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        Mitch Morgan married Isabelle Marshall

        Their children: Peter, Victoria, John, Luke, Elizabeth, Matthew

      

      

      
        
        Mitch Morgan had an affair with Fiona Dupree

        Their children: Mitch, Damien, Galen, Axel, Catherine (also called Jess)

      

      

      
        
        Mitch Morgan had an affair with Maria in Italy and they had five children, Bartolomeo, Giorgio, Anthony,  Aurelia and Lorenzo.
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        Peter married Belle Jordan in Secret Bet.

        No children.

      

      

      
        
        Victoria married Colt Collins in Secret Baby

        Their children: Clara.

      

      

      
        
        John married Alice Collins in Secret Crush

        They have one child, unnamed.

      

      

      
        
        Luke is engaged to Caro Soliz in Secret Wish

        No children. Luke and Caro get married in Secret Romeo

      

      

      
        
        Elizabeth married Rafe Soliz in Secret Dad

        Their children: Brandon.

      

      

      
        
        Matthew is currently not married but look out for Secret Mistress.
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        Mitch Morgan married Tess Taylor in Secret Heir

        No children.

      

      

      
        
        Damien married Serenity Hanscom in Secret Tryst Expecting Twins.

      

      

      
        
        Galen marries Natalie Parker in Secret Date

      

      

      
        
        Axel is in love with Emily Wilson in Secret Bridesmaid.

      

        

      
        Catherine Morgan aka Jess Taylor is currently single falls in love in Secret Cowboy.
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      Bartolomeo falls in love with Rebecca James in Secret Admirer.

      Giorgio marries Kiwi Washington in Secret Match.

      Anthony is in love with Jennifer Gonzales but my find true love later.

      Aurelia is running a national store.

      Lorenzo is currently not married.
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      Soliz Family served the Morgans for 30 years.

      Pilar and Samuel re-connected after 25 years apart in Secret Romeo. Pilar and Samuel had two children, Rafe (see above) and Caro (see above). Samuel had a third child Valentina during his years of amnesia.

      Valentina is currently single.
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        Victoria Pinder wants to hear from you! If you’re on social media, please friend her.

        Join Victoria’s Bold and Foxy Street Team

        You can also find her here:

        Sign up for her newsletter and get a FREE novella.

        Follow on Facebook

        Follow on Twitter
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      The sun was up, the morning sky a light blue and seagulls squawked outside the bedroom window of her condo. Catherine Morgan dabbed a crystal stopper of perfume on her neck. Today was her first day of employment at the family bank.

      She’d work as an analyst to make sure that Morgans stayed richer than anyone else. She’d be right next to her brother, Mitch, and her sister, Tess, and be right down the hall from Peter Morgan and half-siblings that all thought banking was the most important thing in life.

      Numbers had always been a calling, so her accounting degree made sense. Her skin shouldn’t be prickly and her shoulders shouldn’t drag.

      Today was supposed to be the start of a whole new life. This wasn’t her funeral, for heaven's sake. And just because she didn’t dream about numbers didn’t mean she wouldn’t be great at the desk she probably hadn’t earned.

      Her last name, Morgan, was why'd she landed the executive position right away, and every worker in the building would see her as… spoiled and undeserving.

      Her stomach twisted and she knew she better not eat even a bite of breakfast.

      Coffee was all people in offices lived on so she’d join the culture. When she’d been just Jess, driving to work, facing traffic jams, and coming home to a suburb, the idea of making management had been the long-term plan.

      Now, as Catherine Morgan, no one expected her to earn her way. Catherine Morgan could flick her fingers and have whatever she desired.

      And then the desire to… live life just dissipated away.

      Her phone signaled a text, but she didn’t care. It was probably her sister making sure she was up and ready. She checked her diamond earrings and ignored the trembling in her hand as she glanced out of her window to the blue waves that crashed on the white beach far below her.

      She loved her family.

      Working with them should be fun.

      Today was the day she declared herself a true member of the House of Morgan. Today was going to be perfect. Keep telling yourself that.

      Her hands stopped shaking. Good. Catherine picked up her phone.

      A video of herself from high school, naked, as football star Brock Letterman pushed himself into her back on the high school bleachers next to the football stadium played on the screen.

      She'd been Jess Taylor then. Her heart joined her stomach. The memory of that day hit her hard and fast. She hadn’t even enjoyed herself. Sex had been a stupid lie that people had said was fun and that lasted longer on her video screen than she remembered at the time.

      Brock had been a two-minute mistake that she’d blocked from her mind.

      Followed by the video came a text that read, If you don’t send us five million dollars, this gets released to the world.

      What? Catherine's skin crawled. Her mother by adoption was shopping in Paris with her real mother, Fiona, for the week. Not that she’d call either of them--Tanya Taylor, her adoptive mother, would especially be disappointed.

      She tugged at her mock-turtleneck cashmere collar and tried to breathe deep but her stomach clenched.

      The words of Thomas Taylor, the man she thought of as Dad, flew to her mind. Be brave when someone comes at you--hit back harder. Now that she knew her real father was Mitch Morgan, she appreciated those small tips Thomas had offered. She had more power than most people, thanks to the Morgan name and money. She lifted her chin and typed back fast, Go for it. I don’t pay blackmail.

      Adrenaline shot through her--how dare Brock think he could blackmail her for something that had happened six years ago. Without a second thought she sent the video to Tess, her adopted sister that she'd been raised with. Tess had married Catherine's brother by blood, Mitch the third, who had thought Catherine was dead, so now she and Tess were sisters by marriage as well. Complicated, but the important thing was that they were all family.

      She trusted that Tess would know what to do and involve the family lawyers.

      Catherine couldn't possibly start a new position until this mess was taken care of. Not to mention that her brother Peter was getting married in a couple days and no way could she star in a sex-tape scandal, running the Morgan name through the mud right before his wedding. He and Belle had waited so long to finally be together again. His ex-girlfriend, Jennifer, had brought enough drama and destruction to the family.

      Catherine would never do anything to harm either of her families. She picked up her phone and scrolled to the message sender.

      There he was. Her high school jerk of an ex. Clearly he wasn’t smart as he'd sent this from his own number. She dialed while her blood pumped hot. And listened to the ring.

      She couldn't wait to chew him out--who cared if he recorded that too? She had never consented to being videoed during their one time having sex. Catherine Morgan was too strong to cry, especially if there was a chance it could end up on a news broadcast.

      Brock answered and she refused to wait for pleasantries. “Brock, you better explain yourself."

      He let out a sigh. “Catherine, baby. I didn’t expect to hear from you ever again until I sent you that clip.”

      Baby. Ugh. Seriously? She wasn’t anyone’s baby, now or ever. And when that tape had been made she wasn’t even Catherine. She’d been Jess. “Who's "us" Brock?”

      “Whoever I send the tape to.”

      He'd sent it from his own phone. Hopefully security would handle this right away. The video brought back memories of when she'd been Jess--the smart one with her feet planted on the ground, financially secure but not rich like the blackmail-able socialite Catherine.

      Catherine tended to be a princess, whereas Jess had gone to college for a degree in accounting. She called upon Jess’s old confidence, to handle anything.

      She crossed her arms and stared out the window of her high-rise condo that she currently shared with two roommates, Camila and Valentina. What would they think? The easy sway of the palm trees didn’t soothe her. Nothing calmed her down as she screamed, “My lawyers are already working on this case. How dare you video tape me?”

      He chuckled. “I needed some leverage, sweetheart. Else no one would believe you and I-”

      Wow. He'd just admitted it. She rolled her eyes and interrupted him, “Were a huge mistake. Why are you blackmailing me?”

      “I need money. Most of us don’t live in luxury.”

      “Most people don't ask for money they don’t deserve.”

      “What?” he asked. “I can’t hear you sweetheart, not without a plan for you to give me five million.”

      And in that second, she blinked and lost some of her fight. Brock wasn’t the smartest guy she’d ever met. One too many footballs must have hit him in the head. She stifled a scream. “I assume you think this is going to embarrass me, but you are wrong. Videotaping a minor having sex is a criminal offense. And don’t forget one thing….”

      His goofy tone made her think he had nothing upstairs in his mind. “What’s that?”

      “My name is Catherine Morgan now and I’ll bury you.” Her words were a weapon she'd skewer him with. Jess had been strong and confident, but nobody had ever feared Jess Taylor. The Morgan name had clout. And money, and social standing, which made them vulnerable to jerks.

      Jess Taylor didn’t even exist anymore. Not since her birth identity had been discovered.

      He made a ‘duh’ sound and said, “Next time you call me, it should be with directions of where you intend to pay me.”

      “Ughh,” she did scream then and he hung up the phone.

      

      Seriously this was too much. Why today, of all days?

      Send this to security. We know the guy in the video and can find out where he lives.

      On it Tess.

      At least her sister hadn’t reminded her that she’d warned Catherine back in high school that Brock was trouble. She followed her sister’s advice and forwarded the text to Morgan security. Angry at being singled out and having her first day in the Morgan Empire ruined, she left her phone in her room and wandered into the living area and kitchen.

      Her face felt hot, her throat dry. Security had the video, which meant strangers would see her naked, acting stupid.

      More would see her lapse in judgement if she didn’t stop this nonsense. How dare he?

      She needed a minute without drama before what was sure to be an awful day, so she chose a coffee pod, the motion soothing. As the water poured in the cup, another bedroom door opened and Valentina, friend, roommate, and almost sister these days, pouted at her. With red eyes like she’d pulled an all-nighter with her law books, Valentina swept her dark black hair behind her ears. "Catherine?"

      Catherine put her coffee in the machine and pressed the on button, reaching into the refrigerator for cream. Valentina stood in front of her and asked, “Are you okay? I'm fairly sure I heard screaming.”

      Before she could answer, her cousin Camila joined them. She also had dark brown hair but her eyes were an exotic almond shape rather than Valentina's round.

      Silk, diamonds, platinum, cashmere. All three of them understood living with unlimited wealth at their fingertips--it did not make their lives perfect but came with certain complications. None of them saw a reason to live alone when they could have fun, together.

      Catherine ignored the heat in her face and said, “Valentina, Camila… I didn’t expect to see either of you so early this morning.”

      Valentina took the ice cream from the freezer and said, “You slammed the phone and screamed out you were a Morgan. That’s pretty serious so I left my law books to check on you.”

      “I’m sorry you heard that.” Had she been that loud? Her shoulders were tight and she blew on her hot coffee.

      “No apologies necessary," Valentina said. "So what happened?”

      Catherine set her coffee on the counter, knowing she couldn't hide this disaster from them. "Hang on." She left the open kitchen, rushed to her room, and scooped her phone off the bed, bringing it back to her friends. She couldn't even look at it. “See for yourselves.”

      Valentina put her mug of coffee down and took the phone. Camila stood beside her, and she was the one to gasp and say, “Oh my goodness. Who's the guy?”

      Ugh. Brock. “He was a high school mistake.”

      Valentina turned her nose in the air and smacked her lips together. “Clearly--he's not even that impressive.”

      “Valentina!” Catherine squeezed the bridge of her nose. This wasn’t good. Brock’s anatomy wasn’t the topic of conversation.

      Camila laughed so hard she held her belly as she said, “That’s pretty funny.”

      Catherine shook her head. “Camila! Don’t encourage her.”

      Valentina handed her the phone back. “What? It’s true. He’s kind of smaller than average and he’s stupid if he thinks he can blackmail you by releasing this. He’ll be laughed at and ridiculed.”

      Hmm. That shouldn’t make her feel better though Catherine’s heart lifted a little. She straightened her shoulders then heat rose to her cheeks again as she thought of security watching the video. “Right. But now I have to tell my brothers about this, which is mortifying, and Peter is remarrying Belle and made a big deal about every Morgan needs to stay away from negative publicity."

      Valentina sighed. "There is no way around it, which sucks. But this isn’t publicity--you're being blackmailed."

      Camila agreed.

      Catherine didn’t want to give in to blackmail. "I hate to pay Brock off, but I don’t want anyone talking about this at Peter’s wedding to Belle. People already think Peter’s true love is Jennifer. Our banks are getting letters from concerned citizens of the world that Peter is ruining his life, like Jennifer is some wholesome girl everyone loves.”

      Camila nodded. “We all got the family email to keep our noses clean. This is bad timing.”

      “This guy is stupid.” Valentina winked. “He’s not equipped with the right wrench to even call that a cleaning.”

      And now the world would see how stupid she’d been--if she didn’t pay. She hated the idea of paying! Catherine’s cheeks burned but she had to shake it off and not let Brock's video ruin Peter's wedding.

      Catherine had four full brothers, eight half-brothers, two half-sisters, one adopted sister and a boatload of in-laws with the name Morgan. And who knows if there were more siblings out there, somewhere. The women in the Morgan family weren’t nearly as prolific. If Catherine was still Jess Taylor, no one would care about her two minutes in a football field in high school--she'd just been so glad when it was over.

      As Jess, she’d start at the bottom of her job, probably get a cubicle in the middle of a hall, where she’d work her way up. But Catherine Morgan automatically received an office with a nice view, for doing nothing but being born.

      “Catherine Morgan is supposed to stay out of trouble and keep her nose clean, and no one is going to respect my authority at a bank, with this out there.”

      Valentina shrugged. “It’s not like you plan on running for office where a sex tape might matter. The worst thing that might happen would be customers at the bank not wanting you to handle their accounts for them. If you handle this like a boss that you are, no one will ever bring this up.”

      In the bank world, reputation mattered, which was exactly why she needed to bury this.

      Embarrassing her family was not an option.

      To Brock, she’d said nothing he did or would do could hurt her, but if this story blew up, instead of starting her new job today, she’d be put in seclusion. Catherine would once again live in her gilded cage that would only feed the water cooler gossip and embarrass her brothers.

      PR was high priority for the Morgans right now. Peter had been on the news talking about how his family represented fiscal responsibility and would never let their personal lives interfere with the banking empire.

      Catherine fumed. Brock had probably seen that interview and decided that now was a good time to drag out that old video.

      She glanced at her phone and saw multiple missed calls but her ringer had been turned off, maybe when she'd tossed her phone. It rang again and Peter Morgan’s name flashed on the screen.

      Her body tensed with the realization that her family was making a place for Catherine, but working at the Morgan bank wasn’t going to make her happy. Now what? She rolled her shoulders and answered, “Hi.”

      “Security has been trying to call you.”

      “I was telling my roommates what happened.”

      Peter cleared his throat. “We’re going to need you to lay low until we’re sure this won’t blow up before my wedding. Rafe told me you already talked to Brock. Don’t do that again. We’ll handle this.”

      She had no words. Catherine’s life was always ‘handled’ like she was some porcelain doll that might break. And then her phone beeped. Her chest constricted--Brock. Price is now ten million. If you don’t pay in 48 hours, this and your prom night with Carter releases on air.

      She’d dated Carter. How did Brock know him? Her spine was so tight she feared it would snap.

      And the worst part that made her stomach flip? She didn’t want the job she’d been given and jumped at the chance to put it off.

      Catherine would take her place in the family corporation once the dust settled. She sighed and told Peter, “I don’t want people talking about this when you have your investors from all over the world coming to your wedding. I’ll leave town for a while and disappear until this blows over.”

      “I want you at my wedding, Catherine.”

      Family was the only thing she understood having loyalty for. “Of course! Don’t worry. I’m sure something political will happen to move any news in a different direction if this comes out. Then I’ll come back and no one will care about the House of Morgan.”

      Peter said, “Be safe, sis.” He hung up, like this was the end of a business conversation and not personal.

      She shouldn’t have expected more. She put her phone on the table, ignoring the rings from Axel, her rock star brother half the world away. Camila handed her a bowl of ice cream she’d scooped for her with a freshly cooked waffle added to make it breakfast. “Where in the world will you go? Everyone knows you’re a Morgan.”

      “I have to find a place no one knows me.” She ate her first spoon of chocolate chip cookie dough.

      Being Jess again would be nice. She’d wear a ponytail, no makeup, and not have the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      Valentina scoffed as she took her bowl. “Good luck with that. Your face is in the news more than a politician--no one really cares if you’re an account executive when they can discuss the dress you choose to wear.”

      Another reason her life was worthless. Camila put the ice cream away. “Head into the country where no one is going to expect Catherine Morgan. I can just see you hiding behind some counter as a waitress serving pie.”

      Valentina laughed out loud.

      A waitress? Catherine had never liked cleaning up her own kitchen, even before she became a billionaire. She waited for her cousin to sit on the couch and said, “You have an active imagination, Camila.”

      “It’s why I write screen plays.” Camila dug into her own ice cream waffle, with none of them caring about their figures right now.

      Her phone rang again but this time she just turned off the ringer. It’s not like her wishes were as important as the bank’s and she was sure Rafe and security already had a plan for how to talk to Brock.

      For a few minutes the three friends ate the chocolate chip cookie dough in contemplative silence.

      The sweet taste helped relax her. Catherine was near the end of her bowl when she said, “I’m thinking somewhere where I won’t run into every local in town.”

      "The issue is that you have money, and there is no hiding that. Unless…"Camila and Valentina shared a look. Camila asked, “What about applying for a nanny position, like in that movie?”

      “Or a wife.” Valentina ran out of the living room like her legs had caught fire.

      Catherine scraped the last bit of chocolate from the bowl, then set it before her on the table with the other empty bowls.

      Valentina returned with an open laptop. “Read this.”

      "What?" She wasn't suited to be a nanny or a wife as Catherine Morgan wasn’t the laundry type for Sunday mornings.

      Valentina sank down next to Catherine on the couch and shoved her laptop in Catherine’s lap while explaining, “We were talking about this in law class yesterday--what are the legal ramifications of getting a child dropped off on your doorstep, and whether it would count as child abandonment. This guy seems to be on the level. His ex, a model, has just left him the baby without question, signing off on all custody with a promise to disappear from both their lives.”

      Huh? Catherine read the ad in the social media marketplace with a nice picture of a farm that seemed bought from stock images. “Local farmer seeks wife. Must be good with children, tolerable to look at and decent behind the stove.”

      This had to be a joke. Catherine gave the laptop back, but played along. “I used to like baking on my Easy-Bake Oven but I don’t think that counts.”

      “Why not?” Camila elbowed her with a smile. “You meet all the qualifications.”

      “Huh. Doesn’t matter.” Her brow furrowed. “I’m not getting married.”

      Valentina closed her laptop. “The public wouldn’t be so hard on you if you were engaged. Brock would be seen more as a youthful mistake. You’ve been known for saying you’re staying happily single, which I get because let’s be honest, with the Morgan fortune, it’s hard to find a sexy equal who doesn’t want your bank account more than you. The public doesn’t understand this feeling we have of never finding the one.”

      Catherine’s throat itched and she tried to laugh but it sounded more like a cough. “So I should just show up at this man’s farm and say ‘I’m here for the wife position.’”

      Camila picked up the bowls. “You can’t go as Catherine Morgan.”

      Catherine took hers and Valentina’s so Camila didn’t serve and clean. “This is silly.”

      Valentina followed them as they went into the kitchen and Camila said, “Or brilliant. I couldn’t make this stuff believable in a movie script.”

      Valentina retorted fast, “That’s because you write sci fi and not rom coms--anything goes for a romantic laugh.”

      Camila turned the water on and let it fill the bowls they stuck in the sink. “True.”

      Catherine wasn’t about to jump into some crazy idea because she wanted to hide from the press, but since Peter needed her to lay low, maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea. Right? Not the married part, but who would find her on a farm?

      Or, she could just hole up in one of her family’s many properties but then, once again, she’d be taken care of, entitled, and worthless. There were days when she hated her own face in the mirror. She kept that shame to herself. “I don’t know how to even hold a baby.”

      “What if the kid is ten or something?" Valentina asked. "You know how to talk with anyone as you’re a Morgan and you charm every man or woman you meet.”

      Charm wasn’t worth much in the world.

      “I thought you checked this guy out.” Catherine, petite compared to tall Valentina, looked up at her for more information.

      Valentina tapped her finger on her cheek. “There are no pictures of the child, just the guy, who's in a cowboy hat which makes his face hard to see. The ex-girlfriend was blonde, like you, Catherine, so you’re his type. I suppose the baby could be any age.”

      Cowboy hat with a model meant his standard of living was better than struggling, and a farm might be nice. Not seeing her overprotective brothers would be nicer.

      Catherine, for one minute, imagined herself as a woman who worked with her hands in a garden, growing tomatoes. It seemed peaceful compared to her party circuit and demands on her social schedule.

      And peace would be nice.

      As Jess, she’d worked with Tanya at the summer cottage gathering string beans and other vegetables they’d planted.

      Uncertain, but feeling desperate, she asked her friends, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      Valentina held up her right hand and placed it on her heart like she was swearing into court. “Just keep in touch with the two of us. We won’t tell a soul where you went.”

      The guy would probably laugh her off the farm the minute she knocked. Or he’d call his security people and have her removed from the property.

      But if she went out of town, escaped the job, maybe she scored a chance to figure out what she wanted. But Morgan security didn’t need to find her.

      Neither did her brothers. They loved to tell her what to do, but that never helped.

      Opinions weren’t going to help her find her personal truth.

      If some man showed up at her door, she’d laugh so this cowboy hat man, he’d do the same.

      Her mind buzzed. This was a bad, bad, bad idea. However, if she was allowed to stay on his farm, nobody would find her. It was worth at least trying. So she met both of her friend’s gazes and said, “If I go, you cannot tell my brothers or anyone where I am. I want to be on my own.”

      Valentina nodded. “My siblings are married to yours so your family doesn’t exactly scare me, Catherine.”

      Camila turned off the water from rinsing the dishes. “And even though I’m from the California black sheep side of the family, we're cousins. Just text and we’ll ride to your rescue.”

      Valentina opened her laptop and a moment later Catherine’s phone dinged with an address she’d sent that was in the middle of nowhere, north Florida.

      She could make it there in a few hours. “Okay. Why not? But if you show up, remember I’m not Catherine.”

      “What shall we call you?” Camila asked with big eyes.

      Catherine Morgan was the name she was born with and her current name, but when she’d been adopted and lived in a normal, every-day family, she’d been someone else. It would be nice to be simple and uncomplicated again so she lifted her chin and said, “Jess Taylor. I’ll be back for Peter's wedding, but if I do call or text, bring my sister, Tess.”

      “On it.” Valentina opened her arms for a hug.

      Camila joined and the three of them hugged. As the moment ended, Catherine pushed her hair out of her face and said, “Thanks.”

      This plan wasn’t thought out. She hadn’t weighed all her options but she’d go on her instincts. Being Jess again meant none of Catherine’s problems mattered. For now she’d knock on the door of another world and just see what she was capable of--what could happen to her on a farm?
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      From the comfort of his office, Maverick Appleton rocked the crying baby in his arms as he tried to listen to his crew explain why his mechanical harvester wasn’t properly cutting the cane into 30cm billets. On a normal day, he’d have heard the problem and then been able to give a solution.

      But that was before six-week-old, twelve pounds of bald, blue-eyed, crying Carter had showed up in his life.

      Desperation had become a serious word around here. For the past week he'd had a crash course in fatherhood as he figured out how to handle a baby boy. The call from his lawyer informing him of his son was never far from his mind. His new routine at seven each morning was reviewing the latest crisis over cold coffee while he worked out a plan with the nanny, which ended in disaster at some point during the day.

      Two days ago, the nanny hadn't showed up for work, so he'd pressed the laundress into service.

      That solution failed as the laundry woman decided to up and quit today at lunch, saying she would rather change her own mother’s diapers than listen to his son’s constant cries.

      To top it all off, he had no idea what was wrong with his new avocado harvester. The louder the baby cried, the louder the men's voices ramped up.

      His foreman, Bob Hess, knocked on his office door, interrupting the meeting. “Boss, let me call around for a mechanic that specializes in the harvester. There's a woman at the front door for you.”

      A mechanic for that machine. He should have thought of that and would have if his mind wasn’t racing. He shifted the baby to his other shoulder. “What kind of woman?”

      “A pretty one.” Bob winked and his belly jiggled from his laugh. “Just your type.”

      Maverick scowled. Pretty women were how he'd ended up with this baby boy in the first place. Carter's wail pierced his ear drum as if the kid could read his thoughts and didn't approve. Maverick bounced him again as he said, “I’m not looking for pretty.”

      “That ad of yours now isn’t just clogging up my emails then. This one shows up out of the clear blue sky.”

      He was looking for a solution to at least one of his problems.

      Bob patted him on the back as Maverick went out of his office. “May just quit and your baby is fussing. Maybe the woman is your angel who appeared to save you from yourself.”

      “As long as you didn’t just buy me one of those Russian brides online to save me and Carter here.”

      “You nixed that idea already.”

      “So she won’t be some foreigner with a fiancée visa at the door?

      “Nope, but from my first impression of her, she’s your type Maverick.”

      Or she was the devil, here to collect her due. His son continued to scream his head off. Maverick’s muscles were made for plowing the fields, not jiggling a baby--he pursed his lips and shook his head. “Doubtful. But I’ll go say hello and send her on her way.”

      Maverick noticed that the faster he strolled down the hall, the less his son cried. He would remember that trick for later.

      He arrived in his living room and came to a complete stop, watching the pretty blonde woman as she looked out his window toward the orange groves.

      Her curves were just right and judging by her profile, this woman was prettier than Carter’s mother, who had up and left for a modeling career. Trouble.

      His son let out a tired cry and she turned, holding her hands out for the baby. After a slight hesitation, he gave Carter to her, and his son instantly went to sleep on her shoulder as she patted his back.

      Clearly this beauty had a magic touch despite the designer silk blouse that cost more than a tractor. She swayed back and forth, her blonde hair down her back as she danced with his sleeping son. “Carter, what do you think of this pretty lady?”

      Her sweet smile caught his attention and he wanted to kiss this magical woman for the minute of silence. “Are you Maverick Appleton?”

      He put his hands in his pockets and stepped away from her. “Who's asking?”

      She stopped swaying and he tensed, but his son remained sleeping like he belonged with this woman and not him as she said, “I’m… I’m here about the wife position.”

      His eyes widened. That had been some strange joke Bob had played.

      No pretty woman like this needed to stroll on a farm and ask for a husband.

      She probably had men lined up for miles around her door.

      A continuation of Bob's joke? He eyed her up and down. Her clothes weren’t cheap for some gag Bob could afford as he asked, “You?”

      She shuffled on her black heels that had the red bottoms which meant they were expensive and not made for farm life.

      The woman continued to softly rock his son. “Look, I know it’s strange that I just stopped in and knocked on the door.”

      Should he grab his son away from her? His muscles enjoyed the respite--he wasn't used to carrying a baby around. And now his mind swirled on a new problem. She had a specific reason for applying for the position--she had money, she had looks, which meant she had a problem. “Are you in some sort of trouble that you just brought to my door?”

      Her blue eyes widened and she stopped. Carter whimpered, but she gently patted his tiny back until he calmed down. “Why do you assume trouble?”

      Whoever this woman was, she clearly had the magic touch with his son. Maverick crossed his arms and focused on the facts before him. “Why else would a classy woman in fancy clothes show up on my farm? Bob’s ad has already been taken down--it mostly sent me foreign bride options, not that I want a wife at all.”

      She averted her gaze, taking little steps to comfort Carter as she paced the room. “I didn’t know there were so many guards on farms these days.”

      Huh, so she intended to change the topic. He glanced out his front window and noticed the Mercedes-Benz AMG S65 Cabriolet silver convertible. This woman had money, which was how she'd driven onto his estate, past his guards, in the first place. Bob probably saw the car and approved without seeing more.

      He turned toward her. “We need to protect the lands from people who would steal our produce. Most farms in Florida these days have video surveillance and a guard house.”

      She studied him too and said, “I see. I’m not here to steal from you.”

      Maverick stood between her and the front door in case she decided to bolt with his son--he'd worked so hard to gain custody that he hadn't realized the ramifications once Carter was home.

      He needed to return to the point of this conversation. “So what kind of trouble are you in that brings you to my door?”

      She bounced on her toes in a rhythmic motion and again evaded the question. “Why did you advertise for a wife? I would have thought you would have your pick of women?”

      She stole the upper hand. He kept his position, his arms relaxed at his side but prepared to rescue Carter if needed. “I have bad taste in women, from what I’ve been told. Now that I have Carter, I’ve decided to change how I approach judging.”

      She motioned for him to take his son, who was completely out--the expensive scent of floral perfume wafted toward him. “I see.”

      “What kind of trouble?” He settled Carter against his chest and his son continued to sleep.

      This was a miracle and he owed her at least the chance to explain.

      She crossed her arms. “You won’t let that idea go, will you?”

      He gave her his ‘I’m the boss’ stare that normally made the workers go faster as he said, “I won’t when I think I’m right.”

      Shrugging, she let her hands fall to her sides. “Fine. An ex-boyfriend.”

      If she was anything like Alicia, his ex-girlfriend, then the car outside had been bought with the ex-boyfriend’s money.

      Maverick wasn’t ready for another gold digger, though maybe he should reconsider--she had skills.

      It had been five minutes, and Carter was still asleep. Maverick motioned for her to follow him into his office where he had a bassinet set next to the desk.

      His men had returned to their outside duties, and he counted on Bob to handle any other problems. If his son stayed asleep, Maverick would finish his paperwork.

      But Carter’s sleeping face was peaceful. Something he hadn’t been since he’d arrived. He laid his son down and turned to the woman with no name. Her nose twitched as she glanced around his office. He gestured toward the well-worn leather couch--it wasn't old, but men on the farm weren’t always gentle which was why he replaced it every year. It was clean and good enough. What would cause a woman to run? Once she was settled, he asked, “Did he beat you?”

      She puffed at the air like his words were crazy and stated plainly, “No one beats me and lives.”

      A laugh escaped his lips and he clapped his knee. He liked her spirit. “That’s good to hear.”

      She glanced across the office and nodded at Carter. “Your son is adorable.”

      “I agree. So, let’s talk.” No more laughter, as this was a serious discussion.

      If she could work her magic on his son, then he had the manpower to keep her safe from harm. Bob had cleared her but there was no way any man would drive onto his property because of some online ad.

      He noticed that she wore a gold infinity pendant with diamonds around her neck and feared Carter grabbing it. She touched the swoop of gold. “You’re not dismissing me?”

      Not if she worked miracles. He’d keep his hands off though she was just his type, blonde and gorgeous, and took a deep breath, prepared for the hardest negotiation of his life. “Look, my laundry lady, May, was doubling as Carter’s nanny, who just didn't show up a few days ago, and well, May quit today.” His shoulders bowed beneath the pressure of running everything himself. “She couldn’t take the constant crying.”

      The same day he had Bob take down that silly ad he’d posted.

      She reached for his hand, sending a spark through his exhausted frame. “I’m sorry.”

      He squeezed her fingers and nodded. It was time to lay his cards on the table and find out what she wanted. “Carter wasn’t crying in your arms, like he's done for the past week solid. I’m willing to make a deal with you.”

      Her face went white and her gaze narrowed. “What deal?”

      The wife position wasn’t on the table, but there had to be something he could offer that she wanted, like protection. And he needed a good night's sleep--he had no choice but to trust her since his son had just sprawled in her arms and passed out. “You see, I’m not a marrying man.”

      This time she looked him up and down. The desire to puff out his muscles for her perusal hit him, but he let it pass. “But why the ad?”

      Bob had a wicked sense of humor. And now he had thousands of unread emails from all over the globe. He folded his hands between his legs and said, “My foreman put it out there. I’ve been getting offers and tons of emails that I’m not responding to.”

      She sucked in her lips like she tasted lemons with his answer. “I see.”

      How to turn this around? She’d made the offer first so he said, “You just showed up when Bob gave no address, from what I saw of the ad.”

      A faint blush appeared on her face. “My roommate is a computer expert and likes to solve mysteries. Apparently your ad generated discussion in her psychology class and the news articles about a baby being dropped off last week caused my other roommate’s law class discussion on child abandonment.”

      “That doesn’t explain how you got my address.”

      “The website your ad posted on was secure and the IP address is registered here.”

      Heat rose in his own cheeks. He’d never been mortified until now. He'd been the subject of debate in college classes? He hated be part of gossip--it wasn't good for his business. Maverick stared at his hands he'd pressed together. “That’s not good. I don’t want that kind of press.”

      Her face went white for a moment, but then she licked her lips and caught his attention to her soft, pliable mouth that probably tasted like heaven itself as she said, “It’s how I found out.”

      Kisses were a bad idea for the pair of them. He ignored the impulse and focused his attention on Carter’s bassinet. Quietness filled the room. Once he was sure of his words, he said, “I see. Well, I want to make a deal.”

      Her eyes narrowed like she was the one calling all the shots here. Maybe she was… “What’s the deal?”

      He held her gaze and didn’t blink. “I need someone immediately to watch after Carter and handle some laundry.”

      “Okay,” she agreed.

      His heart beat faster. This didn’t seem possible. Not with whoever she was. He swallowed and said, “I can pay you, but judging from your Louboutin shoes you don’t need the cash.”

      Her eyes widened as she asked, “How do you know designers?”

      Until a year ago, he hadn't, and since then he'd learned that women who wanted those shoes needed to be avoided. He shifted on his office chair. “I mentioned that I date the wrong type of women--your entire outfit is one my ex would expect me to buy for her.”

      Her lips pinched together like she judged him as she said, “I see.”

      Those words mimicked his dearly departed mother.

      He'd developed a reputation among his neighbors from Alicia and clearly this woman fit the profile to a T. “In a way you’re perfect as a distraction in case anyone else shows up and you can pretend to be my fiancée.”

      She stood from the couch and glanced down her nose at him. “You don’t even know my name.”

      He jumped up and offered his hand to shake. “I’m Maverick Appleton. You are?”

      “Jessica Taylor.” She shook his hand.

      The spark came again and he noticed how soft her skin was before he pulled his hand away. He ignored the spark that caused his hair to stand on end. “Fancy Jessy.”

      She frowned at him. “Jess is fine. I hate Jessy.”

      Another laugh bubbled in his throat--the second time today. He nodded and widened his stance. “Okay, Jess. If you pretend to be my fiancée, handle some wash, and mostly watch out for Carter for a few weeks, I’ll give you a place to stay and protect you from any ex-boyfriend of yours that might show up.”

      Her voice rose higher as she just blinked at him with wide blue eyes that made him think of the ocean. “That’s all you want? And I can stay here, out of sight and rent free?”

      So, she wanted to hide. He’d guessed right. If some man was stupid enough to show up on his property, and threaten his guest, then he had every right to shoot and ask questions later. “I think I'm getting the better end of the bargain. I’ll need someone for two weeks or so while I find the right nanny for Carter.”

      Once again, she held out her hand to shake his. Their palms touched for the third time causing a shockwave through his veins, but she just smiled coolly. “Deal. But I don’t want to leave the farm much. Staying here and watching your cutie will be a pleasure.”

      Perhaps her magic touch earlier would disappear now that he'd hired her on. He braced against the possible return of earth-shattering cries and gritted his teeth. At least he had an ally. “Carter can be a handful.”

      “I won’t let you down.” She bounced from heel to toe and back.

      He’d have Bob run a background check on Jessica Taylor, but for tonight, he’d have help. He’d pay a fortune for a good night's sleep again. “Done.”

      She then said, “I’ll go get my bag out of my car.”

      Without another word she sashayed out of the office. He followed into the hall and watched her hips sway as he said, “I’ll get your bags to your room.”

      It was probably wiser to stick Jess clear on the other side of the farm where he wouldn't see her sweet backside, but then he’d have no help when Carter screamed.

      So for better or worse, he would torture himself with her proximity. Luckily their deal would be temporary and she’d disappear back to wherever she came from sooner rather than later.
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      Jess woke up to the screech of animal and then her alarm clock beeped like the alarm and the rooster were in cahoots. So much for dreams of naked muscles. As she turned off the machine, she still heard the crow of the rooster as it passed the window. The sun already shone.

      This wasn’t anything like the beach.

      As she tossed her blankets back, she laughed. At least no one had woken her like they did in the movies where farm life started before dawn and they expected her to be cooking.

      Maverick said he had a cook.

      She rubbed her eyes and imagined what he’d look like without a shirt on. He was all muscles, and that slightly long hair would work out well if he was in a band, like her half-brother, Axel.

      Not that she should ever think about Maverick as anything other than a job.

      She stretched in her blue button-down cotton pajamas before getting out of bed, then smoothed the comforter and fluffed the pillow. The room had a floral comforter that was yellow and blue with white sheets. The furniture was new and painted white. Simplicity ruled here. Maverick wasn’t hiring an interior decorator to have the room match a Monet anytime soon.

      Jess opted for a pair of tailored black slacks and a white button-down shirt, straightening the brush and phone on top of her dresser.

      At home, servants put away whatever she left on the floor, like magic, but before she’d gone to college, Catherine Morgan had lived for years as Jess Taylor.

      Jess Taylor never had anyone to clean up after her. Unpacking her suitcase and tucking her clothes in empty drawers felt like herself again.

      Her phone beeped and she realized that she’d left it on vibrate all night. She ignored most of the missed calls because for once she was going to figure out what she wanted, without well meaning opinionated brothers or her two mothers views, but she saw that Brock had sent another text. I expect my money in twenty-four hours or I go public.

      And that was why she forwarded the message to security and almost turned off her phone but quickly read Camila’s text. So you’re okay?

      I’m fine. She texted back, wishing her friend was close as she looked out of her window.

      A trio of men in jeans and plaid shirts stretched by wide muscles the size of Texas walked away from the house, each in a cowboy hat.

      Clearly this was another world. Her phone beeped and she stepped away from the glass as she read, Your brother Axel came to ask about you.

      Her brothers would send Axel. Maybe he wasn’t half a world away like she’d assumed as she stopped checking his tour calendar, not that it mattered. Valentina had mentioned a few weeks ago that she listened to his records. They might have thought her rock star brother would get the young woman to spill. She trusted Camila, their more normal cousin from LA, who'd spent her life near movie and rock stars and wouldn't be impressed. You didn’t say anything?

      Camila quickly typed. Nope and neither did Valentina.

      I made sure she kept quiet and I promised Peter I’d lay low. I just want to do this on my own terms, without their help.

      I won’t say a word.

      Good. Catherine breathed easier and typed, Perfect. I don’t want them to worry.

      She heard a baby crying in the distance.

      Disappearing doesn’t help that but they know you’ll be back for the wedding. Your silence though is making your brothers come up with reasons you are gone and draw their own conclusions.

      Drat, she was right. Catherine’s heart beat faster. She needed her life to be led on her terms which meant she needed to figure herself out, now. Maybe this hadn't been the most thought-out plan she’d ever had, but the sound sleep she'd gotten had been wonderful, her dreams filled with Maverick and his hard thigh muscles in his jeans. I hope my leaving didn’t cause you too much trouble.

      The paparazzi is camped outside our doors.

      Oh no. She let out a sigh. I’m sorry the vultures are stalking you.

      Three dots appeared, signaling that Camila was typing and Catherine waited, though she felt the need to go find Carter. She read the words and breathed easier. They don’t care about me but I’m mentioning my new screenplay. Hopefully that will help the right director notice it.

      Footsteps echoed outside her door. Got to go.

      Someone knocked at her door. She read the last text from Camila. Have fun.

      Catherine stuffed her phone in her back pocket and answered the door.

      Maverick Appleton’s shoulders were the breadth of the doorframe and she wished she had the right to grab the baby and kiss Maverick’s lips like they were a real family. The image hit her fast but she shook it off.

      He obviously wasn’t having illicit thoughts about ripping her clothes off her body as he looked at her with dismay, a red-faced Carter in one arm. “Good morning, Jess.”

      She hoped she hadn't been late, but he hadn't given her a time to start. Carter flailed his arms and she cooed at the baby and reached for him. “You look awful. Here. Let me.”

      He handed over the baby and then stared at her as she bounced again--the up and down, back and forth, came naturally. “Did you ever have children of your own, Jess?”

      “No.” She thought of her slim hips and all the work she'd put in with her personal trainer. Did she seem like she had her own? Seriously? No matter how hard any of her sisters-in-law worked out they were never in the exact same shape they’d been before her lovely nieces and nephews.

      Maverick had circles under his eyes. This baby was so new in his life that she’d give him a pass. She cuddled him close. “I would never leave anyone half as cute as this guy.”

      He eyed her figure and her body hummed though she pretended to ignore him. The baby’s little hands gripped her finger and he smiled. Maverick said, “Hmm. I think Carter is a natural flirt.” Her phoned signaled a text. “What’s that beep?”

      She pouted, which normally worked to get a guy to stop asking questions. Baby Carter stared at her face like he was studying her. Sweet. She met Maverick’s gaze as she said, “My phone. I’m sorry. I’ll turn it off while on the job.”

      He shrugged but then said, “Your phone probably has a tracking app which means that you might be found within hours, if not already.”

      Her family’s security was run by her brother-in-law Rafe, which meant they likely knew where she was, but they’d respect her privacy as she told them she’d be back for the wedding.

      The press kept tabs on all the Morgan family and might realize that she wasn’t in her Miami condo. She reached behind her, held the button down, and then swiped the phone off. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll keep it off permanently.”

      He reached into his back pocket as he said, “Okay, come to my office later for a temporary phone where no one knows your number.”

      Her hands wrapped the side of his waist to say thanks, but a thrill raced through her as she said with her adrenaline coursing through her. “Thanks.”

      He pointed to it and said, “You can call me Maverick. Once you get the phone, you can call me if anything happens to Carter, but I should get to the field.”

      She was grateful that he hadn’t mentioned sleeping late and she made a promise to wake up earlier tomorrow. She smoothed her palm over Carter's bald head and said, “We’ll be fine.”

      He winked and her heart skipped. “Come with me.”

      His dark hair was thick and those muscles of his would have any woman’s pulse spiking. It wasn’t just her. Right? Her forehead was hot as he walked to his office and handed over a phone. Her lips tingled as she met his brown eyes that made her melt as she just said, “Thanks.”

      He grabbed his cowboy hat from his desk and put it on his head to cover his eyes as he said, “Then I’m off to work.”

      Seriously? Electricity shocked less, but if he looked at her like that again, she’d forget she was here temporarily and let her fantasies she had near Maverick dictate her actions.

      He had a swagger in his step as he walked down the hall and she followed him, then ripped her gaze off his muscular backside. “When will you be home for dinner?”

      He turned, his voice low. “We eat early, at five. The chef will have burgers on the table. We’ll be last as he feeds the farm hands first.”

      She froze. After she became Catherine Morgan, the only burgers she ate were organic, kosher, grain-fed only, meat. Maybe twice. “Burgers?”

      He rocked back on the heels of his boots as if she’d offended him. “If you want a tofu or vegetarian option, just let the cook know so when he goes to the store, he can get you whatever you want.”

      This wasn’t good. She didn’t want to come off as Catherine. Catherine had the world at her feet. But the truth was, she wasn’t Jess anymore either. “I’m not a vegetarian. I just haven’t had a burger in a long time.”

      He swiped the air like she'd said the absolute wrong thing. “We don’t do fancy around here.”

      She used to not be so picky. Born into wealth, she'd lived her life as a castaway until her brother Mitch had showed up, wanting to marry Tess. She needed to bury Catherine, the snob, for a few days--but it wouldn't hurt to add some variety. “I’m sure your cook is great, though it would be nice to have the option to make a few things of my own in the kitchen.”

      “You cook?” His eyebrow rose as she came toward him.

      She was close enough to feel the heat of his body emanating from him which made her remember her dreams of him, naked. She buried her reaction and said, “A little." She hadn't tried in a few years. Carter blinked at her--so cute.

      “Suit yourself.” He stepped back and walked away, his butt very fine in his jeans.

      “Expect to eat some vegetables tonight," she called to his back. "They’re good for you.”

      “I knew you were trouble.” He pushed out the back door.

      Her pulse raced though he was now gone.

      Jess found the large white galley kitchen with industrial-sized machines in her search for Carter's formula. The baby’s face was bright red so she guessed that he was hungry.

      As she shuffled through the shelves and then checked the refrigerator she felt his tummy was tight as she prepared a bottle with the liquid in the fridge. She put the bottle into his mouth, and Carter screamed, turning his head away.

      Most babies eat when hungry, right?

      She adjusted the bottle but again he screamed. Something was off. She checked the liquid's expiration date and it was fine. However as she tried to put the bottle in his mouth, again, he shook his head.

      This wasn’t good. No wonder he was screaming. He must hate this formula.

      She realized that her sister used a different brand for her baby. She also remembered Tess telling her other sister, Elizabeth, that this particular formula was the worst for causing stomach aches.

      Using the new phone, Jess surfed a shopping sight and realized this phone was still connected to his shopping app, so she bought the formula with one hour delivery.

      If he hated this plan, she’d reimburse him, but for now she one-clicked and pocketed the phone.

      Done. Now they waited.

      So she washed the baby, changed his clothes, played with him and hoped the delivery would arrive by the time she finished. The baby began to cry as she bounced him. “Carter, let’s get you some food. You seem hungry.”

      Luckily the chef had the right food now as he was putting away the delivery.

      Perfect. She fixed a bottle and Carter, after some coaxing, gave the new formula a try--then ate like he hadn’t eaten in days.

      That sure explained the baby's bad mood.

      Once Carter napped, she placed him in the bassinet beside her, with one small box of the formula to show Maverick later what she’d done, and now checked her new phone’s internet for word on Brock, her family or her roommates. Reporters were stationed outside her condo building--she didn't seek out their attention as some socialite-wanna-be celebrity, but that didn't stop them from swarming her place. Luckily she left before the news broke.

      When she returned, she owed Valentina and Camila for dealing with them.

      Jess heard the front door open and she took the sleeping baby with her--her body tingled from the sight of his muscled legs taking off his muddy boots at the door. She glanced at the clock, half-past quitting time.

      He put his boots on a shelf with lots of papers on it that must be made to keep dirt from going on the floor. “I had some issues to fix that took longer than I thought.”

      She checked on Carter who was sleeping soundly in the living room bassinet as she said, “We’ll, we’re glad you’re back.”

      He followed and gave her a grudging nod as he checked out his son, and smiled, like he was proud of his little angel. “How bad was the laundry?”

      Alarmed, she swallowed and hoped she hadn’t ruined her chance to stay. “Laundry?”

      He widened his stance and stated, “You said you’d handle it.”

      Was this a test? If so, she'd failed. Her body tensed with fear that he might toss her out, but she hid that with her ‘I get what I want’ smile she usually saved for flirting.

      “Right. I’ll get on that tomorrow. Today I ordered Carter a different formula to calm his belly and ensured he ate. I figured out he hated the food which could explain his constant tears. And his belly felt tight so I remember my sister going through a few kinds before choosing a particular brand to ease stomach pain. And once I gave it to him, his belly was full and he slept.”

      "I never thought to check the formula for the reason he'd be upset--I just used what he'd had at the hospital." Maverick pressed his hand on his heart in gratitude. “Your sister sounds like a very good mother. Thank you."

      She swore she hummed like a church bell from that glance he gave her. She pocketed her phone and shook off her attraction. “It’s my job to take care of Carter until you find your permanent nanny. He sure likes the taste better of this new one.”

      Maverick took the formula container and studied the label. “I’ll be sure the cook knows to add it to the shopping list.”

      Her heart began to race. Maverick really cared about his son. She lifted her chin and nodded like she was in charge. “He does.”

      He knelt down and kissed his little boy’s forehead, letting him sleep. Then he stepped back and said, “Good. He’s sleeping. We can eat together, without his screaming.”

      With him? She touched her lower lip, imagining a kiss that she definitely didn’t, no, probably didn’t--well, maybe she did wish for. Maverick was masculine beauty and nothing like the sleek suits and moneyed men who usually thought it their god-given right to talk to her. Her pulse zipped as she pointed toward the door. “Can we eat on the patio?”

      “It’s a nice night.” He motioned with his head. “Why don't you put Carter in his nursery? I'll go clean up and bring the burgers. See you in a few minutes.”

      He walked away and his backside was tight and hard beneath the denim. She wanted to reach out and press her hands on those muscles to feel for herself, but that was a fantasy for another life.

      Guys did not turn her on like this, from just wearing jeans and smelling of outdoors, and loving their son. She gently picked Carter up and brought him to his room, laying him in his crib. Jess took the monitor off the stand and turned it on, then tip-toed out.

      She held the monitor, feeling her borrowed phone in her back pocket.

      Her friends weren’t a text away to talk about how her mind kept imagining kisses under the moonlight with a stranger.

      She was on her own for this one.

      If he kissed like she'd dreamed, she wouldn't want to share. She swayed her hips, dancing to music piped on the back patio and stepped outside. “It is a nice evening.”

      The air smelled of burgers and her mouth watered. The sun was setting in the sky already and it made his farm of peach trees gave the air a sweet smell as the trees seem to stretch into the horizon. His brown eyes beckoned her closer. “Bob decided to create a romantic mood so he picked the songs for us. He's been joking all day that he wants us to get married like he advertised.”

      That stopped her mid-stride. Her gaze narrowed as she asked, “Why?”

      He pulled out a chair for her and motioned for her to join him. The delicious burgers were on brioche buns, slightly toasted, with Swiss cheese that looked organic and a side of sweet potato chips, along with side salads and a bottle of wine in the middle of the table for them to share. This wasn’t what she’d expected. This was better.

      She continued to her seat as he said in a booming voice, “As his first and only attempt at matchmaking, he would have a 100% marriage rate in case he decides to quit running my farm for me and become a professional matchmaker.”

      “That’s not true, boss,” a voice called out from the house.

      She laughed and poured the Syrah wine into two glass goblets at the table. Maverick pointed with both hands to the side door of the home that led to the kitchen as an older man stepped outside, like he’d duck and disappear. “There he is. The devil himself.”

      “More like your angel, Maverick.” The older man held the edges of his black vest with pride and his western bolo tie bounced each step. “I’m here to tell you what to do again, since it’s part of my job.”

      “What now?” Maverick asked with a chuckle.

      Jess put a glass to the right of his plate and kept one for herself. As she put the bottle down, she heard quite loudly, “You can dance with your new lady here. We both know you like her.”

      Maverick bowed like he was some gentleman in an old Western movie and not a farmer, his hand out for her to join him, his brow up in a dare as Bob headed toward the parked pickup truck near the attached garage that currently housed her own car.

      If she danced with him, she’d know what it was like to be in his arms.

      Perhaps with clothes on and an audience she’d be safe from his charms. She swallowed and accepted his challenge.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against his hard, lean, body.

      For a farmer, this wasn’t fair.

      He was hotter than movie stars or rock stars and she’d met plenty of those in her life as Catherine.

      Jess rested her head to his chest and listened to his heart beat as they swayed to a slow country song that had a nice sound.

      Her rock and roll brother would probably be interpreting the notes as he listened and ruining more music in his boring analysis of constructing the notes.

      But the world faded away and she was just Jess again, not socialite Catherine Morgan who was only famous for her bank account. Here she was just herself, reacting to a guy in jeans.

      The music changed to a slightly more upbeat twang of a female country singer, and she glanced up.

      He still held her, but as their gazes met, he smiled and said, “I do appreciate you taking care of Carter today. I haven't been able to work for the past week.”

      If she could make Maverick happy, she'd count it as a good day. The first where she'd done anything useful in a long time. She held him, not wanting to let go as she said, “I’m glad I could help.”

      He winked and tightened his arms around her which made her body tingle. “Maybe Bob is right.”

      Her mind buzzed and landed on a possible topic. “About marriage?”

      His hand traveled up and down her back as his voice lowered, “Maybe.”

      If she wasn’t infamous for a sex tape in the news today, she’d be infamous tomorrow when Brock realized she wasn’t paying, not if she had a say. Talk of marriage would end fast then, even as a joke. Besides, rock hard and steady weren’t her lifestyle, despite how wonderful this moment was. She sighed. “What do you mean?”

      He tipped his head at her and those brown eyes of his were hypnotic as he said, “Well, if you hadn’t forgotten the laundry, you’d be perfect.”

      “Finding Carter’s food was a victory though.”

      “Yeah, it was. It’s why you’re almost perfect. You're resourceful and beautiful.”

      Her body buzzed and she ached for staying here with him forever as a possibility. Tonight she’d dream about it. Jess licked her lips and avoided his stare by looking toward the moon that started appearing in the distance. “Your farm house is massive. It’s like a mansion in the middle of nowhere.”

      He dipped her, his strong hand on her back. “Farming doesn’t mean we have to live in squalor.”

      His home was the opposite of what she’d imagined when she’d seen the stock image that gave away no real feel of his land. As they danced, she ignored all the awareness that grew all over her body as she said, “I didn’t mean to offend. Bob didn’t put any real picture in that ad I saw.”

      “He’d have been fired if he had.” Maverick stood taller as they swayed on the patio and he held her hand. “My farms provide enough income where my great-grandchildren will be provided for.”

      That was nothing compared to the Morgan wealth that would last for generations, or until the world economy changed. She would never want for anything though she kept that to herself. Tonight she was Jess Taylor and not a Morgan. She smiled. “That’s good to hear.”

      The song ended and he stopped dancing. He led her back to the table as he asked, “And what is it you do, Jess?”

      The less questions about herself, the better. She ran her hands over her ponytail, tucking loose strands into place. “I’m a trained accountant.”

      He held her chair for her. “Passed the CPA?”

      “Absolutely.” She sat and let him scoot her in.

      As he took the seat across from her, he offered her the salad dressing. “Yet here you are, babysitting for me. The ex-boyfriend was clearly a fool.”

      Right. The ex. Brock wanting to extort money was the reason she was hiding here. There was no love lost there. She lifted her glass and held it toward his. “Life is strange.”

      He toasted with her. “Jess, you’re cuter than my ex.”

      Was he flirting? Maybe she could find out what being Maverick’s woman might be like--a short-term affair while she was here. She winked. “I’m cuter than all your ex’s.”

      “Saucy, too. I like that.” He sipped his wine.

      She laughed and he did too. Dinner had a magical feel because for once she didn’t have to have her guard up regarding money, which was always below the surface when meeting someone new. Did they like her, for her? Or did they want what the Morgan fortune could buy? Maverick was the first man who stood on his own that she’d met in a long, long time. And for tonight, she was open to whatever happened next.
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      From across the table, Maverick stared into the prettiest pair of blue eyes he'd ever seen, in a fair face, surrounded by soft, blonde hair. He'd bet that her pink lips would taste better than ice cream on a warm night.

      As he sipped his wine, he knew without a doubt three things. Jess Taylor was expensive. She wasn’t meant to be a farmer’s wife. Second, Jess Taylor was temporary, as they'd agreed. And three, she was beautiful, which meant she had the world outside his gates at her feet. Her CPA meant she had beauty and brains. He had to stay far away from her.

      His son needed him.

      That was a fourth reason to never, ever kiss her. If he did, trouble would probably follow.

      However, his arms ached to hold her again, if only to dance.

      They finished their glass of wine and burgers when another soft song started on the radio. “So how was eating regular people food?”

      “Delicious. I missed a good burger, more than I realized.”

      “What do you normally eat?”

      “Mostly French when eating in. I miss these.”

      In Florida, most of the world would think the night was warm, but without the humidity, the air had a slight chill. She twirled a piece of her hair that fell out of her ponytail and hummed along. The scent of peaches from the grove of trees wafted toward them from across the open field.

      Her pink lips made him wonder what flavor of ice cream she’d taste like if he kissed her. He sipped his wine but that didn’t satisfy. He took a deep breath to clear his mind. “Jess, tell me about this ex of yours.”

      She straightened and stared at him with unblinking blue eyes before asking, “Why do you want to know?”

      He scooted his chair next to her, so they could sit side by side without the table between them. “What kind of guy was he?”

      She gave him a bit of a scowl, then sighed and looked at the moon that was now fully showing in the distance. “Not a nice guy really. He cared more about money and material wealth than me.”

      His ears buzzed. He hadn’t expected that answer as he expected she’d picked some guy for his bank account. He pressed his shoulder to hers and clinked her glass. “He’d have been perfect for Alicia.”

      She turned toward him with wide eyes. “Who?”

      He took a drink of red wine before explaining, “Carter’s mom. She didn’t want to be a mother, as a baby is too much work for her modeling career. She only had our baby because I insisted.”

      She put her glass down by her feet and shook her head. “That’s so crazy to me. So she just left her son?”

      Until he'd held Alicia’s letter in his hand, he hadn’t believed any woman would ever be like that. He put his glass down on the table beside him as he shrugged. “I paid her a salary she’d have earned for the months she was pregnant in exchange for her to have our boy and then give me custody.”

      She crossed her legs and lifted her brow. “I thought he was just dropped here a week ago?”

      Carter was six weeks old and until this week he’d been cared for by temporary nurses he’d hired until he found a nanny and then the short-lived laundry lady.

      He pressed one of his fists into the other hand, wishing he’d made better choices. “No. He’d been here for weeks, but I was in negotiations since the day I found out he was conceived and she made the nurses all quit fast. Alicia milked every dime she could.”

      She placed her hand on his arm and instantly a spark raced through him. “How did you find out?”

      “We'd broken up and she came back with the news. When I didn’t want to get back with her, she wanted an abortion. I offered a lucrative alternative.” Carter was all that mattered to him now. “Our lawyers hammered out a contract for her months of non-modeling and her hospital stay. They also worked out the custody agreement where I picked him up at the hospital. She hadn’t wanted to even see our son.”

      Jess pressed her hand to her heart, looking at him with empathy. “I could never have left any child of mine.”

      “I used to think most women would say that, but I know better now.” For the right price, people did a lot of things that they never thought they’d do. He shrugged and eyed her discreetly. Her black slacks and white shirt had style, and her flats had a red sole. Diamonds flashed in her ears. Nothing about Jess suggested simple. “Actually, your taking the time and figuring out what Carter wanted to eat, surprised me Jess. You’re clearly into fashion and style.”

      She tugged on the lace-edged hem of her shirt. “It’s part of my… job title. I grew up in Miami and my father worked in accounting and management--he ran the show behind the scenes. He inspired me to be organized.”

      Hmm. A farm was a business and required a lot of organization with an eye always on the bottom line. Could she fit here? Working inside the house while he and his men toiled outdoors? None of his farmhands had her soft breasts--he scooted away and hoped he hadn’t gawked as he asked with a hot face, “Where did Ms. CPA work then?”

      She rested her hand on his wrist and stood as she said, “Doesn’t matter now. Here, I get to care for Carter and dance with you.”

      Another slow song started.

      Dancing with Jess under the moonlight wasn’t something he’d planned, but he rose and offered his arms. “You struck me as fancy. Your clothes, car, everything about you is… expensive.”

      She folded into his chest like she belonged to him. He held her small waist while she said, “It’s all just dressing.”

      “Dry cleaning those clothes you wear will get expensive.” The fabric of her pants was soft, like linen, or cotton. She needed something durable, like denim. She smelled like vanilla ice cream. His lips tingled for a kiss as he asked, “Would you wear jeans on the farm?”

      Her eyes widened as she asked, “Your farm with a mansion in the middle of it? A crystal chandelier in the living room?”

      Maverick didn’t struggle with cash, but he didn’t want another woman only caring about his bank account. He swayed with her in his embrace. “Yes, here.”

      She shrugged and then he twirled her. When she returned to his arms, she said, “Sure, I own jeans.”

      He narrowed his gaze. Jess didn’t wear anything off the rack. The formula she’d insisted on for his son was high end, not found at the corner store. He would gladly pay the price because his son was able to sleep at last. “I don’t mean your Morgan jeans.”

      She flinched, and her face went white, but she didn’t pull out of his arms. “How do you know the House of Morgan?”

      Clothes? He didn't find them important other than durability. “The logo must be trademarked. I’m not blind to fashion and Alicia was a model.”

      Her cheeks regained their color and she followed his steps again. “Fair enough. To circle back to you and your ex, you and her lawyer worked out details where you just got Carter this week, like the ad said?”

      It was a story he couldn’t believe he’d lived through. He said quietly, “No. Carter has been here with nurses for weeks, but Alicia wanted a portion of my farm sales and argued over every detail with them. I refused and we fought over a final number so our custody deal ended last week. I always wanted my son and I was sorry the arrangements took so long.”

      The song ended. Neither of them moved and the next slow song started. Once he led her again, she relaxed into his chest and made him feel like he'd won the lottery.

      “So there is no chance you’ll want to get back together with your ex?” He halted abruptly.

      Alicia wasn’t the type his mother would have wanted for him to spend his life with. She'd proved her lack of trustworthiness when she'd sent that note to his lawyer he was a father. She wasn’t emotional about anything except her career. His son needed to be grounded and live with him.

      Maverick wondered if Jess’s question was a bridge to her own considerations and pressed his forehead to hers. “Absolutely not. Are you looking to forgive your ex?”

      Her nose wrinkled but she didn’t pull back. “Forgive. That’s an interesting word. If he was sorry-”

      And the last thing an abused woman should ever consider, in his opinion, so he interrupted, “That’s how women get hurt, when they explain away abuse,” he interrupted fast. “Safety trumps forgiveness.”

      “Huh? I wasn’t abused. I-” She gently squeezed his shoulder in the dance. “I don’t want him in my life, but I don’t want to look back and hold hate in my heart. One day I hope to be like my sister. I want to fall in love with a great guy and be happy.”

      Her soft lips seemed tasty. He kept the conversation neutral as he asked, “This is your sister who is a good mom?”

      She laughed like she had some secret there and nodded. “Yeah. She’s always looked out for me, even when we were kids.”

      “Why didn’t you go to her or your folks when you figured out you were in trouble?“

      “My brothers always take care of everything. My sister is too close to them. And my mom is out of town.”

      “Where?”

      “My mom is currently vacationing in Europe.”

      Perhaps unlike his ex-girlfriend, Jess came from a more stable family life as she had a good head on her shoulders. His mother might have liked her determination. “I don’t have a mom that your mom might make friends with.”

      Her lips pouted and that just made the urge to kiss her more potent. “What happened to your mom?”

      Good. This topic would kill his growing ardor. He ended the dance and stared out at the moon, placing his hands in his pockets. If she’d listened to him, she might be alive, but that sounded wrong as an answer. “She fell off the roof she was trying to fix herself.”

      Jess’s face froze and a tear glistened in her eye as she said, “That’s horrible.”

      He shrugged, though the two years that had passed often had him wishing she was still around, especially now that he had Carter. He could see his mother so clearly in the dark horizon, as if she was staring down at him. “My dad had died three years before her, so she was under my care. I bought her a house near her favorite country club, but after a storm, she couldn’t wait for me. She believed in checking the damage though she could have just called. I’d have paid an army to fix her roof if I got to keep her around.”

      Jess hugged his side. “Well, I’m sure she’s proud of you, and happy that you have custody of your son.”

      No one had hugged him the day he’d found out that she'd died. Alicia had just blinked and stared at him, asking what he wanted from her.

      He should have known then to not get his heart involved and keep away from her.

      Maverick wrapped his arms around Jess and pressed his lips to hers.

      Awareness washed through him. Sweet, yes, but better than any ice cream flavor, including chocolate chip, his favorite. Jess packed a punch in her kiss that sent a shockwave.

      He tightened his grip to claim more of her, but then his son let out a wail, the sound echoing through the baby monitor on the table.

      Maverick let her go and took a step back as he said, “Speaking of Carter…”

      She glanced at the monitor, then nodded at him and turned toward the house, her tone all business. “Thanks for dinner. Let me get him.”

      “I’ll be there in just a moment,” he called behind her. “I missed him today.”

      Her hips swung like she wanted him to notice her curves as she entered the house.

      He took a step back and turned away. He needed to get himself under control. Kissing Jess Taylor was all sorts of wrong.
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      Jess lifted Carter from the crib and soothed his cries. Staying busy would stop her from remembering that kiss.

      No one in or after she left college kissed like that.

      Maverick Appleton had dynamite in his lips that sent her off course. She realized that every man or boy she'd kissed before him had been without skill. Maverick knew how to make every inch of her body bloom from just one kiss.

      She rocked the baby in her arms and checked that he had his bottle--but It was empty. The double rockers were clearly for a family setting, and she was just the nanny. Right?

      This ache to return to Carter's father had her pacing to the door, wondering if she should head out there.

      Maybe she could go to the kitchen, see Maverick one more time, and grab a fresh bottle.

      Her feet angled to follow that plan, but he’d said he’d come, and she believed him.

      Jess did her most unnatural move ever when she jerked herself away from following her first thought. She waited and hummed to keep Carter happy.

      Hopefully Maverick came with a bottle.

      Carter stirred in her arms, but she adjusted him as she said, “Carter, it’s okay. Sorry the other stuff bothered your tummy, but hopefully your stomach is good now, sweetie pie. Your dad will bring in the new bottle.”

      Behind her a light shone. She turned around and saw Maverick leaning on the doorframe, holding the bottle without being told. Her breath caught in her throat. He took up almost all the space with those muscles of his as he asked, “What was wrong? Why didn’t you turn the lights on?”

      “Keep them off. He’ll probably sleep after.” She accepted the new bottle and slowly walked and rocked the baby, feeding him. “For now, he’s just hungry.”

      He reached out and cupped his son’s head as he said, “You look peaceful when you hold him. Do you want children one day?”

      Seriously? No man had ever asked her that. She’d talked with her friends about the possibility, but Maverick was the first guy to ask. Probably because he had his own baby now. She continued to gently sway to rock the boy to sleep. “I hoped to find a man that made me want a stable family life, but yeah. I used to enjoy babysitting.”

      “From the inference then, having your own family wasn’t on your mind?”

      “I finished college, studied for the CPA and started my first job. I just figured one day…”

      “And now you get to practice.” He came into the nursery, taking up most of the space near her and her body had a jolt to it, as they headed toward the rockers. She sat and he took the wooden rocker next to her as he said, “I’d like to talk to you about pretending to be my fiancée.”

      That sounded like a ticket to being caught. Anyone outside the farm might realize that Jess Taylor was actually Catherine Morgan. Then she’d never be in his arms dancing, or holding his son, again. She sighed as she rocked the baby. “Right. Sure. Now’s good unless my feeding your son bothers you.”

      “Why would it?” He rocked beside her and stayed almost in sync with her motions as he said, “Tomorrow night the local farmers are getting together to decide our next candidate for governor.”

      Local farmers. Catherine Morgan would never be there. Maybe she’d be safe enough to go as Jess. Carter was almost asleep in her arms now. “That sounds political.” And boring.

      Maverick continued rocking next to her. “It is, but there is a dance afterward. Bob said that people are asking how it is that I suddenly have a son, and no wife. The last thing I need is one of my competitors sending some available daughter my way.”

      Farmers and a small get-together sounded safe. No one would expect her to dazzle there. “So you want a fiancée for a night and that’s it?”

      “Pretty much,” he said, his voice steady. “And if you’re up for it, a proper dance in a ballroom.”

      If only it was possible to stay here for a while without the restrictions of being Catherine. Jess was seriously loving the change of pace her life had taken on the past two days. “I’ll happily be your date and dance with you again.”

      He checked on his son and saw the boy was sleeping as she rocked. She didn’t dare move the baby until she was certain he was out. “Perfect," Maverick said. "In exchange, tell me who this ex of yours is and I’ll ensure you’re never bothered again.”

      She didn't want to lie or have Maverick interfering with the press that painted her as an heiress gone bad. With a shrug she said, “My brothers are handling that part. I’m just lying low for a while.”

      His face had a seriousness that made her body still as he asked, “How many brothers do you have?”

      That answer might give her away as Catherine, but for now she thought of her birth mother and her brothers she'd had until she’d been kidnapped at five years old. “Four immediate brothers."

      "Immediate?"

      Her face heated. "I have a lot of half-siblings."

      He nodded. “And your sister.”

      Tess. The Taylors had taken her in when she was five and raised her until she'd started college, when her older adopted sister Tess had ended up dating Mitch, who turned out to be Catherine's biological brother. Tess had brought Mitch home to meet her, and that action had catapulted her back into the Morgan family. "And my sister that I talk to all the time, yeah.”

      Maverick had no clue of the drama involved in her very existence. She pushed a strand of hair that didn’t stay in her ponytail behind her ear and wondered if she should put Carter in his crib--the baby was very relaxed. Maverick stopped rocking to lean closer to her. Her heart beat grew faster and her lips tingled like he might kiss her again, despite how she had his son in her arms. He asked, “You’ll stay long enough to help me find a replacement for you?”

      Right. Her hair stood on end for no reason. She was here for a job and to hide out so that she didn’t cause Peter any scandal. She shifted the baby and prepared to get up. “Sure. Your home has been perfect. I’m happy I barged into your life.”

      His lips pressed together, and every cell was on alert wondering what he’d say next. “Barge is a strong word.”

      That was sweet actually. Him defending her actions. She amended, “Drove onto your farm.”

      He stood up and held his hands out like he might hold her too. “I like that better. My son is asleep again.”

      He lifted the baby from her arms and swayed until he put the baby into his crib again.

      Her arms felt empty as she followed him. “Thanks.”

      With his head, Maverick motioned toward the door. Images of joining him in his bed while they stripped off their clothes in a flurry of fabric flashed in her mind. “I’ll walk you to your room,” he said.

      Right. She was clearly delusional. Maverick's kiss earlier hadn't meant an invitation for more. Her face was hot as she shook her head and said, “You don’t have to.”

      He closed the door behind the nursery, and a spark rushed through her. They both walked down the hall a few steps and he put his hand in his pocket. “I want to apologize for kissing you earlier.”

      Next he’d say how it had been a mistake. Never mind how he’d fueled her dreams. She wrapped her hand around his strong, muscular arm and tugged him closer. “Don’t apologize. I liked it. No one’s kissed me and made my toes curl like that before.”

      His hot gaze stripped her bare without him touching her clothes at all. He smiled and asked, “Your toes curled?”

      If only her imagination was possible. She rubbed her arms to get rid of the goosebumps as she said, “Maverick, you’re nothing like anyone I’d ever meet in my life and I love that about you.”

      His face darkened and his voice lowered. “Don’t go using the word love. We just met.”

      “Too fast then?” She laughed--not serious. She never planned on uttering those words to any guy. She raised her hand in the air to swear as she said, “I promise I’m not in love with you. I was just saying you’ve turned out to be… a man I’d like to kiss me again.”

      His lips quirked upward like he’d laugh too. “Even if this is temporary?”

      As soon as he knew her real name, he’d want nothing to do with her anyway. Her reputation and name would end this flirtation as Catherine wasn’t his type. And she wasn’t just Jess. She squared her shoulders and met his gaze. “We are definitely temporary.”

      Again they walked and she ignored the tingles in her lips as he asked, “What are men in your world like, Jess?”

      Not built like they could hold a house and everyone in it with their bare arms. Blood heated her insides as she glanced at him, up and down. “Not at home in jeans like you.”

      Again that gaze of his stilled her heart and body as his lips curled. “Pretty boy types.”

      Desire snapped in her lust-filled brain as she looked her fill at Maverick. She knew movie stars, rock stars, bankers, billionaires, and royal princes, but none of them made her weak at the knees. She lowered her head and said, “There are those but my family is mostly into business, so it’s a lot of suits and jackets."

      "I have a suit."

      And he probably filled that out well too.

      "Some guys in my circle act like being creative makes them better than my family. But the ones I think are the worst are the men that live off their trust funds and judge those who work for a living.”

      "I put in my hours of honest labor." He stopped outside her bedroom door. “Jess, city and country don’t end well together, but I’d like your permission to seduce you.”

      There it was again--her heart beat faster and her skin jumped with awareness. She nodded. “Better get on that quick then. I was starting to lose hope.”

      He winked and tipped his head like he had a cowboy hat on when he didn’t. “I just like to take my time and be sure it’s what we both want.”

      Time wasn’t something they had. They both knew that, but she puffed her chest out and brushed against his arm. “I’m happy to find out what happens next then.”

      He closed the gap between them. She lowered her eyes and his forehead pressed against hers. He smelled woodsy and masculine and her arms ached to hold him. Then he stepped back. “Well, goodnight.”

      “That’s it?” She caught her breath.

      As he walked away from her down the hall, she pressed herself against the wall for support and called out, “I expected a kiss or something after you said seduction.”

      He returned right away and wrapped his arms around her. “One more for tonight, and then it’s bedtime for you… alone.”

      To every other guy she’d met seduction equaled sex, as soon as possible. She stared at his lips as her own tingled again. He was bigger and stronger than most men, but not taking what she offered. “You confuse me, Maverick.”

      “Good. You need to be kept on your toes.” His lips swooped in and claimed hers.

      Claimed was too weak. It was more like he'd branded her because she forgot how anyone else might have ever kissed her.
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      The sun wasn’t up yet, but the roosters squawked in the distance, waking Maverick. It was time to get moving though his body was still in a dream state, wondering what it would be like to have Jess as his own.

      This morning required a cold, cold shower to banish those thoughts.

      He stepped beneath cool spray and let the water wash him. Two facts became clear. Tonight she would be his. And soon, he would have to let her go.

      He’d held back last night because he knew that when he took her, she’d break down some of his defenses around his heart. She already chipped away at them, and he needed better armor against Miss Fancy. Sure she was gorgeous and smart, but it was her caring that made her dangerous.

      Shower over, he peeked in on a sleeping Carter, then headed out to the crowing of the roosters.

      Bob had a cup of coffee for him the moment he walked outside to the waiting pickup truck.

      Supplies. Right. It was Friday and he and his foreman drove the truck to the local store for what he needed for the month. They kept farmer's hours and opened by seven.

      Without a word he accepted the black brew that would help clear his mind and hopped in beside Bob, who was driving.

      On the way, they listened to a country song about being nice to girls or some such words but he wasn’t paying attention. Jess’s sweet kiss lingered on his lips.

      They went inside the shop that looked like one of those movie sets from country stores of the 1950s, complete with the workers in white shirts and black bow ties, and put his items in a basket. As he looked around, his eyes caught sight of sturdy blue jeans meant for work on a farm. The clerk behind the counter handed Bob a black licorice and asked him, “How are things on the farm? How’s the baby?”

      “Maverick’s new woman is helping with the baby these days.”

      “Bob,” Maverick called out, and hoped his friend understood that the conversation needed to end.

      The clerk nodded. “It’s always good to have those you love in your life.”

      Right. Maverick returned his attention to the jeans. These weren't tailored for Miss Fancy. And the orange sticker meant clearance, which was even better. He put them on the counter to buy and told his foreman, “Send Jess these jeans.”

      Bob raked a hand through his short white hair, comfortable in a red-checkered shirt tucked into denims. He shook his head. “Women like to pick out their own clothing, and Jess doesn’t strike me as bargain bin, Maverick.”

      Exactly. He grinned. “Hang them on her door for when she wakes up.”

      Bob paid with the company card that Maverick provided him as he said, “You’re the boss.”

      He helped pick up the bags as he joked, “Finally you remember.”

      Together they loaded the pickup truck and when they finished, Bob pointed to the store, “Anything else we need here?”

      Perhaps the jeans sent the wrong message, but he hoped to make her laugh. He took the wheel this time, more awake. “When Jess gets up, have her go online to shop for a dress. She’s my date for the cotillion tonight.”

      Bob settled in his seat and showed his side tooth was missing smile. “Now that sounds more promising. Women like to be wooed with flowers, not $4.99 jeans.”

      Maverick had never had a problem removing panties from any woman he actually wanted. What had happened with Alicia had made him more aware, which wasn’t a bad thing. He shrugged and drove them on the road. “I actually know how to talk to women, Bob.”

      Bob gave him a fatherly pat on the shoulder. “Not the kind you want as your wife.”

      His mother might have agreed with that observation, not that he was in the market for a real wife. He nodded and said, “I have to get back to the peaches, but is your wife still available to babysit tomorrow night?”

      “We’ll both be there.” As they drove through the gates to his property, Bob asked, “Anything you want me to write in the note with your jeans, boss?”

      “No. She’ll know they were from me.” How better to show that she didn't belong on the farm?

      Jess would get the joke.

      

      The peach trees were getting ready to be harvested. He’d inspected the rows he grew and checked that the avocados were planted as they were scheduled to bloom in a few months. Hours into working beneath the sun, he wiped his brow under his cowboy hat that had seen better days and wondered if Jess had laughed about the jeans. In his arms last night, she’d swayed with the music, comfortable wearing silk and diamonds.

      She moved like an angel and as he walked to his truck to take him to the main house, he wondered how he’d ignored the desire that wasn’t dissipating despite being a responsible father these days.

      He’d thought Alicia had killed his attraction for a fancy woman, but no farmer’s daughter had ever caught his eye.

      It was time to face Jess again. He parked the truck, his gaze drawn to her Mercedes in the open garage and took the steps to the porch two at a time.

      Inside he heard his baby cooing and he smelled the sloppy joe coming from the slow cooker in the kitchen. He followed the sound, hoping to see Jess, and his eyes nearly popped out of his head.

      Those jeans left almost nothing to the imagination. Her curves and backside were sculpted into them. The joke was on him as she stirred the crockpot.

      He must have bought them too small though he'd guessed at her size, which was petite. She turned and must have known that he'd stared at her bottom. His face lifted up fast, but his cheeks were warm when he said, “You’re wearing the jeans I bought you.”

      In a thin beachy t-shirt she tugged at the waistband and said, “Yeah, they are a little tight.”

      And inappropriate if one of his hired hands walked in the house. He glanced one more time at her curves and couldn’t stop the smile on his face. “They do show off your backside to perfection.”

      She shook her head but her blue eyes flashed with light as she held back a laugh. “Why are you here, now? I thought you’d eat with your crew?”

      Because he wanted to see her, not that he’d say that. “Bob said the chef had to leave so I came to bring the pot out.”

      “Yeah, he had errands to run for Friday, and he mentioned he only cooks Monday to Friday?”

      Jess had a way of making him feel lighthearted. “I’m on my own for the weekend, yeah.”

      “Learning my way around here, but I can help.”

      He kissed his baby’s head. “Bob told me you refused to talk to him about wearing a dress.”

      She stilled until he stepped back and he ignored his own spark in his veins despite the baby between them right now. “I have a dress. I swear I won’t make you look cheap.”

      Ms. Fancy likely already had a ball gown and would outshine everyone at the cotillion, though he wondered what else she had in that one bag of hers he’d brought inside. “Fair enough. Though you’re cute without any makeup.”

      Her blush grew as she put his son down in a bassinet. “I’m going for perfect--I've done a few loads of that laundry.”

      “Perfect isn’t necessary.” The hair on his body stood on end just from being so close to her.

      She turned toward him with a sultry glance that sent adrenaline to possess her through him, and left his body hard. “Are you seducing me now, Maverick?”

      If he stayed, he’d try and get her in his bed, even though he knew once he did what his body wanted, he’d jeopardize care for his son, and likely be vulnerable to another headache with more walls around his heart. He shifted in his jeans and hoped his physical attraction wasn’t obvious as he said, “Just stating facts, ma’am.”

      Carter started to cry and she immediately went to him. “Well, your son needs me right now--let me do my job.”

      Fair. This was what he needed from her most. Their affair would be temporary and with her help, he’d avoid some farmer’s daughter out to snag him. Maverick would have to find a way to repay Jess since she said that her brothers were handling her ex situation. “How’s your day going?”

      She motioned for him to grab the bassinet as she held the baby and pointed for it to be brought in the living room.

      He needed no words as he picked it up and followed her.

      She put the bottle in his son’s mouth and settled on the couch next to where he'd deposited the bassinet. He took the seat beside her while she said, “To be honest, I've liked being free of social media for the past few days. I think I was addicted to checking my messages all the time.”

      Most of his friends were glued to their phones which was why he usually left his in the house. The fields of fruits and vegetables were always on the horizon and a constant reminder that work came first. “Who usually messages you?”

      She relaxed into her seat, holding Carter in the crook of her arm. “My friends and roommates.”

      Interesting. Maybe she wasn’t as fancy as she'd seemed. She'd said that her clothes were for work in some obviously upscale office. He raised his eyebrow and asked, “You have roommates?”

      “By choice,” she said with certainty. She cooed at his son and explained, “My cousin and sister-in-law both reside in the same gilded cage I do, so it’s nice to have friends who get what I’m going through, but it’s been good to be away too.”

      She leaned her head back on the couch as she stared at him. Another rush of desire hit him when she flashed her blue eyes. He rubbed the scruff at his chin, noting that he would need a good shave before tonight. “That’s an interesting way of describing your life.”

      She shrugged a little. “It's the truth, and why I like being on the farm, though your laundry is nowhere near done.”

      She hadn't heard those roosters that crowed for him as she'd slept soundly in her room. He tilted his head. “How much is left? I was half-afraid to go into the laundry room.”

      “At least three more loads. But it’s fine. I needed something to keep my mind off your kisses.”

      His lips tingled at the memory. He probably shouldn’t have kissed her, but her soft, pliable mouth seemed to have been made just for him. He exuded calm and cool when he was anything but. “I didn’t know I had that effect on you, Jess.”

      She gave him a sassy half-smile. “Oh, I think you know exactly what you're doing, and I'm fine with it--so long as we both agree that our lives together are temporary.”

      His son was passed out in her arms. He stood and reached for the baby. He rocked Carter as he gently took him into the nursery and his crib. Since Jess had showed up, his son slept like a champ.

      That alone should be a reason to keep his hands off Jess. He turned toward her and she stood, captivating him with her sexy curves and he remembered dancing with her in the moonlight.

      They’d agreed to satisfy their attraction. As she came next to him, near the crib, their arms brushed and he said, “But that doesn’t mean fast, or without a little fun.”

      She caressed his forearm and his cotton shirt couldn't protect him from the energy she sent through him. “What time will you be home?”

      “Six at the latest.”

      “I’ll be ready. And I’m hoping this seduction leads to the bedroom.”

      Blunt. Wow. His mind raced. Did she think he wasn't interested? If he hadn’t had Carter here, he’d have her clothes off her body and naked on his bed already. But now he was a responsible father who needed to shield his heart. So he stepped away from the crib, turned off the light to let his son sleep, and slipped out the door. “I know you’ve been hurt. It's nice to at least talk so we know more about each other. Like, what’s your middle name, Jess?”

      She picked up the baby monitor and followed him. As he closed the door behind them, she shook her head. “Don’t laugh if I tell you.”

      He motioned toward the main room in the house and not her bedroom, where he’d be tempted to unsnap those jeans of hers. “Now you have to tell me.”

      Her eyes widened as they walked into the living area. “Promise?”

      He shook his head. “I promise nothing, woman.”

      When she really relaxed she had the teensiest overbite that he found endearing. She grinned as she said, “My name is Jess Bess Taylor.”

      His belly rumbled and a laugh emerged. “And your sister is Tess? Who named you that?”

      “My father thought it was hilarious to pick all rhyming names for me and my sister.”

      More chuckles came out.

      She crossed her arms and stood in front of his empty fireplace that wasn’t lit as she said, “You promised not to laugh.”

      “No, I didn’t.” He laughed again.

      He got his merriment under control and she let out a sigh. “So what’s your middle name, Maverick?”

      He winked and re-directed them to the kitchen so he could pack up that stew in the slow cooker to feed his crew as he said, “Pete. My mom had a thing for Tom Cruise movies.”

      Jess cocked a smile at him that was pure sass as she said, “At least she didn’t go with Brian, because then I’d be asking you to make the drinks.”

      “She probably would have." He lifted the cover on the slow cooker and peered inside. The stew had chunks of meat that made his mouth water. He took out a bowl from the cupboard. “This hasn’t been touched. Are you hungry?”

      She shook her head but offered him a spoon from the drawer she stood near. “I ate a sandwich I made for myself and left the food for you. I hope you enjoy this stew with your men--they're coming toward the house.”

      “It's usually out at the picnic area.” His chef normally left sandwiches as he prepared dinner, but this was delicious. He scooped up his stew and met her gaze. “I’ll let you get back to work. Will you be ready at five?”

      She blinked and leaned closer, tinting the air with her floral smell as she asked, “You said six?”

      “I’ll hurry back.” Seduction started tonight and he wanted to be memorable to Jess when she left him. He quickly kissed her cheek to soften the tension in his lips for denying a full kiss. “I want us to get dinner first, before the cotillion.”

      She let out a sweet sigh that made him think she wanted the same thing. She didn’t move away and said, “Sounds nice.”

      Bowl in one hand, he ran his other down the curve of her hip. Soon he’d know her thighs underneath. It was torture but he stopped touching her. “See you then, without those cute jeans.”

      His men were at the door outside, wiping their feet. They only had seconds left, but Jess flipped her hair and said, “You’re impossibly flirty, Maverick. I like that about you.”

      He watched her walk away as his men came toward him in the kitchen. He ignored them as he called out, “And you’re sassy, Jess.”

      She waved at him and headed back to the laundry room.

      Only when she was out of sight was he able to focus on what his men had to say about fertilizer changes as they ate their lunch.

      Tonight he’d have his way with Jess.
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      Maverick fixed his gray suit pants and white shirt. His formal matching jacket was still in the garment bag that Bob had hung in the limo he'd leased for the evening.

      Now he waited for Jess, in the main room, and she was two minutes late.

      He stared at the clock and the hall where she’d come from, nervous like she’d stand him up on prom night which was a silly thought.

      Maybe going out with her was a recipe for disaster, but she’d been on his mind and in his thoughts all day.

      The bamboo floors of his home didn’t have the clicks of any heels or any sound whatsoever and his heart slowed.

      Maybe she didn’t want to go. Should he knock on her door to see if she was okay?

      But then his heart stirred. The bedroom door quietly opened. He stood taller as a vision in blue-green floated toward him.

      The fabric of her gown swished against the floor and as she came closer he thought she looked like Aphrodite reborn.

      His pulse quickened as she patted her updo that had curls like he’d only ever seen created via professionals. Her beauty stunned. “There you are.”

      She let her cute overbite show again as she caressed his smooth-shaven chin. The blue of her eyes shimmered teal, like her gown. “Do I look okay?”

      In front of his unlit fireplace she made the house sparkle with her own internal light. No one was half as charming, or as dangerous to his peace of mind. He held out his arm to lead her out to the porch. “You’ll outshine everyone there.”

      She stopped and pulled back as she shook her head. “Then I overdressed. I should go change. I'll be fast.”

      “Absolutely not. You’re a vision and perfect as you are.” He held out his hand. When she took it, a sensation of being washed in sacred waters made him feel stronger. “I want to see the moonlight shine on that teal.”

      Jess pulled him closer and smiled at him as she laughed. “You know your colors. I’m impressed. So, who is watching Carter tonight? I never asked.”

      He directed her toward the double doors that led out to the porch and the garage. “Bob's wife Martha offered.”

      He held the door for her and she placed her hand on his chest. “Why didn’t you hire Martha right off the bat then?”

      Jess fogged his clear head, but he focused on her words. Right. Martha. He shrugged as she stepped onto the patio they’d danced on last night. “She refused and said she'd already raised her children, but she agreed for tonight.”

      On the top step, she stared into his eyes like she too relived their dance. Or their kiss. Her mouth looked kissable as she asked, “Because Bob wants us to get married?”

      A life with Jess would be interesting to imagine. He inched closer like he’d kiss her again, right here despite her perfectly pink lipstick. “Enlisting his wife in his crusade would make sense.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed and her lips turned toward his as she said, “I'm ready now.”

      A moment later, their lips met and the world disappeared.

      Jess, in his arms, made everything in his world spark to life and yet disappear as if they were the only two people in the universe.

      No other woman’s kisses were so potent.

      As the kiss ended, he saw her flushed face and she seemed breathless, like him.

      He held her hand and led her toward the waiting car. Her eyes widened as she said, “Are we going in a limo?”

      From what he'd guess she was a limo-riding regular. A woman like her would have a car and driver at her disposal. He opened the door for her and waited for her to get in. “I’m not taking that dress of yours in my pickup.”

      She slipped inside and relaxed against the leather seats, patting the spot next to her. “I didn’t know you had a limo.”

      He was almost offended at her surprise that he had enough cash to hire a limo to the hotel. The driver took off and he rolled up the partition so they were alone. “The only farmer in the South that makes more money than me is Colt Collins, and he has the Morgan bank behind him.”

      Her face went white and she pressed her hand to her heart. “Will he be at the cotillion?”

      Maybe she was star-struck by the name of that rich family and the idea of seeing them. Alicia would have jumped at the chance to dine with them. His shoulders tightened as he shook his head. “Doubtful. The Morgans aren’t the type to show up and talk about farmer needs or suppling peaches to anything other than their grocery stores.”

      “Oh, okay.” She sank back into the seat. “I just want to spend the evening with you.”

      She was not his ex, so he forgave the reaction. He rolled his back to let the tension out as he said, “I bored you with talking about my peaches.”

      She touched his arm and awareness grew causing his hair to rise as she said, “No, not at all. But where else do people buy?”

      “Farmer's markets. Small stores where they trust the owner. Not that it matters.” He kissed her wrist, wanting to kiss her fully, but he held back. If he went too fast, emotionally opening himself up with Jess, he’d have fun, but he’d also be vulnerable and he couldn’t risk that. Maverick settled closer to her as he said, “We both want that good time together on the dance floor later.”

      “Dancing sounds good.” Her eyes were half-closed as she stared at his lips. More tingles grew to take her kisses. “First, where is this dinner you planned?”

      Right. He had a plan. The curve of her breasts in the teal dress brushed innocently against his arm and he gritted his teeth. Counted to three. Then said, “I booked us a suite at the Epicurean Hotel so we could have a private dinner before heading downstairs to the cotillion.”

      "Private?" A huge smile grew on her face as she said, “Perfect. I’m even more excited now.”

      A hotel room with Jess meant no interruptions. If he took her out of that dress before the dance, he’d mess up her hair. He had dinner arranged, then they'd show up at the cotillion and only afterward would he bring her to bed for a night neither of them would forget. He didn’t want to go out of order and rush either of them. “Not questioning why I didn’t book a restaurant?”

      The glow in her gaze was undeniable as she said, “Your plans for seduction work better in a hotel room where we can be alone.”

      His body tightened and became hard from the warmth of her breath on his skin. He brushed his hand against her thigh that pressed near his on the seat. “Jess, after the ex-boyfriend is dealt with, what kind of guy are you looking for?”

      Her eyes widened as she curled her fingers around his. “I wasn’t looking.”

      Every woman he’d ever talked to had an ideal which she used as a yardstick to measure a man’s worth. He didn’t quite believe her. “Why not?”

      She shrugged like she told the absolute truth. “I always figured that when the right guy showed up, I’d know. No need to stress. If he never shows up, I’ll deal with that too." She touched her diamond earring. "I'll throw myself into charity or something.”

      “You’re very unusual.” Jess seemed completely honest about not looking for the "perfect" man, contrary to everything he'd heard since grammar school.

      She narrowed her gaze and squeezed their palms together. “I don’t think so. I won’t die surrounded by cats. I have plenty of relatives who are reproducing and I’m already a bit of a princess.”

      That was an understatement, though she wasn’t the useless variety. A real princess would have destroyed his kitchen, clothes and anything else in her path. Jess knew how to make herself useful. “You are a good caretaker.”

      She laughed and trailed her finger down his forearm, focused on seducing him. He was uncomfortably hard and his body screamed to take her as she licked her lips. “You’re the first man to ever say that about me. Let’s talk about you, though. For a guy who promised seduction, you’re pretty chatty.”

      If he didn't find distractions, he wouldn't make it to the hotel. He took a deep breath, tearing his gaze from her rounded cleavage. He was tempted to rip her dress right off her. “Do you want to know why?”

      “Absolutely.” She toyed with a perfumed blonde curl.

      His younger self would have given into his desires last night but that wasn’t him anymore. His body was tight with pent-up with need as he said, “I think you scare me, Jess.”

      She stopped caressing him. “I scare you?”

      No other woman had. He nodded. “You’re everything I’m not supposed to want in a woman.”

      She sucked on her bottom lip as if in thought. He didn’t move a muscle, captivated by her white teeth. “Because I wear nice clothes and drive a decent car? I didn’t think those were bad things.”

      Money wasn’t what he meant. He had close to a billion dollars in savings and every day his fortune grew as he ran farms across the country and globe, providing the world with food to eat.

      He’d inherited his farms and been taught to never settle for a woman who only pretended to care about him by his sharp-as-a-tack mother. Goosebumps grew and a coldness went down his back despite Jess’s nearness as he said, “It’s not your clothes, or the dressing. It’s that you’re capable of walking away so easily. Your independence draws me toward you.”

      She winced but didn't completely turn away. Jess brought her hand to her infinity necklace at her throat. “But I can infer, then, that you’re afraid of me because I’m capable of leaving?”

      Absolutely, but unlike the saying, truth wasn’t going to set him free and he didn't feel any better. “I don’t want doormats in my life, don't get me wrong, but eventually, I want a woman who is going to stick around if and when things go south for a while.”

      Her gaze narrowed as she asked, “When’s the last time your life went south?”

      He couldn't give her specifics but he'd lost millions in potential contracts, then ended up making more through fast thinking. “When Colt Collins bought the property I was intending to purchase. My investors weren’t happy with the loss of the proposal.”

      Her eyes widened, and her face went white. “That set you back?”

      For just under a month he’d tossed and turned until he'd figured out a solution. Maverick nodded. “I managed to figure out an alternative, keep my shirt, and my investors happy.”

      “So you figured out answers on your own,” she surmised as the limo arrived in Tampa’s bay area. She zeroed in on his lips. “You must be very intelligent. I find that very sexy."

      His mouth dried under her perusal.

      "Why can’t you trust that in time we’ll both figure out our next moves, later, and enjoy the moments we have now?” She tapped her forefinger on his wrist.

      He was running out of excuses. How fast could he get that dress off her? “Because you can break my heart, Jess.”

      She took his hand and pressed it to her heart as she asked, “How? We don’t love each other.”

      Maverick was not under any illusions that Jess would be free. He leaned closer, knowing she was breaking his defenses. “And that’s what’s keeping me sane. But when I claim you, and I will, you’ll be mine.”

      She stared at his lips and a wave of temptation rushed through his body. “Then maybe we can lighten up and enjoy what we get, at least a little?”

      “Done.” He pulled her to him.

      Her lips were tastier than any wine.

      Her sweet body pressed on his hardness and made him want to stake his claim, right now. Forget about his well-laid plan.

      The limo stopped in front of the hotel with a jerking halt that allowed him to focus.

      At least he could get her to their room. What happened after that, when they were alone, didn’t need witnesses.
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      Jess entered the hotel lobby, which was clean and white but didn’t have vaulted ceilings. It didn’t have views of the ocean all around.

      The smells of the restaurant wafted in the air, giving the hotel a sugary scent.

      This was not a five star hotel that a Morgan might stay at.

      Perhaps the Taylor family might have stayed at a place like this… She discreetly glanced around the lobby where families or groups laughed together as Maverick checked them in.

      Once upon a time, before her re-entry into the glittery world of the House of Morgan and inheriting billions, she would have marveled at the huge fish that swam in the aquarium near the check-in desk.

      Maverick gave his black card to the woman at the counter who swiped it with a pleasant smile.

      Jess took another peek at the patrons in the lobby. Most of the people were in jeans and t-shirts though her dress wasn't completely out of place--at least, she didn't see anyone staring at her.

      Maverick wrapped an arm around her waist and she knew no one would ever guess she was Catherine Morgan.

      She probably should have worn her hair down to be less formal.

      Catherine was the fancy one and with Maverick, she was Jess again. She'd loved wearing her jeans everywhere. It was funny that he'd bought her a pair. He smelled like cedar and oranges and her lips tingled for his hard kisses.

      He lightly massaged her back. “This way.”

      She didn’t want to unwrap herself from his strong hold, but she did. He took her hand. “I’ll follow you anywhere, Maverick.”

      He winked and led her to the elevator. “Dinner first, then the cotillion later.”

      Unfortunately other people were in the car with them or maybe she could have teased him into losing control.

      He probably wouldn’t. Maverick was a man in charge of his body as he'd proved by being a gentleman last night. She needed to be his like she needed her next breath.

      Finally the elevator made it to the top. Some guests went to the roof restaurant, but he led her in the other direction. She smoothed her hand over her throat. “I hope we’re doing more than eating.”

      “Dinner can wait.” Maverick brought her to the penthouse.

      Good. No one else would be there, with them. He used the key swipe to unlock the door and strutted inside.

      He closed the door behind them. Jess put her hands on her hips, turned around and gave him the zipper of her dress. “Finally. Help me out of this thing.”

      His big hands pressed against her spine, but he didn’t touch the zipper. “Jess, we don’t have to…”

      She wiggled so he would and glanced over her shoulder at him as she nodded, “Yes, we absolutely do Maverick Appleton.”

      There was no way she’d deny herself tonight.

      This was all they might ever have and she wanted a taste of what kind of guy might like her as Jess Taylor.

      For years Jess Taylor had vanished, but now she was back.

      Maverick unzipped her dress and kissed her bare skin as he uncovered her. “You’re beautiful, Jess.”

      Jess let her dress fall to the ground, reveling in her black lace underwear and matching bra. She sighed with want. “I’m not looking to be anything but yours right now.”

      He gulped and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. “Jess, you’d tempt a saint.” He untucked his shirt from his pants and she couldn't look away.

      Every inch he revealed showed more muscles and hardness. She hadn’t thought it possible for a man to look better than what's she'd imagined of him, but Maverick was all real. He tossed his shirt across the room, wrapping his hands around her trembling waist. “Are you one of those?”

      ”A saint?” He laughed and lowered his lips to hers. “I’ll show you.”

      She dug her hands in his coarse dark hair and lost herself to his touch.

      He undid her bra and picked her up, carrying her to the next room and the king-sized bed. He drew back the comforter to the blue sheets.

      Jess knew what she wanted, and it was all in Maverick’s kiss.

      His lips made her achy in a way sophisticated and worldly Catherine never had been.

      Maverick lay her on the bed and she stripped her underwear off, needing to be with him as the stirring inside her grew.

      He tossed his pants and underwear in one move. She stared at his thickness and a fiery thrill raced through her, knowing Maverick was all man.

      He joined her on the mattress, gently parting her legs so they wrapped around him. He sat back on his heels and stared at her nakedness as if he savored her.

      Another tremble raced in her heart.

      He leaned forward and suckled her neck, his hands caressing her breasts that peaked beneath his touch.

      The valley inside her craved him.

      Waiting was already too much.

      Maverick slid his hand down her naked hip and used his fingers to check her heavenly heat that smoldered for him.

      She moaned as he pushed inside her and then cried out when he pulled back--but it was only to slip on a condom before he returned and finally claimed her.

      A wave of release washed through her as he buried his pulsating member deep inside her--she shattered and lost herself in pleasure.

      

      She woke up, bare, and snuggled firmly in Maverick's arms. A satisfied ache followed by small trembles of release made her never want to leave.

      She could hear his breathing and knew he wasn’t sleeping. She sighed and said, “Maverick…”

      “It’s okay.” He ran his hands up and down her back, like he wanted to comfort her.

      Tears washed down her face. If she'd always been Jess, maybe she’d have met Maverick years ago. She sniffled to make herself stop as she said, “I’ve never cried before.”

      He kissed her forehead. “You’re sweet, Jess.”

      What could she say? Catherine had everything she ever wanted, except someone like him. And Jess wanted nothing else but Maverick now. She would have to be careful when she explained so that he didn't think she was crazy. No one was one person with two names. She was a mess right now as her tears washed onto his muscular shoulder. “I’ve never… thank you.”

      He gave her that saucy wink of his that he’d given her on the patio the night they'd first danced. “That was just an appetizer, darlin'. We have all night once we get back.”

      There was more? And would it be enough? Maverick had said she could walk away from him, but that wasn’t true. Jess was hooked. And she might never let Catherine return to take charge. She laughed and stared into his brown eyes. “That sounds delicious.”

      She dried her eyes and he sat up, holding his hand for her to follow. She sighed but joined him, sitting too as he said, “Good. Let's get that dinner I ordered.”

      Huh? Joy grew in her belly as she said, “You want food, right now?”

      He stood and strutted across the room showing off that muscular butt of his that held her attention. He unzipped his bag and tossed a black t-shirt at her. “I’ll need the fuel to do everything I intend to later and ruin you for any other man.”

      “What’s happening downstairs that needs your attention tonight?”

      “I’m meeting a man about my peach sales.”

      “Work thing. Got it.”

      The shirt would be better than the dress so that she didn't make a mess and they had time before they needed to make an appearance.

      She'd absolutely look like a besotted fiancée now. He tossed on a pair of sweats but didn’t bother with a shirt.

      She probably couldn’t scrub off her smile, not that she wanted to. Jess slipped on the t-shirt that swam on her. “Oh, so that was the seduction plan?”

      Someone knocked at the door. She grabbed a robe and tied it on her fast. Maverick glanced at his watch and reached for the handle while he said, “In part. I don’t like thinking about some future where a pretty boy steals your attention.”

      Opening the door she saw hotel staff wheel in the food while holding their phones in their hand. Maverick tipped the server once the food was placed on the small table near the balcony and walked the server out.

      Jess headed over toward the variety of food options which all smelled good but she didn’t touch a single platter until Maverick returned. Then she chose her lamp chops and her eyes widened. Most places don’t put this as an option. He took the seat opposite her and unveiled a steak. She licked her lips and picked up a fork. “We’re not talking about the future, remember? For tonight, did anyone here know your ex?”

      “Alicia came with me for three years and I skipped last year, but my friends will be happy she’s gone.” He reached across the table and brushed his hand on her arm. “So what do you want to talk about while we eat?”

      A spark rushed through her from one simple touch. Her hair stood on end in awareness as she tried to think of what to ask. She glanced at his lips and remembered how his kiss set her on fire, like he'd made her his, and her heart sped up. She batted her eyes and finally said, “Let's talk about Carter and that breakup of yours for a moment longer. I want to be prepared for questions. Then we can talk about… after the cotillion.”

      “Alicia never went out of her way to be nice to anyone. She expected people to talk to her because of me or because she was pretty.” He took his hand back and cut his steak, adding sauce to his plate as he said, “My friends all know I paid quite a lot for my son after we broke up. Now I get to teach my son to be an Appleton and give him his place in the world.”

      Interesting. To a Morgan that usually meant banking and numbers. Her father had believed that money ruled the world. She massaged the back of her neck to stop thinking about family and focus only on Maverick as she asked, “Like what?”

      Maverick explained, “Our family believes that we need to respect the land, and the land gives back more than we can use.”

      Respect. Beautiful. She let out a sigh and wished she could talk about how unwanted she’d felt in her soul most of her childhood. She hoped Carter never had that crippling doubt. “That’s pretty, actually. My family motto would probably be ‘don’t ever fight publicly with family’ and as a woman, I’m on the low end of the totem pole of getting what I want.”

      The fork in his hand didn’t move. “Seriously? That sounds historic.”

      He hadn’t dealt with anyone like Mitch Morgan and hopefully never would. She shrugged. “My natural father wasn’t fond of having daughters. My adopted parents taught me to value myself, cook that lunch you ate, do the laundry, and earn my own money. Babysitting for my sister’s son helped me figure out what to do with Carter.”

      His eyes softened as he gazed at her and he patted her hand. “Sounds like you traded up.”

      True. She’d thought so. The Taylors had been so sweet and welcoming that it had made being Jess easier. As Catherine, she'd tossed and turned, wondering what she must have done for her father to throw her away.

      She picked up some potatoes off her plate with her fork. “In some ways, you are right. It turns out that my natural mother had always wanted me. My brothers weren’t ripped from her arms, like I'd been. I feel like I’m two different people sometimes.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Two?”

      Catherine Morgan, billionaire heiress, who'd grown up away from her natural family for most of her childhood but now pretended to fit in by attending charity galas, or grand openings of clubs that wanted her name on the clientele list as if she wasn’t more than some airhead in a pretty dress.

      Jess Taylor had grown up wanted, but now took a backseat to Catherine’s life. Not that she could explain that because if she even tried, she’d reveal her identity as a Morgan. He knew too much already and soon the Brock story would break as she hadn’t heard anything. “One is simple, more salt of the earth Jess, and the other is the princess you see in me.”

      He put his fork down without touching his steak and took both of her hands. Her heart shifted when he said, “I see both, Jess. It’s how you put me under your spell.”

      Maverick was the best man she’d met in a long time and a smile grew on her face. “I weave a spell?”

      His stomach rumbled and he winked at her. “Let’s eat this dinner and then get dressed for the party.”

      If she touched her food, that would turn this evening into a memory rather than being in the present. With a sigh, she let his hands go so he could pick up his fork and knife while she asked, “So this episode of ours ends?”

      “I want us to make an appearance downstairs and then come right back up here.”

      Oh. Returning would be great. She picked up her own fork now. “You want more of me?”

      “I want every moment I can get with you.” His intense stare let her know that he was thinking about her naked body and learning every inch of her.

      Her skin heated in response. She gave him a saucy smile and said, “Then Maverick Appleton, I’m yours for the picking.”

      They both concentrated on their meals in silence. Maverick devoured his steak and potatoes. She dipped her lamb into the mint jelly that made the meat sweet. As they finished and wiped their mouths with napkins, Maverick broke the quiet. “Jess, how did I get so lucky? What did this stupid ex of yours do?”

      So this was the topic again. Fair enough. He wanted more details. She sighed and said, “He tried to extort my money.”

      His lips pressed together with obvious disapproval. “I don’t need whatever money you have.”

      Until she’d stepped through the front door of his farmhouse and saw the crystal chandelier, she’d have never guessed farmers were fancy. She hadn't bothered to wonder what was behind the fences surrounding the bigger orange groves. “I noticed. I thought farmers lived off the land, taking only what they needed and scraping by. The middle school trip to visit an orange grove that I went on showed a small house at the edge of the field. I never guessed there were folks who lived in mansions like yours.”

      “The people you visited were probably half-city folks.” He folded his hands on the table and searched her face for a reaction as he said, “Most people hate the isolation of being on a farm.”

      Huh? Her eyes widened and she patted his hand to reassure him that she was fine. “But we have cars. It only took us an hour and a half to get to Tampa.”

      He shrugged and flipped his hand so that his palm cupped hers. “Still, most women I meet don’t want to spend the time away from a manicurist.”

      Seriously? He'd clearly dated the wrong women as he'd mentioned previously. She played with his fingers as she said, “Well, I love your home...”

      “Careful with the l word,” he reminded her.

      “Don’t freak out. I love the color pink, but I don’t wear it every day.” A thrill raced through her and she laughed, then stood and tugged for him to follow her. “And you know what I mean, Maverick. I’m ready to get dressed for your cotillion.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a fast kiss. Desire had never rushed through her like this and she never wanted this time to end. Jess and Maverick were awesome together.
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      Maverick sat on the edge of the bed amid their wrinkled sheets, fully dressed in a navy blue suit, ready for this party as he waited on Jess. He unbuttoned his suit jacket, sure of three things. Tonight he would be walking into the cotillion with the prettiest woman he’d ever met and her beauty wasn’t just physical. Second, he wanted to stay in his room and not go to the cotillion at all, if the alternative was Jess. And three, Jess deserved to be treated better by the men in her life.

      Last time he hadn't worked the room when he'd been close to a deal and Colt Collins had disrupted the expected contracts. This time, though, Maverick would remind everyone he and his family had supported the community of farmers in Florida for over a century, and the Morgan flash wasn’t something to pass on to their children.

      The bathroom door opened and he caught his breath when Jess came out in her body-hugging teal dress, her blonde hair now loosely cascading against her back, which somehow made her less of a goddess and more kissable. If only he didn’t have to shake those supporter's hands tonight, but his peaches deal for wholesale farmer's markets nationwide was too important for him to take a chance.

      He stood and offered his hand. “You look magnetic.”

      A slow smile grew on her face while she wrapped her arm through his. “I want to make you look good tonight.”

      He fixed his tie and opened the hotel door to the hall. “Why is that important to you?”

      She checked the hallway as if to make sure that they were alone before she said, “You gave me a place to stay--I save you from farmer's daughters. We made a deal, remember?”

      His skin prickled. What he felt was so much more than two conspirators following through with a deal. He led her down the hall toward the elevator and pressed the button. “Is that what you meant, to make me look good?”

      She glanced at the nearby restaurant where all the patrons were seated, giving them privacy. Her cheeks were red as she said, “Yes. And… and I’m wondering what life would be like on a farm, if I tossed all obligations away and just gave into temptation?”

      He liked that she imagined herself on his farm. He enjoyed her fully, including her being beside him right now. His father had once said that a good woman would make his life sparkle like champagne and now he understood his father wasn’t just talking about chemistry. The elevator doors opened. “I tempt you?”

      She cupped his cheek with a soft hand. “More than you should. I never thought I’d go to a cotillion.”

      Right. They were from different worlds. She was fancy and not meant for an old-school farmhouse, but that wasn't what he had to offer. “You’re from Florida?”

      She stepped back, lowering her hand. “Yes, but this wasn’t my world. Miami is all about the glitter, fast cars, life style, and you… track mud into the house.”

      “I make sure it doesn’t get all over the floor.”

      “True, but that sexy cowboy hat on your head isn’t part of the Miami hustle.”

      He knew that. No matter the price tag, city and country life styles didn't mix well. As the elevator descended, he recited another observation from his father. “My father used to go to the neighbor’s farm to help whenever asked, even in the middle of the night, because that was being a part of your community. Some folks are farther removed from what's going on these days, but most of the people here tonight value being neighborly.”

      She caressed his forearm, her expression caring. The elevator reached the main floor. “Are things changing, even out here?”

      They stepped into the white lobby and he read a sign that said Farmer’s Cotillion. This was the night he would remind everyone that the Appleton’s kept their word so Colt Collins and the Morgan banks wouldn't disrupt a possible second contract.

      Neighbors but also colleagues. “Farming is big business and there is worldwide competition. In the US we compete with other countries that have lower costs, but we have good fertile land that provides better produce. Our Florida farms are big on supplying oranges, avocadoes, and tomatoes year round but I’m hoping to push for more peaches soon. I’ve got a contract pending, but I bought farms all over the world to stay competitive. My family’s history of farming goes back generations.”

      Her eyes widened and she stepped in front of him in the middle of the lobby as she asked, “So you’re international?”

      “Agri International is mine,” he said quickly, as it was unusual that he had to explain how he was the CEO. But how could Jess know? It wasn't something he talked about--it just was.

      As they entered the ballroom, Bernice and Dodger Fletcher nodded at him from the table near the door and glanced at Jess, so he lowered his voice and kept her close as he said almost in a whisper, “I’m one of those multinationals that some in this community blame for all their financial troubles.”

      Dodger and Bernice owned a trucking corporation that would offer a competitive price for his peaches in the deal.

      Her face sparkled like he told her she’d won the lottery. Alicia had also looked at him in the same way when he'd explained who he was, and his net worth. “I get it.”

      Perhaps he’d judged too early or maybe he'd hoped for more in Jess. His stomach tightened. He'd just admitted he had serious cash which was all Alicia had wanted. The only difference right now was that Jess had her own money or so it seemed. He squeezed her side gently to signal that they should head inside. “Being all around the world is needed to be competitive in today’s marketplace, but having you on my arm is the biggest win for tonight.”

      “Competitive is good, but depending on demand isn’t. You need to have multiple avenues to supply your product or your production becomes obsolete and short lived.” She walked with him but tapped his stomach--his muscles flexed. “Business doesn’t matter though. Tonight I’ll make you proud. I have experience in wowing associates at business affairs.”

      “Your ex-boyfriend used you to charm too?”

      “Let’s not talk about him. I’m being extorted, remember?”

      Right. She was nothing like Alicia and some fool was using her for money. They walked toward the ballroom door while his lips thinned. No one should hurt Jess. She deserved better. “He's an idiot. You have far more value than money could ever buy.”

      She adjusted his tie and smiled at him with a sultry look that was like a shot to the heart. “How?”

      Perhaps he was a fool, but if he could keep Jess in his life, he would. Forget temporary. “You’re warm, caring, smart, sweet, and you make me believe that not every woman is like Alicia.”

      They made it to a long table where he signed in for them. He took the white sticker with his name printed out and a blank one, writing her name and then handed her the nametag. “Good, because we’re not.”

      She put her nametag on and JESS stood out in bold black marker. He led her away from the check-in table and held her hand. “What was your ex’s name?”

      The dated blue and gold carpets of the ballroom didn't quite match the cream colored walls. Wooden displays filled with cheeses, wines, and local fruits had been arranged all over the room, and guests milled around them. He and Jess stood in an empty corner. “My brothers are handling him. Let’s focus on why you’re here. Who are we to talk to?”

      “David Fleur for one. I have a contract with him pending for shipping peaches with his fleet of freights.” He breathed in the same air Jess warmed. He wasn’t prying, but Jess was his for the night and maybe more. Maverick massaged her back as he said, “I just realized I didn’t know your ex’s name. If I ever meet him, I want to punch him out.”

      Her lips quirked. “Brock.”

      “Sounds like a fool’s name,” he mumbled, his mouth craving a taste of Jess's lower lip.

      He inched closer but then he smelled wine and roses behind his back, just as his father’s friend, David, and his wife Callie, came beside them. Callie always wore rose water. David smacked him exuberantly on the shoulder. “Maverick, you’re looking besotted tonight. Who's your lovely date?”

      Jess offered to shake first David’s, then Callie’s, hands. Callie wore bright yellow swirled with blue and purple--a tribute to her hippy days. Jess said, “Jess Taylor. Nice to meet you.”

      Her voice trailed off and he held her next to him. “Jess, this is David Fleur and his wife, Callie. David was a friend of my father’s.”

      David took off his black cowboy hat and showed off his salt and pepper fringe surrounding a central bald spot. “I was best man at his parents' wedding and godfather to Maverick here. I miss seeing your parents every time I say yes to come to one of these functions. They both died too soon.”

      Jess stayed close to him, saying, “I’m glad Maverick has people like you watching out for him. Being alone is never fun.”

      David glanced from Jess to Maverick. “I hope Maverick and I continue to deal just as I dealt with his father before him. I’m happy to see you here, Jess.”

      “The contract is as competitive as you’ll get,” Maverick reminded him, since he'd alluded to the deal.

      David nodded, put his hat back on and led his wife away without another word.

      Maverick and Jess stood watching them go and he motioned toward the bar as Jess said, “He was nice, though I think there is something in the works he wasn't mentioning.”

      “Why?”

      “Nods are not the same thing as words. I’d ensure you have a backup plan for your freight shipping.”

      His lips tingled for Jess’s kiss, not alcohol, though they waited at the bar. He wrapped his arm around her while he said, “He’s a good guy." But had there been something? Maverick had sensed a reluctance but he’d always been like family, yet Jess had just confirmed his own sense. Right now she mattered and he had to steal at least one kiss. "Come on.”

      Her gaze narrowed as he pulled her in the opposite direction of the bar. “Where? I thought you wanted to talk to everyone here?”

      “In a minute.” He needed to get her alone, now.

      Leaving their penthouse suite at all had been a mistake. He led her out into the lobby and pressed her into a dark corner. She had to feel how hard he was for her while her hands held him close and she said, “Okay… whoa.”

      Maverick drank in her sweet kiss like he was lost in a desert and she was the only water around.

      For who knows how long he continued to kiss her, until a shrill laugh from the ballroom pierced through his skull, reminding him that the corner wasn’t totally private.

      She sighed and just stared at him. He cupped her backside briefly and said, “Jess, I want us to circle twice, shake hands and get out of here.”

      She nodded but she asked as they left the corner to return to the ballroom, “No dancing?”

      Granted, he wasn’t being polite. If she wanted the cotillion, he’d give her time, so he crossed the threshold as he pursed his lips. “Not unless you want. I already met who I needed to see the most.”

      She kissed his cheeks like she wanted to laugh and said, “We can dance later, in our room, or on your porch again tomorrow.”

      That dance on his front porch had done him in. He was probably a fool, but it didn’t matter. Tonight Jess was his and he’d taste every morsel as many times as possible. He simply nodded. “Good.”

      Without another word between them, he led her around the ballroom, shaking hands. They said, “Hi, hi, hi,” to multiple people, with a few, “Nice to meet you,” responses. The faces blurred though he truly didn’t care. He answered comments with, “Yes, you too." Or, "You look lovely.” Jess stayed beside him and he answered the same question, “Who's this?” over and over with, “Jess Taylor, my better half.”

      Finally they finished shaking hands. Country music started from the makeshift stage. They neared the door as guests headed to the dance floor for a square dance. Jess, slightly out of breath, said, “That was fast.”

      He pressed his hand on her lower back. “Let’s go.”

      “Did you decide on your vote?” she asked as they strolled toward the door.

      Tonight was done here, now and for the rest of the evening he’d just have Jess. But he only said, “I don’t really care about the vote. I was here to remind everyone I am part of the community and don’t need the Morgan banks to work with them. I want people on my team that feel the same way.”

      She inhaled sharply, but then pointed toward the dance floor. “Next time we go to a cotillion, will you dance with me?”

      Wait. Had she wanted to dance inside? He slowed and said, “Absolutely.”

      She bounced on her feet with that smile of hers that said without words she was happy. “Perfect. I’ve never done a square dance.”

      He froze, confused. Did she want to go upstairs, or dance? If she wanted, they’d go back. “Wait. What?”

      She squeezed his hand and tugged him out the door while she said, “You can teach me… later.”

      This was another reason they didn’t make sense, at least on paper, though in the sheets and alone, that was completely different. If he ever fell for any woman, it might be Jess. He sighed and asked, “How have you never done a square dance?”

      She shrugged like the answer was obvious. “In Miami, there isn’t much country playing in the clubs.”

      He'd never been to a Miami club. The truth was, they were from different universes, but he said as they returned to the lobby, “Stick with me and we’ll do the simple things together.”

      She strode confidently at his side like she was his dream girl come to life. Perhaps she was. No one else made his world sparkle like Jess Taylor.
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      Maybe Maverick and Jess made sense together, as a couple, she thought with a snuggle against him as they lay in bed.

      Her body was sated, but it was more than that with Maverick.

      Here, in his arms, it was like nothing could hurt her, like she was alive, and for the first time in her life, she was free to be herself.

      Her best friends would not logically understand this.

      He had a baby that needed her, and it would be wonderful to be needed. She batted her eyes against the sunshine filtering in through the blinds, still held in Maverick's muscular arms.

      Everything was perfect.

      She tucked her body closer to his, and he squeezed her arm slightly, which meant he was awake.

      She curled into his huge chest that had held her tight and asked, “If I told you I wanted to stay on your farm," she kept her voice breezy, "and, I don’t know, fall in love and live happily ever after with you and Carter, would you laugh in my face?”

      His lips curved into a smile. The boyish grin of his made her pulse skip as he said, “No, I wouldn't laugh. I’m hoping you don’t drive off and leave me brokenhearted, Jess.”

      She’d be a fool if she left. And there was one thing Jess and Catherine had in common, and that was they were both smart. A giggle escaped her lips as she caressed his strong arms. “Maverick, in my past, I’ve always been two people, but you’re the only one who really gets to see a part of me I generally hide.”

      His gaze narrowed, his dark hair in contrast against the white pillow. “What part is that?”

      He traced her arm and the top of the sheet that covered her breasts as she answered, “The calm me, who likes the quiet away from the glimmering lights of the city, who could live happily away from the world, raising a family.”

      He laughed and squeezed her backside. “Jess, you make a great stew.”

      Food. A small sense of pride swelled in her chest. Catherine would never, ever have used the slow cooker or a frying pan. Catherine had servants, but Maverick liked Jess, would he understand why she hadn't told him the truth? Jess would cook again. She hugged her pillow above her and stayed in Maverick’s arms, face to face. “Other than my adopted dad, who said I made the best macaroni and cheese, you’re the only guy I’ve cooked for.”

      He didn’t move a muscle but his long lashes covered his alert brown eyes as he said, “I’ll definitely want to try that then. You keep on surprising me, Jess. But I’m confused, you said you hadn’t had a burger in a long time and when we first met I thought you were going to be difficult to feed.”

      Neither person she was hid anything. Except Brock. Had that hit the news yet? She’d have to check, but right now she didn’t need to think about that jerk. Not when Maverick was so awesome and here, next to her. She shook her head. “I’m only difficult when I’m supposed to be. Before you, I usually ate dinner in a restaurant where my hands never touched the dough or chopped a vegetable.”

      He sat up and looked down at her as she still laid there. “I have a chef, Jess. If you don’t want to cook for me, you don’t have to.”

      “I have my own chefs at home too that specialize in different ethnic dishes I might want.” She hadn't meant that to sound like a complaint. She rose quickly, holding the sheet to cover her but cupped his cheek, which had morning whiskers that brought an electric charge that woke up every cell in her body. “But I like cooking too. I’ll add sloppy joe Friday to the schedule, between all that laundry you accumulate.”

      “With Carter it became a lot more.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      He kissed her palm. “You’re my sweetheart, and if you’re staying, my new girlfriend.”

      Jess had everything she could ever need in life, and it wasn't possible to more aware of him than she was already. He breathed and she was mesmerized by the play of muscle at his throat and bare chest. “Ah perfect. I will have to call my roommates and tell them I’m not moving back.”

      She leaned forward to kiss him, but he squeezed on her hip and she glanced up at his questioning expression. “Will that be a problem for rent or something?”

      Seriously, he had no idea that she was Catherine Morgan. The thought zipped around her brain and didn’t stop. She sighed--how to find a way to tell him? “No. We were just together to mentally support each other as single girls. I don’t want my radio silence to be construed that something bad has happened to me when the opposite is true. I now have a great boyfriend.”

      His lips met hers and she forgot about everything else.

      In his kiss, she was herself.

      The kiss ended and he stood, completely naked and unselfconscious. His hard body had muscles in places she hadn’t even seen movie stars or rock stars sporting. It had to be from working the land. He held out his hand for her to join him while he said, “I’d like to help you get rid of this Brock problem.”

      Unsure how to answer, her body buzzed with apprehension. She headed into the bathroom for a quick shower. Granted she hadn’t checked her phone, but she’d ignored those threats.

      Maybe she should just tell Maverick, but how he'd mentioned her family name with Colt made her rethink that idea. It was best to find a better time than now. “That’s the other reason to call. Maybe there's nothing left to do and my brothers took care of everything.”

      Her heart raced as she closed the door. Agreeing to stay at his farm as his real girlfriend hadn't been the plan. She needed to tell him about Catherine, explain the sex tape, and her family. She quickly got out of the shower and grabbed a robe. As she walked out, she smelled the coffee and eggs with bacon that he’d ordered.

      And there was Maverick, in his gray sweatpants with no shirt and her insides quaked for him rather than the food.

      The Morgans usually had freshly baked breads, often flown in from her birth mother’s favorite bakery in France. She sighed and decided to tell him and get it over with. Maybe it was just competition with Colt and not because he hated all things Morgan. It was time to fess up about being Catherine. She swallowed and opened her mouth, but then Maverick asked, “Would that mean you’re thinking your fancy other half might merge into my farm life, with me?”

      Did he know about Catherine? Probably not. She hadn’t checked the news about her today, but it usually wasn’t true or nice. She walked into his arms and hugged him as she asked, “Are you asking me to reconsider staying with you?”

      He massaged her back in a way professionals wouldn't dare. “I don’t want you anywhere else, Jess Taylor. You’re the only woman I want in my life.”

      Nothing else mattered. She nodded and listened to his heart beat as she said, “Then yes. I want to stay on your farm and help out with Carter, not just as a temporary solution.”

      His laughter rumbled her cheek. As he let her go, he winked and said, “You do great work.”

      Fair, but laundry hadn’t grounded her. She took a bow like she was on stage. “I’m hanging up the laundry towel. We can hire a maid for once a week.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Done. Hiring for a maid that does laundry is easier than hiring for Carter. And now I just want to see you happy.”

      She glanced up at his chiseled jaw dark with scruff and her mouth watered for him. “Then kiss me and don’t stop.”

      “Absolutely.” His lips crashed into hers.

      She ran her hands through his short black hair and lost herself in his hard kiss that sent little tremors to her heart.

      As the kiss ended, he tugged at the curls from yesterday's updo now down her back. “One more thing we should talk about?”

      Maybe he knew and didn’t care she was Catherine Morgan. Her heart quieted as she asked, “What’s that?”

      He reached for her robe ties and loosened them. “I’m signing a new contract with David this Friday and need to be in West Palm Beach. Would you like to come and then we can enjoy the boat show?”

      Mmm. Her body warmed as he unwrapped her like she was a present. Heat rose inside her as she asked, “Are we sailing somewhere?”

      He tugged his sweatpants down, revealing how hard and ready he was for her. “No, just watching from the Best Western Conference Center.”

      Jess Taylor slipped her shoulder from her robe. Confessions were for later. She brushed her palms against his muscles that trembled under her soft touch as she said, “Best Western… I’ve not been to one in years. Sure.”

      He walked her backward toward the bed as he stripped her of her robe, leaving it on the blue carpet next to his sweatpants. “Have you traveled recently?”

      “Last time I traveled, it was to Italy, but I stayed with friends.” Her heart raced as her body hummed for more of Maverick while she lowered her lashes. “I generally stay at exclusive resorts.”

      Her legs brushed against the bed frame and she sank backward on the mattress. “So this room isn’t up to your standards?”

      The carpet’s quality didn't matter. His warm breath near hers absolutely did. She sighed. “It’s better than my normal. You’re here.”

      He tossed the bedspread to the ground, so it was just the two of them on the sheets, naked and eager. He stared at her breasts that ached for his touch. “Jess, what am I going to do with you? Merging our lives will be hard. I’ve not had time to just go to Italy and stay with friends. I was there last to buy a vineyard.”

      “Work and pleasure can be combined. It’s good for you.” But she liked his hardness. She spread her legs and tugged him on her so his muscular body covered hers. Her lips pressed up against his neck and shoulders with light kisses. “And worth it, Maverick. At least I hope so.”

      “Me too, Jess. Me too.”

      Maverick was the man of her dreams and maybe, just maybe together they made sense. She was transplanted to another world from his every touch and she craved all of him.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
      Jess slipped on a pair of tailored black pants she’d bought for working in Peter's office, and a light blue silk blouse.

      Maverick spoke to the valet, wearing jeans that shouldn’t be legal for a man to wear out in public.

      The outlines of his muscles were supposed to be just for her pleasure.

      She could tell that they were thin from working out in the sun where he’d wear them until they ripped and then might still keep them for a while. A woman learned things about a man when she did his laundry.

      Jess stood behind him and hoped no one else noticed how wonderful of a man he was--she hated competition.

      Well, Jess did. Catherine never believed a man was worth her time if he was stupid enough to find another woman attractive.

      A black limo pulled to the front of the hotel and Maverick turned around in his sexy navy blue t-shirt and wrapped his arms around her.

      Here she felt whole and forgot everything until the driver opened the door for them. Hopefully once she told him who she was, he didn’t hold whatever Colt did to him against her. Her heart thundered and for a second she didn’t move as she asked, “What exactly did Colt do to you a few months back?”

      “Nothing in the end as I found a better buyer, but he made a last minute pitch that had my original buyers leaving.” He kissed her neck and ushered her inside.

      “Glad it worked out.” Goosebumps grew on her arms. She needed to tell him who she was, but now she wasn’t sure how. Catherine might not be a welcome girlfriend to him. However, as Maverick nibbled on her neck in the back seat, she forgot everything else.

      Already her body was full of steam and here, she wouldn't have an outlet. The partition was up between them and the driver but still…

      They drove onto the highway and Maverick pulled back when his phone rang.

      She sat up and straightened her hair as Maverick checked his screen and then asked with his eyebrows arched, “Would you mind if I worked a little? I need five minutes.”

      Fair. Running a business wasn’t about the bedroom. And besides, she needed to catch up with her own life too. She nodded, took out her temporary phone and checked for a hotspot--as it turned out, the limo had WIFI. Perfect. She could read her emails as they drove. “No problem. I’ll read the news while you do.”

      She opened her email and relaxed, curling her legs under her as she searched for her important emails.

      That's when she noticed Valentina’s urgent email. She clicked and read fast, Catherine, you’re not answering your phone. We told your brother Mitch who was quite insistent on knowing your exact location.

      Drat. Her back teeth grinded. Tess would have told him she was safe, so whatever happened was 100% to do with Brock and his attempt to blackmail her.

      She closed her email and Googled her name, Catherine Morgan.

      The newest news story was about five minutes ago.

      Jess glanced at Maverick, hoping he didn't know about her or that sex tape. Her heart raced.

      Maverick put his phone down and placed his hand on hers. “Anything wrong?”

      If the updated news was about her and Maverick then she needed to confess right now. Her fingers pulsated with the urge to check the story fast, but she swallowed and squeezed his palm. “When we get back to the house, I’ll need five minutes to call my brother.”

      “About Brock?” He motioned toward the phone in her hand. “You can call him now.”

      Only if she told him that she was Catherine. Her lips pressed together as she stared into his brown hues. Every cell wanted to trust that he’d be there for her, but she couldn't. He had some history with Colt that might ruin everything. “I want to wait until I’m alone.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Why?”

      Again her heart raced. She wasn’t sure how to answer, but she licked her lips and said, “My family is, well, my family. I might need to ask my sister what I should do first.”

      His phone rang. The limo took the turn off the highway and toward the farm. Maverick checked his screen and said, “Give me two more minutes.”

      She nodded and settled back in her seat, checking the latest story. The headline read, Where is Catherine Morgan? The sex tape has sent her into hiding, but we’ll be back when we have breaking news.

      She let out a huge sigh of relief. No one knew where Catherine was. No one knew about Maverick or last night’s date at the cotillion.

      First they needed to have a conversation about Colt and Maverick’s feelings toward her family. Then she’d tell him how Jess was also Catherine. She lowered her screen. Maverick asked, “Sex tape?”

      She picked up her phone and turned it off, ignoring the heat in her cheeks. She shook her head and said, “It was just a news story.”

      He put his phone down on the side panel. “The Morgans aren’t a story you should be following anyhow. There is nothing but trouble with that family.”

      The heat wasn’t just in her face now. Her neck was hot. Surely she must be blushing as she asked, “What do you know about them? You said you had some history with Colt?”

      He settled into his seat and traced her arm. “I don’t know much about the family other than whatever farm hands are talking about. I think there is some airhead Catherine you must look like as I was reminded on the fields about how she ruined a Christmas tree at some dinner for orphans.”

      A chuckle escaped her lips from the memory and she shook her head. “That was like two years ago and she tripped over her hem.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know much.” He shrugged. “As for Colt Collins he almost stole my deal, but the old man Mitch Morgan… now, he caused my parents a lot of problems. David and Callie had me so angry at that man as they blamed him for my dad’s heart attack, calling it caused by stress.”

      “Your father’s death? I’m so sorry.”

      “It was grief talking. And besides Mitch Morgan died pretty much right after. So who knows, maybe my father decided in heaven to take that man down.”

      Her father was something else. But he wasn’t here or a problem anymore. Colt might be. He was married to her half-sister, Victoria. And their father was none other than Mitch Morgan. Her bank account was probably fuller because of whatever had happened many years ago. “And Colt Collins?”

      “That one I know personally.” Maverick massaged her neck and back as he said, “Colt bought multiple companies that had contracts with our farms in an effort to lower our produce prices--so low it would have bankrupted us. Bob caught wind of the set up and we used our international contacts to find new avenues which actually increased our bottom line.”

      Her entire neck was tight and the massage didn't help. She said in a higher-pitched tone than normal, “I didn’t know Colt Collins had tried to take out any farming competitors. He always seemed... stable.”

      Outside the windows the suburbs floated away and more country began. The wired fences around the orange trees told her she was far away from anyone who knew her as Catherine. Maverick said, “Well he had the help of the Morgan banks, and Peter, Mitch and the others he’s all related too absolutely know all about driving competition and getting stocks higher.”

      “I see.” She pursed her lips. How could she bring up that she was Catherine now? He thought her family had tried to stop his business.

      There was no way he’d understand that she was one of the Morgans, an accountant set to work at the banks that had tried to ruin his heritage. The fact she hadn’t started that job didn’t matter. All Maverick would see was her last name.

      Maverick continued the massage on her back. “I can’t imagine a daughter who has a sex tape is anything better.”

      “What sex tape?” Her stomach tightened. Maverick knew about Catherine.

      “Don’t celebrities all eventually have one?”

      “Do they?”

      “I know what I’m told and that’s about it.”

      She’d be sick if she didn’t figure out what to do. Her heart thundered in her chest as she said, “It strikes close to home for me.”

      Maverick stopped touching her back. She turned toward him, wondering if he'd figured her out, but then he asked, “Why? Do you think the guy in a tape is blackmailing her or something?”

      He'd hit the truth. She hugged her waist as she asked, “What if he is?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t personalize celebrity troubles. I’m sure even a sex tape can be ammunition the Morgans will use to destroy some business out there and make a profit.”

      “I don’t see how a sex tape can be beneficial to business.”

      “This is all trivial that doesn’t matter anyhow. You and I… now that matters.” Maverick tilted his head, and moved toward her as if to kiss her.

      If only his kiss would erase her past. She lowered her face at the last minute and his mouth landed on her forehead instead. “What if… what if you’re wrong?”

      His hands ran through her hair and the warm tingles were like sweet torture. All she wanted was Maverick but he’d hate her if he knew the truth. She'd thought she'd found the man she could be herself with. “Who cares? I’d rather spend the last few minutes of our time alone, holding my sweet Jess in my arms.”

      She needed to figure out what to do. Her racing heart had to slow down. Hoping for a moment to gather her emotions, she lifted her brow and pointed at his phone. “You finished work then?”

      She swallowed and waited for him to say he needed a couple of minutes but he put his phone aside. “I checked on that contract with David and Callie. Everything is on track and there shouldn’t be any last minute hang ups.”

      Ones like her family had caused, and now possibly her brother-in-law might be planning more trouble for him in the future. Maybe if she proved her capabilities and helped him, he’d see her value and not hate her entirely. David wasn’t a sure thing. She curled her legs closer to him and said, “I’m a good accountant, Maverick. And something about that nod still plays in my head from last night. You should have a backup plan. Do you have contingencies set?”

      He unwound her arm from her waist as the limo sped down the backroads that were more bumpy and instead held her thigh steady like he’d protect her from a rough ride. “Last time, Colt Collins stole one of the subcontractors prices by offering higher contract prices if they signed his instead. We lost some shipping, but then he outright bought the parcel of land while I was dealing with the subcontractor. It was an old-school bait and switch tactic to draw my attention away at the last minute. This time though, David is trustworthy.”

      “In business, the worst person to betray you is usually family, which was why the Morgans were successful with their Morgans don’t fight Morgans motto.” He leaned to kiss her. Her heart whispered to let him. This conversation was dangerous. Instead, she asked, “So you’re sure about David?”

      He tugged her closer as his hands wrapped around her lower back. “Everything is fine and on track, not a Morgan in sight. Now tell me how I can help you?”

      Her insides quivered. She'd never had this before, so she sighed and settled onto his lap. “Help… me?”

      She straddled him and gently kissed his face and neck. His hands caressed her back and hips.

      His sexy mouth captured hers and made her heart sing. She hoped that they could both stop talking. However, as the limo rolled onto the farm, he lowered her to sit beside him and said, “Yes. Once we’re home, it’s back to the routine we started. I’m willing to change to be home earlier to you and Carter. But I’d like for you to tell me about Brock and how exactly he’s blackmailing you. I thought when you came it was physical threats but I’ll help you no matter what he’s done or threatening.”

      That was the last thing she needed--she had to figure out the best way to explain herself. She shook her head. “Let me talk to my brother and sister and find out what happened. Once I know all the newest details then we can talk.”

      He ran his hand through her long waves and nodded, “Tonight then.”

      The limo hit the packed dirt road leading to the farmhouse. Soon, they'd go inside and resume their roles. She whispered in his ear, “In the meantime, just kiss me and don’t let me forget your kiss throughout the rest of the day.”

      A slow smile grew on his face while the limo stopped. He kissed her fingers. “It will be a short day as we were at the hotel for most of it.”

      True. Her body still ached from the sweet memories of their lovemaking, so she curled closer to him and said, “Even better. Tonight I get to be with you. I love it.”

      A crash of sensations hit her at once the moment his lips brushed against hers. The world disappeared. In that moment she finally stopped caring about Catherine and just let Jess have her happiness.

      If Maverick understood, then maybe they'd still have their chance. This kiss made her wish.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
      The slight humidity in the air reminded Maverick that spring was on its way, and with it the return of never-ending rain showers. Until then, hose trucks filled with water nourished the orange trees.

      His hands were dirty from checking the soil's moisture levels, so before he went inside to see his son and Jess, he stopped at the sink on the back patio to wash his hands, kicking off his work boots and slipping into shoes so he wouldn't track mud in the house. He soaped up.

      The smell of Jess’s floral perfume wafted toward him--though he knew she was inside. Was the kitchen window open?

      She had to be close. Maverick rinsed, turned off the faucet, and heard her voice clearly as she spoke. "Tess."

      Without intending to spy, he stopped to listen as Jess said, “I don’t know what to do. I don’t want us to pay this guy. It’s the principle of the thing.”

      That's right, they'd had the names that rhymed. His lips curved in a smile. He heard another voice that was much higher pitched than Jess's say, “You're my sister. I’ll handle everything on my end, but I need you to be safe.”

      Jess must have her phone on speaker. He pressed his head to the windowpane, slightly open a fraction, to wave, but he didn’t see her. He imaged her walking down the hall toward her room. Jess said, “I’m safe. I promise.”

      Her sister asked in a huff, “How is going on the farm?”

      Jess sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      Why? His spine tingled. Was he so different from her life? Maverick's gut twisted as her sister said, “Well, stay holed up for another day or two. We’ll have this all straightened out by the wedding.”

      "Right. I said I’d be there. Bye, sis." Jess ended the call.

      Alicia came to mind.

      His ex had taught him to never trust easy, and his neck was tight. He shouldn’t believe that Jess was leaving him just when she’d said she’d move in. Jess was different.

      His stomach shouldn’t be in knots over something he could clarify with a question. As he stepped into his house, his phone beeped. He glanced at it and saw Alicia’s name with a text that read, You have an interesting new girlfriend Maverick.

      Who I date doesn’t matter to you. He was happy to set that boundary.

      Three periods showed she typed back so he stood and waited near the open door behind him. I’ve been offered $10K for my pictures of you and her at the cotillion.

      I didn’t know my picture was worth a dime.

      If you give me the money I’ll sell them to you instead.

      Not interested Alicia.

      Done, he pushed his phone back in his pocket. Jess was a sweet girl and he didn’t care if anyone knew they were together.

      Maverick headed toward the bedroom he’d placed her in the first day she'd arrived. He knocked on the door it opened on its own. Jess rose from her seat on the bed and stuck her phone in her pocket. He swallowed uncomfortably, not wanting to act like he hadn't overheard. “That was your sister?”

      “Yeah.” She glanced at the floor and then up, her hair over her shoulder. “How much did you hear?”

      “Not much.” He hadn't intended to spy on her but she'd had her phone on speaker. He crossed his arms. “How can I help with Brock?”

      She strode toward him, graceful and poised. “I just need to stay out of my normal life for another day or two. My brothers are handling Brock.”

      He took a step and let his hands fall to his sides. "What are you being blackmailed for?”

      “Money.”

      “I could pay him whatever he’s asking.”

      Jess's cheeks blushed red. “I don’t want that.”

      “Why?” He froze at her insistence that she didn't need his help. He didn't want to force himself into her life. “Why are you being standoffish about this?”

      She took his hand. “Because it sets a bad precedent.”

      That he helped her? It was part of letting someone into your heart, at least he thought so. He narrowed his gaze. “What do you mean?”

      She squeezed his palm as she rested her head on his shoulder. “I don’t want people thinking I’m an easy cash cow.”

      This wasn’t about him then. He should have guessed. He traced her cheek. “I happen to agree, and told my ex no. She said she has pictures of us at the cotillion.”

      “No!” Jess's voice rose and her face went white.

      He tilted his head. “I don’t care if people see us dancing together in some photo. She wanted $10K which seemed a high price for nothing.”

      “But you refused?”

      “Yeah. I don’t want to give Alicia another dime.” He understood Jess's feelings of being taken advantage of.

      As if on cue, a piercing scream came from the baby monitor that had a video screen and adjustable audio. She lowered the sound and smiled at the baby who'd just woken up. “Carter.”

      He opened the door so they could head to the nursery. “My boy likes having you around.”

      She walked beside him and gave him a saucy wink. “Good, because he’s sweet.”

      “Glad you think so.” He opened the nursery door for her.

      Carter continued to cry and she cooed as she crossed the room. As she picked up his son, his heart swelled.

      Jess being here made everything in his world better.

      She glanced over her shoulder as she soothed Carter and asked, “You’re coming?”

      To hold his son. Yes. He walked over and massaged her lower back, then reached for Carter. “I like to watch that sway of your hips when you walk.”

      She handed Carter over and adjusted his son's head. “Funny.”

      He rocked his son, who stared back at him with such intensity, his heart nearly stopped.

      Carter was the best part of him and always would be. Alicia had been a horrible choice for all things, except this. He’d never let this boy go. He glanced over at Jess who beamed her happiness like a beacon of light and he wanted her in his arms too. He winked at her. “Once Carter goes back down for his nap, I’m thinking we can be alone.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Don’t you have work to do?”

      “It can wait,” he said, though Carter’s bright blue eyes were clear and awake. Best part was, he wasn't crying.

      Jess brushed her fingers against his arm and his muscles quivered from her touch as she said, “Later--finish your chores, and we will get our alone time then.”

      He laughed. “Now that sounds like a woman who knows what she wants.” Maverick kissed his son’s forehead and handed him back to Jess. “See you later, Carter.”

      She took the baby easily, but then he leaned forward and captured her lips in his. "Jess."

      He had to be gentle as she held his son, but honestly it was easy to imagine her as a mother to his child.

      He headed out of the room to his office.

      Figures waited for him to oversee and the contract still needed to be signed for David and Callie to handle shipping the peaches. However it was such a nice day, he grabbed his laptop and headed to the lunch area where he usually sat with his farm hands and used a picnic table as a desk.

      The warmth of the day and the gentle breeze relaxed him as he read over the document that David still hadn’t signed.

      He raised his chin to the wind which usually helped stir an answer in his mind, then wrote back to his lawyers to give David another day. Perhaps he'd drank too much at the cotillion.

      Everything else was working on schedule.

      He checked his emails and responded, comfortable enough on the picnic bench. He had no idea how much time passed but the smell of tobacco behind him as Bob tapped his shoulder gave his foreman away. Maverick closed his laptop. “Bob, what’s going on?”

      Bob climbed up on the wooden picnic table. The sun was starting to descend which signaled it was five, and once the conversation ended, he’d head back to Jess and Carter. Like a family. Bob straightened his legs to rest on the bench below and nodded. “I see a relationship growing between you and Jess.”

      Before she’d stormed into his life, he’d stayed far away from women that might cause problems--blonde, beautiful ones. He nodded. “She’s different than I thought she’d be when she showed up in her Mercedes.”

      Bob said, “She’s not Alicia.”

      That was the truth. With Alicia he’d bought her gift after gift but it was never enough. Jess didn’t ever want anything from him. Maybe Jess was trustworthy in a way Alicia never could have been, but that meant she needed to trust him, too. And every time he asked about Brock and the blackmail situation, she went quiet. His head hammered a warning to be cautious when it came to Jess. “Yeah, but I can’t complain. Carter came from that mistake.”

      “And he was easy to watch last night now that Jess came into your life.” They both faced the orange sunset as he said, “You’ll do right by that boy, I know it. I wanted to ask your intentions.”

      Maverick laughed and lifted up his laptop, ready to bring it back to the house with him. “Are you turning into her father now?”

      The older man shrugged like he had every right to his opinions when he said, “No. Just looking out for you, as always.”

      Bob was the closest thing he had to a mentor these days, and he’d been the reason Jess had showed up here, so Maverick nodded and said, “We’re both good.”

      Bob scooted off the picnic top. “Glad to hear it.” Maverick put his bag into his truck to return to the main house. Bob followed and asked, “So what are you planning?”

      Tonight he’d enjoy Jess like he had last night. His face heated as he couldn’t say that but instead he chose his words so that Bob understood he didn't need to worry. “Jess and I are going to take it one day at a time, though she’s now my girlfriend rather than the temporary nanny or pretend fiancée.”

      Bob decided to take the passenger seat in the truck for a ride back to the main house. His foreman closed the door. “What happens when her family fixes the mess she found herself in?”

      Jess could leave as fast as she'd arrived. Maverick hopped in and turned the engine of his truck, focused on the motor sounds rather than that thought. All good. He faced Bob. “Then she has less problems.”

      He drove the truck toward the farmhouse. “And if she heads back to her life?” Bob asked.

      The dirt road was muddy thanks to the water tanks that ensured the trees had the proper hydration, so driving was slower than normal to avoid a skid. “I can’t predict what she intends to do.”

      As they turned toward his three-story farmhouse, the chandelier glinted from the windows. He'd bought it to catch people off-guard because they weren't expecting such beauty in the middle of nowhere. He loved the way the crystals winked and prismed with the afternoon sun behind them. Bob said, “You can let her know with certainty you want her to stay.”

      Houses and buildings were stable, but women were like a hurricane. He buried that thought and shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      Bob kept his voice low when he asked, “What’s stopping you?”

      In a few minutes they’d be home and go their separate ways for the night. Maverick's nerves wouldn’t be wound so tight--Bob was pushing and he didn't like it. “I don’t want to lose my childcare and put us back in square one.”

      Bob turned toward him and asked, “So you’re not pressuring Jess because you want her to stay?”

      Heat rose in his face. That wasn’t a good answer. Maverick gripped the wheel. “That doesn’t make much sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Bob agreed. “But sometimes women make us crazy.”

      Alicia had made not trusting any woman a defensive reaction. Yesterday with Jess he’d let her in, and hopefully everything would be fine, despite the buzz in his head. He parked the truck. “I don’t want to rush and push her away.”

      Bob took his time opening the passenger door. “I find that good women tend to prefer concrete offers rather than playing it ‘day by day'.”

      Maybe, but he wasn’t ready for concrete. He walked Bob to his red Chevy pickup. “Modern women don’t immediately think about marriage.”

      Bob laughed like that answer was hysterical and even tapped his leg as he climbed into his truck. “That’s not a generational thing. If she says yes then you know she’s going to stay beside you when times are hard, and be there to celebrate your successes too.”

      Sounded like something his father would have said about his mother. Maverick stepped back. “Bob, I’m just happy she’s here right now. I can’t offer more than I already have.”

      “Then you risk losing her.” Bob started his truck engine.

      Maverick didn’t say it out loud, but there was something he couldn’t figure out about Jess that flew around in his brain like an annoying fly. “I’ll talk to her.”

      Bob nodded and started to drive away but rolled his window down. “That’s a start. Bring a ring.”

      Maverick waved him off and said, “Night, Bob.”

      The farm hands were all checking out now. If there was anyone coming onto the ranch, security would let him know.

      Once the dirt from Bob’s tires flew in the air and Bob was far enough way, Maverick turned toward the house. Tonight it was just Jess and him. No Alicia. No Brock. No blackmail or extortion. Just them. Nothing else should matter.
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      Maverick wiped his boots on the front porch rug and paused. His hair stood on end.

      Something was wrong. He looked around, but nothing seemed out of place, yet electricity rushed through him.

      Carter and Jess were inside. He grabbed the door handle and pushed in, expecting resistance when there'd been none. Jess, her arms crossed, guarded the hallway that led to the bedrooms, and nursery, like a sentinel. She paced back and forth, protecting her station.

      She lowered her arms to her side when she saw him and let out a breath. “Maverick, thank goodness you’re back.”

      His gaze narrowed. “What’s going on?”

      She used her chin to point to the living room. He slowly turned and his gut clenched as he recognized the silver-blue eyes and blonde hair of the woman who had once been in his bed. Jess asked, “This is Alicia?”

      Jess’s empathetic gaze told him plenty, as did her posture. The woman was not getting near Carter. He confronted Alicia. “What are you doing here?”

      She flicked her long blonde hair as she pouted at him like she was still a teen poster model. “I heard you got yourself a new girlfriend, and that some woman had influence over my son.”

      “Who would tell you that? You never made friends with anyone I knew,” he retorted.

      Her eyebrow rose. “Maybe not, but I stayed at the hotel the night of the cotillion and made friends with the staff.”

      “You have no right to be here, Alicia. I’m not paying you for pictures of Jess and me dancing.”

      Alicia embodied every reason to never marry or trust his heart to anyone. Not even Jess. Maverick stepped in front of Jess to block her from Alicia’s view. “Oh, I’ve already cashed the check for the press. I just wanted you and Jess here to be on notice for later that there will be stories about you in the news.”

      He didn't care about small-time gossip.

      Alicia dropped her shoulders and glanced down as she shook her head. “I wanted to say to you, Maverick, that I was wrong to leave you.”

      The fact that she couldn’t cry on demand was why she wasn’t an actress. Her own words echoed as he saw her dry eyes. He pointed toward the door. “You told me life on a farm wasn’t your future, and with your lawyer present, you signed over all rights to my son. You cashed my many checks. As far as I’m concerned, it’s time for you to leave.”

      She rose from the couch and came toward him, moving her hips back and forth, then pressed her hand on his chest like she had a right to touch him. “Maverick, can we talk alone?”

      Not going to happen. He flinched and stepped away from her. Jess walked beside him and stood like they were a team.

      He crossed his arms. “There is nothing you can say that can’t be said in front of Jess.”

      Jess lowered her hands to her sides.

      Alicia glared at her and then shook her head. “I don’t want Jess to hear me.”

      This woman had lost all her rights. She'd signed them away, and he never expected to see her again. “I have every right to call the police and have you removed from our house.”

      She raised her painted eyebrow at him. “If I’d known you would move on so fast, I wouldn't have signed those papers.”

      Alicia had killed any emotion he might have regarding her the day he'd received her letter. “You mean, you’d try to leverage more money.”

      Her lips curved into a smile like she wanted to emulate the bad girl in a movie. “Why not? The two of you clearly have it. Her Mercedes is brand new.”

      All about the money. His mother had died because she hadn’t wanted to spend it. Alicia lived without a moral code to get her hands on whatever money she wanted.

      Jess pointed to her own chest. “I bought it myself. That’s not from Maverick.”

      “We both know you’re rich,” Alicia said. “Maverick said your name was Jess, right? Cause I’d have pegged you with another name.”

      Jess’s face went white.

      He didn’t understand why she had no comeback, not that it mattered. His gut twisted there was more though. He wasn’t sure what it was, but his entire body was tight as he glared down his nose. “What you think about Jess doesn’t matter. Security never should have let you in here.”

      “I told him Carter was my son. You have new guards and they couldn’t get you on the line.” Alicia took a dramatic breath but he wasn't fooled. She was a terrible actress. “Can I see our son?”

      His mind screamed that she had no rights. If he didn’t let her see Carter, then his lawyer might tell him he was doing the wrong thing. Every cell in his body shouted absolutely no. He’d keep Carter safe from her, but he twisted his neck as he stared at Jess and said through clenched teeth, “Jess, bring Carter.”

      Jess nodded and tapped on his lower back like they were in this together as she nodded at him. “Be right back, Maverick.”

      Jess was too good of a woman to ever be involved with this dramatic nightmare. He had to protect his son and himself from more drama, though right now he needed Jess; the right thing to do later was send her away from this mess.

      Alicia waited with her hands behind her back as Jess disappeared. “You are clearly smitten with her.”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      Jess’s soft footsteps made him stand firm. If they were ever together, she would be a part of this, and that wasn't fair. He needed to protect her and Carter from Alicia.

      Jess reluctantly handed Carter to Alicia, and his son's face turned bright red as he started to scream. Alicia took him, bounced him, and held him awkwardly. Her nose lifted as she said, “Ugh, he’s screaming.”

      Her grip on his squirming body wobbled like she’d drop Carter. He reached out and took his son back.

      Carter still screamed. Smart boy. He then handed him back to Jess who cooed and shushed him with a sweet face. “Jess, will you please take Carter out?”

      “We’ll stay in the nursery.” She patted his son on the back and quieted him down.

      Once he heard the door close with a click, he widened his stance--enough was enough. “Why are you here, Alicia?”

      She walked over to the living room and swayed her hips like he might care, which he didn't, and said, “I just wanted to warn you, Maverick.”

      “What?” An ulterior motive sounded more like Alicia's true nature.

      Everything boiled down to money. Returning to where he remained by the front door, she pressed her hand against his shoulder. “I remember how much you hated Colt Collins after he almost ruined you, how you railed against the Morgans.”

      Huh? Alicia stopped making sense. He shrugged. An outright no might cause her to have a temper tantrum. “That was a long time ago.”

      She gazed up at him and batted her eyes like they were still friends. “I wanted to see how deep you were getting with your Jess.”

      Maverick was not a stupid man, and this smelled like a trap. The way Alicia said Jess made him pause, but he stepped away from her and said, “I don’t know what you’re saying and it’s time for you to go now. Jess and I have to eat dinner and enjoy the rest of the evening.”

      She pressed her lips together and then flung her pocketbook in the air and let it land on her hip like she needed to be noticed. “This house is where we created Carter. And it was your parents' homestead before they retired. I figure it has sentimental value to you and you wouldn't invite the enemy to stay with you for long.”

      He wasn’t born yesterday. Alicia was bad news. He walked with her toward the door. “You’re not making any sense. Have fun with your windfall from the picture of Jess and me, but don’t come back here.”

      “Fair enough. I wanted to see her,” she said as he opened the door. “I’ve always been a big of a fan.”

      A fan? Alicia wasn’t a fan of anyone’s. He didn’t ask as he shook his head. "Now you have. Don't come back."

      She strutted toward the silver Mercedes that beeped when she pressed her key button. She must have bought it with his money.

      All fancy women apparently wanted that brand. He never should have spent time with the spoiled model, though being too self-reliant had been why his mother had died. And at least he had Carter out of the deal which was the only good thing from those two years of his life.

      Two ends of the spectrum when what he needed in his life was someone in the middle, and he'd show his son the right kind of woman.

      Unfortunately, that couldn't include Jess--even if his heart whispered that she was part of him now. Alicia drove off on his dirt road and dust flew in the air. Maverick turned toward the house.

      The living area was now quiet but the room still seemed disturbed. He headed into the nursery and knocked on the door as he opened it.

      Jess rocked in the chair with his son in her arms. She seemed sweet and kind and the picture of love. His words caught in his throat and he coughed, then said, “Jess, she’s gone now. Good job protecting my boy until I got home.”

      “She was only here for two minutes before you," Jess said. "She probably knew what time you finished for the day.”

      “I don’t ever want to talk about Alicia after today,” he said. Maverick sat next to her as she rocked his sleeping baby. “How’s Carter?”

      She continued to rock him and spoke in a calm voice, “I settled him down. What did she want?”

      Something about the way Jess gazed at him and Alicia’s sudden interest in his love life smelled wrong and made his stomach turn. He wasn’t asking the right question though part of him hadn’t wanted to shake things up. The time with Jess was like he was transported to heaven and no longer needed the word. But something was about to pop his delusion. It was in how white Jess’s cheeks were. He stood, as she did, to put his son in his crib. He said, “To meet you.”

      “Why?” She patted Carter to ensure he stayed asleep and avoided his gaze.

      He pointed toward the door and they tiptoed out of the room as he whispered, “She doesn’t like being replaced, I guess.”

      “That’s it?” Her face blushed as they closed the door. “Am I her replacement?”

      His hair stood on end like there was more to come, but he brushed her arms that also had goosebumps. If they trusted each other entirely, he’d ask her to stay with him, forever. Maverick kissed her forehead. “You’re absolutely a trade up. It’s like comparing your Mercedes to a Toyota.”

      Her lips pursed. “That’s not kind. Alicia is beautiful.”

      On the outside. She looked like a dream girl, but honestly Jess’s overbite was sexier and more endearing. He swallowed and wrapped an arm around her waist, leading her toward his bedroom next door. “It’s the truth. Answer this. If you ended up pregnant, would you send a lawyer to negotiate a deal where I end up with our son--for a fee?”

      He opened the door and she didn’t hesitate as she stepped inside with a sigh. “Absolutely not. Never. I know what it’s like to be ripped out of a family and tossed away, unwanted. I’d never wish that on my worst enemy. She grabbed the side of the headboard like she needed emotional support. “I hope whoever you do marry one day, treats Carter the way my adopted parents treated me.”

      Or he’d never get married. Not if he didn’t trust the woman he was with enough--he wished he knew whatever this sense was warning him about was.

      But if he asked, he could lose Jess. So he chose to figure things out for himself first. Maverick closed the door behind him. “I didn’t mean to trigger your past.”

      She sat on the edge of his king-sized bed, letting go of the wooden headboard, and held out her hand for him to join her. “It’s okay, Maverick. Carter’s sleeping.”

      If only it was possible to keep Jess around forever. He followed her signal and linked their fingers together as he said, “So now it’s time for us.”

      He sat down beside her and she pressed her knee toward him as she asked, “Are we in for the night, or at least until Carter calls?”

      Good question. His body was hard from her simple touch, but he couldn’t hurt Jess. He didn't have the words to explain himself, so he stood and gently tugged her arm to follow him out of the bedroom. “I want to dance with you on the patio again.”

      His stomach rumbled despite how tight his muscles were from tension. She laughed and patted his abs. “And eat dinner. I hear your grumbling.”

      “Was it that loud?”

      “It’s okay.”

      They went into the main living area and then headed right to the kitchen as she said, “Carter has his formula in bulk now and I got the burgers ready.”

      “Two nights of burgers. I thought you never ate them.” He joined her in the kitchen. She'd already cut potatoes and put them in the air fryer so she flipped the machine on as she heated up the frying pan.

      “Now that I had one again, I’m craving more.” Jess added the meat as the pan grew warmer and then turned toward him as she said, “Why don't you go pick the music and set the table while I finish up here.”

      “Okay. You fit on my farm, Jess, and in my life.” He spoke without thinking, then pursed his lips.

      Why had he said that?

      She laughed again while she checked on the air fryer and winked at him. “Glad to hear it.”

      He rubbed his chin, unsure what he’d say. Clearly he couldn’t trust himself without a plan of action. He brought the plates down from the cabinet and took the silverware from a drawer. “Just don’t think about going anywhere.”

      Not until he figured out the truth because he wanted to believe in Jess.

      She gave him a huge smile. “There is no place else I want to be.”

      For now. Jess was perfect in the moment, but in the end, he needed to protect himself and Carter from heartache. Carter was too young to understand, so it was up to Maverick to protect both their hearts.
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      Jess’s pan-fried burger had somehow tasted better than anything he’d eaten, all week.

      The ingredients were the same as what he’d been offered a couple days already, but Jess gave that simple burger a taste that left his mouth watering for more.

      Maybe it wasn’t the food. Perhaps he just needed another taste of her.

      Jess smiled at him and handed him the last dish as they stood over the sink. He wiped it with the dish rag as she turned off the water and tugged off her yellow plastic gloves. “The dishes are done.”

      He put the dish in the drying rack as Jess patted him on the shoulder. Her touch made his body tremble. “I’ll get the wine and dessert. Will you change the station for the music?”

      Easy enough. His heart beat faster but he nodded at her and his lips ached to kiss her.

      His back pocket rang. He stepped toward the patio as he checked the screen. What could his foreman want at this time of night? “Bob is calling.”

      His mother would have fussed at his father that there would be no business over dinner, and Alicia would have pouted that he wasn’t paying enough attention to her. His heart stopped as Jess asked, “Is it important?”

      His collar was tight. Any woman in his life right now was a bad idea, though he nodded and said, “He’d never call otherwise. Give me one minute just in case it's about that contract I've been working on this week.”

      She nodded at him and shrugged. “I’ll just put everything away. Meet you outside in a few minutes.”

      He rushed to the patio and plugged in the airplay radio attached to his computer while he answered, “Bob, what’s going on?”

      “Colt Collins,” Bob said fast.

      His shoulders tensed. “What’s he up to?”

      “He’s made a counter offer on your deal with David and Callie.”

      His mind whirled--once again, he needed to maneuver around the banks of the Morgans and figure out a plan B so that he could add the peach orchards of Georgia to his well-rounded portfolio. Jess had warned him. He paced on his back patio. “How did he even know about it?”

      “I have no idea,” Bob said.

      David and Callie had whispered in his ears for years that the Morgans were his enemies. Yet David had joined ranks. His heart was like a jackhammer right now. So much for family loyalty. He picked up the pace and shook his head while he walked the square wooden deck. “I’ll contact our banks in the morning and see what we can do.”

      Bob coughed. “Or you can talk to your new girlfriend.”

      Had Bob figured out the secret? He stopped in his tracks. Bob would never mention her if she wasn’t connected to the business, would he? He widened his stance. “What does Jess have to do with this?”

      Bob sighed heavily. “She’s Collins’s sister-in-law and a Morgan.”

      “What?” He backed up, brushing against his own house.

      The world was spinning. A Morgan? That was what Alicia had been hinting about, why she'd sold those photos.

      He’d been a prize fool and Alicia probably wanted to laugh at him behind his back instead of telling him the truth.

      Bob asked, “Are you not watching the news, Maverick?”

      Before Jess had entered his world, he'd checked the news online after dinner, but that was a boring, nothing-happening day. Today hadn’t been anything like that. Jess hummed inside the house. Maverick pushed off the wall he’d been leaning his foot on as if guilty. “No. I took a night off.”

      Bob smacked his lips together. “Well, you and your farm are all over all the news. You and Catherine were seen at the cotillion together, and some are speculating that some sort of merger was about to happen.”

      Maverick's body tightened with apprehension. He couldn't think of a single reason why. “Me?”

      Bob said, “Someone took pictures of you both in the hotel--you wearing sweatpants, and her just a t-shirt.”

      Alicia. Her finger prints were all over this and she’d come here to laugh in his face.

      Or this was all some mistake. He pressed his hand to his chest. If his ex ever came on his farm, again, Maverick would ensure there was a road block. “You’re joking.”

      He stormed inside, his vision making him see red as he stood in his living room.

      “Go to a computer and see for yourself,” Bob said like he'd read Maverick’s thoughts.

      Without another word he hung up his phone. His footsteps echoed across the bamboo floor to his office and computer that also held the musical selection he was to select for tonight’s dinner. He kept his gaze focused in that direction, but Jess called out from the kitchen, “What’s going on?”

      She’d have a right to know if she’d been humiliated or lied about. If she wasn't Catherine Morgan. Maybe this was all some mistake. He waved for her as he switched on the computer and the internet. “Jess, come here, would you?”

      Her soft steps hardly made a sound and the next thing he knew she'd pressed her small hand on his shoulder. “What are you looking up?”

      He typed his name into the news search bar. “Bob saw the photos Alicia had snapped of us in the hotel room.”

      Her face went white and she let him go to hug her waist as she edged back from him. “So you know...”

      Know that someone had mistaken his girlfriend for a socialite. There had to be a mistake. Jess was more observant than he was, since he hadn't recalled anything out of the ordinary. He hit search on the browser. “I’ll sue the hotel… let me see what the damage is first.”

      She took a backward step toward the door as she shook her head. “Let’s not. Let’s forget about this.”

      "What?" And then he saw the picture of Jess, but that wasn't her name. Her real name made his stomach knot.

      Catherine Morgan.

      The same smile. The same overbite. The same eyes.

      Catherine was Jess. He was an idiot. Again.

      Photos of some random guy with a big face was also in the story, but he focused on the headline. “Catherine Morgan’s New Boyfriend. The party girl went country.”

      Without meaning to he asked, “Who's Catherine Morgan?”

      But it was clear from the photo that the article was talking about Jess.

      She spoke in a small voice behind him, “Oh no.”

      He continued to read. Catherine Morgan was being blackmailed for ten million dollars and a sex tape had been released. Her family was in the middle of a lawsuit with Brock. Maverick asked on autopilot, “So this is Brock Letterman?”

      But the answer was obvious. Brock was why she was hiding. The twenty second video clip the news showed was from high school and grainy. He turned toward her and tears rolled down her eyes as she shook her head wildly, “I didn't want you to see that. I’m so sorry.”

      A thought came to him as he stood from the computer. He crossed his arms and asked, “Jess, have you been here spying for Colt Collins?”

      Her tears stopped and her blue hues held his. “Wait. What? No.” She nibbled her lower lip.

      He walked closer as his heart beat wildly and his mind didn’t quite focus. “You’re more of a bad girl than Alicia ever dreamed of being.” He had the worst luck.

      “Me? I’d never hurt you, Maverick. You and Carter gave me a home when I hadn't had one in years, not since my adopted father died. I'd hoped we were falling in love…” She hugged her waist tighter as she swallowed back sobs. “I might have been wrong, but don’t you see? Alicia probably figured out who I was and told the news stations.”

      Yeah he saw that. Alicia spilling the beans on his life made sense. She’d wanted more money than she was worth, but at least he'd understood her. Catherine was the mystery. “She showed me the truth. I have to give her credit for finding a way to twist her knife.”

      A shrill wail came from behind Jess, who had the monitor in her back pocket. She reached behind her, avoiding his gaze. “Stop, Maverick. Carter is crying.”

      His son. He needed to do a better job protecting him. “Jess--or should I say Catherine?”

      She pressed her hand to her heart and then turned toward the hall and the nursery as she said over her shoulder, “Jess. I like being her better. I’ll be right back.”

      Maybe he should stop her. But his heart was still running that marathon. He ran his hand behind his head and pressed against his skull, unsure how to explain any of this to anyone. He said, “I…”

      But his voice trailed off. This didn’t make any sense, at all. The buzz in his veins from the walls closing around his heart made everything worse, but he stared at the empty room and turned back to his computer.

      This time he’d get more information and speak from a place of knowledge rather than react. He finished the story and his hands were into fists as he read about Brock’s rap sheet and how he'd targeted Catherine.

      He’d dated her and set her up.

      Clearly Catherine had horrible taste in men.

      Even if she was a Morgan, she deserved to be treated with respect, and it sounded like even in high school he'd collected evidence against anyone he ever met, in case he’d one day need it.

      Brock was the one in the wrong and the reason she was here.

      Another report caught his eye and he read, Catherine Morgan has been hiding out on Maverick Appleton’s farm, headquarters of Agri International. Are the Morgans intending to combine Agri International within the House of Morgan holdings? Our investigators are working hard to find out.

      His heart sank into his chest. Had Jess been targeting him all along, and used her unfortunate situation as an excuse to spy?

      Had she blabbed to Colt about his deal that he’d stupidly told her a little about? He hadn’t mentioned peaches or where he was looking but one search on his computer would have pulled up all the information.

      His pulse raced in his body as he took his phone out of his back pocket and called the one man he still depended on. The second he heard the click, he swallowed and didn’t wait for a hello. “Bob.”

      Bob sighed and said, “I wasn't sure I'd hear back from you.”

      He collapsed into his office chair and let his head hit the desk, hoping the action would knock him out and make him forget. “I need you to tell our investors to hold tight and that the Morgans are not going to buy us out.”

      Bob flicked a lighter like he’d lit a cigarette. “Okay, boss. But a percentage of the investors are hoping for an increase in their stock portfolios if you merge.”

      Some of his company investors were turn-coats out for a fast buck. Investors were like locusts that destroyed the crops. If he didn’t merge, he’d lose some investors he’d never met anyhow, and more would buy stocks in the open market as his company would remain stable. He nodded and sat straight. “Spread the word that we’ll stop any potential takeover. Agri International is still a name the world can trust for organic produce.”

      Jess’s smiling face beamed at him from the computer screen and he turned it off. He let out a breath, unsure what had just happened, but this was why he refused to take a chance on love. When he opened his heart to a woman, she found an emotional tool to rip pieces of his soul from him.

      Jess might seem like she was the perfect woman, but she was the master manipulator in his life.

      She topped everyone.

      A surge of electricity in his body had his hairs standing on edge as he thought about how she'd lied to him.

      Bob asked, “What about Jess?”

      Maverick jumped out of his chair and paced his office while he thought of his mistakes. “Clearly I’m a fool when it comes to women.”

      Bob let out a sigh. “We all are. But she seemed interested in you, genuinely.”

      "Interested" left his business vulnerable, and business was all he had to offer his son. The Appletons worked the land and produced without chemicals the best produce in the world. They had for generations now and profited while promoting health for all.

      Carter had a legacy that was up to Maverick to grow for him.

      Maverick needed to protect it, and no woman was worth ruining the future for. “Alicia was here earlier. I had a side by side comparison with Jess and neither one of these women are anything like my sainted mother.”

      “Which is what you said you initially liked about Alicia. You could read her and she was easy to understand.”

      Fair. Alicia had never broke his heart. She hadn’t ruined his business, either, though she'd tried to lay a lifetime claim on his money.

      That was child's play, as it turned out. Jess had found all his information and fed her family potential deals. She'd told him with confidence what a good accountant she was.

      Her family traits outshined the outward picture of maternal perfection he’d seen in her. He continued to pace as he said, “I was a fool.”

      “All men are over a woman at some point.”

      How could Bob still defend Jess… err... Catherine. The idea was laughable. He’d opened up to Jess and once again he’d been played a prize fool, only this time Jess had the power to steal Carter’s entire future away if he didn’t find a way to neutralize her family's threats. “No, she’s clearly smart, intelligent and a cool, confident liar.”

      Bob asked, “Have you talked to her? That business with Letterman sounds stupid.”

      If the Brock situation was true and it probably was… no woman would lie about a sex tape, would she? But then that was his problem. He made assumptions about women. And he was a fool. “I haven't had a chance yet.”

      “Well, she’s nothing like your last girlfriend. I still think you should marry her,” Bob said. “The Morgans have deep pockets that could would make Agri International the biggest organic producer in the world.”

      The words were more than laughable, but his lips were too dry to even chuckle as he asked in a higher pitch, “Marry a Morgan?”

      Bob burst out laughing. “A last name doesn’t change the person and if she married you then she’d be an Appleton.”

      She'd have a lifetime of finding ways to destroy him. Jess was a fictional ideal of a perfect woman, but fiction was just that. He knew better than to go there. He shook his head and stopped pacing as he heard Jess’s footsteps on the floorboards. “You’re reaching, Bob. I’ve got to go. Jess is coming back.”

      Bob quickly said, “Don’t hold Alicia’s many faults against Jess. Listen with an open mind.”

      Listen. Right. He could do that. And then he’d point her toward her fancy brand new car, hand over her suitcase and wave her off. Once she was gone, maybe he’d be safe again and he’d find a better way to protect his heart. He had to. Carter depended on him. Tomorrow he’d hire another nanny, but this time he’d be smart with his business like he’d been trained by his Appleton parents. No other woman was going to make a fool of him, ever again.

      And then he saw Jess’s tears as she stepped back into his office. His heart raced as he wasn’t sure how to begin, as this was now clearly the end.
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      The last thing in the world Jess wanted was for Maverick to hate her. But she was probably too late. Being Catherine Morgan meant she wasn’t able to follow her heart.

      Not like she wanted.

      She soothed Carter as he sniffled, not quite awake. She rocked him and hugged the little boy tight, hoping his baby-fresh scent would linger.

      Maverick might not let her near him again. His hard face had a firm chin that suggested she’d never get a second chance. Not that she blamed him. Catherine was… a bored coward. She lay Carter back down with a gentle kiss.

      Her heart clenched as she walked down the hall toward Maverick’s office. The door was open and she could see him pacing.

      Words were never her expertise. She wasn’t a smooth talker. Her heart hammered as she came closer to the door.

      She loved him--which came as a surprise--and should have told him who she was.

      Who knows what he believed now? The tabloids and e-news had never been kind.

      Brock might not be here, but he'd completed his quest. He'd ruined her life because she refused to pay him.

      And she’d embarrassed her family days before Peter’s wedding. Hiding at Maverick’s hadn’t solved that either.

      Now she needed to put the pieces of her heart on the line and beg for forgiveness. She knocked on the door. His gaze lifted, his body hard and uncompromising.

      She swallowed and hoped for the best as she said, “Maverick, I can explain.”

      He leaned on the back of his desk. The computer faced her, with a picture of her at the Oscars in a ball gown designed by the House of Morgan that she’d worn a few months ago. Her pulse quickened as he tapped his finger to the desk. “Explain? You’re Catherine Morgan and I’m a sucker.”

      No. This wasn’t good. She lowered her lashes and wished she’d started out calmer as she crossed her arms and said, “You’re not. I wanted to tell you sooner.”

      Again that tapping on the desk. It was the click, click, click that made her heart freeze. He asked, “So why didn’t you?”

      Tears threatened to form in her eyes. She hugged herself as she walked closer to him and then brushed his knee. “I wasn’t sure you’d understand. You don’t like my brother-in-law and you told me what he and my brothers had done to you.”

      He finally stopped that tapping but now sat on the desk, forgoing a chair, glowering at her. “If you were really in trouble, I’d have helped you.”

      Her pulse quickened. “I wanted to tell you who I was since the cotillion.”

      He sat straighter though his gaze seemed more focused. “Guess we’ll never know what might have happened if you had, Ms. Morgan.”

      No. She brushed her hand against his thigh. “Jess.”

      He reached out and for a moment their skin touched but then he gently moved her hand off his jeans as he said, “I’ll care for my son for the rest of the night. Thank you for your help these past few days, but it’s time for you to leave.”

      Her heart was on the floor and it was like his boot just stomped all over it. Her eyes watered as she said, “Just like that, Maverick?”

      He stood. “Did you expect anything else?”

      Maybe that he cared for her and could forgive her. She ignored the heat in her face as she wished she had the drama gene from her birth mother. “That maybe you’d let me talk.”

      He glared down his nose. “Talk. No one is stopping you.”

      Except him, who seemed like a huge unmoving giant beside her. She reached for his hand. He stared at the door and she mentally said a prayer as she spoke out loud, “Maverick? Please look at me.”

      He turned toward her and continued to hold her hand for a moment before he let go of her fingers. “Fine. What do you need to say?”

      The physical loss of his touch was like a slap. His brown eyes blazed the message for her to ‘stay away’ but she couldn’t. She pressed her hand against the side of his face. “When I arrived here, I told you the truth. I was being blackmailed. I didn't want to pay but I also don't want my name to be in the news right when my brother is getting married. Peter has invited his investors from all over the country.”

      Maverick didn’t move a muscle. Her heart soared with hope that he would listen. Then he asked, “And you couldn’t go to one of your countless family estates across the globe? Why did you drive onto my farm?”

      Perhaps her story sounded silly to him, but it was still the truth. She ignored the rapid beat of her heart. “I told you the truth. I read your ad.”

      His jaw clenched and he stepped away from her. “Bob’s mistake was convenient for you to get onto my farm and spy on my deal.”

      She flinched and tightened her hands to fists so she wouldn’t let herself cry. “No. I swear it. I'm not a spy.”

      He created more distance and put his hands in his back pockets. “It makes more logical sense than anything else.”

      Maybe, but that wasn’t the truth. She exhaled and refused to cry. Her eyes welled with unshed tears. “I haven’t spoken to my brother-in-law in weeks. His wife runs the fashion empire and I only see them at family gatherings.”

      Maverick had stopped moving, but he pressed his lips together and stared at her like she was someone else as he said, “I thought your brother Peter was getting married and he'd invited the world’s richest people.”

      If he thought that she was a spy then he couldn't love her. Her heart shriveled. She wiped her still dry but very hot face and was thankful she hadn’t cried as she said, “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I was here to spy for them. I was in trouble.”

      He took his hands out of his pockets but they were in fists as he shook his head. “You said yourself you were a great accountant and understood numbers. But I didn’t realize that meant you were here to assess my own net worth so you could get the Morgans to swoop in.”

      A tear stung against her cheek. Her entire body steamed and the tear almost boiled as it fell. How could he believe this? She wiped her tear away as she said, “Maverick, I didn’t lie about any of that. I’m not a spy.”

      His stance widened, his arms crossed. “How else did Colt suddenly know about my peaches deal?”

      Her lips trembled. Jess’s mistakes hurt way worse than Catherine’s. She hadn’t had a shield up near Maverick and now she didn’t know what to do with this pain. More tears flowed as she lifted her chin, “I don’t know. Maybe because he’s smart. And David wasn’t trustworthy. But I can tell him to back off right away. Morgans don’t fight with Morgans publicly.”

      The censure in his gaze made her entire body buzz--her ears pulsating as he asked, “Is that a family motto? Screw the rest of the world but honor each other?”

      There was no chance he’d forgive her. Her mind screamed to stop caring, but her heart whispered to try. She stuck out her chin and said without a filter, “Maverick, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was Catherine.”

      He nodded like she'd just admitted her guilt. “You say your name like you’re not yourself.”

      Maybe she should have gone to law school like Valentina, but she wasn’t good at arguing. This was clear as she lowered her head and closed the gap between them. She smelled his almond-scented shampoo and said, “I told you. I like being Jess here. I’ve not been Jess in a while and it was nice just being my old self.”

      He didn’t budge but his face was so close, her lips ached for a kiss like they could make up and hold each other. “Were you Jess or Catherine when you were with that Brock guy?”

      More tears. She knew better than to give her heart to anyone who didn’t want it. She’d known it but hadn’t followed that advice. She sighed as she said, “Jess. I was a kid.”

      Again his nearness made her body aware in a way she wished she didn’t understand as he asked, “And he knew you were also Catherine Morgan?”

      “My upcoming job at the bank was announced in the news weeks ago.” Catherine Morgan was photographed like she was something important when the truth was the opposite. Catherine was vapid and Jess hated the woman who stared back in the mirror, though she met Maverick’s sexy brown eyes. “I’m mentioned in the newspapers. My family has money. My brothers are movie stars, rock stars and business men the world knows.”

      His muscles were tense and his shoulders tight as he said, “So you went out and found the one guy who didn’t know who you were, making me a fool.”

      This wasn’t fair. She hadn’t known anything might happen between them, ever. She met his gaze, without tears, and reached out to touch his face. His soft whiskers bristled against her palm. “That wasn’t my intention. I wanted to help you. I still do. I’ve been falling in love with you.”

      He gently nudged her hand off his face and turned away to stare out at the moon and orange grove from his office window. “That’s fast and improbable since you’ve been lying.”

      Her chin lowered. She’d lost and there was no coming back. She glanced at him, hoping this wasn’t the end as she said, “I don’t know what you want me to do, Maverick.”

      Tears continued to fall down her face. He didn’t look at her but gave her his back, his attention fully out the window. “Pack your suitcase and go back to one of your estates. Leave my boy and me alone.”

      This was what loving someone who hated her was like. Until now she hadn't understood how her heart might feel like she’d been stabbed multiple times. Her lips quivered as she asked his back, “You're kicking me out?”

      He turned toward her and didn’t seem to care as he stared right through her, distaste in his tone, “You can make it back to your mansion where security will keep you out of sight.”

      Until now she’d never had her name used a weapon. Her heart was on the floor and she had no answers. Her sorry wasn’t enough. “I’ll leave if you want, Maverick. But let me say first that I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry I lied. I should have trusted you and told you when we became close in Tampa.”

      He sighed and said, “I wish you had.”

      “Me too.” Her shoulders sagged. She headed toward the door and he didn’t follow.

      The lights were off in the hall and living area. The darkness should have chilled her to the core, but instead more tears raced down her face as she ran to her room.

      She quietly closed the door and collapsed on the floor, holding her legs and letting herself cry.

      If only she’d told Maverick.

      If only she’d been brave.

      But now her heart was chopped up and left in a pieces--there was nothing she could do.

      This wasn’t where she belonged.

      Once she had the strength to get up and her tears had subsided so that she could drive, she packed her bag like she was heading to a funeral instead of home.

      It only took a few minutes but she rolled it down the hall and stopped at the nursery.

      She left her stuff outside and tiptoed into the nursery.

      Carter was sound asleep with a bottle in the corner of the crib, waiting for when he woke in a few hours.

      She wouldn't feed him ever again.

      She quietly kissed and rubbed his head for the last time and her heart twisted.

      Jess whispered to the sleeping angel, “Goodbye.”

      She left, entering the hall. In the living area, she saw Maverick and he stood where she’d kept Alicia until he came home. How could he not see her heart?

      He kept his hands in his back pockets as he asked, “Do you have everything?”

      More tears threatened and she'd thought she was done with those. She couldn’t look at him as she stared at the door and wished she could stay and that he loved her. But she let out a long breath and said, “Everything but the pieces of my heart I can’t put back together. Catherine Morgan might be all over the news and fancy, but Jess Taylor… she hasn’t loved anyone like I love you, Maverick. I’ll fix things with Colt.”

      “Don’t bother.” He walked with her to the door like he might kick her out if she didn't leave on her accord.

      She stepped onto the porch. Her stomach did a flip as she looked at him and she went up on her tiptoes, kissing his cheek. He didn’t pull away, but she now had his taste on her lips that she’d have to memorize forever. “Give Carter a kiss from me and make sure you get someone amazing to watch out for him.”

      Without another word she headed into the open carport and the beep of her car that unlocked sounded like a siren in the air.

      Maverick didn’t love her.

      She’d lost.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
      Jess drove on the highway toward Miami with the windows open. Driving in the middle of the night meant no one was on the road and she went faster than she should have.

      The sting of the wind stopped her tears.

      Halfway down the road she realized she didn’t have her phone. She still had the one Maverick lent her. But she wasn’t going back.

      It was too late.

      She’d never go back and the thought twisted her insides.

      By the time she made it to her condo and her roommates, her cheeks were dry.

      Her shoulders slumped with defeat, but she'd made it home.

      She forced herself to hand the keys to the building valet and headed inside the bright white lobby of her building.

      No one should have this many lights on in the evening.

      Her eyes burned from the artificial illumination.

      She shuffled toward the elevator and then up to her condo door. Her keys fit into the locks, and she stepped inside. Dark-haired Italian Valentina, and Camila, Catherine's cousin, left their half bottle of wine and rushed to hug her.

      She was home.

      These were her friends, her people.

      Everything should be fine.

      But the memory of when Maverick held her tight replayed in her head.

      Tears threatened but she forced herself to smile as the hug ended. Camila, with her California optimism said, “Catherine, we saved you a glass of wine.”

      Once upon a time, she hadn’t known how easy it was to lose her heart, and she’d thought she was happy like Camila. Now her entire body was hollow as she asked, “You knew I was coming?”

      Valentina nodded as she poured a third glass of wine. “I saw on the news that you'd left the farm. Here.”

      Right. She had no privacy. She took the glass and sipped but the sweet wine somehow tasted… sour. She sighed. “Sorry I didn’t call. I never got my phone back from Maverick.”

      Camila led them to the living area where they usually talked about their lives over wine and ice cream and peanut butter cups. But today, none of that even tempted her. All she wanted was Maverick.

      And it was the one thing she couldn’t have.

      Camila hugged her side and asked, “He took your phone?”

      What? She scratched her head and sat in her usual spot as she answered, “No, I just forgot it when I left. I turned it off so Brock couldn’t contact me while I was there.”

      “Or us.” Valentina picked up the empty bottle on the side table. “I’ll get more wine. Then you can tell us all about this Maverick you were kissing.”

      They knew? Adrenaline shot through her and she sipped her drink. When Valentina returned, Jess asked, “Was that in the news?”

      Camila elbowed her as she answered, “Oh, yes. Catherine Morgan staying at a three star hotel… with that hot looking guy… I think he’s a trade up from Brock.”

      “Anyone would be that.” Most guys were a trade up from her high school mistake. She stared into the red liquid. Maverick’s kiss tasted better than this expensive bottle. “I don’t want to talk about Brock, ever.”

      Valentina plopped in the chair across from her and shrugged as she sipped her wine. “Fair enough. Your brothers paid him off so he’ll never bother you again.”

      Her stomach churned. Jess put her glass down and she licked her lips, missing the flavor of Maverick that she ached for. “I wish they hadn’t. That’s the opposite of what I wanted.”

      Camila smacked her gums in disapproval and flipped her shiny dark hair behind her ears. “With Peter’s wedding coming up they wanted this man gone. And you weren’t answering. Tess argued and we backed her up, but you weren’t here.”

      Without intending to, she yawned, emotionally exhausted. Jess realized that wallowing might have been better at the Orlando estate but she’d wanted her family close.

      She needed people who cared, but right now she was too tired to be good company. Folding her hands in her lap, she answered, “I don’t care about Brock. And I don’t want to cause Peter and Belle any drama on their wedding. They’ve been through a lot.”

      “It still wasn’t your fault. Brock was the low life and we’ll never mention him again.” Valentina perused her with an all-knowing gaze. “You look awful.”

      Camila gave another of her California smiles as she asked, “So how was farm life? And this Maverick Appleton. If I’d have known he was that hot, I’d have sent you with my photo.”

      Jess glanced at her joking friend and for one second the burden of the world lessened. She could still smell the oranges in her nostrils and a sense of peace hit her fast, being alone in a house in the middle of nothing but farm all around. “Wonderful. I loved it there. He’s also the CEO of Agri International and the farmhouse was more a mansion with full time staff. I wasn’t roughing it here.”

      Valentina’s pursed red lips as she studied her face made Jess blush as she asked, “Then why are you here?”

      Most of the time, Jess enjoyed Valentina’s focused observations, but right now, she wished her law-school student best friend was less attentive. There was no way to hide her embarrassment. “Because I didn’t tell Maverick that I was Catherine. I lied by omission and he thinks I sabotaged a deal he was up against Colt with.”

      Camila blinked and tilted her head as she put her wineglass down. “Colt? Vicki’s husband?”

      And now she was in for the divergent opinions with Valentina’s black and white legal side and Camila’s sunshine and roses view. Jess remembered Maverick, and how he'd held her tight after their intimate interlude. How close she'd felt to him, and he'd seemed open to her.

      If only she’d told him in the limo. She’d wanted too. They were in an enclosed place to talk about it, but her fear stopped her. She hadn’t wanted to be a Morgan at that moment because of what her family had done to him. He might have hated her and she hadn’t taken the risk. Losing him was her fault.

      Maybe he wouldn’t have believed she’d ever hurt him. She had the resources to help. “Yeah. Colt and Maverick are both after some peaches shipping contract. I told him the last time I'd seen Colt was at a family function months ago, but since I'd lied about who I was… why would he believe me?”

      Valentina lifted her glass and took a dainty sip. “You are in love with him.”

      Her skin buzzed as she stared at the marble floor of her condo. She’d gone there as Jess to get away from the press. As soon as they'd danced on his patio, she’d started having feelings for Maverick. After they made love, she’d heard how he hated Morgans. She stared at her shoes. “Doesn’t change anything, sadly. Catherine Morgan doesn’t get a happily-ever-after. Y’all are stuck with me.”

      Camila scooted closer and hugged a throw pillow as she asked, “Umm, why don’t you get a happily-ever-after?”

      Her cousin was now the only roommate who hadn't suffered heartbreak. When they'd first met, Valentina had been hurt by Jess’s half-brother Antonio. Jess rested her head on the back of the couch and studied the crystal chandelier. Hers was much smaller, which was funny. She’d have never thought Maverick would own one at all--her throat became scratchy and her eyes moistened again. “Because Maverick hates me.”

      “Prove to him you love him," Camila said. "It’s what usually works in the movies.”

      Valentina scowled at her. “Movies aren’t real.”

      For the first time, she understood Valentina's dark outlook. Jess sat up, hoping she didn’t become bitter like her friend.

      But then Valentina smiled as if struck by an idea. “Look, my brother Rafe is friends with Colt. I've overheard them talking at family gatherings--they played football together in high school. I can text him and maybe he can stop whatever Colt is planning.”

      She'd be glad to help Maverick, even behind the scenes. He didn't have to know she'd said a word. She swallowed her last bit of wine and nodded. “Okay. It’s time to take my place as a Morgan. I’ll call Mitch and Tess and tell them I’m ready to go to work in a few hours.”

      Camila shook her head, “Tomorrow. Or even the next day. It’s late and there is no rush. Let yourself get some sleep or you’ll crash.”

      Late meant that Tess, who was now a mom, was probably sleeping. She always knew what to say and do but her advice would have to wait.

      Either way it was time to be Catherine from now on again. Jess was gone.

      Catherine sighed as she said, “I don’t care if I crash. I don’t care about anything.”

      A knock echoed through their condo.

      Catherine glanced at the clock. Three o’clock in the morning wasn’t a normal time for visitors and security hadn’t buzzed for permission. Valentina stood, grabbed the bottle of wine like it might be a club, and said, “Hmm. Someone’s at the door.”

      Her friend crossed the tile floor. Camila had Valentina’s back like she’d toss her heels as projectiles. Catherine stood in case she was needed as she was unsure what was going on.

      Footsteps echoed and she sat straighter the second she saw her sister’s pert nose that was the same as Tanya’s and her clear brown eyes signaled she’d know what to do. Catherine rushed to the door and opened her arms for a hug as she said, “Tess!”

      Her sister hugged her tight and Catherine hoped Tess had all the answers, like when she’d been in the third grade and Billy had knocked her down with his bike in the school yard. Tess had told Jess to tell and not put up with bullying.

      Tess touched Catherine's face. “I heard you were coming back. Are you okay?”

      “Valentina texted you?”

      “Yeah.”

      She must have horrible black shadows under her eyes but she didn’t try to hide. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Her sister glanced at the others and took her hand. “Can we talk alone for a minute?”

      “Sure,” Valentina said. "Let's go to my room, Camila." Valentina took the opened bottle of wine with her as they left the living area.

      Once they were gone, Tess said, “Okay, you look miserable. Talk.”

      How much could she say? She always told Tess everything, but she'd lied. And she didn’t need to hear someone else tell her how she'd ruined everything. She never should have lied. Her ruined life was all on her she thought as she huffed out a breath. “Miserable? That’s an understatement. I lost.”

      Tess began to look more and more like her mother, Catherine’s adopted mom who was in Paris right now. Catherine inhaled deeply as Tess asked her, “What did you lose?”

      No one else would get what she had to say about being two people. Memories of Maverick were like nails hammered into her heart that would never go away. “My heart. My dignity. My pride. All because I lied--I am not Jess. I’m Catherine.”

      Tess even sounded like their mom when she said, “Look, being a Morgan isn’t a bad thing.”

      Adrenaline rushed in her veins. Maybe her sister didn’t understand? She paced the room and shook her head. “You married into the Morgans. It’s different for you.”

      “Pacing is new for you,” Tess said, and Jess stopped Was she mimicking Maverick without realizing it? Because she missed him? “You're the only sister I had as a girl so when I think of you, you’re my sister first. But being a Morgan is a bit much, no matter how you come into the family.”

      Agreed. Catherine was related to a lot of people, but Jess only had Tanya, their mom, and Tess. Her sister marrying into the Morgans had made staying one family easy but Jess didn’t want the rest of the family. She wanted Tess, and when she returned, their mom.

      But unlike their mom and Tess, Jess was cursed with being born a Morgan and honestly had more problems with all the money in her bank account. Being blackmailed for something in high school when she hadn’t known she was even taped was just the tip of the iceberg. The spotlight never left the Morgans and she was constantly a target for money seekers. “Look, you’re married to a great guy. You have children. You don’t need to deal with my sadness.”

      Tess walked toward the window and joined Jess to stare out into the black night as palm trees swayed. Her sister placed her hand on her shoulder and said, “So you finally fell in love.”

      Yes, but Maverick would never love her back. She swallowed and wished somehow she could fix everything that she'd done, and start over. Maverick didn’t believe in her. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Tess took her hand back. “It does. I just need to confirm from Valentina’s quick texts tonight that we are talking about Maverick Appleton and not some random farmer.”

      “Yeah.” Jess turned toward her sister who had her hands folded together. “He is the owner and CEO of Agri International.”

      “Ohh.” Tess grew a bit of a blush as she said, “I was working on a deal with Colt and -”

      “You were!” Jess staggered as if her sister had just stabbed her in the back. Energy rushed into her as she remembered how angry Maverick had been earlier about that contract, when she'd known nothing about it. Fresh tears welled in her eyes as she said, “He’ll never believe I had nothing to do with it.”

      Tess said, “Look, I was always good at corporate negotiations. Let me talk to Maverick. We’ll straighten out the peaches thing so the Morgan name isn’t attached.”

      At least she could stop whatever might hurt Maverick and Carter. Her arms ached for them both like they were her family now too. “He won’t talk to a Morgan.”

      Tess patted her shoulder and said, “Let me try to work out a deal and then maybe you can reach out to him later?”

      Jess needed to find a way to forget Maverick, not seek forgiveness. He didn’t care about her. She'd lost that chance. She sighed and turned toward the window as clouds moved so she could see the crescent moon that had guided her back to Miami. “Do what you want. I don’t want him hurt, but I don’t have expectations of that fixing anything between us. He told me to go.”

      Her sister said, “I’ll be sure he gets his contract so that’s not an issue.”

      It would be a help. She pivoted fast and hugged her sister, who had come at this hour with a solution. “Tess, I love you. Thank you for being my sister.”

      Tess hugged her back. “Look, we’ll see you at work when you’re feeling better, and not until then. When I thought I'd lost Mitch, I went to Grand Bohemia for a few days to help Caro plan her wedding.”

      Catherine had been studying accounting at college when her adopted sister started dating her biological brother. Only when she’d come home to visit had her biological family found her again after twenty years of being separated. In her state of shock she hadn't noticed Tess and Mitch having any issues. “I vaguely remember.”

      Tess said, “So if you want to leave town, take one of the family jets. Go shopping in Paris. Do anything to get your mind off Maverick.”

      Walking along the Seine or shopping were just outward activities that didn’t cure her heart. Nothing would. She'd given it to Maverick and she’d never get it back entirely. She walked her sister toward the door. “A change of address won’t make me forget him.”

      Her sister opened the door to let herself out. “Fair enough. Listen, you don’t have to go to Peter’s second wedding to Belle if it is too much.”

      “I disappeared over the blackmail that was paid anyhow.”

      “Rafe ensured you’ll never be contacted or hurt by that man again. You have nothing to worry about.”

      And once again no one really saw who she was or what she wanted. She let out a small cry internally. “We still paid him.”

      “I know. You don’t have to go if you’re mad at the family.”

      A wedding would be hard--celebrating the sacred union of two people in love. She wished she had a different life. She hugged the door and said, “I won’t let my family down, ever again. Scandals are the thing of the past for me. Thank you so much for coming--you really helped. Good night.”

      “You do seem more sure of yourself, Catherine.” Tess headed toward the elevator and Jess closed the door behind her.

      Until recently, she hadn't thought about being a bride, but now she imagined saying ‘yes’ to Maverick and what that might be like. Her entire body wanted to curl into itself in retreat like a turtle into its shell.

      She’d never be a bride. She’d never see Maverick or Carter again. She’d lied and ruined everything.
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      Maverick checked to see that his son was under enough shade provided by the pop-up canopy, and that he had a bottle ready to go for when he woke up from his nap.

      Some fresh air was hopefully good for his baby. In the afternoon he had interviews with nannies, caregivers, part-time, forty hours a week, or possibly live-in for a few women well past their prime.

      In a few minutes he needed to be on the phone with his staff to explain his shipping strategy without David and Callie.

      Luckily Carter was already passed out so he opened his laptop and took a seat on the picnic table he generally used as his office when touring the lands. The board was going to have to sign a short term contract for higher shipping, upping their costs until he found a solid alternative.

      The harvester was being moved into place so he put his computer down on the table and stood next to the baby as the engine roared on.

      His son didn’t even blink as he continued to sleep.

      Hopefully Carter would never lose the ability to sleep through anything.

      The crew worked the harvester and Bob walked toward him, a job well done.

      Maverick went back to the picnic table and picked up his computer.

      Bob took his work gloves off as he nodded at him. “Maverick, you look horrible.”

      His boy had been up half the night crying, with no Jess to soothe him.

      So had he but he wouldn't say that out loud.

      Jess wasn’t even real. She was one of the richest single women on the planet.

      There was no way a woman like Catherine might ever be happy on a farm. Not really.

      He knew better. So, he focused on finding a solution.

      It started with finding out how many investors were leaving if Colt got the deal, and how much he would have to get out of savings to cover the loss. He ignored Bob's comment and said, “The banks open at nine. I need to set up meetings and come up with a contingency plan.”

      “I don’t envy you, boss.” Bob took off his hat. It was an accepted fact that Bob was a great foreman. When it came to dealing with banks and growth of the business side of things, Bob preferred to get his hands in the dirt and stay out of anything related to paperwork.

      Maverick had grown up understanding both sides of the business had to thrive to keep Appleton’s competitive. He needed to understand how to plow the sandy soil of Florida and deal with pencil pushers. “I’ll handle it, Bob. You need to be focused on my avocados and oranges now that the harvester is fixed.”

      “I’m on it.” Bob put his hands in his pockets. “What happened with you and Jess?”

      Jess. The dream that didn’t actually exist. He let out a small sigh of frustration and looked at Carter, who was still sleeping the morning away. “She went back to Miami. I’m sure you saw the news report that she was safely home.”

      Bob also glanced at Carter as he said, “I’m disappointed that you let her go. She was good for both the Appleton men.”

      Yet she wasn’t part of his world and never would be. He shrugged as he said, “She’s a Morgan. She was spying on me.”

      The words out of his mouth felt like a betrayal but he kept his head on straight.

      Bob flinched. “You don’t know that.”

      How could his foreman be so sure? He'd given him great advice on Alicia that Maverick hadn't listened to--maybe there was another side to the problem that he didn't know but he owed Bob a listen. “How did Colt get involved in my peaches deal if not from her?”

      Bob kicked the dirt and bobbed his head. “I don’t know, but that girl seemed way too into you to ever betray you. I could see that she cared.”

      Her words of love echoed in his ear like he'd heard a ghost. Impossible. He pointed toward the harvester and showed Bob his watch as he said, “It’s nine now. You take care of things in the field. I have to call the bank.”

      Bob saluted him and walked off.

      Maverick checked on Carter who was still asleep. He dialed his local branch who handled all the paperwork. He was transferred to the business department in under three minutes. He finally spoke to Miss Marian, with her gravelly voice, who he always imagined was well in her sixties though they'd never met in person. “This is Maverick Appleton. I’m calling about the Peaches project.”

      Marian said in her no-nonsense tone, “Yes sir, everything is confirmed on our end.”

      He winced. Had he misunderstood? He'd expected a disaster and had prepared to handle unhappy investors after he'd worked for months to buy that farm. Maverick massaged the back of his neck and said, “But I received a message an hour ago to call?”

      “Interesting," she said, though her tone didn't change. "I’ll find out for you. One moment, sir.”

      While he didn’t want bad news, perhaps Marian hadn’t checked her email or something yet. Maverick watched the harvester as it went further down the track. His farmhands checked on the oranges and avocadoes. This wasn’t the place for a socialite who could fund small countries with her bank account. Farms required people to dig their fingers into the dirt from time to time. Jess was better off as Catherine. Marian’s voice broke his reverie and he blinked as Marian said, “Okay, I’m back. I was just informed that you’re fully covered in your deal and that David and Callie signed this morning for the shipping costs agreed upon.”

      Wait. They'd signed? He knew in his gut that somehow Jess was involved. How? He didn’t know, but she’d said ‘Morgans don’t fight with Morgans’ at least publicly. Maverick wasn’t a Morgan, so that family rule of hers didn’t count. His face heated as he argued, “But I thought David was backing out?”

      Marian, in her ever-efficient business voice, said, “We were informed all your crops are ready to go and processing for shipment now.”

      Last night he’d discovered that half of the stock owners wanted a deal with the Morgans because it would increase their own stock portfolio. He’d just wanted to keep his farms profitable and bring the best fruits and vegetables to market. Jess had to have done this but all he said to Marian was, “I see. Thank you.”

      “Maverick, we’re just waiting for your signature now,” she said. “I emailed you the forms just now in case you lost them in the pile.”

      “Signing now on my computer.” He opened everything and saw her email. He clicked the PDF and his electronic signature without a word. Once he read over the contract which was exactly what he’d asked for initially, he signed and sent it back. He emailed it back immediately, completing the new deal that almost wasn’t. Perhaps asking the banker to confirm a rumor was in bad form, but he ran his hand on the back of his skull as he paced. “What happened to Colt Collins?”

      Marian explained fast, “It seems his interest in the land was cursory. You're finalized now.”

      “I see. Thank you.” He stopped walking.

      The harvester was almost done with its row and the crew was taking it around to get the next row.

      Life continued on the farm, but his adrenaline raced. Jess’s face kept showing up in his mind.

      Somehow she must have done this.

      But why? He’d told her to get out.

      And she’d been the spy, right?

      He replayed her protests of innocence, her tears. Her apology for not telling him sooner that she was Catherine. If she wasn’t a spy, then he was a fool.

      He ended the call and went through his contacts, stopping at the number he’d given Jess.

      She'd probably tossed the phone in the trash. Her own phone was in the top drawer of his desk, still turned off like she’d forgotten it.

      Maverick scrolled up to the name of his competitor, in his business list. There was one way to find out the truth. On a whim, he decided to call Colt Collins.

      He took his seat on the picnic table and dialed, waiting for someone to answer. On the second ring, a man said, “Hello?”

      Right. The entire call might not lead to answers, but Colt was the source. So he took his hat off and asked, “Colt Collins?”

      “This is Colt,” Collins said, confirming his identity. “Who's calling?”

      So he answered the phone number on his business cards. He’d not seen Colt in years, so he stilled. His face was hot but he said, “I’m Maverick Appleton. We’ve never talked but we’ve competed for contracts, most recently for David and Callie Fleur’s shipping lines."

      “I guessed it was you. I read my screen as I have your number too,” Colt admitted and exhaled before he said, “Good to finally talk. One day we should meet in person.”

      True. Despite almost losing that deal a few months back, he’d never had a one-on-one conversation with another person who might actually understand details about producing the world’s harvest and selling in global markets.

      However, he hadn’t called to chit chat. He planted his feet on the wooden bench under him and asked, “Why did you back out of the shipping for peaches contract?”

      Colt said, “My bankers told me it wasn’t in the Morgan best interest and suggested alternate shipping options for peaches.”

      Jess. He’d been right. This was all her doing. But he asked to be sure, “Your banker? As in the Morgans?”

      “I am married to one of them, which has helped me grow my business to a global level.”

      He thought back--Colt Collins had only recently become a real player a few years ago though his business was clearly booming. Maverick said, “And one of my biggest competitors.”

      Colt then took a deep breath and sounded like he walked into an office or a house as he said, “Your name is one of the oldest, most well-respected names in global farming, Maverick. If you ever want to sit down and strike a deal where we work together, I’m game.”

      And he’d lose the Appleton brand in a blink. Maverick stared at his son, determined to provide a legacy like his parents had for him. “I don’t have Morgan banks in my back pocket.”

      Colt said, “My bankers all believe your brand is formidable and I was informed partnering with you would be in both our best interests.”

      Jess had once said Morgans never fight publicly with Morgans, but he was never going to be related to her family. While Maverick didn’t have his left, his father and father before him had slowly built an international base and throughout the world his family was known for paying farmers the world price for produce, ensuring the produce had high quality, and went organic before it was a trend.

      With better backers, he could go much farther than his parents or grandparents ever had. Talking with Colt to find out more could benefit Carter and that meant a lot.

      Besides, Jess was in Miami, and he needed to see her and apologize.

      Last night all he'd thought about was her.

      Now he realized he'd been wrong. If she was spying, why would she reverse course if she’d been caught?

      Her words of love echoed in his heart. He swallowed, as it wasn’t Colt he needed to talk to but Jess. “I’ll be in Miami tomorrow. I’m willing to meet for lunch to discuss proposals.”

      “Excellent," Colt said with surprise. "I’ll see you then.”

      After a polite goodbye he hung up.

      The harvester began to come back toward them down the field of oranges. The air smelled of the fresh fruit.

      Carter stirred and Maverick brought him a bottle.

      A few minutes later his boy slept peacefully again, thanks to Jess figuring out what was wrong.

      If Jess wasn’t Catherine…

      No, that was wrong. What her last name or first name was didn’t matter. He just wanted to know if it was possible that she wanted to come back home, to him. He took his phone and scrolled to the number he'd given to Jess.

      If she had the phone on, they could at a minimum make a time for him to return her actual fancy cell phone he noticed in his office desk this morning.

      But that was just an excuse. He massaged his skull and dialed. The phone rang twice. She probably had it off, but before it went to voice mail, he heard her sweet voice as she said, “Hello?”

      His entire body grew lighter just from the sound. He wished she was here, beside him, so he could kiss her again. Heat rose in his face as he said, “Jess…”

      “Maverick. I didn’t think I’d ever hear from you again.”

      Stupid of him yesterday to not realize how hard he’d fallen for her already. He never intended to fall in love, not after Alicia, but Jess was a dream. He loved her and just wished she was here, again. “Did you talk to your family about my peaches deal?”

      “Yeah," she said. "I don’t want you or Carter to ever be hurt. I love you both too much to be a part of anything that might be bad for you or the farm.”

      Again, she'd said she loved him. Adrenaline rushed in his veins, urging him to act before he lost his chance, but he needed to see her in person.

      Catherine Morgan had every right to shoot him down but he would be as brave as she had been to apologize in person.

      He’d beg for a second chance if it meant his heart would be complete. He scratched his chin. “I believe you. I shouldn’t have kicked you out.”

      She let out a small sigh. “It’s okay, Maverick. I never should have barged into your life.”

      Her voice made his heart ache. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      She sounded like she was moving around. He imagined her dressed in all white silk like the angel she was and her blonde hair cascading down her back. “Packing my bags and getting ready to go to my brother’s wedding in Grand Bohemia.”

      Maybe he’d lose his chance to apologize. His heart raced unsure how fast he could get to her. “When does your flight leave?”

      “Tomorrow evening.”

      He had to see Jess to apologize and figure out his best way to win her back. “I’ll be in town… for business. Can we go and get a coffee first thing in the morning, and talk in person? And I can return your phone.”

      Her voice grew higher as she asked, “My phone? You want to see me?”

      I love you too didn’t sound the same on the phone. He needed to beg her apology for what he’d done. He paced as he said, “Yeah. I… need to see you in person.”

      She then asked, “What about Carter?”

      He was interviewing possible nannies today and maybe he'd fine one in time. “I was going to find someone to watch him.”

      “Bring him," she said. "I miss him too.”

      Maybe Carter was a way to get her to lower her guard. He wasn’t sure and hadn’t intended to bring his son, but he would since she'd asked. He walked toward his sleeping son to ensure the harvester noise didn’t bother him as it came nearer the canopy. “If you want.”

      “I want,” she said fast, but the blades of the harvester shrieked near them. The hands turned the heavy machine to head down the next row of peaches and the noise was intense. He couldn’t say a word until it had started going the opposite direction.

      Jess said, “I look forward to tomorrow.”

      And then the line went dead. He'd hoped to say more, but Carter’s cry demanded his attention.

      Tomorrow he’d see Jess again. Tomorrow was too far away, but it was the start to at least getting his heart put back together.
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      Catherine stared at her reflection in the mirror as she tried on a pair of black slacks and a silk blouse, adding diamond earrings and a pendant.

      Maverick was coming. She glanced at her phone charging on the vanity near her jewelry and realized she had ten minutes left.

      Her adrenaline raced.

      If only this wasn’t a ‘just returning her phone’ politeness… no. Her skin zapped when she let herself think too much. She fixed a smudge of liner beneath her eye and prayed he still thought she was pretty.

      She went down the hall, her black heels tapping on the marble floors until she stopped to knock on Valentina’s bedroom door.

      "Enter!"

      As she opened the door, both her roommates were there, going through Valentina's jewelry. She twirled and asked, “Do I look okay?”

      Valentina smiled. “You look ready for the wedding--great blouse.”

      Her stomach fell and she couldn’t breathe. She stepped back and ran across the hall as she said, “Drat. I don’t want to be too dressy.”

      She tossed her designer heels in the closet. This was no way to meet Maverick.

      Jess would have worn jeans.

      Why she'd chosen silk and diamonds made no sense. She wasn’t some Hollywood type and Maverick preferred simple.

      She pulled the pins out of her updo and fluffed her hair as she went through her clothes, again.

      This time she grabbed a white t-shirt and designer jeans. She topped it with a purple cardigan and brushed her hair out.

      The necklace wasn’t so pronounced but she liked it. She grabbed her designer sneakers, shoved the phone in her back pocket, and knocked on Valentina’s door again as she asked, “How do I look now?”

      Camila grinned. “Stylish. I like those jeans on you.”

      Her heart beat fast. She backed into the hall as she said, “Stylish? Is that still too fancy?”

      Valentina called out, “Don’t you go and change.”

      Both of her roommates followed her as she headed to her room. “I need to look good and not like I moped around the house until he called.”

      Valentina reached out and pressed her hand against Catherine's shoulder as she asked, “Why is he coming here again?”

      Jess’s face was hot. Catherine was never this… excitable. She glanced at her friend’s black shoes as she ignored the heat in her cheeks and said, “To return my phone and we’ll go get coffee.”

      And then the doorbell rang.

      There was no time to change. She clutched her hands to her heart while Valentina said, “Sounds like he’s here, Catherine.”

      The last thing she needed was more delays. Maverick might only want her company for two minutes, maybe a polite coffee and to go on his way.

      Logically that’s all she should expect. She knew that. Better not to get her hopes up. She ignored the buzz in her veins and licked her lips. “I’ll go answer the door.” She rushed past her two friends in the hall and headed to the front door. She threw it open and stared into the hottest pair of brown eyes she’d ever seen.

      He wore jeans that showed off those muscles of his. Her body melted like butter on a hot skillet, but then she looked behind him.

      No baby or stroller. Just one hot man with shoulders larger than the width of her door and a chest she could lean on, and arms that could hold her and never let her go. Her entire body was now warm as she said, “Hi. Where’s Carter?”

      “With Bob, downstairs.” He tucked his hands in his back pocket.

      She raised her eyebrow and hoped he didn’t somehow know how her lips still ached for his kiss. “Oh, is Bob coming too?”

      He brought her phone from his back pocket and handed it to her. “No. Here is your phone.”

      Oh. Right. This was what they were doing. She took her phone and handed it back to him as she said, “Here is yours.”

      Their fingers brushed and a spark raced through her. Her love for this man would never go away.

      She knew that now. But she kept her feelings to herself and put the phone in her back pocket.

      Maverick did the same but then stared over her head as he said, “Your roommates are looking at us.”

      Her cheeks flamed.

      Neither of her friends should see Maverick in the jeans he’d worn--his muscles were all on display. She turned around and stood in front of him as she nodded, “Right. Valentina. Camila. This is Maverick. We’re going now.”

      She briefly brushed against his body, hers zipping with desire. He didn’t move away at all, but tipped his head like he wore a cowboy hat, though his brown hair was bare. “Nice to meet you both.”

      She waved and gently nudged his wall of muscles out into the hall. She tugged the door behind her and then broke the physical contact. If she didn’t she’d lose sight of who she was. She glanced at the hall outside her condo as she said, “Finally alone.”

      He reached out and took her hands. She stared at him as he said, “I’m glad. I needed to see you.”

      This time her body ached like he’d dance with her again on the patio and she wanted him to hold her tight. Instead she stopped and crossed her arms as she asked, “Why?”

      He pressed his hand against the back of his skull and said, “I was wrong to send you away.”

      There was no excuse for her lying. None at all. She sighed. “I was wrong. I should have told you I was Catherine when I realized I cared for you.”

      He reached out and cupped her shoulders, bringing her close as he said, “I shouldn’t have thought you were out to ruin my business.”

      At least he believed her now. She smiled and for the first time all morning, she calmed down. “Oh. I would never do that, Maverick.”

      He let her shoulders go but didn’t pull back. He lowered his head and their foreheads were close as he asked, “Do you want me to call you Jess or Catherine?”

      Total honesty now. She pressed her lips together. Who was she? She knew that he preferred Jess, but that wasn't completely her. “I mostly go by Catherine…”

      He met her gaze and said, “I can call you Catherine, if you’ll have me.”

      Have? Something in her heart whispered that he wanted to be with her but was it true? She smiled and let hope wash over her like a hot shower as she said, “You can call me Jess.”

      He stepped back and pointed toward her apartment door that was ajar as he said, “Jess…your roommates are listening. Walk with me.”

      When she came home, she’d talk to the pair of them about eavesdropping. For now, she hit the button on the elevator and said, “Let’s get that coffee.”

      Neither one of them said a word while they waited, but his pinky linked with hers as he stood next to her.

      If she somehow found a way to be in his heart then she’d dance in the street and sing, though she had a horrible voice that resembled croaking frogs.

      They stepped into the elevator and once the door closed, he reached for the lock. She pressed against his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      He didn’t touch it but his cheeks flushed. “I need to talk and this is the only place without an audience.”

      Wait. Maverick blushed? She shook her head and pointed toward the camera as she said, “Except building security.”

      “You win.” He stepped back, breaking their connection.

      Her heart raced, and she pressed her hand to his muscled chest, feeling his was racing too as she said, “Just tell me, Maverick.”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. No one was there, but he walked beside her as he said, “Catherine, I never thought I’d meet anyone like you.”

      Maybe just maybe her hope was right. He wanted her. She nudged his side and asked, “Like me?”

      Outside the lobby, she saw Bob pushing a green baby carriage. Maverick walked her toward the lobby and a grouping of white leather couches where no one sat. “When my mom died because she was frugal concerning money, I swore to myself I’d never let myself get hurt by another woman like her.”

      Huh? She cupped his face and said, “I’m not-”

      “Let me finish.” He didn’t move her hand away.

      His mother didn’t make sense. She lowered her hand and nodded. “Okay.”

      He traced her sides as he said, “So I made a bad decision with Alicia. The only thing good out of that mess is Carter.”

      And his son was now his, forever. The past few days were a dream in many ways but she just said for now, “I agree.”

      He pressed his forehead to hers and a zap of energy grew inside her. “But I thought my heart was completely closed off and that I wasn’t ever going to love a woman.”

      “Fair.” She stared at his lips as she said, “I’m not trying to push for anything more than you can give.”

      He grinded his teeth and let out a sigh. “I’m doing a bad job of this.”

      Now she really didn’t understand. He meant to share something with her, but she wasn’t sure what. “Of what?”

      He stroked her cheeks, peering into her eyes as he said, “I love you Jess. Or Catherine. It doesn't matter.” And the sense she was now somewhere else, in a world where it was just the two of them and the rest of the universe was gone took over as he continued, “Since you left I realized how stupid I was and wanted to ask if there is any way you can find a place for me in your life.”

      Her life was with Maverick. She hadn’t lived until she’d been with him. She sighed and imagined that she’d hold Carter and Maverick forever. “And you can accept that I’m both Jess Taylor and Catherine Morgan?”

      “Absolutely.” He shrugged. “And I hope you can accept I’m a package deal with Carter but I hope you come home, because you love me.”

      Home. Yes. Her mouth tingled for a kiss but she didn’t want to move a muscle though her lips curved into a smile. “I told you I love you. But I also love your son.” Her gaze narrowed. “You were talking about your mother and then Alicia to explain what exactly?”

      He laced their fingers together. “Why I’m stupid.”

      She sighed and stepped in his arms that wrapped around her tight. “You’re not stupid. I understand wanting to protect your heart. I was anti-romance until I met you.”

      His lips were close and she ached for him, but then his eyes widened. “Why?”

      His closeness made her feel safe enough to share something she’d never said out loud to anyone. “Because my birth mother loved my father, who threw me away to punish her. Yet she still thinks he was the love of her life, which always made me feel like unwanted goods.”

      His fingers caressed her cheeks, setting off an electric storm, and he said, “You don’t have to-”

      “I know she loves me,” she interrupted. The last thing she needed was to give the wrong impression--she trusted him enough to share the rest. “I like being Jess. Tess, Tanya and Thomas took me in and made me feel wanted… my brothers, and my mother, Fiona, think of me as Catherine and expect me to not think about the past, but with you I was both Jess and Catherine and I didn’t feel like anyone but myself.”

      His deep voice reverberated through her soul when he said, “Your life is complicated, but I’m willing to learn if you’ll have me.”

      “Tell you what, come to the wedding with me. Meet the Morgans and then if you want, I’ll go back to the farm with you and Carter.”

      His lips curved upward as he hugged her closer and said, “Okay, but one thing…”

      Her eyes fluttered closed.

      Finally his lips claimed hers.

      The world dissipated and nothing else mattered.

      Now she was in heaven itself.

      As the kiss ended, he held her tight but said, “There is one more thing…”

      The kiss wasn’t it? She had no breath in her body and her lips were tender and begging for more kisses. “What?”

      He squeezed her sides as he said, “I need an accountant with me when I meet Colt this afternoon. I need to know fast if any of the proposals are good for Carter’s future.”

      Wait. Did he intend to have her help his business? Her eyes widened as she asked, “You want me to go with you?”

      He nodded, and their foreheads brushed again. “I love you and I’d like to be open to trusting each other.”

      This meant she wouldn't have to ever go to work with her brother or her sister. Maybe she’d been searching for that all along. She batted her eyes. “Good, because I’m actually in need of a job, and I’m hoping the accounting position doesn't interfere with my nanny duties.”

      He stilled as he asked, “You’d give up working at your family’s business… for me?”

      If she had a life with him and Carter she’d find a way to be useful and really settle in on his farm. “I’d prove myself at Appleton. If I start at my brother’s bank, I’ll just be treated as a Morgan--I would prefer for you and I to work together.”

      He didn’t move a muscle as he said, “I didn’t expect…”

      Maybe she'd gone too far? Her heart plummeted, but she didn’t let him go as she asked, “So there is no position?”

      He massaged her back and she glanced up as he said, “There is. Absolutely. I’m lucky to have you on my team, Jess.”

      “Yay!” she said fast and then hugged him.

      Once again though, his lips swooped in and took hers as his own.

      In Maverick’s arms she had everything. Nothing else, including her extended family, mattered.
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      Two days later…

      

      Maverick waited for Peter and Belle's ceremony to begin in a grand hotel that overlooked the turquoise blue Caribbean. The wedding arch had been decorated with lilies that perfumed the open lobby.

      Earlier that morning, he’d made an unscheduled visit to his coffee farm on a neighboring island to make sure that the farm was following his company standards on organic farming methods--and he'd been pleased, but not surprised, to find everything in order.

      Dressed for the wedding in a light gray linen suit with a white cotton shirt made to withstand the warmth of the day, he couldn't imagine wearing his heavy jeans in the tropical heat. The fabric of his suit made sense.

      The setting was idyllic and so different from his Florida Appleton farm.

      Where was the bridal party, specifically Jess? He stayed in the second row where he’d been escorted, surrounded by Morgans everywhere. He could see for himself that they were all normal people.

      Alice Morgan and Colt Collins both spoke about farming and how they'd grown up like him, caring for the land. They commiserated with how hurricanes could mess with the orange crop.

      At last he saw Jess coming toward him. She wore a teal knee-length dress and a small matching teal veil that could be straight out of a 1950s fashion magazine in her bridesmaid's outfit.

      She walked over to him, though the wedding music hadn’t started.

      Strange.

      The last wedding he'd attended, the wedding party stayed out of sight until it was time for the marriage.

      But the groom was in his black tux standing at the altar waiting which mean the wedding should start soon.

      But Jess’s face was red and she walked without flowers in her hands.

      He squeezed her fingers, sensing that she was stressed. “This is a beautiful setting.”

      Her lips pressed together and she hugged him fast before she straightened. “Hopefully this is their last wedding, but I was told to come out and get instructions from Peter. Something is happening.”

      Instantly he stood taller like he needed to protect Jess as he glanced at Bob and his wife who held Carter and asked, “What is it?”

      She massaged her temples as she shook her head. “I have no idea. My family is… dramatic.”

      No one else he’d ever met had their lives chronicled in newspapers as if the Morgans weren’t allowed to live normal lives. On her private plane to the island, she’d warned him that his life story with Alicia might be on newspaper stands or in tabloids now that they were together, but he couldn’t hide his son from that. All he could do was prove to Carter that he was loved and wanted, and that Maverick wouldn't change anything as he now had him in his life, forever.

      The crowd began to murmur restlessly, and he stared down at the prettiest woman he’d ever met. She looked toward the groom, Peter, on his cell phone. Maverick massaged her lower back and hesitated. Was this drama related to what he'd read about the Morgans? He understood that it may or may not be true. He kept his voice low as he said, “The news said that Peter was in love with Jennifer Gonzales and that Belle was the interloper.”

      Jess’s nose twisted like she'd just smelled onions as she tilted her head to stare at him and sucked in her breath. “Don’t believe everything you read.”

      His mind raced but he didn’t step away from her. He stood at her side and glanced around, unsure how to protect Jess. “If it was that wrong, I’m very confused on how stories like that are told.”

      “Jennifer has great publicists. She is an A list movie star these days. Her new movie is about Johnstown Flood and the classism that was so rampant during the Gilded Age, and how the rich elitists, who would have been contemporaries of my ancestors, wanted a private estate so much that they caused over 2000 people to die.”

      His workers had talked about the movie on his farm. He shrugged. “I haven't seen it yet.”

      She used her nose to point toward a man in the front row talking to Colt Collins. “My brother Matthew said she might get an Oscar nod.”

      He gently reached behind his head and rubbed. He didn't keep tabs on his ex. Why would anybody? “Why are you keeping track of her if she’s not important to your family?”

      Jess’s cheeks reddened, and she glanced up at him like he’d just caught her stealing a cookie from a jar as a child when she said, “She’s about to film another movie with Matthew. She had my brother Anthony’s baby and pretended she was having Peter’s baby. My half-brother Anthony wants her still. She married my cousin for twenty-four hours and it’s all a big mess, as she married Camila’s brother, Chris the saint.”

      He tried to process what she’d said. Jennifer and Peter weren’t meant to be. The actress had pretended to have Peter's child and now she'd married some cousin. He wasn’t sure he'd caught everything. “What?”

      She sighed and continued like he’d understood. “Sorry, we don’t call him Chris as he’s always on a mission doing something, but Camila said her brother and Jennifer separated within twenty-four hours, and the divorce or annulment he’s seeking is taking forever.”

      If he was right, he now understood the cousin wasn’t happy. Hopefully Carter wasn’t ever involved with the Morgans thirty years from now, but he kept that to himself as he said, “Your family is complicated.”

      She leaned her head against his chest. “Here come Mitch, Axel, Damien, Galen and my mother, Fiona. Axel was with me the day my father had me kidnapped, and he told them all I died--he thought I had. Axel blamed himself.”

      Again she spoke like he already knew half of what she said, when he didn't know any of it. She turned to her family. “Hi everyone. This is Maverick Appleton.”

      He smiled politely as she pointed toward the older woman. “My mother, Fiona,” then the blond man with short business-style hair, “Mitch,” she gestured to the one he did recognize, the famous rock star with the long blond hair, “Axel,” and next a dark-haired man with stark cheekbones, “Damien,” she swiveled toward another dark-haired man who was broader in the shoulders and said, “and this is Galen.”

      Maverick shook everyone’s hands. “Nice to meet Catherine’s family. She's talked a lot about all of you.”

      Damien, with the dark, judging eyes, said, “We want to make sure that our sister isn't making a huge mistake.”

      Jess crossed her arms. “I make my own decisions, guys.”

      The blond man who looked like a banker said, “Doesn’t mean we don’t want to protect you.”

      Maverick surmised this man was the oldest and received confirmation about his job when Mitch said, “The deal I’m reading between you and Colt seems fair and profitable, so all we know about you is that you’re smart. However, Catherine is important to all of us.”

      Jess relaxed her arms. “And I’m not going far. We’re still in Florida and our family has vacation estates near enough.”

      Her mother whined, “You are moving onto a farm?”

      The way she said the word made it sound like he lived in squalor. Maverick cleared his throat. “You are all invited to my farm so you can see the place yourself. It’s isolated, but we have everything.”

      Galen, the other dark-haired man who looked like he could use a cigarette said, “Mitch told us you have your own money and aren't after her fortune.”

      “Normally farmers don’t like developers,” Damien said, his sentence heavy with suspicion.

      Right. Her family was into urban development as well as banking. He knew better than to blink as held the gazes of the others and said, “Farmers understand if we don’t grow the food, no one will ever live in one of your places.”

      Galen nodded. “True enough.”

      Jess jumped in front of him but he stepped to her side immediately. She said, “Guys, I love Maverick. He loves me. So that’s the end of this inquisition.”

      Axel, the only one he’d have recognized before this week, put his hands in his pockets and asked, “What’s going on with Peter and the minister?”

      Jess lowered her hands and shifted toward the floral arches as the groom got off his cell phone. She then met everyone’s gaze as she said, “I don’t know, but I’m ready for us to go and find out.”

      She took his hand and dragged him to join her as the rest of her brothers, who all had slight French accents, flanked them on all sides.

      If Maverick was a smaller man, he might have been intimidated, but he was confident he could hold his own and followed Jess to the altar. She said, “Peter, can we help?”

      Maverick recognized the face of Peter Morgan, the man people assumed ran all Morgan banks everywhere. He seemed the most normal man here. Peter said without inflection, “The wedding is cancelled. We’ll have to reschedule. If you can help direct guests out of the chapel and toward the ballroom, I’d appreciate it. I will make an announcement.”

      Jess tugged his hand tighter, not letting Maverick back away as she asked, “Why? What happened?”

      Peter huddled with them. “This is the two-second version. Victoria and John, know everything, and they recruited Elizabeth, Matthew and Luke, but I could use your help and maybe the Italian family as well.”

      Maverick wasn’t sure what that meant or why the wedding had been cancelled.

      Jess stood taller. “What do you need? Belle sent me down--I was just waiting until you were off the phone.”

      Peter nodded and lifted his smartphone. “I just texted her. I assume she’s changing.” Maverick’s neck was hot--he didn't feel as if he should be here, seeing Peter's sorrow. “It seems one of my lawyers, when she was making sure that I had full custody of my son, filed a temporary marriage to the surrogate to speed through the custody process. The divorce was never filed for the bogus marriage.”

      Maverick would scratch his chin if he could, but instead he ignored the itch. Right now, he was confused but he listened like Peter’s words were rational. However his mind twirled on facts and how he’d choose differently.

      Fiona, Jess’s mom, asked, “Are you joking?”

      The annoyance grew too strong. Maverick scratched his chin, taking in the faces around him that he assumed were all white because of shock. “I would have done anything to get custody of Carter for myself.” Peter looked at him with relief that he understood, so Maverick asked, “How old is your son?”

      Peter smiled for the first time since this crisis. “Two weeks old.”

      Mitch said, “Sounds easy enough to secure a divorce since the surrogate ‘bride’ already agreed.”

      "I hope that is the case," Peter said.

      Jess pressed her hand to his side.

      Maverick turned to look at the rows of chairs filled with three hundred guests. The rest of the Morgans were all going to sections of the room like they had spots and the open places were clearly where Peter hoped Mitch, Galen, Damien, Axel, Jess, and probably himself, to fill in as Peter said, “Please help me explain to the guests the wedding will be rescheduled in…. two weeks.”

      Jess saluted her brother. “We’re on it. Just make the announcement.”

      Maverick directed her to the spots on the left that were open.

      Once all of the Morgans were in place, Peter faced the guests and said, “Due to an unfortunate snag, Belle and I will have to postpone our nuptials for two weeks, but everyone is invited to stay for a party to celebrate the birth of our son.”

      The wedding reception had been turned into a baby shower. The Morgans knew how to roll with a situation.

      He helped walk people out of their rows to the aisle and ensured everyone in his corner went inside the ballroom. As the last guest went inside, Maverick wrapped his arms around Jess and said, “You’ll be better off at the farm, away from all this drama.”

      She held onto his neck and rested her forehead on his chin as she said, “I’m looking forward to it. You have no idea.”

      If this was her life as Catherine, no wonder she wanted to go home with him. There was no way he’d want this much limelight in his life. “I’m getting a clue as to what you're going through.”

      “Just kiss me Maverick.” She closed her eyes.

      The moment he did as she suggested, the world disappeared. Despite her family, Jess was the best woman he’d ever met and he’d almost been a fool to let her go. Her kisses even now proved how her lips were sweeter than peaches, just as the rest of her.
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      A few weeks later…

      

      Jess sat in her chair in the office of Appleton Farm and closed her laptop as the sun began to set. The news report that Brock Letterman had been arrested still burned behind her eyes and she could re-read the headline in her mind without looking at her screen.

      Blackmailed an Heiress, a Police Chief and a Politician, and he'd gotten caught tampering with evidence of a murder investigation.

      If he did or didn’t do the crime, didn’t matter. At least Brock faced real consequences and she’d never have to hear his name again.

      Not that it mattered.

      She had Maverick and Carter and a life here that made her heart soar.

      Maverick would be home from checking his fields and tonight it was just the two of them.

      The quietness of the farm where nothing stirred, including the baby monitor, just made her happy.

      This was home.

      Soon she’d have dinner with Maverick.

      But then the silence broke with a slow song that echoed in the office. She turned and saw Maverick’s computer was on--he'd chosen a soft ballad.

      She stood from her chair and intended to go find out what happened, when there was a knock at the door.

      She fixed her tank top to ensure her hot pink bra straps showed and then Maverick showed up.

      He wore those jeans she’d banned him from wearing in public and gave her a sexy smile as he held out his hand for her. “Jess?”

      No one was around so she wouldn't scold him on the pants that made his backside hard and squeezable. “Is that music on the patio?”

      He nodded while she took his hand, and a spark still raced through her as he said, “It is. I’m waiting for you.”

      She folded her palm into his as he led her out of the office into the main living room. “What’s going on?”

      Without stopping, he led her out on the patio where dinner was waiting on the table and romantic music played. She placed the baby monitor on the table and followed his tug into a dance.

      As she rested her head on his shoulder, she remembered the first night she’d been here and how he’d held her then too. She sighed as the memory left a sweet taste in her mouth. “This was how you seduced me that night.”

      He twirled her--was this the same song, even?

      She laughed and said, “I vividly remember every detail, down to your black t-shirt. Is Bob still in the kitchen, ready to yell pointers?”

      He pulled his head back and winked at her with a gleam in his eyes. “He went home, but he helped me set the table. It’s just the two of us while Carter sleeps.”

      Bob was seriously her angel and she’d jokingly offered to set him up as an online matchmaker for farmers and cowboys. But as Maverick caressed the lower part of her back, she forgot about everything else. She sighed. “I like this.”

      He tightened his grip as the song ended and another began. In the interlude he asked, “Jess, are you sure you want to live on a farm?”

      Had something happened? Her heart raced but she hoped nothing was wrong as she asked, “Are you joking? I was just told that Matthew started filming with Jennifer, who finally agreed to divorce Chris. And Peter’s divorce is now final so he can marry Belle soon.”

      He twirled her but his lips went into a frown as he said, “That took longer than they thought, but they’re happy?”

      Maverick was up to something, she could tell. “They have their son…” Which didn’t answer his question exactly--she took a breath and said, “I think so.”

      He dipped her and her body melded into his like they were one and she trusted him to lead her anywhere, even as he asked, “But can you be happy here?”

      Her brain hammered that something was going on. “I just need you and Carter, Maverick. I don’t want the world involved in my life. Why are you asking?”

      He stopped and then massaged the back of his neck like he was on edge. His cheeks had a slight tinge of pink to them as he said, “Because I was hoping to ask you a question…”

      Her heart raced. Adrenaline raced through her. She clamped her hands against her chest to stop her heart from coming out of her like she was a cartoon character. She asked breathlessly, “Wait, are you proposing?”

      His laugh sounded nervous. “Don’t rush this.”

      Surprise had her head in the clouds and her legs weak at the knees. She backed up and took one of the seats near the candlelit table. “Let me sit down.”

      He pressed his lips together. “You don’t want me to?”

      The opposite. She lifted her chin and ignored how her body pulsated as she lifted her arm and said, “Take my hand and ask.”

      Maverick went down on one knee. She sighed. He asked, “Jess… Catherine… I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?”

      She jumped out of her seat and wrapped her arms around him, not bothering to look at the ring box he now had in his hand. Whatever it was, she’d wear it proudly. She hugged him and said, “Yes.”

      Maverick opened the box and showed her a princess cut diamond that was just as big as what her mother loved to wear when going to fancy parties.

      This was too much for a farm, but for now she took it while he said, “I thought you were going to say you needed to think about this."

      As she placed her own ring on her finger she rose to her tip-toes and kissed him fast. She laughed and said, “No. My heart is racing. I needed to sit down because you make me happy. I love you.”

      He kissed her cheek. “Then the rest of the world doesn’t matter. I have everything I’ll ever want… with you and Carter.”

      Not near enough. She cupped his face and leaned closer as she said, “Kiss me.”

      He chuckled smugly. “You like to give me that order a lot.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed. Nothing else made her happy as he tugged her jeans closer to his and said, “Is that a problem?”

      “Not at all, ma’am.” He tipped his head and captured her eager mouth.

      Jess melted in his embrace and hoped their dances on the patio never stopped. Carter and Maverick were the beginning of her happily-ever-after and nothing else mattered. She kissed him harder, never wanting this night to end.

      Thank you for reading. Jess and Maverick were so much fun to write and it was great to write a romantic escape from all the drama in the Morgan family on the farm. However in Secret Mistress Matthew Morgan gets shocked when he meets Ashley Romero, his sister’s former maid, and also Jennifer’s secret cousin which makes her definitely forbidden fruit.

      If you loved Secret Crush, you’ll love the royal series of a small European country next to Italy in the Princes of Avce romances. The first book, Forbidden Crown is available for free in a modern day retelling of Cinderella where an insurance agent says yes to a Prince’s sudden proposal.

      And if you’re looking for a series with some danger and mystery where all the Bentleys must marry women they’ve never met to clear their names in this exciting family drama. The prequel Irresistibly Lost is available for FREE as well!

      And to find out about new books, sign up for my newsletter: https://victoriapinder.com

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Start Reading the House of Morgan Now

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Secret Crush

      

      

      For some, joining the FBI is a long-term goal. For billionaire John Morgan, joining the Bureau is a stepping stone to proving his father is culpable for his sister’s death. After his estranged father dies, John is forced to return home and face the ghosts of his past. But that proves to be more difficult than he ever imagined.

      After losing her best friend under inexplicable circumstances, Alice Collins’ world view shifts until her small town sensibilities convinced her to attend Mr. Morgan’s funeral. Soon, the past and the present collide, and Alice is caught in the crosshairs. But when John comes to her aid, it only serves to complicate matters for both of them.

      Can a handsome billionaire on a vendetta fall for a small town girl…or does he have something else in mind? 
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        Secret Baby

      

      

      Victoria thought her baby died. Colt thought Victoria abandoned their daughter at birth. Her father had destroyed them both with a single lie. But will the truth be enough to bring them back together?

      To escape her billionaire father’s cruel manipulations, Victoria let everyone believe she was dead. Burdened with a broken heart and the tragic loss of her baby, she felt there was nothing left for her. But her return uncovers an avalanche of secrets and lies, starting with the fact that the child she thought had died is alive…and being raised by the very man who broke her heart.

      Ex-Marine Colt Collins has been raising his daughter alone while nursing a burning resentment for the woman who abandoned them both and then died before he could find out why. Determined to move on and make a life for himself, Colt plans to marry and give his daughter the childhood she deserves. But then Victoria Morgan returns from the dead, and he learns that nothing about their past is what it seems.

      Victoria wants to claim her child, but Colt isn’t sure he can believe his former lover. After all, it’s her word against a dead man’s. She could say anything is true. Together, they will have to sift through the lies and unravel the truth. But can they learn to trust each other again and find find a happily ever after, or is too late for a second chance at romance?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Secret Bet

      

      

      One Cocky Billionaire. One former Marine jilted at the alter. And one bet that forces them back together and threatens to tear them apart.

      With a history of women sticking around only long enough to win over his money, not earn his love, Peter has learned to keep women at arm’s length. But as much as he plays it smart with romance, he’s still a sucker for a challenge. So when his brother bets that he can’t date the same woman for thirty days, it’s game on. Wooing a woman for one month and then walking away unscathed sounds almost too easy. Until his brother announces who the woman will be.

      Former Marine Belle Jordan has lived through the scandal of being jilted at the altar. Ever since, she protects her heart, knowing she can never go through that kind of heartbreak again. Now the brother of the woman who tore her life apart is pursuing her with an intensity that is hard to resist. Her brain warns her to stay away, but her heart wants to trust his seductive words.

      Before long, Peter finds that Belle is turning his cynical world on its head and awakening his long-dormant heart. When the truth comes out about the secret bet, Peter fears he may lose the one woman who can look past the dollar signs to see the man behind the throne. But will the realization be too little too later?
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        Secret Wish

      

      

      She kept him in the friend zone for years. Now she’s single with a secret…and living in his family home.

      With little memory of his mother and a strained relationship with his father, it’s difficult for Dr. Luke Morgan to reconcile between who he is and who he wants to be. But when he returns to the House of Morgan to accept his place in the family, painful secrets come to the surface, leading Luke to believe his family name is the reason behind his niece’s kidnapping.

      After months spent rejecting Luke’s advances, one kiss changed everything for Caro Soliz. Now, her world is about to change again. Just like her mother before her, she’s accepted a position as the Morgan family maid. This time, her reunion with Luke leads to a whirlwind romance that puts her dream to become a fashion designer in jeopardy—a loss that could leave her penniless and without a job or a future.

      With Luke’s family secrets leading them both on a path to doom, can true love flourish in the face of so many unanswered questions? Or will this spell the second and final end to their whirlwind romance?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Secret Dad

      

      

      When Elizabeth’s son is kidnapped, the cop called out to help find him doesn’t know he’s the father.

      Elizabeth Morgan rejoined the House of Morgan hoping her family’s law enforcement connections might help her get her son back. What she doesn’t expect is that the Miami Dade Police Officer that her entire family depends on is none other than her missing son’s father.

      Rafe Soliz doesn’t know what shocks him more: that his one night stand in Vegas is actually a Morgan, or that the kidnapped child he’s helping her track down is actually his son. Either way, he’ll use all of his detective skills to bring the child home and keep Liz safe from whoever is threatening them.

      The investigation leads them closer to answers and deeper into their feelings for one another, but in the end, the House of Morgan will always be way above his pay grade. Once the child is found, will things have to go back to the way they were?
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        Secret Heir

      

      

      The last person Mitch Morgan should be attracted to is the corporate raider sent from his half brother’s company.

      Tess Taylor already lost everything once. The last thing she needs is another failure. If she can prove successful in Mergers and Acquisitions, she’ll never have to worry about money again. But no amount of hard work has prepared her for Mitch Morgan. He’s the kind of distraction she doesn’t need, and the banker she’s supposed to destroy.

      Mitch Morgan III may bear his father’s good looks and his name, but he certainly didn’t inherit his father’s trust. Born the child of a torrid affair, nothing was handed to him, and no one wants him to succeed. When the rep from Morgan Enterprises storms through his door, he knows he’s in for a challenge, but nothing in life prepared him for how hard he falls for Tess.

      They were supposed to be bitter enemies. Love wasn’t part of the deal. Now, they’re forced to make a decision neither could have imagined.
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        Secret Tryst

      

      

      When the one you're supposed to hate turns out to be the only one you crave...

      Damien Morgan learned a long time ago that love was just a figment of someone’s warped imagination and good girls simply didn’t exist. Women, he knew, were master manipulators. Nonetheless, he’s happy to wish his brother well when he decides to take the plunge.

      Serenity Hanscom is shocked that she’s been invited to the wedding a year after her sister played matchmaker for the groom and plotted to murder his sister-in-law. Despite the unusual circumstances, Serenity accepts the invitation as an opportunity to mingle with Miami’s elites. 

      The second she catches sight of Damien, she’s reminded of the horrible events that led to her father’s imprisonment, all because of him. But even though she’s determined to ignore him, she finds herself drawn to him more and more. And that could spell disaster for them both.
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        Secret Date

      

      

      Natalie Parker pretended to be old and ugly at work until one trip to the doctor meant she might be pregnant.

      Galen Morgan doesn’t need a wife. He’s already tried that route, and it didn’t work. By day, he’s a cool, calm, confident real estate developer who is raking in billions of dollars. By night, he dates bad girls to keep his loneliness at bay. But when he hooks up with a bad girl at his brother’s wedding, he finds himself at the center of a situation he never imagined possible.

      Natalie Parker is just trying to keep her job. If that means she has to disguise herself to keep a roof over her head, then that’s what she’ll do. But when she runs into her boss in the unlikeliest of places—the gynecologist’s office—she’s forced to confess her secret and hope for the best. 

      Unfortunately, fate isn’t done with her quite yet. There’s another surprise coming down the pike, one where she might end up being pregnant even though she’s never touched anyone in the House of Morgan. And this time, secrets could change everything, including her relationship with her boss.

      Will Galen and Natalie’s shared mishap lead them to love or more trouble for the both of them?
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        Secret Romeo

      

      

      First kiss. First love. Father of her children. And he can’t remember her.

      When Pilar Soliz goes to Grand Bohemia to celebrate her daughter’s Christmas wedding to Luke Morgan, she’s not prepared for the resurrection of her presumed dead husband, who waltzes across the lobby and back into her life.

      Santiago Matias booked a Christmas vacation to get his daughter away from Italy and more specifically away from Anthony Morgan. The Morgans are bad people, and she needs to focus on college. But his plan to convince of this is derailed when the woman of his dreams walks past him.

      Santiago doesn’t remember anything in his life before waking up in an Italian hospital more than twenty years ago. But when Pilar says he’s her presumed dead husband, Samuel, he’s unsure if he can be the man she’s been waiting to return. Santiago has no memories of being Samuel, but the longer time he spends with Pilar, the more he wants to be the man she hopes he is.
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      Secret Caress

      Andrea Garcia's daughter has been kidnapped, and she’ll do anything to get her back.

      After moving to Miami to start a new life, Andrea Garcia world turns upside down when disaster strikes. Her daughter is taken from the day care, and the kidnappers are demanding money she doesn’t have to give her back.

      Billionaire Todd Morgan sits on various boards, but he’s always outmaneuvered by his brother. When he hears about Andrea’s plight, he offers his cash and security teams to help. For the first time in his life, he’s not just looking out for himself. In in helping Andrea, he’s found a purpose in life…but he’s also invited in a world of trouble.
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        Secret Match

      

      

      Kiwi Washington’s one night in Paris left her pregnant, but she had no idea the man of the evening was about to become her boss.

      Giorgio Morgan created a global brand of men’s suits that earns higher prestige until his half sister starts her own fashion company. He’s determined to stop the American interlopers and the women’s fashion empire being formed, but when he flies to Miami, he instantly recognizes the lead shoe designer as a previous one night stand. 

      Kiwi Washington left her high-paying accounting job to follow her shoe passion. Leaving her safety net of security to follow her dreams of creativity took all she had, and she absolutely wasn’t looking for romance. But she’s forced out of her comfort zone when her boss mergers with her one night stand.

      With Kiwi clearly carrying his child, Giorgio will merge with the company and take what’s his. But can the two bridge their very different worlds…or will their differences keep them apart?

      This story is an odd duck and a Billionaire love story with tons of family drama only found in the House of Morgan. 
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      Secret Bridesmaid

      Emily Wilson’s is supposed to be a bridesmaid at her sister’s friends wedding, but secretly, she’s gathering intel to stop the marriage from ever happening.

      Emily Wilson’s a legal secretary for a prestigious law firm, but her firm’s newest client needs Emily to accept being a bridesmaid in her sister’s best friend’s wedding. If she hears anything about the groom, she’s to report to the security that’s there to gather info to stop the wedding. She planned for everything except for one thing: the bad boy rock star brother of the groom noticing her.

      Axel Morgan’s about to start another world tour, until he meets a woman who’s nothing like the usual groupies he encounters in his dressing room. She’s different, unusual and captivating. Finding out she’s in his brother’s disaster of a wedding gives him a reason to enjoy himself as he chases after the one woman whose captured his attention. But what happens when he discovers her entire presence is a lie?
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      Secret Admirer

      Rebecca James is done dating jerks. 

      When she meets billionaire Bart Morgan during a chance encounter, she mistakingly believes it’s a sign her life is about to turn around. All she has to do is find him again and do whatever it takes to make him hers.

      Bart doesn’t mind another woman lining up for a chance in his bed, though he’s certainly not looking for a relationship. But there’s something different about the unusually sweet Rebecca and her faith in happily ever afters that has Bart second-guessing his “no relationships” rule. 

      Will Rebecca James show him what happiness is all about, or will risking his casual encounters for a serious relationship prove disastrous for them both?
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