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“I need to cancel our weekly lunch, Cal.” Katie Marshall pressed her fingertips to her temple. “I have three guys from Seattle, ready to get drunk and ride horses, checking into the ranch by dinnertime.”

Her brother’s slow laughter drifted over the phone. “Guess it really is wedding season. Bachelor party?”

She sighed and scrolled through her emails. “Yeah. Second one this month.”

“Well, hopefully they don’t do it at the same time. You know, get drunk and ride horses.”

“We tend to frown upon that.” Her attention caught on what she’d been searching for. There it was, the confirmation email for the bachelor party this week.

“No problem, Katie. We can reschedule lunch soon. Say hi to Wyatt and Claire for me.”

“Will do.” She ended the phone call and pursed her lips as she read through the email.

Somehow, it had become trendy to have bachelor parties on Montana ranches. And the Marshall ranch was becoming one of the more popular ones.

Making the cattle ranch into a guest ranch during the summer had been her idea. One she’d unwaveringly believed in and pursued until she’d convinced her dad and brothers to get on board with the idea.

Since they’d opened, their dad had passed away, and their brother Cal had sold his shares of the ranch to Wyatt. Which meant she and Wyatt ran the whole show now. Or mostly her. Wyatt spent most of his time focusing on the cattle ranching aspect.

“The cabins are all set, Ms. Marshall. Clean and stocked.”

Katie lifted her head at the words from the cheerful teenaged girl she’d hired to do light housekeeping.

“Thanks, Jane. Sorry the job was a little more extensive this time around.”

The freckled redhead smiled. “I hear you’re full up with a bachelor party?”

“Yes. Three of them coming over from Seattle. I’m still not sure why these city boys want to come hang out on a ranch for a bachelor party. It’s not like we have...” She trailed off, blushing before she could finish that thought.

“Strippers?” The younger girl supplied brightly.

“Jane.”

“Sorry.” She gave a shrug that implied she wasn’t apologetic in the least. “That’s just what you always see in the movies and stuff. But not every guy wants to get drunk and go to a strip club before they get married.”

Katie hid a smile. “No, not all of them do.”

“You know it makes sense, actually.” Jane pulled her red curls back into a ponytail. “Some of these guys are stuck in the city on a hamster wheel. I bet they just want to get out of town, get back to nature, and do cliché manly things.”

Katie shook her head. “Sometimes I swear I’m talking to a forty-year-old woman stuck in a teenager’s body.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Also, I watch a lot of reality TV, so I get it. Anyway, just text me when you need me to clean again. It sounds like it’s going to be a busy summer.”

Katie sighed as she watched Jane disappear out the front door.

It certainly was going to be a long summer and it was only the middle of June. Which made her thankful that, while the cattle ranch they ran was a year-round business, the cabins they rented out were only seasonal.

Katie closed her laptop and stood from her desk. She made her way out of the main house to double-check the cabins that Jane had cleaned.

Out of the six cabins, three were booked. Every guest had wanted their own lodging. Which was a little unusual, because the cabins didn’t run cheap. Usually guests, whether a bachelor party or just a vacationing family, shared one. It just confirmed her hunch that these Seattle men probably had a bunch of money to blow.

A sudden prickle of bitterness rushed through her, and she drew in a deep breath before shoving the emotion aside. She didn’t get that feeling much—certain memories could trigger it—but when it did hit, she didn’t linger in the emotion. There was no point. She preferred to focus on the positive. To keep herself grounded in optimism.

She let herself into the furthest away cabin to inspect it. While many of the cabins had a queen or king-size bed, two had a full bed and bunkbed, this was one of the larger cabins that more often was reserved for a family.

The bedding had been washed and changed, there were fresh towels and locally made soap in the bathroom, and the basket on the small table held a welcoming gift of bottled water, fruit, and granola bars.

A wave of pride swept through her as she closed the cabin door behind her. The cabins at Marshall Ranch were charming and personable. Staying there was an entirely different experience than booking a room at the local hotel.

Guests had the opportunity to immerse themselves in a working cattle ranch, nestled in the beautiful Montana landscape. Plus, there were guided horseback opportunities, fishing trips, and family style meals in the big house. It was real experience that their guests clearly loved.

Katie made her way to the second cabin when a low rumble and cloud of dust rose on the road that led to the ranch.

She paused, turning to watch as a shiny black SUV came to a stop next to the main house.

Her brows drew together. Could it be one of the guests from the bachelor party already? They weren’t due for a few hours yet.

The driver’s door opened and a tall, broad-shouldered man stepped out. Well, he certainly looked the Seattle type with his short beard that was the same the dirty blond as his slightly tousled hair. She slid a glance over him.

He wore a burgundy hoodie, half zipped over a gray t-shirt with some logo on it. Jeans that looked as though he’d worn them for years fell to the tops of expensive-looking leather shoes.

Even though he wasn’t remotely her type, her stomach did a little flutter. All right, she could admit he was attractive in a weird Seattle way.

“Hello, Katie.”

She snapped her gaze back up his frame, her frown deepening, until she met his hazel gaze. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

“More or less.” He grinned, flashing white teeth, as he approached.

His stare, so confident and unwavering, had her stomach ramping up on the fluttery stuff.

“Are you with the bachelor party from Seattle?” She fought the urge to step back as him and that knowing gaze came closer. “Maybe you’re the one I’ve been emailing with? Kevin?”

“Nah, Kevin’s my assistant.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “You really don’t have any idea who I am?”

Should she? She bristled and offered a tight smile. “I’m sorry, but if you’re implying that you’re famous or something, I’d really have no idea. I don’t keep up on that celebrity stuff.”

He laughed, a low, genuine sound that reverberated through the trees that surrounded the ranch. “I’m not a celebrity.”

Then who was the heck was he? She opened her mouth to demand answers, when he reached out and caught her dark braid between his fingers.

“I remember this.”

Her breath locked and her pulse quickened.

“But the rest of you...” His gaze slid over her. “That’s changed.”

She jerked back, pulling her braid from his long fingers. So he not only knew who she was, but also assumed he had the right to touch her.

Her lips pursed and her mind raced back to her college days. She thought of every possible scenario in how and where they could’ve met. Some left her more nauseous than others.

“Our circles didn’t mix all that much. I graduated a few years before you.”

She blinked and some of the tension eased in her shoulders. Did he mean high school? “You’re from Marietta?”

“Born and raised.”

She mentally shaved the beard off him, and ransacked her mind for any memory of who he was. The first prickle of familiarity hit. A name danced on the tip of her tongue.

“Hunter.”

[image: image]

Hunter watched the recognition fill Kaitlyn Marshall’s big blue eyes as she said his name softly. Recognition and then wariness. It wasn’t an uncommon reaction from the folks in Marietta.

Though he really hadn’t come home all that much to garner it. And if he’d kept his mouth shut two months ago, he probably wouldn’t be back here now either.

“Okay.” Her gaze traced him, full of curiosity now. “I see it now. And here you were saying I’m the one who’s changed.”

When he’d left she would’ve been around fifteen. She’d had that same long chestnut hair—often braided like it was now, and the crystalline blue eyes and lovely cheekbones. But where she’d once been tall and scrawny, she now curved in all the right places.

Katie was doing her own visual analysis and, when he realized it, a prick of discomfort slid through him. He shoved his hands into his jean pockets and allowed a slight smile.

He knew the teen she was remembering. An awkward boy in comic book t-shirts and worn-out jeans. With his hair a little too long and wild and his black leather jacket, he’d been almost controversial in a small town like Marietta.

He shifted his gaze to the ranch around them. The smell of grass, dirt, and pine trees were as familiar to him as the organic craft coffee he drank every day.

Maybe he hadn’t set foot in Montana in almost a decade, but part of his hometown still lingered in his blood. He drew in another breath, hating to admit how much he’d missed the fresh, heady Montana air.

“What brings you back?” she asked finally.

He turned his attention back to her. “You already guessed it.”

She bit her lip and squinted. “Wait... you’re not actually part of the bachelor party, are you?”

“Sure am.”

“Oh.” Surprise registered on her face. “So I guess that means you’re living in Seattle now?”

She really had no idea who he was or what he’d done with his life. “Have been since I turned eighteen and I went to school out there.”

“University of Washington?”

“Yeah.”

“I see.” She nodded, but something in her eyes hardened. “And you never wanted to come back home?”

Now why the hell did he feel like he was being weighed and judged?

“I made a pretty good life for myself in Seattle.” That was an understatement. He’d made a damn good life for himself. There were a lot of men who’d kill to have even a part of his life.

Though the fact that he felt the need to defend himself sent a stab or irritation through him.

She folded her arms across her chest. “Well you’re here earlier than I expected, but we can go ahead and get you checked in.”

Swallowing his irritation, he gave a terse nod. “I’d appreciate that.”

She turned and walked toward the big house behind her, clearly expecting him to follow. With no other choice, he did.

“Why’d you arrive so early anyway?”

Now that they were inside, she settled behind a thick, oak desk just off of the living room. “Are you heading down to visit your family before the party begins?”

“Hadn’t planned on it.”

Her gaze shot up to his. “You do intend to see them while you’re here, though, right? Your parents? Your sister?”

Again, he hadn’t planned on it. Going by the dismay in her eyes, he decided against repeating that statement.

“I need some time to myself,” he hedged. “Seeing as I’m spending the week with a bunch of guys at a bachelor party, I figure I’ll take a little down time for myself.”

She stared at him for a moment and then looked back down at her laptop.

“What?” he asked.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were thinking something.”

“Only pegging you for an introvert.” The keys of her computer clicked under her fingers.

He scowled. “You deduce that from a brief conversation?”

“That and going by what I remember about you from high school. We had drama together. But you probably don’t remember that.”

“I remember.” He’d hated almost every damn minute of the class, but it had been an easy A and he’d needed an elective.

Surprise flickered in her gaze as she handed him some papers. “I’ll need you to sign these.”

She was right about the introvert part, but that didn’t mean he had to admit it.

He grabbed the pen with the cute little duct tape flower attached and scrawled his name at the line at the bottom.

“Don’t you wanna read it?”

“Already read it. You sent it to me when I booked the week.”

“You booked it?”

“Well, my assistant did. Kevin.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, then plucked out the shiny gold card. “All expenses are to be put on this.”

She shook her head. “All of them? Are you—”

“All of them.”

Her brows rose higher as she took the card and began to enter it into the computer. “Somebody ought to give you a plaque that says nicest best man ever.”

“Guess it depends on your definition of nice.”

The computer in his bedroom had cost twice as much as this bachelor party would. It was a drop in the bucket, really.

“When are the other two men in your party getting here?”

“They should be arriving in the next few hours. I think they were heading out after the game.”

“Game?” She handed his card back.

“Mariners. It’s baseball.”

She gave him a lopsided smile. “Thank you, I know who the Mariners are.”

“But not a fan?”

“The only sport I’m into is rodeo.”

He placed the card in his wallet and pocketed it. “That’s right. You were a barrel racer back in the day.”

Surprise flickered on her face. “You remember?”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t think you were involved with the rodeo.” Skepticism flashed in her eyes.

“I wasn’t. No. Look, if you don’t mind I’d like to just grab my room key and get settled.”

“Of course.” She reached into the desk drawer, before rising to her feet and handing him a key. “I gave you the cabin at the very end. It’s a little more private.”

A sliver of gratitude slid through him and he gave a brief smile. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

She gave a tiny dip of her head in acknowledgment and her cheeks seemed to turn a bit pink. “Dinner’s at six-thirty.”

He turned to leave, ready to grab his bag from his SUV.

“Hey, Hunter?”

The thread of uncertainty in her voice had him stilling. He threw a glance over his shoulder.

She hadn’t moved from behind the desk. “So why did you pick Marshall Ranch for your friend’s bachelor party?”

There were a dozen reasons he could’ve given her. A lot were a lot less convoluted than the truth. But he wasn’t the type to lie just because it was convenient.

“You were always nice to me, Katie. Back when not a lot of people were.” Before he could analyze her reaction, he turned away and called out, “See you at dinner.”
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“So everyone’s checked in from the bachelor party?” Wyatt asked, making his way through the kitchen to grab a beer out of the fridge.

Katie gave her brother a reproachful glance. Seriously, he couldn’t wait ten more minutes until dinner?

“Yes, all three are checked in.” Katie cut a few more pieces of basil and tossed it into the simmering spaghetti sauce. “I haven’t seen this many men in skinny jeans since I got dragged to a Fall Out Boy concert.”

“Fall Out Boy? Is that like a boy band thing?” Wyatt arched a brow.

Claire, her future sister-in-law, laughed as she dumped the steaming pasta into the strainer. “You both need to get out of Montana more.”

Giving the petite blonde a look, Katie shook her head. “Nope. I got enough of the city when I went off to college. I’ll stick to Montana men who wear their jeans the way God intended—which is not plastered to their legs.”

“I don’t know, I think some guys can pull it off,” Claire mused, “If—”

Her words ended in a squeal as Wyatt wrapped his arms around her waist and nuzzled her neck.

“You still checking out other guys, honey?”

She collapsed back against him in a giggle and shook her head. “No, cowboy. I’ve only got eyes for you and that glorious backside of yours in a pair of Levis.”

Katie averted her gaze, stirring the pot of red meat sauce as the two shared a kiss. Wyatt and Claire were so adorably in love and emotionally connected that sometimes it left Katie feeling uncomfortable.

Maybe it was because they all lived under the same roof and before the end of summer her brother and Claire would be married. Sometimes Katie felt a little bit like that third wheel cliché, even though she knew they’d never deliberately sought out to isolate her.

But after years of having been the only girl, she was sharing the role of “household female” with Claire. And Katie adored the woman, she really did, but it was a pretty big change. She’d adjust. Just like she’d adjusted to her father passing, and Cal moving out and selling his share of the ranch. Change was part of life.

Clearing her throat, she brought the subject back to the bachelor party. “Hey, Wyatt, one of the guests is from Marietta.”

“Oh, yeah?” He released Claire and moved to lean against the counter. “Who is it?”

“Hunter Richardson.”

Wyatt’s brows furrowed. “The name sounds familiar.”

“I think he graduated in Cal’s class. He was”—she searched for words—“a bit of a loner. He had a bit of a reputation. Skipping class, smoking and drinking underage, and often getting in trouble with the sheriff.”

“Oh, that guy.” Her brother nodded slowly. “Yeah, I think I know who you’re talking about. Same dude who went on to be a big game developer in Seattle, right?”

Katie blinked at that bit of info. “Uh, well, I have no idea, actually. I figured he just worked for Microsoft or something.”

“No, if it’s the same guy, then Hunter has his own company. Turned his life around in a big way, it sounds like. Good for him.” He gave a short nod. “It’s not an easy thing to do.”

“Hmm.” Claire frowned. “And now he’s back in Marietta and staying on your ranch? Kind of weird, isn’t it? Wouldn’t he want to stay with his family?”

“For a bachelor party?” Wyatt laughed. “Nah, now that’d be weird. There’s gotta be some kind of story as to why they ended up here, though. Is he the one getting married?”

“No.” The idea of him being the groom filled Katie with a weird sense of irritation.

Why it should matter, she couldn’t say. He wasn’t even her type.

Her chest tightened. She could tell herself that all she wanted, but her mind wouldn’t stop replaying that moment where he’d touched her braid and looked her over a little too thoroughly.

Maybe she wasn’t always quick to pick up on flirting, but there’d definitely been appreciation in his gaze. And, unfortunately, she couldn’t deny she’d been admiring his new image a bit longer than was probably appropriate.

Who knew if he was even single anyway? She hadn’t seen a ring, but that didn’t mean much. If he was all that and a bag of chips, like Wyatt had suggested, then chances were he was involved with someone.

The sound of laughing and men’s voices filled the house.

“Sounds like the bachelor party has arrived ready to eat,” Claire murmured. “Should we start bringing food out?”

Wyatt didn’t answer, because he was already grabbing the pan of giant meatballs and making his way to the dining room. That was one thing Katie had always admired about her brother. He didn’t get weirded out about helping out in the kitchen or breaking those stereotypical gender roles.

Claire pulled the garlic bread from the oven, quickly sliced it up, and then went to join the others.

The dining room table was extended with the leaf now that it was summer and the cabins were filling up. Besides Claire and Katie, the table was filled up completely with men. There was Wyatt and the two ranch hands, Lyle and Tim, and the three men from the bachelor party.

“Spaghetti? Is that really what we’re eating? Figured we’d be eating steak twenty-four seven seeing that we’re on a cattle ranch.”

Katie’s attention snapped toward the end of the table where one of the men sat. His surly tone needled and his lips were curled into a sneer of disdain. If she remembered correctly, he was the groom. Lance? Her heart sank and she bit back a sigh. If this was an indication of what was to come, it was going to be a long week.

“Steak every night would get boring fast, don’t you think?”

The slow drawl came from Hunter who was quietly helping himself to the garlic bread.

Lance sighed. “I’m just so damn pumped to be getting a break from Denise and her damn vegetarian cooking. If I never see another bowl of zoodles with cauliflower sauce it’ll be too soon. I want some fucking meat, man.”

Not even about to ask what a zoodle was, Katie gave him her most saccharine smile and slid the bowl of meatballs his way.

“Here, try these. They’re made with the beef we raise here on our ranch. I made each meatball by hand using various herbs we grow in our garden. The sauce has tomatoes I grow in the garden.”

“Shit, you serious?”

No, it all came from the local grocery. She bit her tongue, knowing there was no point in trying to be sarcastic when this man clearly lacked a sense of humor.

“I guess I can be down with that.” Lance’s sulk diminished some as he dished himself up a plate of sauce-laden spaghetti and then plopped three meatballs on top.

“We’ll be having a steak dinner tomorrow night,” Wyatt said, his voice a steely warning that Lance’s attitude wasn’t appreciated. “The first night can be a little chaotic with everyone arriving at different times, so we try and keep things simple.”

Katie shot her brother a quick look of appreciation, before sliding her gaze around the table. Dan, the other guy in the bachelor party, looked mildly uncomfortable. Fortunately, it seemed he didn’t share the groom’s appalling lack of manners. For the most part, he’d been fairly subdued and quiet.

When her perusal slid to Hunter, she found he was already watching her. His mouth curved into a tight smile and an apology flashed in his eyes.

The gesture meant more to her than he could’ve realized, and the ball of resentment in her stomach loosened a little.

She gave a slight nod, before the slight intimacy of the moment began to unnerve her. She broke eye-contact and reached for the pasta, more than ready for this first dinner with the bachelor party to be done.
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Chapter Two
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Although he didn’t consider himself a violent person, sometimes when Lance opened his mouth, Hunter wanted to shove his fist in it.

When Lance had carelessly insulted Katie, Hunter had clenched his fists beneath the table as a slow roil of anger had moved through him. He’d been about to speak up again, when Wyatt had first.

Hunter didn’t get angry often, but when he did, Lance was usually the main reason behind it. Fortunately, the dinner passed without any further offensiveness from Lance. Despite his bitching about the food, he’d devoured the dinner with obvious enjoyment.

Once dinner was finished, Hunter, Dan, and Lance said their thanks, before making their way out to the front porch. When conversation turned to heading into town and hitting up Grey’s Saloon, Hunter’s gaze drifted to the window where he could see Katie carrying plates into the kitchen.

A prickle of guilt hit him. “Maybe we should’ve helped clean up.”

“Clean up? What, is this your mom’s house? Hell no.” Lance scowled. “This is our vacation. My bachelor party. That’s what we’re paying them for.”

What I’m paying them for. Hunter corrected mentally with a grimace. Still, it felt a little rude to eat and run. Or maybe he was just making it personal.

“You ready to hit this small-town watering hole?” Lance slapped his cousin on the back. “You ready to get wasted, Dan?”

“Yeah, sounds fun.” Dan’s tone was contrary to his words though.

“What about you? Ready, Hunter?”

Was he interested in going to Grey’s? God no. It sounded awful coming face to face with people from his past. Though he knew he wouldn’t be able to get away with avoiding it all week, he could at least plead off tonight.

“I’m pretty tired from the drive over, not to mention fighting off a killer headache. I think I’m going to crash early tonight. Tomorrow. I’m in.”

“Headache?” Lance scowled. “Man you sound like a chick.” He turned and walked away, throwing his hand up in the air. “Whatever. Have fun wanking off, buddy.”

Hunter watched the two of them climb into Lance’s BMW and hid a smile. Maybe he should’ve felt some level of guilt, but, hell, he figured when he was footing the bill, he had the right to pick and choose what to do.

As the sports car roared down the dirt road, Hunter checked the kitchen window again. There was no sign of Katie anymore.

A pang of disappointment hit and he walked over to the porch swing on the opposite end of the deck. He sat down, shoved his hands into his hoodie, and stared out at the blue sky above the tree lines. Sunset was still a few hours off, but he craved the brilliant starry night he couldn’t find in Seattle.

Silence fell over early evening, heavy and only broken by the sound of crickets. Calm eased through him, taking away all his irritation with Lance, and the stress of the long drive over from Seattle. His breathing slowed as the clean, evening air refreshed him.

It was better than any meditation class he could’ve taken.

Damn, but he hated to admit he missed this place sometimes. But this. Where it was just him and nature, he loved.

He couldn’t be certain how long he sat there, but the soft fall of footsteps had him snapping out of his near trance-like state.

The sweet scent of baked goods filled the air, before he recognized Katie’s slender form walking toward him. A hint of tension took root in his muscles.

“Figured you’d have headed into town with the rest of the guys.” She sat down beside him, holding out a plate of cookies.

He sat up straight and accepted a cookie off the plate.

“I’m not really your clubbing or bar type of guy.”

“Understandable. I get dragged out for a girls’ night now and then, because I’m told it’s good for me. But, fortunately, we really don’t have any clubs around here.”

He snuck a glance at her. She’d taken her braid out. Her hair fell in long waves over her shoulders, and over her blue plaid shirt.

So she went out occasionally, huh? He tried to visualize how Katie on a girls’ night out would look. Replace the plaid shirt with a halter top, maybe some big earrings and heavy makeup, and she’d certainly be getting hit on by just about every red-blooded man in the place.

“So, this Lance guy...”

He pulled his thoughts back to reality and grimaced. “Can be a complete jerk. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. He wouldn’t be the first one I’ve dealt with at the ranch.” She shrugged. “Besides, maybe he’s just had a long day.”

He nodded. It probably wouldn’t help matters to explain that, no, Lance really just was an asshole most of the time. “We were dorm mates, back in college.”

“Ah, so you knew him before you worked with him.”

He could almost hear her silently adding, that explains it.

Instead, she asked, “So, are you gonna try that cookie or just hold it?”

At her soft teasing and nod toward the dessert, he took a bite of the cookie.

“Chocolate chip?” he murmured after a bite. “Mmm, with pecans?”

“Yeah. Good, huh?”

“Incredible.” He finished the cookie in another two bites. “Did you make these?”

“Nah.” She gave a slight smile in the semi-darkness. “I’m okay at the meals, but when I try and bake I usually end up summoning a demon.”

He laughed, relaxing a little more around her. He wasn’t a natural born charmer with women. Not like Lance, or some of the other guys he’d known over the years. Granted, he’d had far more luck with women since his company took off, but sometimes talking to women often felt like taking a test he hadn’t studied for. A little uncomfortable. A little anxious. Like he’d never have the right answer.

Surprisingly, Katie didn’t evoke those emotions in him. He felt weirdly relaxed. The only time he felt this relaxed was when he was programming, gaming, or when he managed to immerse himself in nature. Be it hiking or camping.

Maybe feeling comfortable around Katie shouldn’t be a surprise, though. From what he remembered about her, she’d always been very sweet and social in school. The girl who was everybody’s friend, and never said an unkind word. The only reputation she’d earned was for never swearing.

She was the girl next door personified. Only she hadn’t lived next door to his home, in the rundown part of Marietta. She’d lived up here in the hills, on this wide-open ranch just outside the town.

She pulled one leg up on the swing and turned to face him. “So, you’re just hanging out here then? Calling it an early night?”

“Thinking about it. I’m a little tired.”

“It really is a long drive over from Seattle.”

He had to wonder how often she’d gone to Seattle. Had she ever been? “You’ve done it before?”

“All the time for a couple years.” She hesitated, then glanced out at the trees. “I went to the University of Washington for a year. While I was there I made sure to come back at least once a month to visit my family.”

Surprise rippled through him. “You went to the UW?”

She bristled and cast him a sharp look. “You don’t need to sound so amazed.”

“I’m not,” he protested. “Okay, maybe I am. I just didn’t figure you for—”

“The college type? Well it turns out in the end I wasn’t. Or not the full immersion kind.” She went quiet again. Her tone softer when she added, “I came home and got the rest of my degree online.”
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When he fell silent next to her, Katie cringed inwardly. She could guess well enough what he was thinking. That she’d failed in school. That she couldn’t handle being away from her family. And maybe a half-dozen more scenarios.

Maybe she was guilty of one. The missing her family, but as to the first, he’d be wrong. She’d done great in school. High school and then college. But when she’d finally hit her to breaking point, she’d known she had to go home. And she felt no shame in it.

“What kind of degree did you get?”

There was no censure in his question, just curiosity. She’d been bracing for judgment so hard, the relief had the tension in her muscles easing.

“I got a business degree.”

He cast her a sideway look. “Really?”

“Yeah. You look surprised again.”

“No. Well, maybe I am a little. Kind of figured you for the teacher type or something.”

Her lips quirked. “You’re saying I give off the teacher vibe?”

“You’re just... I don’t know. Nice and sweet. I guess I always visualized you all grown up with preschoolers clinging to your leg or something.”

Amusement danced through her, because he wasn’t far off. She helped out in the daycare at church now and then.

“Are you laughing?”

She shook her head. “Well, maybe a little. I can’t decide whether to laugh that you visualized me as basically Mary Poppins, or just by the fact that you thought about me at all.”

His smile dimmed some and he shrugged.

“I mean we really didn’t hang out, Hunter.”

“Maybe not. But I knew who you were.”

“Were you friends with my brothers?” A thought occurred to her and she brightened. “Actually, you and Cal might’ve been in the same class.”

Any remaining hint of a smile vanished into his compressed lips. “Who knows, I can’t really remember.”

She frowned. “What year did you graduate again?”

Hunter rose, sending the porch swing into motion. “I’m going to head off to my cabin. Thanks for the cookie. You have yourself a good night, Katie.”

“Oh. All right.” She rose to her feet too, but he was already striding down the steps and toward his cabin. “You too,” she called lamely after him.

That was weird. She wrinkled her nose and watched him disappear inside the cabin.

Hunter Richardson was an interesting man, and it made her want to remember what kind of boy he’d been.

She eased off the porch swing and made her way inside the house.

“Hey,” Claire called out from the living room. “We were just about to take a walk to the river. You want to come along?”

“Thanks, but I actually have something else to do.” She flashed them a smile as she moved past them and up the stairs to the second floor.

Once inside her bedroom, she sank to her knees beside her bed. After reaching under, she pulled out the long storage case that held all sorts of old nostalgic items from her life, including yearbooks.

She grabbed all four from her high school years and tossed them on the mattress. She went straight for her freshman year, when Cal would’ve been a senior and Hunter too.

And there he was. Her chest tightened as she traced a finger over his face. That much was the same. A strong jawline and the intense hazel eyes that seemed to see so much. In this photo, his gaze was hard and defiant. Almost like he dared someone to criticize him.

His hair was even lighter then, and thicker and longer than she’d remembered. Discomfort slid through her. Back in high school this would not have been a popular look to have. Maybe even a little controversial.

And for this being his senior photo, when most people dressed up and looked their best, he looked like he couldn’t care less. No crisp button-up shirt, but a faded black t-shirt that looked like it had been around for a decade.

She flipped through the yearbook, ignoring the mass of signatures and well wishes she’d collected on the pages, and sought out more pictures of him.

There were very few images of him. When he did turn up, he was usually just in the background passing by. Though one image caught him and another guy playing what looked like a card game during lunch.

She’d faintly remembered him hanging out with a couple other guys in high school, but couldn’t have told anyone their names. Most of her memories of him came from drama class. While she’d enjoyed the class, he’d seemed miserable. They’d even been paired up for a scene together for an assignment. Some Shakespeare play she couldn’t even remember the name of now. But it had been a romantic scene—no kissing or anything—that had always left her a little flustered. Maybe because, for a guy who’d hated acting, he’d sure pulled off that intense, heated stare while saying his passionate lines to her.

Katie closed the yearbook and laid back on her bed, staring at her ceiling.

Interesting that he’d remembered her so clearly this afternoon, when she’d struggled to place him. Then again, maybe that wasn’t completely unusual.

She sighed and shook her head. Sometimes she forgot how much of a mainstay she’d been at Marietta high school. She really had been the stereotypical social butterfly. Friends with people from all the different “groups”. She’d even been homecoming royalty.

Things were different now. Once she’d left the secure walls of her small high school and entered the vast world of a college campus, things had changed. She’d become a little fish in a rather larger pond.

Her chest tightened and she struggled to breathe for a moment, before she blinked away the memories.

She climbed off the bed and walked to her window that overlooked the cabins and the rest of the ranch. She homed in on his cabin, and wondered what he was doing in there.

Laying on the bed playing on his phone? Napping? Showering?

That last image lingered a bit too long and she blushed. Why on earth was she envisioning Hunter in the shower? He wasn’t her type. He wasn’t.

“Katie, really?” she muttered to herself.

Realizing she was getting a little too inquisitive over their guest, Katie gave a sigh of disgust and turned away.

Of all the things she should be doing right now, stalking Hunter Richardson wasn’t one of them.
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There was no Wi-Fi.

Hunter fought the rising panic as paced the cabin.

He’d known there was going to be a block on technology when he’d booked the week at the ranch. At the time it had sounded like an awesome idea. Unplugging and getting back to nature. Lance and the guys had eaten it up too.

But now that he was smack dab in the middle of it, reality was setting in. And forget getting any data on his phone up in these hills. Texts were at best dicey making it out.

“Shit. I did not think this through.” He sighed and tossed his phone on the bed, then scrubbed his beard.

If he acknowledged it to himself, he could admit it wasn’t necessarily the lack Wi-Fi that was upsetting him, it was the lack of a distraction.

He needed to immerse himself in work. In emails. Games. Something to distract himself from Katie Marshall.

Closing his eyes, he could see her behind his lids. Tall with slight curves. The gorgeous brown hair, probably only highlighted with the Montana summer sunshine. And her smile. Her smile made his blood pound a little faster.

He’d always remembered her being not just pretty, but friendly, and he’d been drawn to her because of that. It was part of the reason he’d chosen Marshall ranch for Lance’s bachelor party.

But when he’d pulled up and seen her, everything had kind of tilted upside down. He hadn’t expected to feel this strong of an attraction to her. Even worse was the urge to act on it.

High school Hunter would’ve never hit on her. Hell, his prom date had been a girl from Livingston whom he’d met in an online gaming community.

Things were different now though. He’d left Marietta and grown the hell up. He wasn’t the awkward gamer from high school, he was the confident guy who created the games.

He had money. Success. And both of those seemed to have a lot of sway on the female population. Though he wasn’t usually the one pursuing women, they usually came after him.

And it probably didn’t hurt that he’d started paying a little more attention in college to his clothes and appearance. Though the beard was sheer laziness, which made it a good thing they were pretty trendy in Seattle.

The lumberjack look, his last girlfriend had told him. Apparently, it was a thing.

He opened his eyes and grabbed his phone, checking the time. Shit, not even six-thirty. Maybe he should’ve gone into town with the guys.

What the hell was he going to do for the rest of the night?

Restlessness ate through him, until he finally knew what he had to do.

He climbed off the bed, shoved his phone into his back pocket, and left the cabin again.

Maybe he wasn’t familiar with the property, and the map they’d been given at check-in would have been helpful, but he liked to do a little exploring on his own.

He made his way past the barn and pasture, until he found a trail that led into the trees.

The evening summer sun broke through the high branches, shining bright spots on the dirt trail. There were hoof prints on it and he figured this must be where some of the horseback rides took place.

Laughter echoed in the woods, and his attention caught on a couple off in the distance walking toward him.

It was Wyatt Marshall and the woman who’d been introduced as his fiancée. What was her name? Claire?

“Hey there, Hunter.” Wyatt greeted him with a friendly nod as the pair approached. “You lost? Or looking for something in particular?”

“No, I’m good.” Hunter gave a brief smile. “Just needed to get some air after dinner. Found this trail and figured it was a safe bet.”

“Sure is. Keep going and you’ll hit the river in another ten minutes or so.”

“Thanks.”

“So you’re originally from Marietta?” Claire glanced at him curiously. “Wyatt mentioned it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Some things died hard. Like saying ma’am and sir. It was as natural as breathing when he was home, and something he struggled to tone down in Seattle, because he got some weird looks. He’d gotten the nickname of “country-boy coder” in a couple of his programming classes.

Claire nodded. “And you’re living in Seattle now?”

“Yeah. That’s where I went to school, and have my little company there now.”

“Heard about that company.” Wyatt’s eyes narrowed with respect. “Not so little, really. Congratulations on all your success.”

Pride, and surprise, slid through him. Hunter and Wyatt’s high school years hadn’t overlapped, and Hunter really didn’t know the oldest Marshall sibling that well. But what he did know was the man seemed like a decent guy.

“Thank you.” Hunter glanced at the blonde again, trying to place her. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I remember you. You’re from Marietta too?”

“No.” A sliver of sadness flashed in her eyes. “I’m from just about everywhere, and found Marietta when my band came and played here for the rodeo last fall.” She glanced up at Wyatt and their gazes held. “But this is my home now. There’s no place I’d rather be than right here with this sexy cowboy.”

“Don’t make me blush.” Wyatt’s drawl was teasing, but clearly, he was pleased. “Anyway, we’ll let you enjoy your walk. It’s good to see you back in town.”

“Thanks.” Hunter thrust his hands into his hoodie pocket. The natural response should’ve been “It’s good to be back”, but his tongue couldn’t quite form it.

Wyatt must’ve noticed because he gave him a slight nod and speculative look. “Well, I guess we’ll see you at breakfast.”

“Yeah, sounds good.”

“Have a good night,” Claire called softly as they moved past him.

After hearing their footsteps in the dirt retreating, Hunter cast a glance over his shoulder at them.

Nice people. Claire was pleasant, and Wyatt seemed cool enough. Then he’d always figured most of the Marshalls to be good people. Despite his initial hesitation, he’d made the right choice to stay at this ranch.

Not that he’d had much of a choice. When Lance had brought up a cowboy experience bachelor party retreat, Hunter had mentioned Marshall ranch. Lance had checked out the website and had agreed to get on board within minutes.

So now here they were, off to a decent start. He just hoped the rest of the week went as smooth.

[image: image]

Katie woke up at the crack of dawn, which was just about what she did every day. Wyatt and the ranch hands were probably up getting ready by now.

She yawned and stretched her arms over her head. The thin sheet kept her warm enough on these early summer nights, but she still cringed at the idea of sliding out from under it and stepping onto the cool wood floor.

For just a few minutes, she let herself enjoy the calm of the morning. The birds were carrying on their own conversation outside her window and, off in the distance, she heard the low moos of the heifers.

Knowing breakfast wasn’t going to make itself—and that they had three extra men today—she climbed out of comfort and went to get dressed.

By the time she arrived downstairs, Wyatt was in the kitchen preparing the coffee.

He cast her a grin. “Morning, Katie.”

“Morning, Wyatt. Claire still sleeping?”

“Yeah, she had trouble sleeping last night. Told her to skip breakfast if she wanted. We can save a plate.”

Amusement danced through Katie. My how things had changed in a half-year. She could still remember Wyatt, all red and irritated, snapping that if Claire didn’t show up for mealtime, then she didn’t eat.

“Sure we can.” Katie went to grab a couple double-dozen eggs containers out of the fridge and then an oversized bowl to make the pancake batter from scratch.

“You going to be okay with these guys?”

The concern in her brother’s voice had her pausing as she reached for the flour.

“The bachelor party?” She wrinkled her nose at him. “I’ll be fine, Wyatt. It’s not like they’re my first. And, really, how rowdy can a group of computer programmers get?”

“I don’t like the bachelor,” Wyatt grumbled, not quite under his breath.

“He does seem a little”—she searched for the right word, while measuring out the flour—“hmm. Ornery. He’s not the most charming of men, but I’m sure we’ll get through the week just fine.”

“I hope so. You let me know if he, or any of them, give you any trouble.”

She began cracking eggs. “Are you worried about Hunter?”

“No. Hunter seems like a good guy.”

“I think so too,” she said softly.

The sound of the coffee percolating filled the silence, which was how she realized Wyatt had gone quiet.

When she glanced over at him, he was watching her with a look of consideration.

“What?”

“Nothing.” He shrugged. “Just the way you said that. Kind of sounds like you might be a little interested.”

Her pulse quickened. “Interested in Hunter? No.”

“All right.” He nodded. “Besides, you’re already seeing that guy from town, right?”

“Jim. He has a name.” She deliberately kept her tone light. “I don’t know why you haven’t bothered to learn it.”

“Oh, I know his name. Just not so sure I’m happy about my little sister dating.”

“Your little sister is the same age as your fiancé, might I remind you.” She nudged him in the side as she added the last few ingredients to the pancake batter. “I’m beginning to suspect you’re just not a fan of Jim.”

Wyatt didn’t answer, just began cracking more eggs into a separate bowl.

“Figure we’re scrambling some of these?”

“Yeah, if you could crack all twenty-four of those and then grab a couple more out of the other box, that should be enough.”

Wyatt’s brows rose.

“We have three men eating, plus myself and Claire. Trust me, it’ll barely be enough.”

Fifteen minutes later, Wyatt was scrambling the eggs and she’d just flipped her twentieth pancake on the griddle, when the front as door opened. Men’s voiced filled the house.

“Bachelor party boys are here.” She nodded her head toward the dining room. “I can take it from here, why don’t you go bring out some coffee and say hello.”

Wyatt scowled. “Hate this part of the business.”

“No, you don’t. We’ve met many decent folks that you’ve become friends with over the last couple years.” She gave him a pointed look. “Not to mention that’s how you met Claire.”

“Well, technically we met in Vegas.”

“Maybe, but you fell in love here. Now go.”

Wyatt laughed and made his way out to the dining room, carrying two carafes of coffee.

A moment later she heard him chatting with ease to the group of bachelors.

Her mind shifted to one in particular. Hunter. Her stomach did a little flip, and she had to remind herself she wasn’t interested. She had Jim.

After dishing up the scrambled eggs into a large serving bowl, she grabbed the container and made her way out to the dining room.

She nearly fell short at the sight before her. Lance and Dan had ditched their skinny jeans and hoodies. Clearly, they were trying to embody the image of a cowboy with their Levis, boots, and button up long-sleeved plaid shirts. Not to mention the cowboy hats. And judging by the way they shifted in their chairs, or kept fidgeting with their hats, they weren’t quite comfortable in the style.

“Hope I’m not too late.”

She’d just been setting down the eggs, when Hunter strode into the room. Her gaze swung to him and her heart momentarily stopped, before thundering back to life.

Hunter crossed the room with confident strides. Where the hoodie had hidden his shape yesterday, the denim button down shirt showed broad shoulders and toned torso. The shirt was tucked into jeans holding a thick leather belt.

The black cowboy hat on his head didn’t look silly, it looked like it belonged there. Like it was a part of him he’d never acknowledged.

Hunter was suddenly the epitome of the small-town boy returned home. He owned the cowboy look, and judging by the glimmer of confidence in his eyes, he knew it.

“Nah, we’re just getting ready to eat,” Wyatt said.

Katie glanced at her brother, and saw the same speculation and surprise in his eyes. Maybe even a gleam of approval.

“Great.” Hunter turned his glance toward her. “Can I give you a hand, Katie?”

“Oh, no. I’ve got it.” She flushed. “Just need to grab the pancakes and syrup.”

“You got any cream? Sugar?” Lance called out.

“And that,” she muttered.

“Let me help you.”

Before she could argue, Hunter was following her into the kitchen.
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Chapter Three
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Damn, he felt like the biggest fraud right now. Hunter scratched the back of his neck, wondering if he looked as stupid as he felt.

Which was weird, because when he’d gotten dressed this morning he’d been surprisingly happy with the results. When Lance had talked them all into dressing like cowboys, he’d cringed and even dreaded it.

But when he’d put on the clothes after his shower, he’d actually felt a strange sense of relief. He’d stared in the mirror at himself, figuring he looked like half the guys he’d grown up with. Besides, the clothes weren’t uncomfortable, but practical for what they’d be doing after breakfast.

“Thank you,” Katie said as the kitchen door swung closed behind them. “I can usually handle this on my own, but I appreciate the help.”

“No problem.”

She handed him the platter of pancakes, and he didn’t miss the way her gaze slid over him again.

“Do I look ridiculous?”

“No.” The word was loaded with dismay. “Are you kidding? You look—” She broke off, flushing. “Fine. It suits you just fine, I mean.”

He’d been fearing her silent laughter, but her reaction was intriguing. Her gaze skittered away from his, and her cheeks had a sudden pinkness in them.

“You look like the hometown boy returned home,” she said after a moment.

“Cowboy hat and all.”

“Yeah.”

“Only I never really wore one when I was here.”

She lifted her gaze to his, maybe hearing the slight bitterness in his words that he hadn’t managed to hide.

“Doesn’t matter. You’ve got Marietta blood in your veins, Hunter. That hat looks like it was made for you.”

It was, he wanted to say. He’d had it custom made in a western shop in Seattle. He decided against mentioning that though, because he was too busy replaying her words in his head.

“Pancakes are going to get cold.” She nodded to the tray. “Better get those out there.”

“Yeah. I’ll do that.”

He turned away, striding back to the dining room where the men were already digging into the eggs.

“Pancakes. Hell, yeah, hand those to me, buddy.” Lance reached for the tray, grabbing two oversized cakes with his hands.

“Didn’t your mama teach you manners?” Katie was apparently right behind him, setting the syrup down and scolding Lance at the same time. “Use the tongs.”

Lance’s eyes rounded. Being the CFO of a rising gaming company, he wasn’t really used to be admonished.

There was a heavy, brief silence, before Lance gave a loud, long laugh.

“Well, god damn, she really is like the little woman on the ranch. Cooking and nagging. This is going to be a great week.”

Anger gnawed in Hunter’s belly at the callous words. It only increased when he saw Katie’s eyes blazing with irritation.

“I don’t even want to imagine where your hands have been, Lance.” Hunter shot him a hard look. “So don’t be a jerk.”

Lance’s laughter died a bit and he scowled, but clearly didn’t let it detract his appetite.

Holding back a sigh, Hunter again looked to give Katie an apologetic look, but she was dishing up her food. Lips pressed tightly together.

Some point this week, he was going to have to tell her the whole story. He’d should’ve told her everything last night on the porch swing, but he’d enjoyed the moment more than he should’ve, and hadn’t wanted to go into darker discussions.

They hadn’t done anything besides have talk. But, going by the way she’d looked at him in the kitchen a few minutes ago, there was a pretty strong chance he could’ve tried for more. There was something so understated and beautiful about her.

As she poured herself a cup of coffee, he allowed his gaze to trace over her. She wore jeans again, and a thin blue tank top with a plaid shirt unbuttoned over it. Her hair was in that functional braid that fell over her shoulder and stopped short above her breasts.

He could think of literally no reason not to sleep with Katie Marshall if she expressed interest. Hell, it would make this week a little more exciting and tolerable.

There was just one thing that made him hesitate. It would be nothing more than a week-long fling. Maybe he was a hometown boy, but he wasn’t here to stay. Wasn’t here to fall in love or anything crazy. And something told him Katie wasn’t the type to go looking for a fling.

“So what’s the plan for after breakfast?” Lance asked between bites.

“Horseback riding.” Katie glanced up at him. “If you men are going to help drive cattle in a couple of days, I’ll need to make sure you know how to ride.”

“I’ve never actually ridden a horse.” Dan paused and then his eyes lit up. “Unless I can count pony rides at the fair. Did that a few times.”

“It’s a start.” Katie gave him the same gentle smile that one would give a toddler.

Hunter laughed and raised his coffee in a silent salute. “I suspect Katie here will have you riding like a pro before the week is out.”

“And what if we’re interested in private lessons?” Lance asked, lifting a fork stabbed pancake toward his mouth.

“I’m sorry, but we don’t offer them.” Katie’s smile faded, and her reply was cool and curt. A clear indication she wasn’t about to take that bait.

Hunter delivered a swift kick to Lance’s shin and was rewarded with a small curse. He avoided meeting the man’s glare, and instead glanced down the table.

Wyatt Marshall looked like he was just barely biting his tongue, and the ranch hands were doing their best to look preoccupied with their breakfast.

“Anyway, eat up, everyone.” Katie’s words seemed more forced-cheerful now. “You’ll want to have a full belly before we head out in an hour.”

It was when they were done with breakfast and heading outside, that Wyatt intercepted Hunter in the hallway.

“Hold up a second, Hunter.”

Hunter slowed, allowing Dan and Lance to head outside without him.

“Wyatt.” He gave a weary nod. Suspecting where this was going before the other man said a word.

“Your friend. Lance.”

He sighed. “Yeah. I know.”

“Do you?” Wyatt shifted, folding his arms across his chest.

“He can get a little offensive,” Hunter said mildly.

“A little? I’d hate to see a lot.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“I’d appreciate that. We let a lot slide with guests, seeing as their paying us and all. But you’re one of us—a Marietta man—I can say this shit to you.”

Why that one of us jarred him, Hunter couldn’t say, but the comment resonated in him long after he’d left the house.
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Katie twisted in her saddle to glance over her shoulder at the two men riding several yards behind her.

Lance and Dan had picked up riding just fine, and were mercifully quiet out on the trail. So much so she had to wonder if someone had something to Lance.

She turned to face forward and caught Hunter’s glance on the way. He rode beside her, sitting on the horse as if he’d been born in a saddle. She had a little trouble believing he hadn’t ridden much. He was a natural.

Inhaling the summer air, she was grateful for a morning that hadn’t been fogged in. Most of June had brought cooler foggy mornings, that eventually burned off into hot afternoons. But today had been different. They were fortunate to have a clear, warm morning.

One that she was determined to enjoy, no matter how lame one of her guests was. She allowed herself to relax and enjoy the sunshine and the scent of dirt and trees.

It never got old. And their end destination, at the river, was one of her favorite spots.

“I need to apologize. Again.”

His voice was quiet enough, it wouldn’t carry back to the other men.

“Why would you need to apologize?” She snuck another glance at him from under her lashes.

“Lance.”

She harrumphed and kept her voice just as quiet. “You don’t need to apologize for your friend. He’s a grown man who can apologize for himself.” After a pause, she added, “Though he doesn’t strike me as the apology type.”

“It’s a rare occasion,” Hunter agreed.

The urge to ask how he could even be friends with such a guy hovered on her tongue. She wouldn’t ask it though. It was rude and, not to mention, none of her business. Things were different in Seattle. Hunter was nice enough here, but maybe he was just pulling out his manners back in his hometown.

“It’s beautiful out here.”

His remark, full of amazement and marvel, sent surprise through her.

“All of Montana is. Though I’m particularly fond of Marietta.”

“Yeah, but you get out here”—he gestured to the trees that surrounded them—“fully immersed in nature and it’s different than living on the wrong side of the railroad tracks. Your view is different than mine was.”

Her heart clenched. There was so much she was learning about him. Hunter had lived in the bad side of town? She hadn’t wanted to profile him and put the rebellious loner kid in the poor side of town, because that was such a cliché. But in Hunter’s case, apparently true.

“You definitely get the full immersion with nature if you step outside of town,” she agreed. “But, hey, it takes me longer to make a run to the grocery store.”

“Well, I guess that’s a tradeoff. A candy bar run was never more than a couple minutes for me.”

She glanced over just in time to catch his slow smile. Her stomach flipped and her breath caught.

That smile. Wow. The white teeth and crinkling around his eyes. He was entirely too attractive for her liking. Swallowing against the butterflies in her belly, she forced her attention to the trail again.

“What was your favorite?”

“Peanut butter cups.”

He’d clearly understand the random question.

“Hmm. I took you more for a Butterfinger kind of guy.”

“Nah. Those were the ones you traded after trick or treating.”

Her brows drew together as she tried to remember if he’d had any siblings.

“Don’t suppose you guys did much of that up here, though, with it being ranch territory. Houses are more spread out.”

“We’d go into town on Halloween. Really, it was just Cal and I after a while. Wyatt stopped going once I hit seven. Guess he thought he was too old and cool for that kind of thing.”

Her words had been teasing, but when Hunter didn’t reply, she figured he must’ve lost interest in the discussion. When she looked over, his smile was gone. His jaw had clenched and his brows drawn together.

Something had irritated him. Maybe their conversation—which would be weird because he’d somewhat started it. Maybe he’d started thinking about something else. Work. Home.

Katie tried to shrug it off mentally and not take it personally, but as silence filled the rest of the ride, it was hard to deny the tension that had taken over the lighthearted banter.

When they arrived at the river, she dismounted easily from her horse and walked to the water’s edge. With her hands on her hips, she glanced at the sparkling river, maybe eight feet wide, that wove through the trees on their land. If she looked north, where there the river curved and there was a gap in the trees, she could see the mountains and the snow that was slowly melting on it.

Hearing the men talking, she glanced over to see Lance and Dan taking selfies with the mountain in the background. Hunter, however had no cell phone in sight as he knelt at the river’s edge and trailed his hand in the water.

Tilting her head, she narrowed her eyes and watched him. The selfie and cell phone pictures were a pretty typical reaction from the guests who rode to the river. Hunter apparently couldn’t care less about visually documenting the ride.

There was a peace and calm on his face now. The muscles in his body seemed laxer. He seemed to be in his element. As if this were something he did often and enjoyed.

“Would you like me to take a group photo?” she offered Lance.

It was a pretty customary question, because generally the answer was a resounding yes. And this time was no different, though Hunter looked a little stiff and uncomfortable as she took several shots with Lance’s fancy phone.

“Those should work. Feel free to explore for fifteen minutes or so, and then we’ll head back.”

Dan and Lance moved down the river to seek out more excitement, while Hunter stayed behind.

“I didn’t figure you for the outdoors type.” She moved to stand beside Hunter, who was staring off at the mountain.

“Why, because I’m a computer geek?”

“Maybe,” she admitted.

In her short time in Seattle, she’d discovered there was an abundance of hiking and nature type activities if one wanted to go outside the city and find them.

“It’s the biggest thing I miss about Montana.” He gestured around them. “This.”

The biggest thing? Startled by that statement, she gave him a sharp look. But he had family here. Did that mean he never saw them? Didn’t he even want to? It made sense now that he hadn’t been in any hurry to visit them.

“When I’m not burying my head in work, I’m out in this. Or the equivalent of this in Washington.”

“So you hike?”

“Hike. Camp. Sit on the beach of Puget Sound and veg out. I need this. To be outside and close to nature. It refuels me. Especially now that I’m living in Seattle.”

“Understandable. I’m the same way.”

During the ride back to the ranch, Katie pondered his words. Hunter might have moved to Seattle to escape a small town but, whether he liked it or not, there was still part of a Montana clinging inside him.
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Hunter paced the cabin, trying one more time to make a call to Seattle.

Reyansh, one of his best programmers at Vendetta Interactive answered, uttered a garbled greeting, before the call dropped again.

“Damn.” Hunter tossed the phone on his bed and stroked his beard.

There was no way he could make it a week without talking to someone at the company. He was going to lose his mind.

While Lance and Dan, worn out from the early rise and horseback riding, had headed to their cabins after lunch to nap, sleeping during the day was impossible for Hunter. Once he was awake, he was awake. Naps were for toddlers.

No, right now he just wanted ten minutes on the phone with Reyansh to get the stats on their latest game release. He could probably drive down into town and get reception, but wasn’t completely sold on that idea.

After hesitating for just a few seconds, he grabbed his phone and left the cabin. Instead of heading to his SUV, he made his way to the main house. The wood steps creaked under his feet as he bounded up them.

Uncertain on whether to knock on the front door, he paused, before opening it. Katie had told them the main house was open to them all anytime they wanted.

The main house was like an overgrown log cabin. High ceilings, lots of leather furniture and a big fireplace in the living room.

It was quiet in here. Just the steady hum of the dishwasher in the kitchen.

He moved throughout the lower floor of the house, looking for Wyatt, Claire, or Katie. Anyone who could help him. After making the rounds on the entire lower level, he sighed and glanced at the staircase that went to the second floor.

No way. He had his limits at going upstairs to the bedrooms. No one was probably up there anyway. It seemed everyone was out working on the ranch.

He grabbed his phone again and went to the Wi-Fi settings. Marshall Ranch popped up as a network again. It was locked. Right now he’d consider giving one of his kidneys for the password.

Guess he was just going to have to crack it. How hard could it be?

A creak on the stairs had him jerking his head up.

Katie paused halfway down the stairs, her gaze on him. So maybe everyone wasn’t outside.

“Something I can help you with, Hunter?”

Taken off guard, he cleared his throat.

“I didn’t realize you were in here.”

“I was upstairs grabbing something.”

As she descended the stairs he couldn’t help but let his gaze slide over her. The plaid shirt from earlier was gone, leaving her in the thin blue tank top that showed her toned arms, that had a hint of tan.

An image flitted through his head. Katie down by the big river in town wearing shorts and a tank top, smiling and laughing as she tossed her thick braid over her shoulder.

It was a memory he hadn’t even realized he’d retained. But there it was, fresh and crisp, even if it was almost a decade old.

It was the summer before his senior year when he’d seen her out with a group of friends in town. He’d just been passing by after running to grab a pack of cigarettes for his dad.

Katie had been so carefree. So damn pretty. And clearly in love with life. He’d found himself pausing on his bike to watch for a moment. To marvel how different that kind of existence must be. How innocent she seemed.

Then someone in her group of friends had spotted him and had started heckling. She’d started to rise and approach him, but Hunter had quickly started peddling again. Though not before their gazes had locked and something unspoken had passed between them.

“So what was it you needed?” She arrived at the bottom of the stairs, standing just a foot away from him now.

Her mouth was curved into that same pretty smile as she waited for him to answer.

The blood in his veins pounded faster and his tongue grew thick in his mouth. He could barely remember why he’d come over here.

What the hell was wrong with him? Being attracted to a woman wasn’t new. But this reaction? Definitely was.

“I was hoping for your Wi-Fi password.” The gruff admission finally escaped stiffly.

Her smile widened. “But you know this week is touted as being off the grid.”

Heat stole up the back of his neck and he gave a slight nod. “Yeah, I know. I just have to check on—”

“Some business type stuff?” She arched a brow.

He paused. “Exactly.”

“So you need to use your cell phone to make a call?”

“Yeah.”

“Come with me.” She moved past him, her stride confident as she led him into the kitchen.

Hunter moved after her, unable to stop himself from sliding a gaze over her form. The curve of her bottom in those jeans was going to drive him crazy.

“Here you go.” She held something out to him. Black and rectangular.

He stared at it, his brows snapping together into a frown.

“You know what this is, right?” she asked gently.

“It’s a land line.”

“A telephone. Some people still have them, you realize.” Her words were light with amusement now.

His parents still owned a land line, but he didn’t know many others who used one.

“Go on. Make your call.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know the number.”

“I’ll bet it’s safe to say it’s right there on your cell phone. All you need to do is look it up on that one, and dial on this one.” She pushed the cordless phone into his hand. “I’ll even give you some privacy.”

She grabbed a glass of water that had been sitting on the counter and disappeared into the other room.

Hunter stared at the phone in his hand for a moment, then went to sit down at the small kitchen table near the window. He looked up Reyansh’s number on his cell, and then punched it into cordless. It started ringing before he realized he didn’t have to hit send.

“How did you get this number,” Reyansh’s demanded a moment later.

“It’s Hunter.”

“Ah, I didn’t recognize your number and almost didn’t answer.”

“I’m on a landline.”

“Wow. I don’t even know what to say to that. Except you must be in the middle of nowhere.”

“Pretty much. Now do me a favor and fill me in on the stats for Striking Distance.”
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Katie had just hit send on an email when the sound of footsteps had her glancing up.

Hunter had his hands shoved in his jeans pockets and a sheepish look on his face.

“Everything okay?” She tried not to tease, but it was hard to keep the amusement out of her voice.

“Yeah. We’re good. And I feel better now that I checked in.”

“You don’t get away much, huh? From your company?”

He frowned, clearly thinking about it. “I’ve had some sick days in the past couple of years.”

“I mean like vacations.”

“Ah.” He furled his body onto the leather couch. “Haven’t actually taken one of those. Unless we’re closed for a holiday or something. Even then, we have someone in customer service working.”

The words he spoke sounded a bit distant, as again she found herself distracted and checking him out. Her heart quickened and she drew a slow breath in.

Had there ever been a man who looked so good in jeans and cowboy boots? And shouldn’t it have been some kind of a crime that the man wearing them spent most of his time inside a building behind a computer, instead of working the land?

A thought slammed into her, pulling her straight out of her internal simpering.

Jim.

For goodness sake, why was she drooling over Hunter, when she was already dating someone? Although casually, but even still. What on earth was going on with her for the last couple of days?

Hunter was not her type, and the more she told herself that, the more she might start to believe it.

“You should take more time off. Actual vacation days.” She glanced back toward the kitchen.

“You wouldn’t be the first one to tell me that.” He narrowed his eyes. “You need to rush off somewhere?”

“No. I mean, I should start prepping dinner soon...”

“Thought we just finished lunch.”

She glanced at her watch. “That was like an hour ago. I’ve got potatoes to peel, steaks to pull out and season, veggies to cut.”

He gestured to the spot on the couch next to him. “Sounds like you’ve got a few minutes. Have a seat, Katie. Tell me what you’ve been up the past few years.”

Her heart skipped. She shouldn’t. She really shouldn’t. Yet, after just a moment’s hesitation, she moved to sit next to him, twisting just enough so she could look at him.

The proximity to him, having their thighs almost touch, sent a shiver through her. She drew in another steadying breath, which was probably a mistake. The scent of his soap, faint, but woodsy, teased her senses.

She blinked, trying to banish the disorientation that seemed to take over when he was near.

“What do you want to know?” Why did her voice have to sound so unsteady?

He shifted, so he faced her more completely now. “What made you decide to leave the UW early?”

Yikes. She hadn’t been expecting that. A wave of memories, mostly unpleasant, rushed her. She shook her head to banish them and swallowed the lump in her throat.

“It just wasn’t for me. The city life. It was too fast. I was claustrophobic with the crowds and buildings.” They weren’t lies. “I missed home too much.”

“So much you couldn’t make it the four years?”

Tension raced through her and she blinked, surprised by the hurtful comment.

“I don’t appreciate being judged.” Even if she’d come home only because of the things she’d said aloud, so what? It was enough.

He frowned. “I’m not—damn. I’m sorry, Katie. I don’t phrase things well sometimes. That came out wrong.”

Regardless, it was different for him being a man. He wouldn’t understand, and would probably laugh even if she told him the whole awkward truth.

“I can see how you might have missed home. But what about the trade off? Theaters? Opera? Sports? Concerts?”

“I went to a show once. Wicked was in town. It was fun and all, but not worth the traffic to and from. And it was so expensive.” She shrugged. “Honestly, I prefer watching rodeo instead. It’s cheaper and there’s something about knowing most of the people around you—competitors and those just there to watch.”

He stroked his beard and gave her a considering look. “Do you still compete?”

“Just started back up after an arm injury. I don’t do it as much as I used to, but it’s still fun now when I get the chance.”

“So I’ve heard. Clearly, I never tried.”

“I’m sure if you hang out here enough we could get you calf roping in no time. Wyatt won the NFR for it. I’m not sure if you’d heard that.”

“I didn’t know. I don’t follow the rodeo circuit, really, but I remember that’s a pretty impressive accomplishment. That’s great.” He laughed softly and leaned back against the arm of the couch.

“You should come back in September, we’ll make sure you get to the rodeo. You’ve been away too long.” She reached over and patted his shoulder. It had meant to be a friendly gesture, but the moment her fingers brushed bicep her stomach dipped and her cheeks filled with heat.

She jerked her hand back and cleared her throat. “Anyway, I’m going to help you relax this week, Hunter. Show you how to disconnect from that job of yours and discover the land around you. The countryside you were born in.”

“Is that a promise?”

“Yeah. I think it is.” Because she was already fantasizing about just the two of them alone on horseback, she rushed to add, “You and your friends, of course.”

“Right. I figured. I’ll hold you to that, Katie.”

There was something about the way he said that last sentence that had her breath catching. It was almost a promise.

“I should probably get to peeling those potatoes.” She scrambled off the couch and averted her gaze. “So what do you guys have planned for the rest of the day?”

“Not much until dinner, then we’ll probably head into town after that. Can’t really put it off any longer.

Why did he want to so badly? She bit her tongue and didn’t ask. It was none of her business.

“I’m sure you’ll have fun.” She gave a small nod and turned to walk away.

“What about you?”

She stumbled and glanced back at him. “What about me?”

“What are you doing tonight?”

The tension melted and she smiled. “Oh, I’ve got amazing plans.”

She didn’t elaborate, preferring to keep that little bit of information to herself. Those girls’ night out she’d mentioned yesterday? Yeah. That was happening tonight.

“Hey, thanks for letting me use your phone.”

“Anytime.” She narrowed her eyes. “Actually, I take that back. You really do need to disconnect for the week.”

His amused laughter followed her even as she disappeared into the kitchen.

[image: image]

Dinner was incredible. Even though nearly two hours had passed since they’d finished eating, Hunter hadn’t stopped thinking about that steak. Tucked into the small backseat of Dan’s sports car, Hunter closed his eyes and remembered every bit of the meal.

The steaks had been grilled to perfection. Juicy, tender, and incredibly flavorful. What was in that marinade? He’d ask, but then most of it probably came the quality of the beef. He’d be sure to find out how someone could order some when he returned to Seattle.

Overall, dinner had been a little more relaxed tonight. After Hunter had spoken with Lance earlier in the day, the other man had scaled back on being such a dick. Unfortunately, he could never be certain how long it would last with the guy.

“So, where are we heading?” Dan’s uncertain question barely registered over the ACDC song playing. “Same place as last night? Grey’s Saloon?”

“Nah. Too slow.” Lance shook his head. “Let’s go to Livingston and find a bigger bar.”

Hunter grunted silently and shook his head. He could very well imagine where this evening was going to end up. Lance drunk of his ass and hitting on some poor waitress.

He couldn’t deny there was a sense of relief, too, at not having to be in the middle of Marietta tonight and facing the people from his past. But he couldn’t put it off—they’d be here until a week from tomorrow. Just like he couldn’t put off seeing his parents either.

Right now, it didn’t seem like they were aware he was back in town. Because if they even suspected he was nearby, they’d be loading his voicemail with messages.

Guilt clenched his gut and he sighed. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d call them and tell them he was back. Find time to drop by. How that scene would unfold played out in his mind, and it put his stomach in knots.

“This place looks promising.” Dan swung the sports car into the gravel parking lot of a bar.

“It’s Saturday night,” Lance muttered. “I damn well hope so.”

There were only a couple of parking spots left, and the music from inside could be heard through an open door. A handful of people stood outside smoking, their gazes drifting toward Hunter and the guys.

Hunter clenched his jaw and looked the other way. God, he hated this shit. Bars. Nightlife. But it was right up Lance’s alley.

“Let’s do this.” Lance grinned and climbed out of the car, slamming the door behind him.

Dan looked back at Hunter and gave an apologetic smile. “Maybe it won’t be as bad as you think.”

“One can hope.” Hunter gave a slight nod, before following him out of the car. He had to appreciate that the other man had picked up on his dislike for big social scenes over the years.

They made their way into the bar, where a country band was playing near the back. The twang of the music mingled with laughter. There was the smell of leather, sweat, and alcohol in the midst of a sea of cowboy hats. Hunter couldn’t decide if he was relieved or uncomfortable to have taken his off.

“It looks like there’s a table back there.” Lance nodded with his chin toward the far end of the bar.

The three made their way to the small table and took a seat in the solid wood chairs. A waitress was at their side almost immediately.

“Hello, boys. What’s your pleasure?”

“Now there’s a loaded question.” Lance flashed a smile at the pretty waitress.

Her compressed lips didn’t even twitch.

Feeling sympathy for the woman, Hunter quickly said, “I’ll take whatever amber ale you have on tap.”

Dan and Lance both requested IPAs a moment later, and the waitress—Kim she’d said her name was—disappeared to get their drinks.

“Think we should’ve gotten food?” Lance asked.

Hunter shot him a disbelieving look. “You can’t be hungry after that steak dinner.”

“I’ve got a hollow leg, man. I’m always hungry. Whatever. We can have a few beers first.”

Once their beers arrived, Lance knocked his back in under five minutes. He leaned back in his chair, scanning the dance floor. Not a minute later a couple women approached the table, pink cheeks and glassy eyes. They were clearly on their way to drunk.

“You guys wanna join us on the dance floor?” The blonde invited.

“So much more fun than being a seat warmer,” The brunette agreed with a smile at Dan.

Lance and Dan exchanged a glance and were on their feet in an instant.

“You coming, Hunter?” Dan called over his shoulder.

“Maybe in a few.” Though more than likely, maybe not.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he was reminded that he again had cell service. The joy was almost like Christmas morning. A quick check showed it was just a weekly laundry reminder. The temptation to check his email hit hard and he stroked his beard, debating whether he should give into the craving.

Get off the grid.

He locked his phone and slipped it into his pocket, then leaned back in his seat to just relax. Hang out. That was what one did at these places, right? So much easier said than done.

Discomfort eased through. All around him, people laughed, drank, and danced. It was definitely a packed, crowded Saturday night.

If he couldn’t be on electronics due to “getting off the grid”, he would’ve preferred to be outside. Walking along the river or sitting on the porch swing watching the stars come out.

But, sure, this was cool too. His lips twisted sardonically. As long as Lance was enjoying the bachelor week, that was all that mattered really.

Hoping he didn’t look as uncomfortable as he felt, Hunter finished off his beer and glanced around the bar for Kim, their waitress, to order another one.

Instead of finding the waitress, he found something else. A group of women taking over an empty table at the back of the bar. Normally, it wouldn’t have even registered on his radar, but there was one women in particular that made everything inside him stand still.
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Chapter Four
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At first, he hadn’t recognized her in the short mint green and lace dress, bare legs and cowboy boots. Her hair was down in rich waves around her bare shoulders, and it seemed like she even had on some makeup. But most of all, it was Katie’s smile that lit up the room as she spoke to one of the other girls with obvious vivacity.

The friend replied and Katie nodded, before throwing back her head and laughing.

Beautiful. She’d always been pretty, but tonight she was a knockout. A fun, gorgeous, social butterfly every man in the room was noticing.

Hunter only realized he’d been staring like a fool when her gaze swung to his side of the room and landed on him. Her laughter died as their gazes connected. Surprise registered in her eyes, and she hesitated a moment before saying something to her friends, and then making her way through the crowds to him.

“Hey there.” She pulled out one of the empty chairs and sat down. “Thought you guys were going into Marietta? Grey’s or something?”

“Yeah, I figured we were. Turns out Lance wanted something a little more exciting.”

She tilted her head and wrinkled her nose. “Not sure Livingston is as exciting as Seattle, but it shakes things up a bit if you’re comparing it to Marietta.”

He cleared his throat and nodded toward her group of friends. “So, this was your plan for the night? Girls’ night or something?”

“Sure is. We do it just about once a month. Gets me off the ranch and connected with my friends.”

Usually the only connection he had with most of his friends was social media. Which he was pretty crappy at too. Katie had nailed it when she’d pegged him for an introvert. More often than not, he preferred his own company to others. He needed that alone time to recharge.

“Claire, is here too. You know, Wyatt’s fiancée?” She frowned and glanced back at the women. “Think she must’ve run to the bathroom.”

He hadn’t noticed her. Hell, he’d really only noticed Katie. It’d be hard not to have. His blood pumped a little faster and his chest tightened.

“Where’d your friends go?” Katie looked toward the dance floor. “Never mind, I found them. Nice to see them loosening up a little. This looks a little more like their thing, rather than the ranch stuff. Maybe you should dance too, Hunter.”

“Yeah, I’m not so good at dancing.”

“No?” Her attention returned to him. “Maybe you just haven’t had the right partner.”

There was a twinkle of amusement in her eyes, mixed with a dose of pensiveness. Her cheeks were flushed and her shimmering mouth curved into a smile.

Was she flirting? God, he really wished he were better at picking up on these things. He hesitated, trying to figure out how to respond to that.

“I should get back to my girls, before they start to gossip.” She stood and smoothed her dress down over thighs. “Oh, and stay off that phone, Hunter. Listen to the band and enjoy the music. It’s amazing.”

A soft laugh bounced from his chest as she walked away from him and back to her table. She already seemed to have him pegged.

“Can I get you another beer?” Kim returned to the table, a serving tray tucked against her side.

“That’d be great. Thanks.”

To avoid staring at Katie all night with his tongue on the floor, or taking out his phone to play, Hunter took her advice. He turned his attention to the band on the stage and tried to just enjoy the music like she’d told him to. It was easier than he’d figured it would be.

[image: image]

“I think we need another round of shots,” Claire offered. “This one’s on me.”

The table erupted in agreement, Katie hollering enthusiastically.

Between the seven girls, there were two designated drivers. And tonight Claire was one of them. She might not have been drinking, but she seemed determined to make sure those who were got to have fun.

Though never too much fun for Katie, early mornings and hangovers never mingled well.

As they waited for another round of whisky shots, Katie snuck another glance across the room at Hunter. Though she half suspected him to be playing on his phone by now, he seemed to be paying attention to the band. Maybe he’d taken her advice after all.

“Do you know him?”

“Hmm?” Katie dragged her gaze to her friend Amanda.

“That guy over there.” Amanda nodded toward Hunter.

“Oh, yeah. He’s one of our guests this week.” Hopefully she sounded nonchalant, because her pulse was doing irrational little skips.

“He’s cute.”

“He really is,” Claire agreed from across the table. She watched Katie pensively. “Don’t you think, Katie?”

“I mean, I guess? I hadn’t really noticed.” A blush stole up her cheeks, betraying her words. “If you think that type of look. He’s so... Seattle.”

Their whiskey shots arrived.

“Can I get an amen for girls’ night!” Janice yelled from at the end of the table.

There was a resounding amen from the girls, before they tossed back the shots.

“Seattle? What do you mean?” Amanda pushed on a second later. “Is it the beard? It’s kind of a nice change. Manly and stuff.”

With the whiskey warming up her blood, Katie gave a small laugh, but wasn’t really all that amused. Why did it bother her that Amanda was checking out Hunter too?

Really, half the women in the bar were. She clearly wasn’t the only one looking tonight. There was something ridiculously sexy about a quiet, unassuming, man that didn’t seem in any hurry to join the hype and partying atmosphere that surrounded him.

He stood out, but not in a bad way.

Just as she suspected, the women in the bar started to approach him. Whatever they said, he shook his head and gave a faint smile.

He was a challenge now, and these women clearly loved a good challenge.

Maybe it was the liquid confidence from that second shot, but Katie was struck with the urge to try her own luck. To be the one to get him onto that dance floor and loosen up a little. It didn’t have to mean anything, it was just a dance.

Most of her friends were already out on the floor getting their party on anyway.

“You’re not married, Katie.” Claire’s soft words drifted across the table.

Katie swung her gaze to the other woman. “I know. But still, I probably shouldn’t. It wouldn’t be right.”

“You’re not even serious about Tim.”

“Jim.”

“Whatever.”

“Just go dance with him. What would it hurt?”

Maybe nothing. Maybe everything? Ugh. It was so hard to tell if she’d even be having this conversation if she didn’t have whiskey in her blood right now.

“Fine.” She stood up, pushed her hair over her shoulders, and made her way across the room, but not before she’d seen Claire’s gaze light up with approval.

Before she reached the table, Hunter turned to look her way. He must’ve seen the purpose in her eyes, because he set his beer down and sat up straighter.

“I really think you should dance.” Her ears burned. “Or I mean, we should dance.”

For a minute, she was sure he was going to refuse her. Her stomach dropped to her feet and her skin itched with embarrassment. Just when she was wishing she could sink through the floor, he pushed back his chair and stood.

Katie would’ve had to be deaf not to hear the murmurs of surprise and jealousy from the other women as Hunter placed his hand on her back on walked them to the crowded floor.

Tingles raced through her at the spot where his fingers brushed bare skin.

Oh. That was new.

She swallowed hard. What had she just gotten herself into?

Apparently, dancing with a man who had no idea how to dance, she realized a few moments later. He wasn’t terrible, but he would never qualify as good. Any nerves disappeared into amusement. She let herself just have fun.

“I’m awful at this,” he yelled over the music.

“Nah, I’ve seen worse.” She grinned and grabbed his hands, helping move to the two-step beat. “Just listen and move to the beat.”

He seemed to follow her advice and was soon smiling and relaxing a bit more as they danced. Just when he was getting the hang of it, the song ended and the next one came on. It was a slow one.

Oh no. Slow dancing was a totally different game and she wasn’t sure she wanted to play. She took a step back, ready to make her escape.

“You’re not going to abandon me now, are you?” There was a glint in his eyes. “Not when I’m just getting the hang of things.”

“The slow stuff is pretty self-explanatory.” She gave a nervous laugh.

“Then maybe you’ll let me lead this time.” He slid an arm around her waist and caught her hand with his free one.

When he pulled her flush against him the air in her lungs locked. Lightheaded, she was all too aware of her breasts brushing against his hard chest. The way their hips bumped against each other. The way her knees were threatening to buckle right now.

It had to be the whiskey. It had to be. There literally could be no other explanation.

She drew in a deep breath, which was a mistake. It just teased her senses with the scent of his soap. Of him.

“I haven’t checked my phone once since you walked in,” he admitted conversationally.

She lifted her head at his admission and watched him through her lashes. “I’m impressed. I’m sure your phone has great reception here in Livingston.”

He grimaced. “It really does. I could be scrolling through Facebook right now.”

The idea of Hunter on Facebook had her laughing, which was a good distraction from the sensation of his long fingers laced through hers.

“I’m sure it’s pretty tempting to play on your phone.”

“No.” His gaze darkened and dropped her mouth. “That’s not what’s tempting me right now.”

There was no question of what he’d meant. Hot and cold rushed through her. Her throat went dry and she trembled.

Time to go, Katie.

There was a ringing in her head. Alarm bells, or maybe just the music of disorientation and chaos taking over as she stared at his lips.

Almost absently, she leaned closer, tilting her head back.

It seemed to be the only invitation he needed. His head dipped, blocking out the lights above them, before his mouth settled on hers.

Her heart slammed into her chest, like a caged bird, at the first touch. The soft moan she made was half pleasure, half distress.

He brushed his lips against hers several times, not rushing the kiss, but making her desperate for a deeper taste.

She’d imagined his beard would be coarse and uncomfortable, but it was softer than she realized. Just rough enough to graze against her sensitive flesh and make goosebumps rise on her skin.

It was only when she whimpered and swayed against him, that his lips, firm and commanding, parted her mouth effortlessly. His tongue delved inside, and she was helpless against the exploration, and wouldn’t have wanted it anyway.

Her head spun as she kissed him back. Teased her tongue against his. Heat spread through her body, gathering low in her belly and forming an ache of need.

“Damn, Hunter. Now that’s how you do it.”

Katie literally jolted as whoever walking by slapped Hunter on the back.

Lance.

What had she done? She’d only danced with him to have fun. To test the waters, so to speak, but she’d gotten in way over her head.

“I think I need some air.” Her words were an unsteady whisper.

She broke out of his arms and pushed through the crowd, desperate to find the exit. When she finally made it through the door, there were more people gathered, some smoking.

Desperate for a moment alone and away from the crowd, she made her way to the back of the building.

The bar was nestled up against a group of trees, and only when she stepped beneath their canopy, did she feel like she could steal a breath.

Dusk had settled, but the night was still bright with the lights from Livingston. It was something she’d never gotten used to, whether it was when she’d been in Seattle, or just anytime she left home.

When the sunset on the ranch, it was pretty much dark. There were no street lights or cars coming and going. Besides the house, the only light they saw was nature’s lantern. The moon and stars above.

Gravel crunched as footsteps approached. Katie lifted her head, knowing who it was before she even saw him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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Hunter struggled with what to say to her. He wasn’t even sure what he’d done to upset her. She’d kissed him back.

“I’m sorry,” he began hesitantly, “I must’ve misread—”

“Please don’t apologize.” She closed her eyes and her lips twisted into a bittersweet smile.

“But, you’re upset.” His brows snapped together.

“Yeah, probably because I usually don’t make out with guys in the middle of a crowded bar.” She gave a self-conscious laugh. “That’s not really my thing.”

“I see.”

“Do you? I mean, maybe you do this kind of stuff all the time in Seattle.”

“I don’t make out with women in public. Ever.”

Her head tilted in puzzlement as she looked up at him. “Ever?”

“I’m not comfortable with that kind of thing being on public display.” He grimaced. “Tonight was clearly an exception.”

Skepticism flashed in her eyes. Clearly, he had a reputation and he wasn’t even sure how he’d earned it. Amusement lanced through him.

“All right. Fine. It was a fluke for both of us. So we probably shouldn’t do that again.”

“The kiss?”

“Yeah.” She nibbled her bottom lip, looking all out of sorts and flustered. “I mean, you’re a guest at the ranch. It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

Appropriate? Really, she was going to pull that excuse on him? “I see.”

She flushed. “Hunter, there are a dozen girls in that bar, twenty times prettier than me. Girls that were trying their hardest to get you to pay attention to them.”

Maybe there had been, but he hadn’t even been tempted. And while he couldn’t agree with the prettier girls part, he thought it best not to say that aloud.

The hand she ran through her thick hair trembled. “I’m not sure why you’d even want to kiss me.”

“Katie.” Had she really not figured it out yet? “I’ve wanted to kiss you since I was in eleventh grade.”

Shock had her eyes rounding and her pink lips parting.

He took another step closer and cradled her soft face between his hands.

“And I want to do it again.” He wanted to do a hell of lot more than kiss her, actually, but for now this was enough. His lips hovered above hers. “This time without an audience.”

When she didn’t protest, he let his lips lightly brush hers. Their breaths mingled just for an instant, before he tasted her again. A hint of whiskey, and a whole lot of sweetness.

The urgency of that first kiss was gone, replaced now with a slow tease that had her going pliant in his arms. Her soft sigh stirred his blood, making it hotter and faster in his veins. He drank from her. Teased her tongue with his, while stroking the softness of her cheek.

When he lifted his mouth after a few moments to drag in a deep breath, he was a bit more disorientated than he preferred to admit.

Blinking away the sense of wonder, he murmured, “You taste so much sweeter than I ever imagined.”

Her blue eyes shimmered with need and maybe a bit of dismay. The urge to pull her back into his arms hit hard, and he started to, but her husky words stopped him.

“I need to go back inside. It’s girls’ night. My friends are probably wondering where I went. They’ll come looking for me if I don’t return.”

“Good friends.”

“I think so.” She stepped away.

The loss of her soft, warm body in his arms left a sharp stab of disappointment.

“Did you drive tonight?”

She paused at his question and then shook her head. “No. Claire’s the designated.”

As she walked back inside, he had to wonder how much she’d drank before she’d shocked him by asking him to dance.

Like she’d pointed out, there’d been plenty of women coming by to flirt, but he hadn’t expected Katie to be one of them. Yes, maybe he’d noticed her looking at him a little more than seemed normal, but he hadn’t wanted to assume anything. And he’d wondered if that simmering attraction between them was one-sided. But after that dance, and especially after that kiss, he knew it wasn’t.

Hunter shook his head, shoved his hands into his jean pockets, and made his way back into the bar. A quick glance confirmed showed Katie had rejoined her friends in the u-shaped booth. Her gaze never lifted from the table as she nursed a glass of water now.

She didn’t seem to be joining the conversation around her, but was in her own world. His lips twitched with amusement when she pulled her phone out a moment later and began playing on it.

Maybe she urged him to put down the phone, but clearly everyone had a bit of a phone addiction. Unless she was just trying to distract herself from thinking about that kiss, but his ego wasn’t that big.

Her gaze darted up, just for a moment, and locked on his. Her cheeks turned a pretty pink and she dropped her head again, sending the silky dark waves of her hair to cover her face.

“Shit, man, I am so drunk.” Lance approached from the side and slapped him on the shoulder. “How you doing?”

“Pretty sober, actually.”

“You don’t have to be. Dan’s driving.”

“It’s all good. Not in the mood to drink much tonight. I can drive us back if Dan wants to indulge.”

Lance glanced back at his cousin and grinned. “Another round, cuz. This one’s on you.”

“Ah, well, the first round was on me too, actually.” Dan, a nice guy, but always a little awkward, gave a slight smile.

“That’s right. Thanks, buddy.” Lance turned his attention toward the door. “In the meantime, think I’m going to have a smoke break with Carol.”

Carol must’ve been the girl he’d been dancing with.

“You don’t smoke.” Hunter leaned back in the chair.

Lance winked. “Neither does she. Should be back in fifteen or so. Don’t come looking.”

Classy. Didn’t taken much imagination to know what his plans were. While maybe they’d been similar to what Hunter had just been doing—though without the stop sign—Hunter wasn’t the one getting married in two weeks.

But fidelity had never been one of Lance’s strong suits, though he swore that would change once he got married.

Hunter wasn’t holding his breath. He sure as hell hoped Lance’s fiancé Denise wasn’t either. But Denise seemed to have an understanding of what she’d signed up for. She enjoyed the lavish gifts and exclusive circles she’d been allowed into.

Lance started to walk away and paused, turning back. “Hey, what about you? I didn’t know you had a thing for the rancher girl.”

Instead of replying, Hunter shook his head and lifted his beer and took another sip. He wasn’t going to play that game. This wasn’t high school. Not that he’d been making out with anyone during that time.

“Ah, that must be a good sign.” Lance guffawed as he made his way out the door.

Irritated at the man he could barely call a friend, he glanced back at Katie’s table and found her watching him with narrowed eyes.

Clearly, she’d gotten the gist of what Lance had been ribbing him about.

Shit.

Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’m not the type for locker room talk.

But she wasn’t at the mind reading level, because she just looked more irritated as she accepted another shot from their waitress and downed it.

Hunter reached for his phone and dragged it out. Screw it. It was clearly going to be a long night.
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“You stare any harder at that man and I swear you’ll burn holes in him,” Claire commented quietly.

Realizing she’d been caught, Katie grimaced and tore her gaze away from Hunter. “I know. I tell myself to stop looking, and yet I keep doing it.”

“So what happened outside?” Claire prodded, before she took a sip of her water. The rest of the girls were still on the floor dancing.

Oh no. “You saw me leave with him?”

“Hon, I’ve been watching you watch him all night long. And you can bet your ass I saw that kiss on the dance floor.”

Katie winced and glanced down.

Claire had been coming out with Katie and her friends recently for girls’ night out for the fun and girl time. She was adorable with her blonde curls and big brown eyes, and had been hit on more than once tonight. But she was over the moon for Wyatt, and hadn’t given any of them the time of day.

Katie couldn’t deny her future sister-in-law was becoming a better friend than she ever could’ve hoped for. And she desperately needed to confide in someone right now.

“We, um, kissed outside too,” she admitted, her words not quite steady. “I don’t know what came over me honestly. I really don’t. I mean, there’s Jim...”

Claire nodded. “Do you feel the same way kissing Jim as you did kissing Hunter?”

Now if that wasn’t the question she’d been asking herself the last hour.

“It’s different.” The confession came out on a whisper.

“Different as in better?”

Yes. But she couldn’t admit it aloud. It made her feel awful inside. And she already felt awful for kissing Hunter in the first place.

“I don’t know.”

It was a lie, and chances were Claire knew it, but fortunately her friend didn’t push the subject.

The silence between them grew, until the guilt had reached epic levels. “I shouldn’t have kissed him in the first place. It was wrong.”

Claire just watched her pensively. “Have you and Jim discussed being exclusive?”

“No. I’m not sure that’s really a thing around here.” She gave a half shrug. “You start dating someone and it’s kind of assumed you’re a couple.”

“If you’re interested in other people, just let Jim know. You’re young. You don’t have to settle for someone you’re not wild about.”

“Jim is very nice. And Hunter is”—she struggled for the words—“only here for the week. He leaves a week from tomorrow. Beyond that, he’s not at all my type.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Katie shot the other woman a sharp look. “Which part?”

“The not your type.” Claire leaned her elbows on the table and folded her hands together. “When I met your brother, I was living in Vegas and singing eighties rock songs in a dive bar. No one, especially not me, would’ve called a cowboy a good match for me.”

But they’d ended up perfect together.

“It’s just, Hunter has his roots in Seattle. A big company worth lots of money.” She glanced over to where he was talking with Dan at their table. “And I really think he hates Marietta. I’m not even sure why. It seems more than just your usual small-town resentment.”

“Maybe you should ask him about it sometime?”

“No, I really shouldn’t. I should get my head back on properly and stop drooling over a man who I have no longer term potential with.”

“Not to change the subject, but was it weird?” Claire leaned forward. “Kissing a guy with a beard?”

“Weird? No, it was amazing.” The confession came out on a sigh before she could stop it.

Claire laughed in delight, before pressing a hand to her mouth when Katie shushed her with a fierce look.

A quick look reassured Katie that Hunter wasn’t watching them. Fortunately, he was checking his phone once again. So much for disconnecting.

“You’re going to get me into so much trouble.” She nibbled her lip. “Do you think anyone else noticed me kiss him?”

“Anyone else?”

“Our friends specifically.”

“Maybe? I don’t know, though. They were dancing too and having their own fun.” Claire gave her a pointed look. “Why does it matter? Kissing someone isn’t exactly a crime.”

“You should know more than anyone how gossip spreads in a small town.”

People talked. They loved to find some kind of juicy tidbit to pass on. And Katie had always done a pretty good job at keeping out of it. The idea of becoming a hot topic was mortifying at best.

“Well, you’re not in Marietta right now,” Claire reminded her. “You’re in Livingston.”

“Yes, but with Marietta girls.”

“You are way overthinking this. I doubt they noticed. But even if they did, they’re your friends. They wouldn’t gossip, and they sure as hell wouldn’t judge you.”

It was true. Katie knew it deep down, and really it was just her own conscience tormenting her right now.

Movement caught her eye across the room, and when she looked over Hunter and his friends were getting ready to leave.

Hunter stood from the table, tossing down a handful of bills, before glancing her way.

His gaze locked with hers, and something hot and unspoken passed between them, leaving her weak and breathless again. He gave a small nod, before turning and walking out of the bar.

With just that brief exchange, her heart raced and her palms were damp. Once he was gone, there was a small pang of disappointment in her belly. The fun and exciting night felt over. As if there was no more reason to stay.

Why? Because a man she wasn’t even supposed to be hanging out with tonight had left? This was so ridiculous.

She pressed a hand to her cheek and shook her head. “It has to be the whiskey. I must’ve had one too many shots tonight.”

Claire laughed again and shook her head. “I’m going to let you keep telling yourself that.”

And Katie did. More than once, really, until everyone was ready to call it a night. It was nearly midnight and she was exhausted, a little buzzed, and reliving those kisses on loop in her mind.

With her head pressed against the car window, she sighed and closed her eyes.

This week couldn’t end soon enough.
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It was the night that would never end. At least that’s how Hunter was feeling as they rolled onto the Marshall Ranch close to one in the morning.

He’d figured Lance would be ready to call it quits after the first bar, but they’d ended up checking out two more before heading out.

Lance was passed out in the front seat, so drunk he could barely walk from the bar to the car.

That hangover in the morning was going to be a bitch.

Dan helped Lance to his cabin, calling out a tired good night before ambling away.

Hunter took his time, glancing at the main house. The lights were out, except for a faint one in the kitchen.

Was she home yet?

He thrust his hands in his jean pockets, missing his hoodie, and slowed his stride.

When they’d walked out of that bar, he’d missed her presence. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. The taste of her and how she’d felt in his arms.

It made him excited to see what the rest of the week would bring between them. He hoped it wouldn’t have to stop at a kiss.

He passed the house, walked past all the other cabins, until he arrived at his on the far end. After being in various bars all night, he wasn’t ready to lock himself up indoors again. He craved the crisp, clean summer air. If even if for just a few minutes. Instead of going inside, he sank down on the steps and sighed.

He was only there a moment, with the sound of crickets and the stars shinning bright above him, when a faint scraping noise came from inside the cabin behind him.

What the hell?

Stilling, Hunter cocked his head, and listened intently for anymore sounds from inside the cabin.

Nothing, but still, he didn’t trust it. He eased to his feet and stealthily made his way to the door.

It should’ve been locked, but a quick turn of the nob had it swinging inward.

He only had a brief glance at the man sitting on the bed with Hunter’s laptop, before the guy was up and running.

Hunter sprinted after him, even though the laptop had been tossed and abandoned onto the bed.

The guy ran down the stairs and then quickened his pace down the driveway.

“Stop!”

Shit. What kind of info had he gotten off the laptop? How the hell had he even logged on? Hunter’s security was top notch.

Anger, fueled with adrenaline, gave him the extra steam to catch up to the guy. Hunter gripped the sweatshirt in his hand and jerked him to a stop.

When he swung him around, the moonlight briefly illuminated his features. Not a man, but a teenager.

Lights brightened the drive and a door opened.

“What’s going on out here?” Wyatt yelled.

Footsteps sounded in the dirt, before the other man arrived.

In Hunter’s grip, the teen trembled. “This kid broke into my cabin. Tried to steal my laptop.”

“I wasn’t trying to steal it.” Despite his obvious fear, his words were defiant.

“Well if you broke into one of our cabins and grabbed a guest’s computer, it sure does look that way.” Wyatt’s voice was heavy with irritation.

“Hunter?” It was Katie now, rushing out into the driveway. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” He didn’t take his attention of the kid.

Did he actually expect him to believe that he hadn’t planned on stealing it?

“I called the sheriff.” Katie came to a stop beside them, folding her arms across her chest.

Damn. A sigh rose in his chest. The last thing he wanted was this kind of drama.

Katie leaned closer to the teen and gasped. “Oh my goodness. Eddie Vandenberg, is that you?”

He mumbled something in reply and dropped his head.

“Your mama is going to kill you once she realizes what you’ve done.”

“Hang on a moment.” Hunter shook his head. If the kid, Eddie, had wanted to steal the laptop then he would’ve taken it and run. He wouldn’t have been sitting in the cabin, tooling around on it and risk getting caught.

“What were you doing on my laptop?”

The teen didn’t answer for a moment, but then shrugged. “I was trying to find info on what’s coming out next.”

Hunter reared back, blinking in surprise. His anger subsided and a wary understanding sank in.

Headlights bounced up the drive, lighting up the group in its beams a moment later.

The sheriff car came to a stop. A couple seconds passed, before a tall deputy stepped out and nodded.

“Evening folks. Or should I say, morning? I hear there’s some trouble.”

Wyatt moved toward the car and the deputy. “Thanks for coming out, deputy. It seems we’ve had an attempted theft of a guest’s laptop—”

“It’s all right,” Hunter called out, stepping away from Eddie. “Nothing was taken.”

Katie glanced at him sharply. “Only because you stopped him.”

“Look there was no harm done. I don’t want him arrested or anything.”

The deputy eyed him with narrowed eyes. “Well now, I’m not sure that’s your decision to be making.”

“Hunter, what are you doing?” Katie’s words dripped with dismay.

“I have no interest in pressing charges.”

The deputy glanced at Wyatt. “Did he or did he not break into your cabin, Mr. Marshall?”

Eddie flinched and looked away.

“The door was unlocked,” Hunter lied.

Katie’s gaze narrowed on him. Clearly she wasn’t buying it any more than the deputy.

The deputy stepped forward. “Say, aren’t you that computer genius guy who left Marietta several years ago?”

Hunter could feel the heat stealing up the back of his neck. “Probably. Unless there’s more than one of us.”

“Hmm. Seems like you’d be mighty stupid to leave a cabin door unlocked if you’ve got all kinds of computer stuff in there.”

Hunter’s jaw flexed and he gave a flat smile. He’d had a run in with Marietta law enforcement more than once in his teen years.

“Then go ahead and peg me for stupid, deputy.”

The deputy’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t like Hunter, and he was doing little to appear otherwise.

“Mr. Marshall, this is yours and Katie’s ranch.” The deputy looked at Wyatt and Katie. “I’ll leave it up to the both of you on how to proceed.”

Hunter glanced at the two. “Please. Let me handle this without involving law enforcement.”

Katie appeared torn as she looked between Eddie, Wyatt, and Hunter. When her gaze locked with Hunter’s, he sent a silent plea he hoped she could read.

She finally gave a small nod and glanced at Wyatt again. “Arresting him does seem pretty extreme. I’m okay with not pressing charges.”

“Really, Katie? That surprises me.” The deputy shook his head in disgust. “Wyatt?”

Wyatt was silent for a moment, then nodded. “I think we can handle this. We’re familiar with Eddie’s family.”

Eddie groaned and kicked the dirt with his sneaker.

The deputy sighed. “You realize I can still arrest him and let the judge handle this.”

“I figure you probably can. But I’m hoping you won’t.” Wyatt’s tone took on an edge.

Katie stepped forward and touched the deputy’s arm. “Please. Respect our wishes.”

Surprised at the almost affectionate gesture, Hunter tensed and watched the two of them through narrowed his eyes.

“Fine. I’ll let him go.” The deputy nodded. “I hope you guys know what you’re doing.”

“Sure do.” Wyatt stepped forward and nudged the teen in the back. “Let’s talk inside Eddie.”

The two made their way into the main house.

“Thanks, Jim.” Katie flashed the deputy a brief smile and moved back, but the deputy caught her arm and stopped her.

Hunter stepped forward, not liking the proprietary in the man’s eyes, and ready to intervene.

“We’ll talk later, Katie.” The deputy leaned over and brushed a kiss across her forehead.

What. The. Hell.

“Have a good night, cupcake.”

“Thanks, Jim. You too.”

Disbelief rocked through Hunter. No wonder she’d been so upset about that kiss at the bar tonight.

His lips thinned as he deliberately avoided looking at Katie. Instead he kept his attention on the sheriff’s vehicle until it had turned around and driven off the small dirt road.

Only then did he turn to Katie, and with every ounce of control, calmly ask, “The deputy is your boyfriend?”
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Chapter Six
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Katie winced, knowing exactly how bad it looked right now. She swallowed hard and gave a stiff shrug.

“Not technically. We’re, um, dating.”

“You kissed me tonight.” It was an accusation.

Her cheeks flushed. “Not to get all nitty gritty about it, but you kissed me first.”

“And you sure as hell kissed me back.”

“Don’t swear at me.”

“Right after you asked me to dance,” he continued. “Every sign pointed to you being interested, Katie.” He took a step closer. “And not in the way someone who has a boyfriend does.”

Because she was interested, and it just about killed her to admit that. Even to herself.

“Again, he’s not my boyfriend.” She resisted the urge to stumble back, and lifted her chin instead. “We haven’t decided to be exclusive.”

His eyes narrowed. “So you think he’d be pretty chill with you kissing me then?”

No. A lump grew in her throat and she shook her head, flustered, trying to respond. But now she was just swimming in a sea of guilt.

Hunter was right. Maybe she and Jim weren’t exclusive, but she owed to everyone to clarify either way soon. The idea of that conversation filled her with dread.

“Look, we need to go talk to Eddie.” She turned heel and headed toward the house.

Hunter was keeping pace with her a second later.

“Nice diversion tactic.”

“Not a diversion tactic, simply getting back to the situation at hand.”

“Sounds like there’s a couple of them.”

“I’m done discussing that other one.”

“That other one.” He gave a harsh laugh. “Fine. Then I won’t bring up how weird cupcake is as a term of endearment.”

She shot him a glare. “Don’t judge him.”

His jaw flexed. “Would you rather I keep judging you?”

“No, you can save your judging for the fair.” Not that he was ever home to do so. Before they reached the house, she turned to him. “Now what exactly is your plan with Eddie? What did you mean when you said you’d handle it?”

He seemed thrown off balance by the topic change. “Not completely sure yet, but I’ve got an idea. Probably going to need you to back me up.”

Now if that didn’t just intrigue her more. “I’m not making any promises.”

“I don’t expect you to. We’ll just talk and see if we can come up with a solution that suits everyone. One thing is clear, though. This kid can’t walk away without some kind of consequences.”

“Agreed.” She nodded. Her throat tightened with something she’d been wanting to say. “And, hey, thank you. For not wanting to have him arrested. You had every right to demand it. An arrest would’ve really devastated his family.”

He made a not so inaudible harrumph. “Pretty sure you’re the one who sealed the deal with getting him off the hook.”

She bristled. “I doubt I had anything to do with that.”

“You sure?” There was an edge to his amused drawl.

No. She wasn’t, actually. Jim was a by the book type of guy. If she hadn’t been here to plead for him to let Eddie go at the last minute, things could’ve turned out quite differently.

Instead of replying to Hunter, she let the issue drop and opened the door to the main house.

Eddie was sitting on the couch in the living room, body hunched forward and his face in his palms.

Wyatt stood near the fireplace, a glass of water in his hand as he watched the teen.

“Want to explain what you were thinking, Eddie?” She broke the silence first as she went to sit down next to the teen.

The teen lifted a shoulder in a shrug, but didn’t look up.

Hunter stepped further into the room and moved to sit in the high back leather chair near the couch.

“I’m going to need you to answer a couple questions, kid, and I’d appreciate it if you’d look me in the eye when you do.”

Eddie groaned and lifted his head. He leaned back against the couch, appearing miserable and uncomfortable.

“What were you doing on my laptop?”

Another sullen shrug. “Just playing around.”

“Why his computer?” Wyatt asked, coming to join them.

There was no answer right away. Katie shifted her gaze between Eddie and Hunter.

Hunter, his brows drawn together in deep scrutiny, watched the teen silently for a moment. “You’re a gamer.”

A flush of red spread into Eddie’s face. “Sort of.”

There was no surprise in Hunter’s eyes as he nodded. “You weren’t looking to steal anything.”

“I already told you that.”

“Were you trying find out if Striking Distance had a sequel?”

There was a long paused. Before the teen replied with a quiet, “Yeah.”

“What’s Striking Distance?” Wyatt asked.

“A game we released two months ago. It’s doing incredible.” It was said matter-of-factly, without any arrogance.

Katie shifted her attention back to Eddie and saw the guilt all over his face.

“That was it, wasn’t it?” she asked him, her temper spiking. “You broke into one of my guest’s cabin to steal information on... a video game?”

The teen mumbled something.

Her temper spiked. “Please speak clearly.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Eddie’s words were louder this time, but just as morose.

Sneaking a peek at Hunter, Katie expected to see anger, but there was no anger or even threat of it visible. There was just that same pensive look.

“I’m not going to press charges against you, Eddie,” Hunter finally said.

“You’re not?” The teen shot him a wary look.

“No.” Hunter leaned forward. “I want to make you a deal instead.”

“What kind of deal?” Eddie’s gaze darted between all the adults.

“Starting Monday, you come up to the ranch every day after school for the week and give two hours of your time.” Hunter straightened. “One hour with the Marshalls, one hour with me.”

“Doing what?” Alarm rang in the teen’s voice.

“I figure they have some kind of manual labor or tasks that need tending out here.” Hunter glanced at Wyatt. “Think you can find something?”

“Absolutely.” Wyatt grinned. “Always need help mucking the stalls.”

“This sounds great and all,” Katie began hesitantly, “But what if he has after school activities?”

“My guess is your after-school activities come down to rushing home to get on your computer.” Hunter directed the remark to Eddie. “Am I right? Maybe grab some cigarettes at the store first?”

“Gross. I don’t smoke. Besides, I can’t even afford a damn Dr. Pepper half the time anyway, let alone cigarettes.”

“Good. This sounds like a reasonable arrangement then.” Katie nodded. “I could use some help on dish duty too.”

“Fine.” Eddie’s pinched expression eased as he shot Hunter a glance. “Why am I spending an hour with you? What do you need?”

Good question. Katie glanced at Hunter and watched his lips curl into a slight smile.

“You’re going to get some computer programming lessons.”

Eddie’s brows shot up and his jaw went slack. He shook his head, seeming unable to reply. Finally, “Why would you do that?”

“Do we have a deal?” Hunter stood. “Or should I have Wyatt call that deputy back here?”

“No, please don’t do that. We, ugh, have a deal.”

“Good.” Hunter extended his hand.

Looking like he wasn’t quite sure this was really happening, Eddie took his hand and shook it.

“How about I drive you back into town, Eddie?” Wyatt drawled. “You get up here on your bike or something?”

“Yeah.”

“Well we can throw it in the back of my truck and I’ll drive you back. Claire’s dead asleep, but let her know where I went if she wakes up, will you, Katie?”

Katie nodded. “Will do.”

She watched the two of them leave, wondering how was it that his parents didn’t even notice him gone. With silence descending on the house, she turned to Hunter who’d moved to look out the window.

“That was incredibly nice of you.”

“Was it?” He didn’t turn around.

“You know it was.” Folding her arms across her chest, she gave a small shake of her head. “You made him an incredible deal. Getting arrested would’ve like killed his reputation in this town.”

“I’m aware.”

“Is that why you didn’t want to press charges?”

“Maybe.” He turned to face her. “And maybe because when I was watching him, I realized I wasn’t looking at some random teenager. I might as well have been looking in a mirror.”

Katie sucked in a breath and let that sink in. “He reminds you of yourself?”

“Yeah. I think he does.” Hunter shoved his hands into his pocket and glanced back out the window into the darkness. “He could’ve taken that laptop and ran. Gotten the info without the risk of discovery. But there’s clearly a line in the sand for him on getting in trouble. One that he doesn’t want to cross. The kid is bored. Marietta isn’t offering him the kind of stimulation he needs.”

She would’ve never come to that conclusion on her own, but it made sense. “You could be right.”

“Right now we have a chance to make that line shift for the better.”

“That’s incredibly kind of you. To give him computer lessons.”

His mouth twitched. “Programming. Teach him some basic coding. Feel out his interest in it all. I’m guessing Marietta still doesn’t have a ton of tech classes to offer.”

“Not a whole lot,” she agreed quietly. If they had any. “Anyway, it’s late. We should get to bed.”

“We?” He arched a brow.

Her cheeks warmed, and she could already envision what he was suggesting. “Don’t go there. Your cabin, my room.”

“You’re asking me to pick?” He stepped closer and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

The small intimate gesture had her pulse quickening. “Stop flirting with me.”

“Is this classified as flirting? I’m never sure.” He smiled. “Sure I can’t convince you to stay up and talk for a bit?”

“What about?”

“Us.”

Her thudding heart rang in her ears. “There is no us. It was a couple of kisses. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“What if I want it to mean something?”

What was he saying? Her mind spun as he touched her cheek gently. Even if she hadn’t been utterly exhausted, she knew she still wouldn’t be able to think straight.

“I need to go to bed.” Her words were husky, and she couldn’t make herself step away.

“All right. If we don’t talk tonight, then let’s talk tomorrow morning. The guys and I don’t have anything on the schedule. Why don’t we take a walk after breakfast?”

His words sunk in and some of the fog cleared from her head. She lifted her chin and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Hunter, I won’t be able to see you in the morning.”

Dismay flickered in his eyes. “And why is that?”

“I’ll be at church.” It should’ve been the end of it. She could’ve left it like that and moved on. Instead she heard herself saying, “But I’ll be back in time for lunch though. Maybe we can take that walk afterwards.”

He finally nodded. “That’d be great. Have a good night, Katie.”

But he didn’t move right away. Was he thinking about their kiss again? Maybe considering a repeat performance before she left? It was the only the smoldering visual in her head that had her stumbling back with a nod.

“You too.”

As she climbed the stairs to her room, she swore she could hear his soft laughter chasing her.
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There’d be no more putting it off. It was time to see his parents.

Hunter pressed down on the accelerator, sending the SUV speeding down the windy road that led away from the ranch and into town.

A lead ball of unease rested in his gut, and he knew he couldn’t put off the visit any longer. The incident with the local teen last night had amplified his guilt for staying away. He really did see himself in that kid. And while Hunter’s parents had done their best in raising him, he sure hadn’t made their lives easy. A visit from the sheriff had happened on more than one occasion—caught stealing alcohol or cigarettes—leaving Hunter’s mom in tears, and his dad livid.

As it often did, the memory of a frigid winter’s day his senior year popped into his mind.

His dad, always encouraging him to get into plumbing, had taken him along on a call. It was then, watching his dad run a snake down a stained toiled, that Hunter had lost it in a way only a moody teenager could.

“I’ll never do this for a living. Maybe you’re fine handling other people’s shit, but that’s not my dream.”

Hunter cringed, remembering the surly words he’d flung at his dad. It had been part exhaustion, hunger pains, and just a disgust for their current situation. He’d never forget the way his dad had paled, before turning bright red. Tom Richardson hadn’t said another word to Hunter that night, or for the next two weeks.

It had always hung between them. Bitter. Festering. And ignored.

When Hunter had left for college, his father had told him he was foolish. That he’d be in debt for the rest of his life. The whole conversation, his mom had been strangely silent. Then again, maybe it wasn’t that strange. Whenever the topic of leaving Marietta had come up, she’d gone quiet.

So he’d left for college with that friction between them. When he’d come home to visit now and then, that resentment from his dad had always lingered. Which was why he’d stopped coming home as much, and somewhat dreaded visiting them now. Hunter knew he was a disappointment to them, and every time they were together it was just another reminder.

While a good chunk of Marietta was in church this morning—Katie included—his parents would likely be planted in front of the TV at home. That was their usual weekend morning routine.

The town was quiet as he drove through, with most businesses not yet open. He crossed the railroad tracks and kept driving to the poorer side of town.

His knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel when he pulled into the driveway of the house he’d grown up in.

A beaten down 1994 Ford confirmed that his parents were home. He shifted his gaze to the house, where the brown paint was chipped and quite a few panels of the roof had blown off over the years.

Hunter sighed and shook his head. All the checks he’d sent home had never been cashed. The offers to fix the roof declined. Any way he’d tried to help had been rejected.

With the dread in his stomach growing, he climbed out of the SUV and made his way to the front door. At least the small front yard showed it to be recently cut and weeded. Dad had always taken pride in mowing the lawn with his push reel mower.

Before he could knock on the door, it swung open.

“Hunter?”

His mother pressed a hand to her mouth and stumbled out. The floral bathrobe she wore was worn thin and belted around her thin waist. Always a natural blonde, her hair was turning gray at the roots now.

“I heard a car, and I looked out the window, saw you and... Oh, baby, I just can’t believe it.” Marie Richardson gripped his hand and dragged him into the house. “Come in, already.”

Hunter stepped over the threshold and was greeted by a sight that hadn’t changed much over the last decade or so. Same furniture. Same shag rug. Same faint smell of tuna casserole and stale coffee.

“When did you get back in town? Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” She scurried into the kitchen and grabbed a mug, before filling it with coffee. “Cream and sugar?”

Knowing his dad’s penchant for cheap, weak, store brand coffee, he knew it was going to take some doctoring.

“Both, please. Thanks, mom.” He accepted the mug a moment later and looked around. “Where’s dad?”

“He’s in the shower. Oh, he’s going to be so happy you’re here, Hunter.”

Hunter gave a faint smile. “You think so?”

His mom’s smile dimmed a bit. “Of course he will be. He loves you, no matter what kind of... disagreements you’ve had over the years.”

“Is the roof holding up?” he asked. “No leaks during the winter?”

“It’s fine.” Her gaze darted away. “We’ve almost got enough saved to replace it.”

Frustration clawed at him. “I sent checks.”

“Yes, you did. And you should know your father is too proud to cash them.” Her mouth thinned. “It’s better if you just stop with that kind of charity.”

Hunter clenched his jaw and held back a curse. “It’s not charity when you’re my parents.”

The sound of the shower turning off registered, and a heavy ball settled in Hunter’s stomach.

Marie touched his arm, her gaze beseeching. “Let it go, son. We haven’t seen you in over two years, and I don’t want to spend your visit fighting.”

Arguing wouldn’t get him very far anyway. With a slight nod, he lifted his coffee and took a sip. It was tepid and overly sweet, but it was a nice distraction while he waited for his dad to discover his arrival.

He didn’t have to wait long.

“About time you came home.”
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Chapter Seven
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The amused drawl had Hunter turning around. His dad stood in the living room, hair wet and a huge grin on his face.

“Tired of Seattle, are ya?”

Because his dad’s remark was part joke, part hopefulness, Hunter forced a grin and shrugged.

“What can I say? Can’t compare to Marietta, right?”

“Damn straight. Just another big city.”

Hunter glanced at his mom and saw the twinkle of wistfulness in her eyes. She blinked and it was gone.

“Can you stay for breakfast, Hunter?”

Since he’d skipped the meal at the ranch, he gave a nod. “I’d like that. Thanks, Mom.”

“Good. I was just about to make French toast and sausage. I’d call your sister over, but she’s out of town.” She moved back to the kitchen. “Make yourself comfortable, and I’ll have it ready soon.”

Watching her go, Hunter couldn’t help but imagine what she’d been like thirty years ago. When she’d left her life in New York to marry Tom Richardson and move to Marietta, Montana. She’d given up her career as a chemist and settled into the role of small-town housewife, who soon became a mother of two.

Had she ever regretted giving up the city and her career for Tom? Hunter had always wondered. She’d never admitted it to him, but he’d seen the moments of sadness in her eyes. The restlessness that seemed to eat at her. And when she spoke up New York, her whole demeanor changed. She visibly lit up.

Yet since getting married, his parents had never left Montana. Not once. Then again, they couldn’t have afforded it.

“So, how long are you back for?” His dad sat down on the sofa and folded his hands over his small beer gut.

“Just about a week.”

“What brings you back?” Tom grunted. “Not going to assume it’s to see your family.”

There it was. The not so subtle jab that he was a shitty son.

“Bachelor party,” Hunter said mildly. “Lance is getting married in a couple of weeks.”

“Lance?” His mom came out of the kitchen. “As in the CFO of Vendetta Interactive?”

“That Lance, yes.”

The same Lance who’d been his dorm mate in college.

“I didn’t realize he was even engaged.” She wrinkled her brow. “Anyway, I’ll let you two catch up.” She smiled and disappeared back into the kitchen.

Hunter smiled, surprised his mom had kept tabs on him and his company that much.

Being alone with his dad had the silence between him them swelling with so many unspoken things.

“How’s business?” Hunter finally managed.

“Good. Steady. Can’t complain.” Tom cleared his throat. “How about you? Your company still doing good?”

Good was downplaying it, but Hunter had never been the type to brag. “Yeah, we’re still doing good.”

His dad nodded. “I’m glad to hear that.”

Unwittingly, Hunter stiffened. “Are you?”

His dad heaved a heavy sigh. “I am, son. I’m a proud bastard for not saying it before, but I really am proud of you.”

A weight Hunter hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying lifted from his shoulders. And he knew he had the opening he’d been looking for all these years.

“Thank you.” He shook his head. “If you’re a proud bastard, then the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. I’m sorry for what I said that day when you took me out on a call....”

He didn’t need to elaborate, both knew exactly which call and what Hunter had said.

“Water under the bridge.” Tom grunted, but when Hunter snuck a glance at his dead, there lines between his brows had eased, a smile teased his mouth. “You were seventeen, smart as hell, and had no interest in becoming a plumber. I shouldn’t have pushed it on you.”

“Well, at least it worked for one kid. Lindsay seems happy with following in your footsteps,” Hunter noted, thinking of his older sister.

“She’s damn good at it too. She always loved coming along on those calls, ever since she was a kid. I should never have assumed you’d be the same.” He paused. “For that, I really do apologize.”

Hunter nodded, unable to say much over the surprising lump in his throat. Fortunately, he was spared when his mother called them to breakfast.

By the time they’d finished eating, Hunter knew it had to be getting late. He checked his phone.

His dad grunted. “You probably need to get back to your friends now.”

“I should, yeah.”

His mom reached to clear his plate, but Hunter picked it up before she could reach it, and took it to the sink.

“Maybe you can join us for dinner sometime this week?” she asked. “Before you head back to Seattle?”

Seeing the hopeful look in both of their eyes, he nodded. “Yeah, I’ll make sure I do. Good to see you, Mom.”

He gave her a big hug, before giving his dad a half-hug-pat-on-the-back type thing he knew Tom Richardson would appreciate more.

“Hey, Hunter?”

Hunter paused on his way out the door, glancing back at her.

“How’s the new game doing?”

His brows rose and he shoved his hands in his jean pockets and nodded. “It’s doing really good. Better than we expected.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s a great game.”

His brows shot up. “You play it?”

“Of course.”

As he was driving home, Hunter couldn’t stop his mom’s words from looping in his head.

She played his game.

It was almost too crazy to believe. His mother had not only kept tabs on his career, but she was one of Vendetta Interactive’s customers.
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Katie tightened her grip on the reins, her thighs gripping her horse as they rounded another barrel. Only after she’d completely did the course did she relax in the saddle and slow her horse to a stop.

Her heart pounded from sheer joy and exhilaration. She loved barrel riding, almost as much as she just loved being on the back of a horse in general.

“Good girl,” she murmured, stroking Ginger’s mane. “Keep this up, and we just may have a shot at getting another belt buckle at the rodeo this fall.”

“You planning to compete again soon?”

The deep voice had her glancing sharply over the fence of the arena.

Hunter leaned against a fence post, watching her with lazy intent that made butterflies dance in her stomach.

She turned Ginger toward the fence and made her way over. The morning fog had yet to burn off, and Hunter was dressed for the briskness.

He looked like a mix of Seattle and Marietta. Jeans, and a plaid flannel, and one of those knit beanie hats that was kind of hipster, and should’ve made him completely unattractive to her.

So why were her palms damp? And why did she feel lightheaded and breathless? The truth was, he was so ridiculously good-looking at this moment that she had to question if she had a type anymore.

Whether he wore a beanie or cowboy hat, this man did things to her. She was starting to have a hard time denying it.

“It’s been just over a year.” She tried to keep her words light as she pulled back on the reigns, stopping at the fence. “Pretty sure that arm injury is behind me. Though, I think I’m just about ready to get back into it.”

“You should. You’re good.”

“Thank you.” She dismounted and moved toward him, standing just on the other side of the fence. “Are you just waking up?”

“No. Went and had breakfast with my folks.”

“Oh.” Surprise flashed through her. “Well, good. I’m glad you ate, because you just missed lunch. Claire serves it on Sundays while I’m gone.”

He gave a faint smile. “It’s all good. I’m not hungry.”

“How are they? Your parents?”

“They seem good.” He nodded, a small smile playing around his mouth.

She nodded. His dad, from what she remembered, had been one of the local plumbers with a great reputation. His mom stayed at home raising the kids. The two tended to keep to themselves and didn’t socialize much in town. They seemed happy together though.

“How was church?”

“Fine. It was fine.” She nodded and then gave a quick smile. “I help out in the nursery there.”

Surprise flickered in his gaze.

“Not always,” she said quickly. “I trade off Sundays with another gal.”

He folded his arms on the fence post and gave her a considering smile. “See, I wasn’t so far off when I pegged you for the preschooler teacher type.”

Why did he make it sound like that was a flaw? Her words took an edge. “I like kids, so I don’t mind volunteering for this kind of thing.”

The softening in his gaze made her realize she must’ve imagined it.

“That’s great.” He straightened and scrubbed a hand through his beard. “You still have time to walk with me?”

Pushing past the thick bundle of nerves in her throat, she murmured, “Sure. Let me just get Ginger back in her stall.”

He nodded. “I’ll come with.”

Of course he would. She grimaced as she led Ginger out of the arena and toward the stables. Every inch of her was aware of Hunter as he fell into step just behind her.

Why had she ever agreed to talk to him? With the late morning fog surrounding them and nothing but the green grass sparkling with dew.

Not usually the self-conscious type, she now swam in the sensation. Last night she’d been dressed and made up to play up her looks. Today she was back to normal, just plain old Katie. No makeup, no dresses, no fancy hair, just jeans and sweater.

The outfit did more to hide, rather than accentuate what little curves she had. Knowing the kind of career success Hunter had, and the women he’d dated in the past—because, yes, she’d cyber-stalked him after coming home buzzed from the bar—she couldn’t help but compare herself. She was not his type. Maybe he’d come to his senses this morning and that was why he wanted to talk.

“Morning, Katie.”

Tim, one of the ranch hands stepped out of the stable as they approached.

“Good morning.” She flashed a smile, grateful for the distraction of a third person.

“You done riding for the moment? I can get Miss Ginger cleaned up and put away for you.”

“That’d be great.” Hunter spoke from beside her now. “Katie was going to take me on one of the small hikes around here.”

Hiking? Katie shot him a sharp look and narrowed her eyes. He just widened his grin and gave an innocent shrug.

“Right, I was.” She nodded. “That’d be great, Tim. Thank you.” She turned back to Hunter. “I just need to change my shoes and grab some water for us. Meet me out front in five minutes?”

“Will do.”

She handed off Ginger to the ranch hand, and ran inside to change out her riding boots for hiking ones. When she returned, water bottles in hand, Hunter waited on the porch.

“Hope there’s hiking around here. Sorry to put you on the spot.”

“It’s fine. There’s a small one we can do. If we want to find a more challenging one, that’ll require a drive.”

He hesitated, but then gave a small grunt. “We can start with small.”

“Good.” The last thing she wanted was an extra car ride padded in for their time together. “Let’s head out then.”

She led him to the road, which they walked down for a few minutes, before she spotted the small trail that weaved up into the hills. They didn’t talk much. Really at all. She kept waiting for him to say something, anything, as they walked up the dirt path incline that led up to the lookout. After all, he’d been the one to request this walk.

It took just under an hour, and when they broke through the clearing of trees into the clearing she led him to the edge of the property.

“We made it.”

“This is it, huh?” He walked to the overlook and exhaled. “Wow. What an incredible view.”

She moved to stand next to him and look down over the valley below. They could see how far they’d come up the hillside, which was several hundred feet.

Off in the distance, the mountains stretched into the bright blue sky. Directly below, in the valley, was Marietta. The town was mostly buried in the morning fog, but still recognizable. If she glanced to the right, slightly down the hillside, she could see Marshall ranch which was also had fog, but not as thick.

“How come I never knew about this place?” Hunter had his hands on his hips as he stared out over the valley.

She shot him a look. “It’s not public property. It’s my uncle’s, actually.”

Hunter’s brows lifted. “He never built on it?”

“He had a house, but it burned down a while ago in a fluke electrical accident. He relocated to Idaho and hasn’t bothered to rebuild yet. Keeps talking about selling the property, but hasn’t done it.” Her lips twisted into a wistful smile. “I’d buy it in a heartbeat, but I can’t afford what something like this would be worth.”

Hunter’s gaze was heavy on her, and she looked away, focusing on the view instead.

“There’s actually a road we could’ve used, Wyatt takes it when he comes up here, but I love the little hike. I used to come visit my uncle when I was teenager and go this way. It’s not super strenuous, plus it gets you back into nature.”

“Roads are overrated when you can do that hike,” Hunter agreed. “Not that I mind strenuous.”

She snuck a glance at him. “You mentioned you hike in Seattle. Avidly?”

“As much as can with my schedule. Whenever I get a free weekend, yeah. You can pretty much find me on a trail somewhere.”

“With Lance? Dan? Other friends?”

“Lance and Dan aren’t big on getting outdoors. I think they qualify a walk from the office to a Starbucks enough outside time.”

“That’s sad,” she said bluntly. “What kind of existence is that?”

“Not a great one.” He sighed. “Actually, one of the things I wanted to talk to you about was Lance.”

She drew in a slow breath, trying to think what on earth he was going to say. It still was hard to fathom that someone like Lance was Hunter’s best friend. They were as opposite as night and day.

“Go on.”

“He’s a jerk, and I’m sorry.”

“You’ve apologized for him more times than I can remember. At some point, you’re going to have to stop.” A small trickle of amusement slid through her. “He’s your friend.”

“That’s just it.” He shook his head. “He’s not.”
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Hunter saw the surprise and doubt race across Katie’s face and his gut clenched.

He glanced back out over the valley. He should’ve explained this right away to her. When they’d first arrived and Lance had been his usual jackass self. He should never have let her go on thinking that Lance was someone he considered a dear friend.

“I told you we shared a dorm at the UW,” he began. “And at one point, yes, we were pretty good friends. Neither of us were local, so we didn’t know anyone. We ate cheap food and played video games anytime we weren’t in class.”

The furrow between Katie’s brows deepened. “That makes sense. And maybe why he’s the CFO of your company, right?”

“Right. He helped me out financially when I created that first game the summer after our senior year. That game launched Vendetta Interactive. With Lance and his degree, he was a good fit for CFO. I never thought we’d get as big as we did, and I felt like I owed it to him.”

She moved to stand closer to him. “What changed?”

“Lance did. He let it go to his head. The success, the taste of fame in our industry, and the money.” He sighed. “I mean, he’d always had money, but this time it was his own. Not his parents’.”

The breathtaking view in front of him was a blur now, as his mind instead played the memories in his head.

“Anyway, it got to the point where I couldn’t stand spending anytime with him outside of work. Always found excuses to avoid any social activities where we’d have to hang out.”

“How on earth did you end up his best man?” Incredulity rung in Katie’s words. “Planning and paying for his bachelor party?”

“Because he has no friends besides Dan and I.”

“And Dan is his cousin?”

“Yeah.”

She was silent for a moment. “You are either very stupid, or a saint.”

He laughed. “I’m pretty sure I’m neither.”

“Well, I know you’re not stupid.” She touched his shoulder. “You’ve got a kind heart, Hunter.”

He grimaced. The was twice now she’d used the term kind to describe him. It wasn’t usually the way he was described. He’d been labeled as intelligent. Brooding. Maybe even weird now and then. But never kindhearted.

“I’m just hoping he’ll marry Denise and get a little more grounded.”

“You think that’s likely?” She hesitated. “I’m not sure he’s taking it all that seriously as it is, going by what I saw last night.”

Hunter’s jaw clenched. He knew what she’d seen. Lance making out with another woman on the dance floor. And it hadn’t ended there. The entire drive home, Lance had bragged about screwing the chick against the side of the building.

“I mean, I know it’s his bachelor party getaway and all,” she said quickly. “But, you know, you just figure it’d stop at kissing. But they left the bar together and didn’t come back for a long time.” She paused. “I don’t know, maybe I’m just old-fashioned and—”

“No.” The air whistled out from between his teeth and he gave a harsh laugh. “You’re right. A man who really loves his girl, who’s asked for her hand in marriage, isn’t going to go sleep with someone else just because it’s his bachelor party.”

Her sigh was filled with relief. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say.”

Why? Why did it matter was his viewpoints were? She kept saying she didn’t want to get involved with him, so why should she care?

His blood pounded a bit quicker as he turned away from the edge of the outlook to face her. He caught her hand in his and her gaze jerked up in surprise.

“Which leads me to the second thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

“You’re going to bring up that kiss again, aren’t you?” Her chest rose beneath the cable knit sweater she wore. The shimmer of innocence and uncertainty in her eyes had his blood thundering in his veins.

“Yeah. I am.”

He wanted her. He wanted Katie Marshall in a way that he’d never wanted anyone. His interest had been a small ember when he was a teenager, and it’d turned into a full-blown flame now that he was back in Marietta as an adult.

Stroking his thumb over her knuckles, he asked, “Why are you so determined to push me away?”

Frustration flashed in her eyes, before her lashes fell to cover it. “You’re leaving by the end of next week.”

“I am.” He couldn’t deny it. “But we’re both adults.”

“Then there’s Jim...”

There was a small stab of jealousy, but he knew better than to believe it was warranted.

“I saw you with him that night he came by. You don’t look at him the way you look at me.” He rasped. “And I’d bet my company you don’t kiss him the way you kiss me.” He paused, lowered his voice and murmured, “You should break up with him.”

Katie gasped softly, her eyes rounding. “You’re pretty arrogant.”

“I prefer self-assured.” Using the hand that he held, he tugged her closer and slid an arm around her waist. “Tell me I’m wrong, Katie. Tell me your perfectly happy dating the deputy, and I’ll walk away.”

“Hunter.” There was a plea in her words, and the naked conflict in her eyes had his stomach clenching.

“If I’m wrong about all this, then tell me. Say the words, and I’ll walk away and never touch you again. I swear it, Katie.”

Her lips parted and her chest rose as if she were going to say something. A soft sigh sounded instead and her shoulders crumpled. She lowered her gaze and shook her head.

“It’s just not that simple,” she whispered. “It’s Marietta. We’re a small town. Everyone will know about us.”

“They probably will.” He didn’t even try to deny it. “But you’re a grown woman, Katie. Not a teenage girl afraid of gossip.”

She gave a harsh laugh. “It is so easy for you to say that when you’re leaving in a week.”

His jaw flexed. “You know what’s not easy?”

Her gaze lifted to his. Along with the wariness, there was a shimmer of need in the blue depths.

“Wanting you.” His jaw flexed. “Wanting you since I was a screwed up seventeen-year-old, and wanting you even more over a decade later.”

He reached to cradle the nape of her neck in his fingers, resting his thumbs on her cheeks. She didn’t back away.

Soft. Her skin was so soft. Would the rest of her feel this amazing?

Up here, in the wispy fog above the valley, he could almost forget he was in Marietta. It was a hazy, hidden realm of magic where just the two of them existed.

“It’s unreal.” His words were thick now. “How much I want you. It’s always been like this with you. Even back in drama class. You were just so far out of my reach.”

Her eyes were wide, shimmering with surprise and awareness. Her lips parted.

“Until you asked me to dance. Until I kissed you and felt you melt into me. I feel like I finally have a chance.” He dipped a thumb over her lower lip. Felt it tremble. “You may not like it, sweetheart, but I think you want me too.”

Her chin lifted. “Jim is a nice guy.”

“I’m sure he is, but it’s not Jim I’m interested in sleeping with.”

Her laugh was warm and unsteady, easing the bit of tension between them.

“You don’t have to decide right now,” he said gently. “Just think about what I said. That’s all I’m asking. Think about if you want to end this week without ever knowing what it would be like between us.”

There it was again. The flicker of hunger in her eyes. So bright that he couldn’t help but tilt her chin up again.

“And think about this while you’re at it.”
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Chapter Eight
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He captured her mouth and any protest that might have escaped it. At first she went still, not moving away, but not moving closer. He angled his lips against hers and teased his tongue into her mouth.

It capitulated her hesitation. With a soft sigh, she touched her tongue against his and lifted her palms to his chest.

He moved his hands down to her waist and gathered her closer. Deepening the kiss. Tasting her. Letting the tornado of need swirl faster inside him.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning into him with a moan. The softness of her breasts crushed against his chest.

Fierce, potent desire surged through him, making him mindless. He tore his mouth from hers, breathing heavily.

Her eyes were closed, her lips swollen and parted. He gently touched the bottom lip and smiled when it trembled against the pad of his thumb.

“I will, umm, definitely take that into consideration.” Her words were unsteady. Her eyes a vibrant blue when her lashes lifted. “But we should get back to the ranch.”

“Probably. Got big plans later?”

“Yeah.” She nodded and stepped back. “I do. Late lunch with my brother Cal. Not sure if you remember him?”

The exhilaration that had been gliding through his veins chilled and his smile became strained.

“Cal. Yeah, I remember him. You guys pretty close?”

“He has his moments but, yeah, we are.” She’d already turned away, moving back toward the trail down the hillside.

Probably a good thing. That way she missed his clenching jaw and the glimmer of resentment in his eyes that he knew he wouldn’t be able to hide.

The rest of the hike back, he couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. How she’d felt in his arms. Along with the obstinate desire for her raging in his blood, there was now a heavy cloud of doubt.

Maybe getting involved with Katie Marshall was an epically bad decision. The question was, did it matter?
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Katie found a parking spot a couple blocks from Grey’s Saloon and shimmied her truck into it.

She made her way up First street, waving to several familiar faces along the way.

The sun was out, quickly warming up the streets and sidewalks around the brick buildings. Katie adjusted her sunglasses, relieved she’d changed out of her sweater and into a t-shirt after the hike.

That hike. That man.

Just the thought of Hunter, of kissing him, sent a tremor of awareness through her. Made the blood in her veins a little thicker and warmer.

She’d told him she’d think about it. Apparently, that meant literally every moment since they’d parted after the hike.

While Katie had headed into town, she knew Hunter and his friends had scheduled a guided fishing trip on the river with Lyle, one of the ranch hands.

Fishing on the river was one of her favorite things. She’d wanted to be the one to take them but, in truth, she’d hit her limit with Lance. The guy was a jerk and she didn’t want to spend another minute with him than she had to. So she’d begged Lyle to take them instead. He’d been more than happy to.

Katie entered the saloon, her eyes adjusting to the dimness as she glanced around for her brother. Being a Sunday afternoon, meant it wasn’t as busy as usual.

“Katie.”

She swiveled her gaze to the back right of the bar and found Cal in a booth.

Breaking into a smile, she strode back to him and then climbed into the seat across from him.

“Hey there, kid.” Cal flashed a grin that showed white teeth and the dimple in his chin. “Thanks for carving time out of your busy life to have lunch with your brother.”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Pretty sure you’re much busier than I am. Being the foreman of a ranch and all. Even if it’s not Marshall ranch.”

He winced. “You’re still upset.”

“Upset that you’d sell your shares of our ranch to Wyatt?” She widened her eyes in mock innocence. “Yeah, I figure I am. And have every right to be. But I still love you.”

Cal sighed and ran a hand through his short, dark hair. “I never loved the ranch the way you guys do, Katie. It’s Wyatt’s whole world, and I felt like I was poaching on his territory trying to have any big part of it.”

Katie’s heart broke a little at the slight discomfort on her brother’s face. Her voice dropped. Softened. “Oh, Cal, he would be so upset to know you’d felt that way.”

“I know he would.” His jaw flexed. “That’s why you won’t say anything.”

The waitress arrived just then, saving her from responding.

“Two thirds of the Marshall siblings in here today? Not a bad Sunday.” She grinned. “What can I get you both?”

“Afternoon, Mardie.” Cal was all charm and dimpled smiles again. “I’d love a bacon cheeseburger. Extra bacon. And a Budweiser.”

Mardie nodded and glanced at Katie.

“Chicken burger, everything on it. Can I have extra fries? And iced tea for me, thanks.”

No beer for her. Not only was it barely one in the afternoon, but there was some lingering resentment at alcohol for encouraging her to ask Hunter to dance last night. That one dance had gotten her into this mess.

“So how are the bachelors?” Cal asked, obviously ready to change the subject. “Crazy? Tipping cows? Drunk all the time?”

“No, they’re pretty tame for the most part.” She bit her lip, hesitant to mention Hunter. Though Cal would probably hear about him eventually. “Actually, the best man is originally from Marietta.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Hunter Richardson.” She bit her lip. “I think he was in your graduating class.”

“Hunter.”

Something about the way Cal said his name had Katie glancing closely at him. There was a strange, pinched expression on his face.

“Yeah. He moved to Seattle. Owns a big gaming company that does really well.”

“Really?” Cal nodded, looking a little more relaxed. “Good for him.”

“So you remember him then?”

“Vaguely.” He paused. “Is he... cool? Respectful and all?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s been great.” She grimaced. “The groom who’s staying with us, Lance, not so much.”

Cal narrowed his eyes. “He bugging you?”

“No more than any other rich, entitled, city boy.” She kept her tone bright. “He’ll be gone by the end of the week. All of them will be.”

Hunter included. The thought made her stomach sink and her smile falter.

“Sounds like you may miss some more than others.”

She tried to answer, and her mouth opened, but nothing came out.

“Damn. I think I nailed. You’re looking downright flustered, kid.”

“Stop it. I’m not flustered.”

“Which one is it? Not the groom. Not Hunter. So it’s gotta be one of the other guys?”

“There’s only three of them staying with us.” She paused, curious about something he’d said. “Why wouldn’t it be Hunter?”

Mardie dropped off their drinks and disappeared again.

“Well, he’s a little different.” Cal shrugged and took a sip of beer. “Quiet type. Kind of weird really.”

“He’s different than he was in high school.” A bit angry at her brother’s analysis, her words sharpened. “And even if he wasn’t, there’s nothing wrong with being different.”

Cal stared at her for a moment. “Holy shit. It’s Hunter. He’s the one who’s got you all worked up.”

Her eyes rounded. “I am not worked up.”

“No. No of course not.” Cal’s lips twitched. “Just maybe, a little interested or something?”

“No. He’s only here for a week. I’m not that stupid.” Her cheeks warmed. “Besides, I’m dating Jim.”

“Jim’s a good guy.” Cal nodded, looking relieved.

“He is.” Her agreement was maybe a little too enthusiastic. “He’s a really good guy. Everyone loves Jim.”

Though Wyatt didn’t seem overly thrilled by him.

“You sound like you’re trying to talk yourself into this.”

“I’m not.” Maybe she was.

Cal stared at her for a moment. “Be careful with Hunter. Whatever you decide.”

Be careful? He’s choice in words had her frowning.

“I’m an adult. Fully capable of making decisions, no matter the consequences.”

“I know you are.” Cal’s gaze darkened. “I’d just hate to see you get hurt again.”

Her throat tightened. “Again?”

“I don’t know what happened when you went off to college in Seattle, Katie, but I know something did.” Cal’s hands tightened around the beer bottle. “Wyatt and I both suspected, even if you never told us. And we’d hate to see you hurt again.”

Something had happened. She hated she hadn’t concealed it better than that from her brothers.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I know you guys are a little overprotective, and I love you for it, but you need to get over all that.”

Cal’s rich, loud laugh drew several glances. “Yeah, you can pretty much count on that never happening.”

Amusement and frustration warred. Desperate to get off the topic of her, she changed subjects. “Anyway, back to you. This other ranch you’re working at... are you happy?”

His brows furrowed as he seemed to think about it. Then he gave a short nod.

“You know? I think I am.” Cal took another drink of beer, seeming lost in his head for a moment. “It’s a great ranch, on a beautiful piece of land. Walter started it up when he was twenty and has been damn successful with it. That is until he got sick.”

“I don’t understand, he doesn’t have a wife? Any family? I don’t even know who this guy is.”

Cal shrugged. “He’s kind of a recluse. Wife died twenty years ago. He’s got a niece out there, but she never replied to his letters.”

“Is she from Marietta?”

“I think so. I don’t know much about her. From what he says, she might be in Livingston now.”

“Hmm.” Her stomach sank. “That’s really pretty sad. I feel so sorry for him.”

To be so sick with what sounded like a terminal disease, and to not have anyone to help you. From what she gathered from Cal, the man had been forced to place an ad to get a foreman to help out.

“Don’t feel sorry for him. He’s a little hard to handle at times, but he’s a solid guy who’s lived a good life.”

But to have it wind down in such a fashion. Irritation pricked at this man’s niece. Maybe there was a perfectly acceptable reason she’d stayed away, but Katie wasn’t sure she was buying it.

“Anyway, enough of the heavy stuff.” Cal reached over and squeezed her hand. “When am I invited over for dinner next?”

“Every night since you moved out.”

Their food arrived, saving him from responding, but she didn’t miss the quick flicker of unhappiness in his eyes before he dug into his food.

While she reached for her sandwich, she vowed to decipher the reason sooner than later.
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“Why did we decide to go to a cattle ranch again?” Lance groaned, shifting on his horse.

Hunter grinned. He’d been enjoying the horseback rides more than he figured he would, and they were gearing up for the cattle drive in the morning. Which, he’d been told, meant moving the cattle to summer grazing grounds.

While he was pretty sure he could handle it, Lance and Dan were going to have a hell of a time doing the drive if they were already sore after a half-hour of riding today.

Hunter’s only disappointment in the ride today was that Katie wasn’t leading it this time. Wyatt was. And the fishing expedition earlier, that had been with one of the ranch hands.

He knew he couldn’t really be all that disappointed, though, because he’d had her all to himself on their morning hike.

The memory of the hike—and the way she’d felt in his arms—heated his blood a notch and had him shifting in the saddle.

Dinner was in less than an hour and he was looking forward to it for more reasons than just the food. He wanted to see her again, even if it was surrounded by a bunch of mostly men.

“Let’s head on back,” Wyatt called out from up ahead, turning his horse around on the widened part of the trail.

“You guys did great.” Claire, who’d come riding with the group too, smiled at them all.

Hunter gave a brief smile in return. She seemed nice enough, though not a Marietta native. It always struck him as odd that someone would willingly move to Marietta. Especially if they’d ever lived in a big city, which he suspected she had.

Too many people got stuck in a small town and were miserable because of it. His mother, he’d always sensed, was one of them.

Was love to blame? It only seemed likely.

Turning his horse to follow the golden couple in front of him, he hardened his resolve to never fall that hard for a woman.

“I’m not sure I’ll be up for tomorrow.” Lance shifted on his horse as he came abreast Hunter.

Hunter gave him an amused glance. “Take some ibuprofen and soak in the tub tonight. You’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know. My balls hurt.”

Now there was something Hunter could’ve gone the rest of his life knowing. He grimaced and shook his head.

“And I’m getting kind of tired of all this outdoors shit.”

Just like Hunter had predicted he would, and had said as much, but Lance had denied it.

A quick glance back at Dan showed the man to be as miserable as his cousin.

“Let’s try and get through the cattle drive tomorrow and see how you feel after that. I think once you’re caught up in it, it’ll be a rush.”

“Hell, I even have mosquito bites or something. I just figured it’d be a lot of getting drunk around a bonfire. Dancing naked under the stars. Screwing the cowgirls we meet at cheesy small town bars.” Lance’s scowl deepened. “But there’s been entirely too much... exercise.”

Hunter laughed, while at the same time hoping Claire and Wyatt couldn’t hear Lance’s awful words.

“You’ve been in town the last couple nights until midnight or beyond. You’ll need to stick around the ranch for some bonfire time.”

“There’s nothing to do here,” Lance muttered.

Dan grunted his agreement.

“And there’s no women.”

There were women, but he wasn’t about to remind Lance of that. Claire was taken and, as far as he were concerned, Katie was off limits. Besides, Lance shouldn’t have even been looking. Bachelor party or not.

“I guess there’s that one.” Lance nodded with his chin at Claire. “Hot as shit, but is engaged to our big alpha cowboy up there.”

She wouldn’t go near Lance, even if she’d been single. Hunter didn’t know much about her, but it was pretty clear judging by the irritated looks she’d shot Lance throughout the day.

“I guess there’s that Katie girl too,” Lance mused. “On the tall side and small breasts, but a pretty enough face.”

Hunter’s teeth smashed together. “You’d do best to stay away from her.”

“Why? Got an itch to tap that after kissing her in the bar?”

If they hadn’t been on horseback, Hunter might’ve tapped his fist into Lance’s face.

“Have some damn respect for women for once in your life.” The words erupted from Hunter, harsher and louder than he had hoped.

Wyatt glanced back, his expression one of wary curiosity.

Damn. Hunter clenched his jaw and kept his gaze straight ahead on the trail. Hopefully, Wyatt had only heard that last part, and not what Lance had said that preceded it about Wyatt’s sister.

The heavy weight of Lance’s stare didn’t make Hunter feeling the least bit remorseful at his outburst. It had been long overdue. Years.

It was only back at the ranch, when they’d left their horses with the ranch hands and gone separate ways from Claire and Wyatt, that Lance rounded on him.

“You’ve got a total hard-on for that Katie chick.”

Hunter didn’t reply, but kept his brisk stride toward the cabins.

“You should act on it, buddy,” Lance called out from behind him, a nasty edge to his tone. “Get her into bed, before somebody else beats you to it.”

Freezing in his tracks, Hunter sucked in a slow breath to calm himself, before turning to face the other man.

“If you want to cheat on your fiancé, do it with the girls you meet in bars.” Hunter’s words held a hint of menace. “I’ll only say it one more time. Stay the hell away from Katie.”

Lance narrowed his eyes. “You’re my wingman. The best man in my wedding. And you think you can talk to me like this?”

“I’ll talk to you however I damn well see fit. I call a spade a spade, and an asshole an asshole. And right now, you’re being one.”

“This is bullshit. I don’t need to take this from you.” Lance stomped past him, snarling, “Dan, let’s go to town for dinner and get off this ranch.”

Hunter watched him go. Maybe he should’ve felt a little guilty, but there was only relief. This working ranch bachelor party had been a bad idea, and every day that passed just proved it more. Lance didn’t do well outside the city, even on what should’ve been a vacation.

When he reached his cabin, Hunter went inside to grab a quick shower before dinner. By the time he strode into the main house, it was pretty calm and quiet. None of the ranch hands had sat down at the table yet, and Claire and Wyatt were missing still. But he followed his nose and to the kitchen, where there were faint sounds of movement.

Soft sizzling greeted him, and the smell of oil and chicken became clearer.

He stepped into the kitchen and gave a small groan of appreciation. Both at the sight of Katie bent over, pulling rolls out of the oven, and what was cooking on the stove.

She was so damn sexy. The idea of anyone else touching her—Lance, or hell even that Jim guy she was dating—sent jealousy through him.

He couldn’t leave Marietta without having her in his bed. And if things went his way, he wouldn’t have to.
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“Fried chicken?”

The soft drawl had Katie squeaking in surprise and jerking upright. She almost dropped the rolls, and juggled the pan over to the counter just in time.

“You make it a habit of sneaking up on women, Hunter Richardson?”

He grinned, the easygoing, sexy grin that made her heart flutter. Why couldn’t she have this kind of reaction with Jim?

“No. You get in trouble for that kind of thing in Seattle.” He teased, moving to investigate the chicken she was frying.

She brushed him aside, in a rush to turn the chicken pieces over before they burnt in the hot grease.

“You’re early for dinner.”

“Am I?”

“At least fifteen minutes. Are your friends out there waiting already?”

A beat went by. “They’re not going to make it to dinner tonight.”

Something about his tone had her pausing. “Oh really? They have other plans or something?”

He glanced away, running his hand along the granite countertop. “Wanted to check out Marietta, I think.”

Her brows rose. “On a Sunday night? Should be hopping.”

He gave a soft laugh at her sarcasm. “Sounds about right.”

“I wish they would’ve let me know ahead of time. I would’ve adjusted the amount of food I cooked.”

“They should’ve. Sorry, Katie. It was a last-minute decision for them.”

“It’s fine.”

“I’ll eat their share.”

She laughed and slid a glance over him. “Now you don’t look like a man who’s used to putting away six pieces of chicken at dinner.”

His brow lifted. “No? What do I look like?”

Like a man who spent a lot of time honing muscles in a gym or in mother nature. From what she’d discovered about him so far, she didn’t think it was the gym.

While she hadn’t seen him with his shirt off, she’d wager there was some nice muscle definition on those abs.

Oh don’t even think about it, Katie. Don’t imagine Hunter with his shirt off.

Her breath caught. Without answering, she lowered her lashes—afraid he’d see her thoughts in her eyes—and turned back to the stove.

He knew. Of course he knew. Because he laughed again. That easygoing, sexy laugh.

“Anyway, forget them. They’re missing out.” He leaned against the counter and snagged a roll. “This is going to be amazing.”

“Excuse you.” She snatched the roll back from him. “You do not touch my dinner until I serve it to you.”

His smile widened. “Always follow the rules, do you?”

“Most of the time,” she said primly.

“I’d love to hear the story of when you don’t follow them.”

“You already know one of them.” She shot him an accusing look, though couldn’t help the hint of a smile with it. “Kissing successful gaming developers, when I’m already dating someone.”

Heat flared in his eyes and he moved closer. “Yeah, about that. Any decision made yet?”
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Chapter Nine
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Her heart jumped and kept racing. “No.”

He grunted and touched her cheek with the back of two fingers. “Anything I can do to help you along with making that decision?”

Visions flooded her head, fast and furious. Some ridiculously inappropriate. Her cheeks went hot and her breathing quicker.

A familiar smell hit her nostrils.

“Oh, son of a biscuit!” She turned back to the pan and pulled a burnt piece of chicken from the oil. “You’re distracting me.”

“You don’t swear much.”

“I don’t swear at all.” She breaded another piece of chicken and set it gently into the oil. “No need for it.”

“You’re not like other girls, Katie Marshall. You fascinate me. Always have.”

If she wasn’t blushing before, she certainly was now.

“Do you have any kind of filter? You always seem to say exactly what’s on your mind.”

“Like you just said. There’s not much need for it. Though maybe it’s a bad thing that I speak my mind.”

“I don’t think it’s necessarily a bad thing.” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “In certain situations, it certainly removes the games and gets right to the point.”

“I don’t play games with women,” he said softly, then paused. “I mean, like dating and sex and stuff. I’ve played electronic games with them of course.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. Sometimes he was so literal. In a way that might be off-putting to some, but she found it sexy in a way. A sign of his intelligence. It was so very Hunter.

But it made her wonder just how many women Hunter had dated. How many women he’d seduced since leaving Marietta and becoming a success story.

A sliver of jealousy wound through her and she closed her eyes for a moment. It was none of her business if he’d slept with half of Seattle. They weren’t dating. They weren’t even sleeping together.

Yet.

She turned the frying chicken over and sighed.

Oh, man, but did she have a tough choice to make or what? She tried to visualize Jim’s face. It was a little fuzzy. Hunter’s image kept replacing it.

Sex with Hunter would be just that. Sex. No strings. And their fling would have an end date of next Sunday. And saying yes to Hunter meant an end date with Jim immediately.

Jim represented stability and a future that would likely end up at with a walk down the aisle. Was she crazy to consider throwing that away?

She wanted to get married. Of course she did. But she wanted to be in love when she did it.

And the bottom line was, in the handful of months she’d been casually dating Jim, he’d never once nearly made her knees give out the way Hunter did.

“Why don’t you carry these out to the table for me.” Her words were curt, but if Hunter noticed he didn’t say anything.

“Happy to.” He took the plate and winked. “I can’t promise they’ll arrive there safely.”

“Did he just threaten to eat all your delicious biscuits?” Claire came into the kitchen, brows raised as Hunter left it.

“Yes.” Katie sighed. “And, right now, all I can think is how I want to climb into his lap and feed them to him like they’re grapes. You know, like the painting of that woman feeding her man grapes. That’s a thing, right?”

Claire laughed. “Sure. Only you want to feed your man biscuits?”

“We’re country, not vineyard.” She shot Claire a look. “And he’s not my man.”

Her future sister-in-law harrumphed. “He would be if you let him be.”

“Not long-term.”

“Is that what you want?”

“I don’t know.” And she didn’t. She still had no clue who she should choose. One choice was logical, the other was completely impractical but everything her heart—and body—craved.

“Well, Katie, you’d better figure it out.” Claire picked up the plate of fried chicken and moved to follow after Hunter. “The man leaves next week.”

Yes. She was all too aware of that.

Katie turned off the stove and went to wash her hands, wishing she could wash away this attraction to Hunter just as easily.
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Hunter hadn’t been sure if dinner would be awkward or not. What with Lance and Dan gone, and it just being him and the Marshall Ranch usual.

But it wasn’t uncomfortable in the least. No one brought up the other two men’s absence, which made him wonder if Katie must’ve said something.

Dinner had been an amazing feast of comfort food and conversation. When was the last time he’d had fried chicken? Maybe not since he’d left Marietta. He never ate fried food in Seattle. Sushi, yeah. Fried chicken was definitely harder to find. And he doubted he’d find any as incredible as Katie’s anyway. And those biscuits. Dear God, he hadn’t realized how rarely he ate gluten now, until he’d sank his teeth into those buttery, flaky carbohydrate bombs.

Then there was the dessert. Claire had brought out a rich, chocolate sheet cake—smothered in thick fudge frosting—that still had his blood buzzing with sugar.

All the food had been ingested while conversations jumped from topic to topic, the one that had dominated was Claire and Wyatt’s wedding in August. He’d decided he really liked the couple.

Then there were the two ranch hands, Tim and Lyle, they seemed pretty nice too. Grilling him about his company and the games with genuine curiosity. There was a relaxation during the meal that he hadn’t experienced all week, and he knew it had to be because Lance and Dan weren’t here.

“Should be a good night for star watching.” Wyatt glanced his way while clearing his plate. “We’ll have a bonfire going out back after sunset if anyone’s interested. You can tell your friends once they return from wherever they went.”

“I’ll be sure to let them know.” Or maybe he wouldn’t. Who knew when they’d come home anyway.

“Need to borrow the Wi-Fi again?” Katie teased, though her gaze was serious. “Work to do?”

Momentarily thrown, Hunter shook his head. “No, I’m okay on that.”

Until dinner, he hadn’t thought about work in at least twenty-four hours. Which was almost crazy really. His company, the constant push to grow bigger, consumed him.

The first day he’d arrived on the ranch he’d nearly been climbing out of his skin to check emails. Each day that compulsion had lessoned. He’d check in tomorrow after the cattle drive.

“You coming out to the fire later?” He tried to keep his question casual as he glanced at Katie.

Wyatt glanced sharply their way, but Claire caught his arm and steered him out of the room, murmuring something in his ear.

Katie’s gaze searched his briefly, before slipping away. “I’ll probably come outside for a little bit.”

“You should. I don’t want this day to end just yet.”

Her gaze slid back to his eyes. “Been a good day, huh?”

After taking a moment to really think about it, he gave a small nod. “Yeah. It has. I especially liked the hiking part. When we reached the top and we—”

“Yes, I know. You don’t need to remind me of what we did.” She grimaced, her cheeks flushing as she darted a look around the room.

They were alone now though. The ranch hands had disappeared right after dinner.

“Where are you off to?” He reached for a couple dishes to bring to the kitchen.

“I’m going to lie down and read. I like a little quiet time in the evening.”

The idea of her spending her free time reading pleased him. Reading was something he enjoyed doing when time allowed. And time allowed him that luxury right now, he realized.

He scratched his beard and nodded. “You know what? I think I might do the same.”

“Really?” She looked surprised. “Honestly, if you want to use our Wi-Fi, it’s fine. I can give you the info.”

“Thank, but I’m good.” The idea of lying in the cabin on that soft bed with a book in his hands, sounded even better. “I’ll see you later tonight at the fire later.”

“I said I probably would. Don’t get your hopes up.”

There was no probably about it. The flicker of awareness in her eyes gave her away.

“Thanks again for dinner. You’re an incredible cook,” he called out, as he headed toward the door. “I’ll gain fifty pounds by the end of the week if I’m not careful.”

“I’ll make sure to find ways to keep you active.”

He paused in the doorway and turned to raise an eyebrow. Now didn’t that just sound suggestive.

“Outside activities, of course. You know what I meant.” But her words were rushed and she bit her lip after.

“I can imagine I do.” He couldn’t help an incorrigible grin as he left the kitchen. He gave a low belly laugh when he heard her sigh of exasperation behind him.

She really made it too easy.

Two hours later, Hunter was a couple hundred pages into a book he’d bought at Christmas and had never had a chance to open.

The fading sunlight in the cabin was what ultimately drew him from the story. He tucked a bookmark in to hold his spot and closed the book, setting it on the bedside table.

He could’ve turned on a light and kept reading, but he decided to take a moment to just be still with his thoughts.

Lying back against the pillow, he folded his hands behind his head, staring at the knotty pine ceiling.

These cabins had to be newer. Likely no more than a decade old. They were cozy, clean, and with enough comforts to make it just as nice as a fancy hotel, but without the chaos of being in one. There was privacy.

It had been a smart idea. Opening the cattle ranch to host guests during the summer. He’d read up on the history of the ranch, while researching places to go, and had been surprised to see the Marshall family offered the guest ranching experience.

He hadn’t even hesitated, just made the decision to book with them. And, so far, he couldn’t bring himself to regret, despite his initial reluctance. No matter what happened with Katie. Just the fact he’d had a pretty incredible breakfast full of conversation and healing with his parents had been worth the trip alone.

Thinking of Katie had him itching to see her again. He eased off the bed, figuring someone would be out at the fire by now, and made his way outside.
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The sun had gone down over an hour ago. From her bedroom window, Katie could see the yellow and orange fire licking up from the fire pit on the property.

The pit was a couple minute walk from the house and cabins. Farther away from the lights and a little bit closer to God and the stars above.

She wanted to be out there. Sitting on the sanded log benches and nursing a beer. Being outside on a summer night, hanging out with the ranch folk around the fire was one of her favorite things. And, right now, down by that fire, sat the one man who had her emotions twisted up into one giant pretzel.

She itched with the need to go down and join them, she would’ve been out there by now, but a text had slowed her down.

Jim wanted to call her on his break, which was in ten minutes. And she really didn’t want to take that call outside surrounded by people. So she stared at the fire, and the group gathering around it, until her cell finally rung.

“Evening, Kaitlyn.”

He’d never called her Katie, even when she’d told him he could, which had always seemed a little weird to her.

“Hello.” The word lodged in her throat. “How’s work going?”

“Good, good. It’s a slow night.” There was a pause for a moment. “Haven’t heard from you much.”

“I know.” She closed her eyes, guilt sweeping through her. “I’ve been a little busy.”

“Yeah, I figured. That bachelor party, right?”

“Yes.”

“You be careful. I know how those kinds of guys can get, and it’s nothing but trouble.”

Her lips twisted. What kind of guys? The bachelor party types, or the city guys? She suspected he meant both.

“I’m fine, I promise.”

“Maybe so, but I worry about you, cupcake.”

Cupcake. She cringed and gripped her phone tighter. Hunter was right, that really was a terrible endearment. But when Jim had first used it, the term had somewhat worked. On one of their first dates, he’d teased her that she was as sweet as cupcake. And then it had become an endearment.

Cupcake didn’t quite make her belly flip the way sweetheart did when Hunter had used it on her.

She stared blindly out the window again. Jim always treated her with kid gloves, which seemed weird, because she was anything but a delicate flower. She worked just as hard on this ranch as all the men.

So many people didn’t realize it though. Maybe because she volunteered for kitchen duty, more than cattle driving. She was tired of it all. Tired of being treated like she was breakable because she was Katie Marshall. The proverbial girl next door. But that was what she’d signed up for with Jim. It was probably what he liked most about her.

“Can you meet me for lunch this week sometime?” he asked. “I want to see you.”

“This week might be hard. What with the party here and all.”

Even as she said the words, she knew she was stalling. There was a big ticking clock on her decision about Hunter. And yet she was so ridiculously torn. Was she crazy to give up dating Jim for a fling with Hunter?

“Right. Okay.” His words had an edge of frustration to them. “So, Kaitlyn...”

Oh no. Here it came. Whatever it was.

“I was thinking we should take a small trip up to Glacier. Spend a couple nights.”

That was not what she’d been expecting. His words gathered like a lead ball in her belly.

They’d met almost a year ago, when he’d responded to a frightening incident on the ranch involving Claire and her old boss. She’d noticed he was a little extra friendly, but he hadn’t asked her out until they’d run into each other at a church function in March.

Four months of dating. A weekend night here and there. It had never been too serious. Nothing more than a lingering kiss. But she knew what he was asking now. He wanted more. He wanted intimacy.

Why hadn’t she expected this? Of course he would want sex. All men wanted sex.

She closed her eyes, trying to visualize making love to Jim. Panic swept through her and she couldn’t catch her breath.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“Can’t get away for even just one night?” Disbelief rang in his words.

This wasn’t going to work. She swallowed hard and closed her eyes. “I can’t... see you anymore, Jim. I didn’t plan it, couldn’t have predicted it, but there’s someone else.”

Silence filled the connection. Heavy and uncomfortable.

“It’s that rich video game guy, isn’t it?”

Her eyes snapped open and surprise surged open at the disgust in his voice. How did he even know?

“I saw the way he looked at you that night when I showed up to deal with Eddie,” Jim muttered. “He’s not sticking around, Kaitlyn. You know that.”

She did. It didn’t change things.

“He’s not worth it. You’re not the bed-hopping type. Or maybe you’ve decided to be.”

His mean tone had her recoiling. She gripped the phone tighter and frowned.

“I’m sorry, Jim. I never meant to give you the wrong idea. I enjoyed seeing you, and it’s only just recently I’ve come to realize we’re not the best fit.”

“Wrong idea? Really?” He gave a harsh laugh. “Good luck with him, Kaitlyn. You’re going to need it.”

Silence followed and when she glanced at her phone screen it was dark. He’d ended the call.

Well. That was nowhere near the way she’d envisioned that conversation going. Not that she’d realized her decision until he’d brought up the night away.

She set her phone on the bed and folded her arms across her chest. Shame lanced through her, knowing Jim was across town making all kinds of judgments about her.

“Enough, Katie. Get your butt outside to that fire and let it go. Who cares what he thinks?”

She unfastened her braid and finger combed her hair, before making her way downstairs and out to the fire. The smell of wood burning, combined with men’s laughter eased the tension that had coiled around her muscles.

“Hey, you finally made it.” Claire’s voice rang out from the shadows.

“Too nice of a night to stay inside.” She went to join Claire on one of the log benches, several feet from the fire.

Katie hadn’t seen the other woman much today and had assumed that Claire had skipped coming outside for the bonfire again. Maybe it was her imagination, but Katie couldn’t help but think that her future sister-in-law had been lying low more often than not lately.

“Where’s Wyatt?”

“Grabbing me a snack.”

Katie shivered. “You sure chose a cold spot.”

“Not a fan of the smoke.” Claire wrinkled her nose. “Not to mention I get too hot if I sit closer.”

Katie nodded and slid a glance over the fire. Hunter was on the other side of the flames, sitting on a bench that was a bit closer to the warmth. He seemed to be deep in discussion with Tim and Lyle, and hadn’t even glanced her way.

That fact sent a prickle of annoyance through her. Do you know what I just did for you? She silently screamed.

“How are you?” Claire asked softly. “With all this boy drama?”

Katie flushed. “There’s no boy drama.”

“Oh, yes. There sure as hell is.” Claire laughed and slid a look Hunter’s way. “Unless I’m imagining that sparks that fly between you two whenever you’re close.”

Unable to pull her gaze off of Hunter—who was still deep in discussion—Katie gave a small shrug.

“I’m not sure what it is.” Another shiver slid through her, and she was glad she’d put her sweater back on after dinner. Though she wasn’t entirely certain the shiver came from the cold.

“Oh, I’ll tell you exactly what that is.” Claire leaned toward her. “That is one hundred proof sexual attraction.”

Katie shook her head.

“Meaning, you guys are obviously dying to sleep with each other.” Claire nudged her. “You know, just in case you hadn’t figured out what I was implying.”

“Oh, no, I got it. Thanks.”

Claire laughed. “Good. So what are you going to do about it?”

“I don’t know.” And that question had been driving her crazy for the last twenty-four hours. From the moment Hunter had first kissed her and thrown her world off-kilter.

“Is this about Jim?”

“Partly.” She wasn’t ready to admit she’d ended things with him, because that still didn’t mean she was ready to jump into bed with Hunter.

“Do you think you love him?”

Her stomach clenched. “No.”

Claire nodded. “Do you think you’re heading that way? Where you’re almost in love with him?”

No. Not at all. But maybe she’d been too hasty in her decision.

“Don’t those things take time?” She couldn’t help the irritation in her voice. “I mean, maybe love can grow slowly.”

“It can.” Claire glanced over and gave Hunter a pensive look. “Or it can be like a spark near the fuse on dynamite. The two come into contact and bam.”

“Dynamite is dangerous.” Okay, she definitely sounded grumpy now. Was she second guessing her decision about Jim? “There’s something to be said about slow and steady.”

Hunter finally glanced their way and his gaze locked on Katie’s. Her breath caught and her heart did a little flip.

“I can only say how it was for me.” Claire’s words were soft, meant for the two of them. “Where every day was like a wild emotional roller coaster. Where I knew, just knew, I was in danger of falling in love with your brother. No matter how much I tried to fight it.”

A lump gathered in Claire’s throat. That sounded nothing like what she had experienced with Jim... and everything that was happening with Hunter.

He was too far away to hear them, but it was as if he could sense her thoughts. He gave slow, gentle smile, before lifting a bottle of beer to his lips.

“He leaves in a week,” she whispered.

“Things change. Maybe he’ll stay.”

Katie pulled her gaze away from him and stared at the fire. “With his gaming company in Seattle? Not a chance.”

Silence fell between them, for nearly a minute.

“Maybe you’ll move there?”

“Again, not a chance.” Just the idea of living in Seattle again made her nauseous.

“I don’t envy you, Katie.” Claire shook her head and sighed. “You have one hell of a decision to make.”

Only she’d already made half of it. The other choice had yet to be decided.

Her pulse was already racing, but it went into overdrive as Hunter stood up and made his way over.
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“Evening, ladies.”

Hunter sat down on a log near Claire and Katie, sliding a glance over the two. Katie staunchly avoided making eye-contact, while Claire gave him a bright smile.

“Hey there, Hunter. Were your ears burning?”

“No.” He scratched the back of his head. “It’s actually a little cold out.”

“I just meant because we were talking about you,” Claire said bluntly.

“Claire.” Katie kicked the other woman’s foot.

“Oh, right. I thought you meant because I was near the fire...” He cleared his throat. Sometimes he took things a little too literally. Especially when he was distracted, Katie was definitely a distraction. “What were you discussing?”

He glanced again at Katie and tried not to smile at the look of pure mortification on her face.

“Your games,” Katie said quickly. “And how I want to try playing one.”

His brows rose. “That so?”

“Yeah.”

Somewhat skeptical, he offered, “I can show you one sometime this week if you really want.”

“Yeah, that’d be fun.” She nodded, looking sincerer now. “I really would, actually. If you can spare the time. This is your vacation after all.”

“Don’t mind at all.” He loved the idea of showing her the game that had launched him. Give her a little insight into his world and the success he’d built.

“Who’s hungry?” Wyatt stepped out of the darkness into the firelight, carrying a tray of what looked like cheese and crackers, and s’more makings.

“Me.” Claire stood, reaching for the savory rather than sweet and that sat down on carved log bench beside him. “Been wondering where you went.”

“Got hung up on a call with Cal.”

“This late at night?” Katie shot her brother a look.

“Yeah.”

He didn’t elaborate and Katie looked slightly miffed by it.

Cal. Just hearing his name again had the muscles in Hunter’s body tensing.

It was a sharp reminder of who Katie was and how, if he were smart, he’d leave her the hell alone.

“Anyone want a s’more?” Wyatt offered, lifting the tray again.

“Yup,” Lyle called out, and shuffled over.

Tim was right behind him.

“I’ll try one.” Hunter grabbed one and then found a roasting stick hanging from the edge of the benches. “Want me to make you one too, Katie?”

Her chin came up. “I’m capable of roasting my own.”

“Never said you weren’t,” he replied with a soft laugh. “I was just trying to put the extra prong on my roasting stick to use. Be gentlemanly and that kind of thing. Seems like Marietta used to pride themselves on that kind of thing.”

“We still do.” Wyatt shot his sister a curious look. “Don’t think he was trying to make you feel incompetent, kid.”

In the firelight, Hunter could see her cheeks flushing and the remorse in her eyes. Katie had never been the snippy type, and her reply must’ve surprised more than just Hunter.

“I’m sorry. I’m just a little irritable tonight.”

“Any reason why?” Claire’s question was all innocence as she bit down on a cheddar stacked saltine.

Katie shook her head. “How about we just chalk it up to PMS.”

At Claire’s belly laugh, Hunter knew there must be something he wasn’t privy to. He sensed it had more to do with the conversation the two of them had been holding before he came over.

“Sure, I’ll have a s’more.” Katie glanced at Hunter through her lashes and softened her tone. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” He added a second marshmallow to the prongs and moved to the fire.

“We tried out your game tonight, Hunter,” Lyle said from the other side of the flames. “It’s pretty cool.”

Pride slid through Hunter and he smiled. “Thanks for giving it a try, and I’m glad you liked it. How far did you get in it?”

While they discussed the game and roasted marshmallows, Hunter kept sneaking glances over at Katie. A couple of times, he found her watching him back. She’d drop her gaze and look away quickly.

“We’re going to call it a night.” Wyatt stood abruptly and caught Claire’s hand.

“Already?” Katie glanced at them.

“Yeah,” Wyatt shifted his gaze to the ground and nodded. “We’re pretty tired. Plus, early morning tomorrow.”

“Early morning every day.” Katie pointed out, but nodded. “Get some rest. We’ll see you guys in the morning.”

They disappeared to a murmur of goodbyes, leaving the evening in silence. Even Tim and Lyle seemed to be lost in their own thoughts. Or sweet dessert treats.

Hunter finished roasting the marshmallows and went to grab the rest of the supplies for s’mores. He made two sandwiches and approached Katie.

She reached for one, but he held it aloft.

“How about we take a walk and eat these? Check out the stars?”

Her lips pursed. “Are you holding my sugar hostage until I agree.”

He gave a slow smile. “Maybe. Will it work?”

“I suppose so.” She stood and grabbed the treat from him. “I want that s’more.”

He followed her out of the campfire area and they wished the ranch hands a good night, before disappearing onto the darkened trail.

“Want to go to the river?” she offered.

“I want you to take me to the best spot on the ranch to see the stars.”

“The river.” She nodded and took a bite of the treat. “Yum. If there’s some kind of secret to making the perfect s’more, you’ve discovered it. That marshmallow is just the right amount of melted goodness.”

“Nah, it’s just the ratio of heat to time. You need to have patience—get close, but not too close. You don’t want to set the marshmallow on fire, but you also want to melt more than just the outer layer.”

“I don’t have that kind of patience. If I need to burn the whole thing to get it melted, then that’s what I do.” She laughed. “And you know, just peel off the charred part.”

An amused laugh sprang from his lips, because he could very well imagine her doing just that.

The canopy of trees above them blocked out most of the night sky, blanketing them in a cocoon of semidarkness.

“So, are you going to tell me why you’re so upset with me?”

Even without being able to see her, he could sense her tensing.

“I’m not upset with you. I’m upset with this thing between us.”

“Why?” He was genuinely confused. “I’m fascinated by it. I’ve never wanted another woman the way I want you. This chemistry between us in incredible.” He stopped and caught her arm, turning her toward him. “Going to bed with you would be—”

“You have nothing to lose by sleeping with me, Hunter,” she blurted. “What could you possibly lose? I, on the other hand, have everything.”

He let that sink in for a minute. “Is this still about Jim?”

“No. Yes.” She groaned. “I don’t know. All I know is that when he kisses me, he doesn’t make me melt like this stupid marshmallow.” Her voice shook as she waved her s’more at him. “You do.”

A wave of pure masculine triumph slammed into him. Adrenaline rushed his blood.

“I do?” The question was a low rasp.

“Yes. You know I have no control when I’m with you. I can’t think about anything except what it feels like to be in your arms.” She bit her lip. “To have you kiss me.”

He tugged her closer, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Like this you mean?”
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Chapter Ten
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Katie gave a cry of frustration, but it was caught up against Hunter’s lips as he crashed his mouth onto hers.

She told herself to pull away, but the logical side of her brain lost out. She could no more have stopped this, than she could’ve a runaway train. And that was what this was. A runaway train of desire for Hunter Richardson, and there was nothing to do now but jump on and enjoy the ride.

Katie moaned with need and wound her arms around his neck.

He drank from her lips as if he were starving. Tasting her deeply and demanding her response, and she gave it. She craved the fierceness of it. The way he didn’t treat her with kid gloves. She lashed her tongue against his, knowing her desire was tempered with frustration.

Hunter’s mouth slid from hers, to pepper kisses down her jawline. “End things with deputy. You don’t want him like you want me. You just said so yourself.”

She should’ve been furious at such a demand, but that small feminine part of her was thrilled by it.

“Hunter...”

He claimed her lips again, making it hard to think.

He lifted his lips just slightly. “Break up with him, Katie.”

“I already did.” The husky admission was pulled from her. “Before I came out to the bonfire.”

Hunter blinked and she watched the surprise in his gaze turn to something hot and possessive. A low, primitive growl rose in his throat.

“Come to my cabin tonight. Now.”

Oh, wow.

Heat gathered low in her belly and she clenched her thighs to ease the ache there.

“But we didn’t see the stars,” she protested weakly.

“If that’s your only excuse, you must be searching the bottom of the barrel for them.” He kissed her neck. “Besides, we’ll create our own stars.”

Oh my, when he did that, it made her weightless.

She sighed and tilted her head back to give him better access. “I can’t decide if that’s the best line I’ve heard, or the worst.”

“Assuage my pride and let’s call it the best. Because I’m terrible at lines, and I’m a little proud of that one.” He found the pulse in her neck and licked it.

Her knees buckled and she would’ve hit the ground if he hadn’t caught her around the waist and pulled her closer.

“You are so beautiful, Katie.”

When he slipped a hand between them and moved it up her ribcage to cup her breast, a cry of pleasure ripped from her.

“I want to touch all of you. Taste all of you.”

“Hunter...”

“God, I love the way you say my name.” He squeezed her breast gently. “I know it’ll be even sweeter when I’m inside you.”

Her knees buckled again, but her held her tightly.

She closed her eyes against the pleasure and need coursing through her. But way back in her head, was the little bit of reality.

“I just don’t want to fall in love with you,” she whispered.

He froze. Did it bother him that much? The idea that she might fall in love with him?

“Then don’t.” His words sounded a little too casual.

She blinked. A little stung. “You make it sound easy.”

“It is easy.”

He smoothed his thumb over her breast and her nipple tightened beneath her bra. She struggled to think.

“I want you, sweetheart”—he pressed on—“and I you know you want me. We’re both adults capable of acting on this kind of desire...”

“But.” The word had been unspoken, hanging between them. She needed to hear him say it.

He sighed. “But we both know I’m leaving a week from today.”

Her heart twisted and her breath lodged in her throat. Yes, she knew. The question was—had always been—would she let it stop her from sleeping with him?

Every inch of her body was feverish with hunger. Hunger for his touch. And as much as she feared where her heart would be at the end of next week, she feared even more where it would be if she shut the door on this.

“Just for the week,” she whispered, sliding her hands from around his neck down to touch his chest. “All right. Let’s go to your cabin.”

His nostrils flared before he caught her hand and turned them around on the trail. His brisk stride turned into almost a run, and she laughed with joy, keeping up with ease.

Katie knew they were lucky not to trip over raised roots, or any other dangers on the trail in the darkness. But anticipation and adrenaline was on their side.

By the time they reached Hunter’s cabin, she was trembling with a mix of need and apprehension. He ushered her into the cabin first, then stepped inside and closed the door, leaning back against it.

His hooded gaze was hot with heat. Seeing it now, in the fully lit cabin, had her heart thundering and the ache between her thighs growing.

“You nervous?” He stepped away from the door. Stalked her like a lion approaching its prey.

“Absolutely.” There was no point in lying.

“Me too.”

The admission melted her heart and her knees weakened again.

Hunter arrived at her side and reached for the hem of the sweater. “I want to see you. All of you,” he murmured, tugging it up and over her head.

Self-conscious in her bra—because it was just blue cotton—she resisted the urge to cover herself.

But the way Hunter’s eyes lit up with hunger, she could be wrapped in duct tape and he’d still be thrilled.

He removed her bra with ease, freed her breasts. Her chest was on the smaller side, but his gaze softened with wonder as he cupped them.

“Beautiful. You’re so beautiful, Katie.”

She flushed, ducking her head so her hair fell in curtain to cover her face. The warm wetness of his mouth on her nipple had her crying out in surprise.

He sucked on one, before switching to the other. Each flick of his tongue sent darts of need to the juncture of her thighs. His touch was electric, teasing her back as her buried his face against her breasts.

Her body buzzed with excitement and it was almost too much to take. Thinking was already becoming impossible.

“Please, I want to see you too,” she pleaded hoarsely.

He lifted his head with a groan and reached to unbutton his shirt. She was all too ready to assist him, tugging and pulling on Hunter’s clothes.

By the time he’d shucked his jeans and he stood before her in boxers, her mouth had gone dry.

It had been a long time since she’d been intimate with anyone. Years. And staring at the proof of Hunter’s arousal sent a wave of hot and cold through her.

“Come here, sweetheart.” He caught the back of her neck, pulling her closer. His mouth covered hers and his tongue pressed past the seam of her lips.

There was the soft hiss of her zipper, before he slipped his hand beneath the denim and into her panties.

When he eased a finger inside her, all the anxiousness and embarrassment disappeared, as she was completely lost in a tidal wave of hot need.
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Hunter watched her face as he stroked Katie toward that pinnacle of pleasure. He’d found her slick and ready for him when he’d touched her. Just the feel of her surrounding his finger had him groaning. His erection strained against his boxers.

He teased the spot he knew would bring her closer to release. Tormented it endlessly, until she was panting and rising on her tiptoes.

“Hunter.”

More. He wanted so much more right now. Needed it.

With a low growl, he lifted her and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He carried her backward to the bed, nearly dropping her on it in his haste.

Her sensual laugh was sweet music as he tugged her jeans, panties and boots and socks from her body.

When she started to sit up, he gently pushed her back down.

“Let me.” He rasped, kneeling on the floor between her thighs.

“Let you wh—oh... That...”

While he claimed her with his mouth, teasing the very core of her, she threaded her fingers into his hair and moaned softly.

All too quickly he grew drunk on the taste of her. Couldn’t get enough of the sound of her fevered cries as he brought her right back to that edge. Only this time, he took her over it.

With her body still trembling, he stood and removed his boxers. He made quick time grabbing protection from his suitcase and putting it on.

“You just happened to have condoms?” she asked, her laugh weak.

No. He’d packed them, hoping like hell this moment would come to fruition, but never really expecting it would.

He glanced over at her. Passion glazed her blue eyes. She was so damn sexy propped up on her elbows, breasts thrust out and legs parted in an age-old declaration that she was ready for him.

How long had he fantasized about this? Wanted this? Katie Marshall in his bed. Sprawled out beneath him, begging him to take her.
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Instead of answering, he climbed onto the bed again and lowered his mouth to hers. And tasted her in a slow, thorough kiss, while nudging his erection into the warmth between her thighs.

She lifted her hips as he paused at the entrance, making a soft moan that stayed sealed with their mouths.

Then, without any further hesitation, he thrust into her.

Her cry of pleasure only vaguely registered, as he was so completely caught up in the feel of her tight warmth wrapped around the heart of him.

“Katie,” he whispered raggedly, stilling inside her. “Oh, my God, you feel amazing.”

“Well you can’t stop now.” Her laugh was unsteady as her nails dug into his shoulders. “You just got to the good part.”

He gave a slow smile and began to move again. “That other stuff wasn’t the good part?”

“Oh...” Her eyes nearly rolled into the back of her head. “That was better than good. That was... oh.”

Hunter slid deeper, wanting to take her fast and furious, but worried about hurting her.

“You’re going to making me lose control.”

“Do it.” Her nails dug deeper. “You know I’m not breakable, Hunter. Take me the way you want to.”

It was the only encouragement he needed, before he gripped her hips and thrust hard and deep inside her.

She cried out with pleasure and wrapped her long legs around his waist.

They found a fierce, primitive rhythm. Their gasps and moans a symphony to accompany the lovemaking. When he was close to release, he touched her again, to bring her to a second one.

Moments later, his muscles gave out and he fell heavily on her, pinning her to the weight of the bed. Guilt slithered through the heady rapture in his blood. He should move off her. Not crush her like this. But he was boneless and mindless.

Seeming unbothered, she wrapped her arms around him and held him still.

“You okay?” she asked softly, wiping the trickle of sweat off his forehead.

It took several seconds before he could formulate words. “Okay would be a severe understatement. Am I hurting you?”

“No.” She laughed from beneath him. “I love the feeling of you on top of me. Don’t you leave me yet.”

Not even a possibility.

So many years he’d visualized this moment in his head. Had imagined what making love to Katie Marshall would feel like.

It exceeded his every fantasy.

She explored his shoulders with soft hands, before moving her palms to his pectorals muscles and pressing her palms against them. Without trying, he flexed.

Her soft laugh drew a smile from him.

“You are so hard here.” Wonder filled her voice. “Are you sure you don’t go to the gym.”

“No gyms. I can’t see paying that kind of money when I can be active for free. Pushups at home, an occasional run, and lots of hiking.”

Feeling stronger now, he pressed his palms against the mattress and lifted himself off her.

He laid on his back and drew in a long breath. “And you’re pretty toned too.”

“I should hope so. This ranch keeps me active between work and play.” She paused. “I also have good genes. My mom was a beanpole.”

Katie’s mom. He frowned, struggling to remember her. He vaguely remembered her dad roaming about town, but not the mom. She’d referred to her in past tense.

He reached over to stroke her hair. “What happened to her? Your mom?”

Maybe if he hadn’t been so relaxed, he wouldn’t have noticed her tensing beside him. It took a moment before she replied.

“She’s living in Bellevue. At last I heard she was, anyway.”

His frown deepened. “Bellevue, WA? But why?”

“You never heard?” She rolled onto her side and faced him, resting her cheek against her hand. “My mother left us when we were kids.”

The air in his lungs locked. He moved to his side so he was watching her again. He searched for a sign of sadness or anger in her steady gaze, but there was nothing. Maybe lingering passion and a hint of defiance. Like she was daring him to be shocked by her indifference to her mother walking out.

Hoer the hell had he never known this?

“I’m sorry. How old were you?”

“Five.” Her lips curled into a bitter smile.

There it was. The slight hint of emotion that she tried so hard to hide.

His stomach churned. Katie probably hadn’t even been in kindergarten. What kind of mother could abandon her family? Could abandon someone so sweet and innocent? And why? Even more puzzling was how Katie had come into adulthood so cheerful and optimistic. How did she go through life not wearing something so awful on her persona like a badge?

“Have you seen her since?”

Maybe he should’ve just stopped asking questions, but the need to put together these pieces of Katie drove him.

“Once.” Her lashes fell. “That was enough.”

There was a story there but, judging by the thin line of her mouth, she wasn’t going to elaborate. In that instant, he hated her mother as much as she must’ve.

“Hell.” The curse came from low in his throat. “I didn’t know, Katie. About any of this. I’m sorry.”

“No reason to be sorry. You didn’t do anything.”

“Regardless, I’m sorry I brought it up.” He stroked her cheek with his thumb and her lips trembled.

“It’s fine. Really. It’s not something I talk about much, but it’s fine.” She let out a soft sigh. “I think I missed the idea of her—of having a mother—more than my mother herself.”

Silence swelled between them, and he let it grow. What the hell could he say to any of that? Maybe his parents had been less than perfect, but they’d been there for him. They’d loved him, even when he’d done everything he could to be unlovable.

“Come here.” He pulled her into his arms, and she snuggled up against him, tucking her head under his chin. “I feel like a jerk for never knowing.”
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Warmth stole through every inch of Katie’s body, but especially in her heart.

With Hunter’s arms around her and his lips brushing against her forehead, she could very well have stayed here for eternity. Well, at least until morning.

Content, she snuggled closer.

“You weren’t much older than I was when it happened, Hunter. The gossip died out fairly soon after, small town or not.”

“Your dad never remarried?”

“No. I’m pretty sure he loved her until his last breath.” Anger sparked hot in her veins, but she ignored it. It did no good to get angry over the past. “God rest his soul.”

He kissed her forehead again. “I was really sad to hear he passed away.”

“Thanks.” Anytime she thought about him, she got a little choked up. “Going on two years, but I still miss him so much. I’d probably be a mess if it weren’t for my brothers.”

Hunter’s arms tightened around her and his chest rose against her cheek as he breathed in deeply. She slow-blinked, drowsiness slipping in like the fog they’d find in the morning. Her eyes closed.

Maybe she fell asleep, or had been about to, because she jerked in his arms and gasped. What time was it anyway?

The idea of leaving this bed—leaving Hunter—had every part of her protesting. But it had to be done.

“This was an amazing night.” She kissed his shoulder. “But I should get back to the house.”

Then, before she could talk herself out of it, she climbed out of bed to retrieve her clothes.

Hunter sat up, his brows furrowing. “Don’t want to stay the night?”

Was it wishful thinking, or was there a note of disappointment in his voice.

“I would,” she admitted, pulling her panties on and then stepping into her jeans. “If I didn’t have to be up at the crack of dawn to start breakfast.”

“I see.”

She grabbed her shirt and tugged it on, then went to find her socks and boots.

“Come back tomorrow evening.”

Four words. A sensual command, or a question? It was hard to tell.

“We’ll see.”

He climbed out of bed and pulled her into his arms, lowering his lips to hers. With just a little pressure and teasing, he had her sighing and leaning into him moments later.

“Please, come back tomorrow evening.”

This time it was a gravely request and her heart skipped a beat.

“It’s looking entirely likely that I will.” She cast him a look from beneath her lashes and made her way toward the door. “Night, Hunter.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

She disappeared left the cabin and stepped into the darkness of the night.

Her footsteps on the dirt were nearly silent and happiness bubbled through her veins as her mind lingered on what had just happened with Hunter. Which was why she didn’t see the shadow of another person until she ran straight into him.

Panic ripped through her and she went rigid.

“Relax, baby, it’s just me.”

Lance. He was probably just getting back from the bar with his cousin. Any relief was quickly replaced with repulsion.

“Excuse me.” She stepped back, but he caught her arms, halting her retreat.

“What’s your hurry?”

He leaned in and the alcohol fumes on his breath nearly singed off her eyebrows.

“Get your hands off me.” She tried to jerk free, but his grip was tight enough to bruise.

“Looks like you were coming from Hunter’s cabin.” He moved closer, blocking out the moonlight. “Maybe you’d be up for round two with me?”
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Chapter Eleven
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Shock and anger exploded in her, and as he pressed his fleshy lips to hers, she pulled back enough to slam her foot between his legs.

Lance wheezed out a gasp, and his fingers clenched around her arms.

“Katie, you forgot—what the hell?”

There was a rush of footsteps before Lance was ripped away from her.

A resounding crack of a fist hitting flesh sounded in the night, and Lance hit the ground.

Hunter grabbed Lance by shirt and tugged him to his feet. “I told you not to touch her, you son of a bitch.”

The rage in his voice promised further violence, spurring Katie forward.

“Hunter, don’t! He’s not worth it.” She tugged on his arm until he dropped the other man to the ground again.

“You hit me? Over a piece of ass?” Lance slurred. “You’re crazy, man. I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

“Don’t do it.” Katie had to restrain him again. “He’s drunk.”

“I’m aware.” There was a visible savageness in Hunter, that was barely leashed.

“I’m done.” Lance pushed to his feet. Stumbling to his cabin. “Done with this damn country bachelor party shit and done with you, Hunter.”

That last bit sounded ominous. A quick glance at Hunter showed it difficult to gauge whether it meant anything to him.

“I’m gonna leave,” Lance threatened.

“Whatever you want, but wait until you’re sober.”

“Fuck off.” Lance turned and stumbled back to his cabin.

The night was once again silent and calm, with the familiar sound of the crickets. There was nothing calm about the emotions running rampant in her though.

Katie blinked, willing her heart to slow down. Her stomach still churned. She scrubbed her lips with the back of her fist, wanting to erase the memory of that forced contact with Lance.

“Are you all right?”

Hunter was the first to speak, and all she could do was shake her head.

“What if I hadn’t come out here?” he continued on a rasp, “What if—”

“I acquainted my boot with his balls. I’m pretty sure he was on the verge of letting me go anyway.”

Hunter caught her hand and squeezed it. “I should’ve never brought him here. Never let him come within a hundred feet of Marshall Ranch.”

“It’s not your fault.” It was a statement she was getting familiar with tonight, and her words came out warily this time.

“Why don’t you come back to my cabin, sweetheart.” He threaded his fingers through hers. “I know you’re upset.”

“I’ll be fine.” She stared at where their hands were joined. “I just...” She wanted to go with him, but there was another emotion turning her stomach sour. “I really need to get some sleep, Hunter. Please.”

“Of course. I understand.” He didn’t sound thrilled, but he let her go.

It was only after she took a couple of steps that she paused. “You came running after me because you said I forgot something. What was it?”

“Oh. Right. You did.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out her bra which had been stuffed in it. “This.”

She took the cotton bra from him, heat stealing up her neck. Apparently, she hadn’t even put it back on. “Thank you.”

“I’ll watch and make sure you get safely to the house this time. I should’ve done it the first time.”

Why? Dismay had her brows furrowing. This was Marietta. There wasn’t danger on every corner. No, the danger seemed to come in with the city folks who visited.

She settled on a simple, “Thank you.” She made her way to the house.

Round two.

Lance’s words reverberated in her head with each step she took. As if she’d happily be passed around from guy to guy.

Bile rose from her churning stomach, and she clenched her fingers tighter around her bra.

What had started as a sweet, romantic evening together had turned into something tawdrier.

This moment felt a little too familiar and in a terrible way.

It was different this time, but it had still become an unexpected walk of shame.

Memories from years ago floated through mind and she squeezed her eyes closed for a moment, trying to stamp them out. But they still lingered.

She could almost feel the cement digging into her bare feet and the high heels swinging from her fingers.

No. It wasn’t comparable. What had just happened with Hunter was real, and nothing like what had happened years ago. She was insulting the beauty of their lovemaking to even compare it to that awful night.

Despite her plea for sleep, Katie knew it would be harder to achieve than she hoped. Unsettled and still feeling gross from getting attacked by Lance, she headed toward the shower.

With the warm water pouring down on her, she rested her forehead against the shower stall.

Lance had threatened to leave tomorrow and call off the rest of the bachelor party. Did that mean Hunter would go to?

Her gut clenched and she struggled to breathe.

Oh, dear God, what was wrong with her?

Would it matter if he left tomorrow or next Sunday? The point was, Hunter would still leave her. They knew this was temporary.

And, until this moment, she’d convinced herself it didn’t really matter. But now, with tears stinging her eyes, she knew that she’d been seriously naïve.

Which was strike two against her heart on falling for a man who had no intention of falling in return.
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By the time Hunter stepped outside his cabin the next morning to head to breakfast, Lance and Dan had left. Their cars were missing, and he knew they hadn’t just gone into town. Lance had made good on his threat. He had ended the bachelor party.

There was a small stab of unease in his gut, but the relief that swept through him overshadowed it.

Hunter scrubbed at his short beard and sighed, glancing toward the main house. Through the kitchen window he could see Katie up and about, scurrying around.

In an instant, he was mentally back in the cabin, remembering what she’d felt like beneath him. He could almost feel nails digging into his back, and hear the soft, low moans in his ear.

The blood in his veins went south and his body stirred with the need to have her again.

Hell.

He adjusted his jeans, knowing it wouldn’t bode well to go into breakfast with a hard-on.

After adjusting his cowboy hat, he strode purposely toward the main house.

Without realizing it this morning, he’d ignored his old t-shirt and hoodie. Instead he’d put on the plaid, short-sleeve, button up Western shit and placed a cowboy hat on his head. It felt more natural than the other outfit.

Or maybe it was because he was on a ranch and just buckling to pressure.

He stepped into the house and took off his hat.

“You’re still here.”

Swinging his gaze to the left at the female voice, he found Claire and Wyatt coming out of the dining room.

“Any reason I wouldn’t be?” He kept his words casual.

“Figured you might’ve left along with your buddies.”

There was an edge to Wyatt’s voice that nearly made Hunter cringe. Had Katie told him what had happened with Lance last night?

Just the thought of that moment had his fists clenching and his blood boiling. It was a good thing Lance had left before he’d woken, or Hunter might’ve said—or done—something he really would’ve regretted.

“I paid for the week.” Hunter offered a slight smile. “Makes sense to stay. I’m overdue for a vacation.”

“Good.”

Everyone turned at Katie’s remark. She stepped from the kitchen, a spatula in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.

“I’m glad you didn’t leave.”

Her words were light and cheerful, but when he met her searching gaze, there was an intensity and relief in their blue depths.

He knew then, on a gut level, that she hadn’t said anything to anyone about last night. Not about the two of them and not about what had happened with Lance.

“Why don’t you come join me in the kitchen for a minute, Hunter? I’ll talk to you about a refund for the others.”

Grateful for the invisible rope she’d tossed him, he nodded and followed her out of the room. He didn’t miss the scowl on Wyatt’s face, or the way Claire urged him toward the dining room.

“I wasn’t serious about that refund, you realize.” Katie leaned against the counter and faced him. The sunlight through the window brought out the lighter streaks in her brown braid. “You’re out of luck on that. Sorry.”

He gave a half smile. “Pretty sure I can afford the hit. I wouldn’t have asked for one anyway.”

Relief shone in her eyes.

“I want to stay, Katie. Not just for you, but for Eddie.”

“Oh, that’s right. Eddie is coming over tonight.”

“And every night this week. Mucking stalls and learning code.”

“Every teenager’s dream.” Her eyes twinkled.

“Maybe not every teenager’s, but I suspect it might just be his.”

“You’re a good man, Hunter.” She watched him from beneath her lashes.

Need slammed into him, and he took the couple steps to close the distance between them.

“Not sure I’d go that far.” Cupping her cheek, he stared down at her. “How are you this morning?”

“I’m fine.” She nodded and wet her lips. “Really, I am. Lance hasn’t been the first guest to make unwanted advances on me.” She grimaced. “Though he was the first to get in a sloppy kiss.”

Hunter swore under his breath. “I should’ve hit him harder.”

“Oh, I spotted a pretty significant black eye as he left this morning. So good job.”

He traced the softness of her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “You saw them leave? Did they say anything?”

“No. Just a middle finger our way as he climbed into that pretty sports car.” Her lips twisted. “I was at the kitchen window washing out the coffee pot.”

“He’s an asshole.”

“Obviously. Is this going to affect your working relationship?”

Probably. It was something he hadn’t let himself dwell on. What was done was done. They’d deal with it when he returned to Seattle.

“Don’t worry about it.” For now, there were other things on his mind. His gaze lowered to her mouth briefly. “I can’t stop thinking about last night. About us.”

“Me neither,” she whispered, her pupils dilating.

“I want you again.”

“Same. But if you’re really staying, then you have a cattle drive in an hour.”

“I’m staying.” He touched her lips. “I’ll enjoy my first one, and then tonight I’ll enjoying making love to you until you can’t see straight.”

Her legs must’ve given out, because she slid down the counter an inch, before straightening again. The realization sent was a stroke to his purely male ego.

“But, for now, I think I’m going to have to kiss you.”

“Now?” She squeaked and looked around. “But someone might—”

He caught her protest with his mouth, claiming her in a quick, thorough kiss that definitely had her sliding down the counter again. He slid an arm around her waist, pulling her upright and against him.

She tasted of coffee and sunshine. Innocence and seduction. She was everything he’d ever wanted, and everything he feared he’d always want.

That last thought had him lifting his mouth from hers.

Katie’s gaze slid from him to something beyond his shoulder. When he turned to look, she cupped his cheek and turned his face back toward her.

“It’s fine. It was just Claire.” She smiled and pressed one last kiss against his mouth, as if she were trying to get in the last word.

It only made him want more, but she’d already stepped away to grab eggs from the fridge.

“She already knows something is going on between us.” Katie shot him an apologetic look. “I mean, not the extent of what happened last night, but she knows I’m... interested.”

Interested. Katie was a hell of lot more than interested, he thought with a silent growl, she was up to her elbows in this fling.

Fling.

That was how he had to remember it, if he had any chance of walking away from this week with the safety net around his heart intact. And he had to walk away. From her and from this town.

“Anyway, I need to get breakfast on.” She gave him a sideways glance. “Go make yourself comfortable and grab some coffee, okay?”

“Sure.” Realizing he’d just been dismissed, he gave a small nod, lips twitching, and headed to the dining room.
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Katie finished picking out the hooves on Ginger, when she heard the faint sound of men hollering.

Was that the men returning home from the cattle drive? It’d been just over six hours since they’d left. Now was about the time they’d be returning.

Her ears pricked up and she glanced toward the door to the barn, though she knew she wouldn’t be able to see anything. By the time she’d put her horse back in its stall and left the stables, the guys were just riding up to it.

“How’d it go?” She glanced over the four men from Wyatt, Tim, and Lyle, and lingering on Hunter.

Really it was a pointless question. His face was in shadows from the low riding cowboy hat, but a wide grin flashed white teeth.

“Incredible.” Hunter’s voice rang with wonder. “It was a complete rush. Way more than I thought it’d be.”

“You’ve got a knack for it.” Wyatt led his horse toward the born and nodded toward Hunter. “It was great to have you along, Hunter. Take it easy the rest of the day.”

“Not possible.” Hunter dismounted with the ease of a man who’d been doing this for years. “Eddie should be arriving soon, right?”

Katie gave a small nod and pushed her braid over her shoulder. “He arrived about twenty minutes ago. He’s inside with Claire, actually.”

“Is that so?” Wyatt stopped at the edge of the stables and grinned. “Well send the boy out. He can help care for the horses.”

“Will do.” Katie watched the men disappear into the stables, before she went inside to check on the teen.

Eddie sat on the couch, a text book open on his lap and spiral notebook beside it. Claire was curled up several feet away in the large leather chair, a book in her hands.

“Studying?” Katie sat down beside him.

“Reviewing for a test.” He didn’t look up.

“You do well in school?”

“When I go to class, I guess.”

Yeah, Hunter was right when he’d pegged this kid for being like him as an adolescent.

“Why don’t you close that book and head on outside. They’re ready to put you to work in the stables.”

Eddie’s brows shot up and his nose wrinkled. “Like with the horses?”

“Yeah. Don’t look so terrified. It’s actually kind of fun.”

The teen pushed to his feet, his scowl deepening as he made he left through the front door.

“He looks miserable.” Claire set down her book and sighed. “Poor kid probably will hate every minute of it.”

“We’ll see. He may surprise us. Sometimes you just need a little manual labor in your life. I think it’ll be good for him.” Katie pulled off her boots and then curled her legs beneath her on the couch.

Claire set her book down. “Okay, I’ve finally got you alone. Spill it.”

“Umm... Spill what?”

Claire’s dark gaze was alight with excitement as she searched Katie’s eyes. “You slept with him last night, huh?”

Warmth lit up Katie’s cheeks and she grimaced. “Is it that obvious?”

“Girl, you are glowing.” Claire’s smile was filled with genuine happiness. “So it was amazing, I take it?”

“It was amazing,” she agreed on a sigh.

“Best ever?”

Katie laughed, but this time it was forced. “When I compare it to the one other time? Yes. Best ever.”

Claire’s smile faded. “So you weren’t super experienced either.”

It wasn’t a question, but a statement. One that implied that Claire hadn’t been super experienced before she’d fallen in love with Wyatt.

“Hunter is only the second man I’ve slept with.” It felt good to say aloud. It made her want to say more. “I’ve never actually told anyone this. But the first time was when I was away at school in Seattle, and... it was a pretty awful experience.”

Sympathy flickered in Claire’s eyes and she reached out to squeeze Katie’s hand. “Oh honey, I’m sorry.”

“It was my fault. He was this confident, hot frat boy who pursued me shamelessly. I should’ve known.” Katie toyed with her braid. “But instead I thought I was in love with him. I really did. And so it made sense to take that step and sleep with him.”

“He didn’t feel the same?”

“No.” Katie gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I was just a one-time deal for him. He was, how do I put it nicely... hmm. He was finally nailing the girl who took forever to put out. When I woke up, he was gone.” Her stomach twisted and, for a moment, she was back in the gross apartment in Seattle. “Leaving me with his perverted roommate to come into the room and explain how things worked. That I could just show myself out. Or, if I wanted, he was more than happy to take up where Kenny had left off.”

Which was why Lance’s comment last night had left her shaken.

Claire muttered a tirade of curses, looking adorable in her fury. “Assholes. The guy and the roommate. I swear I will hunt them down and cut off their—”

Katie burst out laughing and shook her head. “No need for that.”

“Hmm. I can’t even believe that. So awful, Katie. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” Katie paused, glancing at her hands as a thought hit her. “When you first arrived in Marietta, a hot mess needing help, I told you I’d been there, and I had.”

“I was not a hot mess.”

“You totally were,” Katie said with complete affection. “Through no fault of your own though, unlike my situation.”

“Did it get worse?” Claire’s brows drew together.

“It got worse, if you can believe it. I fled the apartment, pretty much swimming in humiliation and shame. I was nowhere near a bus stop, had maybe a handful of change in my purse, and so was walking home. In bare feet, if you can believe it, because I had so many blisters from trying to wear high heels the night before. Which is why I don’t wear heels.”

“Oh, Katie...”

“I was the poster child for the walk of shame.” Katie laughed again, because it was easier to laugh about it now. “And then a car stopped, and the driver—a girl from my physics class—offered me a ride.”

“Thank God for her.” Claire let out a breath of relief, clearly caught up in the story.

“She was amazing. I saw the sympathy in her eyes—she must’ve had an idea of what my night had been like. But she didn’t ask questions or judge me. She just chatted about class, bought my hungover butt coffee and a muffin, and then dropped me off at my dorm.”

And the act of kindness was something Katie had never forgotten. Had vowed to repay throughout her life if she found a way. Which was why she’d approached Claire in the bar last year.

“Thank you for sharing with me. I would’ve never guessed, Katie.” Claire wrapped her arms around her knees and shook her head. “You’re always Miss Sunshine and Rainbows.”

“Because life is generally pretty amazing, and I’m not one to let a bad decision change that.”

Claire stared at her with blatant awe. “You’re, like, the most optimistic person I know.”

“Thanks. I think. Anyway, that was like five years ago. It slowed me down in the trusting men department for way longer than it should have.”

A sly look crossed Claire’s face. “Until Hunter.”

“Right. Until Hunter.

“I’m assuming things with Jim...”

Katie waved her hands slightly. “Are over and done with. Yeah. I couldn’t get involved with Hunter while Jim was still hoping for a relationship.”

“Personally, I think you made the right decision.”

Katie glanced toward the living room window and spotted the Hunter leaning against the stable, talking to Tim. Her heart did a little flip and her blood warmed a notch.

“I can’t stop thinking about him,” she admitted softly.

“What happens now?”

Katie pulled her gaze back to Claire. “Well, we have our week together.”

“And then?”

“I don’t think there is an and then. Once the week is over”—she hesitated—“we both go on with our lives, I guess.”

“Hmm.” Claire’s brows knitted. “I’ll believe it when I see it, I guess. There’s just something between you guys, and I don’t see it coming to end just because the week does.”

Katie’s heart clenched. She was having a hard time imagining it too, which was why she didn’t let herself. She couldn’t let herself.

One day at a time, that was a motto. If she tried to think beyond that, she’d second-guess herself right out of enjoying the time she had with Hunter.

And that was the last thing she wanted.
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“So, show me again what you’ve done here.” Hunter stood with arms folded across his chest, and stared down at the code on the computer monitor.

To keep Eddie comfortable, Hunter had scheduled their programming lessons in the main house, where they had access Wi-Fi too if they needed it.

Eddie leaned back in the chair, his smile smug. “I created an AI to destroy your characters.”

Ah, wasn’t his cockiness cute? Barely suppressing a smile, Hunter grunted. “No, you tweaked the code on our AI. But I’m still impressed.”

Just as quickly, the teen’s smile faded. His expression returned to the sullen state it’d been in since he’d been told to muck the stalls an hour ago.

“You know more about coding than I figured you would.” Hell, he’d figured the very basics would be the starting point with Eddie, but the teen had bypassed that a while ago. “Where’d you learn?”

Eddie shrugged. “Self-taught. Picked it up on some forums online.”

There were a lot of places online that offered lessons, or you could find other aspiring programmers, but it seemed the boy had a knack for it.

“How’s it going?” Katie passed through the room, carrying two glasses full to the brim with lemonade. “Brought you guys something to drink.”

Hunter snuck a glance at her and flashed an appreciative smile. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks, Ka—I mean, ma’am.” Eddie flushed.

“It’s fine if you wanna call me Katie. I won’t tell on you.” She grinned at him and disappeared again.

Eddie’s gaze followed her like a puppy.

Hunter grimaced. Even teenagers weren’t immune to Katie Marshall. There was just something about her.

The teen must’ve noticed Hunter’s amusement, because he looked away abruptly, his face redder as drained the lemonade in a matter of seconds. Clearly he’d worked up a thirst in the stable.

“You like this kind of thing then? Tweaking code? When the games themselves get too easy?” Hunter gestured to the coding on the screen.

“Yeah. It’s cool, I guess.”

“Here’s what I’m going to do.” Hunter stroked his beard, playing an idea in his head. “I’m going to teach you how to build a game of your own.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. So make yourself comfortable, because here’s what we’ll start with...”
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Chapter Twelve
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“How did it go?”

Hunter glanced up from his laptop and the email he’d been engrossed in.

Katie leaned against the big wood desk, her brow arched and an iced tea in her hand.

“Oh. With Eddie?” Hunter glanced out the window, noting the sun was less bright. The smell of dinner cooking registered. “It was great. The kid is bright. We’ve started coding a game. It’s rudimentary, but it definitely shows he has potential.”

“Sounds impressive.” She offered him the tea.

“This for me?”

“If you want it.”

He accepted it, smiling slightly. “Thanks, sweetheart. Sorry, got caught up in something.”

“Well, you had Wi-Fi access,” she teased. “I figure it’s hard to walk away from that kind of temptation.”

It wasn’t that at all. He’d just made the mistake of checking his inbox, and the repercussions of last night’s fight with Lance had become clear.

Lance had sent a company-wide email ranting about Hunter having a mental breakdown. The asshole must’ve still been drunk when he’d sent it.

Instead of relaying that bit of drama to Katie—because she didn’t need to worry about that kind of stuff—he just nodded and closed his laptop.

“Dinner almost ready?”

“Yeah. Eddie’s staying for dinner.” Her lips quirked. “At first, he turned me down, but then Jane turned up.”

“Jane?”

“She’s a pretty teenager from town, about Eddie’s age. She does the housekeeping for the cabins, and since Lance and Dan took off early, I called her up to work and have dinner. Once she flashed Eddie a smile, he accepted that offer to stay too.”

“Smart kid.” In many ways. Hunter took a sip of iced tea.

“Do you hate it? Working with him?”

Hunter paused, thinking about it for a moment. “No. I think I’m a little surprised by how much I enjoyed it. Maybe because he was so hungry for the information.”

“He was captivated that entire hour. When the alarm went off, he looked flat out disappointed,” Katie pointed out.

Hunter had to agree. They’d set the alarm figuring each minute would seem like an hour, but the time had flown by.

“Let’s not even set one tomorrow.” He stood and moved to her, catching her hand. “What are the chances you can get a night away. Go camping down by the river or somewhere around town?”

Her mouth gaped. “You want to go camping? But you’re already in a cabin.”

“We both know there’s a world of difference. I love to camp. Hike in.”

“Me too.”

Her soft admission sent a rush of pleasure through him.

“So, let’s do it before the week is up.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she gave a small nod. “I’ll see what I can do. Talk to Claire about taking over the cooking.”

“It’d just be breakfast and lunch. We’ll have to leave after dinner anyway. Gotta be here for Eddie.”

Her expression turned pensive. “You really are into it. Working with him.”

“Yeah. Only wish I’d had someone to do the same when I was his age.”

“Marietta isn’t huge on the tech scene,” she murmured. “Anyway, dinner’s just about ready. Wanted to give you the head’s up.”

“Thanks. I’ll just run my laptop back to the cabin real quick and wash up.”

She nodded and turned to leave.

“Will you join me again tonight? In my cabin?” In my bed.

The unspoken words hung between them. She faced him again and placed her palm on his chest.

“It’s all I’ve thought about,” she said softly. “All the things we did. And the things I want to do again.”

Images of last night floated through his head. His nostrils flared and his body stirred with need.

Amusement danced in her eyes. Oh, yeah, she’d known exactly what she was doing with that little comment.

“Yes, I’ll join you. Go run your stuff back to the cabin. I’ll see you soon, my sexy tech cowboy.”

Tech cowboy. Kind of a weird endearment, he mused as he made his way outside.

Tech cowboy.

He kind of loved it.
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The days were going too quickly. How was it even Thursday already?

Katie curled herself closer against Hunter’s side, her body still aching in all the right places from their earlier lovemaking.

Darkness filled the cabin, and she knew it had to be pushing midnight. They were a breath away from Friday. They only had three days before he left. Her stomach roiled and her throat tightened. Something akin to panic hit her, but she smothered it back down.

These past few days had been a blur. Hunter had become a mainstay on the ranch, just as much as anyone else. He helped with the cattle, the cleaning, and whatever else he talked them into letting him doing.

They’d gone on horseback rides daily together. She’d showed him every inch of their land. They’d even made love down by the river while on a picnic lunch. With the sun shining and the water gurgling. It would be off the charts on any woman’s list of most romantic experiences.

She’d loved every moment with him on the ranch. What she hated was the silent countdown to the day he drove away from Marietta again.

“You know people pay sometimes hundreds of dollars for that sound.”

Her brows furrowed and she paused in the act of tracing his chest. “What sound?”

“The sound of crickets. They have all kinds of noise machines to make people fall asleep at night. Some can be crazy technical and expensive.”

A lazy smile curled her lips. “Hmm. I don’t even notice the crickets anymore. They’re so much a part of this place.”

“Ah, but you’d notice if they suddenly stopped making noise. Like when you were in Seattle for college, I bet you noticed.”

It came back to her immediately. “Yeah, you’re right. I’d forgotten about that. It took a lot of getting used to. The sounds of the city. Traffic.”

“I’m still not used to it.”

That surprised her. He’d been gone for close to ten years, probably. “Really?”

“Really.” He was silent for a moment. “So did you just hate Seattle in general, or was there more to it?”

She knew where this was going. He was feeling her out to see if there was a chance she’d ever consider living there again. She had to shut him down.

“Both. I hated it but, yes, there was more to it.” The last thing she wanted to do was explain her awful first-time story again, but she wanted to say something. Since she’d opened up to Claire earlier in the week, she felt a little more comfortable talking to Hunter about her experience. Though maybe without all the details.

“It wasn’t just the city, it was the guys. Dating them. They were different. I had... a bad experience with one.”

Hunter stilled. “Did he hurt you?”

“Just emotionally. Which still sucks but, hey, I survived.”

His heavy sigh had her heart clenching. “I’m sorry, Katie. I can imagine. I wish I couldn’t, but I can.”

“Thanks. I know Marietta isn’t immune to men behaving badly, but guys around here can’t get away with it as much. Word gets out in a small town when you treat women deplorably.”

“Sure does.” Hunter stroked her arm. “I think that may have been what bugged me about this place. How fast word gets out.”

“That’s only because you were getting into trouble back then,” she teased. “You’re different now.”

“Not that different.”

Her amusement died. And just like she’d done to him, he was shutting down her attempts at convincing him Marietta wasn’t that bad. She was starting to wonder if the only thing Hunter liked about Marietta was her.

“Why do you hate Marietta so much?” She propped herself up on her elbow and stared down at him. “Is it just the small-town thing?”

“No, it’s not just that. Some people here are great, some really aren’t.” He hesitated. “I was picked on a lot for being weird. I don’t really fit in here.”

Her breath caught and her heart ached for him. “You mean you were bullied.”

She’d suspected some of the kids in town had been kind of mean to him, but she didn’t know the extent of it.

“Were you ever hurt?” Her gaze searched his.

The shuttered expression that closed over his face surprised her. “Nothing that didn’t heal in a couple days.”

Oh, Hunter.

“I’m sorry. People can be awful, especially kids and teenagers.” She touched his scowling brow. “Nobody deserves that. I can see why it would be hard to come home with that kind of history.”

He shook his head, as if to clear the memory. “Doesn’t matter anymore. It’s history, just like you said.”

She wanted to ask more questions. What exactly had happened? Who had beat him up? Had they gotten in trouble?

“So, I think Eddie has a big crush on that teen girl who does your housekeeping.”

Hunter wasn’t in the mood to discuss it further though. She nodded, trying to keep up on the subject change.

“Oh right. Jane. Yeah, I’ve noticed. It’s actually kind of sweet.”

“Agreed. Think she’s interested?”

“She’s definitely interested. Offering to work extra hours or help out in the main house too. And I caught her watching Eddie when he was out working in the stables.” It was all pretty charming and sweet, really.

“You’ll have to let me know what happens between them after I leave.”

Ouch. She really didn’t want to think about that right now. She got the impression he hadn’t meant to add that last part, but had kind of stumbled into it.

“Sure.” She forced the word out, as her stomach was already clenching with the idea of Sunday’s arrival.

Hunter propped himself up on his elbow and touched her cheek. “I’m sorry. That was a little crass. I’m trying not to think about it either. I just can’t even believe how fast the week’s gone.”

She nodded, not sure how to reply to that. She just really didn’t want to think about Sunday anymore.

“So, we’re still on for camping tomorrow?”

Good call on the subject change. She relaxed a little. “Yeah. Claire’s happy to take over with the meals, said Wyatt will help out too.”

“Wyatt cooks okay?”

“Well, he can cook steak as you saw. And sometimes baked potatoes. He either blows them up or gets them perfect. There’s never an in-between.” She smiled. “But Claire’s kind of awful at cooking dinners too. So they’ll make a good pair.”

Hunter grunted. “She’s a great baker though.”

“Mmm-hmm.” She slid her gaze to the door.

He noticed. “You’re getting ready to abandon me again?”

Despite the fact that he was teasing, she could hear the hint of disappointment in his tone.

“I have to get up early.” It was the same explanation she’d given every night since she’d starting coming to his cabin.

“That won’t change if you sleep here or your bedroom.” He traced her collarbone. “Stay the night for once.”

“They’ll talk.”

His low, knowing laugh had her body warming again.

“Sweetheart, they’re already talking.”

It was true. She’d told Claire, and even though she knew the other woman hadn’t said anything to Wyatt, it was clear he knew.

When Katie passed her brother throughout the day, he’d give her an intense, questioning look. As if he were trying to discern that she was okay with this new relationship with Hunter. Or whatever it was. Sex. Fling. Boyfriend for a week.

She sighed.

Maybe she didn’t want to spend the night, because that made it even more intimate. Made that bond between them thicker.

“Your bed can’t compete with me.” Hunter’s gaze turned knowing, his lips curling into a sexy smile. “Your pillow isn’t nearly as fun as this.”

When he leaned down to trace her nipple with his tongue, she gasped and held his head against her breast.

“You can’t be ready for another round?” Her laugh turned into a moan as he drew the hardening tip into his mouth. She gasped. “Umm... oh, maybe you can. I’m not sure I am though.”

He slipped a hand between her legs and touched her most intimate spot.

“I don’t know, feels like you may be ready too.” He eased a finger into her.

“Hunter.” She clutched his shoulders, her body tightening around him. Oh, Lord, he drove her wild.

“I love it when you say my name like that.” He switched his attention to the other breast. “Maybe you need more convincing though.”

When he slid down her body, she couldn’t protest anymore. She closed her eyes, trembling at the feel of his beard scratching against her inner thighs. Then his mouth was on the most sensitive part her, doing all kinds of wonderful things.

She arched her back, lifting her hips against the sweet torment. He brought her so close to the edge, teasing her with pleasure. She moaned and gripped the sheets, perched on the edge of paradise.

“Stay the night.” He’d paused from his ministrations to give another husky command. Or maybe a threat to stop if she didn’t agree.

“Yes.” She clutched his hair, nearly crying with frustration. “Please, Hunter. You win, I’ll stay.”

His grow of triumph ended as he claimed her again with his mouth, and then she was truly lost. She would’ve agreed to just about anything right then.

She belonged with him. Body, mind and soul. And only when she was drifting back from ecstasy, did she let herself think about how scary that was.
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“I’m heading into town to grocery shop after lunch. Don’t suppose you’d want to join me?”

Hunter paused at the question and glanced over at Katie. They’d taken their morning ride and were just finishing up tending to the horses.

He shut the stall door and turned to face her. “Yeah. I could do that.”

“I mean, only if you need a break from hiking and fishing and stuff,” she said quickly, her cheeks flushing. “I know you’re not totally fond of downtown Marietta.”

It didn’t matter where he went if she were with him. At this point, with the days ticking down, he was resenting any moments they weren’t together.

“I’d be happy to go.”

Joy flickered in her eyes. “You sure?”

“Absolutely. Haven’t really hung out in town all that much since arriving.”

Or at all. Just a visit to his parents’ house, but other than that he’d avoided going into town.

She nodded and wiped her hands on her jeans. “Great. We’ll leave after lunch. Which is just about a half-hour, so I’ll see you soon.”

“All right.” With a small nod, he turned and made his way to his cabin. He’d woken up too late to shower this morning, and intended to remedy that now.

By the time they’d finished lunch and had driven in to town, the first bit of discomfort slid through Hunter. It was Friday in the middle of the day. There’d be plenty of people milling about. People who might remember him.

Katie turned off the truck and her hand closed over his. “Stop.”

His brows furrowed. “What am I stopping?”

“Being nervous.” She turned in the seat to face him. “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Katie already had the ability to read him that well. He didn’t dwell on that thought, and whether it should disturb him or not.

“Come on, we’ll grab the groceries first—just a few things, nothing needs to be refrigerated—the we’ll grab a beer and snack at Grey’s.”

She climbed out of the truck, leaving him no choice but to follow. They went inside the store and Hunter glanced around, noting very little had changed. An ache crept into his chest, and he swallowed hard, thinking about the alcohol he’d stolen from here a couple of times. Well, only once was he caught.

Katie touched his arm. “I’ll be quick, if you just want to hang out here.”

He nodded and she was gone in a second. To kill time, Hunter grabbed a book from the tiny book section and read the back.

“I thought you might’ve left town already.”

The soft words had him turning. His mother walked toward him, a small basket full of groceries.

“Mom, hey.” He hugged her, flashing a guilty smile. “I’m still around until Sunday.”

She nodded. “Anxious to get back?”

Now there was a loaded question. His smile tightened.

“I can understand.”

The way she said it had him giving her a closer look. “Actually, if anyone could, I always figured it’d be you.”

Her brows drew together. “What do you mean?”

“Just the whole being stuck in a small town thing. I know you hate it, Mom.” He searched her gaze.

Her shoulders crumpled and she sighed. “Oh, Hunter, I don’t hate Marietta. Not at all. I absolutely love this town.”

Hunter shook his head. “But you always seemed so miserable.”

“I missed my career. I won’t lie. I missed having a job and something to do besides being a mother.” She grimaced. “Not that I regret being home with you guys, I just... I’ve always been a bit restless I guess you could say.”

Struggling to take this revelation in, he drew a deep breath. “I didn’t realize.”

Concern crinkled her eyes. “I’m so very sorry to hear you that you think I hated it here and that I was miserable. That must’ve been a heavy burden on your thoughts. Maybe some days I slipped into a funk, but mostly, I was just enjoying being a wife and mother—no matter how challenging both could be.”

And he’d definitely made it hard on her.

“I need to meet your father shortly for lunch, but I think we should talk more.” She squeezed his hand. “Please try and come by before you leave.”

“Actually, I’d really like that.” He gave a small nod. “I’ll try and come by this weekend.”

“Wonderful. I want to hear all about your week.” Marie Richardson glanced down the aisle to where Katie was approaching. “And I want to hear all about her too.”

His ears burned red as his mother greeted Katie, made small talk for a minute, before making her way to the register.

“Your mom is sweet,” Katie remarked, as they made their way back to the car a few minutes later to drop off the groceries.

“Agreed.” He was still trying to process what he’d just learned. About how wrong he’d been.

“Now how about that beer?”

“Sounds great.” Without realizing it, he caught her hand in his as they walked down the street toward the saloon.

“Hey there, Jeffrey.” She nodded to an older gentleman they passed.

The man grinned and glanced from Katie to Hunter.

“Afternoon, Miss Marshall. Mr. Richardson.”

Shit. Was this someone he should’ve known?

When they moved several feet past the man, Katie leaned close.

“He taught fifth grade for years. Retired about four years ago.”

“Right.”

It was beginning to click into place. Had he been a nightmare for that teacher too? Probably.

They reached the door to Grey’s, and he held it open, gesturing for her to go inside first.

She squeezed his hand, before releasing it and stepping inside. He moved quickly after her, letting his gaze sweep over the interior.

All gazes slid their way. Conversation died, before resuming in hushed whispers.

Nothing to worry about, huh?

Katie made her way to a booth and slid in. His mouth flattened into a grim line as he sat down across from her.

“You ever been in here?”

“No. Wasn’t old enough to drink when I left town.” He glanced around, vowing to stare down anyone looking at him.

Most people looked away. Some smiled. One scowled.

“Don’t let them get to you,” Katie said softly. “Your return is just about the most exciting thing to happen all week in Marietta. Of course they’re going to talk a bit.”

A waitress came over to take their drink orders, her gaze full of curiosity as it lingered on Hunter. Once she disappeared, he released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

Heat stole up the back of his neck and glanced out the window. He hated attention. Loathed it, really. Which was why he preferred to keep a low profile at his company and let everyone else do the talking.

“I’m sorry. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea.”

The uncertainty in her voice had Hunter glancing back at Katie.

“It’s fine. I promise. It’s just”—he hesitated—“the only place I’ve been to in Marietta since leaving it is your ranch and my parents’ place. This is my first time coming back into the actual town.”

Her mouth rounded and her brows rose. “I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t say anything to anyone. Not even Lance.” He grimaced. “It shouldn’t matter really. It’s good we’re here. Ripping off the bandage and all.”

Their beers arrived along with an order of fries he didn’t remember ordering. He lifted a brow and glanced at Katie.

“They know me here. Just always bring me fries if I order a beer. I don’t even need to ask anymore,” Katie explained, reaching for one. “I know we just ate, but these things are kind of my weakness.”

He grabbed one, ate it, and then washed it down with his beer. Something about the combo relaxed him a bit more.

“Hunter?”

The sound of a man’s voice, laced with incredulity, had Hunter stilling. It was entirely too familiar.

“I’ll be damned. It is you. Hunter Richardson in the flesh.”

Hunter turned in the booth to look into the face of the closest friend he’d had in high school, and couldn’t stop the grin that spread.

“Barry.” He stood up and shook the other man’s hand. The other man looked almost the same. Tall, lanky, and with dark, curly hair. “It’s been years. How the hell are you?”

“Been too long, man.” Barry shook his head and glanced down at Katie. “Ms. Marshall. Hope you’re doing well.”

“I’m good. Thanks, Barry. How are your kids?”

Kids? Hunter’s brows shot up. Barry—the guy Hunter had used to play Yu-Gi-Oh! cards with at lunch—had a family. Probably a wife too? He glanced at the man’s ring finger and, sure enough, there was a gold band.

“They’re doing just great.”

“Well, Daisy is adorable. She’s been in the church nursery several times.” Katie slid out of the booth. “I’m going to run to the ladies’ room and then make a quick phone call. Have a seat and catch up with Hunter for a few minutes.”

“Oh.” Surprise, then pleasure lit up Barry’s eyes. “Sure, yeah. That’d be great.”

Hunter’s chest tightened with a hint of apprehension, even as deep inside a flicker of excitement started. He watched Katie walk away to the bathroom and then turned his attention to old friend.

“Been a long time,” Hunter said quietly.

“Too long if you ask me.” Barry folded his hands on the table. “Kind of sucked having my best friend leave town and never come back.” There was no heat in his words, just good natured ribbing. “It’s all good though. Your games are worth it.”

“You play them?”

“’Course I do, buddy. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, man. It means a lot.”

Here came the guilt. Maybe more than it’d been with his parents. He should’ve stayed in touch with Barry. Most of Hunter’s good memories from Marietta involved this guy here. He’d emailed and texted for a bit during the first year of college, but life had gotten busy. So had Barry, it seemed. Settling down and starting a family.

“You got married?” Hunter nodded to the ring. “Had kids and stuff?”

“Sure did.” Barry beamed. “Remember Alice from science? The kind of quiet one with the braces and bright red hair?”

“Yeah I do.” Vaguely. Hunter leaned back in the booth, intrigued. “Huh. So you guys wound up together?”

“Sure did. Started dating after we hooked up after a rodeo dance.” Barry scratched the back of his neck, a reflective smile on his face. “Had to have been just a couple years after high school. We have three kids now.”

“I’m happy for you.” And he really was. There was some other emotion needling him though, that he wasn’t sure he wanted to acknowledge. Jealousy.

“Thanks. How long are you in town for? Would love for you to meet the family.”

His stomached clenched. “Leaving Sunday, unfortunately.”

“Ah, well, maybe next time.” The waitress walked by and Barry caught her attention. “Hey, Mardie, can I get a Budweiser?”

She gave a single nod and smiled. “Sure can, Barry. Grab that in a few minutes.”

“Thanks.”

Everyone really knew each other here. He’d forgotten what that was like. Unless someone camped out in the same bar in Seattle, no one really remembered who they were.

“Anyway, while I’ve got you for a few minutes, fill me in on everything.” Barry grabbed a fry from Katie’s plate. “What you’ve been up—besides living the dream—what brings you back to town and, most importantly”—he leaned forward, eyes flashing with inquisitiveness—“what the hell you’re doing with Katie Marshall.”
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Katie left the bathroom and glanced at the table where she’d left Hunter. He was deep into conversation with his old friend. Barry laughed at something Hunter, just before a beer was delivered to the table.

Hiding a smile, she slipped out of the bar and into the Marietta sunshine.

She’d lied about needing to make a phone call, all just to give the two more time to catch up. It warmed her heart—gave her hope—to know Hunter had a friend in town. Some kind of connection that might make him resent it a little less.

It was only when Barry had stopped at the table that she’d placed his connection with Hunter. The two had sat alone at lunch, playing some kind of card game. They’d been in their own world, oblivious to the chaos in the cafeteria. People had written them off as nerds. Loners. As a little weird. And, apparently, some people had used that as a reason to bully them.

Just remembering that admission from Hunter sent a sharp stab of anger through her. She hadn’t known the extent of it. Sure, some of the people she’d known had made remarks, but if she’d heard them, she’d shut it down. That was what she did with anyone being teased though, not just Hunter.

Katie leaned against the building, waving to the familiar faces walking across the street. She glanced around, debating whether to slip into a nearby shop and browse around.

“Kaitlyn.”

Tension rocketed through her and she winced, before turning to face Jim. He was out of uniform, off work.

“Hi, Jim.” She gave a small smile, her gaze issuing another gentle apology.

He seemed to want none of it. His expression was puckered, his eyes burning with resentment. She glanced back at the bar, wishing she hadn’t left now.

“I just wanted to give you another warning,” he began. “Your hipster love interest has a record. He’s not who you think he is.”

She frowned, tilting her chin to the side. “Are you referring to the stuff from high school? I’m aware.”

“MIP. Destruction of property.”

Irritation pricked that he’d try and tear down Hunter like this. “Yes, I know about these. They were a long time ago, and they happened when he was in high school. He’s changed—”

“Sexual assault.”

Her stomach dropped to the ground. “What?”

“You heard me.” Jim folded his arms across his chest.

No, he couldn’t be right. It wasn’t even possible. There was no way Hunter could’ve done something like that. “How old was he? When was he charged with this?”

“He was fifteen.” Jim shifted. “It wasn’t reported, and so no actual charges filed with the sheriff’s office, but it happened, Kaitlyn. I was told by a deputy who was around back then. He said—”

“Enough.” She lifted her hand, furious now, and moved to step around him. “This small-town gossip has already ruined enough lives. I try not to listen to it.”

He blocked her path. “I’m trying to warn you. He’s not the man you think he is.”

“No, you’re not the man I thought you were.” She glared at him. “You should be ashamed, trying to destroy an innocent man’s reputation.”

With a clenched jaw and bitterness in his eyes, he stepped back. “Fine. Well don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Trembling, Katie strode past him and heading back inside the bar. The door closed behind her and she leaned against it for the moment. Her gaze sought out the table where Hunter and Barry sat. They were still talking away, looking completely comfortable and happy.

Her heart thumped in her chest and she swallowed hard. Maybe Hunter had had some issues, but sexual assaulting someone? Deep in her gut, she knew it couldn’t be true. But now that seed had been planted and it dug at her conscience and left her uneasy. Which was exactly what Jim had wanted. Yet everything within her demanded she find out the truth.

Hunter spotted her and lifted a hand in greeting, waving her over.

She took a deep breath and approached the two. “Hey guys. How’s it going?”

“Great.” Hunter slid over in the booth and patted the spot next to him. “Join us. We’re just catching up, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I’m glad you too ran into each other.” She settled in the booth, reached for her beer, and tried not to think about what Jim had told her.
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With a carful of groceries, they made their way back to the ranch.

Katie’s hands clenched around the steering wheel and she was silent. She knew she should be talking. Should be acting normal. But she was upset and frustrated, and she had no one to blame but Jim.

Even from her peripheral vision, she could feel Hunter’s gaze burning into her. “What’s wrong?”

She stiffened. Thought about saying “nothing”. But that wasn’t who she was. She faced her problems head on. She didn’t play games.

As she pulled her truck onto the ranch, she asked, “Did you ever sexually assault anyone?”

Dead silence met her question.

She turned off the engine and swung a glance his way. The sight of him was almost frightening. His jaw was rigid, his fists clenched in his lap, and his hard gaze was focused out the window.

“No. I haven’t.” His voice was deceptively calm. “And I’d love to know where you got the idea that I might’ve.”

She swallowed hard, even as relief and confusion swept through her. It was an odd reaction for someone proclaiming his innocence though.

“Jim. I ran into him outside.”

“Ah. That nice deputy you were dating.” Hunter climbed out of the truck.

Katie rushed to follow him out. “I know he’s jealous. But that seems like a crazy thing to make up.”

He laughed, but there was no humor in it. He stopped walking and turned to face her. “But that’s how this town works, Katie. The gossip mill has always been at full speed.”

She bit her lip. It was definitely one drawbacks of a small town.

“Katie, I swear to you on my life I’ve never sexually assaulted anyone.” He stepped forward and pulled her gently to him. Tilting her chin up, so she had to meet his gaze. “I can’t even tell you how important it is that you believe me over the gossip.”

The solemnness in his eyes had her pulse racing. She searched her heart, not wanting to give him an answer she didn’t believe. She closed her eyes and let out an unsteady breath.

“I believe you, Hunter.” She opened her eyes and placed her palms on his chest. His heart beat furiously against her touch. “I promise you, I believe you.”

He gave a ragged sigh, wrapped his arms around her, and lowered his mouth to hers.

Heat spread throughout her as she kissed him back. Her groan was part pleasure, part sorrow for having hurt him. And she knew she had.

Dimly, she heard the thundering of footsteps on the stairs to the main house.

“You get your sorry hands off her.”

The harsh words registered as Hunter was jerked off of her and sent stumbling across the dirt driveway and falling to his knees.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Cal!” Katie blinked in shock, then lunged forward, stunned at the violence in her brother. He threw out his arm, keeping her away from Hunter.

“Well, doesn’t this just feel familiar?” Hunter drawled, rising again, but his words were hard. “But it’s a little different this time. I’m fighting back.”

In an instant, his fist shot out and connected with Cal’s face, snapping back her brother’s head.

Cal straightened, face red with rage, and circled Hunter.

Katie gasped and tried to get between them, but both men pushed her away.

“Stop it!”

Why had Hunter said this felt familiar? Something pricked at the back of her mind. A connection she almost had, but wasn’t quite lining up.

“Will someone please tell me on earth is going on before you kill each other?”

“Stay out of this, Katie.” Cal shot her a hard look.

Unbelievable.

“Wyatt!” She called for her oldest brother, hoping someone would come in and break up this insanity.

“Whatever history we have is between us, Richardson. You hear me? You don’t bring my fucking sister into it.”

“This has nothing to do with, Katie.” Hunter bit out.

“Doesn’t it?” Cal’s fists tightened. “Sure you’re not sleeping with her to get revenge on me?”

Get revenge on him?

Katie looked at the two men, and the almost tangible anger between them. A roar started in her head as it all began to line up.

Hunter had been bullied in high school. Beat up once, he’d said.

“Cal?” She looked at her brother, her body shaking. “Tell me it wasn’t you.”

Cal’s mouth tightened. “Go inside, Katie.”

Her throat closed up and she shook her head, dismay and panic coursing through her.

“What the hell is going on?” Wyatt came running out of the house, just as Hunter football rushed Cal and sent them both sprawling to the ground.

[image: image]

Hunter wasn’t sure how long he came to blows with Cal, before the two were physically separated. Wyatt dragged Hunter off Cal, while Lyle—the ranch hand—helped Cal to his feet.

Adrenaline raged through Hunter’s veins, tempered with a small dose of rage. Looking at Cal a few feet away showed the other men appeared to be feeling the same.

“Someone had better start talking,” Wyatt barked out. “What is this?”

Hunter shook his head, not about to answer that. Because what answer did he have? Besides Cal Marshall was an aggressive asshole.

“You think it’s all a coincidence?” Cal demanded, looking around at them. “That Hunter just happens to stay at Marshall ranch, and seduce our sister?”

“What are you even implying?” Katie demanded, her face nearly red. Whether with anger or embarrassment, it was hard to tell. “And there was no seduction involved. I know what I’m getting myself into it. Not that it’s any of your business, Cal.”

“It is my business, Katie.” Cal took a step toward Hunter. “Because he’s only sleeping with you to get revenge on me.”

Fury erupted from Hunter’s throat, and he tried to lunge forward, but Wyatt held him back.

“That’s ridiculous,” Katie sputtered, but there was a faint hint of uncertainty in her words.

Cal shook his head. “We don’t have good history.”

“And, why would we? You kicked my ass when I was a freshman in high school,” Hunter ground out. “Then harassed me until the day I left Marietta.”

Katie gasped, swinging her gaze to Cal. “Is this true?”

Cal’s nostrils flared and he gave a terse nod. “I’m not proud of it. I was stupid and hot-headed. When Jeanne told me Hunter assaulted her at the rodeo dance, I made sure he regretted it.”

This must be what Katie had been asking about earlier. Hunter gave a harsh laugh, wishing the man across from him dead with his eyes.

“I didn’t assault anyone, and we both know it.”

Cal drew in a long breath and gave a small nod. “I do now. It took years to figure it out though.” His eyes narrowed. “But by then you’d already worked out how to get your revenge on me.”

“I don’t understand this,” Katie whispered. “Any of this. Everyone, please leave and let me talk to Hunter alone.”

“The hell I will.” Cal bit out, casting her a sharp look. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?”

“Yes, and I’d like to speak with Hunter myself.” She shot her brother a furious look. “You and I will talk later. So don’t even think about leaving the ranch yet.”

“Kat—”

“Let her handle her own business.” Wyatt let go of Hunter’s arm and gave Cal a hard look. “You’ve done enough for the moment.”

Hunter strode toward Katie, searching her face to see how upset she was. It didn’t look good. She wouldn’t even meet his gaze.

“My cabin?” he suggested softly.

She gave a nod and followed him there. Once inside, he closed the door behind them. Uncertain whether to speak, or let her go first, he simply waited.

“You mention being bullied. Being beaten up. But never think to mention it was by my brother?” Her words trembled, and her gaze finally lifted to his. The betrayal in her eyes had him flinching. “Why?”

He let the breath hiss out from between his teeth, before answering carefully. “Because it has nothing to do with what’s happening between us now.”

“You can’t possibly believe that.” She shook her head, pressing her lips together. “The sexual assault Jim told me about. This was what he was talking about, wasn’t it?”

Hunter sighed. “It never happened. Or not the way they thought.”

“Enlighten me.”

“Cal’s girlfriend at the time, Jeanne, found me at the rodeo dance. She’d snuck in a flask and was drunk. She was flirting with me—the hell if I know why—and then she kissed me.” Hell, he hated talking about this. He did his best to never think about it. The only person he’d ever told was Barry. “It was my first kiss, actually. Forced on me by another guy’s girlfriend. Your brother caught us. Jeanne spun it, saying I’d grabbed her ass and forced a kiss on her. You know the rest.”

He watched her swallow visibly.

“He bullied you for years.”

“It was bad for a few months, before he backed off a little. Still, he was never what you’d call nice.” Hunter sighed and scrubbed his beard.

Katie folded her arms across her chest, her gaze searching his. “You must’ve hated him.”

“Yes.” It wouldn’t help to try and make things pretty for her.

“I mean, wanting revenge would’ve been natural.”

Hunter didn’t breathe as her words registered. He stepped toward her. “That’s not what this is about, Katie.”

She stepped back, heartbreakingly confused and uncertain. “But why would you ever come and stay at this ranch when my brother was so awful to you? It doesn’t make any sense.”

It hadn’t made much sense to him at the time either. He’d just seen it come up in the list of ranches, and he’d immediately thought of Katie.

“I told you once. You were always nice to me.”

Her expression softened. “Even though my brother was a complete jerk.” She paused and looked him directly in the eyes. “I need you to tell me, honestly, that you never once had the thought that screwing Cal’s sister would be the perfect payback.”

Hunter opened his mouth, ready to say it, but guilt squeezed his gut. Once, yes, the thought that crossed his mind. When he’d seen her picture on the website, and started imagining what it would be like if he hooked up with her. He’d briefly thought how pissed off Cal would be to know Hunter was sleeping with Katie.

“That wasn’t why I slept with you,” he answered quietly.

She shook her head. “You hesitated.”

“I know.” He gave a harsh laugh. “I’m human, Katie. So, yes, the thought ran through my head, but it wasn’t why I came out here.”

She flinched, seeming surprised by his honesty. “You pushed awfully hard for me to leave Jim so I could climb into bed with you.”

“Stop.” He closed the distance between them, catching her wrist to stop her retreat. “Because we wanted each other, and he was the only thing standing between us.”

“I don’t even know what to think anymore.” She blinked, but not before he’d seen the sheen of tears in her eyes.

His chest tightened, and he stroked the softness of her inner wrist. “How I feel about you has nothing to do with your brother.”

“And how do you feel about me, Hunter?” she whispered.

The question made him still. His heart pounded faster and his throat went tight. “I care about you.”

If there was more, there was no way he would admit it. Not to himself, and certainly not to her. It would just make Sunday’s parting even harder.

“Right.” She nodded, and a bittersweet smile curled her lips.

How the hell did he fix this?

“Maybe we can talk more tonight, once we get settled at the campsite—”

“I don’t think we should go camping anymore.” She eased her wrist free and turned away from him. “Who are we kidding, Hunter? What difference does two days make? It’s probably best if we...”

“If we what?”

“If went end it now.” Her words were a whisper.

He sucked in a breath, like she’d sucker-punched him. His head spun. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do. Things are different now.” She glanced back at him, eyes spitting accusations. “You never told me about Cal. How could you hide something like that? It’s huge.”

“I thought you knew, honestly, until you started making comments that indicated you had no idea. Maybe you were too young when it happened.” He was a bit numb now. “Bringing it up would’ve just created conflict that was irrelevant to my week here.”

“It wasn’t irrelevant.” Her words held a hint of sadness. “Not to your presence here, and certainly not to me.” She turned to look out the window. “I’m so sorry about what Cal did to you. I’m having a hard time processing it, truthfully. But it’s this big huge thing sitting between us now and, whether I want to or not, I think I’ll always wonder if sleeping with me was just payback for you.”

Though he tried not to show it, everything inside him crumpled. Her words destroyed him in ways he could never let her see. Even though he’d already sworn that getting involved with her hadn’t been about revenge, she still doubted him. Couldn’t trust him. And he couldn’t blame her. Maybe he should’ve told her about Cal, but he hated revisiting that time of his life. Hated reminding himself that Katie was Cal’s brother, because they were nothing alike.

There was a knock on the door, and Hunter swung his gaze toward it.

“It’s Wyatt and Eddie.” Katie lifted a hand and waved at the two. “We can talk later, if you really want to.”

If he really wanted to. As if she’d be doing him a favor.

His jaw clenched. Everything had gone to shit. There was no coming back from this. She was right. What difference was two days? With a small nod, he went and opened the door.

Eddie grinned when he saw them, but it faltered a bit. Hunter must’ve had one hell of an expression on his face.

“Figured we could let you do the computer stuff first today,” Wyatt said brusquely. “Cal and Katie need to get to talking, and I just got called out for an on the far end of our property.”

There was no way he’d let Eddie down. They still had one more lesson, and that was one place he didn’t need to worry about fucking up.

“Sure.” He glanced over at Katie, but she kept her gaze out the window. “I’ll see you then.”

She nodded. “You guys have fun.”

He hoped she’d turn and look at him, but she never did. Without another word, he turned and left the cabin.
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“My own brother was a bully, and I never even had a clue.”

Katie sat in the passenger seat of her brother’s car as they drove through the small back roads of Marietta. There wasn’t a destination in mind, they’d just decided a drive to go talk was probably the best idea.

To his credit, Cal’s face turned red and his lips pinched with what looked like regret. “I’m sorry, Katie. I won’t even bother denying it.”

“You really beat Hunter up?”

“I thought he’d attacked Jeanne.” He sighed. “Though that’s probably not much of an excuse either.”

“Violence is never the answer in my eyes.” She paused, something not settling right with a couple things he’d said now. “What do you mean by thought he’d attacked her.”

Cal tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “She probably lied. I figured that out near the end of senior year. I caught her making out with another guy and when I asked her about it later, she pulled the same excuse out about him attacking her. There was no attack. She was all over him like mare in heat.”

“And that’s when you broke up with her.” She remembered his and Jeanne’s relationship. She hadn’t been a fan of the girl. She’d been obnoxious, and flirtatious with anyone with a penis.

“Yeah.”

“Did you apologize to Hunter?”

A beat went by. “You know I didn’t.”

Her jaw clenched. “I guess he wouldn’t have blackened your eye an hour ago if you had.”

Cal winced and touched his eye gingerly. “The guy has a better right hook than I would’ve figured.”

“Left hook. He’s left-handed.” She’d learned quite a few of the little details and habits about Hunter during their week together.

There was more silence, before Hunter pulled the truck over to the side of the road and turned off the engine.

“Are you in love with him?”

Her breath caught. “I don’t know.”

“I think you do.”

Still, she couldn’t draw a breath, as emotion surged through her. Only when she grew lightheaded did she gasp in air on a sob.

“Yes. I love him.” She pressed her fist to her mouth. “I didn’t want to, but I do.”

“Ah, shit.” He slid an arm around her and pulled him against his side on the bench seat of the truck. “This is my fault. I’m sorry.”

“The only thing that’s your fault is for being a complete jerk to Cal in school.” She didn’t pull away, just elbowed him lightly in the side. “It’s my fault for falling in love. I knew it was never going to be serious.”

“And what if he really was just using you to get back at me.”

She thought back on the week. Remembered their first night on the porch swing. The moment at the river. How he’d defended her from Lance. How tenderly he’d made love to her.

“I don’t think revenge had anything to do with it.” And deep in her heart, with the anger and shock fading, she could admit it. “Maybe in the beginning, he might’ve had a tiny seed that wanted to get involved with me for those reasons, but it never sprouted. Besides, I made the first move. I kissed him first.”

Cal grunted in amusement. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“My little sister Katie made the first move?”

“I sure did.”

“Hmm. Maybe I rubbed off on you a little more than I realized.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, please, I would have a long way to go before catching up to your reputation with dating, Cal. Or not dating.”

“I date.”

“You hookup.” It was the one thing about him that bugged her the most. His cavalier attitude toward women reminded her too much of her experience in college.

“I’m young, Katie. It doesn’t matter.”

“You’re almost thirty. It’s starting to matter. And not just because it’s kind of skeevy.”

He laughed and removed his arm from her. “While I can appreciate your topic changing diversion, we should get back to the topic at hand. You and Hunter.”

“There is no Me and Hunter.” With the reminder, her heart clenched and the light mood was quickly extinguished with the dark reminder of today’s events. “Even if I could move past everything that happened today, he’s still leaving Sunday.”

Cal was silent for a moment, staring out the window, his brows furrowed. “Do you think he loves you?”

It was a question she’d asked herself a few times this week. “He might. But he loves his company more. He’ll never leave Seattle. And now I can understand why he hates Marietta so much.”

“Because of me.”

Undoubtedly Cal deserved some, maybe most, of the blame. But she couldn’t let him “I’m sure you were a big part, but I doubt all of it.”

“Would you ever leave Marietta?”

“No. This is my home,” she said quietly. “I love Marietta and its people, no matter how awful they can be sometimes.” She gave him a pointed look. “I tried Seattle, and it just wasn’t for me. No matter how much I loved someone, eventually the misery of being in the big city would overpower me.”

When her brother didn’t say anything, she looked over at him. His expression was pinched and his shoulders were stiff. This was probably the unhappiest she’d seen him in a while.

“You need to apologize to him,” she said softly. “Hunter and I aside, promise you’ll apologize for what you did.”

“I will. I already planned on it.” Cal gave a slight nod. “I should’ve done it a long time ago. I should’ve done it today. But when Wyatt let it slip that you two were involved, I lost it. I feared the worst. Thought the worst about him. And I lost it. I owe you an apology too.”

She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you. It means a lot.”

He started the truck and flipped a u-turn. “I’ll go find Hunter when we get back to the ranch and talk to him.”

And, after that, Katie would have her turn tonight. She hadn’t been completely fair to Hunter either. The least she could do was talk things out. Maybe they should take that camping trip.

Her cell buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it free, staring at the text on the screen from Claire. Her stomach hit the floor and her head went light.

“Who’s that?” Cal asked, glancing away from the road briefly.

“Guess that apology will have to be in an email.” Her throat burned from holding back tears. “Hunter packed up and left right after the lesson with Eddie.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Hunter stared, unblinking, at the screen in front of him. There it was again. Another offer, similar to the others, but bigger this time.

He leaned back in his chair and glanced out his window. Through the buildings and over the congested roads, he could see a hint of Puget Sound. The steady drizzle of rain didn’t make him excited to explore the rocky beaches anytime soon though.

The building space they’d rented for Vendetta Interactive was small, but functional. It had been perfect for a small company starting out. They were experiencing big growing pains, but with the price of Seattle real estate, it was hard to make the move. Just the thought of dealing with it was more stress than he wanted to deal with.

It’d been two weeks since he’d left Montana, and he’d missed the open space, summer sunshine and big blue skies. More than he thought he would. But most especially, he missed Katie.

There’d been no phone calls or emails. There’d been nothing but silence since he’d finished up Eddie’s lesson and left right after. And it seemed she had no problem with it, had just gone back to her life as normal.

One person had kept in touch with him though. Eddie. They’d emailed, and even spoken on the phone a few times, as Hunter continued to help him with his game development. It was actually the one thing that gave his day a little brightness—when he heard from the teen.

Hunter turned back to his screen and scrubbed a hand over his beard.

The office was quieter now. Probably because Lance had quit once returning from Montana. No one had bought into his alcohol driven rants about Hunter. It had backfired on him, really. Lance hadn’t been super popular around Vendetta Interactive. Then again that tended to happen when someone had a crappy personality.

Hunter wondered if he should feel more regret or guilt, but there was none. Just relief. It was better for everyone. Lance had been itching for something more exciting anyway.

A knock on his office door had Hunter lifting his head.

Kevin, his assistant, stood in the doorway with a puzzled expression.

“What’s up, Kev?”

“There’s a cowboy here who wants to talk to you.”

Hunter’s brows snapped together. “A cowboy?”

“Yeah, he’s in the lobby—”

“Got tired of waiting.” Cal Marshall stepped into the office. “Figured I’d find you myself.”

Tension coiled through Hunter’s muscles, and he drew a slow breath in, staring at the man he’d physically fought a couple weeks ago. There was still a hint of yellow bruising around Cal’s eye, and Hunter felt a small stab of satisfaction.

Kevin shook his head and shrugged, before disappearing again.

“I’m impressed.” Hunter flashed a humorless smile. “You came all the way to Seattle to continue the fight?”

“Actually, no. I’m fixing to end it.” Adjusting his Stetson, Cal gave a small grunt. “You and I need to talk, Richardson.”

That sounded about as fun as a root canal. “I’m actually at work. Which should be pretty obvious, because you showed up at my company.”

Cal tilted his head and gave a shit-eating-grin. “Good thing I chose to come in at noon. Figure you must have a lunch break coming up.”

Hell. Yes, he did. And clearly the man wasn’t going to leave until they’d hashed this out. “Sure. Let’s grab lunch. I know a great sushi place down the road.”

A half-hour later they sat silent in the small restaurant with their menus open. Cal’s brows were drawn together as he stared at the menu, and he kept making little grunting noises.

“If you don’t like fish, or if sushi freaks you out, you can always order the chicken katsu.” Hunter hid a smirk. “It’s about as close to fried chicken as you’ll get in here.”

“I’m up to try something new. What’s good?”

“The Eel Roll.”

Cal shot him a quick look. “Not that new.”

“Spicy tuna roll might be a little more up your alley.” Despite his intent to hate him and this lunch, Hunter found himself amused. Maybe even relaxing.

“Good. I’ll give it a try.” Cal set the menu down and stared at him. “I’m not good at apologies, but I owe you one. A pretty damn big one.”

Hunter set his menu down too, already knowing what he was going to order. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific.”

Cal grimaced. “I deserve that. Apologize for everything. Let’s start with the way I treated you in high school.” He paused. “I was stupid, reckless, and really just a testosterone raging teen who thought he was defending his girl.”

“She’s the one who hit on me.”

“I realize that now. It wasn’t cool what she did—and it happened with more than just you. Which is when I broke up with her.”

And the harassment of Hunter had stopped. Hunter breathed in a slow breath. How long had he waited to finally feel validated? These words were a balm to the scars on his soul.

The waitress came and took their orders, before disappearing a moment later.

“Anyway, there was no excuse for what I did,” Cal continued once she’d left. “For not apologizing once I realized what she’d done. Pride and all that business. I just”—he hesitated—“I hated thinking that maybe I’d driven you out of Marietta.”

“It was a combo of things.” Hunter gave a slight smile. “Sorry, can’t give you all the credit.”

Cal’s gaze searched his, before he gave a nod. “I’m still part of the reason, though. And that’ll never be okay in my book. Anyway, you may never forgive me, and I won’t blame you for it.”

“I don’t know, this apology is going better than you probably think,” Hunter admitted. “Holding a grudge is damn exhausting. And I keep reminding myself that you can’t be all that bad if you’re a Marshall and related to Katie.”

Cal grunted. “Surprised you haven’t asked about her yet.”

Hunter gave a tight smile, even as his heart began a slow thud. “How is she?”

“Good. Got engaged to Jim, the deputy.”

Hunter stilled, felt the color drain from his face and bile rising in his throat.

“Just messing with you, man.” Cal’s gaze was alight with triumph. “But I fucking knew it. You love her.”

Hunter blinked, the words looping in his head, before they settled and made sense. He slumped down in the chair and scrubbed his beard.

“That was a dick thing to lie about.”

“Yeah, probably.” Cal didn’t look too concerned. “But I had to know. I guess the only question I have for you now is, what happens next?”
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Immersing herself into nature always healed her. Whether it was a broken body or a broken heart.

Katie increased her pace up the hillside, barely noticing the view off to the side of the trail. There’d be plenty of time to take it all in once she reached her uncle’s property line.

The fireworks over the river weren’t set to go off for another hour or so. Watching the Fourth of July show from her uncle’s property had always been her favorite. Both when he’d lived there, and after, when it was just an empty, abandoned lot. Just because her uncle had gone and sold the property before she could make an offer wasn’t about to stop her.

One last time, at least.

She reached the end of the trail and stepped onto the property. There were several “Private Property” signs scattered about now, with a large one near the road on the other side of the property.

It wasn’t hers now. Who was she kidding? It was never going to be hers.

With her throat tightening in sadness, Katie wrenched her gaze away and focused on the view instead.

Memories of being here with Hunter raced through her head. Just like that, she was back in his arms and being kissed until she was mindless.

She blinked against the sting of tears. Her heart pounded, not from exertion, but as if it were trying to break free from the ache of pain that caged it.

Folding her arms over her stomach, she let out a small sob that was swallowed up by the trees around her.

Why? Oh, dear Lord, why had she let herself fall in love with Hunter?

It had probably been as inevitable as the rising moon.

She sat on the edge of the hillside, losing track of time as she watched the sunset and the darkness creep in.

The sky lit up in brilliant orange flower as the Marietta Fourth of July show set off it first series of fireworks.

The air left her lungs on a shaky sigh and some of the tension left her muscles. She could almost get lost in this moment and forget everything that had happened. Imagine this was just another Fourth of July.

She was so caught up in the show, she almost didn’t realize the flash of lights were coming from behind her now, instead of down in the valley.

Katie turned and glanced over her shoulder.

Headlights bounced between the trees as the vehicle they were on approached.

The new owners.

She pushed to her feet, disappointment swelling inside her. Her gaze swept to the trail and she mentally prepared to run. Not everyone would take kindly to the no trespassing warning being broken.

The headlights swept over her, illuminating her.

Time to go.

She moved quickly toward the trail, just as the slamming of a car door sounded.

“Katie.”

Her name on his lips froze her. Sent waves of shock through every inch of her body. She closed her eyes as it sank in.

The betrayal. The pain.

She turned and faced Hunter.

I can’t do it, Katie. I can’t live here full time. Maybe get a place somewhere and come up for a vacation now and then, though.

“He sold it to you? To you?” The accusation ripped hoarsely from her.

The SUV was still on, its lights shining on him as Hunter strode toward her. He was just a silhouette in a cowboy hat until he stopped inches from her.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “He sold it to me.”

Deep down she’d hoped she was wrong, but his words nearly had her doubling over in agony.

“How could you do this to me?” She choked out, fists balled at her side. “You... you...” She tried to swear. Tried real hard to call him the word that began with an “a” and ended in hole, but it still wouldn’t come out. “Jerk.”

Hunter closed the distance between them and she shook her head, pushing his chest to keep him away.

He caught both of her hands and pulled her flush against him. “Listen, sweetheart—”

“Don’t you sweetheart me, Hunter Richardson. Ever again. You lost that right when you left me. When you left this town.” She choked out. “You know how much I wanted this property.”

“Yeah, I know.” He transferred her wrists into one hand and used the other to gently touch her cheek. “Which is why I bought it for you. For us.”
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Katie stilled against him. “You did what now?”

Her whisper sent a lick of hope through him.

God, he hoped like hell it wasn’t too late. Would she forgive him? For everything?

“I called your uncle and told him my plans and made an offer.”

“What plans? Last I heard the only thing you wanted from this town was a summer home.”

He winced, unable to blame her for the hint of bitterness in her words.

“I thought that’s all I wanted. All I needed.” Emotion had his voice breaking. “I was wrong. So wrong, Katie.”

In the car’s headlights, he could see the mix of confusion, wariness, and hope in her eyes. It broke his heart to know he was responsible for them.

“So what are your plans then?”

Now or never, buddy. Grow a pair.

The fireworks of Marietta continued to put on a show in the background.

He fumbled in his pocket for the box and pulled it out, then dropped to one knee in the dirt. He flipped the box open and she gasped.

“Will you marry me, Kaitlyn Marshall? Let me build you the dream home we both want and maybe have some kids to run around this property of ours.”

Tears leaked out the corner of her eyes, before she gave a small nod. “Yes. Of course, I will.”

He stood, placed the ring on her finger. “I love you, sweetheart.”

Before she could ask the questions he knew were coming, he covered her mouth in a deep kiss. A kiss he’d missed like hell for the last two weeks.

When he lifted his head, she leaned into him trembling.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered. “What about Vendetta Interactive?”

“I’ve been pressured to IPO the company for a long time now. I was tempted, but never quite enough to actually do it.” He paused and touched her cheek. “Until there was you. You are so much more important to me than my company, sweetheart.”

“I don’t even know what the means, but no.” She shook her head. “If it means abandoning the company you built, then no. I won’t let you do it.”

“It means I’m no longer at the helm of it, but I’m in no way abandoning it. I’m a director, so I’ll still be involved. I may have to fly out four times a year or so, but for the most part I’ll get to offer R&D advice—company guidance—remotely. From Marietta. And they kept upping the offer. I’m getting a major windfall from doing this.”

Her mouth dropped open and hope flickered in her eyes, until it faded. “You can’t move back here, Hunter.”

His stomach clenched. “Why is that?”

“You’ll be miserable.” She lifted her hand, before he could reply. “Please, let me finish. I told you my mom left us when we were kids.”

He nodded, waiting for her to continue.

“I never told my brothers, but looked her up when I was in Seattle going to college. We had dinner together.”

He drew in a deep breath, suspecting he wasn’t going to like this story.

“She admitted she was miserable in Marietta, being married to a cowboy. There was no reason to stay. She didn’t love my dad.” She swallowed hard. “And she didn’t love us. Or not enough, I guess. I don’t think she enjoyed being a mother.”

Then why the hell did she have three kids? He was furious at the selfish woman who’d caused the Marshall kids so much misery. Wished like hell he could’ve spared Katie some of the pain.

Katie sighed. “But in Bellevue, she was in her element. She loved the city. The money and shopping. I could see it in her eyes. She was never meant for a small town. Some people aren’t.” Katie searched his gaze. “And what if you ended up like her, Hunter? I don’t want you to be miserable here, just to be with me.”

He squeezed her hand. “Sweetheart, did I seem miserable when I was here for a week?”

She hesitated. “At times.”

“Yeah, well, most of those were because of Lance.” He grimaced. “But I fell in love with the wide-open spaces. The countryside. Even started to love the people again. But, most importantly, I fell in love with you.”

“What about Cal?” She brought up her brother. “You hate him.”

“Not as much anymore.” He gave a lopsided smile, thinking back on the memory from a few days ago. “He came out to Seattle to talk to me. To apologize. We bonded over sushi and craft beer.”

“Cal went to Seattle?” Her eyes rounded. “And ate sushi?”

“Yeah. He dug it. So I think we’re actually cool now.”

“I don’t even know what to say to that.”

“Well, let it sink in while I tell you something else.” He touched her cheek gently. “I also spoke to my mom about some things that have always bugged me. She gave up New York and a big career to marry my dad and move here. I thought she was like your mom, hating Marietta and being stuck here. I’d been meaning to talk to her about it for years. She always seemed so unhappy.”

She bit her lip. “What did she say?”

“She was bored. She missed the city. But she never regretted marrying dad and moving here.” He’d been surprised by her admission, and yet it had made sense. “I think our conversation made her realize some things she wanted though. She told my dad she wants to visit a big city at least once a year to spend a weekend and see a Broadway show. And she’d going to get a part-time job to keep herself busy.”

“That’s great.” She looked genuinely happy for him. “What about you though, Hunter? I can’t help but think you’ll get bored with ranching.”

“I don’t think I’ll get bored with it, but you’re right, I will need something more at times,” he admitted. “Which is why I contacted the high school and offered to run an after-school coding club. If it’s a success and enough interest, we’ll offer classes at the high school. It’s something to offer stimulation to kids who were like me. Kids like Eddie.”

“Really?” Tears filled her eyes. The fireworks grew brighter and louder, in what seemed to be the finale of the show.

“Absolutely. When I worked with him that week and saw him grow in his knowledge, in his excitement, it was just as much of a rush for me as game development.”

Wonder shone in her eyes. “I didn’t think it was possible to love you anymore than I already did. I was so wrong. You really want to stay?”

“I really, really do. Sweetheart, I’m not running away from Marietta again.” He traced her lips with the pad of his thumb. “I love you so much, Katie. And I promise I’ll spend the rest of our lives making sure you know that.”

With the firework finale roaring behind them, and the world around them shimmering with color, he claimed her mouth in a kiss that said he’d start that promise right now.

The End
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“Monday? But it’s Thursday. Are you sure that’s the earliest you can fix it?” Claire glanced from her car back to the mechanic in overalls, dread growing in her stomach.

“Yes, ma’am.” Dillon, the owner of the Dillon’s Garage, shrugged. “You caught me just as we were closing up shop. Usually I’d have one of my guys who’d probably fix it for a bit extra, seeing that it’s the weekend and all, but the whole town shuts down rodeo weekend.”

“The Copper Mountain Rodeo.” Which started tomorrow and lasted three days. She’d be going the entire weekend without a car. Without a way to get back to Bozeman Sunday morning.

“Yeah, the rodeo.” He grinned. “Is that the reason you’re in town?”

“Yes.”

“Barrel racing?”

She blinked. “I have no idea what that even means.”

He chuckled. “Gonna take that as a no.”

“Definitely a no. I’m the entertainment.” She was singing with Bourbon and Boots, the band hired for the big steak dinner and dance Saturday night.

She’d heard stories about the whole town showing up for the event, but she’d thought it might be more exaggeration than truth.

Apparently not, going by what Dillon had just told her.

But now a busted radiator was going to keep her stranded after the gig. Catching a ride with her bandmates wasn’t an option, because their car was all full up with musicians and instruments.

Even if there was room, she was the new one in the group. The singer they’d brought in just a few months ago to replace the woman who’d left before her. She was still getting to know everyone, and while there was no reason not to trust her bandmates, there was still a part of her that was wary of being alone and dependent on a group of men.

She preferred to drive herself to the gigs. To not have to rely on anyone else. It was safer. Or at least it felt safer.

“So will that work for you, ma’am? Waiting until Monday?”

“I don’t seem to have much of a choice.” Claire bit back a frustrated sigh. Trying to stay calm, she drew in a deep breath and could almost taste the oil and exhaust in the air. “Sorry. Yes, that’ll work.”

She followed him to the counter and filled out the necessary paperwork. Once she was done, she grabbed her suitcase and guitar case and left the garage.

There was no question about it. This little town in Montana was the epitome of a small town. She’d thought Bozeman was small, but Marietta was downright quaint.

She glanced down Front Avenue—four or five blocks long, and spotted the Graff Hotel down at the other end.

She still needed to book a room for a couple nights. Well, three nights now it seemed.

With that frustrating reality still settling in, she set off walking, dragging her suitcase in one hand and holding her guitar in the other.

The September air was growing cooler at night, and a shiver shook her small frame. Why hadn’t she thought to pull her sweatshirt out of the suitcase first?

When she reached the hotel, the amount of people milling about inside sent another wave of apprehension through her.

They’d have a room available, right? She figured no one really went to the rodeo here except the locals, and she’d assumed coming in on Thursday before the rodeo even started would ensure she got a room.

Wrong. She couldn’t have been any more wrong.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, we just don’t have anything available.”

“None?” Claire repeated faintly.

“First room we have available won’t be until Monday night.”

Oh, God, could this day get any worse? The hotel was packed and she could feel the curious gazes of several people on her.

“I see.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Thanks.”

“Hang on, let me give you a list of some other possible options that could put you up.”

Ten minutes later she was back on the street, a scrap of paper in her jeans pocket with the harried scrawl of other potential places to spend the night. But the receptionist had warned her it didn’t look good. So Claire had grudgingly thanked the woman, and then asked where the nearest bar was.

After the constant barrage of bad news from the past hour, she needed a drink. Maybe two.

With tears of frustration sneaking out her eyes, she dragged her suitcase and guitar back down First Street until she found Grey’s Saloon.

She found a table in the back and settled in—grateful for the opportunity to rest her feet and put her things down.

Only when she had a beer in front of her and an order of fries in the works, did she pull out the scrap of paper to look over her options.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw someone approaching the booth. Instinctively tensing, she glanced up, just as the woman settled into the seat across from her.

“Kind of silly to come to town on rodeo weekend without a room booked, don’t you think?”

Claire blinked in dismay at the tall, slender brunette. She was pretty. Close in age to her, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five? The arched brow look the woman gave her sent a wave of annoyance through Claire.

“Excuse me?”

“The Graff hotel is booked solid being that it’s rodeo weekend. Has been for quite a while now.” The woman nodded her chin at the slip of phone numbers Claire clutched. “Chances are all those will be as well. Unless there was a cancellation.”

“How did you know—”

“Carol Bingley, the town gossip. She was at The Graff and overheard you. I ran into her afterward and she told me everything. Including that you were heading to Grey’s.”

Seriously? Claire’s lips thinned. “Oh, she just offered up that information, did she?”

“Yeah.” The brunette glanced up as a waitress appeared to take her order. “Hey, Mardie. Can I have Bud Light? Thanks.”

Small towns. Claire struggled not to look as irritated as she felt. There was no such thing as privacy.

“Sorry, let me start over. I’m Kaitlyn.”

“I’m Claire.”

“Nice to meet you, Claire. I’m here because I can help you.”

“Really.” She hated needing anyone’s help. Loathed it actually.

“Really.”

Kaitlyn’s beer and Claire’s fries arrived at the same time.

“I’m part owner of a cattle ranch not too far outside of town.” Kaitlyn grabbed her bottle and took a sip. “We have extra cabins on the property that I’m in charge of renting out during the summer.”

“Just summer?”

“Peak tourist season. We close down after Labor Day. But during the summer we give people a rustic escape from the city, you know?”

Rustic sounded uncomfortable.

“We offer fly fishing. Horseback riding. Guided hikes. All that kind of fun stuff. Brings in a little extra money for us, too.” Kaitlyn snagged a fry and ate it. “Which is all kind of irrelevant right now that summer is almost over, but what I’m saying is you’re welcome to rent one of my cabins.”

Claire hesitated.

“Pull out your phone and look us up. We’re legit.” Blue eyes sparkled with amusement as Kaitlyn rattled off the name of the ranch.

Because the other woman clearly waited for her to do it, Claire quickly checked out the website on her phone.

It was real, and the cabins looked wonderfully charming.

“An entire cabin?” Claire shook her head and sighed. “I doubt I can afford—”

“I’ll give you a deal. Two-hundred for all four nights.”

Claire caught her breath. That was considerably less than she would’ve paid at The Graff. And, oh, Lord, she was tempted. Only there was still a problem.

“How far out of town?” Biting her lip, she added, “My car broke down.”

“Oh gosh. When it rains it pours, huh?”

“Pretty much. I just don’t know though... I’ll need to find a way to the steak dinner Saturday night. I’m the singer for Bourbon and Boots.”

Kaitlyn’s eyes lit up. “That’s great, I can’t wait to hear you guys. And, look, I’ll be going into town for the dinner—everyone does—so I can drive you. And I can drive you back to the ranch tonight. You also won’t need to worry about food, you can eat with me and the boys.”

“Boys?”

“My brother and the ranch hands.”

Claire ate her first fry. Silent. Thinking.

“Why are you doing this?” she finally asked.

“Because I was across the street when you left The Graff.” Kaitlyn’s gaze slid away as she took another sip of beer. “I saw you crying and went inside the hotel to see if I could find out why.”

Mortification sent heat up into Claire’s cheeks. She rarely cried but, damn it, today had been her undoing.

“I want you to know I’ve been there. We all have at some point or another,” Kaitlyn said softly and glanced at Claire again. There was a flash of vulnerability, maybe a dark memory in her eyes, before it was gone. “I want to help.”

It’d been so long since she’d accepted help from anyone. Swallowing against the lump in her throat, Claire nodded.

“Thank you, Kaitlyn. If you’re sure, then I’d very much like to take you up on your offer.” She nodded at the other woman’s drink. “And I’m buying your beer.”

“Call me Katie, and I won’t argue. Though I think I probably owe you for the fries.”

“Nope, I’ve got everything. When are you heading back to the ranch?”

“Soon as we finish our beers.”

Claire nodded and, because she’d been on the road all morning, said, “I’m going to run to the restroom really quick then. Will you watch my stuff?”

“Sure. Not that anyone would be stupid enough to steal it.” Katie grinned. “Can’t get away with anything around Marietta. Someone would be spotted wearing your clothing in under five minutes.”

Claire slipped out of the booth, amused at the image of her stolen dress on a local. Yes, there was probably a reason for that smaller crime rate in small towns.

She was so caught up in her thoughts, she didn’t notice the man in front of her until she’d smacked right into him.

Strong hands reached out to steady her. Panic raced through her veins at being touched and she took a quick step back.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled out the quick apology and cast a quick look up at him.

Her heart damn near stopped and her throat went tight. She jerked her gaze away, and before he could reply she hurried around him and into the restroom.

[image: image]

Wyatt’s gaze followed the blonde as she bolted like a spooked steer.

He’d only seen her for a moment before she’d rammed into him. Very pretty, and definitely not local. Probably in town for the rodeo, or maybe the girlfriend of one of the competitors.

Shaking his head, he turned away and made his way to the table where his sister sat drinking a beer.

“Heard you were slacking on the books and getting drunk,” he teased.

“Darn right.” Katie grinned and leaned back in the booth, finishing off her Bud Light. “So I rented out one of the cabins for the weekend.”

His brows drew together. “You did what now?”

“Someone from the band tomorrow night made the mistake of not booking a hotel. She was desperate.”

Wyatt glanced down and realized for the first time that there was an extra beer at the table. And luggage and a guitar.

“We don’t rent the cabins after summer, Katie.”

“Not usually, no.” She held his gaze, her determined expression unwavering. “She had no place to go, Wyatt. You know just as well as I do she’d never find anywhere else to stay.”

He gave a brisk shrug. “She should’ve thought about that before showing up without a room.”

“You’re too hard-hearted.”

Maybe. “Better than being too tender-hearted.”

“I think that’s debatable.” She squeezed his hand. “Anyway, I own a third of the ranch and I’m letting her stay.”

He couldn’t argue with her there. “How much are you charging her?”

“Normal rate.” But the way his sister quickly glanced down, he knew she was lying.

Definitely too damn tender-hearted. Before he could press the subject, she asked, “What are you doing here anyway?”

“Meeting Cal for a drink to talk about some stuff.”

Cal, their brother, owned the other third of the ranch but had chosen not to work on it. He’d taken a job as foreman at another cattle ranch across the county.

“Should I count on you to be home tonight for dinner?”

“Meatloaf night? Hell, yeah, I’ll be home.”

Katie side-eyed him. “You watch your language, Wy.”

His sister had always frowned on his and Cal’s swearing habits. She was so much like their mother, both in looks and personality, that sometimes it left Wyatt a little uneasy.

“You and Shelby ready to compete this weekend?”

“Compete. Win. Yeah, we’re ready.”

Maybe he was a little smug, but it was warranted. When he chose to compete, whether tie-down roping or team roping, he usually won. And with Shelby O’Connor as his partner on team roping, he knew their chances were damn good.

She nodded. “You guys will do great.”

“Wish you would’ve signed up for the barrel racing.”

“Me too, but you know I need these few months off to let my ankle heel.”

“You’re smart to do that.”

He’d been stubborn too many times and competed despite injuries, but the extra money was always nice. Not to mention the stroke on his ego.

“Are you going to the parade in the morning?”

“Think I’ll skip it this year. Got too much to do, plus I want to get in a little more practice.”

The sound of someone approaching had him glancing over his shoulder. The blonde who’d slammed into him a few minutes ago was heading his way.

Her gaze was cast downward as she walked past him, but she surprised him when she slid into the booth seat across from his sister.

“Wyatt, this is Claire. She’s the one I’ve rented to the cabin to.”

She was the renter? Well, wasn’t that interesting?

“Claire, this is my brother, Wyatt.”

Claire, who’d been digging into her purse for something, seemed to stiffen.

“Hello. Thanks for helping me out.” She glanced up lightening quick, gave him a smile, and then ducked her head. The blonde curls shielded her face and she continued searching for something.

“You’re welcome.”

She still didn’t look up.

So brusque, she bordered on rude. His brows rose and he pursed his lips. He ran his gaze over her again. Blonde hair that looked like she spent too long curling. A pink t-shirt with a palm tree on it hugged a full chest. And those cowboy boots, now those were the worst. Not even real leather and far more fashionable than practical. Probably bought at a fancy department store.

Just another oblivious city girl showing up rodeo weekend without considering the fact that the rooms booked out months in advance.

Spotting Cal entering the bar, he dragged his attention away from Claire and nodded at his brother. Cal nodded back and grabbed a booth near the door.

“I’ll catch you both later at dinner, I reckon.” He stole a fry and winked at Katie.

He turned to leave, glancing one last time at Claire. She lifted her head at that moment and their gazes connected.

Dark eyes widened, before long lashes fluttered down to hide them again. But even in that small instant, he’d been hit with a strong sense of familiarity.

“We’re going to head out now anyway.” Katie slid out of the booth and planted a kiss on her brother’s cheek. “See you tonight, Wy.”

He nodded, making his way over to Cal as he tried to figure out where the hell he might’ve seen this Claire chick before. Katie had said she was with the band performing this weekend. Maybe she’d performed before in Marietta, or he’d seen her at another rodeo dance.

Wyatt took a seat across from his younger brother and tried to forget about it for now.

“How’s it been going, Cal?”

Cal sighed. “Busy, but good.”

“You should come back to the ranch. We miss having you.”

“I miss you guys too.” Cal gave a slow nod. “But Hank needs me. The guys got a list of health issues a mile long.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been hearing.”

Katie and Claire walked by right then, and Katie knocked Cal’s cowboy hat off his head as she passed. He caught it before it hit the floor.

“Don’t even come say hello to your sister. I see how it is.” But her words were light and teasing. “Catch you at the rodeo Saturday?”

“You bet.”

Once the ladies had left, Wyatt turned to his brother.

“She look familiar to you, Cal? The blonde?”

“Don’t believe so. She’s pretty as hell, but not familiar.”

Wyatt scowled, not surprised, but fighting an unwarranted resentment, that his brother had also found Claire attractive.

“I swear you chase more tail than a puppy,” Wyatt grumbled.

“What?” Cal grinned. “No harm in looking. Anyway, thanks for meeting me at Grey’s. There’s a couple things I’ve been meaning to talk to you about...”
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