ignored. Witt wasn’t a bit quiet, though.
“Momma, didn’t you teach Hank not to ogle pretty girls?”
She swatted Witt on the arm with her newspaper. “Leave Hank alone.”
Deep down Charlotte guessed Maggie knew what was going on between her and Hank. That’s why she’d been leaving Charlotte alone in the kitchen more and more even though Maggie was more mobile.
When Hank stepped into the room, Charlotte turned and rested against the counter, heart pounding. His look scorched her. “Pretty dress this mornin’.”
“Thank you.” Was it her or were her breathless words drawled?
As he neared, she realized she still held the knife. With an upward quirk of his lips, he removed it from her hand and set it aside. Then he hooked a hand around her waist, drawing her into him until their bodies thumped.
“Mmm, you smell good.” He nuzzled her curls. She hadn’t even washed her hair this morning.
“I probably smell like grass.” After the tumble in the field they’d had, no wonder.
“You do. And you’ve brought a souvenir from our trip.” He tugged on her strands and held up a short blade of grass. She snatched it, looking beyond him at the door.
“Someone’s going to come in.”
“Do you care? What would happen if I announced at lunch that I’m head over boots for you?” The casual way he admitted this turned her inside out.
Pulsing with warmth and simultaneously ice cold that she’d break his heart soon, she shook her head. “Hank, don’t.”
He released her, seemingly unaffected by her desire to keep their secret. He plucked a piece of celery off the cutting board and popped it in his mouth. Damn, even the way he chewed was sexy.
“I’ve gotta get out in the field again, sugar. Later tonight I’ll have a surprise for you.”
When he left, she watched his tight Wranglers and tighter buns. He hadn’t even tried to kiss her.
With a heavy sigh, she returned to chopping celery then onions for the salad. Maggie came in to tell her to add some dried cranberries to the mixture because the boys loved it. Charlotte nodded without looking up.
“Everything okay? Onions don’t have you crying, do they? I try to grow the mildest kind.”
“No, the onions are fine.”
Maggie moved on her crutches to a chair, pulled it out and sat. She was getting better each day with maneuvering herself. Soon she wouldn’t need Charlotte.
She didn’t want the deep pang in her chest.
“Was that Hank I heard a bit ago?”
“Yes.”
“The boy has a way of walking. Big, heavy steps. No wonder—he’s tall and built with muscle from working so hard on this ranch.”
Yes, she knew Hank’s muscles well. She’d spent the past week exploring them.
“He works hard.” Charlotte couldn’t think of anything else to say. When she met Maggie’s gaze, she wished she hadn’t.
“He’s a good man.”
“Yes.”
“And he’s very interested in you, anyone could see that.”
Oh no. She didn’t want them to all know when she broke Hank’s heart. She had her own life to discover—Paradise Valley was a bump in the road, a hiccup in her life.
The best accident she’d ever had.
“I don’t know what to say to that,” Charlotte said quietly.
“I can see you’re torn up a little. Why is that?”
Across the clean, bright, homey kitchen Charlotte met Maggie’s gaze. They were friends now. Maggie was almost a mother figure. Could Charlotte confide in her?
Maggie used a crutch to push the adjacent chair out. “Sit and talk with me.”
She wanted to fidget under the direct command, but she held her head high and abandoned her chopping. Sitting with Hank’s mother, talking about him, wasn’t her idea of a comfortable moment. But she’d suck it up because the Daltons had done so much for her.
Maggie’s eyes were very different from her boys’. Blue with flecks of silver that shined when she laughed. Right now, they were as serious as a heart attack.
“Do you have feelings for my Hank?”
Her words affected Charlotte. My Hank. Yes, Hank belonged here, claiming his piece of land with some pretty little wife. Coming down to the ranch for family meals on Sundays and ribbing his brothers.
She swallowed hard. “I don’t know.”
Maggie eyed her, probably aware of her lie. “I’ve seen you blossom since you came here. Sure, some of that is due to getting to know our family, becoming more comfortable. But I think there’s more.”
She stared at her hands. “There is.” She wasn’t about to say what though.
“Well, whatever that ‘more’ is, you’ve got a place among us now.”
She looked up, shocked. “You make it sound so simple.”
“Isn’t it?”
“No.”
“Does Hank know why?”
Charlotte pushed away from the table and stood. “Look, I’ve come to treasure my time with your family, but I’m not willing to discuss this with you.” When she met the older woman’s gaze, she expected to see anger. Instead, Maggie wore an expression of admiration.
She nodded. “I’ve trusted you in my kitchen and you haven’t let me or my menfolk down. I’m going to trust you with my boy.”
Charlotte heard what Maggie didn’t say loud and clear: But don’t hurt him.
After that, Charlotte was unsettled. She moved through the kitchen, finishing the lunch preparations and tidying things that didn’t need it. Her mind was awhirl. She loved this family, and the flutters Hank made her feel weren’t fabricated. But she didn’t belong here.
At lunch, she kept her gaze on her plate, careful not to let Hank catch her eye. Even when he tapped her foot with his heavy boot, she didn’t look up. The noise around the table went on, the Dalton boys teasing each other and Maggie scolding if one of them said a bad word. Too easily Charlotte imagined having a few naughty little Dalton boys of her own.
When everyone had thanked her for the food and left her kitchen feeling empty and lonely, Hank lingered.
His knuckles under her chin were all too familiar. He raised her face but she averted her eyes. “What’s happened since this morning? You’ve cooled off quite a bit.”
“Nothing. Just thinking.”
“Thinking.” His tone was weighty. “You care to share?”
“Not right now, Hank.” She needed time to untangle her thoughts from her emotions. But she would tell him eventually—she owed it to him.
“Okay. You’re entitled to your own thoughts, but I hope you know you can always come to me.”
Oh God. That made things worse. He was supportive and kind—he’d make a wonderful spouse.
For somebody else.
“I know.” She nodded, gaze on the kitchen floor. She needed space, and he seemed to know this. He released her and stepped away.
“I’ll be on the west acres all day. Beck and I are ripping out a few stumps. I won’t be back till supper.” His dark eyes haunted her long after he left the house. Knowing he wasn’t nearby got under her skin. All afternoon she was grouchy and out of sorts. She ruined a batch of cookies and had to throw them away. Removing the burned dough from the cookie sheets was almost as difficult as extracting her thoughts from Hank.
Until she got off this ranch, she couldn’t work through her feelings. A few weeks ago, she’d had her sights set on something much different. Small city living, a calm existence. The Paradise Valley Ranch and a place with the Daltons was a round peg in a square hole.
She needed to figure out if what she’d wanted then and what she needed now were the same.
Supper was baked pork chops with an apricot glaze and cheesy potatoes. When Charlotte stared at the platters, she was shocked to know she’d made this food. Not only was it edible—it was good. The Dalton boys exclaimed over the meal—except for Hank and Beck.
They hadn’t made it down from the west acres.
Worry settled in Charlotte, and she had an urge to grab a horse she had no idea how to mount and take off for the place Hank was pulling stumps.
“Should someone go after them?” she asked Ted.
“Nah. They’ve just lost track of time, girl. Let them have dried-out chops. If there are any left.” He gave her a wink as he skewered another pork chop and dropped it on his plate.
Talk turned to fixing fence posts and a sick cow the vet would come from two hours away to tend. Apparently, Kade did most of the doctoring with animals, but this was beyond his scope of knowledge.
The Daltons hadn’t attended ritzy colleges but they were so educated on ways of life—including happiness. Charlotte had never taken that master course in making the best of life. She needed to go and find it.
She cleaned the kitchen and still Hank didn’t come in. She swept the porch and folded a load of towels. No Hank. The others weren’t concerned when they came in for glasses of milk and handfuls of pie crust cookies filled with strawberry jam.
But she didn’t like the thought of Hank, or even Beck, out there working into the night with hungry bellies.
With nothing else to do, she went up to her room—Hank’s room—and lay on the bed. Restless and burning with a homesickness that had nothing to do with Phoenix and everything to do with Hank.
Damn, she needed to get off this ranch fast. She couldn’t afford to linger and hurt him more. He was growing more attached to her daily.
A small click against glass made her lift onto her elbows. She looked around, waiting, and heard it again. She followed the sound to the window and moved aside the curtains to see a big man standing below.
Heart leaping, she held up a finger and caught movement she believed was a nod. She slipped on her sandals and rushed downstairs. When she reached the front porch, a band of fabric came around her eyes.
“Hank!” She laughed, but thrills of want ran through her. He was okay, not injured pulling stumps. And his old-fashioned method of getting her to come out of the house was classic Hank.
“Remember that little surprise I mentioned?” His voice was hot fire licking her ear.
She nodded, suddenly burning between her thighs.
“C’mon.” He said that all the time—c’mon. She’d been following him blindly for weeks. Blindfolded seemed no different. “Three steps down.”
As her feet left the porch boards and she navigated the stairs, excitement burrowed deep in her psyche. Where was he taking her? The pond for skinny-dipping? Would he press her against the barn and kiss her until she clung to him?
Her shoes met soft turf. It seemed she walked forever before concrete scuffed beneath her feet. On high alert, she waited, listening to the opening of a door. Through her blindfold, she detected low music and the glow of electric light.
Also, the scent of oil.
“Ready?” His voice was at her ear again, and her nipples bunched into hard gems.
She nodded, throat thick.
He whipped off the blindfold, and she looked upon her old car, totally intact, hood closed and a fresh coat of wax on the body.
A squeal left her, and she pressed her hands to her mouth. She had the means to leave the ranch now. She bounced a little on her toes. “Oh Hank! Thank you!”
When she turned to see the pain harbored in his eyes and his crestfallen face, remorse flooded her.
* * *
Cash had said this was the ultimate test. If Charlotte was thrilled to have her car back in working order, she was ready to leave the ranch.
But it hurt—bad.
Hank could barely look at her. The joy on her pretty face stabbed him deep.
Tears flooded her eyes, and he turned away. “It’s finished. In working order. I drove it myself.”
“Is this what you’ve been doing all night?”
“Yes. After pulling those stumps, Beck offered to finish the car with me. I figured I’d better take the help.” Did his voice sound as strange to her as it did to his ears? He was dying a little bit inside. One time he’d had to put a calf out of its misery after it had been caught in barbed wire. Crushing such a young life had hurt for weeks afterward.
Stamping on the tender new shoots of his relationship with Charlotte felt worse. He forced down the lump in his throat.
“Thank you so much, Hank. Really.” She held out her hands but he couldn’t take them. Feeling her silky skin would be his undoing. He’d grab her and pour his heart out, ensuring if she left, it would be with a butt load of guilt.
No, he had to keep hold of the reins.
He tried for a smile. It felt a helluva lot like a grimace, but it would have to do. “You’re welcome. I’m sorry it took so long, but it worked out, with Momma in the shape she’s in. In another few days, she should be in that walking cast, though.”
“Yeah.” She dropped her hands. They dangled at her sides, and she bowed her curly head.
His heart squeezed hard. He had to touch her.
He wrapped his arms around her, and she melted into him. Was she shaking? Probably with excitement.
“I’m going to miss you,” he said.
She nodded against his chest but didn’t speak.
Holding her too long would lead to more. He let her go, but she didn’t move away. Something deep in him jumped up and down, yelling at him to grab her and make her see what he was feeling.
Plucking her off her feet, he ignored her gasp as he stomped across the space to the stool he’d settled her on once before. He cupped her face and looked into her eyes, as stormy as the sea he’d only ever seen in photographs.
“Charlotte, what we have isn’t a passing fancy for me. I…” he bit his lip then released it, plowing forward, “I have feelings for you. Big ones. Here.” He thumped his chest with a fist, and her eyelids fluttered.
What was she thinking? If ever he wished he could read her, it was now.
“Hank.” She pulled out of his arms, cutting him to the quick. “You’ve been the sweetest ever, taking me in when you didn’t have to. Fixing my car and even paying for parts. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”
He stared at her, imagining waking up on the ranch in his own bed again, knowing she was miles and miles away. His nose burned, and he pinched the bridge hard.
She went on breaking his heart. “We both knew this day would come. What we’ve had has been special. You’ve healed me in so many ways.”
“Healed you?” His tone was gritty.
She looked at her tangled fingers. “Yes, my hip. My burn. I believed no man would ever be able to look at me the way I needed him to again. You did, and that felt so good.”
Hell, she was speaking in past tense. He felt hung over, unable to process everything. Fact was, he was drunk on Charlotte.
He released the breath he’d been holding, chest on fire. This hurt worse than anything he’d ever experienced. He’d rather take a bull hoof to the forehead than have his heart carved out by the woman he loved.
Though he wanted to flee, he was riveted before her.
“The reason I left Phoenix was because of the scar. The man I was with was sick. He set our apartment on fire and left me drugged inside.”
Fury roared through his system. He sliced a hand through the air. “I’ll find him and kill him.”
“No! No, Hank. It’s over. He’s in jail and I would never allow you to avenge me. It’s part of my past, and as you taught me, I’m a survivor with a story.” Her eyes drilled into his.
He clenched and unclenched his jaw, fighting a wild need to punch something.
“I left because I had to find something new for myself. I wasn’t happy in Phoenix or even with Stephen.”
That was his name? Hank wanted to spit.
“My plan was to drive until I found a city I can settle in, that would feel like home.”
“I thought you might…” He broke off, unable to go on with his heart bleeding out.
Her eyes, gray and glistening with unshed tears, hurt him more. “You might?” she prompted.
“I thought you might have found that place.” His ragged words mirrored the pain in his chest.
She made a soft noise. But she didn’t touch him or even meet his gaze.
He’d lost her.
“I get it, Charlotte. And I don’t begrudge you the need to pursue this life you desire. But it won’t stop me from loving you.” He turned and left the garage, walking as fast and hard as he could up the valley. High grasses whispered against his legs, and cows greeted him. He kept on, needing the solace only one plot of land could give.
But when he sat in the place where he’d lain with Charlotte and dreamed of her as his wife, he was far from peaceful.
 



Chapter Seven
 
The Daltons all gathered around Charlotte’s car to see her off. Kade carried her bag downstairs and stowed it in the back seat. Witt checked her tires. Beck gave her an emergency kit with a flashlight, blanket and some water. “Just in case,” he said.
And Maggie handed her a care package with cookies and bottles of sweet tea that made her heart all the heavier. Ted gave her a rough hug that raised her tears to the surface.
But Hank…
He stood on the porch, far from the family cluster, shoulders like iron and face impassive.
Charlotte understood.
She raised a hand to him in goodbye, and he turned and walked back into the house.
Battling tears, she got behind the wheel and drove out of Paradise Valley. Leaving behind the people she’d come to love wrenched her soul. She adored each and every family member.
How many times had she gone over the leaving in her mind? She’d always believed Hank might come to her and beg her to stay.
Hadn’t he done that in the garage? He’d confessed his love for her, and all she’d done was let him walk away.
It was for the best.
The world outside Paradise Valley wasn’t as pretty, even though she had several bars of cell service. Her phone bleeped a dozen times with missed texts and calls. She didn’t care whom they were from, because none of them were from a Dalton.
She drove on, passing through Vixen, Texas, home of that little coffee shop with better blueberry muffins than Maggie’s. On through five more towns—ten.
When she could drive no more, Charlotte stopped at a motel and cried herself to sleep.
* * *
“When are you gonna stop mopin’ around?” Cash banged on the crow bar Hank held. The jarring blows travelled up Hank’s arms, but he felt dead inside.
“Dunno.”
“She was the one, wasn’t she?”
Dammit, he didn’t want to discuss Charlotte with any family member. Each of his brothers had tried and Momma had nagged him to try to call Charlotte. Even Pa, in his own gruff way, had mentioned bringing Charlotte back.
Hank shook off his brother’s question and growled, “Just get the damn board loose so we can fix it.” One of the barn floorboards had rotted, and a horse had stepped through it. The animal hadn’t been injured, but they were having a hell of a time prying the old board out without damaging the others.
“If it were me,” Cash went on, unaffected by Hank’s menacing speech, “I’d call her. Tell her how you feel.”
“I did that the night I finished her tranny. She cared a ton—can’t you tell by the way she left?”
“You’re bitter.”
“Damn right I am! I told her I loved her and she left me. It’s hard to see past that.”
Cash hit the crow bar a few more times. “Maybe she was shocked to hear you loved her. She had some kind of hang-up, didn’t she?”
“How do you know about that?” If she’d confided in Cash, Hank would blow a fuse bigger than the one he had after learning about Stephen.
He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Just a guess. Sometimes she got quiet, and we all figured she had a secret past.”
“A boyfriend who hurt her.”
“So she’d be leery of men, right? Maybe she wasn’t in a place in her life where she was ready to hear your vows of love, brother.”
He had a point, but she’d still left. Calling her wasn’t a good idea, especially when he couldn’t trust himself not to channel all of his pain and anger into his voice. The tender moments they’d had together would be buried under an avalanche of shit.
He grunted in response to Cash, and thankfully, the board broke free. Their discussion ended as they united in fixing the floor.
When he came in to wash his hands before supper, Momma had a strange look on her face.
“What is it? Is Aunt Diane coming for a stay?” Hank asked.
“You naughty boy! My sister has never been anything but amazing to you boys.”
“I know. Especially when she brings her jalapeno pickles.” He shuddered at the memory he had of biting into one and not knowing his mouth would be singed for a week.
“It’s not Aunt Diane. It’s Charlotte.”
He froze, the towel in his hands forgotten.
“She called.”
His heart took off, racing like a wild stallion crossing miles of open fields. “Yeah?”
“Don’t pretend you aren’t gutted that she left, Hank.”
God, hearing that from his momma made his throat tight. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Well, you are. She asked for you.”
He threw the towel down on the counter and stomped to the fridge for his thermos that was chilling with ice water. Forget lunch—he wasn’t hungry anymore. He’d head into the field and work till dusk. And if that didn’t stop his mother’s tongue, he’d work until dark.
He blew a breath out through his nose. “What did she say?”
“She’s settled in Alto Bonito, has herself a waitressing job and an apartment.”
Damn, so far away. He couldn’t easily drive that in a day. Even staying for a weekend would be a difficulty because he couldn’t leave his brothers right now. They were baling hay for winter. Every hand was needed.
Not that Charlotte had asked him to come for a visit, anyway. Had she?
Alto Bonito was a city of young people too. It wouldn’t be long before some male would snatch her up, and Hank would be a distant memory.
“That’s good. I’m glad for her.”
“I know when you’re lying, son. Of course you aren’t glad for her.”
His mother’s sweet tone wheedled him into being a little boy again. He bit his lip and fought emotion. “You’re right. I’m lyin’ through my teeth.”
“You wanted her for your own.”
“Yes, but it had nothing to do with owning that piece of land up there.” He pointed in the direction, and his mother nodded.
“If it’s meant to be, it will happen.”
“How can it with Charlotte hundreds of miles away?”
“You have a truck. Drive out there and find her, Hank.” As if it was the easiest thing in the world. He’d just walk into every restaurant and diner until he found her.
His heart flipped over. Maybe he could.
“Your brothers have it covered. They’ve promised to take up the slack when you’re gone.”
“You’ve talked about this with my brothers?”
“We left you out of a family meeting.” She sounded positively cheerful about it.
“You know, Momma. Maybe you aren’t so different from Aunt Diane.”
“Oh you.” She swatted him in the arm. “Get your bag packed and I’ll wrap up some cookies and sandwiches.”
Elation swept him like floodwaters in the spring. Could he really do this? Did he want to?
Yes, his heart had already left Paradise Valley. He was going to find it again.
Grinning, he dropped a kiss to his mother’s cheek. “I’ll do that. And Momma, wrap up some extra cookies. Charlotte loves the peanut butter ones.”
* * *
Perspiration stood out on Charlotte’s brow. The dinner shift was the worst—especially on a Friday. Every resident of the small town came out for the burrito platter.
She looked around the grubby restaurant. This town was nothing like Paradise Valley, but after driving for two days, she’d realized she’d never find what she was looking for.
It was in her rearview mirror.
She released a sigh and gathered four plates onto her tray. Carrying them back to the table, she ignored the one customer who liked to hassle her. He’d asked her out countless times already. She had no interest, and it had nothing to do with Stephen anymore. Hank haunted her dreams.
Hurting too much to examine this thought right now, she delivered the platters and promised to bring extra hot sauce. As she spun to return to the kitchen, the bell on the door jingled.
Great, more customers. A full house, with two waitresses run ragged. At least she’d get some decent tips for her efforts. More money to move on to another town as soon as she could.
When she returned with the hot sauce, she stopped dead.
Blinking, she focused on the man seated at the counter, a few feet away.
Hot and cold washed over her. There sat Hank, all manly muscle in a plaid shirt, his hat tipped oh, so low. She tightened her hold on the bottle of sauce, fighting the desire to tip his hat back and look into his hazel eyes.
She drifted near. “What are you doing here?” Her voice was small, weak.
Hadn’t this been her wish in calling the ranch? That Hank would get word of her whereabouts and come for her?
He did that swiping motion, knuckles over jaw. The rasp raised every hair on her body. Or was that imagination? It was awfully noisy in here.
He waved a hand at her, gesturing for her to come to him. Should she? He had travelled all this distance for her.
She moved close enough to wrap her arms around him. The scents of soap and leather filled her with longing. More than anything, she wanted to rest her head on his chest and listen to his heart. She had no clue how it had happened, but in a few shorts weeks she’d fallen in love with him too.
He reached for her, and she went into his arms with a sob of relief.
“You don’t hate me for leaving?”
“I could never hate you, sugar.” He burrowed his face in her curls and dragged in deep breaths. His hands were unsteady on her waist, revealing how shaken he was.
She withdrew enough to stare into his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Hank. Until I left, I didn’t realize what I wanted. Actually, until I saw you just now, I didn’t admit it to myself.”
His face was calm, expectant. He’d spilled his guts to her, and it was her turn.
She set aside the hot sauce and trailed her fingers over his cheek and jaw. Searching his eyes, she tried to make him understand how much she’d missed him. “How did it happen?”
“You broke down.”
“And you helped a stranger.”
“You baked good cookies.”
She laughed, her heart lighter than it had been for too long. She threw her arms around him. Several patrons cheered, and Hank, showman as always, lowered his head and kissed her.
She curled her toes into her flat shoes and parted her lips for his tongue. Happy memories mingled with fiery need. When he lightly covered her burn with his hand, she understood what her future held.
Pulling away, she met his gaze. “Is there room on that ranch for me?”
“Sugar, my family has done nothing but harass me about bringing you back. There’s room enough in the house, and Momma could still use the help. But I don’t want you to get too comfy there, because I’m going to start work on our house as soon as possible.”
Her eyes blurred with tears. “I love you, Hank Dalton.”
“Good, sugar. Because you’re the world to me. Now what do you say you finish your shift and hand in your notice? I’m takin’ you home tonight.”
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Cash lost himself in work. There was a rhythm to the ranch that soothed away the restlessness of last night. The sound and smells of cows worked like a balm. He was glad for the break. He didn’t relish the burning longing and wondered if this was what Hank had felt while waiting for Charlotte to come around.
He stopped and dismounted. Manny reined up beside him and swung to his feet. “Loose fence.”
“Yeah.” Cash planted his hands on his hips and surveyed the section. The top part hung loose. “Looks like something jumped the fence and caught the wire.”
Manny nodded. “It does. Think we lost a cow?”
“Dunno. It’s hard to think any of these ones would be agile enough to make it over.”
“Could have been a deer.”
“Yeah. Or a yearling.” He met the ranch hand’s gaze, and they both headed for their horses.
Two hours of searching later, Manny cornered the stray yearling against a stand of trees. Cash unhooked his rope and gave it a whirl and toss.
Manny let out a whoop as the lasso landed over the cow’s neck. Cash grinned. It was the first time Manny had shown any personality. “Good goin’, Cash!”
The animal pulled, tightening the rope. Cash kneed his horse in the other direction and the cow was forced to follow. As they headed back toward the ranch house, Manny said, “At least we’ve got one of the yearlings to brand.”
Cash gave a short laugh. “Yeah, but she’s made us miss second breakfast. My stomach’s got claws and it’s trying to get out.”
Manny bowed his head. “I know the feeling.”
“Tell me about you. Got a wife, kids?”
“Used to have a wife. She passed a few years ago.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“We weren’t that close. I had to leave home to look for work here in the States. We spent more time apart than together.”
“A tough life.”
“Always is for cowboys, is it not?”
Cash nodded. He’d put in years of his life for the good of this ranch, but he never thought of it as difficult. He loved it. Of course, he was working for a better future for him and his family. Manny didn’t have that.
“Got a girl, though. A little beauty across the border still.”
“She alone?”
“Yeah.” Manny’s voice broke, and Cash noted the struggle the man wore was due to much more than he’d originally thought. “I promised to bring her across, but I don’t know how I’m going to do it.”
They reached the paddock, and Manny slid off his horse. His shoulders slumped as he unsaddled his mount and released it into the small fenced area to cool down.
He reached for the rope around the yearling, and Cash unwound it from his pommel. Docile and biddable, the beast had decided it was no match for Cash. Manny led it to an empty corral and shut the gate behind it while Cash released his horse into the paddock.
Cash approached the ranch hand. The set of the older man’s shoulders spoke of his worry. “I’m sorry for your troubles. Life’s hard.”
He nodded, eyes downcast. He looked a lot older than he had an hour ago.
Cash clapped a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “If there’s anything I can do—”
Long brown fingers clasped around Cash’s wrist, and the man raised his gaze. “There is, amigo. You’re a good man. A man who finds the animals that are lost.”
“That’s a cowboy’s job.”
“Yes, but you do not need to bring me extra food and you do. You take care of an old man. Maybe you could take care of my daughter too.”
Confusion rushed over Cash like flood waters. He tried to take a step back, but Manny tightened his grip. His eyes glittered with unshed tears.
“You’re a good man who is handsome and free. You come with property and a respected family. You could marry my Jacey.”
Surprise socked Cash in the gut. He shook his head. “What’s come over you, man? I can’t marry anyone.”
Manny inched close so their chests nearly touched. His eyes burned with desperation. “She’s trapped in a hell. Little money, dangerous city. And she’s alone. It’s only a matter of time before something bad happens to her. You could help. Marry her and give her citizenship.”
Cash ripped his hand away from the old man’s clenched fingers. He stumbled back a step. “You’re out of your mind.”
“No, I’m not. Jacey is a good daughter, beautiful and worthy.” He fumbled in his back pocket and came out with a battered leather wallet. He flipped it open and pulled a square free—a wrinkled photo, the edges white from wear.
Cash’s throat closed off as he imagined Manny taking the photo out time and again, staring at it and wishing he could give his daughter a better life. But Cash wasn’t the man for the job.
Besides, how old was this girl? Was she even legal?
Manny thrust the photo under Cash’s nose. Sleek dark brown waves, skin a golden tan.
Cash knocked his hand aside, trying to forget the glow in the woman’s espresso-brown eyes and the fullness of her lips. He twisted away and started walking to the house.
Manny jogged beside him. “She’s beautiful, no?”
“Yeah, she is. But she’s not for me. I’m not in the market for a wife.”
Wait. He was. But not this way.
When Manny grabbed him around the torso, Cash’s body turned to steel. Every muscle in his body surged with adrenaline. He didn’t want to flatten the old man, but he would.
“Please.” Manny’s voice was ragged. “She would be a good wife to you.”
“You have no way of knowing that. And this is America—we don’t have arranged marriages.” He locked his hand over Manny’s and pulled it free.
Manny fell back, panting, hand over his chest as it rose and fell. Was he going to collapse? He’d been mighty worked up, and maybe the man’s ticker wasn’t in good shape.
Cash blew out a breath. “Look, I’m sorry. I understand you’re worried about your daughter, but you need to find another way to help her.”
Manny thrust the photo into Cash’s palm. “Just keep the picture. Think about it.”
Cash closed his hand around the photo, heart thumping. Thoughts of his growling stomach fled. “Go on in and get breakfast. Momma will have it waitin’.”
The ranch hand seemed to shrink in his clothes, defeat bearing down on him. “Okay. Just think about it, Cash.”
Yeah, he already was. Too much.
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