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  Return 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. Come back with the Nobles, five brothers who will stand beside each other no matter what, and who love just as fiercely as they fight to protect their own. 






  
  Chapter One

Wilder


A shot of pain slammed into my arm. 
I jerked backward, away from the glittering blue-green lake, as a string of half-incoherent curses flew from my mouth. I turned my arm sideways. Just below my elbow, a red welt was beginning to swell.
A bee sting. I guess if I was looking for a distraction, I’d found one. 
The fire burned up my arm as I looked back out over the lake. Even through the pain, I had to admit this place was beautiful. And that was exactly why I’d trudged halfway up a mountain trail—to be overwhelmed with the silence and the sharp peaks and the way the sunlight blinded me when it hit the water. It was the only place I could exist without hearing her voice. Back in Bent Creek, the only way I could get that kind of peace was through drinking too much or finding a woman who didn’t know any better.
The pain faded a little, although it still felt like someone had punched me in the arm. I stared at the welt again and hoped this wasn’t the way I found out I was allergic to bees. Cell service was hit or miss this far from the Summit Mountain Ski Resort. If you broke a leg or got a fatal bee sting in a dead zone, you had to hope someone else was on this trail.
Ignoring the lingering pain, I turned back to the lake. The lack of people was exactly why I liked this trail. It shut out the words and gave me space to turn off my mind for a while. Ever since I ended things with Makayla, not thinking became my favorite way to spend time. Watching for roots on the trail and listening for bears overwhelmed her lingering ghost.
The pain in my arm had dulled to an ache when I finally turned around to drag myself back up the hill onto the trail. My phone buzzed in my back pocket. 
I scowled at the stand of aspen that clung to the sloping land leading down to the lake. Guess I wouldn’t die out here after all if my throat suddenly closed up.
I stood there a few seconds, debating on whether to ignore it. It buzzed again. And again. I knew who it was, and I half wanted to let him keep texting. 
Except I kind of owed the guy. 
And he was my brother. He was annoying as hell and wouldn’t get off my back, but he was letting me crash at the ranch and was paying me to work. So I pulled the phone from my back pocket.
A string of messages lit up my lock screen. 
Mickey coming to look at the water heater. Can you meet him up at the house?
At 1:30.
Wilder?
Forget it.
Guilt sliced through me. I should’ve been at the ranch, replacing the hinges on one of the trailer doors like I told Luke I was going to do after I ran out for supplies. But it had been too quiet in the hardware store, and this stupid old song Makayla liked came on the radio that Mr. Lewis always had on. I bought the stuff and then I did what I’d been doing more and more of lately.
I came out here and walked until every insult she’d flung at me faded away.
Sorry, got sidetracked in town. Headed back soon. I paused a second, then erased soon. It was going to take me a while to get back down this trail to my truck.
I shoved my phone back into my pocket and turned around to take a last look at the lake. Diamond Lake. The name floated into the back of my mind. Named because of the blinding light it gave off when the sun hit the surface. 
Diamond. Sure wish I could get that ring back from Makayla. It got under my skin, how much money I’d spent on that thing. Dad had paid me and my twin brother Drake well enough to work for him back in Florida, but not anything close to an excessive amount. I’d drained a big chunk of my savings to buy that ring. 
Now it was sitting in the bottom of her jewelry box while she did whatever she was doing these days with that guy, Ian. Or she’d sold it. Maybe she and Ian were drinking Mai Tais in Bora Bora on my money right now while I fought a losing battle to forget about her.
I blinked and then stared at the lake, the trees, the rise of the other mountains, the clouds, and even the dull ache in my arm until she was gone. I hated that she’d snuck into my mind out here. I’d stopped too long by this lake. If I kept walking, it would keep her the hell out. 
Ready to move, I crossed back to where I’d come down here from the trail. I grabbed hold of a spindly tree and pulled myself up to the trail one-handed. 
I’d just stepped foot on the trail when something shrieked—and then crashed right into me.






  
  Chapter Two

Hailey


Another scream tore from my throat as the man wrapped his arms around me. 
A tiny part of my brain knew I would’ve fallen backward if he didn’t, but it didn’t matter. He was much too close, and his arms felt like a tall fence that cut me off from the world. They were too tight around my ribcage. I couldn’t breathe. 
I clawed at his arms. He yanked them away. I barely heard his muttered curse in a pained voice as the blood rushed into my ears, and I took a gulp of air. I wrapped my own arms around myself as the world came back into focus.
One second, I’d been jogging down the trail, and the next— The man who’d run right into me stood like a whole other mountain in the middle of the trail, blocking my path as he examined his arm. A red welt stood out against his skin, just below the rolled-up sleeves of his shirt. 
“I’m sorry.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. I winced at them. It was automatic, and I hated it. I had nothing to be sorry for. “I mean, sorry you got hurt.” I nodded at his arm, proud of myself for correcting the meaning of my words. My best friend Layla would be cheering for me right now.
He shook his head and dropped his arm. “Bee sting.”
“Oh.” I swallowed as he met my eyes. His were a startling shade of green. They narrowed a little as he looked at me, and I wondered what he saw. Did he see Hailey, the tough girl who left everything behind to come out here and work at a campground, or the other Hailey—the one who walked through the world making herself as invisible as possible?
He doesn’t know who you are. It was the same thing I told myself now every time I met someone new. I was a blank slate to them. I could be anyone I wanted. 
So I straightened my shoulders and lifted my chin. The corner of his mouth rose into a grin, like I amused him. 
“Were you running?” he asked, gesturing at the trail behind me.
“Yes.” I dropped my arms to my side. “Sometimes I jog out here.”
“Why?” He looked absolutely confused. 
I shrugged. “It’s fun. Good exercise. I like to walk in and jog out. But not all the time. The altitude still gets to me every once in a while.”
He raised his eyebrows before shoving one hand through hair that was already perfectly tousled. Between the T-shirt hugging his chest and the way his hair fell and the jawline that looked like it was chiseled from rock, the man could’ve been right at home in an ad for North Face or REI. 
I swallowed again and forced my gaze away, down the trail past him. The last thing I needed right now was some guy thinking I was into him.
“That’s certifiable,” he said.
My eyes darted back to him. “What?”
“Running on a trail like that. Running, period. But out here? What if you fell over a rock or slid off a cliff?”
“I don’t know.” I shrugged again. “I guess someone would run into me.”
He laughed, and the sound made me smile. “Are you okay?” I nodded at his arm.
“Me? Yeah, sure. You? Need me to carry you down the trail?” The little glint in his eye was playful.
I knew what he thought would happen. That I’d giggle and swat his arm and say something flirty, like Bet you couldn’t. And five years ago, before I met Cade, I would have. But that version of Hailey didn’t exist anymore.
I frowned and gave him a look that I hoped said not in this lifetime. “I’m good.”
He eyed me for a second, like he was trying to figure me out, then nodded and stepped to the side. “After you.”
I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?”
“We’re going the same way, aren’t we? Unless you’re planning on camping up there tonight.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the trail behind me.
Pressing my lips together, I nodded and moved past him. He fell into step beside me. I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t trust myself to say anything he wouldn’t take as flirting. 
He was quiet too, and finally I couldn’t stand it anymore. I snuck a peek at him. Seriously, it was annoying how good looking this guy was. Why couldn’t I have run into an old man, or some gawky teenager? Or anyone who didn’t look like this guy did.
“Memorizing the details so you can tell your friends later?” he asked, shooting a smug smirk my way.
I yanked my gaze back to the trail in front of me. Everything that wanted to come out of my mouth sounded defensive, or like I really was doing what he’d suggested. I pretended he hadn’t said anything at all and asked a completely different question. “Are you on vacation?”
He laughed. “Hell, no.” He pulled a face, like he was embarrassed to offend me or something. “Sorry. I’m a local. Wilder Noble.” He watched me, waiting for me to share my name.
It couldn’t hurt. It was the friendly thing to do, after all. And I could use more friends. “Hailey Sutton.”
“All right, Hailey Sutton.” The sound of my name on his voice was a strange thing. I wanted to take it back, make it safe—and yet I kind of wanted him to say it again.
Stop. I repeated the word over and over in my head. Just because this guy was showing me attention didn’t mean I needed to reciprocate. I was better off alone—strong and healing and by myself. Friends were fine. Feelings were not.
“Are you staying up at Summit Mountain?” he asked.
“The ski resort?” It was my turn to laugh now. “No, definitely not.”
Wilder eyed me curiously, like I was a puzzle he couldn’t put together. I self-consciously lifted a hand to my dyed-red ponytail. Was I giving off some kind of rich girl vibes? 
At any rate, I wasn’t telling this random guy I’d just literally run into on the trail where I was staying. 
“Are you out here with friends?” he asked. 
Or that I was alone. “I have some friends.” I got along just fine with people staying at the campground where I’d managed to find work as a host. Sometimes we had dinner together outside, or sat by the campfire and talked. I didn’t know if I’d call them friends, especially since most of them moved along at the end of a week or two, but that was none of Wilder’s business.
He tilted his head, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. And that’s when I realized he’d been fishing to see if I was out here with a boyfriend. The idea both flattered me and made me feel nauseated. And now he probably thought I was flirting with him.
I started walking a little faster. The sooner I was back in my car and away from this guy, the better off I’d be. 
He lengthened his stride to keep up with me. A few minutes passed in silence.
“Have you gone into town yet? There are some great little shops,” he said.
“I’m not really a shopper.” I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.
“Sports?” he asked.
“What?” I glanced over my shoulder at him.
“You were running down the trail. I thought maybe you were into sports.”
“Exercise doesn’t necessarily equal sports fan.” We passed an evergreen that jutted into the trail. It wasn’t much farther to the parking lot. Thankfully.
“Okay,” he said. “Food, then. You have to eat.”
“I eat.”
“Burgers, steak, Chinese, fancy health food?”
“Yes.”
He was quiet again, and I peered down the trail, hoping to spot the end.
But clearly quiet wasn’t something this guy was good at. “Where—”
“Look,” I said as I whipped around to face him. He almost ran into me—again—but caught himself just in time. “I know what you’re doing, and it won’t work. I’m not interested. Let’s just walk, okay?”
His face looked as if I’d slapped him. I wondered if anyone had ever turned him down. And looking at him, with that jawline and the amusement sparking again in his eyes, I thought that maybe I’d actually been the first.
“You don’t know the first thing about me, Hailey Sutton.” He gestured at the trail while a smile tugged at his lips. “Ladies first.”
I eyed him a moment, wondering why in the world guys just couldn’t own up to hitting on women instead of acting like they’d never heard of it. I bit back the natural curiosity to ask him what he meant. It was exactly what he wanted me to do, so I kept my mouth shut as I started down the trail again.
The silence was awkward, and his presence behind me was almost overwhelming. I hadn’t asked him to stop talking completely, but every comment I could think of sounded forced or vaguely flirty. 
So much for making friends.
The parking lot came into view, and the second I spotted my old Corolla, I wanted to run to it and seal myself safely inside. I wanted to call Layla and tell her about the whole thing and let her reassure me that I was smart to keep my priorities straight.
But I forced myself to turn around. “Thanks,” I said to Wilder. “For, um . . .” What exactly was I thanking him for?
That amused grin grew even wider. “Protecting you? Any time.”
He strode toward a truck with mud splattered behind the tires as I tried to formulate a response. “You didn’t protect me from anything. You ran into me!”
He threw me that smile over his shoulder before opening the door to his truck. “See you around, Hailey.”
I stood there, fuming uselessly, while he climbed in and shut the door. He started the engine but didn’t drive away. It took me a moment to realize he was waiting for me to get into my car. 
Which meant he was either a perfect gentleman or a creepy stalker.
When he turned right after I turned left where the road up the mountain met the state highway, I called Layla. She’d tell me what I needed to hear. That after Cade, I was doing the right thing by standing on my own. Even when an obscenely good-looking man was on the verge of asking me out.






  
  Chapter Three

Wilder


“Don’t touch that!” Marybeth’s sharp voice made me drop my hand from the tiny Santa Claus on the shelf at Bent Creek Christmas. 
When I looked up, she shook her head. “He’s made of porcelain. Very breakable.”
“You need one of those signs,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets. “You know—you break, you buy. All the good tourist shops in Florida have those hanging next to the glass dolphins and pink flamingos wearing flip-flops.”
My little sister tilted her head. “How would a flamingo wear flip-flops?”
“You’re right. They should wear slides instead.”
She laughed a little and shook her head before turning her attention back to the laptop on the counter. I congratulated myself on making her laugh. I’d kept the conversation light. I hadn’t mentioned her boyfriend or how what she’d done almost a year ago had erased all the trust I’d had in her.
I was trying.
Marybeth glanced up at me and raised her eyebrows, probably wondering why I was just standing there and not saying anything. I quickly looked away, toward the peppermint hot chocolate station she kept for shoppers, even though it was June. 
“Yes, you can have some hot chocolate,” she said.
That made me smile. I’d only been in here a couple of times since last summer, but each time, she’d made sure I hadn’t left without a cup of hot chocolate.
“Thanks,” I said as I filled a cup. The chocolate-peppermint scent made my mind go immediately to Christmas gifts and family dinners. Which was the point of having it in the store, I supposed. Put people in a Christmas mood, and they’ll want to buy Christmas stuff.
I took a sip and eyed her over the top of the cup. When I’d first come back to town last summer, I’d been a mess after breaking up with Makayla. Marybeth was the one who’d picked my drunk ass up and brought me home. But after she’d stood up in front of the entire town, smeared our brother Luke’s name, and taken her boyfriend’s family’s side, I’d barely said two words to her for months. Luke had grudgingly come around after working with the Harkers, but I couldn’t. Not for a while. 
Six months ago, I’d forced myself to come into her shop. I’d had a good excuse since it was Christmas. I didn’t remember what I bought. Something small for a girl I was seeing. But I remember Marybeth’s face when I walked in the door, and how the shock turned into the most purely hopeful look I’d ever seen. 
It took me another two months to come back.
Since then, we’d gone from hesitant how-are-yous to short conversations that skimmed the surface. I didn’t ask her about Gabe. She didn’t offer her opinion on my dating habits.
“How is Drake?” she asked, looking up from her laptop. 
“Good. Dad’s keeping him busy.”
“Do you think he’ll ever come back again? Just for a visit. You know, now that you’re here.” 
I shrugged, not wanting to give her false hope. Drake and I had shaken this place from our boots when we left. When Luke had called him for help last year, Drake hadn’t hesitated. He’d gotten his hands dirty again, which he hadn’t been thrilled about. He was glad to be back in Florida, away from all the mess here. Still, it was more likely Drake would come back for a visit than either of our youngest brothers. Zack and Griffin had barely visited Mom and Dad in Florida. I doubted they’d ever step foot back in this small town. I’d lay money on Drake stopping by before either one of them.
“I don’t know. Never say never and all that.”
My vague response did its job, and Marybeth smiled. “You two can’t be apart for long.”
I made a face at that. 
She popped a hand onto her hip. “When’s the last time you texted him?”
An hour ago. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. A flash of something familiar caught my eye from the front window. I yanked my attention from Marybeth to the red-haired woman who moved down the sidewalk. And just as fast as it had come, the adrenaline that catapulted my heart disappeared when I realized the person wasn’t Hailey Sutton.
“What’s wrong?” Marybeth asked, her attention on the window now too.
“Nothing,” I said quickly. “Just thought I saw someone I knew.”
“Ally?” she asked, her forehead furrowing as she named a girl I’d gone out with a whopping two times. “She’s blonde, though. Seriously, Wilder. Did you already move on? This is a small town. You’re going to run out of women.”
So much for her keeping her opinions to herself. I shifted my weight, feeling uncomfortable even though I didn’t have any reason to be. It wasn’t like I’d gotten serious with any of them and then tossed them aside. I wasn’t my ex-fiancée. I wasn’t even seeing anyone at that moment. Although if Hailey had shown any interest yesterday— 
I blew my growing irritation out in a single breath. “That’s about as much of your business as your playing house with Gabe is of mine.”
She eyed me, a cool shadow crossing her face. “You’re right. And if you want to say anything else about me and Gabe, you can leave.”
Never mind that she was the one who’d started it. I shoved my hands into my pockets, forcing the irritation to a simmer. Picking a fight wasn’t worth the time. I wouldn’t win. All it would do is set us back months and give Luke a reason to annoy me even more than he already did. I still didn’t like Gabe—I couldn’t wrap my head around trusting any of the Harkers—but I had to keep the peace. I owed Luke that much. 
“Sorry,” I managed to mutter, deciding to be the bigger person here. It was barely an apology, but it must’ve satisfied Marybeth because she didn’t come around the counter and shove me toward the door.
We were quiet for a while. She went back to typing on her computer. I examined the fruit-themed ornaments hanging on the nearest Christmas tree in between glances at the window. Hailey never did say where she was staying. She might be in town, maybe over at the Dowlings’ B&B. Or I’d heard that the Westermans were renting out their old place on one of those websites. She could be staying there. 
I shook my head. Why this woman was taking up so much space in my mind, I didn’t know. Maybe I should text Ally and see what she was up to. I pulled out my phone and opened the messages app. 
But I didn’t send a text. 
I shoved the phone back into my pocket. Marybeth was right. I was running through women like they were socks. Maybe I should try being alone for a while. Spend more time in the mountains until I stopped hearing Makayla in the back of my mind.
I finished the last of my hot chocolate and crossed to the counter to toss the cup into the snowflake-pattered trash can. A copy of the town newspaper lay neatly folded on the ledge just above the hot chocolate station. I picked it up, not remembering the last time I’d seen a copy.
“Flannery’s got a story on the front page,” Marybeth said, not looking up from her computer.
“She’s not just sitting on her fortune, huh?” I unfolded the paper. Flannery Jacobs had inherited enough money to buy the old Harker property off Dad’s company over the winter. The same property with the house Marybeth and Gabe planned to move into soon. I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from thinking about my little sister living on Harker land.
“She’s a really talented writer. Read her article about the grocery store.” Marybeth stood up and tapped the newspaper in my hands. 
I skimmed down the page, past some news about a prison break in Colorado and an announcement about the Summer Carnival, until I spotted Flannery’s name. I didn’t know how much talent it took to write about a grocery store—even one that apparently got robbed, according to the headline. Although considering I’d never written anything more than boring business emails about boat sales, I probably wasn’t in a place to judge.
Food Thief! McPherson’s Store Robbed, the headline read. I had to give Flannery points for an exciting start—as exciting as stolen organic lettuce and gourmet ramen could get, anyway. McPherson’s had been open less than a year, and it was the kind of place you went to drop twenty dollars on pancake mix. Most people shopped at the big box grocery store down by the interstate.
“Very exciting,” I said when I finished the article. “Maybe someone should check the elementary school for those crates of bougie pop tarts.”
“Very funny.” Marybeth gently pulled the newspaper from my hand. “She did a good job with the details. You know everyone wants to know what got stolen and when it happened and how.”
Bent Creek was as nosy as ever. “Well,” I said. “Just don’t leave your hot chocolate out back on an open truck. The thieves might get a taste for Christmas.”
She smacked me with the paper. “Don’t you need to get back to work?”
I shrugged. “It’s not like Luke’s going to fire me.”
“No, he’ll just lock you out and make you sleep in your truck.”
I grimaced. This wasn’t Florida. The nights were downright freezing. Maybe it was time to end my three-hour lunch break. 
And just like my older brother was reading my mind, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out, and sure enough, it was Luke. 
Did you quit?
“Told you,” Marybeth said with a smirk.
I lifted my hand to say goodbye as I typed out the snarkiest reply. Then I followed it up with a question asking Luke if he wanted me to pick him up some lunch as I reached for the door. My fingers had just grazed the handle when it jerked backward. The door flew open—and Hailey Sutton stepped through the doorway and straight into me.






  
  Chapter Four

Hailey


“Oh!” The gasp flew from my lips as Wilder reached up to grab hold of my arms before I crashed right into him. The iced coffee I’d just bought slipped from my hand and fell to the ground. By some miracle, it didn’t splash up and drench my legs. Instead, the lid popped off and the coffee drained sadly onto the sidewalk just outside the door. 
“Nice to run into you again,” Wilder said with that amused smile I tried not to think about all last night. His hands still gripped my arms, just below my shirt sleeves. If his smile weren’t distracting enough, the heat of his hands against my skin made the rational part of my brain begin to short out. 
I stepped backward to put some space between us, and his hands slipped from my arms. The breath rushed from my lips as my mind chugged back toward functional again. “I’m starting to think you do this on purpose.”
He bent down and picked up my empty cup. “If I was, I wouldn’t have made you drop this. I can get you another one.”
The last thing I needed was this guy fetching me coffee. Or a reason to see him again. “No, thank you. I should drink more water anyway.” I tried not to think of the money I’d spent on it.
But he was busy looking at the cup, squinting to try to make out what was written on the side. I reached out my hand. “I can throw that away.”
“I’ll do it,” he said, looking back up at me. “Least I can do.” He stepped aside and held out an arm toward the door. “Merry Christmas.”
I blinked at him, until I remembered I was about to step inside a Christmas shop. It was a good thing I wasn’t interested in this guy, because he had to think I wasn’t very smart at all, with the way half my brain seemed to shut down around him. You’re not that smart, Cade’s voice rang in the back of my head. I dug my fingers into the door handle to force him out.
“Ha. Thanks. See you around,” I managed to say. 
There. That sounded friendly enough, and not flirtatious at all. I congratulated myself as I stepped inside the shop. 
Christmas hit me the second the door shut behind me. This seemed the least likely place for someone like Wilder to shop. Bing Crosby crooned about Santa Claus over the speakers, everything glittered and sparkled, and even the air smelled like a cross between chocolate mint and evergreen.
I’d left June outside and stepped right into December 25th.
It wasn’t cold, but I wanted to cross my arms anyway, and I suddenly had the desire to buy a knitted reindeer sweater.
“Hello!” a cheerful voice called. “Welcome to Bent Creek Christmas!”
I found the owner of the voice, a woman who
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