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  Chapter One
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Hunter McKiney leaned on the wooden railing of the corral as he twirled his hat in his fingers and watched Porter, one of their ranch hands, working a fresh horse. It was Hunter’s way of avoiding the chaos of the main house as their cook, Jensen, prepared everything for the big New Year’s Eve party Hunter’s father insisted on having every year. It was a tradition his mother started, and Jasper McKiney did his best to keep up with all his wife’s traditions after she died over fifteen years ago. Of course, this year, Hunter wished his father would skip it, just because they didn’t need the expense on top of everything else. Besides, he simply wasn’t in the mood to celebrate. 
“I should have known you’d be out here,” he heard Landon Bowers say just seconds before he saw the man out of the corner of his eye. “Too much activity at the main house for you?”
Hunter nodded, keeping his gaze on Porter and the horse. “A whole lot of bullshit to celebrate a silly date on the calendar. Waste of time and money if you ask me.”
Landon laughed. “It’s never a waste of time to have a party. Hell, we’ve held plenty of parties. Sometimes, even planned them. I didn’t hear you complaining of the cost then, as you tossed hundreds at the bartender. And celebrating makes people look forward to something.” 
Hunter glanced over at his friend, and when Landon winked at him, he couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled out of him. “True. We have done our fair share of rabble rousing.” He turned back to what was happening in the corral. “What are you doing here, anyway? I thought today would find you cooped up in your warehouse, working on a new board or something.”
Landon shrugged. “Well, for one, it’s Saturday, and too damn cold to be working. It’s what? Forty-five out here?” He shook his head. “And it’s New Year’s Eve. Who wants to work when the promise of unlimited booze and food is just a few hours away?” He slapped Hunter on the back, chuckling. “Now, that’s something worth skipping work for, isn’t it?”
Hunter shook his head, a sad chuckle slipping out of his mouth. “I’m a rancher. There is no skipping work. Animals need tending to, and fields need watching.” He glanced over his shoulder to where he knew the house was in total disarray and his father barked orders to the ranch hands who weren’t lucky enough to skirt away before they got volunteered into service. He blew out a breath. “A bunch of unnecessary noise around animals already looking for a reason to be skittish.”
Porter rode the horse over to where they stood. “She seems pretty well settled,” he told Hunter. “I’m going to take her for a ride, see if anything spooks her outside of here. I think she’ll be fine, though.”
Hunter simply nodded as he waved the other man on.
Porter turned the horse and headed for the gate of the corral.
Hunter watched him for a moment and then turned to Landon. “I need some more coffee, but I’m in no mood to deal with what’s happening up at the house. Let’s hit Sun on the Beach. It’s gotta be quieter than here.”
Landon chuckled some more. “I never considered you a chicken before.”
Hunter scoffed as he turned and walked away. “Not a chicken. I just prefer things a little less noisy.”
“Then if I were you, I’d avoid your ranch until tomorrow.” 
Hunter knew his friend was right, but also knew there was no way he could get out of attending the McKiney New Year’s Eve party, not and live with his father the rest of the year, anyway.
It didn’t take them long to reach the small café on the beach of Rochester Shores. The place was busy, as it almost always was around this time of day. It didn’t much matter, though. He knew Martha and Bob would have seats for them, even if they had to eat in the kitchen.
Sun on the Beach was a small diner run by two of the best people in the world, a couple who took in a ragtag group of men, three of whom they knew as they grew up, and two who moved there, making Rochester shores their home, and made them feel as if they were their own children. It was a rustic-looking place, almost as if they created it out of driftwood as an afterthought rather than with any actual planning. It’s what gave the place its charm. Well, that and Martha and Bob.
As they passed through the entrance, they pulled their coats off as they the heated air of the diner replaced the frigid temperature outside. There were two empty seats at the fifteen-seat counter, so Hunter slid into the first one and Landon plopped down beside him. 
Almost as soon as they sat down, the heavy-set Martha exploded from the swinging kitchen door, her eyes going wide when she saw them. “What in the world are you doing here? Don’t you have some fancy party to get ready for tonight?”
Hunter waved her statement off. “And now you know why I’m here. Two coffees, please.”
Just then, Bob stepped out of the back, wiping his hands on a towel that looked as if it hadn’t seen a good washing in months. Where Martha was a tall, robust woman with salt and pepper hair and an attitude that could burn you faster than her coffee, Bob was just over five feet tall with blond hair turning white and a body that made a number two pencil look thick. Both, however, had made him feel more than welcome since he entered their place in his high school years.
The older man chuckled as he moved over to shake their hands. “Why are you surprised, Martha? He’s here every New Year’s Eve. Just get the boys some coffee.”
“Now you’re telling me what to do? I pour the coffee. You cook the food. Why aren’t you in the kitchen where you belong?”
“To make sure you take care of our boys. That’s why.” He rolled his eyes and then pointed to the empty counter in front of them. “See? They still don’t have coffee in front of them. Good thing I’m here.”
Hunter chuckled as he shook his head. Part of the charm of coming to this particular diner was the two people in front of him. And the food wasn’t bad, either. “You two going to make it out this year?” he asked, already knowing the answer. It was just like Bob knowing Hunter would pop into the diner today. Some things were just rituals.
Bob chuckled as he shook his head. “You know we won’t, but don’t take offense.”
“I never do,” he assured them.
Martha set two coffee cups in front of them and filled each. “After working here all day, the only thing I want to do is kick my shoes off, grab a glass of wine, and settle down in my recliner while I watch Ryan Seacrest on the television and ignore Bob snoring in the other chair.”
“I do not snore,” Bob snarled.
Landon laughed as he reached for his coffee, and Hunter simply shook his head. “I don’t blame you. Trust me. I’d rather be in my recliner as well. I dread this party every year.”
More customers walked in, and Martha told them she’d be right with them as she returned the coffeepot to its boilerplate before moving over to the new customers, menus in hand. Bob took Hunter’s and Landon’s orders and then ducked back into the kitchen to fix them.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen that man slow down once since I met him a few years ago,” Landon said as he lifted his coffee cup to his lips.
Hunter snorted as he pulled his cup closer. “He’s been like that since I can remember. I just hope I have his energy when I’m his age.”
“How old do you think he is?”
Hunter stared at the swinging kitchen door, pinching his brows together as he tried to recall if he had ever heard either of the older couple talk about their ages. Finally, he shook his head. “I have no idea. If I had to wager a guess, I’d say in his mid-fifties at least. Possible early sixties.”
“Yeah, I definitely want his energy,” Landon said, just before taking a sip of his coffee.
Hunter merely laughed. 
“The others going to be there tonight?”
Hunter nodded. “Yes, and Barton’s excited. Since both Jackson and Marshall have girlfriends now, he says he finally has a chance at the desirable women.”
Landon busted out laughing as he leaned back on his stool. “I’m not sure even taking those two out of commission will help him. He still has to compete with the two of us and your brother.”
Hunter held up a hand. “Not my brother. He’s engaged, remember?”
Landon smirked as he eyed him, his head tilted slightly. “And you think that’s going to stop him? This is Dawson we’re talking about. That boy has been a player since he entered kindergarten, according to you. From what I’ve seen of him since I moved here, I can believe it. He’s worse than Barton.”
“Well, his playing days better be over.” Hunter ran a hand through his hair, knowing full well Landon was right. And that’s what scared him. The Lazy Willow Ranch needed Dawson to be the dutiful son and to keep his fucking dick in his pants until after the merger… Hunter sighed, as he cut off his own thought. After the wedding, that is.






  
  Chapter Two
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She could hear the music coming from the back of the main house and could picture the people dancing around on a makeshift dance floor, twirling with arms wrapped around each other. Jasper McKiney would have hired a live band to play, she knew. No DJ at one of his parties. No. His late-wife wouldn’t have allowed it, so Jasper didn’t allow it. There would be plenty of food displayed on long tables as well, an open bar, well actually, two open bars set up on opposite sides of the party. The guests, mostly bigwigs and high society types, would have dressed up, the men wearing suits and cowboy hats while the ladies wore elegant dresses and high heels that truly didn’t belong on a ranch. 
Tiffani Jacobs had always wanted to attend one of the McKiney parties, but her father never permitted it. Growing up, he did his best to separate her from the owners of the ranch whenever possible, but on a place this size and with the work they did, it was kind of hard to keep them apart. Especially since they all worked together to take care of the animals. She had grown up with Hunter and Dawson, the McKiney boys, and for the most part, as well as to her regret, they treated her like a sister, if they even acknowledged she existed. Hunter, she didn’t care too much, but Dawson, well, Dawson she had always dreamed of having more with. Of course, Dawson was too busy having more with every girl he ran across.
“Will you stop doing that?” she heard her father ask. “It only gets you mopey.”
She sighed as she turned and glanced at him. “That might have been true when I was a kid, but that was several years ago. I think I’m well past that phase of my life now.”
He cocked a brow at her, narrowing his eyes as he studied her. “You’re well past Dawson McKiney? I call bullshit. If it were true, you wouldn’t be standing there, gazing off at something you know you’ll never have.”
She left her spot by the window and moved to where he sat, sipping his coffee. “Well, you can call it what you want, but it’s the truth. All I was doing was listening to the music, remembering the times I would sneak over to the corner of their house and watch from the shadows. It always reminded me of a fantasy ball. I was so easily impressed back then.”
A snort of derision burst from his lips. “And Charleston opened your eyes? Again, I call bullshit.”
She laughed as she moved over to join him at the table. “That’s fine. I don’t believe me, either. We heading to the bunkhouse to bring in the New Year?”
“And why would I let you near the bunkhouse?” He narrowed his eyes at her.
She shrugged. “Because I’m older now, and you want to celebrate with me?”
“Pah. That’s even more of a reason not to let you near the bunkhouse. I know how those men will look at you. Especially after a few beers.” He shook his head. “Not going to happen.”
“Some of those men have known me since I was a kid chasing baby calves.” She reached out and took his coffee cup, taking a small sip before setting it back on the table in front of him. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”
“Most of those guys have moved on,” her father said with a sad shake of his head. “The only one you remember is Porter. The rest are new, most hired on in the last five years. I wouldn’t trust a one of them with anything possessing some semblance of a curvy figure.” He scoffed. “Hell, I don’t trust them around the cows.”
She laughed, shaking her head. “Well then, I guess you’ll just have to be my escort. I am not bringing in the New Year sitting here like some old woman.” She reached out, taking his hand in hers and tugging. “Now, go get a clean shirt on. We’ll head to the bunkhouse and grab a beer.”
“You don’t know what you’re asking. Hell, it’s ten o’clock. Those men are probably half toasted by now. What fun will that be?”
She shrugged as she finally got him to his feet. “We won’t know until we get over there now, will we?” She shoved him towards his room. “Now, go grab a clean shirt. I’m going to run a brush through my hair. First beer’s on me.”
“Please. All the beers will be on them.”
She laughed as she headed for her room and a hairbrush. As she entered, she took a moment to glance around, still tickled that he had changed nothing in it since she moved to Charleston. She understood why he would leave her room alone when she first went to college. They had all expected her to come back to the ranch, at least for a little while, before she moved on to whatever she intended to do with her college degree. Then her mother died, and she simply couldn’t come back to the Lazy Willow again. Not for a while, anyway. If she were honest with herself, she had no idea why she was back now. The one thing she did know was that tonight, she was going to have a couple of drinks, dance a little, and then crawl into bed, hoping tomorrow brought some answers.
As she stepped out of her bedroom, her father came out of his, buttoning the last couple of buttons on his shirt. “You look sharp.”
Another snort of derision. It seemed to be his trademark lately. “It’s a waste of time. This isn’t the McKiney party. The men in the bunkhouse don’t dress up.”
She crossed to where he stood, placing a hand on his chest as she leaned up and kissed his cheek. “You’re not a man in the bunkhouse. There’s a difference.”
He rolled his eyes as she reached out and took his hand. “Come on. While there’s still beer left.”
“There better be whiskey left. This is a party, after all.”
She laughed softly, nodding. “I’m sure there will be. And if there isn’t, I’ll sneak over to the big party and swipe some, just like I used to back in the day.”
He chuckled as she led him through the house to the front door. “And I’ll have to scold you like I did back then.” He shook his head. “Just because you grew up here, doesn’t make you one of the McKineys. You seem to think you’re part of that family.”
“I never thought I was part of that family. They always made that perfectly clear to me. As did you, as a matter of fact. Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t help myself to their alcohol. As you said, whiskey is better than beer.”
He laughed again, grabbing his coat and cowboy hat which hung by the door. “And you cut your teeth on it whenever you could.” He slipped his arms into his coat as she reached for her own jacket. “Remember that night I found you in the middle of the corral, a bottle of whiskey in one hand and a shovel in the other?”
She nodded, blushing at the memory. “I remember.” She buttoned her jacket, shaking her head. “I also remember what happened that made you find me that way.”
He opened the door. “And the blood on the shovel.” He chuckled once more as he reached for the door. “Luckily, that boy—what was his name?”
She sighed as she followed him outside. “Johnny Brewster. I caught him behind the barn with Suzy Wilcox, his hand up her skirt and her mouth on his junk.”
He shoved his hands into his pockets, and she looped her arm through his as they crossed the grounds to the bunkhouse. “After what you did to her, she didn’t put her mouth on anything for quite a while.”
They both laughed, even though it wasn’t really that funny. “Served her right. You don’t go doing stuff like that with your friend’s boyfriend.”
“Whatever happened to her?”
She shrugged. “They got married, actually.”
He stopped, turned, and stared at her, disbelief pinching his brows. “Are you serious?”
She nodded as they continued walking. “Yup. From what I hear, they have three kids. All girls.”
“Well, hopefully, they don’t take after their mother.”
“I don’t know. Apparently, her skills landed her a husband.”
He shook his head as they reached the bunkhouse. “Not the way a lady should go about it.”
“It snagged Johnny.”
“Who’s probably miserable.”
As they reached the door, she paused as a woman’s giggle floated over to them. She turned towards the sound just as her father reached for the doorknob and saw a petite blonde stumbling over her own feet and Dawson McKiney keeping her from smacking her ass on the ground. Tiffani stiffened as she watched the two of them make their way into the stables, a bottle of champagne dangling from Dawson’s fingers. 
“I thought you said he was engaged.” He didn’t act engaged.
Her father nodded as he opened the door to the bunkhouse. “He is. To her. That was Hayley Platt.”
She stopped at the threshold and glanced back at the stables. “He took his fiancée to the stables to fool around? What the hell for? He has a bedroom.”
“So does she.” Her father gestured for her to enter the bunkhouse. “But the stables lack all kinds of eyeballs who would rather the two of them behaved until they said their vows. Besides, he’s been taking girls into that place for as long as I can remember. I don’t see him as one to break bad habits. Now, you coming in or not? This was your idea.”
She reached out to hold the door open so he could enter. “Yeah, yeah. I’m right behind you.” Before she entered, though, she stared at the stables for a moment longer. It didn’t surprise her that Dawson took Hayley there. Her father was right. Dawson took all the girls he could there. Either there or a place she had dubbed Sunset Point. She knew because she had watched him do it all throughout high school and all the way until she went to college. She watched, and she had always wished those girls had been her. 






  
  Chapter Three
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Hunter sat on the front porch of the main house, sipping a cup of coffee as the sun came up in the east. He heard the door open beside him, but he didn’t look to see who it was. This early in the morning, he knew it could only be one person. His father, Jasper. He knew there was no way it would be his younger brother Dawson. Oh, no. His brother wouldn’t wake until somewhere around noon unless someone forced him, if he woke up even then. 
The older man moved over to one of the wooden Adirondack chairs and sat down, a steaming cup of coffee in one hand. “Did you eat?” his father asked as he leaned back in the chair, resting the coffee cup on the arm. “I saw Jensen had a spread already laid out. I think some of it was leftovers from the New Year’s Eve party, if I’m not mistaken.”
“You’re not wrong,” Hunter said with a chuckle. “I think all of it was, to be honest. But then again, Jensen’s never been one to waste anything if he can help it.”
His dad gave a snort of agreement. “Truth.” He lifted his cup and took a sip of his coffee, rubbing his lips together when he finished. “We need to get that fence on the north forty mended. I rode out there the other day and it seemed ready to fall over. Shrubs have overgrown the area. Not sure when the last time we had someone run it.”
Hunter bit back his retort, knowing that telling his father that Dawson had been in charge of it would only start the day off on a bad foot. “I’ll get Carson on it. He can send a couple of the hands out to mend the fence.” He then glanced over at his father, one brow cocked. “Did I happen to see Carson’s daughter, Tiffani, yesterday? When did she get back?”
His father gave a snort. “She’s been back for a couple of weeks now.” He shook his head. “You’re not very observant, are you?”
He shrugged. “I’ve sort of been busy with the purchase of the Broken Barrel and making sure your other son doesn’t screw it up.” He lifted his cup to his lips and took a slow sip. Of course, he knew his father was right. He should have noticed when Carson’s daughter arrived back at the ranch, but he hadn’t lied. He had been busy babysitting his self-absorbed brother.
His father waved off his statement. “Dawson will do as he’s meant to do. No need to worry there.”
Hunter scoffed. “I always worry whenever we must rely on Dawson for anything. He’s never taken an interest in anything that doesn’t directly concern him.”
His father shrugged as he stretched his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. “Which is why he’ll do this. The expansion of our ranch concerns him and his spending habits.”
“To which there seems to be no end.” Hunter blew out a heavy sigh. “He thinks his sole job on this ranch is to see how much he can spend. He’ll bankrupt us before we can take ownership of the Broken Barrel.”
“You let me handle your brother,” his father said as he lifted his cup once more. “You just get that fence mended.” He then took another swallow of his coffee.
Hunter bit back a reply, knowing full well that his father would do nothing to rein in Dawson’s spending, regardless of what he said. After all, he was the one who permitted the youngest McKiney to go recklessly into this world without a care of consequences. It had been an overcompensation since their mother passed away.
Instead of commenting, Hunter told his father to have a good morning and then stood, heading back inside to get ready for his day, and to grab some more of Jensen’s breakfast, of course. He had just over a month before they were to finish the deal with the Broken Barrel and Dawson was to marry Hayley Platt, if they ever set a damn date that is. He had to admit, it surprised him when Dawson had even shown an interest in Hayley, being more of a playboy than people thought himself to be thanks to hanging out with his friends. But it was
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