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        STORY DESCRIPTION

      

      

      She’s on the run from the law. He is the law.

      I’m Shay O’Brien.

      My life is a hot mess, but I have a plan:

      
        	Adopt an alias—check

        	Hideout in Bumfuque—check

        	Marry the hot-but-grumpy local sheriff—oh, crap.

      

      I didn’t know!

      I didn’t know he was the sheriff.

      He didn’t know I was a fugitive.

      My hot mess just got hella hotter.

      

      Welcome to Rattlesnake Canyon, a sleepy western town where nothing is as it seems. Bizarre, quirky, outlandish, and those are just the townsfolk!
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      It was the unwelcoming-est  welcome sign in existence. Faded, peeling paint on cracked, weather-beaten pine.

      
        
        Welcome to Rattlesnake Canyon

        Population: 495

      

      

      Only, the 5 was crossed out and 4 was scrawled next to it. Welcome was crossed out too.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. The sign was the first indication of civilization I’d seen in over an hour of driving the long, lonely stretch of highway. I was in Nevada now.

      Filled with anticipation and excitement, I tried to ignore the sliver of fear, but damn if the sucker didn’t make itself known by slithering down my spine and shooting tingles to my extremities.

      I really hoped I could pull this off.

      If not, I was looking at some serious prison time.

      My fingers fiddled with the radio dial in the Chevy pickup I’d purchased two days ago. A middle-aged salesman with stale breath and a bad combover assured me that the engine still had life in it despite the fact that it was twenty years old, held together with autobody filler, and spray painted in a variety of colorful shades. As long as it got me where I was going and no one was able to trace it, I didn’t care what it looked like.

      Rattlesnake Canyon wasn’t even on most maps. Not that I was complaining. A little town in the armpit of nowhere was the absolute, most perfect hideaway, and that was what I needed. A hideaway. A place where I could think, regroup, and formulate.

      I finally tuned in a mix of static and twangy country-western crooner, which was apparently the best I was going to get out here—smack dab between nuthin’ and whole-lotta-nuthin’.

      My phone wasn’t even working anymore. I’d lost cell service miles ago.

      I was coming off a doozy of a six months, but lady luck had finally thrown me a bone. My longtime friend, Sam, inherited some land from a long-lost relative. A great-uncle she’d never met had recently passed away leaving her with some small cattle ranch in the middle of BFE. (Yes, it sounded like a plot from a Stephen King novel to me too.)

      Since Sam had a busy life and career in DC, wasn’t hurting for money, and had absolutely no desire whatsoever to own a one-man ranching operation, she was happy to have me take it off her hands dirt cheap. Who knew, maybe this would pan out to be a new start for me. A do-over.

      That was what I needed—a do-over.

      A do-over of adulthood.

      Or at least a breather. I planned to keep my head down and focus on fading into the background until the new and improved Shay was ready to emerge from her cocoon like a butterfly—righting wrongs, correcting injustices, and fighting for truth.

      Right, Shay, who do you think you are, Wonder Woman?

      Two miles later, I approached a dirt access road with a big sign hanging over the gate, spanning its width, and announcing I’d arrived at my destination—my new home.

      
        
        Rattlesnake Ranch

      

      

      The truck tires kicked up dirt clouds, and I squinted into the noonday sun trying to focus on the modest home I was approaching. According to the estate lawyer in Carson City, I’d find the door unlocked. Supposedly there was an almost zero percent crime rate out here.

      The house was modest, alright. A one-story wood structure with a stone chimney and a wide front porch running its length.

      “Well, Shay, time to start your next adventure.”

      I grabbed my hastily packed duffle from the truck bed, and made my way toward the front door, steeling myself for what I might find inside.

      My sneaker no sooner landed on the weathered porch floorboards when a lump of brown fur rose from the planks and let out a low, ominous growl. I leaped back, clutched my chest, screamed aloud, and almost fell down the three porch steps.

      What in the everloving heck?

      It wasn’t until the thing took a couple of steps forward that I even realized what I was looking at. A dog. A large-boned, droopy-jawed hound dog that was maybe a hundred in dog years. It slowly approached, wagging its tail, but the menacing growl continued.

      Using the most saccharine-sweet voice I could muster, I attempted to soothe the savage beast.

      “Nice…er…Rover…? Spot…? Scooby…? There’s a good…uh…”

      I craned my neck to the side to examine its undercarriage.

      “Boy. Yes, good boy.”

      As the decrepit creature continued to approach, its growling increased. I wasn’t sure what the proper safety protocol was in this situation.

      Look small and nonthreatening?

      Look large and dominating?

      Turn and run?

      Just as I decided that turn and run was the best option, since Rover didn’t look like he could outrun a snail on Quaaludes, the dog stopped, let out a whistling sigh, and flopped to the floor in a puddle of bones. Apparently, the exertion of crossing from one end of the porch to the other was too much in the dry desert heat.

      I remained rooted to the spot, unsure of what to do. Less than a minute later, loud snores ruffled the dog’s jowls, so I tiptoed to the entrance and squeezed inside, being careful not to let the screen door slam shut behind me.

      Once my eyes had adjusted to the bright sunlight, I scanned my surroundings. An old sofa, coffee table, and two armchairs were arranged around a beautiful stone fireplace. All the furniture was well worn and looked to be from the 1960s or 1970s. No knickknacks. A thick layer of dust coated every surface, and the faint scent of pipe tobacco hung in the air.

      As my feet carried me from room to room through my new home, I took in every detail. Three bedrooms, none very big. A few books, mostly Westerns—Zane Grey and Louis L’Amour. In the corner of the main room sat an old-fashioned record player and a small collection of vinyl records. I couldn’t help but smile. I hadn’t seen one of those in years.

      What I didn’t find was a single TV or computer.

      I spotted an old rotary wall phone hanging on the kitchen wall, and was flooded with relief when I lifted the receiver to my ear and heard a dial tone. Electricity and a landline were perhaps the only comforts of the twenty-first century around here, but at least the place wasn’t completely off the grid.

      I dropped my duffel on the bed in the largest bedroom and went looking for cleaning supplies. There wasn’t much, but I figured elbow grease and a few rags ought to do wonders for the place.

      Shoring up my courage, I tiptoed out onto the porch where the old hound was still snoring, and headed to the barn.

      The way I saw it, I had one glaring problem. Okay, I had many glaring problems, but one stood out above the rest in terms of immediacy.

      I didn’t know the first thing about ranching.

      I knew there were animals out in the barn that needed to be tended to, but what exactly “tending to” meant, I hadn’t a clue.

      Show me a Sephora counter or a Fifth Avenue high-end boutique, and honey, I’d show you a level of prowess and mastery so fierce it bordered on brilliance. Dusty backwater ranches in the middle of Podunk? Not so much.

      To top it off, my money was tight. Extremely. But I was nothing if not resourceful. I’d had to be lately. Fortunately, I’d had an over thirty-hour drive to come up with a plan.

      And I had.

      It was a pretty good plan too, if I did say so myself.

      As I saw it, it was like that old saying—when in Rome, do as the Romans. Only in this case, it was more like when in Bumfuck, do as the Bumfuckers.

      I had migrated west, just like the Forty-niners did during the California Gold Rush. So, I’d do what the early adventurers had done—mail order bride!

      Well, groom rather than bride, but the idea was brilliant, nevertheless.

      True, the last thing I actually wanted was a husband—or any man, for that matter—but I needed some help, and from someone who would be invested in the success of the ranch. Someone who would take pride in it. Someone who would work for the promise of future profits rather than a monthly paycheck. With no money to hire good help, a marriage of convenience was the best I had to offer.

      My stomach knotted at the thought of tying myself to a stranger, but I knew that no man could be as bad as what I’d escaped.

      Even if my future husband was cross-eyed, toothless, and had a potbelly that skimmed his knees, he’d be better than Robert. Heck, he could have three-inch toenails, chew tobacco, and pick his butt crack, and still be better than Robert.

      I had a lot riding on my success.

      If I could pull this off, Rattlesnake Canyon just might be a place where I could bury the ghosts of the past.

      Start fresh.

      Reinvent myself.

      New name. New town. New life.
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            Clint

          

        

      

    

    
      Gomer Pyle and I ran in tandem, our hooves battering the sunbaked soil and shaking the earth. Although Sundays were my days off, I usually incorporated parts of my job into my Sunday runs. I checked on the Outliers, who preferred to live as animals rather than walk upright on two human legs, and the wolves, who lived up in the hills and preferred to stick to their own kind.

      The hot Nevada sunshine beat down on us, but neither of us cared. We were too busy pushing our big bodies, both silently challenging one another in our typical sibling rivalry sort of way.

      I nodded at an Outlier, a big grizzly, who simply lifted his head when he saw us.

      As we ascended the next hill, my brother and I slowed our pace out of reverence, until we finally came to a halt in front of a grave marker.

      The lone tombstone had been recently erected. It stood tall and proud, much like the man it commemorated.

      My brother changed back first. Reaching out, he braced his slumped form with one hand and leaned gently against the stone. Tears filled his eyes as he stroked a finger along the words chiseled in the marble.

      
        
        In Loving Memory

        Cornelius Bartholomew Jackson

        aka “Pappy”

        Teacher, Confidante, Friend

        A man sorely missed

      

      

      After a few seconds, I changed forms as well, giving in to the momentarily painful twisting and breaking of bones. I reshaped, reformed, stretched in some parts, and shrank in others until I stood naked and still panting from the exertion of the run and the sharp, stinging pain of the change.

      But the ache in my chest had nothing to do with exertion. That pain was all sorrow—the ache of mourning.

      Pappy had been the only father many of us, my brother and I included, had ever known.

      Gomer sniffled. “I wasn’t ready.”

      Squeezing my brother’s shoulder, I wiped my own damp eyes. “None of us were.” I started to chuckle. “What do you think he’d say if he knew we were standing over his grave blubbering like a couple of whiny billy goats?”

      Gomer snorted. “He’d laugh his droopy drawers right off his scrawny backside.”

      I grinned and nodded in agreement. “I can almost hear the old geezer’s toothless cackle.”

      With a heavy sigh, my brother traced the stone’s lettering once more and then furrowed his brow and cocked his head. “You hear something?”

      I sniffed the air. “Frida?”

      Sure enough, Frida appeared a few minutes later and changed forms to stand in front of us. “Thought I might find you two bozos here. Clint, you’re needed in town ASAP.”

      Before I could protest, she held up both her hands. “I’m just the messenger. The townsfolk are blowin’ their stacks over some gossipy thing or other again. You got a crowd gatherin’ at the Chuckwagon.”

      I closed my eyes, rolled my head back, and sighed up at the clouds.

      “What is it this time?” But Frida had already transformed into her animal and was tearing across the dry earth, chasing after a jackrabbit.

      Gomer and I turned and stared each other down.

      Eye to eye.

      Without a word spoken.

      With only the barest hint of a smile.

      Another sibling challenge was delivered—and accepted.

      It was on.

      Like a flash of lightning, we both morphed into our animals and took off running. We raced as fast as our legs could move, pushing each other, headed toward the center of town.

      I burst through the door of the Chuckwagon Diner two paces ahead of my brother.

      Haha, sucker!

      Frida wasn’t kidding when she said there was a crowd. The place was standing room only. Looked like half the town was jammed into Gladys’s place, and the gathering was working itself into a frenzy of mob proportions.

      I stuck my pointer fingers in my mouth and let loose an earsplitting whistle that momentarily silenced the room.

      “Would someone mind telling me what’s so goddamn important y’all had to interrupt my Sunday run, the one day of the week I have to myself?” I held up a hand. “And before anyone answers, I’m warning you, you best make it a good one.”

      “Oh, it’s good, Sheriff.” Gladys nodded from behind the lunch counter.

      “Mm-hmm, shore is.” Shouts and murmurs of agreement swept through the crowd in a wave.

      “G’won, then.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m listening.”

      J.R. stepped up. He was around ten years older than I was, a severe man with tiny, wide-spaced eyes and pinched features indicative of the latent weasel DNA he harbored. “Something’s happening out at Pappy’s place. I seen the lights on.”

      I frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “I think I know what a light looks like, Sheriff.” J.R. ran his hand over his hair to smooth it down before resting his ten-gallon cowboy hat back on his head. “A bunch of us saw it.”

      A twinge of emotion squeezed my chest. I’d be damned. “Well, we knew it was coming. The old man had no will. The place goes to his closest kin.”

      “That’s us!”

      “Now, now, we ain’t kin, and you know it. Not according to Norm laws, and since Pappy was a Norm, his worldly possessions, including the ranch, go to…whoever his closest blood relative is.”

      “Guy’s name is Sam Jackson.”

      “Okay. Samuel Jackson. There. What the hell did y’all need to interrupt my run for?”

      “Well, ain’t you gonna check him out!?”

      “Check out who for what? Ain’t nothing to check out. The guy’ll come into town eventually, and you will all get to gawk to your hearts’ content. Until then, let the man have some peace. I think he deserves it.” I looked around the room pointedly. “Am I right?”

      “No.”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “Nope.”

      “No, Sheriff, y’ain’t.”

      Gladys waved her finger at me. “You’re the law, Clint. Ain’t it your job to do the investigating?”

      I scowled. “It’s not my job to feed the gossip mill.”

      Gladys folded her arms over her ample bosom and pursed her lips. “If’n you ask me, I think it’s the sheriff’s job to check on matters pertaining to the safety and welfare of the town and its inhabitants.”

      A frustrated breath whistled through my clenched teeth and sailed over my lips. “None of you folks like your peace disrupted or Norms nosing into your business.”

      “That’s different! Pappy was family.”

      It was at this point that I knew trying to reason was a waste of breath. I threw my hands in the air.

      “Fine! Okay, I’ll go and have a look-see. But if the guy wants to guard his privacy, he’s not breaking any laws—not Norm laws or Variant laws. And y’all will just hafta let him be.”

      My gaze swept the room, making stern eye contact with each of the townsfolk to let them know that I meant business. The moment I turned and stepped back out into the noonday sun, I heard the ruckus inside start up again.

      I understood. We’d all known Pappy for over thirty-four years, ever since Detachment Day, the day we were released from the facility that bore us and given our walking papers. I’d been six years old at the time, but others of the species had been grown, some only a few years younger than Pappy. Even though he was a Norm and we were Variants, we all considered him one of us. Hell, he practically founded our town. None of our kind had had a clue how to survive outside of captivity. Without Pappy to teach us, lord only knew what we would have become.

      My boots kicked up dust as I marched across Rawhide Road toward the courthouse. Just as I approached Bristlecone Boulevard, old Miss Temple came racing around the corner in her eighties’ model Mustang convertible and nearly plowed me down.

      I leaped out of the way. “Dammit, Shirley!”

      “Sorry, Sheriff!” she singsonged.

      Miss Temple was a rhino Variant and blind as a bat. Even with her thick glasses, she’d run a man down and not even know it. When she was in her animal, though, Shirley had one hell of an impressive horn.

      “This is your last warning. Ease up on that gas pedal or you’ll find your driving privileges suspended!”

      She waved me off, and I continued to the sheriff’s station, muttering under my breath. The station wasn’t air-conditioned, so I usually kept the door open to catch a breeze. All’s I had to do was reach my arm in and fetch my truck keys that hung on a nail just inside the screen door.

      Firing up my Dodge Ram three-quarter-ton service truck, I swung out on the road and headed away from town. My elbow hung out the window, and my eyes squinted at the sky—bright blue with billowy clouds. The cacti stretched high, and a few buzzards circled. We were due for a good rain. I knew the ranch could probably use it.

      Pappy’s ranch was about a fifteen-minute drive south, and when I finally turned onto the potholed access road leading to the house, another twinge of emotion socked me right in the gut.

      I had to admit, I was as curious as the rest of the town about this long-lost heir of Pappy’s. He was an out-of-towner, as well as a Norm, so the whole town had been hoping he’d just put the place up for sale remotely. We agreed that as soon as it went on the market, the town of Rattlesnake would buy the ranch because the place meant so much to all of us.

      I drove slowly up the bumpy drive and parked just opposite the front porch. The barley was growing tall. This Samuel Jackson was probably a city slicker. I wondered if he even knew how to harvest it.

      The sound of Pappy’s old coonhound, barking from inside was quickly followed by the soft murmur of a feminine voice. Just as I was about to knock, the door swung open.

      My jaw hit the ground.

      A woman.

      Not just any woman, a woman so stunning, the sight of her stole the breath clean outta my lungs.
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            Shay

          

        

      

    

    
      The mangy old dog smelled like rot and decay and growled whenever I got near him. But to his credit, he had started barking long before my own ears detected the crunch of tires pulling up out front.

      That was a plus.

      Maybe Cujo would turn out to be a decent watchdog after all.

      Maybe. If he didn’t maul me in my sleep.

      I brushed aside the cracked, yellowed window shade just a hair and nervously peeked out. I’d been alone for six days, and I was fine with that.

      But even alone out in the middle of nowhere, I was always looking over my shoulder, constantly on alert. I doubted anyone could have found me this quickly, but still, my fear was rational enough. There were undoubtedly people looking for me.

      It was someone in a large work-type truck. Nevada plates. A local? I had no idea who would be visiting, or why.

      Then it dawned on me.

      My ad! It had to be someone responding to my ad.

      I’d called into the local newspaper yesterday morning and left a detailed voice message placing an order for a mail-order groom advertisement. I hadn’t expected it to run so soon, but apparently it had.

      I glanced down at my torn, sweaty, manure-stained clothes. I was a mess from a long morning of working the ranch and tending to the animals. I raced to the bathroom, splashed cool water on my face, and ran a brush through my hair, trying to quickly straighten the mess. Not much of an improvement, but it would have to do.

      With what I hoped was a welcoming smile on my face, I pulled the door open. And…

      Holy hotness, Batman!

      My eyes raked up an exquisitely formed male physique. The best I’d ever seen. By the time my gaze reached his face, I’d already taken in his heavily muscled, denim-clad thighs and noticed how his T-shirt stretched so tightly that it barely accommodated the underlying narrow waist, flat abs, broad chest, and massive biceps. His face, though—that was a masterpiece: a square jaw, a hint of blond stubble, plump, kissable lips, a straight nose, a chock of blond hair, and the sexiest blue eyes in existence.

      Beautiful—in a manly, rugged way.

      This was not at all what you expected, was it, Shay?

      Somehow the man’s looks caused the wires in my brain to short-circuit. I knew I was supposed to say something, a greeting, but words escaped me. I couldn’t think, so I just leaned against the doorframe and sighed dreamily.

      How was it that my newspaper ad summoned a man like him? I expected maybe lonely men, probably homely men, and almost certainly men with no other options, but this man did not appear to be any of those things.

      “Gilligan, hush.” His deep voice broke through my stupor, and I straightened when the dog stopped growling immediately.

      “You know the—er, my dog?”

      “Yes.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m certain I haven’t met you, though. A pretty lady like you, I’d remember.”

      Trying my damndest not to giggle like a lunatic, I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and stared for several long seconds…until I realized I was just standing there grinning like a fool.

      “I’m Sam! Samantha Jackson.”

      “Sam—antha. I see.” A sexy smile spread across his face, and my ovaries just about exploded. Now it was his turn to stand grinning. Maybe I wasn’t the only one feeling the chemistry here? He seemed to remember himself suddenly and extended a hand. I slid my hand in his and felt the tingle of awareness all the way to my lady bits. “Nice to meet you, Samantha Jackson. I’m Clint Eastwood.”

      I huffed a laugh. “Are you fooling around?

      His brow creased. “No, are you?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously what?”

      Our hands were still clasped, and I wasn’t eager to let go. The tingly warmth of his skin felt too delicious. “Is your name really Clint Eastwood?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like the movie star?”

      He let out an audible breath. “Like the movie star.”

      “Wow, were your parents Dirty Harry fans or something?”

      “Or something.”

      Don’t be rude, Shay. Laughing at someone’s name is not the way to make a good first impression.

      I forced myself to let go of his hand, but only because it was getting weird now. “Um. Okay. So… Would you like to come in? I have a few questions for you, and you probably have some for me. Then we can take a tour of the ranch. Oh, and I’ll show you the bedroom, I’m sure you’d like to take a look at that.”

      Clint frowned. “Bedroom?”

      “Well, yeah. I expect you’ll want to sleep here. I know that I’m a short drive from town, but I can’t imagine you’ll want to commute. Plus, it might look odd. I’ve heard about small towns. People talk.”

      “That they do.” He was still frowning, looking confused, but he followed me through the house.

      His eyes moved around the living space and landed on the record player in the corner. I’d started it when I’d come in for a late breakfast. It played a twangy country-western song by a singer named Hank Williams. Something about being so lonesome he could cry.

      “Okay, so follow me.” He trailed me down the short hall to the back bedroom. “I’ve scrubbed it spick-and-span and washed the bedding. It’s not very big, but it is clean and comfortable. Although, I hadn’t anticipated anyone quite as large—or as well muscled—as you.”

      Eyeing his huge frame, I realized it would be cramped. Maybe I’d need to give him the bigger room, the one I was currently sleeping in.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      He shrugged. “Nice.”

      Sheesh, he was a man of few words. One of those strong silent types. “Well, now that I see you, I’m thinking maybe this room is on the small side. Do you think you can be comfortable here?”

      “Me?”

      “Well, yes, of course you.”

      “’Scuse me, ma’am, but I’m not quite following your train of logic here. Why does it matter if I can be comfortable in the room or not?”

      “Oh.” I hesitated. I’d been clear in the ad. Sex was absolutely not part of the deal. Although… I swept my eyes over the length of him and back again. I’d had no idea that Clint Eastwood here would show up, all hot as sizzling bacon in a frying pan.

      Wait. Did he want to have sex with me? Was that what he was implying? Was he…flirting? My stomach fluttered and heat scorched my cheeks as I studied him through my lashes. He looked to me like a man who probably had plenty of female attention.

      As tempting as Clint was, it really wasn’t a good idea to have our arrangement complicated by hopping into bed together. At least not right away. It was also best to set the ground rules from the get-go.

      “Um, I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to share a bed. It might complicate things.”

      “Share a…” He coughed and stepped back. “Come again?”

      I waved my hands in front of me. “You’re right. I’m getting way ahead of myself. We should talk first. Lay out our terms. Good idea. I’m not real polished with this yet. You’re my first.”

      Last too, I hope.

      He remained silent as I led us back to the kitchen, but if the way he looked at me was any indication, I might have sprouted a second head. When I pointed at the counter, he took a seat on one of the stools in front of it and watched me, his blond brows knitted together.

      “Would you like some lemonade?” I poured us each a glass without waiting for a reply. “We’ll just have a beverage, then I’ll show you the barn.”

      I slid his glass across the counter. “So, let’s see, I guess my first question is, why do you want this?”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “I mean, it’s a lot of work. This ranch is nearly impossible for me to handle on my own, and I’m sure it’s not easy work for two people either.”

      He looked utterly baffled, but I had no idea why. “Ms. Jackson, I don’t think we’re on the same page here.”

      What? Had he already written me off so soon? He hadn’t even given me a chance! A bubble of annoyance surfaced, and I responded in my stern, school teacher voice. “Well, Clint, that’s what we’re here to find out. Let’s get to know each other a little better before we make any rash decisions, shall we?”

      “O-kay.”

      “Now…” I snatched the list of questions I’d prepared off the refrigerator. “Next question—do you smoke, chew tobacco, do hard drugs, or drink alcohol?”

      “Uh…no, no, absolutely not, and occasionally.”

      “Okay, then there’s hygiene…” I scanned his chiseled physique. “Well, that looks good. Any contagious diseases?”

      “What?! No!”

      “Ever work a ranch?”

      “Since I was a young ‘un. Now would you mind tellin’ me what this is all about?”

      “We. Are. Getting. To know each other. Your turn. You have questions for me? Fire away.” I crossed my arms over my chest and waited.

      “Are you an escapee from a mental institution?”

      What kind of a question was that? Rude. The guy was cute but kind of a dick. “No, I’m not. Next question.”

      He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “That’s all I got for now.”

      I tilted my head to the side and bit my lip as I studied him. “Fine, then. I’ll show you the grounds, and then we can discuss marriage.”

      Clint had just taken a sip of his beverage, and spit it back out like a firehose, dousing me in a shower of lemonade.

      “Oh!” I grabbed a kitchen towel and wiped my face. “Do you drink like that often? It’s not a deal breaker or anything. I’m flexible. Maybe I’ll wear a raincoat at mealtimes.”

      “Sorry.” Clint was by my side in a second, taking the towel from me and dabbing my neck and shoulders. “Did you say m-marriage?”

      “Yes, marriage.”

      “Marriage?”

      “Marriage. Why do you keep repeating it?”

      He moved on to my arms and then my stomach, patting away until he finally stilled and stepped back.

      I hated to admit it, but this interview wasn’t going well. The physical attraction was there, but the man clearly had issues communicating. Maybe that wouldn’t be a huge problem. This was a marriage of convenience, so it wasn’t as though I needed to set the bar all that high. As long as he was honest, hardworking, and someone with whom I could develop mutual respect, that was good enough.

      I sighed. I’d see what he thought of the ranch and then we’d go from there. If he thought it was something he’d be willing to invest time and sweat equity in, I’d decide then.

      As we walked out of the house and across the trail that led through the barley to the barn on the other side, we passed the chicken coop that still needed cleaning. I felt a twinge of embarrassment. Why hadn’t I done that earlier?

      Because you didn’t know he was coming, Shay.

      Silently, we continued toward the barn and back pasture. Although the interview wasn’t going well, I had hope that maybe it could still be salvaged.

      A second later, all hope was lost.

      Clint gasped and froze in his tracks, his face contorting in a look of sheer horror.

      “WHAT the holy hell have you done to the cows?!”
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      Pappy’s niece was pretty as all get out, but her marbles were missing. Nothing she said made a lick of sense. I’d let it go at first. Then she proposed to me. Now, even after her explanation about the cows, I still couldn’t quite register what I was seeing.

      Several of them were wearing…daisy chains?

      Some wore flower crowns, others wore flower necklaces. And that wasn’t all. A spotted heifer was wearing what looked like a pair of sunglasses on its head.

      My jaw clenched. My eye twitched.

      Sam beamed with pride. “You have to admit, Bertha does look good in daisies.”

      Un-fucking-believable!

      “Woman, anyone ever tell you your cornbread ain’t all the way done in the middle?”

      “No, Clint Eastwood, I can honestly say no one has. Anyone ever tell you that you ask strange questions?”

      I scowled down at her. “No. Do you always propose marriage to perfect strangers?”

      “No, only when they answer the ad I put in the paper looking for a husband.”

      “Ad? Husband?”

      “Yes, ad. My advertisement. You know, the one I put in the town newspaper yesterday.”

      “The Rattler Tattler only runs on Wednesdays, and I didn’t see any advertisement for a husband in the last one.” I shifted my weight to lean on the fence. “That is definitely something I’d have noticed.”

      “Wait…” Her jaw dropped and her cheeks turned scarlet. “Isn’t that why you’re here? What do you want if you’re not here about the ad?”

      I shrugged. “I heard Pappy’s great-nephew, Samuel Jackson, had arrived, and I wanted to come introduce myself and welcome him to town.” My eyes ran over her lovely curves. “Though, I’m guessing there was some confusion about that too, since nephew Sam is quite obviously niece Samantha.”

      She covered her face with her hands and groaned. “Oh, ground, please open and swallow me now.”

      As the truth of the situation settled, I bit back a grin. At least it explained why she was showing me her spare bedroom and asking me all kinds of personal questions. Maybe she wasn’t completely crazy. I glanced back at the cows.

      Naw, she was nuts.

      “Oh goodness, there’s my shades! I was wondering where I’d left those.”

      Beside me, Sam scrambled up the fence and then jumped down on the other side before I could stop her.

      I tried to reach for her, but she was already too far away. What the hell was she doing? I watched in horror as she was drowned by the sea of cattle.

      I was stunned stupid for a second, but as soon as I snapped out of it, I hopped the fence myself to go after her. Snaking my way through, I held out my arms to shoo the cows and keep them from getting too close to her. Did she have any clue that what she was doing could get her trampled? The woman was unbelievable.

      By the time I reached her, she was stroking one and whispering something in its ear. Then she reached up, plucked her sunglasses off the head of another, and gently scratched its nose.

      “You tried to take my glasses, didn’t you, Rosemary?”

      Rosemary? ROSEMARY?!

      Sam patted the cow on the nose. “I will say, though, you looked pretty as a peach in them.”

      “What the hell are you doing?!” My blood pressure shot through the roof. “Come on.” Before she could answer, I spun her around and led her by the shoulders back toward the fence, shielding her with my body in case they startled. Not that I would be much of a barrier, but if they did stampede, I could change forms suddenly. My animal would do a decent job of providing cover if need be.

      What the hell was she thinking? Any  one of them could flatten her like a flapjack. As soon as we cleared the herd, she smiled up at my scowl. I grabbed her hips, picked her up, and set her back down on the other side of the fence before hopping it myself.

      “Are you insane, woman? Those animals could crush you.” I knew I was yelling, but I didn’t care.

      She tipped her head back, her brown eyes wide. When I saw the trepidation in her eyes, I wanted to kick my own ass for speaking to her so harshly.

      “Th-they would never. They’re sweethearts, and not aggressive at all.”

      I rolled my head back, closed my eyes, and counted to ten before responding. Gently, I took her chin in my hand and turned her face up toward me. I tried to ignore the softness of her skin under my fingers and the sweet strawberry scent of her shampoo. Her full lower lip trembled and her eyes welled with tears. Guilt quickly replaced my anger. I shouldn’t have scolded her so sternly.

      I lowered my voice and tried to sound soothing. “They’re not naturally aggressive, but they are easily frightened. If they get spooked by something, they won’t think twice about stomping anything in their path, including you.”

      We stared into each other’s eyes. I forced myself to let go of her face.

      She blinked, sniffled, and shifted her gaze to them. “They wouldn’t.”

      Blowing out a breath, I ran my fingers through my hair. This woman was infuriatingly naïve.

      “The chickens, now those are scary. They chase me and try to eat my toes. The cows, though, they’re gentle…and sweet... How am I supposed to take care of them if I can’t go into the pasture with them?”

      “What exactly are you taking care of? They pretty much just graze the fields until it’s time to send ‘em to auction.” I took a couple of steps back from her tantalizing aroma and her big, brown eyes before the woman had any more of an effect on me. “If you notice any of them acting unusual or limping, you call a vet to come look at them, but you don’t do it yourself, y’hear?”

      “What do you mean there’s nothing to do? They don’t need to be brushed?”

      My fists dug into my hips. My mouth hung open. Was she serious? Where had she come from? “Have you been brushing them?”

      A dark-red tint crept up her neck and turned her entire face crimson. “Um, no?”

      My eyes narrowed. “What else have you been doing to care for the animals?”

      “Giving them fresh water.”

      My brows rose and I stood waiting. “And?”

      “And, um, playing them music and…singing to them…maybe.”

      I pulled my hand through my hair and then down my face roughly. “Okay, listen to me. You don’t brush cows. Don’t brush them. They don’t need to be brushed. At all. Do you hear me?”

      She scowled. “Yes, I hear you. I’m not deaf.”

      “They’re not pets! You don’t need to brush them or sing to them. You don’t need to give them a bubble bath, dress ‘em in jammies, or read ‘em a bedtime story either.”

      She narrowed her eyes and glared. “You’re telling me I’m supposed to just leave them all by themselves all day long? Ignore them? That doesn’t seem humane.”

      How was it that this woman was here all alone caring for a ranch when she clearly didn’t know the first thing about ranching?

      I almost asked her. Almost. But nope, nope, it wasn’t my business and I needed to stay the hell out of it before I found myself moving into that spick-and-span guest room of hers. I wasn’t about to touch that with a ten-foot pole because, truth be told, as clueless and as infuriating as she was, the thought of being under the same roof as her all night long was entirely too tempting.

      “Look, what you need here is a ranch hand. The henhouse needs cleaned, the grass needs mowed, and this summer barley will need to be harvested soon. I can give you a list of names.”

      She clammed up immediately. Her nose shot in the air, and she crossed her arms under her chest. It wasn’t easy to ignore the way her breast smooshed together and strained against the thin material of her T-shirt. It also wasn’t easy to ignore the stubborn tilt of her chin, and I had to stifle a grin. “No, thank you. I won’t be hiring a ranch hand.”

      “But you need—”

      “I do not need a ranch hand.” She turned abruptly and marched off toward the house. Her angry steps caused her hips to sway, her ass to wiggle, and my dick to strain against the zipper of my jeans. I had half a mind to stick around and piss her off all day.

      What the hell was this? This…thing between us?

      I caught up to her easily enough. “Seems to me you do need a ranch hand.”

      “My husband will take care of it, thank you very much. Soon as I find me one.”

      She increased her pace.

      I increased mine.

      She increased hers again until she was power walking.

      My lips wanted to break into a full-out grin, but I resisted. She stumbled over a thick patch of grass, almost fell, righted herself, then glanced back over her shoulder to see if I noticed.

      I noticed.

      When we reached the porch, she spun, holding her hands up in front of her, gesturing for me to halt. “Thank you for stopping by, Clint Eastwood. It was nice to meet you. Kind of. A little. Not really. I’m sorry about the mix-up, though—the husband thing and all that.”

      My brain started a dull throbbing, and that eye twitch was back with a vengeance. What in tarnation was she thinking with this husband thing?

      “Why are you so desperate to marry?”

      She ignored my question, but with my Variant hearing, I heard her mumbling under her breath. “I’ll have you know that they liked being brushed, Mr. Grumpy Pants.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      She sighed. “Well, you’ll see it in my ad when the paper comes out anyway, so I guess I’ll just spell it out.” She ascended the three porch steps until she was eye to eye with me, and slammed her fists against her hips defiantly before she continued. “I can’t afford to hire anyone, but I need this ranch to be profitable. I’m looking for someone who is willing to enter into a marriage of convenience and work alongside me in exchange for profit sharing.”

      At eye level, I could see that her eyes were actually hazel rather than fully brown. They had flecks of gold and a muddy green. Beautiful. “Let me get this straight. You’re looking to marry a man so you have help with the chores?”

      Her lips pursed and her brow furrowed. “You got a better idea?”

      “Than marrying a stranger?!” It was the most hairbrained thing I’d ever heard of. A marriage of convenience? Whoever heard of such a thing?

      Gilligan barked once from inside, and Sam automatically turned and held open the screen door for him. He lumbered out on the porch, growling at her when he walked by, which didn’t mean nuthin’. Pappy trained the ol’ coonhound to growl at everyone. He lifted his head and growled another hello to me too.

      I watched Sam tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. I didn’t like her ridiculous idea. Didn’t like it one bit.

      She was attractive. Very attractive. What if she did find herself a husband despite the idiocy of the idea?

      Furthermore, what if the marriage of convenience became something more? It wasn’t a far stretch. She may be a few bushels shy of a peck, but Sam wasn’t the type of woman a man would find easy to resist.

      Christ, I needed to leave.

      Without another word, I turned on my heel and got the hell out of there before I did something incredibly stupid—like put a ring on her.
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      Have I ever made more of a fool of myself?

      No. No, I don’t think I have.

      I watched Clint’s truck drive away down the long access road until it was swallowed in a cloud of dust. He was the first person I’d been around in almost a week, and he clearly thought I was riding the crazy train.

      I sank onto the steps next to the dog.

      “So your name’s Gilligan, is it? I suppose that’s more fitting than Cujo.”

      He growled in response. This time, I didn’t flinch. He’d growled at Clint too but he also wagged his tail.

      “Well, Gilligan, is it so bad that I played around with the cows and made a few flower crowns and necklaces, and dressed them up a bit?”

      I rested my chin on my fist. It was all in good fun. What else was a girl devoid of human interaction for days on end going to do? I dug at the sandy soil with the toe of my sneaker. If I’d had prior warning someone was going to stop by, I would have removed the daisy chains. And cleaned the chicken coop.

      Back home, I had friends who dressed their little poodles in different outfits every day and carried them around in doggie purses. Was that so different?

      Then there was the fact that you practically proposed to the man, Shay.

      I hung my head in my hands as my toe continued to work the dry soil, now drawing circles and swirls. Maybe I was going crazy. After only six days of complete isolation, maybe I was already becoming like that character in The Shining—heeere’s Johnny!

      I was doing my best here, but I was lost. I had no instructions on how to perform ranching operations. I was winging it. I’d been hoping I could learn as I went, but without internet or cell reception out here, that was a no-go. How does anyone know anything without Google?

      The interim caretaker hadn’t left any instructions. Just the house and barn keys inside the unlocked house. The estate lawyer from Carson City was no help, although he did assure me that it was perfectly safe for the house to be left unlocked since “Rattlesnake Canyon is devoid of criminals.”

      Little did he know there was now a fugitive living right outside of town. That thought depressed me. I had to get this ranch out of Sam’s name—yet another reason for the platonic marriage. I’d been hoping to transfer the title right from hers to my new husband’s name to avoid leaving any trail that might lead back to me.

      Nevada was a community property state, so regardless of whose name the ranch was in, upon divorce we’d divide all assets equally.

      But, for any of my plans to work, I needed to find myself a husband.

      Who knew the Rattler Tattler only came out on Wednesdays?

      I rubbed my temples. A headache was forming behind my eyes. So much to do.

      Pushing off the porch, I held the door open for Gilligan and then went to my room to change. I had an idea.

      After scrounging around in drawers, I came up with a yellow legal pad and a ballpoint pen. I spent the next hour working at the kitchen table. Since the newspaper ad hadn’t run yet, and I was getting desperate, I figured it was time to try a different tack.
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      Rattlesnake Canyon looked like something out of the Old West, like one of those ghost towns brought back to life for tourists. I half expected John Wayne to come strutting out of the local saloon at any moment to announce a shootout at high noon.

      Rawhide Road, the main street running through the town, was lined on each side with small storefront businesses. The town was quaint and homey, but the residents seemed about as unwelcoming as the welcome sign I’d seen last week when I’d arrived.

      As I drove back and forth, a lump formed in my throat. Was I imagining the chilly reception? Leaning out the truck window, I called out to a middle-aged woman with short, frizzy red hair. “Excuse me… Excuse me… Hello…?”

      The woman completely ignored me. Nope. Not my imagination.

      She’d been the third person I’d tried to talk to. She was also the third person who had totally snubbed me. No eye contact, no nod, no raising her middle finger and waving it at me emphatically. Nothing.

      Frustrated, I pulled to the side of the road and parked. An older couple strolling hand in hand down the street cast me a strange sideways glance before picking up their pace and scurrying by. What the hell was with everyone here?

      I walked past Rattlesnake Canyon Town Hall and Sheriff’s Department, Chuckwagon Diner, Whistlestop Saloon, Bald Eagle Barbershop, and a general store called Sidewinder Sundries. When I reached Bear Buns Bakery, I stopped. My stomach growled from the incredible aroma, and I realized that with Clint’s impromptu visit, I’d forgotten to eat anything.

      Upon entering the bakery, the first thing I saw was an attractive blonde at a long workspace behind the counter, icing a tray of scones. She and I seemed to have the place to ourselves except for a guy in the back corner. The guy looked as though he was asleep—slumped in a chair with his back against the wall, arms folded over his chest, and horned-rimmed glasses balanced on the tip of his nose. An open book was on the table in front of him.

      I stepped up to the register only to be completely ignored. Shocker.

      I cleared my throat to get the woman’s attention, but she went right on ignoring me. Okay, alright. I could handle this. I was a DC native. I had street cred.

      “Well, hello there. Beautiful day, isn’t it? I’m new here. I was strolling your lovely town of Rattlesnake when I caught the most delicious aroma. I told myself I just had to stop in for something sweet. The place smells absolutely mouthwatering.” The wide smile I flashed was lost on her since she never once took her eyes off her task to even acknowledge me.

      I tried again. “Are those maple scones you’ve got there? They look like they’re fresh out of the oven. I’d love to try one.”

      She breathed out a long, laborious sigh as though she was in excruciating agony. “We’re closed.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to fact-check and saw the open sign displayed in the picture window. “Your sign says you’re open.”

      Without looking up, she tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I say otherwise.”

      Well now, that was a different story.

      “Hey, Laverne, hows about you let me have one of those maple and brown sugar scones?” The voice came from only inches behind me. I startled hard and whirled around. It was the guy who’d been sleeping in the corner.

      My hand flew to my chest, and I tried to catch my breath. “Weren’t you just over there sleeping, like, a nanosecond ago?”

      He grinned charmingly. “Naw. Just resting my eyes.”

      Of course, Laverne handed him a scone—with extra icing too, and on a little paper plate that was decorated with tiny teddy bears around the edges. She even looked him in the eye.

      The guy thanked her and handed me the scone on the cute teddy bear plate. He winked. “My treat.” Ha! Take that, Laverne, you bakery biatch!

      I was so grateful to have someone finally acknowledge me instead of treating me as though I was going to mug them or spit on them that I almost hugged him. “Thank you so much! I’m Sh—I mean, er, my name is Samantha. Please call me Sam.”

      He nodded and slid his glasses up. “I’m Jimi. What brings you to Rattlesnake?”

      “Well—”

      “She’s clearly lost.” Laverne narrowed her eyes and frowned hard.

      “Jesus, Laverne. Give the woman a break.”

      “She doesn’t belong here, Jimi, and you know it.”

      “I don’t know anything of the sort.”

      As I wondered if maybe I should interrupt the two of them before their convo-slash-argument escalated any further, I took a big bite of the scone and moaned aloud in pleasure.

      “Holy crap! This is awesome.”

      Jimi grinned and even Laverne seemed to lighten up a little from the compliment. So I swallowed and cleared my throat.

      “Actually, I was hoping to put up a flyer in a few shop windows around here.”

      Laverne sneered. “Try the next town over.”

      “Seriously, Laverne? Leave her alone.” He winked at me again. “C’mon, I’ll walk you out.”

      As I devoured my scone, we walked across the street toward my multicolor truck.

      Jimi seemed to be a study in contrasts. On the one hand, he was tall with the face of Adonis, and he looked like he was a bodybuilder or a male model. On the other hand, he had a very strong nerd vibe going on, with a thick textbook under his arm and horn-rimmed glasses that seemed to perpetually slide down the bridge of his nose. He kept wiggling his nose like a rabbit, inching them back up without using his hands.

      “Rattlesnake is a lovely town, but up until I met you, the people I’ve run into have been downright rude.”

      Jimi smiled. “Don’t take it personally. They don’t take too kindly to strangers.”

      “No kidding.”

      “So, you didn’t answer. What brings you to Rattlesnake?”

      “Well, my great-uncle died and I inherited his ranch. It’s just outside of town—”

      He stopped walking and rounded on me so fast I let out an involuntary squeal. “What did you say your name was?”

      “Sam. Samantha Jackson.”

      I gasped as his huge arms wrapped around me, hugging me so tightly I could barely breathe. He actually lifted me off the ground and didn’t seem to care that the textbook he’d been carrying fell to the ground. As my legs dangled and I struggled for breath, I noticed a crowd gathering.

      People stepped out of shops. Those who had been walking along the street stopped. Everyone stared wide eyed. For a frightening moment, I wondered if they recognized me. Maybe they’d seen my face on the news.

      Had my notoriety already reached small-town America? My fear subsided when I realized that two words prevailed among the excited murmurs of the crowd. One was Pappy. The other was niece.

      Two elderly men who’d been watching from the barbershop window elbowed their way through the crowd. Each wore an apron with Bald Eagle Barber emblazoned across the front.

      “Well, I’ll be doggone. We haven’t had a new resident in a long while. Don’t know if we’ve ever had such a purty one, neither.” One of the old men stuck his hand out at me and wagged his overgrown brows. “My name’s Donald, and this here’s my brother, Daffy.”

      I couldn’t tell if they were serious about their names, but I shook both their hands and smiled warmly back at them, grateful to finally be seeing friendly faces. “Sam Jackson. Nice to meet you both.”

      Jimi cleared his throat. “You said something about a flyer?”

      I glanced up. “Yes, I made some flyers hoping I could post them at some of the local businesses.” I handed a flyer to Donald, whose eyes scanned the page. “Maybe you could post one in the barbershop?” Daffy leaned over Donald’s shoulder, his mouth moving as he silently read what I’d scrawled on the piece of legal paper.

      
        
        HUSBAND WANTED

        For a platonic marriage

        Must have strong work ethic and ranching experience

        Offering room, board, and 50/50 profit sharing

        Apply in person at Rattlesnake Ranch

        Marital relations NOT included

      

      

      Their eyes widened to saucers. As the flyer was passed around from person to person, someone caught the corner of my eye. Clint.

      He stood apart from the crowd with his arms crossed over his chest, his lips pressed into a thin line, and his face pinched in a disapproving scowl. He stared straight at me, his blue eyes blazing with displeasure.

      Grumpy pants.

      Although his presence rattled me a bit, I ignored Clint and focused instead on Donald, Daffy, and Jimi—the three men standing in front of me, smiling amiably.

      “I called yesterday and left a message for an ad to be run in the local paper, but...”

      Jimi nodded. “Rattler Tattler only comes out on Wednesdays.”

      “Exactly! That wasn’t mentioned at the time.” And, had I known, I could have saved myself a world of embarrassment this morning. “I figured the flyers might fare better anyway. I actually planned to find the newspaper office while I was here in town and cancel the ad. If one of you could point me in the right direction…?”

      Daffy laughed. “You mean Betty? She don’t have any offices, honey. She just writes the paper at her kitchen table and runs off copies on her home Xerox machine.”

      Donald straightened, grinned widely, and tucked my arm through his, shoving his brother out of the way. “I’d be happy to give you a tour of the town, though.”

      Daffy elbowed his brother in the side as he squeezed between us and wrapped my arm through his instead. “Betty’s over at the diner right now. If you want to catch her, it’ll be my pleasure to escort you.”

      Donald scowled and looked as though he was about to go to blows with Daffy.

      “Dads, knock it off! Both of you. Give the poor woman some breathing room.” Jimi glanced at me apologetically.

      “Dads?” I looked from Donald to Daffy to Jimi.

      “Jimi’s our boy.” Daffy beamed proudly. He’s the brains of the family.”

      “You can’t see the resemblance?” Donald winked.

      There was none.

      Jimi was tall, handsome, and clearly of African descent. Donald and Daffy were short, round, nearly bald, prune-faced Caucasian men. But the grins on their faces were comical, and I giggled at the two old men, who were trying so hard to be both funny and charming.

      “They raised me.” Jimi shrugged. “We’re an unconventional family.”

      “Ah.” I nodded, playing along. “In that case, I most definitely see a resemblance.”

      “This little lady’s as blind as old Miss Shirley Temple.” Daffy snorted and slapped Donald on the shoulder. “Come on, now. We’ll introduce you to Betty.”

      Since Jimi had to get back to work, he said goodbye and that he hoped to see me again soon.

      “He’s the town librarian, our Jimi.” Donald’s eyes shone with pride.

      The crowd that had gathered wasn’t dying down. In fact, it looked to be growing, and once again, my attention was caught by Clint. He was still standing with his arms crossed over his chest, still glaring, and still looking as though he was about to spontaneously combust.

      What the hell is the man’s problem?

      “Let’s move along, honey. Once Betty’s finished eating, she’ll be on her way to bingo and there’s no stopping her then.”

      Daffy looked over at Donald, who nodded in agreement. “Nothing comes between Betty and her bingo.”

      With an old man on each arm, I headed to the Chuckwagon Diner.

      The whole time, I pretended I couldn’t feel Clint’s eyes on me.
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      Stepping into the Chuckwagon was like stepping into a different era. The interior was retro—straight out of the 1950s—black and white checkered floor tile, red and white vinyl booths and barstools, and white tabletops trimmed in chrome.

      There was a jukebox in the far corner, and Daffy nudged me toward the woman sitting in the booth beside it. The woman couldn’t have been a day younger than sixty. Her hair was tied up in a bouffant style with a bright-red bandana that matched her lipstick, and her halter top showed more cleavage than the Grand Canyon. She looked up from her pancakes and batted her long false lashes.

      Daffy bowed—yes, bowed—in front of her. “Betty, may I just say you’re looking mighty fine today.”

      Donald elbowed Daffy aside and kissed Betty’s hand like an old English gentleman. “Truly, Betty, you take my breath away.”

      Betty arched her shoulder forward while dipping her chin in a fake display of coy flirting. “Oh, Daf and Don, you boys are such charmers.”

      When her gaze shifted to me, Donald stepped aside. “Betty this is Sam Jackson. Pappy’s niece. She has something she needs to talk to you about. Sam, this is Betty Crocker.”

      “Crocker? Your name is Betty Crocker? For real?”

      What was it with the weird names of the residents of this town? Betty, Daffy, and Donald exchanged glances.

      “Why, yes, honey, that’s right. And I’m so pleased to meet you. Boys, leave us ladies to talk, will ya?”

      Just like that, both men backed away, grinning and elbowing each other. As I turned to watch them go, I was surprised to notice Clint step through the door. His gaze was on me, and when I met his eyes, he didn’t smile, nor did he look away. He was definitely still wearing his grumpy pants. Was he following me?

      Don’t be silly, Shay, of course he’s not following you!

      It was past noon, but still within a reasonable time frame for a late lunch or early dinner. That was probably what he was doing, grabbing himself a late lunch or early dinner. It wasn’t as though there were tons of places to eat in Rattlesnake.

      Our eyes remained fixed on one another as he walked up to the lunch counter and took a seat. An attractive woman followed him in and seated herself next to him. She leaned toward him and said something, but Clint’s eyes didn’t leave mine. That was when I realized everyone in the place was watching us, noticing the fact that we were still staring at one another. I quickly dropped my gaze.

      Betty glanced from me to Clint and back. “So, honey, what can I do for you?”

      I blinked a few times before sinking into the booth across from her. “Um…” The question on the forefront of my mind was what was up with the funky names of the people in this town, but I decided to hold my tongue as a question like that might come off as rude, especially from a newcomer.

      “I believe I left you a message yesterday about placing an ad in the newspaper for a mail-order groom.”

      Betty’s eyes widened. “A mail order…whaaat?”

      “I take it you didn’t receive my voice message?”

      “Well, now, I only listen to the messages line twice a week. It’s usually ten or twenty messages—all from Flip Wilson wondering why I haven’t done a writeup on his latest UFO sighting. He sees them several times a week.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “He hits the bottle a might too hard on occasion.”

      I had nothing to say to that, so I just nodded.

      After several seconds of awkward silence, Betty took my hand. “So, honey, why don’t you tell me all about this voice message of yours.”

      “Right. Okay. Um, I left the message before I knew the paper only ran once a week. I’d like to cancel it. I’ve made up a few flyers that I’m planning to distribute to local businesses around town instead.”

      “I see. Okay, I’ll disregard the message, but would you mind if I take a look at one of those flyers?” She motioned to the sheets of paper I still clutched to my chest. I dropped them in front of her.

      Betty scanned the top paper, and her head snapped up so fast that her big hair kind of bounced back and forth a few times before settling down.

      “Does this say platonic? As in no sex?”

      I nodded and squeezed my hands together under the table. “I’m looking for a marriage in name only. I can’t afford to hire help, so I thought a good solution would be to offer a legal partnership. Upon divorce, we’d divide assets.”

      “Divorce?” She stared at me a few moments as though she didn’t comprehend the word before snapping back to attention. “Okay. Platonic marriage...”

      “It would be legal and we’d split whatever profits the ranch brought in for the term of the marriage. Everything fair and square.”

      She still wore an incredulous look. “Just minus the orgasms.” Betty’s voice carried around the diner and I cringed.

      A round woman wearing an apron appeared next to us and snapped a hand towel out so the end flicked Betty’s arm. “Keep it PG in here.”

      “What for? There are no children.” Betty winked at me. “There are a few women who could use a good lay, though. Get all uptight when you mention orgasms.”

      The other woman snapped the towel again, this time whacking Betty’s generous cleavage, then turned to me. “Hello, dear. I’m Gladys Knight. I run this here place. I hear you’re Pappy’s kin.”

      I looked around, wondering how she’d heard that so fast. “Yes, I am. I’m Sam Jackson.”

      She patted me on the shoulder and sighed. “We all loved your uncle. The town isn’t the same without him.” She choked on the words, and both women looked away and dabbed at their eyes.

      Gladys was the first to recover. “I’m gonna bring you a stack of my huckleberry flapjacks on the house. They’re my specialty.”

      “Oh, can I take a rain check? I’m not hungry, but if I could ask a favor, would you mind if I left a flyer here?”

      Before Gladys could reply, Betty chimed in, “Oh, honey I don’t think you’re going to need to go distributing those flyers of yours. Word travels pretty fast around here, especially if the double D’s know.”

      “Double D’s?

      Gladys nodded. “Donald and Daffy. They’re the biggest gossips this side of the Mississippi.”

      “Still, I’m kind of pressed for time—”

      Betty shook her head. “Time won’t be an issue.” She motioned with a nod and I peered around Gladys to see what Betty was gesturing to.

      Sure enough, I wasn’t going to need the flyers.
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      My eye twitched something fierce.

      I noticed Sam the minute she walked out of Bear Buns Bakery with Jimi.

      Most of what she’d told me this morning was the truth, but not all of it. I knew this because Variants could easily detect lies. It was a skill we possessed. There was definitely an aura of deception about her. The quiver in her voice, the slight hesitation—Sam wasn’t even a good liar.

      The whole drive back into town from Pappy’s, my thoughts had been plagued by Samantha Jackson and her zany idea to marry a stranger so she’d have help with the chores.

      Who was I kidding?

      What I really couldn’t stop thinking about was the delicious aroma of ripe strawberries that surrounded her, and the way her ass wiggled when she huffed angrily and stomped away from me. Then there was that bottom lip of hers that trembled and pouted when I’d scolded her about her lack of concern for her own safety. Even the fact that she was annoyingly irritating did things to me that I’d never felt before. It made my insides all warm and mushy.

      Flower chains on the cows? I chuckled. I never met a woman quite like her, and a part of me knew I never would again. Sam Jackson was one of a kind.

      She was still on my mind a couple hours later when I peered through the blinds of the courthouse windows and saw a crowd beginning to gather. I emerged to investigate and about flipped my top as I got near enough to find Sam smack dab in the middle of it.

      Murmurs about her search for a husband spread through the group like wildfire, especially among the single male Variants.

      Sonofabitch.

      She was actually doing it. She was actually gonna marry one of ‘em.

      I snatched the flyer that was being passed around right out of Luke Skywalker’s hands. When he started to protest, I shot him an I-fucking-dare-you look. Luke wisely backed down. Unfortunately, half the single men in town had already read it before I managed to confiscate it, and the other half were quickly learning of its contents through word of mouth.

      Sam was talking to Donald, Daffy, and Jimi. I knew Jimi wasn’t a threat. I’d only ever seen him show an interest in one woman, and that was a very long time ago. Donald and Daffy were flirting up a storm, but those old fools were harmless—all bark, no bite. Besides, who could blame them? Sam seemed to have a talent for captivating everyone she came across.

      “Dude, you’re growling.” Gomer, standing next to me, pulled me out of my thoughts. Fuck, I was growling. I didn’t want to admit it, but I hated all the attention Sam was getting. Handfuls of men chattering about the cute blonde Norm and her quest for a husband.

      I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all.

      Donald and Daffy were leading her toward the diner. My feet took it upon themselves to follow. I sidled up to the lunch counter and ordered something from Gladys. I wasn’t really sure what it was I ordered. I was too busy watching Sam.

      “If you scowl any harder, your face might freeze that way.” Frida nudged my arm from the stool next to me. I hadn’t even realized she’d followed me in.

      “Har, har.”

      “You could just go and talk to her, you know? Instead of staring after her like some lovesick pup.”

      Forcibly pulling my gaze away from the table where Sam sat with Betty, I turned to Frida and frowned. “I ain’t staring, and I ain’t lovesick.”

      She threw her head back and barked a laughed. “Clint, you have never been a good liar, and you still aren’t one. Besides, the whole place can hear you growling.”

      I drew in a sharp breath. I was growling. Again. Damn.

      “Gomer said you confiscated the flyer she passed out and that you haven’t been able to take your eyes off her since she stepped into town.”

      “Yeah? Well, Gomer needs to mind his own business and stay out of everybody else’s.”

      “Gomer has no business of his own. Everybody else’s is all he’s got.” She quirked a brow. “Although, if’n he plays his cards right, he just might have the business of being a husband to a very popular and very pretty newcomer in town.”

      I said nothing, but my head swung back in Sam’s direction. Fuck. Single men were lining up in front of the booth where Sam sat with Betty. The line was so long, it trailed across the diner and out the door. The fuckers were practically drooling over her. And Gomer was at the head of the line.

      “Maybe you want to throw your hat into the ring before she stops taking applicants?”

      Hell, yeah, I did!

      No…no, I didn’t!

      There was no way I was going to do something so stupid as to marry someone I barely knew. She was a Norm. And she was full of trouble. Trouble and lies. I could smell both on her.

      Trouble, lies, and strawberries.

      It didn’t matter that my body reacted to hers like I was slowly burning alive with every moment I refrained from touching her. I was stronger than giving into whatever carnal desires my body was going through.

      “You’re as stubborn as a mule, Clint.”

      Sam had just noticed the lineup in front of her, and her attention was on my younger brother, Gomer. The noise of the other men in the diner kept me from being able to hear what was being said between them, but I didn’t need to hear it. I could imagine what Gomer might be saying. He and I were both highly competitive, and unlike myself, Gomer was a hopeless romantic who was in love with a different woman every week. He’d undoubtedly be pulling out all the stops to win Sam over. The thought of him professing his heart to her and her accepting a marriage proposal from him was too much. Way too much.

      I wasn’t about to sit here and watch that happen.

      I leaped off the stool, marched across the diner, and squeezed between Gomer and the booth where Sam was sitting.

      I kept my back to Sam, and my gaze trained on my brother. His eyes widened in shock. I knew what he was seeing. I was seconds from changing forms, and I had no doubt it showed in my eyes.

      “Leave.”

      My voice was barely human. Gomer knew better than to question me. There was hardly a moment when he and I were together that we weren’t teasing each other, playing practical jokes on one another, or competing with one another, but Gomer could see in my eyes and the way I was holding myself together by barely a thread that this was not a moment to fuck with me.

      He quickly spun and took care of the remaining men. I heard grumbles and complaints, but it was pretty evident that unless someone wanted to be trampled by a very angry animal, or locked up in a jail cell for the night, they better scram.

      “Out. Everybody out. There’ll be no courting today. Not today, boys.” Gomer shuffled them all outside.

      Before turning to face Sam, I took a couple of cleansing breaths to calm down and noticed Frida watching from the lunch counter with a look of wry amusement.

      When I turned slowly, Sam was frowning up at me in confusion, but Betty wore a knowing grin. “Why, hello, Sheriff.”

      “Hello, Betty.”

      “Sheriff?!” Sam’s eyes widened so much it was a wonder her eyeballs didn’t fall out of her head and go rolling around on the floor.

      “Yes, dear, Clint here’s the sheriff of Rattlesnake Canyon and quite a catch, I might add. And it appears he ran off the rest of your suitors.”

      “She’s not marrying any of them, so there’s no use in them staying.”

      Betty’s hand flew dramatically to her chest in an exaggerated motion. “Why, whatever do you mean, Sheriff?”

      She knew damn well what I meant.

      “She’s marrying me.” I glared down at Sam, daring her to object.

      She didn’t.

      So I dropped to one knee.

      Betty giggled behind her hand like a tittering schoolgirl harboring a juicy secret. “Well, well, Sheriff, looks like you’re the last man standing—or should I say kneeling.”

      I glanced from Betty to Sam, whose mouth hung open in surprise.

      “Samantha Jackson, will you do me the honor of accepting my hand in marriage?”
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      One foot in front of the other, I walked down the short aisle in the Rattlesnake Canyon courthouse.

      The sheriff!

      Holy shit!

      I was marrying the sheriff, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Not after Clint scared off all my other prospects and proposed on bended knee. I would have sworn he didn’t care too much for me, what with the events of the morning and the evil eye he’d been giving me since I’d arrived in town.

      Apparently, I’d been wrong because here I was, minutes away from marrying him. It wasn’t as though I could have refused his proposal. I’d been between a rock and a hard place. Although, I doubted many women would consider marrying Clint to be a hardship. I probably wouldn’t have either if he hadn’t been the law and I hadn’t been wanted by the law.

      Apparently, Clint was not only the sheriff but also the justice of the peace. Small towns.

      He introduced me to the tall, attractive woman he’d been seated next to at the Chuckwagon Diner—get this—Frida Kahlo. Again, I bit my tongue about the name. Hey, if everyone in this crazy town wanted to adopt weird names, who was I to judge them? I was using an alias myself. Best to just shut the hell up and go with the flow.

      Frida, Clint informed me, was his sometimes-deputy and the town notary public and, as such, was officially recognized with the legal power to perform marriages.

      As I neared the front of the courtroom, Frida was seated behind the judge’s bench. Part of me wanted to turn and run, but I reminded myself that I looked awful in orange and even worse in jumpsuits.

      Yes, shut the hell up, Shay, and do what needs to be done.

      I swallowed a lump in my throat, and for the twentieth time since we’d left Gladys’s diner, I reminded myself that the marriage was just temporary. It would buy me time. I just hoped I didn’t end up ruining both our lives.

      As I reached the judge’s bench, Clint grabbed my hand, clasping it between his calloused palms. I didn’t have the courage to look at him.

      This was so surreal.

      There were only four of us in attendance in the otherwise “closed for the day” courthouse. Besides Clint, me, and Frida, who was officiating, Betty, whose part-time job was serving as courthouse clerk, was also present. She didn’t even seem to care she was missing bingo to serve as our witness.

      Frida’s wide grin turned solemn, but the twinkle in her eyes never faded.

      “Well, well, what a lovely couple gathered before me to take their sacred vows. I hope you’ll both be very happy in your life together.”

      Clint glared, his teeth clenched. “Just get on with it, Frida. Spare us the commentary.”

      “Alrighty, let’s get you two lovebirds hitched.” Frida beamed.

      It was hot as the fires of hell in the courtroom. Apparently, the place had no air-conditioning.

      Frida cleared her throat. “Do you, Clint Eastwood, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      I fanned myself.

      “I do.”

      “Do you, Samantha Jackson, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      I fanned myself more furiously. “I do.”

      A swarm of butterflies took flight in my stomach, and I mentally scolded myself that I better not lose my lunch right there in the courtroom. On my wedding day.

      It was then that I afforded myself a side glance at Clint. He wasn’t smiling. He looked as nervous as I felt, almost as if this were a real marriage or something.

      Frida was saying something, but I’d tuned out.

      Clint towered over me, and he sure was handsome. I felt a little guilty for lying to him, and bringing him into my chaotic existence, but as soon as I was able, I would square things with him—with them all. I wasn’t sure how exactly I would manage to dig myself out of the trouble I was in and atone for lying to the whole town, but I was determined to find a way. Although, what if it didn’t play out that way? What if I could stay in this small town of Rattlesnake Canyon forever? Stay married to the hot sheriff… Argh! Stop, Shay!

      Frida droned on, saying something about the sanctity of marriage, and I prayed she’d hurry. It was so hot I was afraid I’d faint from heatstroke.

      A muscle ticked in Clint’s jaw.

      His blue eyes stared straight ahead.

      Would he realize any minute now that he wanted no part of this ridiculous sham? Was he seconds from sprinting for the door?

      “By the power vested in me by the state of Nevada, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Frida pretended to wipe a tear from her eye, but Betty’s sniffles were real. Clint made that weird growly sound again like he had in the diner.

      And that was it. No flowers, no wedding dress, nothing old, new, borrowed, or blue, but a marriage nonetheless, and legally binding.

      Then Frida, with clear mischief in her dark eyes, dropped the bomb. “You may now kiss the bride.”

      My jaw dropped but Frida shrugged. “It’s part of the process.”

      “She’s right.” Betty nodded her head in emphatic agreement. “It is part of the process.”

      And before I knew what was happening, Clint’s mouth descended over mine.

      His kiss wasn’t the symbolic seal-the-deal kiss one would expect. It wasn’t timid or chaste. It wasn’t soft or sweet. It was a plundering, pillaging kiss—possessive and claiming—and it stormed past all my defenses. One of his hands cupped the back of my head while his other arm wrapped around my lower back drawing me tightly to him and making my whole body ache for him. My breasts grew heavy. My panties grew damp. For a moment—and only a moment—I pretended this was real and the man with shimmery blue eyes, thick blonde hair, and massive biceps was madly in love with me and I with him.

      The spell was broken by Betty’s whistle and Frida’s claps and shouts. “Woo-hoo!”

      Clint pulled out of the kiss and stared down at me. The rest of the world seemed to have melted away as we stared into each other’s eyes, both speechless, both struggling to catch our breath.

      That was the first time I realized that this fake marriage might have some unintended and very dangerous consequences.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we emerged from the courthouse, I was surprised to see the massive crowd outside. There were cheers, well-wishes, hugs, and claps on the back. Word truly did travel fast in a small town—with lightning speed, apparently. It seemed the entire town had come out to offer their best wishes.

      It wasn’t until an hour later, after we’d been personally congratulated by so many people I’d lost count, that Clint and I headed to the ranch. Together.

      He had asked his buddy Hawkeye to take my old Chevy back to the ranch so he could drive his new bride home.

      Yes, those were the exact words he used—drive my new bride home.

      He couldn’t possibly think this was a real marriage. Could he? No, of course not. I’d explained my reasons for a marriage of convenience to him this morning.

      Wow, it seemed like a lot longer than just a handful of hours ago. Now here we were, husband and wife.

      We climbed into Clint’s truck.

      “Hawkeye and Gomer are meetin’ us at the ranch. They’ll help us get things back into shape.”

      I stared down at my hands. “So all three of you can laugh at my lack of knowledge and the way I’ve taken care of the animals?”

      He turned to me and scowled. “They better not dare. You’ve done a fine job. Unconventional, but fine. You kept ‘em alive and healthy. That’s the important thing.”

      I met his eyes, and his expression was one of sincerity. “That’s not what you said this morning.”

      “I was concerned for your safety this morning is all.” He reached over and took my hand. It was a gesture that had me immediately reliving that kiss in the courtroom.

      My face heated and I stared at the floor, feeling mildly flustered, but warm and tingly all the same. It was an intimate moment. I should have kept my big mouth shut and just enjoyed it, but did I?

      Nope.

      Not me.

      Of course not.

      “So how does an uncontested divorce work around here? I assume we file paperwork at the courthouse. But after that, is there a mandatory waiting period or anything?”

      Clint tensed. “We’ll deal with that when the time comes.”

      He stared straight ahead, but I could see the muscle in his jaw working, and his eye had started to twitch again—both, I’d already learned, were signs he wasn’t happy.

      Well, my bad.

      Hours after your marriage ceremony probably wasn’t the best time to broach the subject of divorce, but in my defense, I had made it clear that this wasn’t a real marriage. I’d been very upfront that it was merely a means to an end.

      Clint was silent as we drove up the access road leading to the house. I opened my mouth to say something, anything that might cut through the tension that hung like a thick fog in the cab of Clint’s truck, but as we neared the house, the two men Clint had sent ahead were standing at the head of the drive, both wearing grim expressions.

      I turned to Clint. “What’s going on?”

      Clint’s eyes remained on them as he answered. “I don’t know, but it sure don’t look good.”
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      Clint motioned for me to remain in the truck while he got out to talk to Gomer and Hawkeye. Obviously, he didn’t want me to hear what was said, but I couldn’t help myself. Slowly, I cranked the window down, and even though they spoke in hushed tones, I heard tidbits of the conversation.

      “…found them both…”

      “…other side of the pasture.”

      “…mauled…wolf.”

      It was enough for me to piece together the gist of the exchange. My heartbeat thundered in my chest as I leaped from the truck and sprinted toward the south pasture. Clint was by my side in a second, clutching me tightly and scooping me off the ground.

      I wiggled and struggled in his arms. “Let me go!”

      I kicked and punched trying to free myself from his grasp, but his arms were like steel beams.

      “Don’t.” Clint’s mouth was an inch from my ear. He spoke soothingly, trying to calm me. “Shh. It’s okay, Sam. It’s gonna be alright. Stop fightin’ me. Please stop fightin’.”

      It wasn’t until I heard a wailing sob emerge from my lips that I realized I was crying. Tears were streaming down my cheeks. “Just let me go. I need to see.”

      He hesitated for a moment. “Okay, but only for a minute. It’s not a pretty sight, and I’m coming with you.”

      When we reached the pasture, I was devastated by what I saw. My legs went weak and my knees hit the ground. It was Hannah, feisty Hannah, with the spot on her backside shaped like a heart, and sweet Bertha, who loved  1950s rockabilly. Both were lifeless.

      Their loss was a dagger to my heart. What was worse was that it was my fault.

      If I’d been a more experienced rancher, I might have done something differently—kept them safer, put them all in the barn when I’d gone to town, maybe. I didn’t know. All I knew was that it happened on my watch, and the guilt descended over me like a heavy weight.

      I’d been responsible for them—and I’d failed them.

      As I attempted to stem the flow of tears, large hands rubbed my shoulders. Clint said nothing, but his touch soothed away some of the hurt. Not the guilt, though. I didn’t deserve relief from that.

      I tried to stand and walk, but when I stumbled, Clint was there to steady me. He kept hold of me, guiding me back to the house. My feet were heavy, but he was patient.

      Inside, he led me to the couch and motioned for me to sit before he knelt in front of me. His blue eyes were sympathetic, and he used the pads of his thumbs to wipe away my tears.

      I sniffled. “I’m a bringer of bad fortune.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t do anything to bring this on. Not a single thing. You are completely innocent.”

      But Clint didn’t get it. I wasn’t innocent. Not by a long shot. Others had been hurt on my watch too. People had suffered because of me, and were undoubtedly still suffering. They hadn’t lost their lives, but they’d lost their life savings. All because of me—my stupidity, my naïvete, my carelessness. Now poor Bertha and Hannah were my victims too.

      “I’ll find out what happened to the cows. Promise. We’ll make—”

      “Will you please stop calling them cows?”

      “They are…er…they…were…”

      “Bertha and Hannah. Their names were Bertha and Hannah.” I pulled my knees closer to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. “Why would something do that? Was it a wolf? Why would a wolf attack them?”

      He sighed and shrugged his big shoulders. “There are lots of wild animals out here. Coyotes, mountain lions, and yes, wolves. They mostly kill small animals when they’re hungry. I don’t know why they went for the c—I mean, Bertha and Hannah.”

      I palmed my forehead. This new world was foreign to me. Animals killing other animals. Muggers, pickpockets, purse snatchers—those I understood.

      “It makes no sense. I know Hannah liked to roam farther away, she needed her alone time, but Bertha was a homebody. She stayed in the middle of the family.”

      “Family? You mean herd, right?”

      A knock on the door interrupted us before I could reply. Hawkeye entered. “Barn’s been messed with too.”

      My hand flew to my chest. “Is Baxter okay?”

      “Baxter?” Both men turned to me questioningly.

      “The pig!”

      “Er, yes, ma’am, the—Baxter is fine.”

      “How about Artemis?”

      Clint ran his palms down his face. “Artemis?”

      “The goat.”

      Hawkeye nodded. “They’re both okay. Looks like our arrival might have interrupted whoever was messing around with the barn. Whatever was messing with the barn, I mean.”

      Gilligan jumped up on the couch, curled his lumpy bones against my hip, and growled menacingly. Aww, sweet boy. He was trying to comfort me, which made my waterworks start up again. I stroked his head.

      “Hawk, make sure the barn is secure and that the…Baxter and Artemis are safe. I’ll come out and we’ll gather the cows. Pappy had some temporary fencing in the barn that we can use if there’s a breach anywhere. I’ll be right out.”

      Clint cupped my chin and turned my face to his. “We’ve got work to do. You gonna be okay in here by yourself for now?”

      I wiped my cheeks and nodded. “I can help.”

      He shook his head emphatically. “Not with this part. You don’t need to see any more carnage than you already have.”

      “I’m sure I could help with…something.”

      “Not necessary. You’ve had a long day.” His voice was as tender as I’d ever heard it. Sheriff Grumpy Pants had a soft side. Who knew?

      He took my hand. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      When I hesitated, wondering what was running through his mind, he gave my hand a tug, pulled me off the couch, and led me into the bathroom where he turned on the hot water in the shower.

      “There you go. Let it warm up and then get yourself a nice long shower. Don’t you worry ‘bout nothing. We’ll take care of everything out there tonight.”

      Clint leaned forward and looked as though he was going to kiss my forehead. But he didn’t. “Maybe have yourself something to eat too.” He hesitated again, then turned abruptly and left.

      As the water heated, I stumbled into my room and grabbed some flannel pajamas. When I returned, I stepped under the steaming spray while still fully clothed. My clothes were filthy and couldn’t go into the wash with chunks of dirt and manure on them. The washing machine was an ancient contraption and the dryer was…well, the dryer was a clothesline out back.

      Clint was right, I’d had one hell of a day.

      The hot water didn’t last long, but when it turned cold a few minutes later, I hardly cared. It helped clear my head.

      I stripped out of my wet clothes and finished washing under the icy stream as fast as possible before drying off and dressing. I tied my hair into a knot at the top of my head without bothering to brush it, then stared at my reflection in the mirror.

      Poor Bertha and Hannah had met a gruesome end, probably because I sucked at cattle ranching.

      The man who’d just married me—which I had no doubt he’d done because he pitied me and thought I was the dumbest person on the planet—was calling me by my friend’s name.

      I’d come here to try to fix things, but instead, I seemed to be messing everything up even more.

      I was a liar and a fraud, and the BS I was shoveling just kept piling up higher and higher.
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      I was sweaty and covered in dirt by the time Hawkeye, Gomer, and I finished scouting the area and securing the animals and the barn for the night. Everything was safe and locked up tight for the time being.

      I would have done anything to spare Sam the grief she was feeling right now. The woman had a great big heart. She didn’t deserve this, and I know she was wallowing in self-blame, even though there wasn’t a damn thing she could have done to stop it.

      The scent of wolf had been heavy over the mauled cows, and by the way the creatures had been killed, I was fairly sure the perpetrator was a Variant. I planned to make a little visit out to Ben’s place tonight. Ben Cartwright was the alpha of the secluded Variant wolves. He usually kept a tight rein on his pack. He was not going to like hearing one of his own was up to no good.

      I also wanted to swing by my place in town and pack a bag before returning to Pappy’s. I snorted a laugh. What a day. I’d gone and gotten myself hitched to a Norm woman I’d met only this morning. A woman who, mere hours ago, I’d called crazy to her face.

      I wasn’t ashamed of my impulsivity. Not when I thought of the alternative—some other asshole married to Sam right now while I tossed and turned in bed tonight unable to sleep, unable to keep my mind from wandering and wondering why the hell I’d let the most irritating, intriguing, stimulating, exciting woman I’d ever met slip through my fingers.

      Fuck that.

      What I’d done may have been rash and impulsive, but fuck if I’d let another man near her. She was mine and I did what I had to do to make sure everyone knew it.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t freaking out a little.

      I have a wife!

      Fuck!

      I ran a hand through my hair. A wife wasn’t something I’d ever planned to have, and I definitely never thought I’d have a Norm wife.

      A couple times at the courthouse, I’d been almost tempted to call off the whole thing. Almost. If it wasn’t for the very real fact that it was either me or someone else.

      Now that the deed was done, it was done.

      And there would be no divorce.

      When she asked about it, I’d been purposefully vague. Ever since we’d come into our own on Detachment Day, Variants had adopted most of the Norm social conventions, like marriage—with Pappy’s guidance, of course.

      Most of the social conventions.

      The one thing we didn’t do was divorce. It wasn’t in our genetic makeup. Once we imprinted on a mate, that was it. No one else would do for us.

      Sam would find that out. No need to lay everything on her all at once. We had the rest of our lives to have conversations about this, that, and the other. Important things, trivial things—everything. I smiled just thinking about it.

      After burying both cows in one very large grave, I made my way back to the house. The sun had gone down and the darkness was heavy. Along with the setting sun, the stifling heat shifted to frigid evening temps. Hawkeye and Gomer had already left and it was just Sam and me on the ranch.

      For some reason, as I climbed the front porch steps, I was all of a sudden struck with a twinge of uncertainty. It wasn’t a familiar feeling for me, but the petite blonde I was now hitched to seemed to be triggering a lot of unfamiliar feelings lately. Being alone with her made this whole marriage thing more real. I hesitated at the door.

      Should I knock?

      Just walk in?

      I lived here now.

      We were husband and wife, but I wanted Sam to feel—to know—she was respected.

      I knocked on the screen door and heard Gilligan shoot off a couple of lame barks from inside. A second later, Sam pulled the door open and greeted me wearing a blanket around her shoulders.

      Even weary and worn, she was gorgeous. “Come on in.”

      I shook my head and gestured at my dirty boots. “I don’t want to track more dirt in.”

      “Oh, okay.” She clutched the blanket tighter and chewed a fingernail. “Are you leaving?”

      I nodded. “I’ll be back, though. Won’t be long.”

      Her eyes snapped to mine. “Tonight?”

      I suppressed a grin. It was sightly gratifying to know I wasn’t the only one on uncertain ground and figuring things out on the fly.

      “Yes, tonight. We’re married. I don’t know how it works where you’re from, but ‘round these parts, husbands and wives live under the same roof.” Unable to watch her chew her fingernail to bits, I gently pushed her hand down and held it in mine. “I’ve got to pack a bag and run an errand. It shouldn’t take more’n a couple of hours.”

      “Okay.”

      She edged toward me, and I realized that maybe the case of nerves I was sensing from her wasn’t because we’d just tied the knot. Maybe she was apprehensive about me leaving her out here alone what with the events of the day and all. She’d been pretty shaken up about losing two of the c—Bertha and Hannah.

      “You’re safe, Sam. The animals are safe too. They’re locked up tight in the barn tonight.” I squeezed her hand, a move that sent tingles shooting through my fingertips, then let go and stepped back. I needed to leave right then because with every passing minute it got harder to drag myself away. “I’ll be back.”

      A beat passed before Sam hurried out onto the porch after me. “I just… I meant what I said in the flyer, Clint. This isn’t the biblical kind of marriage.”

      I might’ve been offended if I didn’t see her pulse racing at the base of her throat, hear the huskiness in her voice, and smell the faint scent of her arousal in the air when she said “biblical marriage.”

      I just grinned. That’s what you think, darlin’.

      The blush on her face was noticeable even in the low porch lighting. Sam opened her mouth like she had something else to say and then snapped it closed.

      “G’won inside. Lock the door if it makes you feel safer. I have a key to let myself in later.”

      She frowned. “You have a key? Why do you have a key to my—our—place already?”

      “I grew up here on this ranch.”

      “You lived here?”

      “Go inside, Sam. We’ll talk about it later, okay?”

      She hesitated for a moment and then looked out at the darkness. With a slight shiver, she backed into the house.

      Her eyes remained on me for a few breaths longer before she closed the door and locked it.

      I watched until I saw the lights throughout the house turn on one by one. I hated the thought that I was leaving her here while she was scared, but I knew she was safe. If there was any doubt about that, I wouldn’t go.

      And what I had to do, I had to do without her.

      The farther I got from the house, the more I felt a pull to turn right around and head back. But I had business to take care of. If Sam lost another of her animals to a wolf attack, she’d be devastated.

      And I would be on the war path. Especially if it was because of a fucking Variant.

      I drove across the bumpy terrain to the hot springs. Parking in my usual spot, I changed forms before running the long jaunt to the wolves’ oasis.

      Ever alert, they must have heard me coming because Ben was waiting for me at the edge of the tree line that hid their territory. Two of his enforcers flanked him. None of them were clothed, which meant they had just changed from their animal forms as well.

      For Variants, nudity was commonplace. It wasn’t accepted in town, not in public anyway, but that was mostly as a safeguard in case Norms happened to be passing through.

      Not all Variants were able to change to animal forms, and some—those we referred to as Outliers—could change from animal to human, but preferred to live life in their animal form.

      Regardless, lack of clothing in our human form was as natural to us as lack of clothing in our animal form.

      “Clint.” Ben nodded a greeting. “Business or pleasure?”

      I let out a sigh. “We’ve got a problem, Ben. Two cows have come up dead at Pappy’s—mauled to ribbons. Scent of wolf all over the place. It was a Variant.”

      “You sure—” He stopped himself when I cocked a brow anticipating his question. “Of course you’re sure. Fuck.” He exchanged looks with his enforcers.

      “You know that, as the sheriff, I have a responsibility, but seein’ as how it’s one of yours and all, I’m hoping—”

      “Yeah, I’ll handle it from here. Did anything else happen?”

      “There was evidence the barn was messed with, but we think they ran off when we showed up.” I thought of Sam back at the ranch, crying her eyes out over her cows.

      “I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      I hesitated then gave a brief nod. “Appreciate that. It’s important. Pappy’s niece has taken over the ranch, and the whole thing scared her somethin’ awful.”

      Ben looked surprised. “She’s here already? I wasn’t informed. I didn’t think she’d arrive so soon. I been meaning to check periodically for her arrival, but I’ve had a…situation. I’ll take charge of keeping watch over her from here on out.”

      The way he said situation was odd. I sensed there was more he wasn’t saying.

      “No need.”

      “I’ll feel better. And it couldn’t hurt.”

      “I said there’s no need.”

      “Still. I promised Pappy I’d look out for her. You said she was scared. If she knows someone’s keeping watch...” Ben must have seen something in my expression because his eyes narrowed suspiciously. He studied my face. “I’m getting a distinct impression there’s more to the story. Something you’re leaving out there, Sheriff?”

      “We were married today—me and Pappy’s niece. I’ll be living there at the ranch now so, as I said, there’s no need for you to watch over the place.”

      Ben’s jaw dropped. He blinked a few times. He clearly hadn’t expected that response. Why would he? But to his credit, he simply nodded in acknowledgment. “Er…congratulations?”

      I grunted. “Thanks. And thanks for taking care of the other.”

      Goodbyes unnecessary, we both turned and morphed into our animals. I hoofed it to the springs and redressed before driving into town.

      I owned a small adobe-style home, painted white with a raw-wood door and a big front window. It’d been my home for nearly twenty years, but walking through the door tonight, I wasn’t sad to be leaving it and going back to Pappy’s. Quite the contrary.

      A quick shower, change of clothes, packed bag, and I was off. The sooner I got back to Sam, the better. I didn’t like her being alone. She was safe, I knew that. But she’d had a tough day, and if she needed a shoulder to lean on, I wanted to be sure she got one. And I wanted that shoulder to be mine.

      I parked in front of the house and hurried up the steps. The front door was unlocked, which was odd since I heard her lock it before I left. A quick sweep of the house told me it was empty.

      What the fuck? Panic inched its way up from my gut to the back of my throat. I dropped my bag. Had someone come back to mess with Sam?

      I jumped off the porch and ran toward the barn. Everything was quiet and calm, and no sign of her.

      Then I saw it.

      On the other side of the pasture.

      A soft glow of a flashlight.

      As I neared, I heard Sam’s voice, still little more than a whisper on the gentle evening breeze.

      The closer I got, the more flabbergasted I was by what I saw.

      Sam was crouching in front of the spot where we’d buried the cows. The light I’d seen wasn’t a flashlight. It was a candle. She’d placed it in front of her as she spoke reverently.

      I approached quietly. How did she even know where I’d buried them? She must have been watching from the window.

      Dang, my wife was something else. I was struck by the fact that while at first I called her crazy, I now realized she was just unusual. Unique. Different, but in a good way. She couldn’t help the fact that her heart was jumbo-size and made of solid gold.

      I stood at a distance to give her space and not interrupt while I listened to her give what she called “a proper goodbye.”

      When I sensed she was finishing up, I stealthily moved out of her beam of light so she couldn’t see me. I trailed her as she stopped by the barn and then the henhouse before making her way back to the house.

      I raced to the porch, reached it before she did, and sank onto the steps like I’d been there the entire time.

      She stumbled when she saw me, and her hand flew to her chest. “You scared me!”

      Pappy’s old jacket was draped over her shoulders.

      “I can say the same for you. What are you doing out here?”

      She sat next to me and clutched the ends of the jacket closed. “I just wanted to check on everyone. They all seem okay. Thanks to you.”

      “As much as I’d like to take all the credit, Hawk and Gomer were a big help.” I stretched my legs out in front, crossed ‘em at the ankles, and leaned back on my elbows. “I’ll show you how to take care of this place starting tomorrow.”

      She frowned, her expression a mix of embarrassment and shame.

      “Hey.” I sat up and scooped her chin in my palm, raising her face so I could stare into her eyes. “That is not a judgment. You’ve done just fine for a city girl. Nothing to be ashamed of at all. I’m sorry I made you feel otherwise this morning.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to say that. I know that I’m a failure as a rancher. I would’ve been a whole lot better if I had access to YouTube or Google, but on my own, I’m useless.”

      I paused for a second. “On the upside, the animals have never looked prettier.”

      To my relief, she took it as the lighthearted ribbing I intended it to be and laughed, a beautiful sound. What was even more beautiful was the way her face lit up as some of her tension slipped away.

      “The auction house is going to be amazed when they get a good look at these beauty queens.”

      Sam’s brow crinkled. “Auction house?”

      Oh, boy. I patted her knee and stood. “That’s a conversation for another day. Come on. You’ve had a long day. Let’s get you to bed.”
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      “Aaaaaahhhh!”

      I let out a startled cry as Clint swept me off my feet and into his arms. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Clint’s face broke into an amused grin. “Carrying ya.”

      “What for? I can walk. Put me down.”

      “It’s a husband’s honor and duty to carry his wife over the threshold on their wedding day. I didn’t get to do it earlier, so I’m doin’ it now.”

      Oh, this man!

      My heart thundered in my chest. “Well, okay, then.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder what else he considered a husband’s duty.

      I thought about the way he’d grinned wickedly on the porch earlier when I’d reiterated that this was not a biblical type of marriage, and vaguely wondered if it was too late to change my mind about that.

      No, Shay, don’t go there. Do NOT go there.

      I knew Clint wasn’t expecting us to share a bed. I’d shown him his bedroom earlier, and he didn’t seem the type to push for more unless he was sure I was completely on board.

      I wasn’t questioning him.

      I was questioning myself.

      How was I going to sleep under the same roof with a man as hot as my grumpy-pants-sheriff-with-a-soft-side husband without wanting to jump his sexy bones? One bone in particular.

      Clint was not going to be easy to resist.

      Even though we were legally wed, the fact remained that we’d only just met this morning.

      Good lord, this is insane.

      I needed to strongly remind myself that only a few months ago I had been sharing a bed with a man I had been fully prepared to spend the rest of my life with. I’d slept beside Robert nightly thinking I knew him, when in reality, I had no clue who he was.

      Clint seemed straightforward, but I no longer trusted my own judgment. For all I knew, this seemingly straightlaced, morally upright man had a hidden dark side.

      As we squeezed through the doorway, the blond scruff on Clint’s chin brushed my cheek, and his delicious scent wafted over me, a clean masculine scent—soap and man.

      My vagina strongly protested my vow of celibacy.

      Clint closed the door, but didn’t lock it. Interesting.

      “Shouldn’t you lock the door, Sheriff?”

      He opened his mouth as though he was about to reply—either a protest or an explanation—but in the end, just set me on my feet, smiled, and flipped the lock.

      Gilligan, still on the couch, raised his head and greeted us with a low growl before dropping it again and falling back into a deep, snore-filled slumber.

      I watched Clint as he moved around the house checking windows and turning off lights. He knew where every light switch and lamp was located, which reminded me of what he’d said before he went to pick up his things.

      I grew up here on this ranch.

      I was suddenly struck by a horrible thought. “Wait…” I blanched. “You’re not Pappy’s son, are you?”

      Clint leveled me with a stare that dismissed any further thoughts I might have had along that vein.

      Of course he’s not, Shay, you twit. He thinks you’re Pappy’s niece. Do you really think he’d enter into an incestuous marriage?

      “Okay, not by blood. But you said you grew up here? Does that mean that Pappy—um, my uncle—raised you?”

      “He did. Pappy raised a whole brood of us. Fourteen, to be exact. I guess we were what you might call foster children.”

      “Fourteen! In this small place?” I shrugged my arms out of the jacket I’d borrowed from the coat tree in the corner, and the smell of pipe tobacco wafted up from the sleeves.

      Clint wore a nostalgic look like he was remembering the past. The slight smile on his face gave me the impression that his memories were fond ones.

      “I was six when I came to live here. Pappy took as many of us as could squeeze in the place. He took us under his wing and raised us like we were his own.” As he scanned the living space, he sighed. “The man was a loner by nature. A crusty, ill-tempered, hermit type, then suddenly his world was jam-packed with fourteen youngsters—and we weren’t easy kids, none of us were. But damned if he didn’t rise to the occasion and become a father and mentor to us all.”

      I didn’t quite understand what Clint was saying. Why, if the man was a loner, did he opt to have so many foster kids? And why all of a sudden? But I didn’t think it was the right time to ask. The fondness and love Clint held for the man was evident.

      “I take it he was a good man, then?”

      “The best.”

      It was then that a realization sank in. Here I was feeling sick over the loss of Bertha and Hannah, yet Clint had recently lost a man who was a father figure to him. My eyes filled with tears. My heart filled with guilt. I was mired so deeply in my own issues, my own grief, I hadn’t even bothered to notice that Clint, too, was in mourning, not for creatures he’d only known a week, but for a man he’d considered a parent and whom he’d known since he was a young child.

      “Oh, Clint, I am so sorry for your loss.” The words were nothing more than a choked whisper, and before I knew what I was doing, my arms were wrapped around Clint’s broad body, and I was hugging him tightly. “I wish I could have met him. He sounds as though he was a wonderful man. You must miss him.”

      Clint seemed taken aback for a moment. Then slowly, his arms rose and he hugged me back.

      “He could be ornery as a polecat sometimes. But, yeah, I miss him.” I pretended not to notice the heaviness in his voice. It wasn’t until I felt the hardness of his growing erection digging into my stomach that I gasped, dropped my arms, and took several steps back.

      What the hell was I doing taking advantage of a man’s grief like that, by copping a feel?

      My eyes flitted nervously here and there as I hugged myself and rocked back and forth trying to think of what to do or say to ease my shame and embarrassment.

      I opted for babbling like a lunatic.

      “Um…I switched bedrooms with you, gave you the larger room since, you know, you’re much bigger, and put fresh towels in the bedroom for you. They just came in off the line yesterday. They smell sunshine fresh. You know, when I got here, I had to learn how to wash laundry the old-fashioned way. In my apartment back in DC, we had a laundry room on level one. Coin-operated machines. One time, after a bad storm, the building lost power for four days. I found a laundromat across town to launder my essentials, but since a quarter of the city power grid was out, all the laundromats were packed. I ended up using only the washing machine then bringing back the wet clothes to hang dry over my bathtub…”

      As my voice tapered, I managed a nervous laugh and a sheepish smile.

      But Clint didn’t look at me as though I was crazy for rambling on, not like he looked at me this morning. This time his gaze held equal parts admiration, gratitude…and heat. He stepped forward, cupped my chin, and stared down into my eyes.

      Chewing on my lip, I looked away.

      He landed a quick kiss on my forehead. “Get some rest, Sam. You and I have a list of ranch chores to tend to tomorrow. It’ll be a mighty long day.”

      I frowned. “Don’t you need to go to work and do sheriff-y things?”

      “I’ll be working here tomorrow.” His finger trailed ever so gently down the chord of my neck to the hollow at the base of my throat—a whisper-soft touch that he held for a second before dropping his hand to his side. I broke out with a case of goose bumps.

      He nodded in the direction of the bedrooms. “G’won now.”

      I hurried to my room and shut myself in before I did something stupid like hurl myself at him and latch onto him as human cling wrap.

      I couldn’t trust this uber-attraction I had to Clint. I wasn’t thinking straight. I was exhausted, my nerves were frayed, and I had anxiety about the safety of my animals. Was it any wonder I craved comfort?

      After a good night’s sleep, maybe my conviction that this marriage remain platonic would be back, because right now I had difficulty remembering why…

      Oh, yeah, because he’s the law around here, and you’re a wanted fugitive. Yeah, that.

      I slipped into the bathroom to brush my teeth, then climbed under the heavy quilt. The mattress was firmer than I was used to, but comfortable enough. The silence was another story. Instead of the sirens, loud conversations, traffic, and bickering neighbors that normally lulled me to sleep, there was a rural silence—crickets. Literally.

      The silence peppered with chirpy stridulations was such a far cry from the city sounds I was used to that it kept me awake.

      Since I’d arrived, I’d kept the record player going while I fell asleep, but now I had Clint to think about. The impression I’d made on him so far was already questionable. I didn’t want to add to it by blasting another of Pappy’s vinyl country collection.

      So I stared at the ceiling.

      I listened to Clint pad into the bathroom. I heard the toilet flush, then the sink ran for a minute. The bed springs creaked. I pictured Clint’s hard physique sinking into the mattress. He groaned and I heard him shifting around, trying to get comfortable, no doubt. I’d done the same thing the first night in the house, so I understood, but it still made me giggle.

      The sounds from the other room stopped, and a deep chuckle filled the house. “I forgot how thin these mattresses were. Pappy was no slave to comfort.”

      I smiled into my pillow and held it tighter. “And how paper thin the walls are?”

      He chuckled.

      “I’m still trying to imagine how fourteen of you fit into this little three-bedroom place. Where did you all sleep?”

      The sound of the bed springs creaking as he shifted started up again, and Clint answered a few seconds later. “Four or five of us to a bedroom. Pappy took the couch. There were more beds in the house back then. As we got older, hell, sometimes we just kind of spread out a bedroll anywhere at night.”

      Without warning, a huge yawn overtook me.

      Clint huffed a soft laugh. “We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

      I rolled onto my back. “I’m tired but it’s hard to sleep. There were always background noises in the city. I didn’t even notice then, but now that there’s such quiet out here, my body has a hard time adjusting to it. It’s weird that it’s the silence that keeps me awake.”

      The bed springs shifted again, and I heard Clint’s footsteps crossing the living room. Then, the scratch of a needle on vinyl before the baritone voice of Johnny Cash drifted through the house. “Better?”

      A wide smile stretched my face. “Much better.”

      As I heard Clint climb back into bed, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe I should have held out for a toothless, pot-bellied, long-toenailed down-and-outer. At least then I wouldn’t have to worry about fighting my own libido.

      Clint called out one last time from the other room.

      “Sweet dreams, wife.”

      I squeezed my pillow tightly.

      “Sweet dreams, husband.”
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      I awoke to clattering in the kitchen. I stretched and used the bathroom before going out to see what Clint was doing.

      He greeted me with an intense frown. “What in tarnation have you been eating?”

      I frowned back at him. “There are shelves stocked full of canned goods. I’ve barely made a dent.”

      He took in the wall of shallow shelves that held the vegetables, fruits, jams, and jellies—all jarred, sealed, and put up. There was a decent variety, and I’d been happy so far.

      Clint didn’t look happy, though.

      “You’ve been subsisting on these canned goods? Lord above, who even knows how old these things are? I don’t see any meat in the fridge or freezer.”

      I opened the refrigerator and pointed to the half-empty jars I’d already opened and sampled. “Look, chokecherry preserves, muscadine jelly, and persimmons. I’m not exactly sure what any of them are, but they taste good. Plus, I don’t eat meat.”

      He stood gaping at me. “Come again? You don’t what?”

      I opened the freezer, pulled out a loaf of bread I’d made a few days ago, and showed it to him. “There was plenty of stuff to make bread, so I’ve been eating lots of toast with preserves.”

      “Hold up. Did you say you don’t eat meat? Like any meat?” Clint leaned against the counter and watched me slice the frozen bread before I popped it into the toaster on the counter. The appliance looked like it had been purchased brand new—in the 1960s.

      “Nope.”

      “So, let me get this straight. When you say you don’t eat meat, you mean not for breakfast, not for lunch, and not for dinner? Not at all?”

      I scowled. “That’s correct.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Not beef? Or pork? Or even venison?

      “Nope.”

      “How ‘bout chicken?”

      “No.”

      “Turkey? Bison?”

      “No, and no.”

      “Lamb?”

      “No.”

      “Pheasant?”

      “No.”

      “Squirrel? ‘Possum? Rabbit?”

      “Ew, no! Stop acting like it’s weird.”

      “It is!”

      “It’s called veganism, and it’s not that unusual where I come from.”

      He grunted and then shook his head. “We’ll go grocery shopping soon.” He grunted again and began mumbling to himself. “Never in all my days.”

      I made the three of us—me, Clint, and Gilligan—thick slices of toast with quince jam. Clint and I ate in silence. Across the kitchen, Gilligan noisily munched his toast. The scene felt oddly domestic, and I kept having to stifle the urge to giggle.

      I was slaphappy, for whatever dumb reason.

      It was a bright morning. I felt safer than I had in a long time here on the ranch, and I had a handsome husband to help me.

      I knew this house of cards I was building could all come crashing down around me at any time, but right then, for just that moment, the world felt right.

      My contentedness was short lived.

      Twenty minutes later, I was outside in the stifling heat dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and both were already soaked with perspiration. If I’d ever been worried that Clint would go easy on me or that he wouldn’t teach me everything and expect me to work right alongside him, I’d have been wrong. The vote of confidence would’ve been nice if it hadn’t come at the cost of pain in my arms, back, and every other nook and cranny of my body.

      We moved fences and let the cows roam the rest of the pasture. Then we moved the fence pieces to the barn to be stored up in the corner of the loft. We fed the animals, cleaned the pens, walked through the barley fields, and checked the artesian wells that fed them water.

      Clint brought out something that I would have bet money was an old-fashioned torture device, until he showed me how to use it. Turned out it was for cutting the grass. Who knew? He did a few swaths with ease and then handed the thing over to me with a sly smile on his face and a warning to not chop my feet off at the ankles.

      Nice. Thanks. I’ll try to avoid that.

      Clint worked with a sharp focus and steady determination. When we came in for lunch, he glanced at the canned-goods wall with disdain before helping me make more toast and jam. Then, it was straight back to work.

      By the end of the workday, I was exhausted. My body was so beaten up, I felt as though I’d been in a car accident.

      Amid a backdrop of the setting sun, I said a weary goodnight to the animals before heading inside.

      Clint was in the kitchen, cooking something and humming along to the record player. I wanted to appreciate the sight. A part of me did. A bigger part of me was too exhausted to care about anything but a hot shower.

      I stumbled into the shower and scrubbed what felt like an inch-thick layer of dirt, grime, and dust from my body and hair and then stumbled to my room with a towel wrapped around me. I fell back on the bed and curled up on my side, fully planning to get up in a second, get dressed, and eat dinner with my husband.

      Instead, I fell fast asleep and didn’t wake until daybreak.
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      I jerked awake to the sound of Sam’s blood-curdling scream. I was out of bed and in her bedroom in a fraction of a second.

      It was empty.

      I’d tucked her in last night before I went to bed myself, so I knew she had been there. The sun was just coming up. I did a quick scan of the house.

      No Sam.

      Another barrage of screams and I was out of the house in a lick, darting across the yard in my bare feet and boxer briefs. I almost changed forms, until I spotted her. What I saw made my blood run cold.

      Sam was scooping up hens left and right, apparently trying to hold as many as she could in her arms as she attempted to save them from an angry rattlesnake in the corner of the hen house.

      Between random shrill screams, she was shouting at the hens to run and at the rattler to leave her chickens alone before she made herself a snakeskin belt. The hens, startled by all the ruckus, were pecking at her ankles and feet. Why the hell was she wearing flip-flops?

      “You get out of here, you nasty freeloader! Don’t you even think about attacking my chickens!” She screamed again when the very agitated snake shook its rattle at her.

      Growling under my breath, I flew into the henhouse placing myself between Sam and the snake. “Get out!”

      When she didn’t listen, I wrapped an arm around her waist, hauled her and her armload of hens up, and deposited them behind me.

      She stumbled and looked angered by my actions or the harsh tone of my voice, or maybe it was my command that pissed her off, but I’d be damned if I would risk her being bit by a rattler. For Variants like me, it was no big deal. Their venom had little effect on us. I knew that wasn’t the case with Norms.

      For Norms, they were toxic, even deadly on occasion.

      I inched toward the angry snake and snapped my arm out as it lashed up at me. As I caught it by the head, it sank its fangs into my palm, but the effect was nothing more than a mild sting. Adjusting my grip, I carried the snake out of the coop and threw it so hard it landed somewhere beyond the edge of the pasture, then I turned to find Sam right behind me.

      She threw her arms around me and stretched up to press a kiss against my cheek. “Thank you, Clint. You saved the chickens!”

      My anger and frustration mixed with a carnal awareness that her body was pressed against mine.

      “What are you doing out here? What was your plan in there? Scream the damn thing into submission? You’re going to goddamn hurt yourself. Aw, Jesus. Look at your legs. You’re bleeding. You can’t do stupid shit like that. Call me to help. That snake could’ve killed you!”

      She stumbled backward and wrapped her arms around herself. “I-I wanted to get started on the day’s work.”

      “How much you gonna get done if you’re dead?”

      She bit her lip, but it still wobbled with emotion. She glared at me then turned and stomped away.

      “Sam,” I called after her, not quite sure why I was feeling so guilty for trying to protect her. I was angry and cranky, and I spoke to her with the same bluntness and tone of voice that I’d have used with any of my sisters growing up. Sam had to learn how to be more careful.

      She didn’t look back at me as I followed. She just held up her hand and walked faster. “I’m going inside to…do…something.”

      I heard the tears in her voice and squeezed my eyes shut. Damn me and my big mouth. I’d been too harsh again. She’d scared the tar out of me, though. She was my wife now. The woman I intended to spend the rest of my life with.

      Once Variants chose spouses, we committed mind, body, and spirit. I was committed to Sam in every sense of the word, and if anything happened to her, it would gut me. But I supposed I needed to use a gentler approach when it came to my wife.

      I followed her into the house and stood outside her bedroom door, feeling uncertain. “Sam?”

      I heard sniffles, but she didn’t answer.

      I retreated to the kitchen table where I sat feeling like an ass and not knowing what to do about it. I was used to the blunt straightforwardness of Variant women.

      My wife was not a Variant.

      Sam was sensitive. Delicate. And here I was acting like a moose in a china shop with her.

      I thought of how tired she’d been the night before. She passed out without eating dinner, and I’d seen the blisters on her hands when I came into her room to tuck her in. I’d worked her too hard, but she hadn’t raised a single complaint.

      She was weaker physically than Variant women, and evidently more sensitive, but based on what I’d seen so far, she had her own brand of strength. A strength of will. In that way, she was strong as an ox. She’d given her all to every chore. She’d worked right alongside me yesterday, and even though it had been twice as hard for her—three times as hard, probably, maybe more—she hadn’t complained a bit.

      Her spirit was tough as nails, but her body wasn’t. Norms were different than Variants. I had to remember that.

      I rubbed my hands down my face, angry as hell at myself for hurting her with my sharp tongue. Married a day and already I needed to apologize for being a big-mouthed jackass. My heartrate still hadn’t slowed down after seeing that snake strike out at Sam, though. I was too keyed up. I could also still smell the scent of strawberries and her nervous perspiration on my chest from when she pressed herself against me.

      When Sam finally joined me in the kitchen, she was cleaned up and wearing tennis shoes. She didn’t talk to me right away. Instead, she gave me a wide berth as she stepped around me and made her staple, toast and jam. We needed to get some fresh groceries.

      “Sam?”

      She didn’t answer me, but when I called her name louder, she jumped and turned to face me with a guilty look on her face. “Sorry. What’d you say?”

      I frowned. “I just called your name. Are you okay?”

      She stuttered and nodded. “Um, yeah. Sorry. I just didn’t hear you.”

      I frowned. Lie. “You okay?”

      She sank her teeth into her toast and nodded, still not quite looking at me. After she swallowed her bite, she lifted a single shoulder. “I’m sorry about all the stupid stuff I do. I just…I don’t know anything about rural life or ranching. I’m from the city, born and raised.”

      “No, you have nothing to be sorry for. I do. I was a jackass to you, and I’m sorry. It just scared the tar out of me when I saw you in danger like that. All I could think of was how awful it would be if I lost you.”

      “Would it be? Awful, I mean?”

      “Hell, yeah. I just found you.” We stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment. “Yes, it would be awful.”

      “I’m trying my best, Clint. I’ve just never done any of this before. Until I arrived a week ago, I’d never even seen a cow before, except on TV and in magazines. I’m trying so hard to do it all right, and I just need a little patience.”

      “You’re right.” I nodded and rested my hands on the table. “You deserve that, and I’m sorry. What made you decide to come out here and make a go of it, anyway? The whole town was figuring you’d just put the place up for sale. No one dreamed you’d actually want to take on a small ranching operation in the middle of nowhere.”

      Her eyes shifted away, and she cleared her throat. “I watched a lot of Westerns growing up and always thought it might be my life’s calling to…uh…be a cowboy. Cowgirl.”

      Another lie. She was hiding something. And this wasn’t the first time she spouted off a fib. I’d heard mistruths from her since the very first moment I met her. I’d let it go, figurin’ she had her reasons for keeping secrets from a man she just met. But I was her husband now, and she was lying right to my face. Again. Why?

      “Tell you what. If you’ll forgive me, I’ll promise that from now on, I’ll try harder to be gentler with you and more patient and not be such an insensitive jerk. Whaddaya say? Deal?”

      “Hmm…” She straightened her shoulders and twisted her face in contemplation. “Not too gentle? I like a little roughness.” She winked and I about fell out of my chair. Was she flirting with me?

      My dick hardened instantly. I promised myself I wouldn’t push her, and I meant it. Still, a little flirting was a good sign. I sure wish I knew why she felt the need to lie.

      “Whenever you want a little roughness, you let me know, sweetheart. I’ll give you all the roughness you need.” I flashed her a suggestive grin.

      She giggled. “Deal, then. So how soon before I can file paperwork to get my last name changed? Samantha Eastwood has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      Sensing another lie in her tone, I sighed. “Courthouse is only open on Thursdays and Fridays. So it’ll be a few more days.”

      “Oh, okay.” She bit at her fingernails and nodded to herself. “That’s fine.”

      I bent over and placed my hand on the table next to her, holding her gaze. “You’re going to open up to me about a few things one of these days, I hope.”

      Her eyes widened and her teeth began gnawing on her lip.

      I straightened and blew out a breath.

      Gentle, Clint.

      Patience, Clint.

      She’s a Norm, Clint.

      I bit my tongue and softened my voice. “I look forward to that day.”

      She shifted uncomfortably, pushed away from the table, and moved to rinse her plate. “Should we get to work?”

      “Yep. Today, I’m going to show you how to fire Pappy’s old shotgun. If I’m not around and there’s another snake in the henhouse, blow it to smithereens.”

      Her face paled. “No, thank you.”

      “It’s something you need to know how to use, Sam.” I moved toward the bathroom, still needing to get ready for the day. “Go on and check on the cows. I know you’re dying to. But do not climb the fence and enter the pasture. You want me to have patience with you, no more putting yourself in a position where you could accidentally get trampled. I’ll be out soon.”

      “Clint, I’m serious. I don’t think I want to shoot a gun. I don’t even want to touch one.”

      “What if that wolf comes back threatening to hurt another one of the cows?” I hated to wield such a low blow, but I would feel a lot better knowing she could shoot straight.

      She glared, then turned and stormed out of the house. Outside, I could hear her muttering under her breath—something about me and a horse’s ass.

      As frustrated as I was with her, seeing her mad did funny things to my insides and made me smile involuntarily. I peeked through the window at her cute backside. It wiggled, even more than normal, as she stomped angrily across the yard toward the barn.

      I grinned wider and shook my head.

      I was so out of my league.
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      Somewhere along the line, Clint seemed to realize that my physical strength had limitations and, even though I hadn’t said anything or asked him to, he went easier on me, shouldering the brunt of the chores himself.

      It wasn’t just the workload either. The man really was more tolerant and considerate. Understanding, even.

      Clint hadn’t even made fun of me when I told him that I thought the cows had been through a major trauma and needed extra TLC. He let me brush them and sing to them without a single wisecrack—just this once.

      Next time I did it, he said, he’d be cracking wise all over the place.

      He still made me target shoot, though. He took me to the very back edge of the property and set up a row of tin cans on the ground. He called them phony rattlesnakes and wouldn’t let me leave until I shot two of the cans in a row. I hated every second of it, and my shoulder hurt afterward, but I didn’t argue. He was right—knowing how to shoot straight might save my life out here.

      All in all, I was grateful to have Clint at my side. He may be gruff and grumpy sometimes, but even when he was, there was an underlying genuineness to him. Blunt, yes, but honest and real. No pretense. After Robert, that was refreshingly welcome.

      I watched Clint as he scraped the old paint off the side of the barn. His muscles undulated under his T-shirt, straining the lucky fabric as he reached higher.

      I sighed happily, content despite already being sweaty and gross from a long morning.

      Working hard on the ranch was satisfying. It felt good.

      “What are you smiling about?” Clint looked back at me with a grin of his own.

      I hiked myself up to sit on the tailgate of his truck, my legs swinging. “Today is good.” I shrugged. “I feel…optimistic.”

      “Once some of these larger chores are caught up, and the place put back in shape, the days will be easier. Pappy had plenty of people around town willing to lend a hand, but he was a stubborn old coot and wouldn’t accept it. Mean as spit when anyone dared defy him by helping out without his permission. You should have seen the ruckus he put up when Elton and Elvis patched the barn roof after a particularly bad storm took off a layer of shingles.”

      “He was well loved.”

      Clint scratched the scruff on his jaw and nodded. “He sure was.”

      “I wish I would have had a chance to meet him. Do you think he would have been disappointed in me? How I’ve handled the ranch?”

      “Doubt it.” Clint snorted. “He mighta got a good laugh. You’ve mollycoddled the animals something rotten. And them cows could win beauty pageants.”

      “Hey!” Laughing, I tossed a rag at him. “I’ll have you know the cattle have never been happier.”

      He dropped the scraper and sat next to me on the tailgate. “That much is true.”

      We sat in silence for a few minutes. “You said you came to live with Pappy when you were six. What happened to your parents? You haven’t mentioned them. Do you remember them?”

      “Pappy’s the only parent I ever knew.” He looked like he was about to say something else, but changed his mind. “How ‘bout you? You haven’t mentioned your parents.”

      I nodded, absently fingering the locket containing pictures of both my parents that hung around my neck. “They died in a car accident when I was fifteen. I stayed with relatives for the next few years until I went off to college.”

      Clint studied me. “I get the feeling there’s more to that story.”

      My aunt, uncle, and two cousins had all but abandoned me after I was accused of a federal crime. It hurt that they assumed I was guilty without even asking to hear my side, but looking back, I think they had always resented being burdened with me. I couldn’t tell Clint any of that, though.

      I just shrugged. “Nope. Not really.”

      Clint’s jaw clenched. His eye twitched. “Sure. Right.” He pushed away from the truck and began heading back to the house. “Whatever you say.”

      Ouch. I should have known Clint was too smart not to have noticed my weirdness. I sucked at lying. He probably saw right through me. He was probably angry. Maybe even regretted marrying me already.

      Good job, Shay. Married little more than a day and already your new husband’s fed up with you.

      I decided to wait a while to give Clint time to cool down before I followed him inside. I spent the time searching the overgrown garden for salad fixings and found some lettuce, green peppers, and a couple of carrots.

      The shower was running when I entered, so I got to work making homemade pasta dough and, after scouring the shelves of preserves until I found the tomatoes, I made some sauce.

      When I heard the shower turn off and rustling coming from Clint’s room, I left the sauce to simmer on the stove and the pasta dough to rest under a cloth, and ran to the bathroom to take a fast shower myself.

      The water went from lukewarm to frigid in seconds, so my shower was quick. I pinned my hair up and dressed in denim cutoffs and a white tank top that made my new farmer’s tan pop.

      When I emerged, the look on Clint’s face was pensive. Until he glanced up and saw me stepping out of my room. I would’ve had to be blind to miss the way his eyes hungrily scanned my body before a smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “You look beautiful.”

      Little flutters danced in my belly.

      Does that mean I’m pardoned for being deceitful and secretive?

      I smiled like a fool and pointed to the stove. “I’m making us dinner—pasta. Is that okay?”

      He nodded, but his eyes didn’t bother looking where I was pointing. They stayed fixed on me. “Absolutely.”

      “Okay, it’ll be a few more minutes.”

      Clint watched me as I rolled the pasta dough out with an old wine bottle. I willed my hands not to tremble, and I was successful for the most part.

      I realized I’d screwed up. I should have married someone I had zero attraction to. The chemistry between Clint and me was off the charts. And judging by the way he eyed me, I had no doubt he was feeling it too. Being so close to him made my pulse race, my heart flutter, and my brain short-circuit. Of course, putting a hot temptation like Clint into a marriage that’s supposed to be platonic was a recipe for failure. I was beginning to feel as though we were like two comets set on an inevitable collision course.

      The crash was going to be epic.

      I thought I did a great job pretending to be unaffected by him—cut the pasta evenly, put a pot of water on to boil, cooked the pasta for a few minutes. Yay, me.

      Then like an idiot, I glanced over at him. His hair was damp, his T-shirt clung to his chest, and his eyes—focused intently on me—smoldered with barely tamed desire.

      I dropped the bread I was holding. It hit the floor.

      Clint ran his hand over his beard scruff as he came closer and smiled at me. I smiled back, still holding a butter knife in the air

      “Five-second rule?” He bent over and picked up the bread, his eyes crinkling in laughter. His palm grazed my lower back as he leaned over to see the food I’d prepared. “This looks amazing. Thank you for cooking.”

      A hard day’s work built up an appetite, and we spent several minutes in silence as we sat, prepared our plates, and shoveled food in our faces.

      “Delicious.” Grinning, Clint nodded toward his plate. “How’d you learn to make homemade bread and pasta?”

      Without thinking, I answered honestly. “I taught kindergarten for ten years at a school really focused on play and experiences. I made so much playdough from scratch with the kids, so much slime and other things like it, that I finally decided I’d make edible dough. It’s not all that different, and it tastes so much more rewarding in the end because you can eat it.”

      “What made you quit teaching? You sound like you enjoyed it.”

      I frowned. The question was one I’d asked myself so many times in the past couple of years and even more so in the last few months. The answer wasn’t one I could lie about. The truth didn’t reveal too much, so I opted to share. “My ex put so much pressure on me to give up working so I could stay home and take care of him, that I finally gave in.”

      With a grunt, Clint shook his head. “No wonder you wanted a platonic marriage if that’s where you’re coming from.”

      “It’s easy to convince yourself that something was your own idea if another person is persuasive enough.” I shrugged. Trying to give off the vibe that I was over the hurt and betrayal, I forced a smile. “I’ll do the dishes. Maybe we can watch the sunset after?”

      “You cooked. I’ll do the dishes.” He stood and grabbed my plate before I could stop him.

      “I need something to do. Let me. You can rest.” I trailed behind him to the sink and stood as he turned on the water.

      “How about you just gather everything. I’ll wash and dry.” He nudged me with his elbow. “What kind of husband would I be if I let you cook and clean?”

      “Uh…a normal one?” I laughed as I scooped up the pots I’d used and piled them beside him. “If you’re gonna wash, at least let me dry.”

      As he washed the plate in his hands, he looked me in the eye. “Only if you tell me the real reason you’re here on this ranch instead of back in Washington, DC.”

      I took a step back involuntarily. I hadn’t expected that question. He was the town sheriff, though. Interrogations probably came naturally to him. Of course, he was going to want to ferret out the truth. Thinking about how to answer him took too long, and the tension hung in the air between us, growing thicker with every second that passed. I had to tell him something, and I really didn’t want to lie—not again. “The same ex.”

      Clint grabbed one of the pots and began scrubbing it. His voice softened. “He hurt you?”

      Flashbacks of the last time I saw Robert clouded my vision. It had been only shortly before I bolted. Tendrils of fear clutched at me as the memories returned, and I shivered. “Y-yes.”

      “Hey.” Noticing my reaction, he dropped the pot and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “You’re safe now. As long as I’m around, you are safe. I promise you. I won’t let anything happen to you. Even if I am a horse’s ass.”

      I inhaled sharply. “You heard that?”

      He nodded, grinning. “I deserved it.”

      I blew out a big breath and shrugged. “Well, to be fair, I was trying to have a shouting match with a rattlesnake, so you did have justification.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I think you were winning. The ornery critter didn’t quite know what to make of a woman screaming hysterically at him as she scooped up hens left and right.”

      “Alright, alright. Rub it in. Go ahead.” I poked him in the side playfully and splashed him with some of the soapy water.

      He splashed me back and chuckled when a clump of soap suds stuck to my chin. “Wait until word gets out how you mollycoddle them cows, brushing ‘em, and singing to ‘em. Betty’ll probably do a write up about it in Rattler Tattler.”

      I faked a gasp and scooped up more soap suds to splash up at him. “It better not get out, Clint Eastwood. You get me written up in the paper, you better start sleeping with one eye open. Not that there’s anything wrong with coddling cows. They like it.”

      He caught my arm when I tried to throw the handful of suds at him, so I blew them instead. Which worked. The clump of suds hit him right between the eyes.

      “This means war, cow whisperer.”

      With a swipe of his large, cupped hand, he splashed a wave of water at me from the sink basin, dousing the front of my T-shirt. I squealed and grabbed his arms, wrestling them away from the water.

      With ease, Clint pinned my arms behind me and held both wrists in one of his hands, laughing menacingly as he gestured with his free hand toward the sink.

      “You better not!” I laughed hard as he splashed me again, soaking me. I pressed forward and into his chest rubbing myself on him and getting him just as wet as I was. “Ha!”

      Clint let go of my hands. Our laughter slowly died out when we both realized how tightly our bodies were pressed together. His arms were wrapped around my waist—it had happened so easily, so naturally, that we’d barely noticed. With my fists full of his shirt, I noticed now. He did too, if the hard length digging into my stomach was any indication.

      I watched as his gaze traveled from my eyes to my lips.
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      I had a one-track mind. A mind on a mission, and nothing could deter it.

      The mission? A taste of Sam’s sweet lips. My only thought. My only focus. I met her gaze again and leaned in slowly but purposefully, giving her time to move away if she wanted to.

      She didn’t.

      “You are incredibly beautiful.” My voice sounded thick and throaty, even to my own ears.

      I lifted her until she was perched on the counter then slid between her open legs, nestling my erection against the apex of her thighs. My hand raked up over her bare calf, over her knee, toward the fringe of her cutoff shorts.

      She was all soft curves and smooth, silky skin, and I wanted nothing more at that moment than to tear off her clothes and explore her body—all of it, every inch.

      Softly, I sucked her bottom lip between mine. Kissing Sam was like taking a first breath—exhilarating, cleansing, life affirming.

      Her body melted into me as I kissed her over and over, exploring her mouth. Her lips were welcoming. They parted on a sigh, and her arms tangled around my neck as I pulled her even closer, my palms spread across her back.

      Whether I deepened the kiss or she did, or we both did, I wasn’t sure, but Sam’s hands were in my hair and her chest heaved against mine. Her thighs squeezed around me while I held her head, loosening her hair until it tumbled down her back releasing the mouthwatering scent of strawberries.

      Sam was irresistible and sexy as fuck. Having her body entwined with mine sent my inner beast into a frenzy. Her scent. The column of her throat. The line of her jaw.

      She’s mine. She may not know it yet, but she is. Mine.

      “I want more of you.”

      “Do you?” She said it in a way that sounded surprised rather than flirtatious. I didn’t know why, though. I married her. Had it not occurred to her that I was more than a little attracted to her? That I fucking wanted her, all of her, everything she would give me?

      “Fuck, yeah, I do. Say yes.”

      She blinked. Her breath hitched.

      I felt a corner of my mouth lift the slightest bit. I knew she wanted me too. The desire between us was so thick it was almost tangible, but I was going to make her say it.

      “Are you gonna say yes? Or am I gonna stop?”

      Breathy and flushed, she finally answered. “Yes.”

      My mouth angled over hers again, taking my time, savoring her slowly and tenderly, my mouth capturing hers again and again until it was as though we had melted into each other.

      When a soft moan emerged from her throat, I drew her to me tighter. Her breasts pillowed against my chest. Oh fuck!

      I leaned back slightly and tugged her shirt over her head. She was wearing a thin, barely there bra that was damp from our water fight. Her darkened nipples were visible through the thin, now-transparent fabric. My cock leaped painfully as I cupped her breast and massaged my thumb over her puckering nipple, teasing the sensitive bud to a hard peak.

      Sam moaned, letting one of her hands slide over the expanse of my chest. Her feather-light touch sent shock waves to my groin. Everything about this woman was mesmerizing.

      My cock strained against the fabric of my jeans, aching for her, but it was going to stay behind its zipper. I wanted this to be about Sam.

      My fingers moved down to caress lower, and she broke away from my kiss, her breathing ragged.

      “This might not be a great idea.” A second after the words left her mouth, another sweet sound of pleasure escaped her lips as I continued to tease her nipple.

      “I think it’s a great idea. Let me make you feel good. Please.”

      Even as I said the words, I unbuttoned her denim cutoffs and slid them from under her ass and further down her legs until they dropped to the floor beneath her feet. She offered no resistance.

      Goddamn, she was soft and plump and curvy and delicious.

      Then I paused again, meeting her eyes. I had to make sure she was on the same page, wanting this like I did.

      “Okay?”

      She gazed at me from beneath heavy lids as I ran my fingers up her shapely thighs. “Yes, yes, okay. For god’s sake, don’t stop.”

      I stifled a grin. I’d never felt as alive, as turned on, or as fortunate as I did at that moment. Reaching beneath the crotch of her panties, I found her wet—her soft, slick folds practically pulling my fingers inside.

      I studied her reactions, her moans of pleasure, the blush of color that tinted her cheeks.

      My dick throbbed watching her face as I stroked my fingers back and forth, circling her clit with my thumb. When her body trembled, I sank another finger into her silky depths.

      She was so wet. So wet for me. Her breath came in short pants.

      Leaning forward, I caught her mouth again as my fingers continued their ministrations. I wanted nothing more than to bury myself deep inside her, to see how much wetter I could get her and for how long I could coax out those breathy little sighs that escaped her lips.

      Not yet, though. Another time.

      I set a gentle rhythm, my thumb continuing to make lazy circles over her clit. I was memorizing her, learning my wife, figuring out what made her moan the loudest and the most intensely.

      “Clint, that is so… That is so… Oh...”

      “Yes, it is, but I’d like to taste how sweet you are.”

      She moaned as I replaced my fingers with my tongue and laved her folds. I nibbled her clit and Sam arched against me, her fingers threaded through my hair. She pulled herself closer to me, and I let my tongue delve as deeply into her as it could go.

      “That…I’m…there—right there!”

      I knew she was on the edge of an orgasm, so in the zone that she wasn’t able to finish a sentence, and I loved that I was the lucky bastard that made her feel this way.

      Her trembling had become almost violent, the waves of pleasure sending her shooting toward orgasm. Then, she cried out, her body tightened and convulsed.

      She rode my face until her convulsions died down.

      I held her until her ragged breathing evened out.

      Sam didn’t meet my eyes. She seemed at a loss for words. After a minute or so, she put a hand to my chest and gave me a little nudge.

      I stepped back, and she slid off the counter. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as she inched around me, running a hand through her hair.

      Yeah, sweetheart. We did just knock down a barrier. Get used to it because I’m planning to tear down a few more.

      Her eyes were slightly glazed, and her fingertips touched her mouth, caressing her swollen lips. “I, um, should get to bed. Big day of work tomorrow.”

      I shoved my hands in my pockets, mostly to force myself to keep them off her and give her time to digest what just happened. Then I took a step backward, toward the sink.

      “Yep. Goodnight.”

      She looked like she wanted to say something else, but eventually she merely turned and hurried into her room. At the sound of her bedroom door closing, I sank against the counter and whispered a soft curse. My wife was amazing.

      Abso-fucking-lutely amazing.

      Gilligan growled from the couch and I looked over to find him staring at me. I scrubbed my hands down my face, her scent still on my fingers.

      “I know, I know, Gil.” I let out a frustrated breath. “I’m way out of my league.”

      I finished the dishes that night with a grin. The vision of my wife with her head thrown back, her eyes heavy lidded, and her cheeks flushed as she climaxed, was the hottest thing I’d ever seen—bar nothing.

      I wished like hell Sam would come back out, wrap her arms around me, and tell me she wanted me to take her to bed and spend all night pleasuring her, but I knew it probably wasn’t going to happen. That was fine. Tonight was incredible, and I’d wait until she was ready for more.

      I took another look around the place and turned the lights off before heading to the bathroom for a cold shower.

      Before I settled into the hard, lumpy bed, I thumbed through Pappy’s old collection of LPs. A smile spread across my face when I found the one I was looking for—Jimmie Rodgers. I started the album playing at a song called “Kisses Sweeter Than Wine” and hoped she was listening.

      The next morning, I awoke to Gilligan’s sinister growl and his bad breath in my face.

      “Yeah, yeah, boy. I’ll let you out.” I stumbled through the house and pushed open the screen door to let him run—and by run, I meant lumber like Eeyore to a spot next to the house to take a piss then lay around the porch all day.

      It didn’t immediately occur to me that the front door had already been open and only the screen was closed until I had nearly returned to the bedroom. When I heard Sam’s soft murmurs, I turned back around and made my way to the front porch, rubbing my eyes and yawning.

      “Mornin’. You just get up?”

      “Nope.” She was seated in one of the old wooden rocking chairs, so I plopped down next to her. “I’ve been out here counting the porch planks for hours. This is my fourth cup of coffee.”

      I scratched my head and squinted at her. She was wired. “The sun’s just coming up, woman.”

      She shrugged. “Still not used to the time difference, I guess. So, what’s on the agenda for today, Sheriff Grumpy Pants Taskmaster?”

      I grinned at her alert eagerness. “You have been awake for a while. Let’s see, we need to head to town for groceries. Nothing against your heavily carb-laden diet, but my stomach’s about to eat itself for protein.”

      I closed both eyes and leaned my head back against my chair, trying to sneak in a few more minutes of sleep.

      She laughed. “I want to do some work in the vegetable garden today. I took a look at it and it’s not bad, just overgrown with weeds. I…uh…could use some help making sure there aren’t any snakes in there looking for a fight.” She nudged me. “Come on, daylight’s beginning.”

      I ignored her, so she nudged me again. Dang, she had pointy elbows.

      Another nudge. I opened one eye. “You’re lucky you’re pretty.”

      I brushed my teeth and changed into work clothes before heading to the garden. Because it elicited more of her beautiful laughter, I made a production of checking for snakes, pretending to find one every so often to scare her. It didn’t take long for us to realize that we had fun together, when we let ourselves. I liked being with Sam.

      After making sure the garden was safe, I went back to scraping paint off the side of the barn, glancing over at my wife every so often because…well, because how could I not?

      It occurred to me that I was again living in the house I’d grown up in, and this time I was planning on being here for…good?

      I stopped what I was doing and studied Sam for a long moment. She was on her hands and knees plucking weeds. Marriage meant forever to me, but she was a Norm and had made it clear that her plan was for us to get divorced eventually. I wouldn’t allow that to happen.

      I was keeping her.

      Yes, I was going to keep her, and the two of us would grow old right here on this ranch, in the house, together.

      But for this marriage to work, I needed her to trust me. She was definitely keeping secrets. The woman was full of lies. It worried me. Should I be even more concerned? Probably. What the hell did she have to lie about?

      It could be something terrible.

      What was it she kept hidden beneath the surface? What had possessed her, a city girl through and through, to relocate here, over two thousand miles away, where she knew no one, to a work a rural ranch she knew absolutely nothing about?

      Something. Had to be something significant.

      Last night, she mentioned an ex. Was that it? Did it have something to do with a bad breakup?

      Variants rarely kept things from each other. It was hard to hide anything when we had the ability to easily detect lies and deception.

      “Do you think I could sell produce in town if I get the garden in shape?”

      Her question startled me. I had been so engrossed in my own thoughts, I hadn’t even heard her approach.

      “Um…yeah. Pappy often did that, actually. He’d sell whatever he grew that week at the farmer’s market on the weekend. It’s right behind Archie Bunker’s general store, Sidewinder Sundries.”

      “Archie… Okay, I can’t take it anymore. I need to know. What’s with all the names in this town?”

      “What do you mean?” I knew what she meant, but it wasn’t the time to explain yet.

      “Clint Eastwood? Betty Crocker? Gladys Knight? Archie Bunker? I could go on. Everyone I’ve met in this town has been named after a celebrity or a character on TV or in books. What gives?”

      I shrugged like I had no idea what she was talking about. “They don’t do that where you’re from?”

      “No.”

      “Must be a regional thing.” I lied like a rug. “Anyway, Pappy had a stall next to Donald and Daffy. You could take it over if you want.”

      Fortunately, my attempt to distract her worked.

      “Donald and Daffy? Aren’t they the town barbers? What do they sell?”

      “Er…” I went back to scraping the old paint off while I considered how to phrase my answer. “They, uh, they draw.”

      “Oh, they’re artists. What do they draw?”

      “They’re comic strip artists.” I cleared my throat. “Emphasis on the word strip.”

      It took her a second to digest my words and interpret their meaning. But when she giggled, I knew she got it. “Wait a second, are you trying to tell me that the double D’s draw dirty comics?”

      I started scraping again, avoiding her eyes. “X-rated. Pretty popular too.”

      At that, she outright roared with laughter. “Oh my god. What made them decide to do that?”

      “Well, as you know, our town is very secluded. In fact, the internet is a new concept around here, one that most people in town still don’t touch, and it’s only available at the library. Jimi’s trying to get coverage to the whole town, but it’s not an easy process. Donald and Daffy provide…a service, you could say.”

      She laughed so hard, she snorted. “You’re saying that in lieu of internet porn, there are pornographic comics?”

      I had to admit, the whole thing was pretty funny. I didn’t tell her that I had a few of their work myself at my place in town—a couple in the bathroom and one in the drawer of the bedside table.

      “This went in a direction I wasn’t prepared for.” She snickered a few more times as she continued to process what she’d just learned. “Okay, so there’s no internet. Except at the library. How do people in town google things? Their phones?”

      I smiled. “We don’t have cellular service out here. We have the original lines from…”

      “From what?”

      I scraped harder. “This used to be a military town. The government shut down the facility back in the eighties, and the military personnel and their families moved away. The phone lines you see are connected to a main switchboard. Aretha and Ringo are the switchboard operators. If neither is around to connect your call, they switch on an automated system. If they forget, which sometimes happens, you try again later.”

      “Clint, stop messing with me. That can’t be real. What if you need to call friends or family outside of town, do you have long-distance charges?”

      “Not many of us have family outside of town.” I dropped my tool beside the house and rolled my shoulders. “If you’re ready, let’s clean up a little and head to town to get some groceries.”

      Sam trailed along behind me, an amused and slightly perplexed look on her face. “This place is so bizarre, Clint. No cellphones, no internet, no Google, and everyone has strange names. It’s like I’ve entered the twilight zone.”

      She thought those were the bizarre things about this town?

      She had no idea.
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      After we returned from town with groceries, I spent the afternoon dusting, thinking about Clint fingering and licking me to orgasm last night, washing floors, thinking about Clint fingering and licking me to orgasm last night, cleaning the bathroom, thinking about Clint fingering and licking me to orgasm last night, and doing a few other household cleaning chores while I thought about Clint fingering and licking me to orgasm last night.

      Near the tail end of my cleaning jag, I headed to the porch to rinse and ring another load of laundry.

      I wasn’t sure where Clint had gone—to the barn, maybe—but I was glad he’d made himself scarce, seeing as how I could not stop thinking about his mouth on me.

      All day I’d done a decent job of squelching any awkwardness between us as soon as it started to rear its head, but my defenses were waning.

      My mind would no longer block it out, nor would my body. I craved more of him. My thoughts kept straying, replaying every second of our encounter.

      Gilligan growled as I stepped out on the porch. I patted the lazy dog’s head as I made my way to the old Maytag washing machine that sat in the corner of the porch next to a garden hose. It had taken me a couple of days to figure out how to use the thing, and I was still scared of catching my fingers in the roller.

      The contraption had a tub with an agitator that had to be manually filled with water from the hose and then laundry soap, which looked to me like grated bar soap, had to be added along with the dirty clothes.

      I stopped the agitator, opened the lid, and began feeding the clothes one at a time through the wringer atop the machine, dropping each piece into a bucket of rinse water. After their rinse bath, I fed them through the wringer again before dropping them in a clothes basket.

      This…this…thing with Clint was not at all what I had envisioned when I’d come up with my brilliant mail-order-groom, marriage-of-convenience plan. In fact, I was now questioning the very sanity of the idea.

      With the basket balanced on my hip, I rounded the house to the clothesline out back.

      I’d laundered my undergarments first since I’d wanted to get them out of the way, and I figured they should be about dry. I’d always lived in the city and wasn’t used to hanging my laundry outside in broad daylight. I felt a little exposed having my lingerie quite literally flapping in the breeze.

      Fortunately, everything dried quickly in the hot desert sunshine, and as soon as I hung the wet clothes and pinned them to the line, I unclipped my lacy bras and panties and tossed them in the basket.

      When I heard a wolf whistle from behind me, I froze.

      “Well, I’ll be doggone. My oh my. Now that is quite a colorful collection of unmentionables you got there.”

      Clint’s teasing caused a blush to creep from my toes to the top of my head.

      It was quite a collection. So what? I loved lingerie, so sue me.

      No white cotton panties and simple, sensible bras for this girl. I went all out—lacy, frilly, sheer, strappy, transparent, light pinks, baby blues, dark reds, deep purples, black, shimmery, sequined, you name it.

      I remained frozen. Staring straight ahead. Mortified.

      Clint sidled up next to me, then angled himself and leaned forward so his face was right in front of me—right in my line of sight—and I had no choice but to see him.

      “Nice bloomers.”

      Ugh! I shifted from foot to foot trying not to look at him. I failed.

      My eyes glanced at his tight black T-shirt stretched taut over his rippling muscles. The fabric was thin enough to show off every perfectly defined peak and valley of his chest and biceps.

      Clint pointedly glanced at a pair of red satin and lace panties before he again met my eyes. This time he grinned wickedly.

      I acted as though I was unaware of the fact that my face had turned a brighter crimson than the panties, but my embarrassment did spur me into action.

      My fingers unclipped the garments at record speed.

      Clothespins flew left and right, here and there—I’d find them later.

      Shay, for goodness’ sake, you’re not some blushing virgin. What is wrong with you?

      “Lemme help.” Clint reached up, his masculine scent teasing my nose. It was so overwhelming, I switched to mouth breathing.

      “I got it.” Why did my voice sound so small and shaky? I prayed he couldn’t hear the tremble in it, but judging by the smirky half smile, he knew the reaction my body was having to him.

      “I insist.” When he reached for the red satin and lace panties, his arm brushed mine, sending tingles of pleasure vibrating through me. Damn.

      “You okay?”

      “Just really hot.” My voice came out as a hoarse whisper. Then I realized what I’d said. “I mean…not me…I didn’t mean I was hot, as in look at how sexy I am. I meant the weather. The weather is making me hot. Not the sexy kind, the rising temperature kind. I’m gonna stop talking right about now. Yep. I’m just going to shut the hell up. Shut up. Yet I’m still talking, aren’t I?” I let out a high-pitched, strained giggle.

      Clint chuckled softly. I closed my eyes. So much for avoiding awkwardness.

      “Your panties are wet.”

      “Uh-huh.” Yes. Yes, they are.

      “Should I leave them here or you want to take them in anyway?”

      “Huh?”

      He waved the red satin in front of me. “The panties. They’re not quite dry yet.”

      “Oh! Uh, I’ll take them.” I quickly snatched them out of his hand and tucked them in my pocket. “I’ll just hang them over the chair in my bedroom.”

      When I met his eyes, he was grinning like a Cheshire cat, but there was also an intensity in those blue eyes that felt far too…erotic.

      Standing next to Clint while he was admiring my sexy lingerie was making me act like a crazy person. I bit the inside of my cheek when he reached out, removed a bra from the line, and examined it. Was he picturing me in it?

      “Why so shy? I would think we’d have moved on from that. I mean after last night. Which, by the way, I enjoyed very much. Did you?”

      Did I? I don’t think I’ve ever come so hard in my life. “It was okay.”

      “Okay?”

      I shrugged.

      “OKAY?”

      I giggled. “Alright, it was pretty good.”

      “Gimme another chance.”

      “What?”

      “Gimme another chance. Okay and pretty good are not gonna cut it. Not for my wife. I’m aiming for spectacular…earthshaking. I want another chance.”

      Even though I was only about a foot away, Clint opened his arms in invitation, allowing me to choose whether to go to him or not. I fell into his chest, my arms snaking around his neck.

      He dipped his head and brushed his lips against mine for just a brief second before hoisting me in the air as though I weighed nothing. As he carried me toward the house, I curled my legs around his hips, feeling his muscles rippling with every step.

      He took us straight to the bedroom—his. When we reached the bed, he stopped walking but didn’t release me. He held me closer, squeezed tighter, and crushed my mouth with a kiss that curled my toes. He ground himself against me. He was so hard—all of him, his whole body, firm and hard.

      His lips trailed from my mouth to graze the shell of my ear. “Tell me you’re ready for this. Tell me you’re ready to consummate our marriage, Sam.”

      I shivered and nodded. “I’m ready.”

      He looked as though he was about to devour me, to take me hard, fast, and rough, and I wouldn’t have minded at all. But he didn’t.

      He carefully laid me down on the quilt, bent his tall frame over the bed, and pecked one more kiss on my lips, this one tender and sweet.

      Then he backed away, lit a candle, and stepped out of the room. I heard him cross the living room. Then a second later, an old, slow country tune started playing on the record player.

      When Clint returned and his gaze raked over me, his eyes held passion, heat, and reverence.

      “This will change things, Sam. After tonight, I’m not going back to being the guy in the other room. If we do this, you’re sleeping here with me, in my bed, from now on.”

      I swallowed hard, and since I didn’t trust my voice, my response was a nod.

      Stripping his T-shirt over his head, he revealed a chest that truly was a landscape of perfect male musculature and tan skin. A sprinkling of blonde hair formed a line below his navel that dipped into his pants. His hands fell to his belt and I watched him unbuckle his jeans. My lungs seemed to forget how to inhale. Clint undressing was the hottest thing I’d ever seen, and I found myself squeezing the bedding in my fists.

      His pants dropped and he kicked them off, along with his boots and socks before tucking his thumbs in the waistband of his briefs. Slowly, he pushed those down and off, standing bare in front of me, his cock long, hard, and prominent.

      Holy mother of god. The man gives the term “well hung” a new meaning.

      Tingles of electricity tore through my body, collecting at my core. The wetness of my arousal flowed between my thighs. Clint’s physique was amazing, but nothing compared to the scorching gaze he held fixed on me. That alone set me aflame. His blue eyes almost glowed.

      He climbed in next to me, the bedsprings squeaking in protest, then held his arm out to me. “Come here.”

      I scooted closer until my thigh touched his and I faced him. He undressed me slowly, kissing, tasting, and exploring every inch of my skin as he uncovered it.

      My nipples pebbled. Goose bumps ran across my flesh. My chest heaved. I was aroused and excited, but still nervous, as I lay completely exposed to him.

      He drank in every curve and crevice of my body.

      “Fuck, you’re so beautiful.” His voice was hoarse and ragged. My body trembled under his teasing touch and his scorching gaze. Clint had a raw, animalistic power that my body desperately ached for.

      I blew out a breath I’d been holding.

      “Nervous?”

      I nodded.

      “Don’t be.” He ran his fingers up and down my thighs. “There’s no need to hurry. We have the rest of our lives.” As I started to relax, his caress traveled slowly upward.

      His finger ran lightly along the sensitive folds of my sex and I shivered in response. I watched as he brought the same finger, now slick, to his lips. He inhaled, his eyes closing as though the scent was the finest perfume, then slid it into his mouth and sucked it clean. As he did, his erection, hard and thick, twitched.

      “You are delicious.”

      He resumed softly tracing between my legs with his wet finger, exploring, his eyes watching my face for responses. My clit tightened and hardened as the tip of his finger traced it gently, and my entire body quivered.

      Holy crap! This man is killing me. I didn’t know how much more I could take before I exploded.

      Parting my legs wider, he slid me farther up the bed and, nestling himself between my thighs, began to pepper kisses lightly up my inner thigh, closer and closer to my center. Instinctively, I moved toward him, desperate for more.

      But his torment continued as his tongue flicked gentle, teasing little flicks against my clit. I gasped, dizzy with pleasure. The sensations were so teasing, so barely there, which made them all the more overwhelming.

      Then, his tongue licked the length of my pussy, one firm, long swipe, and my whole body responded, from the tingles in my scalp to the curling of my toes.

      He groaned and lapped my juices with his tongue—long, firm licks that set off sparks in my lower belly. As the waves of my orgasm started, intensified, then engulfed my entire body, he pressed deeper, his tongue burrowing into my folds and his mouth clamping tightly over my sex.

      Shivers took a violent hold over me.

      I heard myself crying out his name, over and over.

      Clint continued to tongue me, but slower, his pressure lessening as I descended from the cloud I was on.

      Weak and orgasm-drunk, I languidly opened my eyes to Clint’s face above me wearing a dirty, wicked grin that fluttered my stomach.

      “How ‘bout now? Tell me that was better’n okay and pretty good.”

      I nodded groggily. “It was. I’d rate that at ‘not bad.’”

      I giggled as Clint slapped my ass playfully. “I’ll give you not bad. I ain’t done yet, sweetheart.”

      But Clint sat back on his heels and I leaned up on my elbows.

      The sight of him kneeling at the end of the bed, his erection long and heavy and proud was mouthwatering. The tip of his cock glistened with a drop of his seed.

      “My turn.” This time I crawled to the end of the bed. “Stay right there. Better yet, lie down.” Before he protested (like, really, would he have protested?), I nudged him. Following my prompt, he lay down next to me, and I licked the tip of his engorged erection, causing him to groan. I glanced up, gauging his reaction. His teasing, playful grin was gone, and now his expression was one of full-blown lust.

      I slid my lips over his length, wrapping my mouth around his girth, tasting his salty warmth in my throat, thrilled at the heady feeling of having this powerful man at my mercy.

      I felt his heart rate accelerate wildly as I slid my mouth up and down his shaft. He entwined his fingers in my hair and balled it in his fists, spurring me to suck harder. A moan escaped his lips and he pulled away.

      “I don’t want to finish like this. I want to be inside you.”

      I fell back on the sheets, my body temperature about a thousand degrees.

      With his cock slick and coated in my saliva, he gently pushed at my opening and at the same time took my nipple between his teeth, teasing it with his tongue as inch by inch he slid himself inside me.

      My body stretched to accommodate him, his thickness and length filling me completely so that when he moved back out and slid in again, the delicious friction elicited a moan from my inner depths.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” His eyes were full of concern and controlled passion.

      “God, yes, don’t stop.”

      He didn’t. He pushed inside hard and fast, then very slowly pulled back out. The rhythm drove me crazy. Hard and fast in, then out very, very slowly. My legs wrapped around him, my heels dug into his hard, sculpted ass. He buried his face in my breasts, and a low growl—raw and sexy and primal—arose from somewhere in his chest.

      Our rhythm increased, growing faster, intensifying. A deep yearning spread through my veins, and my muscles clutched him, driving him deeper.

      As I felt the waves of another climax building, Clint grasped my hips and drew me upward to meet his downward thrusts. He drove me to an orgasm that set off every nerve ending in my body.

      I might have screamed, I wasn’t sure. A second later I felt his throbbing pulses as his seed filled me.

      I didn’t know how long it took for my heart rate to slow or my breathing to normalize, but after a time, I found myself in Clint’s arms as he kissed my temple, the side of my head, my cheek. “How about now? Tell me you enjoyed that.”

      I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t even tease him.

      “That was…spectacular…earthshaking.”
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      Memories from the night before crowded out the hazy lull of slumber creeping under my lids and stretched a smile across my face.

      I turned and reached for Sam. When all I got was empty bed, my eyes sprang open and looked around. She was bent over, naked, reaching for her shirt.

      Spines on a cactus!

      “I could get used to this view.”

      She jumped and spun. “Hey!”

      Laughing, I crooked my finger to summon her closer. “Get over here.”

      She bit her lip. “I was going to make us breakfast.”

      “Breakfast can wait.”

      She climbed back under the quilt and molded her body to mine. Her lips pressed against my chest, and her arms wrapped around my waist. She sighed contentedly. “You’re so warm.”

      I pulled her on top of me. “And you’re so beautiful.”

      “You’re so big and strong.”

      “And you’re so small and soft. Everything about you is perfect. Every part of you.” I leaned up and nipped the tender skin of her earlobe. “How you feelin’?”

      “Well, when I said ‘big’…” She grinned, looked down at my lips, and chuckled. “I’m not too sore.”

      An hour later, we were in the kitchen cooking breakfast together. I fried myself bacon while Sam made vegan flapjacks. She was barefoot and wearing only my T-shirt. I was in low-slung jeans with my arms around her waist from behind, nibbling the back of her neck as she flipped a flapjack. I didn’t want to let her go. She was fast becoming my whole world.

      Sam wiggled her ass against my groin, giggling as I continued to kiss the back of her neck. She flipped another flapjack into the air and caught it expertly before leaning her head back. “My dad used to be the pancake maker in our house growing up. He could flip a pancake six feet into the air.”

      “That’s impressive. What was he like?”

      She leaned more of her weight back against me and her hand came up to rest on her chest. She clutched the pendant that hung from her necklace. I noticed she almost always wore it.

      “He was the best. He was funny and kind. My mom was a teacher, and he was a coach for the local high school football team. He always dragged us out to the Friday night football games, and he’d have the team run by and slap our hands for good luck before the game started. It made me feel so special.”

      I smiled in her hair. I had no idea what it must have felt like to have a family like hers, with a mom and a dad, but she made it sound nice.

      “This is them.” She opened the pendant which was, in fact, a locket and showed me the tiny likenesses of her parents. The smiles they wore looked friendly and kind, and Sam resembled both—she had her mother’s delicate features and her father’s large eyes.

      “Dad was the soft one, oddly enough. Maybe because I was a girl, he never got angry with me. Daddy’s little girl—I got away with murder. My mom was used to controlling a classroom, though. She was quick to set me straight.”

      I kissed the side of her head. “They sound like they were really good parents.”

      “They were. Even when I was a typical bratty teenager, they were the best. Dad would just sit me down and say, ‘Now, Shay, you know you can’t do that or your mother is going to scold us both.’”

      I frowned. “Shay?”

      Her entire body went rigid against mine, and I watched the side of her face as her cheek turned bright red. She stuttered and pulled away from me, crossing the kitchen quickly to bury her head in the fridge. “Uh…um, yeah. My full name is…Samantha Shay Jackson. My dad sometimes referred to me by my middle name.”

      Another lie. I sighed. “Sam…”

      She turned to face me, her face contorting in anger. “What? Jesus, Clint. Not everything is some big police investigation you need to get to the bottom of!”

      I raised my eyebrows and took a step back. She resumed her position at the stove. What the hell was with all the lies? And why so defensive? I was so fucking sick of it.

      “Fine.” Shaking my head, I retreated to the bedroom to get a little space. Once there, I realized I was seething with confusion and…anger. Yes, I was angry. My own wife wouldn’t talk to me.

      She refused to trust me!

      Worse, we were legally wed, and we’d just consummated our marriage, yet my wife was still lying to my face. I hastily threw on clothes. I needed more space from her than this house allowed.

      I thought that maybe she’d be more open with me now that we’d been intimate, but clearly I’d thought wrong. I was good enough to marry, good enough to work the ranch for her, good enough to fuck her, but not good enough for her to share whatever it was she was hiding.

      I shoved my feet into my boots and marched back out into the main room. “I gotta run to town for a spell.”

      “You’re skipping breakfast?” Without looking at me, Sam just nodded. “Okay, then.”

      I shook my head and stormed out of the house, letting the door slam shut behind me.

      The wheels spun out as my truck sped away from the ranch. I was letting my emotions get the best of me, I knew that. Frustrated and angry, yes, but mainly I was hurt. The swift mood change from making love to Sam and being deliriously happy to…whatever had just transpired in the kitchen was like being doused with a bucket of ice water, and I hated it.

      I could admit that I was partly to blame, and maybe I needed to get a tighter rein on my anger and use a gentler approach, but, damn, I’d never given her a reason to distrust me. How the hell did she expect a marriage to work without communication and trust?

      I drove through town and straight to the hot springs. It was my favorite place to relax, unwind, and let go of stress.

      Settling in, eyes closed, I allowed the hot water to work its magic and ease the tension from my body. As my emotions evened, I was able to think more clearly. Sam was hiding something, that was a given. But what? Now I was skeptical that her name was even Sam. Was it actually Shay? And if so, was she the true heir to Pappy’s ranch?

      If not, who was she and why was she here in Rattlesnake? How big was this secret of hers that she couldn’t trust me enough to tell me? It sure was tough to love someone who kept an entire part of herself closed off.

      Love?

      I groaned and sank deeper into the water as the realization hit me like a slap upside the noggin.

      Yeah, I’d fallen in love with Samantha Jackson—or whatever her name was.

      I was in love with my wife.

      For as long as we both shall live.

      Thing was, the rest of my days—‘til death do us part—were going to be unbearably hellish if I couldn’t get Sam to open up and trust me. Didn’t she know that there was nothing she could do or say that would turn me against her? Whatever she thought she needed to keep secret wouldn’t change my feelings for her.

      Not only that, but secrets and lies had a way of piling up, higher and higher over a person’s head until that person was drowning in them. She was taking us both down.

      I growled and propelled myself out of the water. What the fuck could I do?

      The soak in the hot springs eased my tension only mildly, but I still couldn’t go back to the ranch all wound up and on edge like this. I needed to let off some steam and calm down before going home to my wife.

      I stripped to let my animal take over. Going for a run as my moose would allow the baser, instinct-driven part of my brain to be in charge for a while.

      Perfect.

      The human side of my brain had too many complex and confusing thoughts going on.

      I shifted and took off at a brisk pace through the desert, past the wolves’ oasis, up the mountains, and over the foothills, losing all track of time.

      I ran until my legs were weak.

      When I returned to my truck, the sun was setting, but I was no closer to finding answers. I still didn’t know how to get Sam to trust me and open up to me. My hours-long run had left me starving, so I stopped by my house in town to grab something quick to eat before heading back to the ranch.

      Somewhere between heating and devouring a frozen lasagna and polishing off a carton of my favorite moose tracks ice cream, I sank into my recliner, rolled my head back, and closed my eyes to think.

      Jerking awake sometime later, I was groggy and still in a sleep-induced daze. The clock hanging over the front door showed it was after three in the morning. I hadn’t meant to leave Sam alone on the ranch all night.

      Fuck. I didn’t care how mad I was or what kind of disputes we faced, it was my job to protect her and make her feel safe. And what had I done? I left her alone half the night because I’d gotten my panties in a snit like a spoiled little brat. I hurried out of the house and drove out of town and to the ranch faster than I should have.

      I had an image in my head of Sam curled up in the middle of my bed all by herself, waiting for me, wondering where I was. I hated myself for leaving her like that. It tugged at my heartstrings. When I got to the ranch, I ran inside, but I found my bed empty.

      Gilligan was on the couch. The old hound opened one eye, saw it was me, and went back to dreaming about chasing squirrels. The record player clicked with the white noise that played at the end of a vinyl record.

      Nothing was out of place.

      Sam was sound asleep—in her bed.

      If that didn’t speak volumes, I didn’t know what did.

      I hated that she chose her bed rather than mine just as much as I hated the damn lies.

      Well, if that was how it was gonna be, then that was how it would be.

      I made a point of setting Pappy’s old alarm clock to an ungodly hour so I could get up, get chores done, and leave without having to interact with my wife. It hurt like hell knowing her feelings for me weren’t as strong or as deep as my feelings for her.

      As I sank onto the mattress that night, it was the first time ever that I hated sleeping alone. The bed felt cold and lonely, like a part of me was missing.

      And a part of me was—she was snoring softly in the room next door.
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      I brushed Sally for what felt like the hundredth time. She let out a happy moo and flicked her tongue out at me. I managed a feeble grin. My face was trying to be happy, but not quite pulling it off.

      My platonic-but-not-so-platonic marriage was on the rocks, which was a downer.

      So we slept together. So what? It was inevitable that we both scratched that itch, right? And it had been incredible. It was the aftermath that sucked.

      Days had passed since Clint and I shared a bed, since my little faux pas the next morning while fixing breakfast, and since Clint ran off and ghosted me.

      Sort of ghosted me.

      Normally, I was the early riser, my body still attuned to the East Coast time zone. The past few days, Clint had been waking up long before I had, finishing his chores, then disappearing.

      A couple of times I heard him rifling around the house, but by the time I got up, brushed my teeth, and got dressed, he was gone.

      Usually, I’d just missed him. I knew because I saw the trail of dust as it chased his truck off the ranch.

      Tending to my chores alone sucked. It was a testament to Clint’s character, I supposed, that he always left me the easy chores. Even when he was angrily avoiding me, he was still chivalrous. I knew what he was doing with his avoidance technique; he’d made it clear. He was waiting for me to decide I was ready to talk—to answer his questions—and until then, he had nothing to say to me.

      Oh, Clint, you just don’t understand. I’m trying to protect both of us with my silence.

      Who would have thought that having a husband of convenience would turn to feelings of love?

      Love?

      Whoa. Where had that thought come from?

      Oh, hell, I did love him! And what we shared had meant something to me. He probably thought that the reason I was keeping secrets was that I didn’t trust him. I had no way to tell him that it was for his own good.

      The moment he knew about my situation, he’d be put in the position of having to arrest me—his own wife.

      I’d really made a mess of this.

      I was a horrible person.

      Awful. Abominable. Abhorrent.

      Clint had every right to be mad at me—I was mad at me. I should never have married him. He was the sheriff, and his wife was a fugitive from justice. He was obligated to arrest me. If he didn’t and it was found out, Clint’s reputation would be in jeopardy.

      He’d still have to turn me in, but he’d be a laughing stock. He so didn’t deserve that.

      I moved on to Beverly, stroking the brush along her brown and white spotted fur.

      “I’ve gotten myself into one helluva pickle, Bev.” Beverly let out a grunt of satisfaction and flicked her tail back and forth like she was swatting flies. “And it seems to be par for the course with me nowadays.”

      One pickle after the next, all because of my stupidity where men were concerned. In my defense, Robert was a skilled scam artist with a trail of victims in his wake. And Clint Eastwood, well, what woman could resist a sexy sheriff who had a body like a god, the morals of a saint, and lived his life with dignity and honor?

      I wondered where Clint was spending his time when he wasn’t here at the ranch or on duty at the sheriff’s station. He left just after sunrise and didn’t get home until the wee hours of the morning.

      What was he doing all that time?

      Where was he going?

      I finished up with Beverly, gave Sally another quick scratch behind the ears, then put everything away for the day. I had a makeshift plan to shower, change, and head into town.

      I didn’t know what I would say or do quite yet, but I wanted to try to smooth things over with Clint. This couldn’t go on anymore. I missed my husband. Maybe I’d just admit that I had secrets and beg him to please trust me enough to allow me to reveal them in my own time.

      That might work, right?

      Nervously, I drove my patchwork rust bucket into town and parked at the curb outside Sidewinder Sundries. It was coming up on dinner hour, and the town was quiet. I could see through the window of the Chuckwagon Diner. It was full, as was Whistlestop Saloon, judging by the number of vehicles in the sandy lot next to it. I didn’t see Clint’s truck anywhere.

      I walked east, toward the courthouse, which was on the other side of Rawhide Road, surrounded by two big cacti.

      The front door of the building was open, and an attractive woman was seated just inside the screen door. I knocked gently on the wood doorframe and forced a smile. “Hello, I’m looking for Clint.”

      The woman’s face stretched into a wide grin. “Oh! You must be Sam! I’ve heard all about you.”

      My stiff grin morphed into a genuine smile. So Clint had mentioned me?

      “Everyone in town has been going on and on about you and Sheriff Eastwood getting hitched. We were all so surprised. But I guess when you know, you know.” She winked conspiratorially. “No sense in letting the grass grow underfoot, am I right?”

      She jumped up and held out her hand. “Oh, goodness, where are my manners. I’m Marilyn Monroe.”

      Of course. I blinked, then shook her hand. “Mind if I ask you a question? What’s with everyone around here being named after a celebrity?”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “Well…Clint didn’t tell you?”

      “He said something to the effect of it being a regional custom.”

      There was an awkward silence. Then a subject change.

      “Well, I can’t tell you how glad I am to finally meet Pappy’s niece. You’re famous around here. Of course, I’ve heard all about you from the double D’s.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good thing. Clint told me about their artistic side business.”

      She laughed. “Ignore those two old fools. They’re just a couple of horny old goats. Just like the rest of the men in this town, for the most part. You give a man a penis and nothing to do, he’s going to start putting it places.”

      I snorted a laugh and leaned my hip against the edge of her desk. I liked Marilyn. “So the men of Rattlesnake Canyon are no different than the rest of the world, then?”

      Her eyes lit with mischief. “Oh, they’re different. But they’re still men.”

      I thought of Clint and my smile faded. I hated that he was upset and avoiding me. “I came looking for Clint, but he doesn’t seem to be around. Do you have any idea where I might find him?”

      “Sure do. Clint went for a run up at the hot springs.”

      Hot springs? “Oh, does he do that often?”

      “Mm-hmm. Every day lately. If you’re lucky, maybe you’ll find him soaking in the springs.” She waggled her brows. “Naked.” She laughed and then jotted down directions. “Turn left off of Rawhide Road onto Saddle Street and then the third road on your right, Dust Storm Drive, will lead you up to the springs. Just drive until you can’t go any farther.”

      I took the paper and thanked her. The springs were several miles out of town down a narrow, rocky road that was little more than a path. When I arrived, two vehicles were already parked there. I recognized both. One was Clint’s truck, the other was a bright-red Volkswagen Karmann Gia. Only one person in town drove that.

      Frida.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Frida, the badass cowgirl with the body of a goddess. What the hell were she and Clint doing out here alone together? I told myself to stay calm and tamp down the thoughts that wanted to stray and jump to conclusions. It was probably a coincidence, or there was a perfectly reasonable explanation. My stomach cramped again.

      Just because their cars were here together with no one else around for miles…

      In the middle of a workday…

      None of that meant anything.

      I walked in the direction of the springs with my ears alert, listening for any human sounds.

      My view of the springs was blocked by boulders. A well-worn path snaked between them, and as I put one foot in front of the other, every step taking me closer, I thought I heard muffled laughter above the gentle sound of flowing water. I froze. Instead of continuing on the path, emerging on the other side of the boulders, and revealing myself, I did the creepy thing—I stepped to the right, flattened myself against the rockface, and peered around it.

      My pulse raced. I was simultaneously terrified of what I was going to see and chastising myself for jumping to insane conclusions.

      But what I saw had me stumbling backward.

      Clint was standing naked on the shore next to the springs, reaching for his clothes, which lay in a pile on the ground. He was carrying on an animated conversation with Frida, who was also stark naked. Whatever they were talking about seemed intense—too intense for either of them to notice me. They slowly dressed as they continued to talk. Clint’s suntanned skin was damp, as was Frida’s chocolate-brown skin. I couldn’t help but notice how perfect her body was as I backed slowly away before turning around and hurrying back to my car.

      I felt sick. My feet were rubbery. I stumbled and almost fell before finally getting to my truck.

      Tears streamed down my face as I turned my truck around and drove back toward town. A couple of times, I glanced longingly in the rearview mirror, hoping to see Clint’s truck following me, ready to offer a perfectly reasonable explanation.

      But there wasn’t one.

      What possible explanation could there be for Clint and Frida to be alone together soaking naked in the hot springs other than they were having an affair?

      I drove back to the ranch and closed myself into my bedroom, feeling like the world’s biggest fool. Of course, Clint was sleeping with someone else. Duh! All the signs were there. He’d been avoiding me for days.

      I was the one who made it very clear from the get-go that this marriage was platonic. So we slept together. Once. Was that supposed to change anything? He’d made no promise of monogamy to me.

      He was still my husband, though!

      He could have at least told me there was someone else. He could have been honest. Maybe there were lots of someone-elses.

      And he was giving me the silent treatment for not communicating?

      If that wasn’t a clear case of pot and kettle.

      My pain turned to anger and I slammed around the kitchen making dinner. I raged while slamming dough on the counter. I needed pasta, and lots of it.

      Carb coma, here I come.

      My heart slammed against my ribcage as tears blinded me.

      How could I have been so stupid?
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      Avoiding Shay for the past few days had been hell. Every cell in my body wanted to be with her.

      But a man had his pride.

      According to Frida, I had way too much of it.

      Gomer showed up “coincidentally” on the afternoons I spent relaxing at the hot springs. I knew what he was doing. I knew he was worried about me. He sometimes tried to get me to talk. Sometimes we just hung out silently and soaked in the spring. Sometimes we went for a run.

      Today, instead of Gomer showing up, he sent Frida in his stead.

      Now that, I was sure, was intentional. Frida had the reputation of being a ball buster. She never minced words. If the woman had something to say, she said it. Whether you wanted to hear it or not.

      And she had something to say—to me.

      “Don’t you think it’s time to extend the olive branch?”

      “No,” I grunted. “I don’t.”

      She clicked her tongue in disgust. “You’d rather wallow in pain than swallow your pride, Clint Eastwood.”

      “She’s the one with all the secrets and lies! She should extend the olive branch, with a white flag of truth waving on the end of it.”

      Her brows shot up and she gave me an is-that-so look. “And I suppose you’ve been a hundred percent honest with her?”

      “Well, I don’t go around lying and clamming up when asked to talk about it.”

      “Oh? Have you told her you’re a Variant? Have you told her how this town was founded and where the townsfolk came from? Have you shown her your animal form?”

      Frida had a point. I had been keeping my own secrets—but for a very good reason! I had to be careful. It wasn’t just my secret. If Sam freaked out and chose to expose our existence to the rest of the world, it wasn’t just me who would suffer. She’d be throwing the entire Variant population under the bus.

      “Does she know that you’ll never be able to give her children? Did you at least tell her that our kind can’t reproduce?”

      I met Frida’s eyes and then looked away. “I didn’t think so. Sounds like you have a load of secrets of your own you need to reveal before you go blaming her for the same thing. You know what they say about people in glass houses.”

      Gomer showed up just as Frida was leaving, which I considered a blessing. I needed a good, long run. As Gomer and I ran through the foothills, Frida’s hard words continued to echo through my head.

      How the hell do you expect her to trust you and spill her secrets when you won’t trust her?

      Dammit if she wasn’t right. How the hell could I blame Sam, or Shay, or whoever she was, for keeping secrets when I was keeping some doozies of my own? I hadn’t exactly been upfront and honest either.

      I made a decision. After our run, I was going to go back to the ranch and have a heart-to-heart with my wife.

      But Gomer, always hungry, persuaded me to grab a bite with him at the Chuckwagon first. Fine. That would give me time to sort through my words and decide the best way to reveal myself to Sam.

      This time our race into town was neck and neck.

      We arrived at the diner at the same time, but the one who made it inside the diner first was declared the winner.

      Gomer and I pushed and clawed at each other. We were squeezed in the doorway, both trying to be the first one through the door.

      Gladys scowled. “You boys still playing ‘last one is a rotten egg’? You know you’re both nearing forty, right?” She shook her head. “Some siblings never grow out of their rivalry.”

      When Gomer poked me in the side and I doubled over, he burst through ahead of me. Cheater. Holding his arms overhead, he did a victory lap around the diner before seating himself at the lunch counter.

      “That was a low blow, bro.”

      Gladys cut her eyes to me and pointed up at the bell over the door that we’d knocked loose. I sighed and reached up to fix it.

      With a triumphant fist pump, Gomer smiled sweetly at Gladys. Gladys Knight always did have a sweet spot for Gomer.

      “Miss Gladys, Clint will be buying my dinner today. Because he’s an L-O-S-E-R.” He made an L with his thumb and finger and slapped it against his forehead. “And let me tell you, I’m starving.”

      Gladys grinned and reached over to ruffle Gomer’s hair like he was still a ten-year-old. How the hell did he always charm her like that?

      “Whadda you boys having? Today’s special is a six-inch-tall stack of my huckleberry flapjacks. I can serve it with a side of my sweet potato casserole and a mound of sausage links.”

      My stomach growled, and I tried to finish fixing the bell. “I’ll take that, Miss Gladys.”

      “Not until you fix my bell, you won’t, Clint Eastwood.” She wagged her finger at me and then disappeared into the kitchen with Gomer’s order.

      I scowled at my brother, thinking of all the ways I’d get him back later. As I worked on the bell, Mr. Sagan approached me.

      “Howdy there, Clint.”

      I nodded. “Hello, Carl.”

      “I heard you’d gone and gotten yourself hitched to Pappy’s niece.” Mr. Sagan pulled an aged white handkerchief out of his pocket and patted at his eyes. “I just wanted to offer my congratulations and say that if Pappy were here now, I bet he’d be tickled pink.”

      An ache spread through my chest, and I avoided eye contact as I finished fixing the bell.

      Mr. Sagan was feeling the loss of a thirty-year-long friendship. Carl Sagan was an adult when he met Pappy, and he and Pappy had been good friends since Detachment Day.

      “Thank you, Carl. That means a lot.” I turned to offer him a manly pat on the back, but he stepped out of my reach and grunted. “Just thought I’d offer congratulations to you, boy. Don’t go getting all mushy on me.”

      I watched him shuffle back to his table, unfold the Rattler Tattler, and bury his nose in it like he hadn’t already read it twenty times.

      Letting out a sigh, I ambled over to my pain-in-the-keister brother and snatched one of the sausage links from the plate Gladys had just dropped in front of him.

      My back was to the door, but when the bell rang and a hush fell over the diner, I swung around instinctively. Everyone’s attention was on the stranger who walked in, and it was obvious why.

      A Norm.

      He walked straight to the counter, and without waiting, interrupted Gladys, who was in midconversation with Daffy.

      The stranger shoved a photo under her nose. “Do you recognize this woman?”

      Gladys’s eyes trailed over the photo and then snapped to mine. Something in Gladys’s gaze told my gut I wasn’t going to like what she saw.

      I immediately stood and moved closer.

      “Well, howdy. I’m Sheriff Eastwood. Sumthin’ I can help you with?” I flashed a moronic grin, shoved my hands into my pockets, and attempted to act like a no-brain country bumpkin as I nodded at the photo that I still couldn’t see.

      The man was a foot shorter than I was. He looked up and frowned. “Eastwood. Like Clint Eastwood?”

      “Exactly like Clint Eastwood.”

      “Right. Er, yeah. I’m looking for this woman.”

      I managed to keep my face expressionless as he turned the photo around and showed me a picture of Sam. Her hair was different, blonder, and she was wearing a fancy party dress. I’d only seen her in practical, sensible clothes, but there was no mistaking the woman in the photo was Sam.

      I plucked the photo from his hand and pretended to study it. I wasn’t sure why, but the guy gave me an uneasy feeling deep in my gut. He gave off some bad vibes.

      I handed the picture back with a goofy grin on my face. “Never seen her.”

      The man blew out a frustrated huff then turned to Donald. “How about you? Have you ever seen this woman around here? Ever remember her passing through town?”

      Donald glanced at the photo and squinted. “Nope.”

      Daffy glanced over and wolf whistled. “Wouldn’t mind seeing her, though.”

      I scowled at Daffy, who grinned cheekily. The old devil.

      I knew the whole town would follow my lead. No matter who he asked, not a soul would admit to having ever seen her.

      He slid a ballpoint pen out of his pocket and scribbled on a napkin.

      “This is my number. If any of you happen to see her, will you give me a call?”

      All eyes landed on me.

      I scratched my jaw. “Depends.”

      He rolled his eyes, nodded, and dug in his pocket producing a roll of bills. He peeled one off and attempted to pass it to me, but as soon as he noticed my smile fall and my eyes narrow on him, he knew that wasn’t what I’d meant. He dropped his hand and shoved the money back in his pocket.

      His attempt at bribery squelched my role playing. I dropped the clueless, backwoods sheriff act. He knew it too.

      “Okay, Sheriff, what does it depend on?”

      “Depends on why you’re looking for her.”

      The guy gritted his teeth. “Because she’s my fiancée.”

      Fortunately, I was able to hide my shock, but his admission left me momentarily speechless. I eyed him coolly, but my stomach twisted itself in knots.

      “And because she took off with a whole lot of money. She’s a liar and a thief, and justice needs to be done. Surely as a lawman, you can understand that.”

      I studied him. I saw the anger on the guy’s face. What gutted me was that I could hear in his voice that most of what he said was true, or at least he believed it to be. Not all of it, though, not completely.

      “So, I’m confused. Are you trying to find and protect your lost fiancée, or are you trying to get her arrested?”

      “She got herself into some trouble and ran off. I’m trying to find her to make sure she’s okay.” He shook his head and did his best to look sad. It wasn’t convincing. “Shay O’Brien is troubled, but I love her.”

      Lie. My jaw clenched so hard, I’m surprised I didn’t crack a tooth. Shay O’Brien? So her name really was Shay? Shaking my head, I kept up the act. “Sorry, bud. We don’t get much happening around here. If we had a stranger in town, we’d have noticed.”

      He looked skeptical. “You sure she hasn’t been here? I’ve been tracking her. She must have at least passed through—”

      Elton and Gomer appeared behind me, the three of us towering over the stranger. They pretended to look at the picture. Gomer scratched his chin. “Trust me. If she’d been here, there would’ve been men lined up around the block wanting to marry her. She’s a beauty.”

      I growled low in my throat.

      Elton just chuckled and shrugged. “Don’t recognize her.”

      I handed the photo back and crossed my arms over my chest. “Sorry. Looks like you’re barking up the wrong tree here in Rattlesnake.”

      As he scanned the diner, his scowl darkened. I didn’t have to look myself to know what he saw. A sea of unwelcoming faces.

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I watched him leave—we all watched him leave—then attention silently turned to me.

      I had nothing to say.

      I didn’t know which of the stranger’s words were true and which weren’t, but I knew who could tell me.

      I was damn sure tired of being made a fool of.

      My wife had some explaining to do.

      Without making eye contact with anyone, I slapped money on the counter for Gladys and then stormed out. I looked around and didn’t see the stranger, or an out-of-town vehicle, so I made my way to the ranch for a long-overdue conversation with my wife—whatever her name was.

      I barreled down the drive and slammed the brakes a little too hard, coming to an abrupt and squealing stop in front of the house. Leaping out, I stomped up the three porch stairs. The front door was unlocked. When I yanked it open and stepped inside, I found Sam at the kitchen table covered in flour. Her eyes widened as she looked up from the plate of pasta she was hunched over. Her mouth was full.

      “It’s time for you to talk, Sam.” I knew my voice was raised, but I couldn’t seem to help it. “Or should I say Shay O’Brien?”

      She sat up and wiped her mouth. “You need to calm down first.”

      I glared at her and sank into the chair across from her. “Not going to happen right now. Not while you’re hiding things from me and keeping secrets.”

      She blinked a few times and then stood up, stomped into the kitchen, and dumped the rest of her food in the trash. I could sense a boiling rage brewing just beneath the surface.

      What the hell did she have to be angry about? I was the one being made a fool of.

      When she turned, her eyes flashed with fury. “You act as though I’m the only one keeping secrets!”

      I froze. Did she know about Variants? I wasn’t keeping it from her for any reason other than it wasn’t my secret alone to tell. That, and she might think I was crazy. “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s right. You’ve been pushing me all along to tell you everything about myself, but you’ve got secrets too, Clint. Big ones.”

      I growled angrily. “Yeah, well, at least I ain’t a liar. Is anything you’ve told me true?”

      She recoiled like I’d slapped her. “The hell you’re not a liar.”

      “Your name isn’t Sam Jackson. I’m not even sure you belong here at Pappy’s.”

      Her eyes flooded with tears that slammed me in the gut, but her chin lifted and she braced her hands on her hips. “At least I’m not a cheater.”

      I frowned. Cheater? I didn’t know what the hell she was talking about but decided it was a diversionary tactic. She was just trying to divert the argument away from herself. “You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?”

      She glared. “No. I’m not.”

      “Then I’m leaving.”

      She angrily gestured toward the door. “Get out, then. I’m better off without you.”

      “Great. Great! Good fucking luck, then!” I stomped toward the front door but looked back one more time. “It didn’t have to be like this. You could’ve just told me the truth.”

      “Right back at ya, Sheriff.” Her voice wavered, and her bottom lip trembled.

      I shook my head, feeling all of my anger drain. Walking out to my truck, I fought the urge to look back at the house. I didn’t want to see her standing there, holding herself. I didn’t want to see what I knew was there—tears streaming down her cheeks.

      I didn’t want to leave.

      Why the hell wouldn’t she just be straight with me?

      I sped away from the ranch, the ache in my chest almost unbearable.
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      Going into town alone after dark probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do. Then again, I knew there was virtually no crime in Rattlesnake Canyon. I’d thoroughly searched but hadn’t found a drop of alcohol in the house, and I desperately needed to drown my sorrows tonight.

      The pain of heartache was excruciating. I was the biggest fool in the history of lovestruck fools. In fact, I could be crowned the queen of the lovestruck fools.

      I parked in the sandy lot outside Whistlestop Saloon. When I entered, Elvis, the owner and bartender, waved a greeting from his place behind the bar. As our eyes met, his smile fell and was replaced by a look of concern. He gestured me over with his chin, nodding at a vacant barstool.

      The place was packed with people. I felt curious stares on me. It was probably my overactive brain, but I imagined everyone in the room knew Clint had been carrying on with another woman. They all knew I’d been cheated on and dumped.

      This was a stupid idea.

      I was in no mood to be out in public. I should have stayed home in my footie pajamas, with my smelly, growly, inherited dog, eating vegan ice cream and drowning myself in tears.

      Too late now, Shay. If you turn and run now, you’ll look even more pathetic and weak.

      I sank onto the barstool and bit the inside of my cheek. Hard. I felt my bottom lip tremble, but I could not, would not, allow myself to cry.

      The last thing I needed was to add to my humiliation by having it get back to Clint that I’d had a meltdown in front of half the town.

      Without a word, Elvis came to stand in front of me and poured me a glass of something.

      “On the house,” he said.

      I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t care as long as it served to dull some of the pain. I drank it down in one swallow.

      It burned and made me cough, but I waved him on, indicating he should keep ‘em coming. He poured me another but caught my hand when I reached for it. “You okay, doll?”

      I shrugged and forced a shaky smile. “Define okay.”

      Elvis squeezed my hand. “Wanna talk about it?”

      “No.” I again fought back tears and had to sit still for a moment to keep from losing the battle to them. We stayed in the same pose for several seconds until the shot of alcohol began to take effect and I slowly began to relax. “Life is cruel. I know that much.”

      A warm hand landed on my shoulder, and I turned to see Elton John standing beside me. “You okay, Sam?”

      Tears welled again, the darn buggers. I fanned my eyes. “Fine. I’m fine.”

      Elvis snorted but said nothing.

      Elton lightly squeezed my shoulder. “We’ve all got your back, Sam.”

      After he left, several other people came up to me, offering sympathetic hugs and words of encouragement.

      Huh?

      So they weren’t all staring because they were Judgy McJudgersons?

      They actually liked me?

      But had they all known? Had everyone known from the start that Clint was playing me like a fiddle? If they weren’t stares of judgment, were they stares of pity?

      Of course they already knew. Not that it should have surprised me—small-town gossip and all.

      My stomach clenched like a fist at the thought that everyone knew all along that Clint was carrying on with Frida and the whole time no one said anything.

      Was I a big joke?

      Of course I was. Story of my life. Clueless Shay. Couldn’t see what was right under her own nose. The rancher who didn’t know how to ranch. The moron who played music for her cows and brushed them, dressed them in flower chains, and sang to them. How could I not be a laughing stock?

      There was something I really wanted to know, but I wasn’t sure I had enough liquid courage yet to ask anyone. Why had Clint even bothered with me and the whole marriage sham when he had Frida? What was it he wanted? The ranch?

      I held my tongue as Elvis filled my glass once more and then cut me off. He slid a glass of water over.

      “Drink this first. That alcohol hasn’t even taken full effect yet. Trust me, you’ve downed enough to pickle your sorrows and numb your pain for the night.”

      I disagreed.

      I was frustrated and not nearly as drunk as I was going to need to be to numb this deep heartache. Especially not when I looked over my shoulder and spotted Frida strutting into the bar with her head held high, looking like the badass cowgirl she was.

      The liquor churned in my stomach. My instinct was to run to the ladies’ room to toss my tequila, but I decided that would have to wait until the room stopped spinning. As I swayed slightly on the barstool, I had a chilling thought. How deep would my humiliation run if I added to it by barfing on Elvis’s bar? In front of the whole town? In front of Frida!

      Maybe I should ask for more water. No, coffee.

      My stomach roiled again. No, adding any additional liquid to the angry mess already brewing in there was a terrible idea. What I really needed was fresh air.

      Inch by inch, my butt slid itself off the stool. My eyes focused on the door. I didn’t look back as I waved goodbye to Elvis behind me and everyone else in the vicinity—they were all blurry. I needed to make haste before I came face to face with Frida.

      I wasn’t an aggressive person, not even a little bit, but I was angry, hurt, and humiliated. If she tried to approach me or talk to me, I wasn’t positive I wouldn’t haul off and pop her one.

      I ducked my head and watched the floor as I concentrated on walking a straight line to the exit, hoping no one stopped me. I heard Frida call my name, but I just picked up my pace. I hurried out of the saloon and over to my truck. I was in no shape to get behind the wheel, I knew that, but I could at least sit in it and hide, maybe even sleep, until I was sober enough to drive myself back home.

      Then, I would finish off the stored canned goods and eat only what I could grow, and never come back to town. Not for groceries, not for mail, not for anything whatsoever. I’d live a secluded life with my cows and chickens and my pig and my goat. And no Clint.

      “Sam!”

      Frida? Was she following me? I winced and broke into a full-out run. I made a snap decision to get in my truck and lock myself in. I’d plug my ears and scream like a toddler having a tantrum if I had to.

      Less than a second later, Frida had me by the arm and was pulling me to a stop. Dang, the woman was fast. And strong. I bet she could work a ranch without making a fool of herself.

      After feebly tugging for a few seconds, it became clear that I was no match and that even trying to get away from her was stupid.

      “Sam, what’s wrong?” She lightly shook me. “Look at me. Why are you running from me?”

      There were two of her.

      I closed an eye.

      Sloshed and pissed, I truly was a hot mess. But she had a point. Why was I running? I wasn’t the guilty party. She was. She was the one messing with another woman’s husband. She should be the one feeling ashamed and running away, not me.

      Angry tears burned my eyes. “I have nothing to say to you. Let me go.”

      She looked taken aback. “What? What’s wrong? Why are you mad? Are you mad at me?”

      I laughed bitterly and tried to pull away from her again. “As if you didn’t know, sister. Don’t play all innocent with me you…you…man stealer!”

      “I’m not letting you drive in this state. You’ll kill yourself.”

      I rolled my eyes dramatically. “Oh, wouldn’t that be convenient for you?”

      “Jesus, Sam. What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

      “You’re sleeping with my husband!”

      She barked a loud laugh. “WHAT?!”

      “That’s right, I saw the two of you. I saw you naked with him and I hate you for it even though I know I shouldn’t. It’s him I should hate. He’s the cheater. But you’re so pretty, and you’re not a complete mess like me, and I bet you even know how to ranch.” I was ugly crying by that point and squeezing words out through tears and snot. “Let me go. Please. I’m not going to drive. I’m just going to get into my truck and wallow in my humiliation.”

      She cupped my face in her hands and kissed me then. I was so shocked that I just stood there. It was a short kiss, nothing wild, but it shut me up. Frida laughed then.

      “I haven’t slept with Clint or any other man. Never have—never will. The only bed partners I enjoy have vaginas. I’m gay, Sam. Not only does Clint have way too much testosterone to sexually excite me, but he’s also my brother.”
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      I put my hands on my hips and tilted my head. There were still two of her, but I felt myself sobering fast. “Okay. What?”

      She grinned. “Which part? That I’m gay?”

      I shook my head. “No, I got that part. You said brother…”

      “Clint’s my brother. Not biologically, but for all intents and purposes, our relationship is that of siblings. Yes, we’re close. We grew up together. Pappy raised us both. But even if the thought of a man in my bed didn’t leave me cold, I can assure you, the fact that Clint is family would gross me out.” She laughed and finally let me go, seeing that I wasn’t going to run.

      I slumped against my truck with my arms crossed. Well, that was a revelation, but there was something that didn’t add up. I wracked my brain. I knew something didn’t add up. I just couldn’t think of what that something was.

      I closed my eyes and rested my head back against the truck. How had I jumped to such a conclusion? Why?

      That was when the other piece of the puzzle fell into place and I scowled accusingly. “I saw the two of you naked. I don’t care how gay you are or how much of a sibling you consider Clint to be, there’s no explaining that. Brothers and sisters don’t hang around together casually in their birthday suits. And don’t try to convince me that you two have some perverse family bonding activity going on. I may be naïve and a pushover, but even I know there’s no plausible excuse for that.”

      She stilled. Hands on hips, she rolled her head back to look up at the stars and released a slow breath.

      “Got you, sister. Ha! Caught in your own lies.”

      I watched her smugly, wondering what bologna she was going to spout next. This ought to be good.

      She shrugged and threw her hands in the air. “I can show you better than I can tell you.” She unbuttoned her jeans and grabbed the hem of her shirt.

      “Whoa!” I stepped back and held my hands up. “Sorry, but no. I might have so much man trouble I wish I was a lesbian right now, but I’m not. And I’m married. Or… I was… I don’t know what I am right now, but I’m not interested in that with you.”

      She laughed, a loud, clear sound in the night. Instead of undressing, she took my hand and pulled me away from the truck and around to the passenger’s side.

      “I’m not hitting on you. You’re married to my brother for Christ’s sake. Get your mind out of the gutter. I’m going to answer your question, though. And for that I need to show you something. First, I’ll drive you home.”

      I did want to go home, and I wasn’t in any shape to drive. “Fine.”

      She tapped my butt playfully. “After that, we’ll get into the really perverse stuff.”

      I shoved her away, laughing despite the stress and confusion I still felt. “I don’t think we know each other well enough for perverse.”

      “Oh, whatever. We’re family. Plus, I just love messing with Clint.” She noticed I’d started crying again and stopped. “What’d I say?”

      “We broke up. We’ll probably get a divorce.”

      Rolling her eyes, she helped me into the passenger seat of my truck. “Horseshit. Clint’s not divorcing you. Besides, some things are meant to be. Pappy always said that there are things on this earth that are set on a collision course from the very beginning. Sometimes, when they finally collide, it’s an explosion—a disaster of epic proportions. Other times, the stars align and the result is equally as explosive—fireworks and magic. I think, for you and Clint, the stars aligned and created magic.”

      “Now that’s the real horseshit.”

      She buckled me in and went around to the other side, chuckling to herself as she slid behind the wheel. “I really hope you give my brother all of this sass and attitude. He deserves it. Please, don’t ever stop.”

      She smiled at me. “I can’t wait to see your face when you see what I’m going to show you.”

      “Is it your butt? Because if it is, I’m really not—”

      “Jesus, Sam, it’s not my butt.”

      “I’ve already seen it once, and if we’re going to be friends, I don’t need you to rub in how perfect your figure is. It’s just going to make me hate you.”

      “You think my figure is perfect?”

      “I hate you.”

      I nodded off while she drove us to the ranch, but I woke up when the door to my truck slammed. A second later, my door opened and she helped me out. I was groggy, but I tried my best to shake it off.

      “You’d better wake up. You have secrets to hear.”

      I moved up the steps and let Gilligan out before sinking onto the top step. “Okay, go. Spill it.”

      “Promise me you won’t freak out.”

      I made a face. “I can’t promise that. I don’t always do well maintaining calm. Chances are, I might freak out.”

      “That’s fair. Okay. Just promise me if you do, you’ll stay and hear me out. Don’t run.”

      I shrugged. “Promise.”

      She stood in front of me and held out her hands. “Okay, so, the reason Clint and I were naked when you saw us together was—”

      I snapped my fingers when a lightbulb went off in my head. “You’re nudists?”

      “No. But we do spend time together naked. We have since we were little. We’re different from most people. To us, being naked is not necessarily anything sexual. It’s just natural. To all of us.”

      “So you are nudists!”

      She laughed. “It’s so much more than that. We’re different. Clint, me, hell, this whole town is different, Sam. All of us. We aren’t human. Well, we are, but not like you.”

      “If you even try to convince me you’re aliens from Area 51 who crash-landed here in the fifties and have been living on Earth ever since, I’m really going to blow my top.”

      “No, we’re not aliens.”

      “We’re all from right here on Earth, but unlike you, we weren’t born. We were created. In a test tube. In a lab. Cloned. We are the products of a failed military experiment.”

      I rubbed my temples. “You can’t be serious. A military experiment? I’ve seen this sci-fi dozens of times. You don’t really expect me to believe that, do you?”

      She groaned. “This is harder than I thought. I’ve never had to explain this to anyone before. Okay. So, we are obviously very similar to humans, since much of our DNA comes from humans, but some of it is from other mammalian species.”

      “Riiight.”

      “I’m just going to show you, okay? Don’t freak out.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Sure, fine, show me. But if this is just one big striptease, I just might freak out.” I yawned. “Or I might go to sleep.”

      I sighed heavily and slapped a hand over my eyes as Frida began to remove her clothing. I was seconds away from standing and groping my way into the house when she started making strange sounds.

      The cracks and pops sounded like chiropractic adjustments. It was the other sounds, like…something stretching, that were really odd. They were all accompanied by Frida’s grunts and groans.

      Whatever she was doing, it sounded painful, but I wasn’t going to look. Not until a haunted, animalistic scream arose from almost right next to me. I dropped my hand. My eyes flew open wide, and I froze at the sight before me.

      Frida was missing, but her clothes were in a pile underneath the paws of an enormous bobcat. I stared for several seconds until my fight-or-flight response kicked in and I startled hard and jumped to my feet.

      The animal stared at me, and I at it.

      Why did it have Frida’s eyes?

      I glanced over at Gilligan, waiting for him to react. Growl, bark, cower in fear, but for god’s sake, Gilligan, do something, you crazy dog. I waited to see what he was going to do. He just yawned and lowered his head back to his paws to resume his nap. Looking back at the bobcat, I blinked and rubbed my eyes. “What the heck?”

      Another pained groan and a naked Frida was in front of me on all fours. She stood, stretched out her limbs, and rolled her neck. “Shit, it hurts to transform back-to-back like that.”

      I just gaped. All the blood left my head, and I plopped back down hard on the step to keep from passing out.

      “You said you wouldn’t freak out.”

      “Yeah, well, I did not expect that!” I held my head between my knees until I regained a sense of equilibrium.

      Frida was dressing when I finally looked up. I stood and stepped closer to her. “How did you do that?”

      She grinned. “It’s a pretty cool party trick, huh?”

      “Frida! You turned into a bobcat!” I touched her skin and shook my head. “I know what I saw…don’t I?” I ran fingers through my hair. “Wait. Did you say everyone in the town was like you? They all  turn into bobcats?”

      “No.” She grinned even wider. “Not just bobcats, there are all kinds of us. Scientists used DNA from a multitude of different species. I don’t know the full story, but from what I was told growing up, the military had planned to create the perfect soldier, fighters who were humanoid but had characteristics of other species—the speed of a cheetah, the strength of an ox, the ferocity of a honey badger. They spliced genes from hundreds of species with human DNA.”

      “They did this and then…what?”

      “Well, the results varied widely, but none of the experiments turned out like they planned. Eventually, the project was denied funding and abandoned.”

      “It looked like it worked to me.” I rose to my feet again. “I mean, one second you were a woman, and the next you were a…a…bobcat. Oh lordy, why’d I stand up? I need to sit down.” I sank onto the step again.

      “I’m not saying that we Variants aren’t awesome as hell.”

      “Variants?”

      “That’s what we call ourselves, Variants.”

      “Variants,” I tested the word.

      “The reason the military considered Variants a failure is that we weren’t the result they were going for. They wanted humanoids with enhanced abilities, but they got us. We basically look human, but most of us also have the ability to completely transform into a separate animal form. Not all of us, though. But the biggest disappointment…”

      As I digested what Frida was saying, trying to make some sense out of it, she stared up at the sky. Then, she suddenly grinned widely. “But the biggest disappointment,” she giggled, “was that we are intelligent, rational beings who won’t fight or kill without provocation and a damn good reason. They wanted mindless, subservient killing machines who would follow orders and shed the blood of our enemies on command. Instead, they got us. We’re nobody’s pawns.”

      This was so huge. So much to wrap my mind around. I had a gazillion questions, but I didn’t know where to start. “So, you’re saying you were created by the US government in the hopes that you would be some kind of advanced soldiers, but that didn’t happen?”

      “That’s what I’m saying. It’s not as sinister as it sounds. From what I’m told, our kind was treated well by the scientists that created us. I was too young to remember, but some of the older townsfolk have stories of being raised and cared for by their creators, taught to read and write—”

      “Wait a second.” Something that had been eating at me since I’d arrived finally began to make some sense. “Is that why you all have names of famous characters or celebrities?”

      Frida shrugged. “I guess scientists have a bizarre sense of humor.”

      “And the nudity…?”

      “Clint and I shift into our animals and run together. That’s why we’re naked together sometimes. It’s not like we want to see each other, more like we don’t notice. It’s just part of the process. As you can see.”

      I glanced down at her partially clad form, then looked away. It hadn’t even registered until that moment that Frida was still half-naked. “I can see.”

      “And have you changed your mind about your sexual preference yet?”

      I laughed finally, breaking whatever tension there was. “You’re crazy.”

      “Yeah, well, I think you like crazy, seein’ as how you seem to attract it.” She finished dressing. “Let’s go inside. We have more to talk about. I’m sure you have a lot more questions, and I have some for you.”

      I was in a daze, but I did have more questions. Tons. “So Clint’s a bobcat?”

      Frida snorted out a laugh. “No. Clint is a half-ton moose.”

      I stopped moving. “A moose?”

      “Yep. A moose.”

      “Whoa.”

      “What happened to the scientists? I mean, after they taught you to live on your own?”

      She shrugged. “Not sure, but they didn’t teach us to survive on our own. Project funding dried up. The military base where we lived closed. And…they left us. All of us—they just abandoned us. Almost four hundred people. Mostly kids, but some infants and some adults. Like I said, I only know what I was told as a kid or rumors I’ve heard. But with the base closure, the town was abandoned. And when we were released, our kind had no idea how the world outside captivity worked. And that was when Pappy found us. He taught us all how to survive. Your great-uncle saved us.”

      “Yeah, about Pappy being my great-uncle…”
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      I was so mad I could spit nails.

      After spending a restless night alone at my place in town, I finally did what I should’ve done when Sam first came to town.

      I googled Samantha Jackson from Washington, DC.

      I marched over to the library, the only place in Rattlesnake with an internet connection. And after kicking Amelia Earhart off the computer, I watched as what appeared to be hundreds of links popped up. Adjusting myself in the uncomfortable chair, I settled in for what promised to be a long day of research.

      Except it wasn’t.

      After opening the second link, I found what I was looking for—a picture of a woman standing among stainless steel industrial appliances in a restaurant kitchen. Samantha Jackson was an attractive fifty-something woman who, according to the article in the online version of Haute Cuisine Magazine, owned several restaurants in and around the Baltimore and DC areas.

      My Sam had mentioned she was from DC, but that wasn’t what screamed at me from the photo. It was her eyes. This Samantha Jackson most definitely had Pappy’s eyes.

      My pulse raced, pumping a mixture of anger, sorrow, and dread through my veins as I next googled the name Shay O’Brien.

      The results yielded several news articles and bulletins, most bearing the same picture of the woman I knew as Sam Jackson.

      It was a mugshot.

      A mugshot of my wife.

      Shay O’Brien was wanted for fleeing after being arrested and charged with dozens of cases of securities fraud. She was a wanted criminal—a fugitive from justice. According to the news articles, she’d stolen millions of dollars from investors. Many had lost their life savings.

      And the money was still missing.

      I scanned interviews of several of her victims. An elderly, white-haired couple lost their savings, their home, their nest egg, and now spent their golden years clipping coupons and living in a converted loft apartment over their daughter and son-in-law’s garage. There was a thirty-something couple who also lost their home, their children’s college funds, and their own retirement savings. More stories of innocent, hardworking people filing for bankruptcy; their only crime: being too trusting. Good people whose lives took a drastic downturn all because of this despicable, white-collar crime. This despicable, white-collar criminal.

      And the money was still missing—I read that line again.

      Guilt. Anguish. Heartache. My stomach fell to my feet like a lead balloon. The walls began to close in. I had to get out of there. I took a hasty screenshot and printed the page. Then, on the bottom of the printout, I jotted down the number of one of the restaurants that the real Samantha Jackson owned, then closed all tabs.

      Stumbling outside, I struggled to wrap my mind around what I’d just learned. As I drew in a breath, my lungs hurt—punctured, no doubt, by jagged edges of my broken heart. I barely remember making it from the library to my office. Marilyn was out, thankfully, as I sank into my chair and hung my head in my hands.

      I was hurt, torn, shredded, and livid.

      Protocol dictated that I drive to the ranch and arrest Shay O’Brien for the crimes she was charged with. She’d not only lied to me and conned me, but she’d also made a complete ass out of me in front of the entire town. I wanted to throttle the woman.

      Oh, she’d conned me good. Even though I’d known she was lying about a few things, I’d had no idea of the enormity of her deception.

      I hadn’t a clue that the woman I knew as sweet, kind, sexy, and a little ditzy was a hardened criminal who had no qualms about destroying people’s lives.

      She made daisy chains for the cattle for Christ’s sake. Fucking daisy chains!

      The woman threw funerals for cows and sobbed over their graves when she thought no one was watching. She named every animal on the ranch as though each was special to her, and lovingly brushed them because she thought they liked it. And they did. They really did seem to like it. She made homemade pasta and got sentimental over Pappy, a man she’d never met. Either she was the best flimflam artist in the history of snake oil salesmen, or…

      No, it was all a big lie.

      She was good. Damn good. Well, she wouldn’t get away with her lies and trickery this time. Not in Rattlesnake Canyon. No, sir. She was about to get her deceitful ass locked up. If she’d done what they were saying she’d done, she deserved the full force of the law to descend upon her. And around here, that was me. I was the law.

      My hands shook. I considered arming myself for a brief second, but I wouldn’t need a firearm. I could easily overpower Sam—Shay—whatever her name was. I didn’t need cuffs either since she didn’t have the strength or the speed to escape me, but I got those out anyway.

      I’d make her wear handcuffs when I brought her in—like the criminal she was. Hell, I hoped the whole town saw her wearing them. She didn’t only lie to and make a fool out of me, she lied to all of us. And to think, we welcomed her with open arms. Open, trusting arms.

      “Agh!” I was so fucking angry, I wanted to punch something.

      My own wife. My goddamn wife!

      I ran my hands through my hair and willed myself to calm down before I put a hole in something with my fist. It just didn’t make sense. None of it.

      I mean, I may be a small-town sheriff in a place where crime is virtually nonexistent, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t a good lawman. I had excellent instincts—usually. I could spot lies and knew there were things Sam—Shay, fuck, I had to remember to call her Shay now—I knew there were things she chose not to reveal quite yet. I also knew she’d stretched the truth on occasion. While both of those things bothered me, they weren’t deal breakers because of one big thing.

      She was a good person.

      I had sensed that with every fiber of my being. How could I have been so wrong? That was what made zero sense.

      I pulled the crumpled print out from my pocket, smoothed it on my desk, and looked at it again. This woman, the woman I’d grown to know and…well, grown to know, she was not a heartless con artist.

      Maybe she had that associative identity disorder, a split personality. I’d heard of that but didn’t know much about it except it was a human disease.

      And maybe you’re making lame excuses for her because you don’t want to accept the truth.

      I dialed the number I’d scribbled at the bottom of the wrinkled piece of paper.

      “Jazzy Jacks, this is Sara. How can I help you?”

      I cleared my throat and rolled my shoulders. “Um, yes, hello. This is Sheriff Eastwood calling from Rattlesnake Canyon, Nevada. I’m looking for Samantha Jackson.”

      The person on the other end sighed. “She’s not in the restaurant today, sir. Can I take a message?”

      I scrubbed my hand down my face and found myself nodding. “Please.” I rattled off my number and asked her to have Ms. Jackson call me as soon as possible. “Please tell her it’s urgent. An emergency—tell her it’s an emergency. It’s about her great-uncle’s place.”

      Sara repeated the number slowly and then hung up. I stared down at the phone. I wanted to throw the damn thing—shatter it. I wanted to close out the outside world and pretend I didn’t know any of the secrets I’d been so desperate to pry out of Shay.

      As I stared at the phone, contemplating whether I should wait for a call back or go ahead and confront Shay, it rang. I jumped and grabbed the receiver. “Sheriff’s office.”

      “Hello, this is Samantha Jackson.” The woman’s voice was reserved and cautious. “I received a call from a Sheriff Eastwood about my great-uncle’s place?”

      “Thank you for calling, Ms. Jackson. I’m Sheriff Clint Eastwood of Rattlesnake Canyon. I need to talk to you about a woman named Shay O’Brien.”

      The woman gasped. “Is she okay?”

      “You know her, then?

      “What happened to her? Please tell me she’s okay. I can be on the first plane out.”

      “You know her.”

      “Yes! Of course I know her, and you know I know her or you wouldn’t have called. Please, tell me, did something happen to her?”

      “She’s fine… Are you aware that she’s a fugitive from justice? That there’s a warrant for her arrest?”

      There was silence for several minutes before the woman spoke. “Oh, that.”

      I huffed a bitter laugh. “Yes, that. So you are aware, then. Are you also aware that harboring, hiding, or further aiding and abetting a known criminal carries a stiff penalty, Ms. Jackson?”

      She blew out a long breath.

      I slumped down into my chair. “Look, I didn’t call to threaten you.”

      “Why did you call then, Sheriff.” Her words were clipped and icy. “Because that sure sounded like a threat to me.”

      “I want to know if it’s true. What the papers say, is it true?” I sighed and tried again. “I mean… Is she who they say she is?”

      Samantha paused. “Why are you asking me? Don’t you cops just believe what other cops say?”

      “I don’t know what you’re used to there in DC, but that’s not how it works here in my town, Ms. Jackson.” Mostly because I wasn’t in communication with other law enforcement officers, but she didn’t need to know that. “I called to hear what you have to say. Who is Shay O’Brien, and how well do you know her?”

      “Shay is…she’s one of my closest friends.” The woman’s voice trembled now. “You want to know who Shay is? Shay is the sweetest, most caring, kindest person I’ve ever met.”

      She was describing the woman I’d gotten to know, the woman I’d married. But maybe Samantha Jackson had been conned by Shay as well. “How long have you known her?”

      “I’ve known her all her life. I babysat her when she was just an infant in diapers. I watched her grow up, and we’ve remained friends as adults.”

      Some of the tension in my chest loosened. “How did she get mixed up in a Ponzi scheme? The woman you’re describing is not the kind of woman who would defraud hundreds of people of their hard-earned money.”

      “She’s too loving, that’s how. Too trusting. And you’re right. She’d never do that! That slimebucket of a fiancé of hers set her up. He’s a grifter, a scam artist, and she was his biggest mark. Those people he conned out of money, yes, that’s terribly sad, but it’s just money. What he did to Shay… She lost not only money, but her reputation, her dignity, her optimism, and quite possibly her freedom.”

      “So, you’re suggesting she’s a victim as well?”

      “I’m not suggesting it, Sheriff. I’m telling you straight out that nobody feels worse about those poor people getting swindled than Shay. She has taken it harder than anyone.”

      “How is it she was the only one implicated in the crime?”

      “Well, what Robert Rosemont lacks in human decency, he makes up for with conniving skills. It was his plan from the get-go to use her as a patsy. Shay isn’t stupid. Her intelligence is underestimated sometimes, but she isn’t stupid.”

      I listened as the woman grew emotional. Her voice cracked, and she sniffled.

      “But she is too trusting. He framed her. He implicated her. She did nothing wrong except place her trust in the wrong man.” Samantha Jackson tried to control her voice again. “I’m sorry. You’re the first person I’ve been able to talk to about this who doesn’t automatically assume Shay is guilty. Please believe me when I tell you that she was framed.”

      I blew out a long breath. “I do believe you.” I did. Even at first it hadn’t felt right, but suddenly, everything made much more sense. “She’s a good woman. I’ve seen that much with my own eyes. Even Pappy’s mean old dog likes her.”

      “Pappy?”

      “Your great-uncle. We all knew him as Pappy.” I rested my elbows on my desk. “Why did she run?”

      Samantha laughed bitterly. “She ran for her life. Robert not only framed her but also vanished into thin air. While she was awaiting trial, I hadn’t wanted her to be alone and insisted she stay with me. One night, I drove her back to the apartment she and Robert shared so she could pick up a few things. I waited in the car. Neither of us knew that Robert was there—in the apartment. Apparently, he wanted something from her. He claimed she had the access key to the accounts that held the stolen funds—some offshore accounts full of the millions he’d swindled. She had no idea what he was talking about. He threatened her, got violent, roughed her up so badly he almost killed her. He might have if I hadn’t come looking for her. I found her unconscious and an absolute mess.”

      I growled. My fist clenched so hard, a piece of my desk I hadn’t realized I’d been clutching broke off.

      “Shay was terrified, but that was when she decided to flee. She became convinced that if she could figure out what Robert meant by her holding the key to the bank accounts, she would be able to return the money to the people Robert had stolen it from. It was almost kismet when I inherited a ranch from an uncle I never knew existed. I sold it to Shay for pennies. We both thought it would be the perfect place for her to hide from Robert. I’m sure he’s looking for her. I just pray he never finds her. If he does, she’s in grave danger. He’ll finish what he started—he will kill her.”

      My stomach lodged in my throat, and I shot up out of my chair. He was here. That motherfucker was in town looking for her. Fuck, I’d had no idea he was dangerous.

      “I have to go.” I abruptly dropped the receiver into its cradle and ran to my truck. I hadn’t warned Shay that he was in town. I didn’t even know if he was still hanging around.

      I’d been so busy worrying about Shay lying that I hadn’t given a thought to the fact that she might have had a damn good reason—self-defense. I should have paid more attention to what was really important.

      My wife’s safety.

      I floored the accelerator on my way out to the ranch, throwing up dust and rocks as I went. As I passed Elvis, who looked concerned, I skidded to a stop and barked out some pleading commands. Elvis nodded and started to ask questions, but I took off before he could get the words out. I had no time to stop and explain.

      I’d been all wrong about how I’d handled Shay. I’d been too pushy and then too quick to distrust her simply because she was fully human, not a Variant. I should have stayed with her, had some patience, trusted her.

      Fuck!

      If anything happened to her, it would all be my fault. As the law in Rattlesnake Canyon, it was my responsibility to look after the residents. As a married man, it was my responsibility to look after my wife.

      I drove as fast as my work truck would go, terrified of what I might find.

      The moment I hit the access road to the ranch, I knew something was wrong.

      The gate was closed. It was never closed.

      I jumped out of the truck and ran with every ounce of strength I had, adrenaline surging through me.

      This was all my fault, my fault, my fucking fault. I knew that all the way to my bones. I’d let that man find Shay.

      If anything happened to her, I would never forgive myself.
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      Frida knew everything.

      I’d spilled the entire story from start to present. I prayed that telling her hadn’t been a mistake, but it had felt good to let it all out. I’d been holding in the truth for so long.

      Frida hadn’t told me off or condemned me. She’d listened to the whole story, then let loose some choice curses for Robert. Remembering the foul words she’d used made me smile.

      She’d called him names I’d never heard of. Frida really was badass.

      The sun was high in the sky, and the heat was brutal. I was hungover as heck, but in some ways, I felt as though a tremendous burden had been lifted off my shoulders. In others, the guilt and shame still weighed heavily.

      Last night, after Frida became a bobcat and then a human again, she took my truck to town and returned with a bottle of Jack Daniels. We sat up half the night laughing and talking and drinking. Apparently, alcohol didn’t have the same effect on Variants as it did on humans. Either that or she just handled her liquor much better than I did.

      Hangover or not, ranch chores couldn’t be ignored, especially since it didn’t look like Clint was coming back to help with them.

      Who was I kidding? He probably wouldn’t come back at all, no matter what Frida said. I leaned against the side of the chicken coop. The chickens had grown on me, but I still didn’t totally trust them.

      I brought the bottom of my T-shirt up and wiped my face with it. Sweat was pouring off me in buckets, and I scouted around looking for the best spot to vomit if need be.

      I didn’t feel good at all.

      Physically, I didn’t know how I was standing. Emotionally, I was maybe even worse.

      I missed Clint.

      I forced myself to go into the coop to gather the eggs and clean up. When the tears came, I let them. Last night, all full of alcohol, I could laugh about things. Today, hangover or no hangover, reality smacked me in the face.

      I’d been wrong about Clint. He had been hiding something from me, but it wasn’t cheating. Frida told me about how when I saw them together, they’d been talking about me and our relationship.

      He was committed to me. Or he had been, until I ruined it by chasing him away. Why couldn’t I have just come clean with him?

      Would he have listened and believed me?

      I wasn’t sure, but I did know that expecting him to accept the fact that I’d been lying to him over and over was unrealistic.

      I had a renewed determination to find a way to exonerate myself. There had to be some evidence. Robert had come to find it that night when he’d hurt me. He’d kept asking where the rest of my things were. I had already moved some stuff to Samantha’s, but just the essentials, the stuff I really needed.

      What was Robert looking for that night?

      What did he want?

      I finished with the chickens and headed over to the barn to take care of Baxter and Artemis. Baxter was my favorite. He was a massive pig who didn’t seem to want to do anything but eat and lounge—I could relate.

      Artemis, on the other hand, was frisky and high spirited and kept trying to jump on my head. The little goat was a menace, and cute as a button. Half of the time, Artemis stayed up in the loft, lying in wait for me to enter so he could drop down on me and scare me. Ornery little mischief and mayhem maker.

      When I entered, Baxter was sprawled out on the floor, looking as though he was king of his barn-palace, which I supposed he was. Clint told me that Pappy had been planning to take Baxter to the slaughterhouse and have him butchered into enough meat to last for a year, if not more. I shuddered at the very thought.

      That wasn’t going to happen. Not now, not ever.

      As I shuffled around, I avoided walking right under Artemis. He seemed to have excellent aim and only jumped if and when he knew I was in range and would break his fall.

      Since I took care to foil his attack, he remained in the loft.

      Artemis and Baxter liked being together, though. I’d caught them cuddling together several times when I stopped in to say my goodnights.

      “Hey, Baxter. How’s the king of the barn today?” Baxter snorted, and I got to work shoveling out his pen.

      I heard Gilligan growl in the distance and glanced toward the barn doors. I didn’t see anything, so I went over and turned on the old transistor radio to give the animals some music.

      Regardless of what Clint said, they liked the music.

      Baxter looked a little agitated today. It was my unprofessional opinion that he might be depressed and need more sun. I tried to shove him toward the back pasture to get him outside, but he just didn’t want to budge.

      I was so preoccupied with my headache and nausea and engrossed in figuring out how to get a three-hundred-pound pig to go outside and get some fresh air that I wasn’t paying attention to anything else around me.

      When Gilligan growled from a few feet behind me, I startled and straightened.

      “Gilligan! Where’d you come from? What’s wrong, boy?”

      That was when I turned and saw a man’s silhouette just beyond the doorway.

      Clint. He came back.

      A huge smile spread across my face.

      Maybe Frida had said something to him.

      I’d sworn her to secrecy about the arrest warrant and my criminal status in the eyes of the law, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t encouraged him to come back and talk things out with me.

      This at least meant he was ready to talk. I tried not to get my hopes up too high. We had a lot of things we still needed to work through, and for all I knew, after hearing what I had to say, Clint may just decide to wipe his hands clean of me and have me transported to federal prison.

      If it meant making things right with Clint, I’d tell him everything. It was a risk I was prepared to take at this point. I owed him that much. He’d been my hero. The man didn’t need to marry me. He didn’t need a job, a place to live, or the ranch. And he damn sure didn’t need me in order to have a wife. He was a great catch for any woman. He didn’t need me at all.

      I needed him.

      Grumpy, gruff, too-harsh Clint had stepped up because I needed him. He deserved the truth. I just hoped he’d understand why I’d felt I had to keep it from him in the first place, the fear I harbored.

      “You scared the crap out of me. I’m glad you came back, though. I was hoping we could talk.”

      When he didn’t move or speak, a chill ran down my spine.” I took a step closer, then a few more. I was practically on top of him before I realized that the man in the doorway was about a foot shorter and much smaller in stature than Clint. My stomach dropped. I backed up a step.

      “There you go, Shay. You finally realize it’s me, huh? Not whatever hillbilly hayseed you’ve been fucking.”

      The voice I would never forget crawled over my flesh like a swarm of insects. There was no filter of feigned civility this time in his tone. He sounded sinister, vicious, and evil. He stepped closer, just inside the barn doors, and I finally made out the scowl on his face.

      It was cruel. Depraved.

      I took another step back, my eyes darting frantically, scanning for a weapon. The pitchfork hung on the far wall, but it was so heavy that I struggled just using it to lift hay. I couldn’t exactly brandish it like a sword.

      “What do you want, Robert? Why are you here?” Now I was just trying to stall for time, hoping my brain would come up with a plan to get away from him. I had an idea of what he wanted. He probably wanted to kill me. With me dead, I’d never be able to prove that he was the conman responsible for swindling so many people. His guilt and my innocence would go to the grave—my grave.

      “Look at you. My, my, how you have fallen. You used to at least have a little class and grace. Now you look like you rolled around in hay and chicken feathers. Whoo!” He pinched his nose. “And cow shit.”

      I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest. “You need to leave.”

      “No.”

      I swallowed the scream that wanted to rip free from my mouth. Screaming wouldn’t do any good.

      The last time I saw Robert, he threatened my life—and almost made good on his threat. The only thing that stopped him from killing me was that he wanted something from me. But he wouldn’t say what. He just kept asking where the rest of my belongings were. Right now, based on the look on his face, I’d say he felt fine about murdering me and burying my body in the pasture.

      “I want what’s mine, Shay.”

      “You’re nothing but a criminal, a phony hustler. And newsflash, I’m not yours.”

      He threw his head back and huffed a humorless laugh. “You think it’s you I want? That’s rich. Not a chance. Been there, done that.”

      I don’t know why his words still stung, but they did. Yes, I did know why. They made me feel stupid. Stupid for not seeing the truth. Stupid for trusting him. Stupid for not trusting Clint when I’d had the chance.

      And now it was too late.

      “Then w-what do you want?” I hated how my voice quivered and cracked.

      Robert took another step closer, hands balled up at his sides. “The money, Shay. I want my money. I’ve earned it.”

      “What are you talking about? I don’t have any money.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Shay.”

      I wasn’t playing. I honestly had no idea what he was talking about. I was nearly broke. The only money I’d ever had was my savings account, which was virtually depleted after purchasing the ranch, the truck, and feed and supplies.

      Was he talking about the money he stole? He must be, although I had no idea why he thought I had it. The last time I saw him, he kept referring to access codes for multiple bank accounts.

      What made this slimy self-centered, narcissistic, turdnugget think that money was his? He’d swindled young couples trying to make a life for themselves, hardworking men and women just trying to provide for their future retirement, the elderly who had worked hard all their lives. He stole life savings from grandmas and grandpas!

      Now I was pissed.

      “It’s not your money.” So many months of fearing him, of pain and guilt and shame, rose from deep inside and emerged as fury. “You stole that money. You’re a thief and not even a good one.”

      “Give. It. To. Me.” Robert took another step closer, hands balled up at his sides. He looked ruffled. His pants and shirt were wrinkled, with dark sweat stains around the neck and armpits. His hair was greased back but in a messy way that made the expensive haircut look sleazy and poorly done. His face was bright red and covered in sweat. And he wanted to talk about me looking and smelling bad?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have any money, and I have no idea why you think I do.”

      “The microchip, bitch. The access codes for the offshore accounts. You’ve always had them.” His hand reached out, and I stepped back to avoid him. My shoulder blades hit a hard surface. He’d walked me back so far, I was pressed against the wall—cornered.

      He reached out. I flinched. His fingertips grazed the locket dangling just below my collar bone. I slammed my fist down on the crook of his elbow and ducked to the side and away from him.

      “My locket?”

      “It’s where I hid the microchip. Right behind Daddy’s picture. I figured if anyone else found it, the fact that it was in your locket would serve to further implicate you. And you never put it together, you stupid cunt. Hand it the fuck over, Shay. I worked damn hard for that money. I earned it.”

      “Over my dead body.” Oh shit. Why’d I say that?

      “Those terms are quite acceptable to me.”

      “You’d kill me?” I already knew the answer to that.

      He shrugged as though I’d just asked if he’d squash a pesky mosquito.  An icy chill snaked down my spine. Killing me had probably been his plan all along—frame me and then kill me, probably make it look like a suicide from guilt. That way there would be no loose ends left. No one would ever know the truth about his guilt or my innocence. There would be no one who might one day be able to implicate him and lead the authorities to him.

      I was going to die.

      The only question was, would it be sooner or later?

      I swallowed down my fear and lifted my chin. If I bolted, made a run for it, there was a chance I could make it out of the barn and to the house.

      “What’s it going to be, Shay? Hand over the locket or I’ll rip it off your fucking neck? Either way, it’s mine.”

      It was then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Artemis move overhead. Artemis, my mischievous, playful prankster. If Robert got a few steps closer to the barn doors, he’d be in target range.

      Artemis had been perfecting this skill. There was no doubt in my mind that the goat would do his surprise death drop on Robert. It would give me the chance I needed. I just had to keep Robert talking and get him to move into position before he noticed Artemis.

      “Why’d you do it, Robert? Why did you steal from all those innocent people and then frame me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Don’t go getting all holier-than-thou on me, Shay. No one is innocent in this world. The world isn’t black and white. It’s all in shades of gray, and everyone harbors their own brand of evil. I don’t lose a second of sleep over a few overly naïve dumbasses not keeping a tighter rein on their money. If it was that important to them, they wouldn’t have been so careless with it, so trusting of a stranger with it.”

      “And me? Was I just an easy mark? A naïve idiot?”

      Yes, that was exactly what you were, Shay.

      “Easy? You think it was easy for me to pretend to be in love with you? You were a means to an end. That’s all. A means to a motherfucking end. You were easy to despise—weak, cowardly, needy. That was the only thing easy about you.”

      I shook my head and slowly took another step back and to the side, just a little closer to target range. “Wow. Well, that’s honest.”

      I was only trying to keep him talking, keep him distracted, but it was then that I realized something. I’d grown stronger while living on the ranch with Clint. Clint believed in me. He taught me and pushed me and expected me to work alongside him. I knew he gave me the easier, lighter chores, but he never devalued me or made me feel as though my contribution was somehow less than his.

      Clint. If I didn’t make it out of this, I was going to miss him terribly.

      Robert took an angry step forward and scowled. One step. “You were just that stupid, I guess.”

      “No. I was that kind, that trusting. I believed in you, or who I thought you were. Turns out you were just a rabid wolf in sheep’s clothing.” I stepped back and to the side another foot.

      “Hmph. Interesting.” Another step. “Looks like this place may have hardened you up a bit, Shay. Given you a backbone. No worries. I’ll break it.”

      I laughed and stepped back another few inches. “You can try, but I don’t intend to make it easy for you.”

      Robert had apparently had enough. He took one giant stride toward me, hands reaching out like he was ready to strangle me. In a swift, angry move, his hand wrapped around the chain of my locket and ripped it off my neck. The moment he did, though, he was in perfect range. Artemis, whose little goat eyes had been watching him like a hawk, saw the perfect shot, and he took it. He leaped off the loft, straight to his target—Robert’s head.

      Robert must have seen movement from the corner of his eye because he glanced up just in time to get a face full of one—surprisingly heavy with full momentum—little goat. He went down hard, squirming and swearing.

      I didn’t wait around to watch what happened next. I took off running full speed toward the barn doors. Just as I got on the other side of the doors, I felt Robert’s hand lodge in my hair. He yanked hard. My head flew back, and Robert tackled me to the ground. I let out the loudest scream my lungs could manage. A scream I hoped they could hear all the way in town.

      I wasn’t giving up. I may die out here today, but I would damn sure not go down without a fight. I rolled over, punched and clawed and kicked and bit Robert, lashing out in every way I could, while he tried to pin my arms to my sides.

      His face was red and veiny and contorted in anger. Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead as his face hovered inches above mine. He was there one second, and the next, he was gone. The weight of his body vanished.

      I blinked slowly. Twice.

      The face I saw didn’t belong to Robert.

      It was Clint’s.

      He wasn’t looking at me, though. He was staring at Robert.

      Not staring—glaring.

      “Touch her again, you’re a dead man.”
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      I climbed to my feet and stood behind Clint, my fists full of his shirt. I didn’t know how he’d managed such impeccable timing, but I’d never been more grateful to see anyone anytime ever.

      Robert wiped at his face. It was dirty, scratched, and bleeding, and he had bits of straw sticking to the mix of sweat and blood. “I know you. Sheriff Eastwood from the diner. This is a private matter, Sheriff, between me and my fiancée.”

      Clint’s body was rigid, every muscle coiled tight, ready to spring. “Shay is not your fiancée.” He reached back and put one arm around me, pulling me against his side. “She’s my wife.”

      I had to give Robert credit. He was good—as a con artist. Only the barest hint of surprise flitted over his face before he masked his features with his best poker face.

      “Ah, so you’ve been blinded by her conniving schemes too, huh?” Robert shook his head. “Sorry to hear that. Have you forgotten what I told you? That she’s wanted by federal law enforcement—a fugitive from justice?” He behaved as though he was commiserating with Clint. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Sheriff. She conned me too.”

      Clint lunged like he was going to hit Robert, but I wrapped my arms around Clint’s waist and held him tightly. I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my face into his chest. Robert wasn’t worth it.

      “Clint, he has the information that will allow him access to the money he stole. It was in my locket the whole time. Hidden. I had no idea.” I glared at Robert. “He was going to kill me.”

      Clint’s was shaking with fury, and I had to hold him more tightly to keep him standing still.

      Robert was no dummy. He knew when it was time to scram. He swung on his heels and ran. No, he attempted to run. He didn’t get in a single step before his eyes bugged out and he let out a startled yelp. His expression contorted to one of horror. “What the fuck is going on in this freak town?!”

      Clint growled low in his throat and shook his head. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re not getting any money. And you’re definitely not hurting Shay. She’s under my protection.”

      I craned my head to peer around Robert and just beyond the barn doors, curious as to what had Robert looking as though he’d just seen a ghost.

      The sight had my eyes widening as well. Never had I ever seen such a strange, incredible, marvelous, heartwarming sight. There were moose, bison, wolves, bobcats, bears, several large birds, even a rhinoceros—hundreds of animals were lined up outside, encircling the barn.

      I knew instantly who they were.

      The townsfolk of Rattlesnake Canyon.

      “W-what the hell am I looking at?” Robert’s fists clutched his hair. His voice was high pitched and frantic.

      “You’re looking at my backup, asshole.” Clint still looked as though he wanted to tear Robert’s head off his neck, so I kept my arms wrapped around him.

      Robert was standing, mouth agape one minute, and the next, Frida’s fist was in his face. I didn’t see where she came from, but she was stark naked.

      Robert’s eyes rolled back in his head. He swayed, then went down—a crumpled heap on the ground. Frida stared down and grinned at the man she’d just coldcocked with seemingly no effort. Badass.

      To add insult to injury, Artemis, who must have climbed back up into the loft, jumped down again on top of the pile that was Robert and shouted a few happy little bleats that I found incredibly endearing.

      Frida grinned at Artemis and patted him on the head. “You did good, little goat. You gave him hell. He’ll wear those battle wounds on his face for a while.”

      Only then, when Robert was knocked out and on the ground, did I feel safe releasing Clint. Except when I let go, I discovered that I hadn’t been the only one holding on. He’d been holding me. Tightly. And he wouldn’t loosen his grip. “It’s okay, Clint. I’m fine.”

      Still, he neither released me nor loosened his grip. Stroking my hair, he growled against the top of my head. When I managed to pull away slightly and get a good look at him, Clint’s eyes were wild, crazed. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. He just held me tightly and shook.

      When Frida noticed, she touched my arm, only to have Clint snarl at her. “Take him inside and just stay close to him until he calms down. He’s fighting a fierce animal instinct to lash out and kill the man who threatened his mate. You might want to wash all traces of the asshole’s scent off you too. That’s not helping any.”

      I nodded and gently walked Clint away from the barn, up the steps to the front door, and then inside. He was still holding me tightly as I led us into the small bathroom. Because he wouldn’t let go, even for us to undress, I walked us both under the stream of hot water fully dressed.

      Clint finally released his grip, but he braced his hands on the wall behind me, caging me, and his head fell to rest on my shoulder. I kept my arms around him.

      “I’m okay, Clint. I’m okay and you’re okay.” I stroked his back and pressed kisses to his neck, jaw, face, and lips. “Look at me. Not a scratch on me.”

      He growled as, finally, he leaned back and looked me over. His hand caught my chin and tilted my face up to his, his eyes full of unspoken emotion.

      I nodded and stretched up to kiss him. “I’m so sorry, Clint. I’m so sorry I lied. I thought I had to stay silent about it. I wanted to tell you. I wanted your help, but I was scared.”

      He closed his eyes, let out a long exhale, and pressed his forehead to mine. His words, when he finally spoke, came out coarse and gravelly and barely human. “No more secrets. No more lies.”

      “No more secrets. No more lies,” I agreed. “Even though I lied, you still came to save me. Thank you.”

      Clint seemed to have gotten a handle on his emotions somewhat because he tore at my wet clothes, ripping them from my body. “I will always come to save you. You are my wife. I love you.”

      My heart melted. I hadn’t lost him. He loved me.

      After Clint removed my clothes, he made quick work of his own. He ran his hands down my body and gripped my ass in his large hands, easily lifting me so I could wrap my legs around his waist. He stared into my eyes, his still slightly wild. “From now on, you best remember that you are my wife—for real, and in every sense of the word. We are spending the rest of our lives together, Shay.”

      Our relationship may have started with lies and false pretenses, but I loved this man with all my heart. Lies or no lies, he’d proven I could trust him when it counted and in the way that mattered.

      So, when he moved so that our bodies lined up, I angled my hips and he slid into me in one hard stroke. I shuddered.

      My arms locked around him and my head fell back against the shower wall. Our coupling was fast and hard. He needed to feel me, to know that I was real, and I wanted him to take exactly what he needed. I held him, kissing his neck and shoulders as he growled against my ear. When the water turned cold, he stepped out of the shower without releasing me and pushed my back against the bathroom wall. He adjusted his grip slightly, but he never stopped his pounding rhythm.

      This was sex with a clear purpose. It was sex to affirm life, to seal a bond, and to claim one another.

      Too fast, too wild, but so right.

      His hand moved between us and his thumb circled me in the perfect spot. In seconds, we both screamed and panted our release. I left fingernail scratches on his back. He left fingertip bruises on my ass.

      Clint and I still had a lot to discuss.

      I didn’t think he’d let me out of his sight long enough to get dressed, and I was right. We didn’t dress. We lay in bed skin to skin and talked all night long. About everything.

      No more secrets. No more lies.
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      Shay’s exoneration came quickly.

      Once Robert Rosemont was in custody, his complete confession spilled out of him like water through a sieve. The man was terrified of the Variants returning in their animal forms. I may have fibbed a little and told him the large animals were trained to obey my every command, including tearing him to shreds if he didn’t tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

      There were several hundred residents of Rattlesnake Canyon that would swear they were witness to Robert’s confession, and he spilled everything, even stuff he’d done in the past that had no connection to this particular case.

      Turned out, the man was so crooked he could swallow nails and spit up corkscrews.

      I put in a call to the FBI field office in Carson City, then one to Shay’s friend, the real Samantha Jackson, who apparently had some pull in Washington. She had an in with a government bigwig—a story I really wasn’t sure I wanted to know—and the woman was able to arrange for the proceedings to be expedited and all charges against Shay dropped.

      Sam Jackson, the real one, even called a press conference and had the prosecutor exonerate Shay publicly, stating she’d merely been another innocent victim of a conniving, low-down, no-good conman.

      It was all settled in a matter of days.

      She was a free woman.

      The microchip was turned over to the federal authorities, and Shay was ecstatic when we learned that the good folks her ex had swindled would be reimbursed some, if not all, of their money.

      Today was the last of it. I’d just handed Rosemont over. He was now in the custody of two US Marshals.

      I was glad Rosemont was getting his comeuppance. I still wanted to detach his limbs from his body, but knowing he’d spend a good long time in a federal penitentiary would have to do.

      As I turned down the access road to the ranch, I couldn’t help but smile. It was home. Gilligan was lounging like a slug sawing logs on the porch, and Shay was in the garden tending to her vegetables. I sat in the truck and watched my wife for a few minutes as she pulled weeds and talked to the damn eggplants.

      I was one lucky man.

      I’d never felt so full, so alive, or so at peace with the world.

      The one thing that saddened me was that I wouldn’t be able to give my wife a child. Variants were unable to bear or sire children. We were sterile. Barren. She said she was okay with that as long as we were together, but I knew my wife loved kids. She’d said she used to be a teacher of young’uns before that bunco artist ex of hers forced her to quit. What I didn’t know was how she would take to the idea I’d come up with.

      As soon as Shay saw me, she flashed one of her dazzling smiles and my heart leaped in my chest. My wife’s smiles were brighter than the north star at midnight. I just hoped my wife didn’t flip her lid when I gave her the news.

      Waving, she headed over to my truck. I got out and met her halfway.

      “It’s all taken care of. The US Marshals picked him up, and he’s on his way to DC to stand trial. Should be open and shut since he’s claimin’ he’ll be pleading guilty to all charges.”

      Hands on hips, she narrowed her eyes. “What else?”

      “Whaddaya mean what else?”

      “I mean your eye’s twitching like crazy, and that muscle in your jaw’s ticking. There’s something else, Clint. We both agreed no more secrets, no more lies. Now, what aren’t you telling me?”

      I blew out a rough breath and scratched the stubble on my jaw with my thumbnail. “Alright. I, uh, I’ve done something, and I hope you ain’t gonna be upset with me.”

      “O-kay.”

      “Promise you won’t get upset.”

      She raised a brow. “What did you do?”

      “Promise me you won’t get upset first.”

      “I can’t promise that. Not until I know what it is.”

      “You do know that defeats the purpose of asking for the assurance in the first place, don’t you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Tell me.”

      I sighed and looked up to the heavens. “Okay, here goes. Since you refuse to have any of the animals slaughtered—”

      She reached up and clapped a hand over my mouth. “Shhh! They’ll hear you!”

      I drew back and spit. “Phew! Phew! Your hand’s all full of garden dirt, woman.”

      “Oh, sorry.” She wiped her hand on her shorts. “Will you just spill it already. Whatever it is, good or bad, we’ll get through it together.”

      I inhaled then I did just that. I spilled.

      “I contacted an organization nearby for abused, neglected, and at-risk youth. The organization agreed that if we set up the Rattlesnake Ranch to accommodate them, it would make a great children’s camp.”

      She stood frozen. Unresponsive. A sliver of dread snaked through me. “Kids could come and spend a week at a time here. We could build campfires and sit out under the stars, roast marshmallows, show ‘em how to feed and care for the animals, teach ‘em to garden.”

      Her jaw hung open, yet she remained frozen. “I mean, we wouldn’t have to do much to get the place in shape. Build a few cabins. I got commitments from Frida, Elvis, Elton, Hawkeye, Jimi, Gomer, and a few others to pitch in. We could be up and runnin’ in no time…”

      I let out a defeated sigh. Shay wasn’t saying a word. She wasn’t reacting at all. She was just staring, mouth agape. Did I piss her off? Why the hell wasn’t she saying anything? My eye twitch was insane. This was a bad idea.

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      Dammit. I’m such an insensitive dumbass.

      “Sweetheart, I’m sorry. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry. I just thought since I can’t give you kids of our own, and you like the animals and you like to teach and all…but forget it. We don’t have to do none of it. Just forget—"

      “Oh, Clint!” She leaped into my arms and wrapped her arms and legs tightly around me. “You are so amazing. I love it. I love the idea. I love you. I love everything.”

      “You do?” I wiped a tear away. “Then why the hell are you cryin’?”

      “Because I’m happy. I’m just so happy.”

      She’s crying ‘cause she’s happy. Okay.

      “Well, get used to it, because I aim to do my best to make every day a tear-jerker for ya.”

      She giggled and slid down my body until her feet were on the ground.

      “This is so exciting!” Shay clapped her hands in front of her chest. “My mind is buzzing with ideas.”

      “Me too. I’m figurin’ you and the kids can sing to the cows. And brush ‘em.”

      “Stop.” She slapped my arm playfully.

      “Dress ‘em up in daisy chains.”

      “Stop.”

      “Put flowers in their hair.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Would you knock it off, Sheriff Thinks-He’s-A-Comedian?”

      “Hey.” I waggled my brows. “You wearing some of them fancy bloomers today?”

      She laughed. “Maybe.” Then she waggled her brows back. “Maybe you should come and find out.” She squealed and ran inside toward the bedroom.

      Gilligan looked up, growled at me, then dropped his lazy head back on his paw.

      “I know, boy. I agree. I’m way out of my league.”
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      I’m Shay O’Brien Eastwood, co-owner, along with my husband, Clint Eastwood, of Rattlesnake Ranch located in Rattlesnake Canyon, Nevada.

      My sister-in-law, Frida, once told me something she was taught by Pappy, the original owner of the ranch. He said that there are things on this earth that are set on a collision course from the very beginning and that sometimes, if the stars are aligned, the collision produces an explosion of fireworks and magic.

      I think that perfectly describes Clint and me—fireworks and magic.

      We’ve spent the past two months working hard on our plans to turn Rattlesnake Ranch into a fun place for young visitors.

      Our kids camp, Pappy’s Oasis, officially opens next month, and even Sheriff Grumpy Pants couldn’t be more excited about our new venture.

      As for me, I’ve found my slice of heaven here in Rattlesnake Canyon.

      I’ve buried the ghosts of my past.

      Started fresh.

      Reinvented myself.

      Best name. Best town. Best life.

      



  






      
        
        FREE Book Offer.

        Get 2 free novellas by clicking on the covers below and subscribing to my email list.
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        Get Dragon Flames
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        Get Chosen Mate (Cybermates Book 5)

      

      

      
        
        Please join our Facebook group and hang with friends.
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        https://www.facebook.com/groups/PNRreaders/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        RATTLESNAKE CANYON

      

        

      
        💚🐾💚👣💚

        Variants: Lab created people cloned from splicing the genes of humans with DNA from other species.

        💚

        Norms: Full humans. People who weren’t cloned and harbor no DNA from other animal species.

        💚

        Outliers: Variants who have the ability to change from their animal to their human form, but prefer to live in their animal form.

        💚

        Quans: (Quasi-Norms) Variants who harbor both human DNA and DNA from other species, but are unable change into an animal form.

        💚

        Detachment Day: The day Variants were released from the facility that bore them.

        💚🐾💚👣💚

      

      

    

  



    
      RANCHER BEARS

      When the patriarch of the Long family dies, he leaves a will that has each of his five son’s scrambling to find a mate. Underneath it all, they find that family is what matters most.

      

      Rancher Bears Complete Box Set

      

      INCLUDES:

      
        	Rancher Bear’s Baby

        	Rancher Bear’s Mail Order Mate

        	Rancher Bear’s Surprise Package

        	Rancher Bear’s Secret

        	Rancher Bear’s Desire

        	Rancher Bears’ Merry Christmas

      

      

  




BEARS OF BURDEN

      In the southwestern town of Burden, Texas, good ol’ bears Hawthorne, Wyatt, Hutch, Sterling, and Sam, and Matt are livin’ easy. Beer flows freely, and pretty women are abundant. The last thing the shifters of Burden are thinking about is finding a mate or settling down. But, fate has its own plan…

      
        	Thorn

        	Wyatt

        	Hutch

        	Sterling

        	Sam

        	Matt

      

      

  




SHIFTERS OF HELL’S CORNER

      In the late 1800’s, on a homestead in New Mexico, a female shifter named Helen Cartwright, widowed under mysterious circumstances, knew there was power in the feminine bonds of sisterhood. She provided an oasis for those like herself, women who had been dealt the short end of the stick. Like magic, women have flocked to the tiny town of Helen’s Corner ever since. Although, nowadays, some call the town by another name, Hell’s Crazy Corner. (This series is a spin-off of the Bears of Burden series.)

      
        	Wolf Boss

        	Wolf Detective

        	Wolf Soldier

        	Bear Outlaw

        	Wolf Purebred

        	Bear Lover

      

      

  




DRAGONS OF THE BAYOU

      Something’s lurking in the swamplands of the Deep South. Massive creatures exiled from their home. For each, his only salvation is to find his one true mate.

      
        	Fire Breathing Beast

        	Fire Breathing Cezar

        	Fire Breathing Blaise

        	Fire Breathing Remy

        	Fire Breathing Armand

        	Fire Breathing Ovide

      

      

  




P.O.L.A.R.

      (Private Ops: League Arctic Rescue) is a specialized, private operations task force—a maritime unit of polar bear shifters. Part of a world-wide, clandestine army comprised of the best of the best shifters, P.O.L.A.R.’s home base is Siberia…until the team pisses somebody off and gets re-assigned to Sunkissed Key, Florida and these arctic shifters suddenly find themselves surrounded by sun, sand, flip-flops and palm trees.

      
        	Rescue Bear

        	Hero Bear

        	Covert Bear

        	Tactical Bear

        	Royal Bear

      

      

  




CYBERMATES

      As bunny shifter, Parker Pettit, struggles to get her new online shifter dating site, Cybermates, off the ground, she’s matching up shifters and their mates left and right. (This series is a spin-off of the P.O.L.A.R. series.)

      
        	Cherished Mate

        	Charmed Mate

        	Chased Mate

        	Changed Mate

        	Chosen Mate

        	Craved Mate

      

      

  




KODIAK ISLAND SHIFTERS

      On Port Ursa in Kodiak Island Alaska, the Sterling brothers are kind of a big deal.

      

      They own a nationwide chain of outfitter retail stores that they grew from their father’s little backwoods camping supply shop.

      

      The only thing missing from the hot bear shifters’ lives are mates! But, not for long…

      

      Kodiak Island Shifters Complete Box Set

      
        	Billionaire Bear’s Bride (COLTON)

        	The Bear’s Flamingo Bride (WYATT)

        	Military Bear’s Mate (TUCKER)

      

      

  




SHIFTERS OF DENVER

      Nathan: Billionaire Bear- A matchmaker meets her match. Byron:

      
        
        Heartbreaker Bear- A sexy heartbreaker with eyes for just one woman. 

      

      

      
        
        Xavier: Bad Bear - She’s a good girl. He’s a bad bear. 

      

        

      
        Shifters of Denver Complete Box Set

      

      

      

      INCLUDES:

      
        	Nathan: Billionaire Bear

        	Byron: Heartbreaker Bear

        	Xavier: Bad Bear

      

      

  




RATTLESNAKE CANYON

      A sleepy western town where nothing is as it seems. Bizarre, quirky, outlandish…and those are just the townsfolk.

      
        	The Moose Shifter's Fake Wife

        	The Lynx Shifter's Hate Mate

        	The Stag Shifter's Bestie

        	The Bison Shifter's Baby

        	The Bear Shifter's Do-Over

        	The Boar Shifter's Forbidden Love

      

      

  




BEARS OF BURDEN on AUDIOBOOK

      In the southwestern town of Burden, Texas, good ol’ bears Hawthorne, Wyatt, Hutch, Sterling, and Sam, and Matt are livin’ easy. Beer flows freely, and pretty women are abundant. The last thing the shifters of Burden are thinking about is finding a mate or settling down. But, fate has its own plan…

      
        	Thorn

        	Wyatt

        	Hutch

        	Sterling

        	Sam
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