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Dedication


For the man who’s the Chase to my Bailey, I love you for letting me be me, in spite of how crazy I might drive you.
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Chapter One


BAILEY HART WAITED at the U-shaped counter for Dusty to return so she could sign for her cousin’s feed order, trying her best to ignore the two catty women across the room. The last thing she wanted to deal with right now was Kristen Meyers and her ridiculously airheaded friend, Chelsea.

“I heard she slept with Michael Walker,” Chelsea murmured.

“Michael said she tried to give him a b.j.,” Kristen clarified, casting an appalled look in Bailey’s direction. “Poor Blake, he doesn’t even know his girlfriend is cheating on him.”

He wished. The closest thing Michael Walker had come to getting a blow job from her was when he drove her home and asked for one. Right before grabbing the back of her neck and telling her she owed him. And that was only seconds before her fist met with his left eye. Needless to say, he hadn’t asked her out again. In fact, the bruise hadn’t even begun to fade before Kristen had been seen sucking face with him, so who was she to talk?

Bailey was used to Kristen’s gossip and her name being linked with the new “hot doctor” in town, Blake Whitmore. They’d become close friends when he moved to town last year, and he’d asked her to pretend to be his girlfriend several times to fend off some of the more persistent nurses who didn’t seem to take no for an answer. She had no problem keeping quiet when the pair pointed, and it didn’t even bother her when they cut their gaze her way before whispering again, but hearing the word whore was where she had to draw the line.

“I really don’t think you’re one to be pointing fingers. If you’re going to be spreading rumors about me, you should know there’s already one going around that says you’ve got the title of town whore locked up.”

“Excuse me?” Kristen turned and leaned over the counter on her fingertips. “You can’t talk to me that way.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, did you mistake me for one of the people in this town that give a crap about how much money your dad has?” Enough was enough.

“You think you’re something special because you’re a Hart? From what I hear, you’re a cheap slut just like your mom was—whoring her way to Hollywood. Please, tell me you’re really leaving town and that’s not just another rumor . . . ”

“Trust me, that day can’t come soon enough.”

“Well, good morning, ladies. I didn’t expect to see you here this early.”

Bailey’s stomach did a somersault as she turned to see Chase McKee waltz through the front doors of the feed store. The man was walking, talking sex appeal, and his swagger proved he was more than comfortable with the fact. If she hadn’t known him for most of her life, she’d have thought it was arrogance, but his cockiness was born of confidence. He was one of those guys lucky enough to be born beloved by everyone who met him. Despite having left to join the military as an MP nine years ago, he was able to return home a hero and pick up right where he left off. No one talked behind Chase’s back, and it wasn’t just because he was a town deputy. It was because every person genuinely liked him and wanted to be liked by him. People sought out his attention, especially single women.

“Good morning, Chase,” the pair of bimbos across the counter answered in sickeningly sweet unison.

Bailey rolled her eyes and willed Dusty to hurry with the order so she could be on her way. The bullshit was about to get deep in here and she hadn’t worn her boots this morning. It was bad enough that Kristen had outbid Bailey for Chase at the Valentine’s Day bachelor auction, making Bailey look like a lovesick teenager, but Kristen made quite the impression on the dance floor and Chase hadn’t seemed to mind in the slightest. If Kristen ever wanted to change careers, there were probably several strip clubs that would be more than willing to hire her.

Chase moved to Bailey’s side and draped his arm around her shoulders, flipping her long blonde ponytail with his hand as his K-9, Gracie, trotted to her side and nudged her hand. “Aren’t you going to say hello?” She could hear the teasing note in his voice and wondered why he felt the need to make fun of her, especially when most of the town already seemed hell-bent on doing it anyway. “At least to Gracie?”

Her heart began to pound painfully against her rib cage, but she sighed melodramatically and squatted down on the balls of her feet, rubbing her fingers behind the dog’s ears. “Like you need any more female attention?”

“Leave it to you to crush my ego, Bailey,” he joked.

“Just keeping it real.” She shrugged one shoulder as she looked up at him. “I wouldn’t want you to get a swelled head.”

His gaze skimmed over her and for a moment she thought she saw something more than his usual friendliness, making her entire body flush warmly. It was gone just as quickly, and Chase turned toward Kristen and Chelsea.

“We’re still on for lunch tomorrow, right?”

Kristen ducked her chin and looked up at him through her lashes, brushing her hair back from her eyes. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Bailey felt the bile rise into her throat and thought she might be sick. It took all she had in her not to gag at the woman’s attempt to be coy. Chase walked toward the back office and opened the door. “Hey, Dusty, I’m grabbing a bag of food for Gracie. Can you just send the bill over to the station?”

Bailey heard a muffled voice from the back office as Chase came back to the counter and looked at each of them in turn before focusing in on Kristen. Bailey watched his eyes skim over her slowly and felt the slow burn of jealousy simmer low in her belly.

“I’ll see you later, Kristen.” He turned and glanced at Bailey before lifting a bag of kibble onto one shoulder like it was a sack of feathers instead of a forty-pound bag of dog food. “Gotta go catch a few speeders. Come on, Gracie.”

The dog hurried to his side, trotting beside him toward the patrol car, and Bailey couldn’t help but admire the way he filled out his tan uniform shirt. With the bag on his shoulder, the material pulled tight over his broad back, and she could see the muscles flexing beneath. Her eyes followed the taper to his waist and down to the most perfect round butt she’d ever seen. The man was a fine specimen, there was no denying that.

“You know you’re pathetic, right? Chase has his sights on someone better.”

Kristen’s voice held every bit of the venom Bailey had come to expect from the woman. She wasn’t about to engage in a battle of wits with her, knowing it wasn’t exactly an even playing field, but her smart mouth wouldn’t keep shut. “Oh? I hope I get to meet her soon.”

Kristen narrowed her eyes and sneered at Bailey. “You already have.” Bailey rolled her eyes and turned her back on the pair. “Don’t turn your back on me.”

“Yeah.” Chelsea took the opportunity to jump into the conversation. “That’s rude.”

“Me?” Bailey laughed and shook her head, still not bothering to look at them. She’d only come in here to help Julia this morning. She didn’t have the time or energy to waste on either of these two before her coffee. She slid her fingers to her temples and rubbed at the ache beginning to form behind her eyes.

“You’re such a bitch,” Kristen muttered, under her breath but still loud enough to make sure Bailey heard.

She was done taking Kristen’s crap. Bailey swiveled to glare at her.

“What are you looking at?”

“Just trying to figure out which of you is the biggest boob.”

“Oh, I do.” Chelsea pointed at her chest, rolling her eyes. “You can tell just by looking at us, geez.”

Kristen jutted her chin out and turned her head slowly toward her friend. “That is not what she said. Just go.” She shook her head and shoved Chelsea toward the door. “We’ll come back later when Dusty has taken out the trash.” She lifted her nose and waved a hand at Bailey as she spun from the counter. She was too busy staring at the ceiling dramatically to see that the corner of the rug was flipped up near the doorway.

“Kristen,” Bailey warned.

“You can go to hell, Bailey.” Kristen stormed to the doors. “Around here, we shoot wild things that get too close. You should watch yourself.”

Dusty came out of the office with several invoices for Bailey to sign and saw Kristen glaring from the doorway. “Brad’s going to load . . . is there trouble?”

“You could say that,” Kristen griped. “You should have some sort of a standard for the people you allow in here. I won’t be back until you do and I doubt Daddy will either.” Her scathing glare could have cut through glass as she turned away from Bailey and left.

“I don’t know what you did, Bailey, but she was pissed and now it’s going to come back and bite me. I need her dad’s business,” he scolded.

Bailey wanted to laugh it off, to make some kind of joke about the entire ridiculous situation, but the fact was, Kristen could make trouble for Dusty, and Bailey didn’t want to be the cause. Dusty had been nice to her and too many people already thought of her as the troublemaking Hart. She didn’t need any more people joining Kristen’s anti-Bailey campaign.

“Don’t worry, Dusty. I’ll make sure she gets over it.”

Damn it, now she was going to have to kiss Kristen’s ass to make this go away.

TODAY WAS SUPPOSED to be exciting, but so far it was just a mess.

Bailey was supposed to be packing to head down to LA and join the rest of her bandmates to cut the album they’d been working on for six months by video chat. She’d waited for the perfect moment to tell her cousins that she was moving to pursue a career in music but, sitting with her legs hanging over the edge of the counter, the heels of her boots tapping lightly against the cupboard as she listened to the argument going on around her, she knew she couldn’t bring it up today. She clenched her jaw, forcing herself to keep the news buried just a little longer, and took another sip of her coffee. There was no sense rocking the boat right now. Instead she let her cousins do what they seemed to do so often lately—dictate her life without even considering that she might have her own plans.

“I really need Bailey to clean the cabins for me.” Bailey could hear the desperation in Jessie’s voice. She was under a tremendous amount of stress now that there were more foster kids enrolling in her program. “I have a group coming in the morning.”

Julia ran a hand over her belly, two weeks overdue with her first child. She looked miserable and ready to burst. “I get it, Jess, I do. But I have sixteen kennels that need to be cleaned, and that’s hardly something I should be doing right now.”

“And the pregnancy card wins again.” Justin threw up his hands in defeat and put his cup into the dishwasher, something she and her cousins had tried to get him to do for years. It had taken his wife, Alyssa, only a few weeks to make a changed man out of him. “You know, once you have that baby, Jules, we aren’t giving in to you anymore.”

Julia’s bright smile belied the cockiness Bailey heard in her voice. “Wanna bet?”

He rolled his eyes at his sister. “Just a friendly reminder, I am the only one who actually pays Bailey for the job she does.”

Bailey sighed and hopped off the kitchen counter, trying to bury her irritation. She adored her cousins and appreciated that they all helped her out however they could so that she didn’t have to take the job her father had offered her at his car dealership, but enough was enough. She couldn’t be at the beck and call of each of them, every hour of every day. The last time she checked, working for them didn’t mean they got to pass her around like a favorite toy.

It was time to get away. Bailey wanted—no, needed—to make a name for herself and shed the reputation that had dogged her since her mother skipped town in the middle of the night. She was ready to do what her mother had never been able to do—find success outside this one-horse town.

In fact, Bailey had come over to Jessie’s this morning determined to finally tell them she was moving. The plan had been in the works for almost a year. The band had headed down early to find an apartment and, so far, they’d managed to write several more songs via the Internet, but now their manager was ready for them to cut the album. There was no more time for excuses. They needed her in LA.

To be fair, Bailey wasn’t really making excuses. Life had taken a sharp right turn toward chaotic and her family had needed her. It had been bad enough that the ranch had almost gone under, but when Julia was kidnapped by her ex, Bailey wasn’t about to turn her back on them. So far, she’d spent the past six months trying to make everything work, but now that her cousins had their lives on track, she wanted a chance to pursue her own future, away from here.

So far, the band had been patient, trying to practice online, but it wasn’t the same and it was beginning to grate on everyone’s nerves. There was nothing more they could do without her present, and the longer she stayed here, the more annoyed the rest of the guys were getting. According to JD, their manager, there had been some grumblings about finding a new lead singer if she didn’t show up soon. Tucker, their drummer, promised her they’d never do that and, while she didn’t trust JD, she wasn’t sure how the other three guys felt and their silence on the matter was making her nervous. She had to get down to LA, sooner rather than later.

Even knowing how much she needed to, Bailey couldn’t bring herself to tell her cousins about her plans now. Justin never tried to hide his feelings about anything, and he’d made it clear years ago that he thought singing was a waste of time. Most of the time she simply ignored his opinionated, macho views. They had enough other issues they’d bickered about over the years. It had been bad enough growing up with him watching her every move, like an overprotective second father, but it had been understandable while she was in high school. She’d spent her entire childhood at the ranch where her aunt and uncle had raised her as one of their kids while her father worked double shifts at the car dealership just to keep it afloat. Her cousins had been more like siblings, but Justin had taken the older brother role to the extreme. Now that she was an adult, unfortunately, regardless of how many times she’d bailed them out, they still didn’t see her as a grown woman.

She hadn’t even bothered to tell them about the gigs she’d been playing at the two country bars outside town for the past six months. They wouldn’t understand and, while Jess and Julia might act happy for her, she knew they would try to talk her into waiting until the end of the year to move, which would only add fuel to the barely banked bonfire of family drama.

Bailey polished off the last of her coffee, buying herself a little time to let her irritation fade to mild annoyance before attempting any sort of response. “Julia, I’ll clean the kennels this morning, but you said you were going to hire someone else to help you. You can’t do everything after the baby is born.” Julia opened her mouth to protest but Bailey didn’t give her a chance. “Jess, I’ll come over here after I finish with the dogs and do your cabins, but you said you were going to hire Aleta to do it. She’s already agreed to come whenever you need her, and she wants to add it as job experience for college applications next year. As far as helping in the clinic, it’s my day off.”

“So? You’ve come in on your day off before.”

“And I’ve told you that the next time you ask the morning of, the answer is no. What if I have plans?”

“Do you?” Justin tipped his chin and peered down his nose at her. Jerk. He knew she didn’t.

“That is none of your business.”

Justin rolled his eyes and heaved a sigh. “Is this about Michael again? I already told you—”

“This isn’t about him, and I told you to butt out. Who I date is none of your concern.”

“It is when it’s my client.”

“They are all your clients, Justin.” Bailey was sick and tired of being treated like a child. “I will date who I want, when I want. It’s none of your business.”

Julia shot Justin a questioning glance, looking confused. “She actually went to dinner with that jackass Michael Walker.”

Jessie and Julia glanced at one another in empathy as Jessie pressed her lips together. “Justin, maybe you should—”

“Lock her up?” he finished for her. He tipped his mug of coffee in Bailey’s direction. “You know, we can cover for you only so many times, Bailey.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“People talk, and what you do affects our reputations, too. How many times were you at the bar last week? How many different guys were you drinking with?”

“None of your damn business, Justin. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m over twenty-one and not your responsibility.” Bailey silenced him with a withering glare.

They’d been arguing more often than usual lately. For some reason he’d decided that now that Jessie and Julia were settled, it was his duty to become her personal warden. Last week he’d actually tried to insist that she wasn’t allowed to date Michael when the cowboy invited her to dinner. Not that Justin had been wrong, the guy was a total jerk. But Justin had no right to make any designations on her free time. He was her cousin, not her father, damn it. She might be the baby of the family, but that didn’t make her a child.

“I’m just looking out for you, Bailey. The same way I do with Jessie and Julia.”

Bailey dropped the mug into the top rack of Jessie’s dishwasher, taking a deep breath to control herself before opening her mouth to speak. She had the Hart family temper and was just as likely to shoot off her mouth as Justin, usually with complicated results. She’d been trying to learn to control it but wondered if it might not kill her.

“I don’t need your protection, any more than they did,” she said, spinning back to face him and slamming the dishwater closed. “You’re not the family patriarch. I have a father and you aren’t him. I don’t need another. The sooner you realize that I’m going to do as I damn well please, the better we’ll get along.”

“Maybe if your dad stepped in every once in a while, instead of letting you do whatever you ‘damn well please,’ I wouldn’t have to act this way.”

How dare he? Her father might not be perfect, but he’d done the best he could trying to raise a teenage girl on his own while running a car dealership that kept him away from home sixteen hours a day. Bailey knew she could be impulsive, but it wasn’t for lack of her father trying to rein her in.

“Justin, Uncle Luke has done his best to—” Julia began.

Bailey stabbed a finger to Justin’s chest, clenching her teeth in fury. “You have no right.” Bailey didn’t trust herself to speak, but once again Justin’s comment had lit the short fuse of her temper and she couldn’t seem to keep her mouth shut. “Find someone else to micromanage. As far as I’m concerned, you get eight hours a day, four days a week. You don’t get to tell me what to do before or after my shift at the clinic. Got it? Because if you try this again, you can kiss my ass. I’ve quit on you before and—”

Jessie’s new husband, Nathan, unfortunately picked that moment to come through the kitchen doorway. “Morning.”

Even his chipper disposition couldn’t cut the near-palpable tension in the room, and he paused as he poured his coffee. His brow furrowed and he shook his head. “I don’t even think I want to know what I just interrupted.”

Jessie moved to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Family drama that will blow over, I hope,” she whispered quietly, but not quietly enough for Bailey to miss. “You might want to get your coffee to go.”

“Don’t worry about it, Nathan. I’m on my way out.” Bailey glared at her three cousins. Jessie and Julia looked surprised by her outburst while Justin stared at her like she was a spoiled child throwing a temper tantrum. “I’m sure these three can fill you in. They seem perfectly capable of scheduling my life without me.”

The screen door slammed shut behind her as she jogged down the steps to the Harley-Davidson parked on the gravel driveway. The motorcycle was just one more thing she’d done to chap Justin’s hide recently. Bailey pulled her helmet on and fired up the engine, loving the way the deep rumble vibrated through her entire body. She couldn’t wait to send all of her gear down to LA before following, opening this baby up on the highway. A deep ache of longing churned in her stomach, making her sick. She needed space, freedom. She wanted to see the sparkle of lights from the windows of high-rise skyscrapers, to feel the pulse of the city where the streets didn’t roll up at ten o’clock. She needed to get away from being a black sheep rebel in a perfect family, to finally spread her wings, making a name for herself instead of living in the shadow of perfection she could never attain.

Maybe she was more like her mother than she thought. Guilt gnawed at the edges of her heart at the thought of abandoning her family while they still needed her. Bailey didn’t want to think about the woman who’d run out on her and her father. She refused to be like her. Twisting her wrist, she laid on the gas, letting the wind whip away her sullen thoughts.

CHASE MCKEE SAT in his police cruiser on the near-deserted stretch of highway with his radar gun in his lap and dumped two packets of sugar into the coffee he’d just grabbed from the new shop in town. Unable to ignore the plaintive whimper from the backseat, he tossed a piece of stale doughnut to Gracie, his black German shepherd drooling on the upholstery. Julia would rip him a new one for feeding her scraps if she found out, but he’d left the bag of kibble back at the station, and since Gracie was still in training as a search-and-rescue dog and he was her handler, she went everywhere with him.

Gracie whined again and he shushed her, reaching over the seat to rub her smooth head empathetically. He felt the same way. While it might be part of his job as a sheriff’s deputy, he hated being stuck sitting out here, waiting for someone to speed by and make it worth the paperwork pulling the person over would entail. Most of the time, he was willing to cut drivers some slack. Outside the city limits, on a long, open stretch of highway, it was easy for locals to slip past the speed limit. He should know, he’d done it often enough growing up here. He was lucky he’d never gotten himself killed.

The memory immediately dredged up images of his last partner on the Oakland Police Department. He should call Rachel and see how Mason was doing. It had been too long since he’d checked on Lance’s wife and son. Not that she would talk to him anyway. It had been almost two years and at least thirty returned letters and cards since he’d left Oakland, but the guilt he associated with his departure still weighed on him. She hadn’t said one word to him since Lance’s funeral.

Gracie’s low growl dragged him from his memories. “You’re right, girl. We don’t have time for that right now, do we?”

To be completely honest with himself, he avoided thinking about Oakland and Lance whenever possible. He might not suffer from traditional PTSD the way Julia and her husband, Dylan, did, but that didn’t make his survivor’s guilt any less real or any easier to endure.

Chase picked up on the roar of the engine long before the motorcycle actually came into view. Reaching for the radar gun, he aimed it in the direction of the sound.

Ninety-two miles per hour. Did this guy have a death wish?

There were far too many twists and turns ahead on the highway to warrant that kind of speed, even for one of the locals. He tossed the gun to the seat and dropped the car into gear, pulling onto the two-lane highway as the bike came into view. He’d no more tapped the gas on the cruiser when the motorcycle blazed past him in a midnight-blue streak. He flipped on his lights and siren and the bike immediately slowed as the rider glanced backward before pulling onto the shoulder.

At least he has some respect for the law, he thought acerbically as he stopped behind the motorcycle and ran the plates.

The registered owner’s name came up on his computer screen and his eyes shot back to the rider.

“Damn it,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders back and preparing for the battle he had no doubt was coming. Chase rolled his eyes and climbed out of the vehicle with a sigh of resignation. Crossing his arms, he greeted the most beautiful woman—and the biggest troublemaker—he’d ever met as she slid her helmet off her head and brushed stray hairs back into her low honey-colored ponytail.

“Funny seeing you here, Bailey. When did you get this thing, and are you trying to kill yourself with it?”

She turned her dazzling pearly whites on him, her blue eyes flashing with mischief as she set the helmet on the seat behind her. Chase had been dying to ask her out ever since his return to town almost two years ago but she had no idea and, unfortunately, he needed to keep it that way. Her cousin Justin was one of his best friends, and if he knew Chase thought of Bailey as anything other than Justin’s “little sister,” Chase would probably have to arrest his friend for assaulting a police officer. Not to mention that he’d need to check himself into the hospital. It was better this way. He wasn’t emotionally stable enough to offer anyone more than a few meaningless dates and, while Bailey had a reputation of blowing through guys the way a gambler blew through singles, it would never be enough for him. Bailey was trouble, but she was the best kind of trouble, the kind that made you want to return again and again.

The truth was, he’d had a thing for Bailey as long as he could remember. At first it had started with helping Justin protect her from other kids at school, bullies who picked on the littlest Hart. But he’d watched her grow up, too fast, into a blue-eyed beauty as wild as the pastures of Heart Fire Ranch. She’d somehow managed to keep up with her cousins, including Justin’s football buddies, never one to be shown up just because she was a girl. Bailey was always the first one to jump from the rope swing into the river, the first to take off in a horse race, and last to make an excuse for the stupid stunts they’d done growing up. Unfortunately, as far as she was concerned, he was nothing but Justin’s straightlaced friend who bailed her out, both literally and figuratively, and a verbal sparring partner when she was bored.

“Just picked it up last week.” Her fingers ran lovingly over the blue gas tank between her thighs, and he felt his body immediately react. He stifled the response. “I guess I’m still getting used to how much power it has.”

“Ya think?” He couldn’t help but chuckle at her understatement as he clicked the top of his pen and started writing out a speeding ticket. “I need your license and registration.”

“Aw, come on, Chase. Really?” She bit her lower lip, looking up at him from under her thick, dark lashes, and he felt the heat of desire trickle down his chest and center low in his belly. “I’ll slow down. I swear.”

“And you’ll never do it again, right?” He didn’t believe her for a second. Everyone knew Bailey’s reputation as the wild child of the Hart family. She didn’t just march to the beat of her own drum, she conducted the entire orchestra to a tune of her design. He held out a hand, waiting for her to retrieve the items for him.

“Great! This is the last thing I needed today, you know,” she grumbled as she reached for her paperwork in the storage compartment. “I’m already late.”

“At this rate, you’ll kill yourself before you ever get where you’re headed.” Chase bit back a grin. “Late for what?”

“Nothing. I’ll just call and reschedule.” She glared at him for the briefest of moments before her eyes turned innocent. “You’re going to keep this between us, right?”

Chase didn’t even bother to look up from the ticket form he was filling out. “What you really want to know is whether I’m going to tell Justin.”

He saw her shrug one shoulder in his peripheral vision. “I mean, I don’t really care if you do, I just don’t want to hear him bitching at me more than he already does. You know how he gets, and that’s the last thing Julia needs to hear in her condition.”

“How’s Julia doing?” he asked, glancing at her. “I haven’t seen her since the trial.” He’d been the arresting officer when Julia’s ex-boyfriend had kidnapped her, and Chase had testified at his trial. He’d seen Dylan several times during various calls since he was working as a paramedic in town now, but he hadn’t run into Julia recently.

“She’s good. At least, as good as someone whose due date passed a few weeks ago can be,” she clarified. “You know, you should come by for dinner tonight. I’m fixing enchiladas for them. We’re hoping the spicy food will put Jules into labor. There’ll be plenty if you want to stop by.”

A flirtatious smile spread over her full lips and her eyes sparkled like sapphires. Chase felt the sizzle of heat come to life again. If he didn’t know her better, he’d think she was flirting. That was the last thing he needed right now. He turned the pad toward her and handed her the pen, indicating she should sign the line. She stared up at him expectantly, practically batting her eyelashes.

Chase cocked his head to the side and gave her a lopsided grin. “Plying me with dinner isn’t going to get you out of a ticket, Bailey.”

Her eyes narrowed as he tapped the pad again. Bailey jerked it from his hand and scribbled her name, slapping the pen against it irritably when she finished. He ripped her copy of the citation from the pad and handed it back to her with the other documents. “You do realize trying to bribe an officer is a felony, right?”

She cocked a brow at him as she slid her helmet back over her head and slipped her sunglasses on, starting the engine. “Who said anything about bribing you? Maybe I was trying to poison you.”

Chase couldn’t help but laugh as she eased the bike back onto the road. “Murder One is a felony, too,” he yelled after her.

Damn, that woman could turn him on faster than she did that bike.




Chapter Two


“THANK GOODNESS YOU’RE finally here.” Bailey would have objected when Jessie wrapped her into a warm hug as soon as she climbed off the motorcycle, but it had been a shit day so far. She might not admit it, but it felt good to lean on someone else, if only for a moment.

Bailey wanted to laugh at the sentimental notion, unsure what was coming over her. She was rarely emotional but maybe it was low blood sugar. She’d already skipped lunch to help her cousins, and she still had both cabins to clean before heading back to Julia’s to start fixing dinner for everyone. Come hell or high water, she was breaking the news tonight.

“Look,” Jessie said, chewing on her lower lip. “I’m sorry about this morning. I don’t want you to feel like we’re taking you for granted.”

“I know you don’t.” But it sure feels like you do.

Slipping the band from her long ponytail, Bailey shook her head and ran her fingers through the snarled mess. Twisting it, she dragged her honey-blonde hair back up into a messy bun to keep it out of her face while she cleaned. It was just one of those days where everything seemed to be reminding her of why she wanted to get the hell out of this town. It was barely a pinpoint on the map, one of those places you stopped only when you ran out of gas or were looking for some place nostalgic, like the hole-in-the-wall diner down the road from her place. Justin patched up animals, Jessie rescued at-risk kids and horses, and Julia took in pound puppies to retrain them as service dogs. But Bailey, she was just the one who seemed to leave a mess of trouble in her wake wherever she went. Here she would always be the youngest Hart, and the only one who didn’t have her own thing. She took a deep breath. It was time for her to move on, move out, and make her own way in the world.

“Go,” she said, waving her hands at Jessie. “I know you have other things to do. I’ll get these done for you, then I have to head back to Julia’s to fix dinner. I sure hope for her sake this works to put her into labor.”

Her poor cousin looked ready to burst. They were all ready to welcome the newest Hart—Granger, she corrected herself—into the family, but she was starting to worry that Julia might expect her to babysit, too. She’d have to draw the line there. She didn’t do babies. She might adore Justin’s stepson, Sam, but that was only for short visits. And besides, if you asked Justin, she could barely take care of just herself without his direction.

“What are you smiling at?” Jessie eyed her suspiciously.

Bailey shook her head. “Nothing you wouldn’t feel compelled to share with Justin.”

“I would not!”

Bailey arched a brow and planted her fist on her hip.

“Okay, maybe I would.” Jessie waved a hand at her cousin. “Why do you feel the need to antagonize him? You push every button he has just because you can.”

“Nice to meet you, Pot. I’m Kettle.” Bailey held out her hand to shake Jessie’s.

“Shut up.” Jessie threw a rag at her. “Justin and I don’t fight nearly as often now.”

“Yeah, not since Nathan tamed you,” she pointed out.

Jessie took a step back and eyed Bailey. “He did not.”

Bailey pursed her lips and twisted them to the side, not about to argue the truth. Nathan had mellowed her cousin’s personality, bringing out the softer, sweeter side of her and, while Jessie might not agree, the rest of the family loved this gentler version of her cousin.

A vehicle honked as it came up the driveway and Jessie jumped up, hurrying to the window. “Crap, Deb’s early. She called a while ago and said she found a couple horses at the auction.”

“Go,” Bailey said, shooing her. “I’ll finish up and meet you over at Julia’s tonight.” She would rather do the work herself and be alone with her thoughts anyway. She had to mentally prepare for how she was going to break this news in a way that would make her cousins excited for her.

Who am I kidding?

With the day she was having, she’d be lucky if they didn’t ask Chase to handcuff her in one of the cabins. An image of the deputy traipsed unbidden into her mind as she pictured him handcuffing her to the big wrought iron bed frame next to the nightstand she was dusting. He’d be the only man she’d ever trust enough to put cuffs on her willingly.

What in the hell are you thinking? It wasn’t like her to fantasize about any man, but she’d spent the past eighteen months since his return unable to stop drooling over him. Not to mention the past ten years of your life.

She’d always had a crush on Chase, but who didn’t? He was good-looking, a two-sport athlete, class valedictorian, and an all-around nice guy. He’d joined the military out of high school but, thanks to his friendship with Justin, she’d never lost track of him. If her cousin wasn’t relaying stories about Chase’s success as an MP, the entire town was bragging about his heroism saving those kids from their abusive father while he was working in Oakland as a police officer, although no one seemed to have many details.

When he’d returned out of the blue eighteen months ago, her heart had done several teenage backflips, but it wasn’t until Julia’s kidnapper’s trial that she’d finally come to grips with the fact that he was never going to see her as anything more than Justin’s troublesome cousin. He might tease and joke around with her, even flirt a little, but since it was never followed up with any sort of concrete action, she could only conclude that it was all in good-natured fun. When she’d finally summoned the nerve to bid on him at the bachelor auction last February, Kristen had outbid her and flaunted the fact that she’d taken him home that night as well, winking as they left together.

It might be nothing more than a stupid high-school crush, but Bailey had never been able to stop her heart from doing somersaults, cartwheels, and cheerleading round-offs whenever Chase came around. Luckily, her smart mouth didn’t completely stop working, so no one else had any clue about this stupid girlish fantasy. The reality was that he would never, ever get involved with someone like her. He was the town’s golden boy.

Hell, he might be a local hero, but if he’d had any decency at all, Chase wouldn’t have screwed her with that damn ticket. It was going to take almost a month for her to save up enough to pay it.

Maybe you should call JD and see if he can stall the band a few more weeks.

As tempting as the voice of her doubts made the idea sound, she couldn’t wait any longer to tell her cousins. And, if everything went according to plan and the album did well, she wouldn’t be returning for some time since they’d be touring.

She didn’t even want to think about how much flak Justin was going to give her when he found out she was staying with the band, a group of four men. He’d rip her sideways from Sunday about how irresponsible he thought it was. The last thing she needed to worry about right now was Justin going overboard with his ridiculously outdated ideas. Alyssa hadn’t quite been able to completely cure him of his annoying desire to protect them, even if they disagreed whether they needed it.

Bailey pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned on her playlist, slipping her earbuds in and letting the music carry her away. She twirled and danced as she cleaned, dust motes floating in the sunlight streaming through the windows. She grabbed the vacuum cleaner and swept it over the floors, pausing to use the machine as her dance partner, belting out a complex run in the song. Twirling, she spun with the vacuum, to see Chase standing with his shoulder against the doorway, his arms crossed and a shit-eating grin on his lips. Gracie, his shepherd, sat at his feet with her tongue lolling out, wearing a goofy grin all her own. Bailey stutter-stepped, tripping over the cord and tumbling onto the couch. Her fingers caught in the headphone cord and jerked them from her ears.

“Hey, Hot Stuff.” He chuckled. “If I’d known you needed a partner, I’d have gladly volunteered.” He jerked his chin at the vacuum lying on its side on the floor, still humming and whirring. “I don’t think he appreciates your fancy footwork the way I would.”

CHASE HOPED HIS laughter hid the fact that he was so frickin’ turned on right now he was ready to explode. Watching Bailey swinging her hips, belting out the song at the top of her lungs, with that voice—husky, rich, and so damn seductive. He knew her voice could be as smooth as honey, like when she was trying to convince Justin to let her con him as kids—or trying to con him out of a speeding ticket—but he’d never expected she could sing like that. And that growl thing she did had him thinking about how he might make her do it again.

Just what he needed, one more thing about her to keep him awake at night, wishing things were different between them.

Gracie let out a sharp bark and trotted to the couch, pressing her nose against Bailey’s neck. Chase moved to the edge of the sofa and held a hand out to help her up, but she brushed him off. “I can manage just fine.”

“I see that.” He laughed but took a step back, tucking his fingers into the front pockets of his jeans. Bailey had an independent streak a mile wide and was twice as exasperating. He turned off the vacuum cleaner and lifted it upright, moving it away from the couch as she tangled her feet in the cord again. “Watch yourself.”

She sighed loudly and shot him a death glare. “I said, I’ve got it.” She sat up on the couch and Gracie jumped up beside her, licking her chin. “You think you could call off your mutt?”

She sounded irritated, but Chase didn’t miss the smile tugging the corners of her mouth up or the way her eyes shimmered playfully as she ran her hand over Gracie’s head, rubbing her favorite spot behind her right ear.

“What can I say? She likes you.” He couldn’t help himself from pressing his luck. “But not as much as she loves me. Isn’t that right, Gracie?”

When he’d originally had the idea to become her handler, he’d never expected her to become his best friend and, these days, the closest thing he had to a woman in his life. The dog jumped down from the couch and sat at his feet, staring up at him with dark eyes filled with pure adoration.

“At least someone does,” she shot back. “Why are you here again?”

“I came by to talk to Jessie about a couple boys in foster care right now. My dad thinks they might be a good fit for her program.”

“Then you should probably head back to the house to talk to her and let me finish cleaning so I can get to Julia’s in time to make dinner.”

“She’s evaluating a couple horses so I’ve got to wait a few minutes. I saw your bike and thought I’d come say hi and make sure you hadn’t killed yourself on it yet.”

“Hi and, as you can see, I’m fine, so good-bye.”

“I can . . . ”

She bent over and untangled the knots she’d tied in the vacuum cord while she’d been spinning. The sight of her firm, rounded rear pointed his direction was enough to send his thoughts spiraling into the cosmos. She glanced back at him over her shoulder and caught him staring at her butt.

“Anything else you need?” She let her eyes skim over him, from the top of his short hair to his work boots, as she stood upright. “Or maybe you need a few more minutes to check out my ass?”

The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk and he took a step closer. “What can I say, Bailey? Those jeans make your ass look great.”

Her eyes sparked with fire but a smile caressed her lips. He took another step toward her, standing only a few inches away, close enough that he could see the pulse racing at her throat and could hear the intake of her breath. He only had to bend his head slightly.

Move another inch and Justin will kill you.

Instead of kissing her the way he wanted to, he bent over and wound the vacuum cord around the pegs on the machine, giving her the opportunity to look at his rear. “There, your turn.”

Bailey’s frown flitted over her face so quickly he barely noticed it before she rolled her eyes at him. “Thanks, but I think I’d rather finish cleaning.”

“Nothing’s stopping you, unless you can’t force yourself to stop looking,” he teased. A blush rose, coloring her cheeks.

“I . . . ”

He’d never seen Bailey at a loss for words. She always had some smart-ass comment and to see her flustered, even for a moment, surprised him. He stood up and watched as Gracie followed her into the breakfast nook, where she slid the cleaners back into a small carryall tote.

“Sorry to be the one to break it to you, Chase, but those slacks do nothing for you.” That’s the Bailey I know.

Any other guy might have taken her at face value or been insulted by her comment, but he felt his heart pound harder in his chest at her words. He’d always been a “glass is half-full” kind of guy.

“So you have been checking out my butt?”

The color crept over her cheeks again, turning them pink, but she shrugged nonchalantly. “You wiggled it enough at the bachelor auction. I think it’s burned into everyone’s brains whether we want it there or not.”

Chase tried to ignore the disappointment that sank into the pit of his stomach. For a second, he’d thought . . .

It was better this way, better that she thought he was just being ornery and harmlessly flirting, the way they always did, always had. “Someday, Bailey, you’ll admit you want me.”

“And someday, Chase,” she said as she turned back toward him with her hand on her hip, “hell will freeze over.”

Her words said one thing, but her eyes glimmered with delight. He knew it was an emotional tightrope he was walking, but he’d sworn to Justin a long time ago that Bailey and his sisters would be off-limits. If he was to start treating her any differently after all these years, Justin would figure out something was up. He was too good of a friend to lose for a fling, and she wasn’t the kind of woman likely to settle down.

There wasn’t a guy in town who’d been able to capture her attention for more than a few dates. Several of the men in town had tried to “tame the shrew,” but none had managed to escape unscathed. Michael Walker was the most recent victim when he’d taken her out to dinner just the other night and ended up, according to his side of the story, with a black eye for trying to kiss her. Chase was sure there was far more to Bailey’s side of the story, but she’d proved to everyone, except perhaps Justin, that she was more than capable of taking care of herself.

Bailey was known for her smart mouth and the quickest wit Chase had ever known. She operated in one mode—on all cylinders—whether it was hating or loving, and it was that passion he’d watched grow and blossom over the years. It was a trait that most people chose to view as a flaw while they were busy spreading gossip about her, but for those she loved and trusted, such as her cousins, she offered a devotion and adoration that was unparalleled.

“Woman, you could crush a man’s ego, talking like that. I knew you were feisty, but I didn’t know you were heartless.” He winked at her, stepping up to grab the cleaning supplies from her hand. When his fingers brushed over hers, he felt the vibration of desire travel all the way to his toes.

“Then I guess there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

Like what your lips taste like, how your eyes would darken with desire, or what it would be like to feel your breasts pressed against my chest and feel your skin under my fingertips.

His mind was busy filling in the blanks when her hand moved under his, sliding the cleaning tote back onto the table. Her blue eyes were dark, and he wanted to believe he was seeing the same hunger he knew was in his. Then she rolled her eyes, pursing her lips, and moved away from him. His fingers burned where they’d held hers only seconds before and turned cold where her warmth had just been.

She reached for the handle of the vacuum, rolling it toward the doorway. “You know, you could wait for Jessie outside.”

He almost laughed as she eyed him suspiciously. “What? Can’t trust yourself alone with me?”

“Yes, of course, that’s it.” She nodded, the mound of hair piled on her head bobbing forward. It took every bit of self-control for him to keep from brushing back the loose wisps that had fallen forward and were stuck against her cheek. “There’s just something about a man in a dingy khaki shirt that makes a girl’s heart beat fast. I think I’ll pass.”

“You invited me to Julia’s for dinner, remember?”

“I was joking.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Then it must have been temporary insanity,” she offered.

He couldn’t help but laugh, opening the door to the cabin. Gracie ran out into the yard ahead of him. “I’ll have you know, there are plenty of women around here who’d love to have dinner with me.” He smiled as she turned back to him, skepticism clearly written on her face.

“Well, you know what they say. We women have to kiss a few frogs to find Prince Charming, so . . . ”

Chase arched his brows as a grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Bailey, are you offering to kiss me?”

“I’d rather kiss—”

“Ah-ah,” he warned with a laugh. “You should be careful. With all the animals your cousins have around here, whichever one you pick could probably be arranged.”




Chapter Three


WHAT THE HELL was that?

There had been times when they seemed to be close to crossing the lines of friendship, but he was always the one to stop short. Never once had he mentioned her rear or suggested she kiss him. Now Bailey wasn’t sure what to think of Chase’s teasing, especially since he’d just given her a ticket that was likely to cost her a pretty penny. And what about the way his eyes had practically undressed her? Every inch of her body felt like it had been caressed, and he hadn’t laid a hand on her.

Unfortunately.

She quickly realigned the path her thoughts were taking. She was only causing herself more heartache. If he realized that she had this high-school crush on him, she had no doubt he’d laugh her all the way to LA. They were too different. He was the one who upheld the law; she broke it. He was the person people loved; she was the one they loved to talk about. He was prime marriage material, and to her, marriage was practically a death sentence for her future. As much as it pained her to admit, she and Chase were on opposite paths and they would never intersect.

Bailey finished gathering the cleaning supplies and took one last look around the cabin, trying not to think about Chase any longer, or the way his hand had jolted her like electricity through her system when he

















































































[image: image]


OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Wild at Heart

T. J. KLINE

¢

AVONIMPULSE

rerColishubishers






OEBPS/images/avon-boba-V2.jpg
* AVONBOOKS

M0,

Join Avon’'s From the Heart newsletter to win
prizes, get exclusive content and more!






OEBPS/images/WildatHeart_9780062456281_epub_cover.jpg
-4
" T.J.KLINE

“A must read for any romance addict.”
JODI LINTON, author of Rebel Love

AVON
IMPULSE






