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Part One

 


Devon Marsh couldn’t believe she’d signed on
to spend Christmas in Hell. Her boss, Elle Forbes, headed home to
cow country – aka Heil, California - most holidays. Elle and her
supermodel husband, Riley, owned a huge ranch and had been spending
more and more time there since the birth of their son earlier that
year. Since Devon wanted to keep her job, she’d agreed to spend an
entire month at the Forbes ranch during the holidays.

Without family to spend Christmas with, Elle
knew that Devon didn’t really have any excuses to back out of the
trip. She played the needy employer card, offered Devon a hefty
holiday bonus, and waited for her assistant to say yes. Devon,
knowing full well that Elle had played her, had agreed to the
trip.

Two weeks later, on Christmas Eve, Devon sat
on the wraparound porch of the Forbes house, watching cattle graze
in the sun. Her nose wrinkled as the scent of cow manure reached
her nose.



“Geez. Why does it have to stink so bad
here?” she muttered, reaching for the bottle of air freshener she
habitually carried while at the ranch. She spritzed the air and
slumped back down on the porch swing, her thoughts morose.

It sucked having no family. Her father, an
Army colonel, had been posted to Europe the previous year. Her
mother had been excited. Her brother thought it was cool. Devon
thought it was a pain in her ass. Either she paid a fortune to head
across the country and the Atlantic to spend Christmas on foreign
soil where they had no concept of her childhood Santa Claus, or she
stayed home by herself. Her brother, Bradley, had taken off to
Vegas with his buddies to drink and play poker. Brad thought
holidays were for parties and getting laid. Devon couldn’t seem to
convince him that no one got lucky at Christmas.

Of course, “no one” didn’t appear to extend
beyond herself. Brad and his buddies always had a never ending
supply of women willing to have sex with them. Devon had a helluva
time just finding a date. Sex had become only a dim memory.

With a sigh, Devon watched a lone rider round
up the Angus cattle she could see in the pasture across from the
house. The cowboy’s lithe, economic movements proclaimed his
identity. Riley’s family owned the ranch and his cousin Grayson ran
the place year round. He had a small full-time crew of locals and
during busier times of the year had a seasonal part-time crew. The
cowboy in Devon’s line of vision happened to be one of the
full-timers, Jared Abbott.

The year before, when she’d come to the ranch
with Elle and Riley, Jared had been a major pain in her ass. His
pissy attitude had ticked her off. He’d said and done everything
possible to let her know he thought she was a spoiled city girl who
didn’t deserve his respect. This year had been different. He’d been
quieter and a number of times, she’d caught him looking at her.

Devon heaved another sigh, watching Jared
efficiently herd the cattle through the gate and out of her sight.
Why did men that handsome have to dislike city girls? And why did
all the hunks seem to live out in the boonies where the air smelled
like cow crap? She spritzed the air freshener again. Her love life
sucked. Her sex life sucked. And she had to spend a month looking
at the hunkiest thing on two legs since she’d met Riley with only
her vibrator to relieve the itch. Christmas in Hell indeed.

“This stuff really doesn’t help, does
it?”

The porch swing rocked as Devon’s employer
plopped down on it. Elle McAndrews Forbes normally looked like a
high-powered businesswoman. Today, her long dark hair hung in a
simple ponytail down her back and she wore jeans and a White
Stripes t-shirt. Instead of the cowboy boots everyone else wore
around the place, Elle’s feet were encased in fluffy pink bunny
slippers. She held Devon’s air freshener in one hand.

“No.” Devon let out a long-suffering
sigh.

Elle eyed her with an expression Devon knew
well. Lecture time. “Yanno, it wouldn’t be so bad here if you’d
just loosen up. Half the reason you don’t like it in Heil is
because you’re determined not to.”

“I guess it’s not really Heil I don’t like.
It’s my whole effing life!” she blurted, suddenly feeling like
crying. “In fact, I have no life. I can’t even get a date let alone
a boyfriend.”

Elle eyed her shrewdly. “Feeling lonely this
Christmas?”

Devon slumped, depression closing in on her.
“Feeling lonely period. My parents are busy with their military
lives. My brother is consumed with partying. My friends all have
boyfriends, fiancés, and husbands.” She blinked back the
self-pitying tears. “I just have work.”

Reaching out with one slender arm, Elle
hugged Devon’s shoulders. “You have us, honey. Riley thinks of you
like the sister he never had. Grayson just assumes anytime we come
here that you’re coming too. And I couldn’t get along without you.
Not only are you my right hand when it comes to work, but I feel
just like Riley does. You’re part of our family, Devon. We love
you.”

Elle’s words should have made her feel
better, but they didn’t. She stared longingly at the gate Jared had
ridden through. Last year, Riley and Grayson had tried to hook her
up with Jared by touting the cowboy’s good qualities every time she
was in the room. When she and Jared continued to bristle in each
other’s presence, they gave up after a few days.

“I know, Elle. I love all of you too. It’s
just…” Devon’s low voice broke off and her eyes reluctantly meet
Elle’s. “Why can’t someone special love me?” she whispered
painfully.

Sympathy flooded the older woman’s
expression. She hugged Devon harder. “Someone will. Some day. A
woman as beautiful as you isn’t meant to be alone.” Elle’s eyes
flickered with emotion then and her voice took on a sly tone. “You
know, last year Jared thought you had a crush on Riley.”

Devon blinked in shock. “What? How could he
think such a thing? Riley’s married to you!”

Elle shrugged. “Who knows why men think what
they do? Although, to be fair to Jared, I think his opinion had
something to do with the way you were following Riley around.”
Amusement tinged Elle’s voice. “He didn’t know you were recording
the details of Riley’s life for that efficiency expert.”

“Geez, what a waste of money,” Devon snorted.
“I admire the hell out of Riley and no one is better looking than
him, but following him around for two weeks just sucked. I swear I
fell asleep when he and Grayson started talking ranch details for
hours on end. And the photo shoot? Oh. My. God. Snoozefest.”

A burst of laughter escaped Elle. “Snoozefest
is putting it mildly. I love the man to death, but hanging out when
he’s working is the most boring thing on the planet.”

“Well, he is good eye candy,” Devon admitted
with a chuckle.

“Sure, he is, but honey, I get to see that at
home nekkid.” Elle winked lasciviously. “And in the shower. Oh,
babeeee!”

They laughed together and Elle hugged her
once more before getting to her feet. She handed Devon the air
freshener. “There is someone out there for you, girlie. He’ll come
around one day and decide you’re his. After that, your whole life
will change. If it can happen to me, it can happen to you.”

Elle shuffled into the house, the ears of her
bunny slippers flopping. The moment the door closed, the click of
boot heels on the wood porch sounded, headed in her direction.
Devon looked up and saw Jared coming around the corner of the
house. She frowned. She loved the wrap around porch but realized
anyone could have been listening in on her conversation with Elle.
Deck chairs were just around the bend in the porch.

“Hey, Devon. I gotta go into town for some
stuff. Would you like to come along?” Jared asked as he approached
her.

Devon’s frown deepened. He had to be kidding.
Did he think the spoiled city girl would jump at the chance to “go
into town” and hit the stores?

“I don’t have any shopping to do. Mine’s all
done. You waited until Christmas Eve to shop?” she asked
incredulously, wondering what the hell he was up to and thinking
how like a man to wait until the last minute.

Jared’s green eyes sparkled with laughter.
“That’s okay. I just thought you might like to get away from the
house for awhile.”

Devon sighed in relief. Despite the fact that
hanging out with Jared seriously messed with her libido, she really
could use the distraction. She stood up and rubbed her hands
nervously down her jean clad thighs. “I really would like to get
out. Thank you for asking me. I’ll just get my purse and a
jacket.”

“It’s a nice day. You probably won’t need the
jacket.” He pointed to the pale blue sky and puffy white
clouds.

“Sure. I’ll be right back.” Devon flashed the
cowboy a smile and went into the house. She sped up the stairs to
her room and grabbed her purse, thinking maybe she should get Jared
a little generic Christmas gift. After all, he was being awfully
nice for once.

On the way down, she ran into Riley. The
supermodel wore faded Wrangler jeans and a plain blue t-shirt that
made his eyes look even more sky colored than usual. With his
infant son draped over his wide shoulder, Riley Forbes appeared to
be the epitome of fatherhood. Every woman Devon knew would melt at
the picture he presented of domestic bliss meets hunk of the
month.

“Goin’ out?” he whispered as he patted the
baby’s back.

Devon nodded. “Jared needs to run some
errands,” she whispered in reply.

Riley’s eyes gleamed. “That boy is always
workin’. You should take him to a movie or somethin’. Make him
relax.”

“A movie?” Devon’s brows rose and she shook
her head vehemently. “Not me. His girlfriend might get pissed.”

A chuckle escaped her boss’s husband. “He
doesn’t have one. He’s always workin’. Besides, women don’t like
cowboys like they used to. Unless they’re rodeo cowboys and Jared
doesn’t do that anymore.”

“He used to follow the rodeo circuit?” Devon
asked, surprised.

Riley nodded. “Until a bull busted his leg in
three places. To this day, that boy hates cold weather. Says it
makes his leg ache. Of course, that could be cause it’s held
together with pins.”

Devon’s eyes widened with shock. The thought
of a badly injured Jared made her stomach flip flop. “I didn’t
realize,” she murmured.

“Well, he doesn’t like to talk about it.” The
baby burped and Riley reached up to wipe his face. “I’ll see ya
later, Devon. Take good care of Jared, okay?”

She watched Riley’s lean form disappear into
the kitchen and then turned toward the front door. A black pickup
truck sat on the drive, chrome wheels and bumpers shining in the
sun. Jared sprang to attention from his pose leaning against the
fender. He opened the passenger door and smiled at her.

“Do you need help getting in? It’s kinda
high,” he said, gesturing toward the truck.

Devon put one sneakered foot on the running
board and sprang into the front seat. “Nah. I’m good. Thanks,
Jared.” She smiled at him as he closed her door and ran around the
front of the truck to the driver’s side.

The truck’s interior was nearly spotless and
Devon stared at it admiringly. No way did it seem like a cowboy’s
truck. It even smelled like vanilla. She sniffed appreciatively as
Jared got in the driver’s seat . Vanilla and man. Well, a man who
smelled a little of horse and a lot like toothpaste and some subtle
citrusy aftershave or cologne.
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