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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost four o’clock. Any minute Mila would be coming up the outside staircase to the hayloft Cole had transformed into his living quarters.

      The Bridger Bunch, especially Mila, had been supportive when he’d proposed the conversion last July. By using every spare moment, he’d pulled it off before the first snowfall.

      He’d insulated the hell out of the space to counteract critter noise from below and severe weather from outside. Now that another Montana winter was in full swing and the horses stayed indoors quite a bit, he could claim victory on both counts.

      Triple-pane windows and four skylights added views and airiness throughout the day. But at this hour in December, he lowered the shades and turned on all six of his hanging lanterns to create a welcoming glow.

      Mila hadn’t been up here since he’d given the family a tour in October. No one had. Once the loft had been basically finished, he’d started work on his secret project. Now he was ready to show it off, and he’d chosen Mila as the first to see what he’d created.

      The animatronic display at the Rockin’ Racoon had captured his imagination back in July. Two months ago he’d made an appointment with Clem, the tavern’s owner, to get the schematics for the control panel and the wiring. He’d made numerous notes and taken countless pictures.

      Thank goodness for online supply sources and Clem’s patience. The guy had cheerfully answered a million texts. Evidently he was tickled to have another animatronics geek in town.

      Two days ago Cole had contacted Mila to set up this visit. He’d thrown a sheet over it so he could give her a brief explanation before the big reveal.

      If she liked what he’d done, it would pass muster with the others. They valued her opinion, and in the six months he’d lived at Laughing Creek Ranch, he’d come to value it, too.

      But it was more than that. He wanted to impress her. There it was, his hidden agenda. He had a crush.

      Because she hadn’t been up here in weeks, he’d put elbow grease into tidying up. His place looked fudging good, if he did say so, especially with that round electric fireplace.

      He’d blown a chunk of his budget on that red beauty, which hung from a twelve-foot black pipe attached to the rafters. Its 360-degree view of the realistic flames had inspired his open floor plan.

      If he pushed back the sliding barn doors that closed off his bedroom, he could enjoy the dancing light and warmth from his bed. This afternoon the doors were closed.

      He’d added them in November, after the family tour. They changed the feel of the space from studio apartment to sexy hideaway. At least he thought so, especially when the open doors framed a view of his king-sized bed. But he hadn’t created that vibe on purpose.

      Or maybe he had. In any case, his invitation to Mila wasn’t a come-see-my-etchings seduction routine. Not the Cole Sterling way.

      Had he fantasized her sharing his bed? Sure. Who could blame him? She was gorgeous, smart and kind-hearted. She had an interest in him, too, judging from quite a few warm glances she’d aimed in his direction.

      They’d had slow-burn chemistry from day one. Hadn’t done anything about it, although they’d flirted a bit at his sister Jordan’s wedding to Luis in October. At Jordie’s urging, Cole had brought his fiddle to the reception.

      He’d sat in with the band and done a few solos. Soon folks started making requests for tunes he didn’t know. Mila to the rescue. If she could hum it, he could play it and she’d sing along. They’d had fun teaming up.

      But he hadn’t made a move. Neither had she. Soon after the wedding, this animatronic endeavor had sucked up his free time. She’d teased him about his mysterious project, clearly hoping he’d let her in on it. Not a chance.

      He hadn’t dared let anyone know other than Clem. The possibility of failure had ridden his ass every step of the way. But damned if he hadn’t managed to build something that made him laugh.

      That was promising, but not enough. He wanted it to entertain other people. Especially Mila.

      That said, getting involved with her was risky. She was literally the boss’s daughter. Not that losing his job as Laughing Creek’s handyman was a big deal. He was highly employable and he knew it.

      The risk was strictly emotional. He’d fallen head-over-heels for this ranch, this family. Because they’d generously allowed him to modify the hayloft any way he chose, he had his first real home.

      And his own horse. The sleek chestnut who’d been wild until Luis and Rio had coaxed him into the training barn toward the end of July was now gentle enough for a kid to ride.

      When Cole had tried to buy him, Luis had shocked him by offering Sparky as a gift. Turned out he and Rio had intended that animal for Cole all along, which was why he’d been named Sparky, fitting for a master electrician.

      He glanced at his wall clock. Four o’clock on the dot. Was she on her way? His soundproofing kept him from hearing her boots on the metal stairs outside.

      Might as well take a look. Tugging on his boots, he opened the door and stuck his head out. A blast of cold air slapped him in the face. Yep, there she was, about a third of the way up, head down, the hood of her red parka covering her dark curls.

      His heart rate spiked. Stepping out on the landing, he grabbed the railing as his boots skidded on newly formed ice. “Be careful! It’s slippery.”

      “Si, amigo.” Gripping the metal rail with one gloved hand, she clutched a potted evergreen with the other. “These stairs are no bueno, especially in winter.” Her breath produced little puffs of fog. “You should install an elevator.”

      “Or enclose the staircase.”

      “I can’t believe you suffer through this whenever you visit Sparky.”

      “It’s not so bad with a coat on.”

      She glanced up. “Where’s your coat now? What are you doing standing outside like a moron? Go back in!”

      “I’m fine.” He hunched his shoulders to keep from shivering. “Looks like I’m getting a gift.”

      “You probably have a big tree already.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Good thing I brought this, then. We’ve got less than a week left.”

      “Guess so.”

      “Sneaks up on you.”

      “That’s a fact.” Christmas. He’d been so busy he’d mostly blocked the evidence it was approaching. He’d probably deploy his usual tactic — pretending to have a highly contagious cold on the twenty-third that conveniently lasted for three days.

      The tree was a sweet gesture, though. Looked like she might have decorated it herself. She had no way of knowing how much he dreaded the holiday. “Let me take that.” He reached for it as she neared the top step.

      “Okay.” She handed it over and finished the climb, breathing fast. “Now get the hell inside.”

      “After you.” He gestured toward the open door.

      With a resigned sigh, she ducked in, toed off her boots on the mat and moved aside to make room for him. “You’d better not get sick.”

      “I won’t.” Fudge it all. Now when he pretended to be sick, she’d be put out with him for standing in the cold waiting for her. Oh, well. Couldn’t be helped now.

      Closing the door, he shucked his boots, carried the tree to the kitchen island and set it down. “Great decorating job.”

      “Thanks.” She flipped back her hood and unzipped her coat. “I adore trimming trees.” She tucked her gloves in her coat pockets. “You’ll have to come see all the ones Claudie and I put up.”

      “Love to.” He’d ignore the trees and concentrate on her. The mini-hacienda she shared with her sister was a short walk away, but he’d only been there a couple of times. Playing it cool.

      “I tied the ornaments on tight, so you don’t have to worry about things falling off.” Shrugging out of her coat, she hung it on a peg by the door. She’d worn a white sweater with a green wreath on the front.

      He pushed down a wave of anxiety. “Smells great.” So did she, a spicy scent he didn’t remember noticing before. Cinnamon? Fortunately he didn’t connect the scent to the holiday, or the aroma of evergreens, either.

      But once ornaments hung from the branches, they turned into something he regularly avoided. He’d cut Christmas out of his life the minute he’d left his parents’ house at sixteen. When he and Jordan had shared an apartment, December twenty-fifth had been just another day. By mutual agreement.

      “After the ground unfreezes, you can plant it.” Mila headed toward the island, her sock feet whispering over the wood floor.

      “Is there a certain spot on the property where it should go?”

      “There is. We had a pine beetle infestation years ago and had to clear out a section of forest. We planted seedlings that spring, and now we add any live trees we buy at Christmas. I’ll go with you. I have a couple of these small ones, too.”

      “It’s a deal.” His pulse rate picked up. She was within arm’s reach. Had they ever been completely alone like this? Not that he could remember.

      Judging from the flicker of awareness in her brown eyes, she’d had the same realization. Turning away, she surveyed the area. “Your place looks inviting on a cold winter day.”

      “Thanks.” Not as inviting as she looked. He shoved his hands in his pockets. Technically her Christmas-themed sweater should neutralize his urge to touch her. It didn’t.

      She pointed to the far end of the space. “I assume the surprise is under that sheet.”

      “It is.” With luck, the animatronics would distract him from the hot thoughts swirling in his brain.

      “Did you have those barn doors when we were all here in October?”

      “Just got them last month. I saw the idea online and liked it.” Thank God he’d followed his instincts and left them closed. He wasn’t ready to throw caution to the winds.

      “They look great. I’ll bet you open them at night, though.”

      “I do.” He headed toward the animatronics. Time to switch subjects.

      She followed him over. “Figured you’d want to open the doors so you can see the fireplace.”

      His breath caught. Was she imagining how the fire would look from his bed? The implications stirred him up more than a little.

      She wandered toward the sliding doors. “Then again, it might not matter. You probably turn the flame off.”

      Alrighty. If she wanted to talk about this, he’d go along. “As a matter of fact, it does matter. I like watching the flames before I go to sleep. They’re on a timer that clicks off at midnight.” Hooking his thumbs in his belt-loops, he acted like this loaded topic didn’t affect him at all.

      “As I recall, it’s a nice-looking bed.”

      He almost swallowed his tongue. Really? She was going there? He hadn’t planned to seduce her, but what if she’d planned to seduce him?

      She turned back in his direction. “I’d be inclined to leave the doors partway open even in the daytime.”

      “Would you, now?” He held her gaze, searching for clues in her warm brown eyes.

      “I think it would make the space look bigger.”

      “It’s an idea.” Several other ideas came to him. They started with opening the barn doors. He might not be ready to make this move, but what if she was? Would he insult her by not picking up on her cues?

      “Unless you never make your bed.”

      “I usually do.” Maybe he should fudging kiss her and take the guesswork out of it. He moved a step in her direction. For months he’d dreamed of tasting her full mouth and feeling the sweet press of her⁠—

      “Okay, I get it.” Cheeks rosy, she flashed him a smile.

      He froze, thrown off his game by that big ol’ smile. “Get what?”

      “You have one set of sheets and you pulled off the top one to cover your surprise, which means your bed’s a hot mess right now.”

      It wasn’t. The sheet over the animatronics was an old one, but now he was second-guessing his decision to kiss her. He might have misinterpreted this bedroom discussion.

      “Don’t mind me. The doors look terrific and they add a level of privacy. That must be nice.” She broke eye contact and glanced around. “I just realized you don’t have any Christmas decorations.”

      “Yes, I do.” He was confused. Now she sounded flustered. He gestured toward the little tree. “A nice person brought me that.”

      “But your dramatic fireplace just cries out for…oh, wait. I keep forgetting single guys don’t tend to decorate much.”

      Yeah, she was nervous, all right. And trying to cover it with chatter.

      “My brothers would probably just get a tree and call it good, except now they’re required to go all in.”

      He’d help her out. “Why?” Good thing he hadn’t kissed her. Even if she’d wanted him to, she was clearly conflicted about it. Now she seemed determined to discuss holiday décor.

      “Grandma and the aunties left boxes of decorations when they turned over their houses to my brothers and they expect to see everything put up. They have standards.”

      “I’m sure.” He got a kick out of those four women—the Dazzling Damsels. They did their best to live up to the name they’d chosen.

      But inserting those spunky ladies into the conversation indicated Mila was backing off. She might have briefly toyed with the idea of getting jiggy, but if so, she’d chickened out. Just as well.

      “That’s the main reason you see wreaths on doors and lights strung up outside their houses.”

      “Oh.” Technically he hadn’t seen anything. He was an expert at directing his attention elsewhere.

      “Well, that goes for the bachelors. Adam and Tracy put theirs up together and Luis might have decorated more for Jordan than to please Auntie Carmen this year.”

      “Maybe.” He doubted his sister had been the driver of that activity. But he’d had very few chances to talk privately with her recently. She might have been able to ditch her negative associations and enjoy her first Christmas with the Bridger Bunch.

      “You’ve probably noticed that Mom and Greta go big for the holiday, too.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” A tiny white lie. No one, not even Jordie, knew how much Christmas triggered him. He wanted it to stay that way.

      “Anyway, I’ve rattled on long enough. Can I please see this secret of yours?”

      “Absolutely.” His original excitement for the project helped center him. He crossed to the sheet-draped display. “But before I take this off, I have a disclaimer. I had fun making what you’re about to see, but if you think it won’t work for the family, I’ll just use it to amuse myself.”

      “Does it amuse you?”

      “Well, yeah, but⁠—”

      “Then there’s an excellent chance I’ll love it. Let’s take a look.”

      “Alrighty.” An unexpected touch of stage fright made him hesitate. Then he reached for the sheet and yanked it off.

      “Oh, my gosh!” Her bright laughter spilled out and her eyes sparkled with delight. “Beavers! Three adorable beavers!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Relief flooded through him and he grinned. “It’s the Beaver Bunch.”
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      Mila had never seen something so clever and appealing in her life. By creating it, this big tough cowboy had just added a whole new dimension to his captivating personality.

      “Cole, I love it.” And she hugged him. A split second after she’d thrown her arms around his muscular torso she reconsidered that impulse and stepped back. “Sorry. I got carried away.”

      His gaze was direct. “No apologies necessary.”

      The light in his gray eyes made her quiver. Her breasts tingled from the momentary press of his solid chest and her nose was totally enjoying the scent of his aftershave. The sound of his quick breath echoed in her ears.

      What was wrong with her? She couldn’t seem to stop sending mixed signals. She’d promised herself this was only a social call, but within minutes she’d stumbled into an ill-advised conversation about his bedroom that had almost gotten her kissed.

      After diffusing that situation, she’d landed back in the soup by giving him a spontaneous hug. If she didn’t figure out her intentions toward Cole Sterling in the next few seconds, her wayward libido was liable to make the decision for her.

      “I like you, Mila.”

      His husky confession sent flames licking through her body. “I like you, too.”

      “Want to see how it works?”

      She gasped. “Now?”

      His eyebrows rose. Then he chuckled.

      The sound of that chuckle, low and sexy as hell, doused her with lust. Was he about to make a move? Was she?

      “I was talking about this.” He gestured toward the animatronics. “But if you want to talk about something else, then⁠—”

      “Nope!” She snapped out of her hormone-drenched fantasy. “I knew that’s what you meant.”

      He didn’t contradict her. Not out loud. But his knowing glance said it all.

      For months she’d kept her feelings under control, sensing his hesitancy toward getting involved. That had been easy since they were never alone. Then he’d buried himself in this project.

      But now…they were so alone. Completely, arousingly alone. Her heart pounded like crazy. She’d seriously underestimated the effect that would have on her.

      He took a breath. “I swear I didn’t ask you up here to seduce you.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t.”

      “Why are you sure?”

      “That’s not you, amigo.” She swallowed, tried to marshal her thoughts. “You’ve been super respectful. Ambivalent, too.”

      “Because I am.”

      “For the record, I didn’t come up here with ulterior motives.”

      “But here we are.” His warm gaze searched hers. “We should probably have a conversation about it.”

      “We should. Definitely.” A discussion? That option hadn’t crossed her mind.

      “But first I need to cool down. And I’d like to show you these guys in action.”

      “I’d like that, too.” She barely had enough breath to speak. He needed to cool down after one hug? Wow.

      “Then here goes.” He walked over to a control box on the wall to the left of the platform.

      Drawing in air, she released it slowly. They’d acknowledged what had been simmering between them for months. Was she ready to go forward?

      Cole had switched his attention to his project, giving her a moment to calm down, too. Or she could spend the time imagining the wonders hidden beneath his loose-fitting clothes. She chose Option B.

      How would it feel being held by arms strong enough to carry a stack of planks from his truck to the loft? To have his capable hands stroke her in intimate places? To touch his broad chest, to cup glutes made firm by all those trips up and down the stairs, to cradle⁠—

      “I timed their motions to a recording from a jug band I played with a few years ago.”

      “A jug band? You were in a jug band?” The question came out as a high-pitched squeak.

      He turned to face her, his gray eyes sparkling with amusement. “That surprises you?”

      “Not really. I mean… I shouldn’t be. You play a mean fiddle.” Get it together, girlfriend.

      “Thanks.” He accepted the compliment easily without a trace of arrogance.

      Well, he should be proud of his abilities. After all, excellence was his trademark…. That realization inspired another wave of lust.

      Obviously he was aware. His gray eyes momentarily darkened. With an almost imperceptible shake of his head, he turned back toward the trio of beavers. “The circular platform they’re on is designed to rotate so the whole display moves outside to sit above the barn doors.”

      “Wow. That’s cool.”

      “It is if it works. Haven’t tested it yet.”

      “Why not?” She would by damn pay attention to what he’d created. He’d honored her by letting her see it before anyone else.

      “I’d have to do it at night to preserve the surprise and in this weather it might get stuck.”

      “I guess it could. So you’ll only rotate it outside during the day in the winter?”

      “I’ll have to see how it goes, weather-wise. It’s designed to look good at night, too. Here’s phase one, the static display.” He flicked a switch and several small lanterns glowed on the knotty pine wall of the rustic country bandstand. Footlights illuminated the performers.

      She sighed with pleasure. “That’s beautiful.”

      “I wanted it to be interesting whether they’re playing or not.” He studied his little critters with obvious affection. “On a warm summer evening, they can be out there looking cute even when they’re not doing anything.”

      “And if the weather’s bad, you can bring them back in. Brilliant.”

      “Weather was the critical problem I had to solve. I knew they could sit on the overhang above the barn doors, but unlike the raccoons over the bar, they can’t stay there.”

      “But they can perform in here, instead.”

      He smiled. “If you mean I just created the perfect party venue⁠—”

      “You sure did. Especially if they can play more than one song.”

      “They can.”

      She glanced back at the couch and easy chairs surrounding the fireplace. “And here I thought you might be a bit of a recluse.”

      “What gave you that idea?”

      “You soundproofed this loft as if you were making a recording studio. Or a man cave.”

      He laughed. “Never wanted a man cave. But I would like the horses and me to be good neighbors who don’t disturb each other. That doesn’t make me a hermit.”

      “I see your point, but you also seemed perfectly happy tucked away for two months working on your secret project.”

      “I was, but mostly because I was excited about getting this done. I also have a great time hanging out with your family.”

      “We’re not too much?”

      “Not at all. I’m fine with this becoming a party venue because I’m also pretty good at telling people when the party’s over. But performing in here isn’t the goal. I need this platform to rotate or the plan’s a bust.”

      “Well, either the mechanism works or you’ll figure out how to fix it. That’s what my dad always said about his projects.”

      “Judging from what I’ve heard, that guy was a genius.”

      “Who says you’re not?”

      That clearly startled him. Then his expression changed and his eyes gleamed the way they had when she’d been carrying on about the barn doors. “Watch your language, lady.” He adopted a lazy drawl. “Them’s kissin’ words.”

      A flood of desire almost left her speechless. Almost. She lifted her chin and met his intense gaze. “So what?”

      His soft laughter rippled over her like a caress. “We’ve come this far. I’ll be damned if I’m gonna fudging kiss you before I show you how these varmints perform.”

      “Then you’d better turn them on quick, amigo.” Her words came out in a breathless rush, as a courage she didn’t know she had made her bold. “We’re running out of time.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It does look that way.” Facing the control box again, he hit another switch.

      The animals came to life — slapping their tails in rhythm on the floor and playing their instruments — a fiddle, a washboard and a washtub string bass.

      All God’s Creatures Got a Place in the Choir poured from speakers mounted on the platform. The bass player and the percussionist appeared to sing along. The fiddler kept up a lively motion with his bow. The charming performance brought a unexpected lump to her throat. Her dad would have loved this.

      “Mila?”

      She glanced up.

      The music had ended and Cole stood close, very close, his brow furrowed. “Is something wrong with it?”

      “No, it’s beautiful, stupendous, incredible.”

      “But you look sad.”

      “Because my dad would’ve gone nuts over those furry creatures. He would have laughed so hard at calling them the Beaver Bunch. They would have brought him so much joy.”

      With a soft sigh and a murmured come here, he drew her gently into his arms.

      She went gladly, gratefully, her gaze locked with his. “Didn’t you want to talk first?”

      “It’ll have to wait.”
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      Kissing Mila without clarifying…well, anything…could be a mistake. Cole accepted that possibility.

      Near as he could tell, she needed a hug. It so happened he needed a kiss. Combining the two was a natural pairing.

      With her breasts pressed firmly against his chest, he couldn’t separate the crazy beating of his heart from hers. He held her gaze, made brighter by the color suffusing her cheeks.

      She hadn’t grabbed onto him yet. Her hands rested on his shoulders. Neutral. Uncommitted. To be on the safe side, he gave her time to push him away.

      She stayed put, her rosy lips slightly parted, her breathing quick and shallow. Keeping her tucked close, he cupped the back of her head.

      Her hair felt glorious, soft and silky. Spreading his fingers, he sifted through those dark, glossy waves.

      Her breath hitched and she gripped his shoulders.

      “Second thoughts?”

      “Nope.”

      “Alrighty, then.” Pulse racing, he dipped his head and touched down on her tempting mouth. Fire coursed through his veins, but he’d go slow, be gentle, not rush⁠—

      Whoa! Clearly Mila had other plans. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she urged him closer and boldly invited him in. Her whimper of impatience sent a potent message. Take whatever you want.

      And oh, how he wanted. He deepened the kiss, plunging his tongue into her mouth. Her sexy moan blew a hole in every good intention. Gripping her tush, her pulled her in tight, groaning as his heat melded with hers.

      His cock surged to life and hunger laid waste to restraint. Reaching under her sweater, he found the back catch of her bra. She moaned again, clearly urging him on. He dealt with the hooks, loosening the bra so he could cradle her breast and stroke her nipple until it grew rigid, eager for the tug of his mouth.

      Her warm skin against his palm made him dizzy with anticipation. Once they made it through those barn doors, he would caress her until she begged for what they both wanted, what they’d waited for….

      His better angel murmured something in his ear. He blocked it. The warning came again. You waited for a reason, idiot! You could ruin everything!

      Mustering what little control he had left, he forced himself to stop kissing her, but he couldn’t make himself let go of her breast. He gulped for air. “We have to⁠—”

      “Open the…open the doors. I know.” She gasped out the words.

      “First…first we should…talk.”

      “Talk?” Panting, she wiggled out of his arms, dislodging his hand. “Now?”

      “Yes.” He fought the urge to reach for her. “About our⁠—”

      “You had your hand on my tata!” She tugged down her sweater.

      “I only meant to kiss you.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Kissing’s a big deal! A first step! I thought we’d kiss and maybe cuddle and then…talk.”

      She glanced at his crotch before returning her attention to his face, eyebrows lifting.

      “I can’t help that. You get to me.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she heaved a sigh. “Que loco, hombre.”

      He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Yes, ma’am. I should’ve known better.”

      Amusement flashed in her eyes and she pressed her lips together as if trying not to smile.

      “To be fair, I’ve never kissed you. Or hugged you. We haven’t even danced together.”

      “We line danced together.”

      “Doesn’t count. I’ve never touched your body with my body.”

      “Well, you have now.” The slight tremble of her mouth and a quiver in her speech confirmed it. She was ready to bust out laughing. “What do you think?”

      “It was fudging awesome.”

      She grinned, her brown eyes sparkling. “Yeah.”

      “I want to do it again.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “But before we do, I need to find out how you see things.”

      Her gaze swept to his crotch again, which was still making a statement. “I see things as very promising.”

      His pride and joy gave her a noticeable response. Of course. She had power over that part of his anatomy now. Likely more than he did.

      She looked up and smiled. “Sorry. I got distracted. What did you want to talk about?”

      “Our situation. I’m the hired hand and you’re the boss’s daughter. We’re not on equal footing.”

      Her blink of confusion was followed by a quick frown. “Yes, we are.”

      “No, we’re not. I’m here because your mother hired me. You’re here because you belong in this family and always will.” Stating that truth cooled his jets. “If you get mad at me, or for that matter if anybody here gets upset with my behavior, I could be fired. Sent away.”

      Her eyes widened and her body tensed. “Did someone tell you that? Because I can’t imagine⁠—”

      “No one told me. It’s just the way it is.”

      “Ah.” Her expression relaxed. “You had me going for a minute. I couldn’t believe any of us would have said such a thing.” Her warm gaze settled on him. “That might be the way it is in other places, but here? No.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re way more than the hired hand as you put it. For one thing, you’re my sister-in-law’s brother.”

      “True, but that doesn’t make me⁠—”

      “Actually it does. When Jordan married Luis, you became part of the Bridger Bunch whether you like it or not.”

      The possibility stunned him.

      “You didn’t figure that out?”

      “No.” He dragged in a breath, his chest tight with emotion. “No, I didn’t.”

      “I guess we all thought it was obvious so nobody said it out loud. The focus was on those two, and… I’m sorry, Cole. Somebody should have made a point of it. For sure my dad would’ve.”

      He still couldn’t get his head around it. “Then you’re saying….”

      “We’re on equal footing.”

      “Because of my sister?”

      “That clinches it, but simply living and working here makes you way more than an employee. You’re one of us. There’s no hierarchy at Laughing Creek, no power structure. We all pitch in. We all collect paychecks.”

      “Even your grandma and aunties?”

      She laughed. “They could if they needed to, but those ladies are the savviest investors you’ll ever meet. Mom and Adam rely on them. If you want a stock tip, knock on their door.”

      “I might.” He took a breath. “So just by being here, I’ve become one of you?”

      “Yes.”

      Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he studied the gleaming wood floor under his boots. He could have this place with the Bridger Bunch forever? No matter what? Their display of generosity was overwhelming.

      “Cole? Is that a problem?”

      He met her gaze. “That makes this—” His gesture included both of them. “Riskier than ever.”

      “Why?”

      “I was worried I’d screw it up and get kicked out. Now I’m terrified I’ll screw it up and disappoint the good folks who’ve been nothing but kind to me.”

      She stepped closer, bringing her cinnamon scent with her. “What if you don’t screw it up?”

      “Okay, maybe that won’t be the story. But what if we get into this relationship and discover we’re not right for each other?”

      “We’ll be responsible adults.” She laid her palms on his chest. “We’ll admit our mistake, part friends and move on.”

      “You make it sound so easy.” The warmth of her hands drove him insane, but he had to talk this through. “It wouldn’t be.”

      “Not at first.” She slid her hands up to his shoulders and lifted her face to his. “But this family’s had a lot of practice in healing wounds. We’d have help. We’d be fine.”

      “I can be a jerk sometimes. I can’t promise⁠—”

      “Neither can I. I have a temper. Ask Claudie.” She gave his shoulders a slow massage. “Here’s the big question. Do you want me?”

      The question hit him dead center, sending waves of longing through every cell of his body. “You have no idea how much.”

      “Enough to take a risk?”

      Heart pounding, he absorbed the challenge in her eyes. “Yes.”

      “When?”

      “Now.” Sweeping her into his arms, he carried her over to the barn doors and nudged them apart with his foot.

      She clung to him, breathing fast as she glanced toward his massive king. “Your bed isn’t a hot mess.”

      “It’s about to be.”
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