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Chapter One

 

“Whoo-hoo! Ride ‘em, cowboy!”

Colt turned in his chair at the very feminine voice.
Wonder if her body matches that sexy voice?
he thought as he bent the blinds to peer out the window. She stood on the bottom board of the fence and leaned over the top rail to cheer his brother on. The position caused her faded jeans to fit her rear end perfectly, displaying all her feminine curves. His gaze traveled up her body to the glossy, jet-black hair that swung against her fitted pink, spaghetti-strap tank top as she watched Mace ride their newest bronco. She had to be Mace’s bunny of the week. He always had one or two going at a time.

“Damn,” he muttered to himself as he shoved away from the desk, grabbed his hat and headed outside. “Mason!” Colt called out. His brother landed in the dirt and quickly rolled away from the bucking horse’s hooves while Sam, his best wrangler, grabbed hold of the horse’s reins and pulled the stallion back to the stables.

“It’s one thing to break in a horse when needed, but what have I told you about riding the broncs just for kicks?” He directed his anger at his brother while he walked up to the fence. “If Cade wants to risk his neck riding in the rodeos, so be it, but I need at least one brother to keep a head on his shoulders in order to help me run this place.”

Colt didn’t give a shit if he came off sounding like a dad, for the truth was, that’s how he felt about his brothers. At thirty-five, he was older than Cade by five years and Mace by seven. So what if Mace was a grown man? Old habits died hard. He felt a certain responsibility toward them since he’d taken on raising his younger brothers at the age of twenty when his father passed away. He didn’t count on, nor did he ask his mother for help since she’d seen fit to desert them when he was only sixteen.

Colt’s brother picked up his hat, dusted himself off and casually headed toward him. Mace flashed him a quick smile before he settled his hat on his head and turned his green eyes to the lady standing next to him. “Nothin’ I like better than an audience,” he said, while his appreciative gaze roamed over her form.

Colt focused his attention on the woman, now that he had a full view of her face. She couldn’t be more than a year or two older than Mace. Lust slammed him hard in the gut as he took in her exquisite features. For once in his life he experienced outright jealousy for something Mace possessed. And it was all wrapped up in a five-foot six-inch, nicely shaped package of sultry green eyes, rosy cheeks, pouty lips and soft, sun-kissed skin. He smiled and the woman returned his smile as she put her hand over the fence toward Mace.

“Nice to meet you,” she said as she turned to face his brother, “Mason.”

Mace, never one to pass up an opportunity, clasped her hand in his and instead of shaking it, leaned over and kissed her fingers as he touched the brim of his hat. “Actually, I go by Mace.” He grinned. “Pleasure’s all mine, Miss…?” He paused, his eyes carrying a hopeful look.

She gave a throaty laugh at his obvious attempt to find out if she was single. “
Miss
Elise Hamilton.”

Colt stiffened at the woman’s name. His brother cut his gaze over to him before he straightened and released her hand. “Good to meet you, Elise.” He smiled and winked at her. “I’m sure you and my brother have a lot to talk about, so it’s off to work for me.” He gave Colt a quick salute and headed for the stables.

He put out his hand. “Colt Tanner.” He knew his tone was brusque, but the woman showing up in
Texas
totally threw him.

“Nice to meet you, Colt,” she said as she put her small hand in his larger one and gave him a firm handshake before she released his hand.

He never expected for her to come to
Texas
. Last month he’d been furious when his Uncle James’ will was read and he discovered he hadn’t inherited the other half of the Lonestar rodeo ranch, as had been agreed upon for the last fifteen years.

Five years ago, his uncle had married and since then had left the running of the Lonestar completely to Colt, which suited him just fine. But instead of keeping his end of the agreement, upon his death, his uncle willed his half of the Lonestar to his wife, Marie, “to do with as she saw fit”. Marie, Lord love her, decided to give her half of the Lonestar ownership to her niece, Elise Hamilton.

Colt didn’t hold anything against Marie. He just wanted the ranch. The sooner the better. He’d hoped the knowledge that his uncle hadn’t left him the ranch had stayed within the family. If Riley learned the news, the man would definitely up the ante on Colt’s ability to buy his land back. What a freakin’ mess that would be, having his neighbor finally get his hands on part of the land he’d always felt was rightfully his.

Throughout the years, Riley had often times tried to pit his father and uncle against each other. But blood meant a lot in
Texas
and even though the two brothers argued from time to time, they’d never wavered in their mutual love or protection of their land.

Once Colt learned the contents of his uncle’s will, he’d immediately sought backers to put together a fair offer to Miss Hamilton. Seeking financial help stretched him thin, but would be worth it if he could own the ranch outright. Owning one hundred percent of the property would go a long way in locking his hold on the Lonestar ranch and surrounding land.

Colt had his attorney draft papers for Ms. Hamilton to sign, selling her half of the ranch to him and he’d overnighted the package to her. He’d never expected her to show up here. She was from
Northern Virginia
—an elitist society type, from money,
old
money. He looked down at her boots. Yep, new as a baby colt and just as shiny. Why was she here?

The memory of the way her soft hand felt against his a minute ago, a hand that had apparently never known a day of hard work, both aroused and irritated the shit out of him.

“You didn’t have to come all the way to
Texas
to sell your half of the ranch to me, Miss Hamilton.” He needed to keep the formality. The feel of her hand in his felt somehow…right, way too damn right.

She gave a melodious laugh and looked him straight in the eyes. Her chin jutted up just a little higher as she said, “You’re right, it would be ridiculous for me to come all the way to
Texas
just to sell my half of the ranch to you. But that’s not why I’m here. I’m here because I plan to keep it.”


* * * * *

Elise chuckled inwardly. Her new partner couldn’t have been more floored by her statement if she had hit him upside the head with a two-by-four. She knew by the gimme-a-fuckin’-break expression on Colt’s face that he didn’t think she knew her way around a horse, let alone a ranch. She’d been on a ranch before, but one thing was true—she knew absolutely nothing about rodeos. That was why she came here. She wanted to learn. She needed to learn. Coming to
Boone
,
Texas
was about starting out fresh.

She’d noticed the heated look in his steel blue eyes before he knew who she was. He was attracted to her and, heaven help her, the feeling was definitely mutual. Her gaze traveled up his six-foot two-inch frame as she took in the scuffed leather boots, the soft worn blue jeans, and
oh my
, the thick bulge at his crotch.

As much as she wanted to linger on that spot, she shifted her gaze upward. His white western shirt, a stark contrast to his tanned skin, fit his muscular upper body only too well. Dark hair peeked out from underneath the black Stetson perched on his head. What would it feel like to run her fingers through that hair? Was it wavy or straight?

She looked at his face once more. With a square jaw and late afternoon stubble already showing, his features were more rugged than chiseled, but in her mind those rugged edges made him even sexier. The sensual combination of a thin upper lip with a fuller bottom one caused her stomach to drop to her knees.

Unfortunately, right now that mouth had compressed into a thin line and his left jaw muscle jumped with what seemed to be suppressed anger. She wondered if his jaw always did that when he was angry. When her gaze finally settled on his, the deep blue pools, fringed with thick dark lashes, stared back at her, narrowed in obvious irritation.

Elise moved around him and started toward the stables. She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a winning smile. “Come on, Cowboy, show me around the ranch.”

As she entered the stables and the fresh smells of leather, hay, dirt, horseflesh and open outdoors assailed her senses, Elise knew she’d made the right decision to come to
Texas
. Inheriting the other half of the Lonestar ranch from her Aunt Marie had given her an opportunity she just couldn’t pass up—one she desperately needed.

So she quit her job—to her father’s delight—and then booked a flight to Texas—to her father’s outrage—telling her parents she’d be in Texas for the rest of the summer. Her father was livid. Like that was new. He’d always expected her to come to work for Hamilton Enterprises, Inc.

She’d shipped some of her things and driven to
Texas
where she’d rented an apartment in town for now, but soon she would rent a house closer to the ranch. First, she had to figure out how to convince the other owner of the Lonestar, and her partner, that she was serious. She had no intention of going back to
Virginia
. She just hadn’t told her parents that yet.
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