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  Come Home to Bent Creek


A small town in Montana where everyone knows everyone, secrets live in the shadows of the mountains, and love is just waiting to be found. One by one, the Harker brothers return home to reclaim their ranch, face their family's past troubles with the Nobles, and find the love they didn't know they needed.   






  
  Chapter One

Colt


There was a reason I stayed out of jail. Lots of reasons, in fact. 
Every single one of them went through my mind as I ran a hand through my hair, which felt as grimy as last night’s wrinkled clothes. With the rumpled sport coat hanging over my arm, I shoved my wallet into my pocket and wished for a toothbrush. A stick of gum would have to do for now. 
I stuck one into my mouth as I returned the rest of my belongings to my pockets. Then I leaned casually on the edge of the counter and flashed a smile at the older woman pecking away at a keyboard. She had short dark hair with a few strands of silver, and her nametag read Cassandra Vix. “So, about my car . . .?”
She looked up at me, impatience flaring behind her glasses until I broadened my smile. Her irritation faltered. “It should be in impound. Do you know where the lot is?”
Impound. Which would mean I’d have to pay to get it out. It wasn’t even my car. But I needed it, especially if I wanted to get back to the airport. “I don’t suppose you could tell me where that is?” The honey dripped off my words. I doubted this woman could waive any fees at impound, but it didn’t hurt to leave her thinking I was an all right kind of guy.
“It’s off ninety-seven, right past the old Whitman place,” a male voice said from somewhere off to the side.
I straightened slowly, not missing the irritation that laced his words. Officer Robert Scott, one of the two cops who arrested me last night—and the one I remembered coming around to our place more than once as a kid—stood in an open door immediately to my left.
I nodded once at him and turned my attention back to the woman behind the counter. “Thank you for your help, Cassie.” I tossed her a warm smile, and she grinned back. At least I had one friend in the Bent Creek Police Department now.
Scott eyed me from where he stood, the door shut behind him now. “You’re lucky, Harker,” he said, one hand gripping a mug of coffee that smelled like heaven on Earth to my empty stomach. “Pure, dumb luck.”
I let myself smile, playing along. It wasn’t luck. I’d been telling the truth. People liked me, and that made it easy to find what I needed. I’d been in a hurry when I’d borrowed that car off of Tevin Orell at the Bozeman airport, but I’d done what I always did. Except this time I forgot the guy’s name. What kind of name was Tevin anyway? 
“Good to see you again, sir.” It was best not to ruffle Officer Scott’s feathers, not when my brothers had lost their minds and decided to live here again. “I suppose I’ll be headed out now.”
I pulled my phone from my pocket, hoping it still held enough charge for me to text Gabe. But instead of taking the hint like a normal person, Officer Scott stepped toward me. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked, steam from his coffee cup rising between us.
I fought to keep the surprise from my face as I lowered my phone. I barely knew this guy, and I wasn’t looking to add him to my collection of friends. Why did he care so much about me? I wasn’t the one he used to come around looking for years ago. “My brothers got married last night,” I said carefully.
He watched me as if he didn’t believe me. “And now you’re leaving.”
It wasn’t a question. Annoyance prickled my skin. I had just as much right to be here as anyone else. I held his gaze—and then I knew it wasn’t about me at all. It was about my last name. My family. My brothers and my jailbird Pops. 
I weighed my options. I could ingratiate myself with him as best I could—or I could give in to the offense and prove him right.
A wide smile lifted the corners of my mouth as I gestured toward the door. “Right now I’m going to pick up my friend’s car.”
“Your friend. The one whose name you couldn’t remember.” He took a sip of his coffee as if he wasn’t still accusing me of stealing that car.
“It was a long night. I’ll see you around, Officer. Thanks, Cassie.” I lifted my hand, and the woman behind the counter gave me a real smile while Scott frowned at me over the edge of his mug.
“Impound’s closed on Sundays,” Scott called after me as I stepped outside the door.
Of course it was in a town this size. 
Outside, the September sun made me blink. If this all wasn’t a welcome back to Bent Creek, I didn’t know what was. Leaning against the railing at the bottom of the steps, I shot a quick text to my stepbrother Gabe. With any luck, he’d be just dragging himself out of bed after last night’s reception and not doing the responsible older brother thing and agreeing to work on a Sunday.
Wait there, he wrote back. 
I frowned at the message. If a text could have a tone, he sounded pissed. I should’ve just walked to his house instead.
“Colt?” 
I jerked my head up at the sound of my name on a voice I’d never forget. And there she was, looking almost exactly like the social media photos I’d glanced at more often than I should have. Strawberry blonde hair—straight now instead of curly—a smattering of freckles, no hint of makeup, and big blue eyes. My childhood best friend.
And the woman I thought about every day.
“Sam.” I didn’t think twice. I opened my arms, and she ran into them, throwing her arms around my waist. She squeezed me hard, and I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the heat that flooded through me the second her hands linked around my back. It was so good to see her again. As I rested my chin on her head, I wondered if she’d even grown an inch since middle school. We’d been the same height then, but now I towered over her.
She stepped back and smiled up at me. I had to say something, and preferably not, Hey, I just got out of jail. Want to grab lunch? 
“What happened to your curls?” Her hair hung straight down her back, making her look way more serious than I’d remembered—or seen online.
Her face went a little pink as she ran a hand over her hair. Then she seemed to think better of it and punched me lightly on the arm instead. “I straightened it, you jerk. What happened to your clothes?”
I deserved that. “Suitcase.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell her the truth, even though I hadn’t really done anything wrong. At least she hadn’t seen me walk out the doors behind us.
She tilted her head. “What are you doing here now? I mean, I’m glad you’re here, but you missed the weddings. And why are you so dressed up?”
I didn’t miss the entire celebration, at least not the part of the reception I’d hung around the edges of last night. I’d nursed a terrible beer while trying not to watch her dance with some guy, looking like she was having the time of her life. I wasn’t prepared for that—or how I’d feel seeing it—so I left to go crash at Gabe’s house. Or at least I’d tried to leave, but I ran into the police in the parking lot.
My phone buzzed, but I ignored it. It was probably Gabe, starting in on me before he even got here. Instead, I kept my attention on Sam.
“You sent me that text, remember?” I said, ignoring her question about my clothes. “You never replied to me or answered when I called, so I got on a plane and came here.”
She blinked at me, clearly surprised. “You flew here for me?”
“Of course I did. You don’t send me something like that and expect me not to show up when you don’t answer.”
Sam’s smile faltered, and I immediately felt bad. But if something was wrong, I wanted to help. And I couldn’t help if I didn’t know what it was.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly as she twisted a piece of hair around her finger. “I shouldn’t have sent you that. It’s . . . nothing.”
I studied her a moment. Something was definitely wrong. “You weren’t ever very good at lying.”
That made the corner of her mouth twitch up. “You’re annoying, you know that, Colt Harker?”
“You going to tell me what’s wrong?” A truck pulled up on the street behind her, and I could just make out Gabe behind the wheel. 
She chewed on her lip a second, glancing back at Gabe in the truck. She waved at him, and then she sighed and said, “I guess. I know you won’t leave it alone if I don’t.”
She wouldn’t have texted me if she hadn’t wanted me to listen, even if she was second-guessing herself now. “Dinner?” I suggested.
Sam shifted her weight and shoved her hands into her pockets. “I can’t. I have . . . plans. Tomorrow okay?”
Plans. I thought about that guy she was dancing with at the reception, and I had to douse the burst of jealousy that immediately ignited in my chest. Sam was my oldest friend, and that was all. It didn’t matter what feelings I’d carried in the back of my mind for years. “Yeah, sure.”
She smiled at me then, and it felt almost grateful. As if she was telling me that I’d done the right thing by coming here for her. “Okay. I’ll text you,” she said.
I wanted to hug her again, to tell her everything would be all right. That we’d figure out how to deal with whatever was going on. But something about that felt weird, so instead I nodded. “See you tomorrow.”
By the time I’d gotten into Gabe’s truck, she was walking away, down the sidewalk toward Main Street.
“Everything okay with Sam?” Gabe asked.
“I don’t know,” I said, finally tearing my eyes away from her. “But I guess I’m going to find out.”
“Good.” Gabe shifted the truck into drive and glanced at me. “Now you can tell me how exactly you landed yourself in jail.”






  
  Chapter Two

Sam


I wish he’d tell me what he wanted. 
Brady Gray leaned against the doorframe of my office, smug smile and hands in his pockets, like he knew everything about me. He didn’t, of course, but he knew the one thing that could ruin my career at Summit Mountain Ski Resort.
I dug my fingers into the fabric of my skirt under my desk where he couldn’t see them and pasted a smile on my face. “What do you need, Brady?”
Matt from HR passed down the hall behind him, and Brady gave him a friendly nod before turning his sharp green eyes back to me.
“I had a question about the petty cash,” he said, his long Canadian vowels giving away the fact that he wasn’t from around here.
I tried to keep my expression friendly. The last thing I wanted was for him to think he was getting under my skin. “What’s that?” I glanced at my computer monitor, as if I had much better things to do than chat with Brady.
“Can I use it for something personal? Or is it only for work-related purchases?”
My eyes remained fixed on the screen while my heart sped up. That wasn’t a real question. He was one of our accountants, after all; he should know better than anyone, even if he was new. I swallowed lightly, hoping he couldn’t see it, and drew my gaze back to him. He was smiling at me, like he knew he had me.
And he did. I just didn’t know yet what he wanted for it.
I folded my hands on my desk and held his gaze. “What do you think, Brady?”
“I’m asking you, Sam,” he said, parroting my tone. 
I wanted to scream at him, to demand that he either let this go or tell me what he wanted already. But there were people in the offices next to me, and who knew who might be pouring coffee in the staff kitchen across the hall. So I took a deep breath, put the smile back on, and said, “Work purposes only, please.”
“Ah.” He held my gaze a moment as he straightened up. “That’s interesting. I’ll see you around, Sam.” He tapped a hand on the doorframe before disappearing down the hall, probably to crawl back into his office to preen and gloat.
My breath shuddered out as I glanced at the order sheet on my screen. One of these had been exactly how Brady had discovered my secret. I quickly minimized the screen, unable to look at it anymore. Instead, I jumped up, grabbed my phone and my jacket, and slipped outside.
Behind the small building that held only offices, I leaned against the wall and tried to push away the anxiety that crept up my throat. Snippets of laughter from outside the nearby main lodge floated on the breeze, but otherwise, I was alone. It was too early for anyone to be taking their lunch out here yet, and thankfully, none of the smokers had decided that this was the moment they needed a break. The tourists wouldn’t start landing here en masse until November.
For one blissful, much needed moment, I was by myself.
I fixed my eyes on the golden aspens and dark evergreens that framed the snow-tipped mountains and counted my breaths. It was the one thing I still did from that yoga class I’d taken with Flannery before she found out she was pregnant. It was amazing how focusing on something as simple as breathing could help calm me down. We should go back, once she had her financial situation back in order, anyway.
My phone buzzed, and my heart leaped at the sudden intrusion, throwing all my newfound calm to the mountain wind. I lifted it up, hoping it was Colt. But it wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t—I was the one who said I’d text him about meeting up.
It was Flannery. There was no message, just a picture of her baby’s high chair, covered in something that looked like mashed bananas and avocados.
Crime scene? I typed back.
Summer smashed more than she ate. I’m supposed to be back online in two minutes.
I felt for my friend. Her work-at-home job actually had a timer on the computer to show when she was logged on and working. It wasn’t exactly the easiest thing to balance with an eleven-month-old, but at least it kept her from having to pay for childcare. And that was something she definitely couldn’t afford. My jaw clenched when I thought of how I’d helped her out—and where that had gotten me.
I glanced up at the mountains, my mind spiraling for a moment before I sucked in a deep breath, counting as I let it back out. It was going to be okay. It had to be. I had plans, after all. One day I was going to run this resort. I grinned as I remembered saying that to Colt back in middle school. He wanted to be a rock star, and I wanted to run a luxury ski resort. I’d always been the more practical one.
Speaking of which . . . I needed to text him. I opened our messages and began typing. 5:00 okay? Mountain Roasters. My thumb hovered over the send button as I scanned the messages that had come before. 
Me, telling him I’d made a giant mistake. Him, wanting to talk. Me, ignoring him. I’d never ignored him before. I’d never not responded. 
No wonder he showed up here.
I squeezed my eyes shut. I never should have sent that message. The thought of telling Colt what I’d done was so embarrassing that I could almost feel my skin heating up with the shame. And now there was Brady . . . I should have dealt with it myself, without dragging Colt into it. But I’d already hinted that something was wrong, and unless I wanted to lie to him, I had to tell him.
The problem was going to be keeping him from charging up here and handling it himself instead of just listening and giving me advice. Well, that and the fact he’d see me differently once he knew. Part of me was more afraid of that.
A resigned sigh escaped my lips, and I hit send. I had to get it over with. Maybe if I focused on the positive, like actually seeing him in person again, I wouldn’t dread telling him so much. And it was really nice seeing him again, even if it looked as if he’d slept in his clothes. Eleven years might have passed, but he still felt like home. 
I talked to him almost every day and knew what he looked like through pictures, but I hadn’t been entirely prepared for how much he’d changed. Taller, of course. Broader and more muscular. But he still had that devil-may-care look in his eyes, golden strands in his brown hair that caught the sun, and even that little scar on his cheek where he’d flown over the handlebars of his bike on Main Street when we were nine.
It was almost like the last eleven years had never happened.
My phone buzzed just as a small group of people wandered around the back of my building from the main lodge next door. I nodded at them before looking down at my phone.
But it wasn’t Colt texting back. It was Tanner, the coworker I’d been dating for a few months.
Where’d you go? I brought you coffee.
He was so nice. There was no reasonable explanation at all for the irritation that crept through me at his message. Outside. Needed fresh air. Back in a second. 
I leaned my head back and looked up into the sky, drawing in the clean air and forcing my thoughts to clear. I couldn’t do anything about Brady and the choice I’d made two months ago. 
But I could break it off with Tanner.






  
  Chapter Three

Colt


“Seriously, Colt? Jail?” My brother Nick’s new wife, Larkin, leveled an older-sister gaze at me from behind the counter at Mountain Roasters. “Why would you steal a car?” 
“Because I needed one.” I leaned on the counter and grinned at her. I’d missed Larkin. She’d always been nicer to my little brother Mav and me than we’d probably deserved. We were both annoying as hell to her and Nick back then.
“He’s messing with you. He didn’t steal a car.” Nick eyed me with that exact same irritated look I saw all the time as a kid. It was nice, in a weird way, seeing it again. 
“Real fun at parties, that one,” I said to Larkin with a side-eye at Nick. “It was a misunderstanding, that’s all. Sorry I missed your wedding.” 
She gave me a sympathetic look as she tucked a strand of long dark hair behind her ear. “At least you’re feeling better.”
My heart pinched. She’d bought the white lie I told Gabe when he caught me leaving the reception. And for as many times as I’ve stretched and extended the truth to make a friend when I needed one, it didn’t sit right when someone I cared about was at the other end of it.
I could tell myself it was because I’m not really a liar, but somehow that also seemed like a stretch of the truth.
“Thanks,” I said to Larkin. “Welcome to the family, officially. Although you always were an honorary Harker.” I was glad that Nick finally came to his senses and married her. 
“Thanks, Colt. That means a lot.” Larkin was looking at me fondly when Nick sighed loudly.
“Quit sucking up. Let Larkin get back to work before Gates decides he’s had enough and I have to spend two hours stacking coffee cups with him again to fix it.” Nick clapped a decisive hand on my shoulder.
I flashed Larkin a smile before shrugging Nick off and turning to find a seat nearby. “Gates, as in Charlie Gates? He’s still around?” All I remembered about him was that he was a sniveling little weasel.
“He owns this place.” Nick dropped into the chair across from me.
I raised my eyebrows at that. “And you’re . . . What did you say? Stacking cups with him?”
Nick rolled his eyes. “It was that or lay him out for giving Larkin a hard time about Diego. And she wouldn’t let me do that, so . . . I spent time with the guy.”
I made a face. “That’s taking the high road.”
“Tell me about it. I’d do anything for her and that little boy.” Nick smiled, and I couldn’t get over how downright happy he looked. Larkin and her son were good for him. Never mind how weird it was to think of my brother as a stepdad.
“So tell me how many other nerds and prom queens are running businesses in this town.” I leaned back in my chair, ready to hear whatever Nick knew. Because anything was better than worrying about what bomb Sam would finally drop on me when she got here. Or having to hear anything at all about that guy she was with at the wedding reception.
Maybe I could convince her to go toss rocks at whatever glass was still hanging on at the old Cutler place instead. It sounded a lot better than facing grown-up reality.
“Colt.” Nick’s voice hinged on irritation again. It almost made me smile—I hadn’t lost my touch at testing my older brother’s patience.
“What? I know Marybeth Noble has that Christmas shop. Gabe told me about it, so you can skip that one.”
He shook his head. He looked so intense—he always had. His hair was darker than mine, and both he and our brother Ward shared those eyes that switched between gray and blue like it was completely normal to have irises that could be two different colors. And it didn’t help that he was still built like the linebacker he’d been in high school. 
“Tell me what’s going on,” he said.
“What do you mean?” I knew exactly what he meant, and I should’ve known he wouldn’t leave it alone. But I also knew better than to assume anything. I’d figured that out years ago. Never assume someone wants more from you than you’re offering—and always offer more than they expect. 
“The car, Colt. The wedding. You beg off, saying you can’t make it, and then you turn up and immediately get arrested.”
“It was a mistake, remember?” I glanced over his shoulder, hoping and dreading that Sam would make an appearance right at that moment.
“Your mistake is going to have Robert Scott eyeing us all even more than he already is. Where’d you get the car?”
I dragged my eyes back to Nick, who was watching me with skepticism. “Borrowed it from a friend I met at the airport.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “A friend?”
“A new friend. Guess his wife didn’t agree with his decision to lend it to me, so she called the police and reported it stolen.” I shrugged, like it was no big deal. “A mistake, that’s all.”
Nick drummed his fingers on the table. “How do you get to be such good friends with someone you just met that they’d lend you their car?”
I smiled at that. “I’m excellent at making friends.”
He eyed me a moment. “Right. You know who else was good at making instant friends? Pops.”
A lick of fire rolled through me. Most days, I tried not to think about the man who destroyed our entire family. The one who got our ranch taken and me and my brothers sent off to Livingston to live with Aunt Lil. “I’m nothing like him,” I said in a low voice.
Nick paused, frowning. “I used to think that too. But lately I’m starting to wonder if he’s not in all of us, just a little.”
I crossed my arms. “The DNA, maybe. That’s it.”
Nick’s eyes strayed to somewhere behind me, probably to Larkin. “I hope you’re right.” He paused, then added, “Hey, you talked to Maverick lately?”
“Yeah.” Our youngest brother was in some no-name town in Northern California, working on cars in some garage out there. “He’s good, I guess.”
Nick nodded, and I supposed that answered his question. His gaze wandered back to Larkin. 
“Go.” I nodded my head back toward the counter. “Sam should be here soon.”
“I need to get back to work,” he said as he stood. “Hey, if you’re planning on sticking around—”
“I’m not.”
“Well, if you are, you could crash with Jackson. He’s got that apartment to himself since I moved out.” Nick clapped a hand on my shoulder before walking back toward Larkin.
That was just what I didn’t need. An apartment here, in Bent Creek, where my life blew apart. I didn’t know how Nick and the others could stand it. They couldn’t pay me to live here again.
I picked up my phone, but I barely had time to look at it before Sam strolled in. Her gaze combed the room before her eyes rested on me, and a smile lit up her face. Seeing her smile made everything else on my mind fade to static. Her hair was back to its usual wild curls today, reminding me of long summer afternoons and chilly school days made better when she was sitting beside me. I stood and pulled out a chair for her. 
“When did you turn into such a gentleman?” she asked as she sat. 
“I don’t know. Somewhere between throwing a clump of mud at you and learning how to drive.” I sat back down, feeling lighter just seeing her again. “You want some coffee?”
“One mocha,” Larkin called from behind me.
Sam jumped back up. “That’s me.”
I stood to get it for her, wondering how Larkin had managed to read her mind, but Sam was already halfway to the counter.
“I always get the same thing,” she said when she returned, carrying a steaming cup between her hands. “And I’m guessing Larkin knew you were waiting for me.”
“That’s pretty impressive,” I said.
Sam took a sip of her mocha, the steam turning her face slightly pink as she smiled at me over the top of her cup. It was easy to see the girl I’d known in school still there—my best friend and the one I’d fallen for sometime in seventh or eighth grade—but now she’d grown into a woman so stunning that it was hard to tear my eyes from her. 
“Quit staring at me, weirdo.” She punched me lightly on the forearm as she set her coffee down.
“Sorry.” I fought the urge to look away. She couldn’t read my mind. She had no idea what I was thinking, and thank God for that. “I just can’t believe I’m finally seeing you again.”
“I know, right?” She grinned at me and dropped her chin into her hands. “I’d tell you that I want to know everything, except I already do. It just feels different, seeing you in person.”
“Different good, I hope?” I leaned back in my chair. She was in a happy mood. Maybe whatever it was that she’d texted me about wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe it had gone away, or she’d taken care of it.
“Definitely.” She twisted a curl around her finger, something she’d done ever since I’d known her. I wondered what it would feel like to do that. To gently wind one of her red-blonde curls around my own finger.
Stop. I forced my brain away from that thought. That led to nowhere but disappointment. I waited a couple of seconds, ready for Sam to bring up the entire reason I’d come here. But all she did was take another sip of her coffee and then glance around the shop, as if there was nothing else on her mind at all.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or am I going to pretend I came all the way here because I love this place so much?” I finally said, my voice low.
Her smile flickered, and she looked down at her cup. “I’m sorry about that. This has to be the last place you want to be.”
“I’m sure Antarctica is worse, but at least there’s no one in Antarctica standing by to side-eye me when I duck into the drugstore to grab a razor.” I’d kept my head down, but that hadn’t stopped at least three of Bent Creek’s older citizens from staring and whispering. It was bad enough they all knew what Pops had done and that he’d gone to prison, but they were probably all aware I’d been tossed in jail for a night too. 
So much for winning friends in my hometown.
“All right,” she finally said, the words reluctant and breathy. Almost as if she was afraid to tell me.
Seconds ticked by, but she said nothing more.
“Samantha?” I prompted.
“Colton,” she shot back, a slight grin tugging at the corner of her mouth. Then she pushed her coffee aside and leaned forward. “Okay. It’s embarrassing and stupid. And . . . awful.” She closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. “Over the summer—”
“Sam?” The sound of her name came from nearby.
I looked up, already a little annoyed that someone was interrupting us just as she was finally going to tell me what was wrong





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
HARKER BROTHERS RANCH

A Best Friend IN
BENT CREEK

CATIE CAHILL







