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We could all use a loyal friend... or a cat...

Aimee Price, designer and fledgling entrepreneur, thought she had everything in hand when it came to her career... until she didn't. 

She moved back to her hometown to collect her thoughts and find her path forward. When her brother's best friend and Aimee's one-time crush, Morgan Clarke, ends up living in the same house with her, she thinks she made the wrong choice.

Then she gets to know Morgan as the man he's become, and she realized she's been wrong.

As her appreciation for Morgan grows and takes on a life of its own, however, her career is hanging on by a thread. She's discovered that someone is stealing her work and selling it as their own. She's not getting credit, she's not getting paid, and it's damaging her reputation. Morgan thinks he can help her solve the problem... but will his own mental baggage get in the way of him becoming her hero?

Morgan and Aimee must figure out how to move forward together if they're going to take the next step as a couple. But first, they have to save Aimee's career and decide whether Morgan is the man he wants to be, or if he’s still too broken to handle a woman like Aimee.
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AIMEE 
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I was numb for at least an hour after we saw the billboard. Numb for the walk back to the truck and numb for most of the drive. So much so that I didn’t even get to revel in the excitement of having Echo home and taking down all those stupid posters. A—

Not that the posters were stupid. They’d been a pretty damn good idea, actually, and I was glad we’d put them up. I was even gladder that Echo had come home without anyone having to call and collect the reward.

And my bank account, it turned out, was even gladder than I was about that. Because someone had used the logo I’d designed. Used my hard work for their own purposes and then failed to pay for it. Which meant I was not only out that money, but also out the work itself, because there was no way I could use it myself in the future. If I did, the company that had used it would probably sue me, saying that I’d lifted their logo.

Their logo.

I almost had to laugh. It was just so ridiculous. I’d worked for hours—weeks!—on that thing, and they’d just lifted it right from...

—Wait. 

I frowned and cocked my head, trying to figure that out. Where had they gotten my work, anyhow? Sure, I’d sent along a very rough draft version of the work, but they shouldn’t have been able to use that. It had been so low-res that it would be blurry and pixelated if they’d printed it any bigger than a thumbnail. And yet that billboard had been perfect. So perfect that it was using a version of the logo I’d never seen before. I’d thought they’d had the logo recreated, but now that I was remembering...

That was my logo. And they’d somehow stolen it. 

How?

And why? Why wouldn’t they just have paid me for it the way they’d been contracted to do? We’d had a contract, they’d told me what they wanted, and I’d executed it. I’d listened to the feedback and then agreed to make the changes, but I’d been so careful not to give them my source files, because that would have allowed them to use the logo without having to pay me.

Where had I gone wrong?

And why did I feel like it was eating me from the inside, hollowing me out until I was nothing more than a shell of who I’d been yesterday?

I didn’t know the answer to the first question, but I could figure out the answer to the second. I felt hollowed out because this was one more thing. One more way I’d failed, one more way I’d proven that I didn’t actually have what it took to be successful in my industry. Dammit, I was the girl someone stole from! The girl who came up with beautiful designs, at the expense of my creativity and soul, and then somehow had them stolen right out from under me!

I was so stupid. I was stupid when I’d moved to the city and started the business and even stupider to have thought I was succeeding. For shit’s sake, I was stupid enough that I hadn’t even known my boyfriend was cheating on me when he’d evidently been doing it for years! What kind of girl doesn’t realize her boyfriend is cheating on her for years? 

The same kind of girl who sets herself up to have her work stolen, I guessed.

I felt the first tear slip down my face, closely followed by a second, and quickly turned my face toward the window. I didn’t want Morgan to see me crying. Not now, when we’d just found Echo and everything had started looking up between us. I didn’t want him to see me as a failure. I wanted him to think I had it together. That I was worthwhile.

Even when I was feeling less worthwhile than I ever had before.

The moment we got back to the farm, I opened the door and hopped out. “I’m going for a walk,” I said.

It was a stupid thing to say. It was still rainy and cold out, and night was about to fall. Only an insane person would take a walk right now.

But hey, maybe I was insane.

After all, I was stupid enough to fall for a guy who didn’t love me and then have my work stolen. Insanity wasn’t far from that, right?

I took off down the road without waiting for an answer. I didn’t want him coming after me and trying to make me feel better, and as far as I could see, getting out of there as quickly as possible was the best way to prevent that. I needed time alone to go through what I knew and try to figure out what I was going to do about it.

Hell, I needed to figure out what I wanted to do. And I wasn’t going to do that with Morgan by my side trying to make me feel better.

***
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I got back to the house an hour later, cold, wet, and miserable. 

I also hadn’t gotten very far when it came to figuring out how I felt or what I wanted to do about the situation. I couldn’t get past how betrayed I felt over the whole thing for long enough to even think about the next step, which meant I also didn’t have a plan for what I was going to do about it. I just felt like quitting. Phoning the whole thing in and letting this career go. Maybe I could become a waitress. Stay in town and work at the coffee shop. Hell, maybe I could replace Morgan at the pet store when he left and went back to his real life.

Of course that thought just made everything worse, and I paused in the driveway on the other side of Morgan’s truck, desperately wiping at my face to hide any sign of the tears before I went inside.

I might not know what I wanted to do about my career or how this had happened, but I knew I didn’t want Morgan seeing me cry. I didn’t want him feeling sorry for me or trying to make it all better. I needed to do that myself. Of course, I still didn’t understand how any of this had happened, and that was a pretty important place to start. How had that company gotten ahold of the final version of my logo? 

I frowned again, wondering. That had been my logo, right? I’d gone through it in my head so many times now that I was having trouble even remembering the details. It had looked like my logo, that was for sure. But what if it was different, somehow? What if someone else had somehow come up with the exact same idea?

Or worse, what if I’d seen it before and had inadvertently used it when I was working? It happened a lot; you saw something, and your subconscious took hold of it and tried to make it yours, so you were designing based on something you thought was original, only to realize later that it wasn’t. Could that be what I was looking at here?

But that was my client. I’d sent him my design, or at least a version of it. If it was identical to their old logo, he probably would have said something. It had to be my design, and that brought me right back around to where I’d started. That was my design, in a version the client shouldn’t have had yet.

Where did he get it? 

I shook my head, knowing that I’d been asking myself the same question for hours and still hadn’t come up with an answer, and decided to try to put it out of my mind and come back to it later, when my thoughts were clear. I walked  around Morgan’s truck and up the stairs toward the kitchen, wondering what Morgan and Echo were up to, and whether Morgan had managed to clean his dog up yet.

When I opened the door, I saw that he was in the middle of trying to do just that.

And he wasn’t doing it very well.

He’d towed one of the watering troughs from the yard into the kitchen—probably because it was now pitch black and cold outside—and had filled it with water. Soapy water, in fact. The fire was roaring on the other side of the door, in the living room, and a pile of towels sat on the kitchen table. 

Echo was not, however, in said tub.

He was tearing around the kitchen, chasing soap across the floor as a soaking-wet Morgan chased after him, hands outstretched and face caught between laughing and glowering. Echo was still covered with mud—and now soap—and Morgan didn’t look much cleaner. The front of his shirt was brown, and he had mud smeared across his face and up his arms, telling me that he’d had Echo in his arms when everything had suddenly gone amok. The dog stopped suddenly, turning to Morgan and wagging his tail like he was giving up. He let Morgan get close enough to almost touch him.... and then he turned and took off again, barking like this was the most awesome game anyone had ever played.

And he was heading right for me, and the open door behind me.

I darted through the door and slammed it shut behind me two seconds before Echo took a flying leap right at my chest. He hit me with a thud, and we went down in a tangle of limbs and mud, the laughter catching in my throat as he landed on top of me. I kept my arms around him, though, fighting to keep hold of the wriggling, slippery beast, and managed to hold on to him until Morgan arrived. 

“Good catch,” he said breathlessly.

“Catch?” I laughed. “That was nothing more than self-defense.”

Morgan chuckled and manhandled Echo up off my chest. He held a hand out to help me up, but that left him with a very tenuous grip on the dog, and I waved him back.

“Don’t help me, get him in the tub!” I instructed.

Morgan nodded once, scooped the dog up in his arms, and walked quickly toward the tub, dumping the dog in unceremoniously. I jumped up and hustled over there as well, slipping and sliding across the wet—and soapy and now muddy—floor, and ducked down to help keep Echo in the water while Morgan grabbed the soap. By the time Morgan came back around to the tub, I was just as soaked as he was and breathless with laughter.

He handed me the soap and took Echo by the collar. “I’ll hold the beast. You clean him.”

I squirted soap all the way down Echo’s back and started scrubbing quickly, thinking that the faster we did this, the better chance we had of getting through it before the pup escaped again. But a moment later, I realized that we were hurrying for no reason. Echo had settled down and was grinning up at me like this was exactly what he’d been planning all along. 

“Looks like he just wanted both of our attention,” I noted, running my hands up and down his back and cleaning the mud away.

Morgan snorted. “More like he wanted your attention. He was just waiting for you to get home before he started behaving himself.”

“Typical male,” I muttered. 

“Huh?”

I hid a smile. “Nothing. Just thinking I’m glad I got home in time to help out. Before he ripped the kitchen apart.”

Morgan grunted in acceptance of that, and I grinned and kept washing. I’d come home trying to figure out what my next step was going to be, and though I hadn’t thought it was going to include giving a squirmy Weimaraner pup a bath, it made sense that my next step included doing something with Morgan by my side.

Maybe I should have let him comfort me when we were in the truck, instead of storming off like I had. Because now that we were together again, that client and what they’d done with the logo were the furthest things from my mind.
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MORGAN 
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Aimee went up to bed soon after we finished with Echo, and I didn’t see her again when I went to my own room. I paused as I came up the stairs and looked down the hall toward her room, but the light under the door was out, and I didn’t hear anything coming from that direction.

I told myself that she wasn’t mine to take care of, not really, and that I needed to leave her alone. She’d been on her own for years in the city and was perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

That didn’t make it any easier to turn and walk to my bedroom without at least checking on her, though. She might be an adult, completely capable of taking care of herself. But even adults needed a hand sometimes. She’d been there for me when I needed someone, even when I hadn’t admitted that I needed help.

I didn’t like leaving her alone right now, when I could see how confused and upset she was. Everything about it rubbed me the wrong way.

***
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The next morning, I rose early and went for my run, thinking that she’d be up and making breakfast when I returned. I knew her well enough at this point to know a couple of things about her: One, she liked to get up and get started with her day early. This had been a surprise to me, since I’d originally thought she was one of those people who slept late, starting their day around noon. It turned out that she was an early-to-work sort of person, though, and that brought me to my second observation. Aimee liked to have breakfast. She loved to make coffee and sit around the breakfast table planning her day, and if you were lucky enough to be in the vicinity, she fed you, too, and helped you with your own schedule.

I might or might not have made it a habit to be in the kitchen every morning, just to take advantage of the food. And her company.

So when I returned from the run and found the kitchen still empty, I frowned and looked up the stairs, listening closely. I didn’t hear anything, though. No sounds from her room, no shower running in the bathroom. I walked to the stairs and looked upward, forcing myself to listen as closely as I could.

Nothing.

What the hell was going on with that girl?

I loitered in the kitchen for an hour, fussing around with the coffee maker and then the dishes as I waited for her to appear. I thought about taking some coffee up to her, and even considered making breakfast for her... until I remembered that I was useless at cooking. 

I didn’t think she’d thank me for taking her burnt toast and soggy cold cereal.

In the end, after an hour of waiting around, I decided that she wasn’t coming down, reminded myself that she wasn’t really my problem anyhow, and took myself out to the barn to get some work done. I didn’t have time to be standing around in the kitchen, waiting for that girl to come downstairs.

I didn’t even have a right to expect her to. And I needed to remember that.

***
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I’d been working in the barn for about an hour when I realized I’d been repeatedly sanding and re-sanding the same spot of the wall for the last twenty minutes. The thought somehow made me think of that first day here, when Aimee had come out to help me sand the wood on the patio and made a joke about ‘co-sanding.’

And the realization that I was out here sanding rather than in there helping her made me turn toward the house, wondering whether she was up yet... and whether I could fix whatever was wrong.

Instead of seeing Aimee striding toward me, though, I saw her brother.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked, surprised. Not that he didn’t have any right to be here. It was, after all, his house.

River grinned. “Just checking on my house. And my people. How are things out here?”

Well, that was a question without an easy answer. I skipped the part about Aimee, though, and went right to talking about the house. Told him about the ‘adventures’ we’d had while trying to fix up the apartment. The electrical—which was fixed now, thankfully—and the floor, which I was still trying to finish installing. Most important, of course, was that roof.

River looked up toward it when I said something and nodded. “Figured that would become a problem at some point.”

“At some point?” I scoffed. “Like during a storm, perhaps? You could have said something.”

Instead of apologizing, River gave me another grin—totally unrepentant—and said, “Do you have any coffee?”

I could have been mad, but I had to laugh. It was so typical of River. Promise you the world and then deliver something that was only sort of half of what you needed, or a broken version. The man had the most enormous heart of anyone I knew, but he’d never been able to completely deliver on his promises.

It went right along with him thinking everyone else needed to be in a relationship while refusing to settle down himself.

He was my best friend, though, and I wasn’t exactly in a position to start lecturing him about things like that now.

“Course,” I said, starting toward the house. “Though I’m not sure whether your sister’s up yet.”

But when we got into the kitchen, we found her not only up but also taking advantage of the coffee I’d made. She was sitting at the kitchen table, gripping a mug of the stuff like it was a lifeline and staring at the wall. Echo lay at her feet, his muzzle on his paws and his eyes mournful, while Gizmo sat in her lap glaring at the world like he’d scratch the eyes out of anyone who hurt her.

I’d hoped she’d be feeling better after a night of sleep, but that didn’t seem to be the case. And evidently the animals had decided they needed to protect her.

When she saw us, she plastered on a smile—very fake—and watched as River poured himself a mug of coffee. Her brother, evidently knowing her just as well—and probably better—than me, gave me a glance, brows lifted and mouth pursed. So he’d noticed as well. But I didn’t have an answer—or rather, I thought I might. Thinking about it this morning, I’d sliced through what had happened last night in town and realized that I did know what this was about.

That damn logo. The client she’d been having trouble with.

But it wasn’t my story to tell. She wasn’t mine to handle. So I kept my mouth shut and shrugged.

We sat down at the table with her and started making stilted conversation, but before long, River turned to Aimee with a long-suffering look on his face.

“Out with it, sis,” he demanded. “What’s with the long face?”

She gave him a pensive look, like she was seriously considering not telling him, and then looked to me for help. I pressed my lips together, indicating that I wasn’t going to save her this time. Not my story to tell. Not my life. Not my girl.

Aimee made a face at me that made me wonder how well she could actually read my mind, and then started talking. She told River about how hard she’d been working and how much trouble she’d been having with this particular client and with the industry itself. Told him that she felt as if she’d lost her creativity in the city but had found it here, and that she’d been feeling pretty good about everything.

She did not, I noticed, tell him about her ex. Evidently, that was information she’d only been willing to share with me, which was... well, weird.

Not that I was going to make anything of it.

Then she went on to tell him about seeing the logo on the billboard last night. How it had been the same client, but she was positive she hadn’t sent them the high-res version.

“They shouldn’t have been able to print it in such a large size without it looking like you were looking at it through someone else’s glasses,” she finished. “That’s what I don’t understand. How did they get such a high-quality version of it? And without paying me?”

River was frowning. “And you didn’t get them access to your files?”

“Absolutely not,” she declared. “I’d never. They didn’t pay for those.”

“And you have the trademark for it?” 

“I have the original files, which are just as good. I can prove that I created that logo and that they didn’t receive permission to use it. They never received the final files.”

“So they stole it from you,” I finished, coming to the conclusion I hadn’t known was there.

She looked at me, her eyes big and worried. “And if they did, how much have they stolen? All my work? Every single thing in my files? How would they get access to something like that? And how many other people have had access? What if all my work, everything I’ve done, is out there in the world, and I didn’t give it permission to be there? I thought I was doing so much better here, but now...”

Her voice wobbled, and I could see the tears coming. Without even thinking about it, I took her into my arms and held her close. Hell, no wonder she was so upset. She’d felt like she was getting a fresh start here, like her creativity was coming back, and instead, she was suddenly being dumped into a hole. Someone had stolen her work, and if one person had, there was a chance others were doing the same thing.

A wave of protectiveness washed through me. I wanted to kill whoever had done this to her. Find them and force them to give back what they’d taken. I wanted to make the world a safe, welcoming place where she could use that brilliant mind the way it was meant to be used.

I wanted to stand between her and anyone who’d ever wanted to hurt her.

And I didn’t have any right to feel that way. This was a girl I had only been with for a moment until we went back to our regular lives. Hard stop.

I let go of her and scooted back, catching the look on River’s face before he could hide it. His head was tilted, and he was eyeing the two of us with deep, deep suspicion and a little bit of triumph. But the look disappeared the moment he turned back to Aimee. 

“What’s the company?” he asked sharply. “We’re getting to the bottom of this, and we’re doing it today. Nobody steals from my sister and lives to tell the tale.”

Aimee laughed, but she was still sniffling, and I was reaching out to take her hand before I could stop myself. 

“He’s right. We’ll figure this out, Aimee. We’ll make it right. You have us in your corner, and that’s no small thing.”

River chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth. Morgan’s been a scrapper since the day I met him. You couldn’t have a better man in your corner.”

Aimee laughed and squeezed my hand, and I looked away, fighting to remember that I was helping her only because she was River’s little sister and now my friend.

And fighting to tamp down the fierce protective urges I could feel burning through my veins. 
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