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      “Seth! Seth Mathews, I know you’re in here. I saw you sneak in when I was talking to Eve. You always hide from me, and it’s never funny.” Emily charged down the aisle in the barn, her eyes darting this way and that as she searched for the one person who would understand what had just happened to her. All she could see were the noses of some very curious horses.

      There was a nip in the air but nothing cold enough to indicate that Christmas was just around the corner. The only indication of the time of year was the decorations Emily had put up all over the resort.

      Already, her heart was beating at an inhuman pace. It was like she’d joined track all over again and she’d just finished the race. But her current race hadn’t even started, and it was going to take a lot to get to the finish line.

      “Seth, if you don’t show yourself, I’m going to⁠—”

      Seth popped his head up from one of the stalls, his nervous expression so obviously fake that she nearly laughed. Instead, she stopped and placed her hands on her hips, knowing full well her eyes were going to express just how ridiculous he was behaving.

      His nervous expression shifted into a cheesy grin. “Fine. I’m coming. But if this isn’t as good as you’re making it out to be, you owe me a coffee. I’m not awake enough for your shenanigans.”

      “Shenanigans? Since when do you use that word?” Emily snorted.

      He gave her a look, and she laughed again.

      “Fine.” She hurried toward him, unable to keep still. “There’s a competition that was just announced.”

      Seth’s dark brows furrowed over his blue eyes. “Okay. What kind of competition?”

      “You know that Christmas festival that the town puts on every year? The one with the ice sculpture contests and the pie contests and the pop-up farmers market?”

      “It’s vaguely familiar,” he drawled.

      She punched him playfully in the arm. “Knock it off. You love going to that festival as much as I do. Well, the city council wants to find a more permanent location for it. They said it’s getting hard to shut down the streets because local businesses don’t get as much traffic. It’s a whole thing.”

      Seth gazed at her, confusion in his eyes. “I still don’t understand why you’re so excited about it.”

      Emily squealed, and Seth flinched. She hopped up and down on the balls of her feet. “Eve and Gabriel want Sagebrush Ranch to host the festival!”

      His brows rose, and he glanced away as if the answer to his questions was written on the wall somewhere. “They want to host the whole town here?”

      “Why not? There’s plenty of places for vendors and all the activities they have. It wouldn’t be any different than hosting the rodeo.”

      “But they’ve never hosted a rodeo either.”

      She groaned. “We’re getting off topic. I only came to tell you this because they’re asking me to help.”

      He brought his focus back to her. “Help? How?”

      “That’s just it. Of course the festival will still be on this year in its usual location. But they’re looking for the new place⁠—”

      “So you said.”

      Emily rolled her eyes. “And that new place has to enter the competition⁠—”

      Seth placed his hands on her shoulders to keep her from bouncing so much. “Just spit it out already.”

      She took a deep breath then laughed. “So, the city council has already set out parameters, like the place has to be within the city limits, and it has to be big enough to accommodate everyone. The host will get a share of any profits with the rest going to the city⁠—”

      “Emily.” Seth groaned.

      “Right, sorry. The competition is a decorating one. The location has to show their Christmas spirit too. They have to decorate their location and showcase what they’d be offering in terms of what the festival would be. On top of that, they need to have the most beautiful Christmas tree display since the one in the town square won’t be the focal point of the festival anymore.” She covered her mouth as she squealed again. “And they asked me to help.”

      The shock on his face mirrored how she’d felt when Eve, co-owner of the Sagebrush Dude Ranch, called her into the office for a chat. She knew exactly how Seth was probably feeling at this moment, but added to that was her pure and utter excitement. “You know what that means, right? This is it. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for! Eve said if I help them secure the festival, then she will give me a permanent position with Sagebrush Ranch. She’ll have me be the official decorator year-round.”

      It all felt too good to be true. Emily still couldn’t believe it, and she’d been in the meeting herself. Sagebrush had been a fixture in this town for only a couple of years, but when the resort was in the building process, she’d helped out one of the decorators for the guests’ rooms. The whole place was a getaway from the world, and Emily had known she wanted to continue having an influence on it.

      Then when Seth got a job as a ranch hand, she knew without a doubt that this was where she belonged.

      She nudged her best friend. “Say something!”

      Seth shifted his weight from one foot to the other then finally murmured, “It’s a wonderful opportunity.”

      “I know, right? This is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. I know Eve and Gabriel never really planned on hiring a decorator long-term, but they said if they win and have to do the festival every single year, they’re going to need one. And they want me to be the one to do it for them. It’s all so exciting.”

      Seth peered at her, his deep gaze unsettling her. “Are you sure this is what you want to do? You could go anywhere. You’re well-known enough in town that people hire you all the time. You don’t need to be tied down to one place.”

      “I know, but…” She gnawed on her lower lip, trying to come up with the words that would make this all make more sense. “You know how I feel about this place. Out of everywhere I’ve been, this is the one that just feels like home. And if I can do what I love for a place like this, it would be a dream come true.” Still unsettled, Emily ducked out from under his heavy hands that still rested on her shoulders. “Why? Do you not want me to work here with you? Is that it?”

      “Of course not,” he shot back, stiffening. “I just want to make sure you know what you’re doing. Sometimes you jump into stuff before getting the big picture.”

      She smiled. There was that protective nature Seth had always had. He’d looked out for her ever since they were kids. No matter how crazy her ideas were, Seth would go to bat for her. He was the one she knew she could always count on.

      The fact that he was concerned only solidified how much he cared for her well-being.

      Emily gave him a tight hug then quickly stepped back. “It’s gonna be a lot of work. From what I hear, people are already getting started. The competition was announced at the beginning of the month, but Eve and Gabriel were on the fence until⁠—”

      “Hey,” Seth said softly, “you’re going to do great. Everyone already raves about how well you decorated everything inside the resort this year. And you’ve already started decorating the gardens.”

      “I just need to do the tree.” It would be a daunting project but one Emily knew she could conquer. She just might need a little help.
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      Seth had seen that look in Emily’s eyes before. He was very familiar with it. Whenever she got like this, there was no doubt that she would ask him for something. When they were kids, she would ask for a bite of his peanut butter sandwich or his turn on the swing set at school. As they got older, she had him drive her around and help her get to and from her first job.

      Even when she’d started dating, he played the big-brother role because no one in her family seemed to care if she was coming or going.

      That was where he’d made his biggest mistake—he’d been put in the “he’s like a brother” category.

      The worst part was that he couldn’t even complain about it because who would he complain to? They were all each other had. The last of Seth’s family had moved from the area about five years ago, leaving him to decide whether he wanted to stay put in Texas or follow his folks to Utah.

      And he’d made his decision. Nothing could convince him to leave Emily. She needed him.

      She was about a foot shorter than he was, a petite little thing who could easily get scooped up and thrown in the back of a windowless van. And she would probably just go along for the ride, because she was the most optimistic person he knew.

      Just like right now, her impish grin was telling him that she wanted his help. And she knew he knew, which made the quiet tension between them even stronger somehow.

      Seth groaned. “What?”

      Emily twisted the toe of her boot into the ground and slipped her hands behind her back. Next thing he knew, she would be batting her eyelashes, which had never failed her in the past. Of course it didn’t, because who could say no to the girl with strawberry-blond hair and the biggest green eyes on the planet?

      He turned away from her and stomped toward the wall of harnesses. “As much as I’d love to get wrapped up in this whole thing, I have work to do. You’re going to do great, and I’ll be there to celebrate with you all the way.”

      “Come on, Seth.” Emily hurried after him. “I’m sure that Eve and Gabriel would be willing to let you help me a little. Some of that stuff is going to take someone tall and strong.”

      “You know I don’t like it when you tease me,” he muttered. Emily had never admitted knowing that he had a crush on her, though he would be surprised if she was actually unaware. From what he could tell, everyone knew. The guys made fun of him to no end when she wasn’t around.

      “I’m not teasing you.” She laughed. “I’m complimenting you. We both know that I can’t trust just anyone with this project. I need someone I can count on who will be on my side the whole way. I mean, what would happen if I accidentally enlisted someone who wanted a different ranch to win?”

      He turned to face her, his brow rising. “Are you seriously telling me that you think someone could sabotage you? That’s where this is going?” Seth knew Emily so well, he could tell at the slightest twitch what was going on in her mind. And by the looks of it, she was doing her best to fight a smile, giggle, or other ridiculous something. He sighed. “I told you, I’m not going to play the game with you. I’ll be here to support you and cheer you on, but I’m busy too. And how would you feel if I got fired because I wasn’t doing my chores but instead I was helping you… What? Put a star on the top of the tree?”

      She gasped. “Oh my gosh! I completely forgot!”

      “That a tree has a star?”

      Emily whacked him, a little less playfully this time. “No, that the star is the focal point. It’s not just the tree or the surrounding decorations. It’s the star on the top when we light the tree.” She groaned, shutting her eyes tight. “What am I going to do?”

      “How about you buy a star for the tree?”

      She gave him a dirty look. “It’s not that simple, and you know it. The star has to be magical. It has to be the thing that draws the eye up to the top of the tree and makes people stop in their tracks.”

      “You want people to literally freeze to death so they can look at a star?”

      Emily snorted then whacked him again.

      “Hey, you need to stop doing that.”

      “What? You can’t take it?” Emily lunged and poked him in the ribs, eliciting a yelp from his lips.

      “Hey! You can’t do that either.”

      “You have got to be the most ticklish person I have ever met.” She moved toward him much like a lion would move toward her prey. Emily’s eyes flashed, and her mouth curled into a wicked grin. “You know, I don’t think I should even have to ask you to help. You’re gonna do it because you know it’s the right thing.”

      Seth held up both hands and let out a nervous laugh. He took a step then another away from her. “Okay, Em. I give. I’ll help you.”

      “I think you’re just trying to placate me. I don’t believe you.”

      He tried again. “I really want to help you. Then we can live happily ever after working at the same ranch for the rest of our days.”

      She paused, and he put his hands down. But then he realized too late that she was bluffing. Emily charged at him, tickling him in the exact spot that made
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