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      Falls Edge has a way of making a person feel small. Human. A tiny speck between a majestic panorama of clouds and the valley floor. The mountains take up the middle ground and stare down on us—silent, imposing, arms wide in all their wonder. I’ve spent my life wrapped in these arms, year after year being a humble little speck, serving martinis and Old Fashioneds to the country’s elite on the veranda that stretches from one end of the red-roofed Falls Edge Hotel to the other. And no matter how many women in pearls and white pants snip at me for this or that, all I can ever feel is blessed that of all places, this is where I call home.

      Hundreds of thousands of patrons have passed through the hotel over the years. Presidents have lain in its beds. Captains of industry have graced its bars and ballrooms. And I’ve been working the veranda serving these patrons every summer since I turned thirteen and Daddy decided I needed to start being a part of the family business. Now I help him with the books, cover shifts between my classes at the local college, and put out fires on our busy weekends. I can’t imagine doing it all on my own, but one day the hotel will be mine, the same way it was once my mother’s.

      For now, though, we’re booked full and the veranda is at capacity. Every white wicker couch and lounge chair is occupied by an eager customer, and I’m doing all I can to keep up and smile while I do.

      Pellegrino. Two glasses. Dirty martini. Straight up. No olives. Shirley Temple. Extra cherries.

      I silently chant the last requests in my head as I pass through the wide double doors into Eve’s, the bar named after the hotel’s original owner.

      “McCasker, what the hell are you doing here?” My father’s tone is less than courteous.

      I peek around the corner just as Edwin McCasker passes through the front doors. The old oak floors creak under his boots. Daddy circles the reception desk like he means to turn him around and send him back to the other side of the valley. But Edwin doesn’t seem affected. He walks into the lobby, all dirty jeans and matching denim work shirt. His eyes are clever, a searing blue, and his smile has always melted any animosity my father would rather I hold toward him.

      “Gerald Bell. Always a pleasure.” Edwin nods in my direction and shoots me that smile. His hands are tucked casually into his jeans. “June.”

      I bite my lip to keep from returning his smile. Daddy stands in front of him, arms crossed as tightly as his navy blazer will allow. He’s a few inches shorter and infinitely more high-strung than the man in front of him.

      “I said, what are you doing here?” My father’s tone is hushed now. No guests seem to have noticed his earlier outburst.

      “I thought I’d stop by. See how the better half lives.”

      My father scoffs. “The better half. I’ve earned every dime and put damn near all of it back into making this a better place for our guests and our town. We’re not fat and happy hogs up here. If you haven’t noticed—and I know you haven’t because you’re an ignorant fool—that we’re employing half the damn town here. No thanks to you.”

      Edwin’s easy smile doesn’t falter. “I feel like all these years we’ve just been misunderstanding each other, Ger.”

      “I feel like all these years you’ve been misunderstanding simple arithmetic, and if you’d get your head out of the clouds and see that rundown farm for what it is, a⁠—”

      “An impediment to you lining your wallet with a little bit more of Falls Edge tourist dollars. Am I right?”

      “You’re dead wrong, as usual. We both know it’s a wasted opportunity to not expand on the one thing that keeps the tourists coming to our town. How many head of cattle you have there? They’re doing nothing but stinking up the main road.”

      “Those stinking cows are my livelihood, Ger. We can’t all be living a life of luxury like your guests.”

      “You could retire on the sale of the land, you idiot!”

      My father’s face is a fierce red. His arms, no longer crossed, are tight along his sides, ending in balled fists that I know he’d never use to hurt another human being. To my knowledge he’s never been a violent man, but for some reason, I bet if he broke his streak, it’d be on Edwin McCasker.

      I’ve only ever known the man as my father’s worst enemy and lifelong rival. He also happens to be our neighbor. Over the past four years, my father has been trying to buy the McCasker land to develop an expansion of the hotel. At first Edwin had agreed, but once my father lined up the investors to fund the exchange, McCasker backed out.

      Edwin looks through the windows that offer a view of the veranda and the majestic mountains beyond. “Pretty day.”

      My father wrinkles his brows. “It’s more than a pretty day. It’s a holiday weekend, and we’re busy. Unless you’re here to make good on the deal, you can turn on around and let us get back to work.”

      “I realize there’s nothing you want more than to buy up the land like we talked about. The truth is, the decision isn’t entirely mine. It never has been.”

      “Like hell it’s not.”

      Edwin raises his hands in surrender. “Honest to God. I considered your offer, and I thought it was the best thing too. Then Kase left for school, and things changed. I realized that me making a decision for both of us wasn’t really fair. He’s entitled to have a say in his future.”

      The mere mention of Edwin’s son has my heart beating faster.

      “He’s home now,” I say quietly.

      It’s not a question, because I knew the day he stepped foot back in Falls Edge. Somehow I got wind of it every time he came home, even if he never stayed long enough for us to cross paths.

      Edwin nods. “He’s home, and he’s here to stay. He wants to work the farm. Take over where I’ve fallen short. Turn it profitable again.”

      “Certainly he’s got more sense than you do,” my father says. “Send him up here. I’ll explain everything. The benefits to the town and to your family are clear. You’d have a stake in the profits going forward.”

      Edwin’s expression takes on a seriousness I’ve never seen before.

      “I’m sure you could explain it very well. Doesn’t change the fact that he’s decided to keep the land in our family. It’s his legacy too. I have to respect that.”

      “Nonsense!”

      My father goes toward him, but I race up to his side.

      “Daddy, wait. It’s not his fault.”

      “Not his fault! You have no sway with the boy?”

      “A bit, sure. But he’s grown. He’s seen a world beyond this valley, and I’m not about to tell him I know any better.” His gaze flickers up to me. “I have a lot of faith in the next generation. It’s a different world, a better world because of them. And it’s his decision as much as it is mine now.”

      My father opens his mouth to speak again, but I start before he can.

      “Mr. McCasker, if Kase wants to make Falls Edge his home, the expansion my father planned would ensure our town had a bright future. A future that could benefit him too. I’m sure he can see reason.”

      He’s quiet a moment. “You know, June, he always liked you.” He rubs his fingertips over the creases in his forehead.

      Daddy’s frown deepens. I’m holding my breath. Maybe because all this talk of Kase has me thinking about how his eighteen-year-old lips felt against mine all those years ago. The hotel sits on hundreds of acres of land, but the hidden grove where we stole a kiss and a few fevered touches under the stars is still my favorite spot.

      One kiss. That’s all I got before he left.

      “Maybe you could talk to him. Hell, I’ve been wanting to bury this hatchet for years,” Edwin says quietly.

      My father grimaces, but I put my hand on the lapel of his blazer before he can speak.

      “Daddy, why don’t you let me show Edwin out. I’ll just be a minute. I think someone may need your help at the front desk.”

      His grimace flattens into a friendlier customer-service expression once he notices a young couple waiting to check out. He gives me a short nod and walks briskly toward them. A wave of relief forces me to exhale. I gesture toward the door, and Edwin and I move side by side onto the wide front porch.

      Our valet, Marty, tips his hat as we pass. I recognize Edwin’s truck parked down the narrow winding drive. It’s an old, white Chevy pickup with McCasker Farms painted in faded blue lettering on the doors.

      “I appreciate you coming by,” I say.

      He shoots me a crooked grin that I’m certain Kase inherited. “Not sure your daddy shares your appreciation.”

      “He’s not always an easy man to deal with, but he means well. I can assure you his heart is in the right place.”

      Edwin sighs and stares ahead. The crisp dusky air willows over us. “I sure hope so. That land has been in my family for five generations. No part of giving it up would be easy.”

      We slow as we near his truck. He takes out his keys, bouncing them in his callused palms a few times before making eye contact.

      “You really think the expansion would be good for Falls Edge? For our family?”

      I see years of hard work on his face, in the lean but tired muscles that fill out his work clothes. And I see equal measures of doubt and hope in his eyes.

      “I do,” I say. I mean it. I’ve seen the numbers, and I’ve watched the demand for accommodations in our little mountain town steadily grow over the years. “My mother put everything she had into keeping the hotel going through every downturn. I’m committed to doing what’s best, the same way she would have.”

      Edwin purses his lips and looks down at his boots. “Your mother was a very special woman. Hard worker with an incredible heart. She made everyone around her a better person.”

      A heavy silence passes between us, and I almost ask him about her. My father never says much. I suspect he’s been brokenhearted since she died when I was a baby. Still, I savor every tidbit I can get to somehow know her better. Then Edwin looks up, and something about his expression gives me pause. I recognize the heartache there before he softens with a smile.

      “I meant what I said about Kase. You should talk to him.”

      I swallow hard. “Do you think he would…you know…reconsider?”

      Edwin reaches in the truck, smooths back his golden-brown hair with his other hand, and tugs on a hat that bears the same McCasker Farms logo. “Come by tonight. He’s been working himself into the ground since he got home. Would be a healthy distraction for him in any case.”

      I offer a tentative nod, but the prospect of seeing Kase has already set off a cyclone of nerves and anxiety in my belly. He hasn’t sought me out for four years. Why would he want to see me now?

      Before I can come up with an excuse to back out, Edwin’s in the driver’s seat, slamming the heavy door behind him. He winks at me through the window and sets off down the long drive toward the main road.
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      I finish my shift, convince Daddy that a trip to see Kase is the only chance we may have to buy the land, and agonize for another hour over what to wear. With the heat wave we’re having, my options are limited. Eventually I throw on some white shorts and a simple tank top. After all, this isn’t a date. This is business, pure and simple.

      I remind myself of this repeatedly during the three-minute drive from the hotel lot to the McCasker farmhouse. I haven’t seen Kase in four years. No contact. No hint that our moment together meant anything to him. The last thing I want is to give him the impression that I give a damn about it either. That kiss and the way his roaming hands felt on me are ancient history.

      I park and check my reflection in the rearview mirror. My sandy-brown hair is tied back in a ponytail, and my bangs fringe my face. My mascara hasn’t melted in the heat, and a light coat of lip gloss shimmers on my lips. I could have gone totally natural, but the truth is, no matter what I tell myself, I do care.

      I scold myself for that fact and exit my Jeep, giving the door a good hard slam before I ascend the stairs to the front porch. The door opens before I can knock, leaving only the rickety old screen door between Edwin and me before he opens that too.

      He melts my uncertainty with a smile. “June, come on in. I’ll get Kase. He’s been in the barn all day.”

      I step inside. “If it’s not a good time, I could come back later.”

      “Nonsense. He needs to hang it up for the day anyhow.”

      He leaves me in the kitchen, and I hear the back door squeak open and slam shut.

      “Kase!” Edwin shouts out toward the field and the barn that sits in the back.

      As the seconds tick by, I take in the interior of the house. The first floor is cut up into four areas—a kitchen, dining room, den, and a narrow staircase that leads to the second floor. It’s a decent-sized home, but the layout gives the house a traditional, poky feel. The wood floors need refinishing. The paint on the walls is dull and dated. As far as I can tell, nothing but country breeze cools the first floor. The McCasker farmhouse has a roof and four walls but lacks the charm and luxury I’m used to at the hotel.

      I hear my father’s voice in my head and faintly regret that I can see his point. There’s not much here I would cherish so much not to sell. Then again, not many people were raised in a four-star hotel.

      “What are you grinning about?”

      The sound carries through the screen door. Those five little words and knowing Kase uttered them does something to me instantly. I stop my perusal of the house and stare at Edwin’s back blocking my view. Kase is only a few feet away. My mind races to imagine what he looks like now. How has he changed? If only Edwin would move aside so I could see him…

      “June is here to see you,” Edwin says.

      “June?”

      My heart pangs with disappointment. He doesn’t remember me. He doesn’t remember…

      “June Bell… Ring a bell? I saw her at the hotel today. Told her to stop by.”

      “What the hell did you do that for?”

      The frustration in his tone is unmistakable, and now I feel it too. The tempo of my heart picks up for reasons altogether different now.

      “Kase, you haven’t exactly been a social butterfly since you got home. Didn’t figure it’d hurt to spend time with someone other than me.”

      “Goddamnit.” Kase mutters the curse low, and his voice drifts away slowly.

      My girlish anxiety over seeing him again has taken a sharp turn. Years of wishing for something more, for anything, funnels into a blinding indignation.

      Edwin turns back and finds me in the kitchen. He’s shaking his head and avoiding my gaze. “That boy is something else. I’m sorry, June.”

      I can’t find the right words, and his father doesn’t deserve my anger. I should go. No way he’s going to agree to sell the land, with or without Kase’s blessing. But if I accept that and walk away now, the whole thing is a waste. If this is the end of the road with the McCaskers, I decide now it’s going to be on my terms.

      I walk around Edwin and march out onto the back porch. Kase’s figure is already small in the distance, rounding the barn. I could call after him, but if he kept walking away, I’m not sure my heart would ever recover.

      I follow his path. The grass in the field is overgrown and brushes against my calves. The sun is melting into the horizon, but the air is thick with summer and the smells of the farm—meadow flowers, grass, and the dairy cows that graze nearby.

      I hear a loud splash just as I retrace his journey around the barn. I stop at the bank of the creek that runs along the south side of the property. Kase’s clothes and boots are in a heap a couple feet away. All the fiery words I planned to throw at him get stuck in my throat when I see him with water up to his waist.

      I shouldn’t be here. A voice in my head tells me to leave. Still, I can’t seem to move. He hasn’t seen me yet, and I’m riveted to the man before me. His back is broad and muscular. No doubt, he’s a far cry from the lean boy who’d tempted my teenaged heart.

      He dunks under, and when he rises again, he strokes his fingers through his damp hair, sending rivulets of water down his back. Good God.

      Then he turns. Our eyes lock. My mouth is dry, and once again I’m searching for words. His features are more chiseled than I remember. Golden stubble covers the strong line of his jaw. His cheekbones are more defined. His eyes are still a vibrant blue, like the clearest summer sky.

      I don’t know how the hell I feel about this man one minute to the next. All I know is that if he weren’t Kase McCasker, the one who barely knows my name, I’d be searching for reasons to stay and get to know him better.

      “Sorry. I’ll go.” My voice is strangled and awkward. I turn to leave, shaking my head as I go.

      “June, wait.”

      I whip back. “Oh, now you know my name?”

      He frowns. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Really?” I glare down at him, unable to hold back any longer. “You didn’t seem to a minute ago. Then again, it’s been four years. Not sure why you’d remember me. Not like I mattered enough to see even once when you came home.”

      His lips tighten, but his eyes bore into me with an intensity I’m not ready for.

      I’m mad, but I’m hurt more. I’m ready for a fight, but all I really want is…

      What do I want? An apology? Acknowledgment that he wanted me as much as I wanted him, even for a fleeting moment?

      “I just thought after that night…” My tone is softer now.

      “I remember everything, June.”

      I shake my head. “You just walked away from me like the sound of my name hurt to hear.”

      “It does, but not for the reasons you think. And I wasn’t walking away from you.”

      “Really? Sure looked like you were walking away. Awfully fast too.”

      “Jesus, June, give me a break. I smell like a barn.” He points to the pile of clothes at my feet. “No one told me you were coming by. You think I wanted to see you that way?”

      Feeling less justified in my anger, I drop my hand from my hip. “Sorry. I just… I should go.”

      I turn to leave again, and this time his voice doesn’t stop me. I cross the field quickly, but I don’t go back through the house. Cutting through the side yard, I’m nearly at my Jeep when I hear Kase behind me.

      “June, wait.”

      When I turn, my jaw goes slack. He was a sight in the creek moments ago. But this close…

      He’s still drenched, shirtless, his jeans zipped but unbuttoned and his boots unlaced like he’d thrown on just enough to chase after me. I ball my hands into fists to keep from reaching for him and sliding my fingers through his damp hair. His chest moves under quick breaths. It’s irrational, but I want to touch him everywhere. Over his shoulders. Down his wet pectorals. Hell, every ridge of his abdomen is permanently imprinted on my mind now.

      “Damn…” His voice is a physical rasp against my skin.

      I flicker my gaze back up to his. His lips are parted as his eyes search mine.

      “What?” I unball my fists and rub them down the sides of my shorts, suddenly nervous that he’s seeing me this close up now too.

      He shakes his head slightly. “Four years, huh?”

      “Four years, Kase. And not a word.”

      “I had my reasons.”

      “You made me feel like I meant something to you. What reasons did you have for not breathing a word to me since then?”

      “For God’s sake, you were sixteen. We were just kids. What was I supposed to do?”

      I swallow over my hurt pride, but I feel what I feel. I refuse to believe that even my teenaged brain overestimated the power of the moment we shared.

      “I was old enough to kiss. Old enough for you to put your hands on me like you did. Old enough to make me want a lot more.”

      He exhales shakily but takes a solid step toward me. His tone is low when he speaks again. “Believe me, that kiss wasn’t anything close to what I wanted to do to you.”

      A rush of heat simmers under my skin with his admission. How many times had I fantasized about that night at the falls? How many times had I tried to imagine what it would have felt like to give myself to him?

      “Well, it’s too late now,” I whisper, not trusting my voice not to waver. I stare down at the overgrown grass between us. “I came here to talk about the land. That’s all.”

      He’s quiet a moment. “What about the land?”

      “Sounds like your dad is open to selling again, but he says it’s up to you. Now that you’re home, I came to talk some sense into you.”

      A heavy silence falls between us. When I meet his eyes again, my heart slams against my chest. How can one man have this kind of power over me? He’s a crush, and I’m woman enough to know how ridiculous it is to feel this way.

      “Forget it. I shouldn’t have come,” I say.

      I pull my keys from my pocket, but he snatches them from me. I move to snatch them back but hesitate. Determination lines his jaw and defines the already taut lines of his frame.

      “Give me my keys. You obviously don’t want me here.”

      He doesn’t budge. “What did you mean when you said it’s too late?”

      I frown. “What?”

      “You just said it was too late. Who are you seeing?”

      “I’m not seeing anyone. Not that it’s any of your damn business.”

      He doesn’t look satisfied with that answer. “Then who…” He swallows and looks away a moment. “Who were you with after I left?”

      My lips part, because I’m lost. Why would he suddenly care?

      “What are you asking me? I wasn’t with anyone.” Heaven knows, if I had been, I could have stopped obsessing about the possibility of being with Kase. Could have stopped hoping we would pick up where we left off when he came home from school on breaks. But, no, I had been foolishly committed to the fantasy of him, the promise of what we could be.

      Somehow Kase looks as lost as I feel. “You haven’t been with anyone since I left?”

      I shrug. “Not really, no.” I’d had a few casual dates, but I’d known everyone in this town since I was in diapers. If someone was going to turn my head, they would have long ago.

      “So… You’re saying…”

      I huff and reach for my keys again, but he holds them out of reach. “Jesus, Kase. Spit it out or let me go home.”

      “Are you still a virgin?”

      My cheeks heat fiercely, and it has nothing to do with the summer night falling all around us. I stop reaching for the keys and stare into his eyes. I’m not sure how I feel. Embarrassed, because I haven’t gotten around to finding someone to hold my interest long enough to take me to bed. Angry, because after four years this is all Kase seems to care about. Shamefully aroused, because after four years this is all Kase seems to care about…

      He lifts his empty hand, brushing his thumb over the contour of my cheek. My heart wants to explode at his touch.

      “I wanted you, June. You can’t possibly know how much,” he says softly. “I had no idea you’d wait for me.”

      Everything inside me is rioting. My thoughts, scattered with unspoken desires. My blood stream, pumping hard with adrenaline from being this close to him again. My emotions, pinging around like the sixteen-year-old virgin he put under his spell. It’s too much. I can’t let him do this to me. Not after years of nothing.

      I brush his hand away brusquely.

      “Get over yourself, Kase. I wasn’t waiting for you.” I wish it were true, but it feels like a lie. “You think I spent all this time gazing up at the stars wondering why you didn’t take my virginity when you had the chance? While you were in college having your fun, I was here working, doing everything I could to keep the hotel running, which, if you didn’t already know, keeps half the town running. That’s why we need to talk about the land.”

      His stare is unwavering and intense. He’s gripping my keys so hard his knuckles are white. “You’re lying to me.”

      I prepare to convince him otherwise, but before I can, he curls his hand at my nape and tugs me toward him. Our lips are a breath apart.

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Kiss me, and I’ll prove you wrong.” His voice is gravel, and the demand makes my knees weak.

      Damn him.

      “Go to hell,” I mutter.

      A second later our mouths are sealed. I’m hauled against his hard, wet body, and then we stumble together until my back meets the Jeep. The keys hit the ground with a clang, and his hands slide across my cheeks. He cradles my face while our lips reacquaint.

      He’s exactly as I remember. Soft yet demanding. When he licks into my mouth, I open and welcome the rush of his flavor.

      “God, I missed this,” he whispers against my lips before stealing another greedy kiss.

      My hands are trembling when I finally reach for him. His chest is cool to the touch. Wet and soft under my palms. My touch seems to release his. He skims his palms down my neck and over my aching breasts, squeezing gently before settling low on my hips.

      Every caress makes me crave more. As if answering my silent plea, he lowers one hand between my legs.

      “Kase.” I whimper against his lips, because I need him to take mercy on me. I can’t take much more of this.

      Then he palms my mound possessively. The heat and pressure against the pulsing need between my thighs is almost more than I can bear.

      “Mark my words, June. This is mine.”

      I can’t breathe. Can’t speak. He resolves both by taking my mouth again. Taking more, demanding more.

      This is mine.

      His claim echoes through me over and over. My limbs hum like the prongs on a tuning fork. I’m light-headed, falling into this kiss and welcoming every bold touch like we never have to stop. It’s as if I’ve waited all this time to hear those words and offer him every last inch of my body.

      He strokes his tongue against mine in perfect time to the tantalizing slide of his palm up and down the front of my shorts. I moan into his mouth, claw back my self-control, and will my body not to arch into his touch.

      I need to think. I can’t think with him this damn close to me.

      I press against his chest, but he’s got me pinned. I turn my head to break the kiss, and his lips go right to my neck.

      I have to stop this before I give him everything. All of me.

      He nibbles my earlobe. “Mine,” he whispers.

      “No.” I suck in a sobering breath, but my head’s still buzzing. I turn to meet his gaze. “It’s mine. And I’ll give it to whoever I want.”

      His gaze is molten, and his golden skin is flushed. “Like hell you will.”

      “You had your
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DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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TERMINATION
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