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            Chapter 1

         
         Charlotte Wayne put on her best and brightest smile in an effort to avoid clamping her jaw so tight she might as well have
            welded it. She’d grown up around cowboys, was the daughter of one and a sister, too. She understood the pride and promise
            that lived in a man’s breast when he worked the land and built a profitable business from his labors.
         

         
         But she had no time for the ones who thought they were smarter than her, needed to protect her or saw her goals and ambitions
            in life as some amusing object of humor.
         

         
         Her father was one of the most well-known cowboys in all of Montana, and he didn’t treat her that way. Her brother Zack, equally
            as well-known as their father, didn’t do it, either. Neither did the ranch hands at Wayne and Sons.
         

         
         And she sure as shit wasn’t taking it from these jerks. Jerks she’d invited to one of the finest steakhouses in Bozeman after having spent nearly thirty hours proactively building out a kick-ass marketing plan to pitch them. 

         
         “Tom. Merrill. I’m getting the sense you didn’t read the proposal I shared in advance of this meeting.”

         
         The soft, dim lighting in the dark-paneled steakhouse couldn’t hide their quickly dropped gazes, nor did it hide their twin
            reaches for drinks to wet their throats.
         

         
         Merrill Harvey and his son Tom ran a ranch outside of Bozeman. She’d focused on them because, while not the most progressive
            males on the evolutionary chain, they had done some incredible work with herd rotation and sustainability practices. They’d
            also recently started a vitamin line to add to feed. Her sister-in-law’s sister was engaged to a large-animal vet, and Dr.
            Gray McClain felt there was real promise in what the Harveys offered.
         

         
         And Charlotte was unequivocally positive she could help them market the heck out of the product.

         
         “Look, Ms. Wayne,” Merrill started in. “I’m sure you’ve got some good ideas, but I don’t see why we need a PR firm. We’ve
            done just fine without one to date.”
         

         
         “You’re part of the Montana Ranchers’ Association. You take part in their activities.”

         
         “Well, yeah. I’ve been a part of the MRA for years.”

         
         “Then you’re well aware marketing is one of the key items on their agenda in their ten-year plan.”

         
         “Plans, Charlotte, are all they are.” Tom scoffed as he took another sip of his whiskey before resettling his glass. “No one
            I know wants to put a ton of money into ads to support someone else’s business.”
         

         
         Charlotte avoided pasting on another smile in favor of appealing to Tom’s business sense. And the fact that he still had a
            lot more years of ranching ahead of him. “It’s good business for all of you, Tom.”
         

         
         “It’s a waste of money.”

         
         “I’m sorry to have taken up so much of your time, then.”

         
         Merrill gave her an indulgent smile. “It’s never a poor use of time to share a meal with a beautiful woman. And your daddy’s
            one of my favorite people in Montana.” The older man shook his head. “Even if the sonofabitch beats me every time we play
            poker.”
         

         
         When she had made the decision to go out on her own, leaving the PR firm where she’d worked since graduating college, she’d
            known it would be hard. Montana wasn’t the center of the marketing world, and she’d made the choice a long time ago to stay
            in the northern reaches of the Western wilderness instead of going to New York or LA. She loved her home and her family and—for
            her—believed in staying where she’d been put.
         

         
         But she had little care for people who were overly comfortable or lacked ambition. A person could stay in the place they called home and still make something of it. 

         
         She also had never wanted to trade on her family notoriety, even as she knew people paid attention to the name Wayne in this
            part of the country.
         

         
         Admittedly, it was hard to ignore or hide since her brother Zack had more than doubled the size of Wayne and Sons’s output
            since taking over the management of the ranch from their father. And their family-name recognition had only gone global as
            Zack’s wife, Hadley, became a major Cooking Network celebrity.
         

         
         But it didn’t mean Charlotte didn’t want to make something of herself all on her own.

         
         Merrill excused himself, leaving her and Tom alone at the table. The younger man had been respectful, but Charlotte hadn’t
            missed the appreciative gaze in his eyes or his overly touchy demeanor. He’d already laid a hand on her lower back as they’d
            walked to their seats—a move she’d deliberately shaken off by beelining toward another table to say hello to her parents’
            friends—and then he’d brushed his fingers over hers as he’d taken her menu to hand it to their waitress.
         

         
         “How long are you staying in Bozeman?”

         
         “I head home first thing tomorrow. I have an early meeting I need to get back for.”

         
         “But you’re here this evening. Maybe we can go get a nightcap after we finish dinner.”

         
         “Thank you for the offer, but I’m not going to be able to.”

         
         His smile dimmed, but he pressed on. “It’s one drink, Charlotte.”

         
         She kept her voice steady but pumped the slightest bit of steel under her even tone. “I believe I said I wasn’t able to join
            you.”
         

         
         “And if Dad and I were signing on the dotted line of your damn proposal? How would you feel then?”

         
         It wasn’t the first time she’d been propositioned and, tiring though it may be, she recognized the eternal dance behind modern
            dating. Tom was single and unattached, and the dating pool in this part of the country wasn’t huge. She didn’t blame him for
            taking a shot.
         

         
         But she sure as hell blamed him for thinking she’d prostitute herself on the altar of her business.

         
         “You’ve made it perfectly clear you don’t care one goddamn for my work or my efforts to improve your business. And that’s
            entirely within your right.” She lifted a hand and made the universal gesture for the check to their waitress. “I won’t, however,
            sit here and be called a whore.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I meant—”

         
         Tom looked about to argue further when his father wove his way back to the table. Merrill arrived just as the waitress did,
            and Charlotte already had her credit card out, handing it over without looking at the check, adding one final instruction.
            “Please add one more round of drinks for these lovely gentlemen. I’m the one who has to end our evening early.”
         

         
         When Tom remained sullen and his father looked about to protest, Charlotte added, “Merrill, I apologize for my abrupt departure, but I’m afraid I need to head out. You’ve both been so kind to give me so much of your time, but I need to prepare for a meeting tomorrow as well as the early drive back to Rustlers Creek.” 

         
         As excuses went it was one of the types she hated—pandering to her elders to get what she wanted. At the same time, the world
            was small, and she couldn’t afford to go around pissing off the very people her business depended upon.
         

         
         Especially because she couldn’t afford to alienate any of them.
         

         
         “I do appreciate your time, and if you have a chance to think about what I said, I’d love to review my proposal with you should
            your perspective change.” She signed the check with a flourish, pleased when the waitress had sensed the mood shift and already
            arrived with the next round of drinks. “You enjoy the rest of the evening.”
         

         
         The men stood in unison as she got up, Tom offering a sullen thank-you for the dinner and Merrill sending his best to her
            parents. And in moments, Charlotte was breathing the fresh fall air as she trekked across the parking lot toward the hotel
            she favored when she stayed in Bozeman.
         

         
         And refused to let a single frustrated tear slip over her cheeks.

         
          

         Chance Beaumont hadn’t meant to eavesdrop from his perch at the end of the bar. Or sightdrop, as it were, since he couldn’t hear what was being said. But as he’d watched the tableau play out across the restaurant, off and on as he ate his meal, he had a pretty damn good idea of what had happened. 

         
         The fact that he had a difficult time tearing his gaze off of Charlotte Wayne under the best of circumstances had little to
            do with his observations. He normally couldn’t keep his gaze from wandering to her, but it had been a marvel to have an opportunity
            to do it with little fear of getting caught.
         

         
         The two of them had managed a low-level sort of animosity since grade school. It was a state that, while initially his fault,
            had morphed into a sort of Olympic sport of sheer stubborn will. They’d go months at a time without seeing each other, but
            no matter how long it had been, their mutual aversion managed to flare high and bright within a matter of minutes of being
            in one another’s company.
         

         
         Even if he’d struggled to ever find a single thing about Charlotte he actually, legitimately found distasteful.

         
         Still, it was their love language, as he’d heard Hadley Wayne jokingly refer to it once. A state that had changed only modestly
            about six months ago when Hadley’s sister, Harper, had come back to town. Harper had reconnected with several of them when
            she’d come back to Rustlers Creek from Seattle, and it had put Chance and Charlotte in each other’s way a bit more often than
            usual.
         

         
         Often enough that they’d shared an incendiary kiss still haunting his dreams.

         
         He’d seen Charlotte a handful of times since that night, but she’d avoided him to just shy of basic politeness, and he’d kept his distance, oddly disappointed they couldn’t even find their way back to the arguing and bickering that had characterized most of a lifetime of experiences with each other. 

         
         Not that it mattered, he kept telling himself. He was focused on reviving his business back from being nearly dead, the damage
            his late father had done to Beaumont Farms shockingly deep. He needed to focus on the life and business he wanted, not pine
            away for the cool beauty who’d never be his.
         

         
         This trip to Bozeman was a perfect example of why he needed to focus. He’d come in for a meeting with a potential supplier
            and had sprung for a night in a hotel. A gamble that had been worth it when his long day of meetings turned into a follow-up
            appointment the next morning.
         

         
         The small chain of all-natural grocery stores in Bozeman was expanding, and they wanted a local beef producer they could feature
            in their stores. Beaumont Farms was in the final running for the deal.
         

         
         The celebratory glass of bourbon—the only one he’d allowed himself—was his determined attempt not to be superstitious and
            to appreciate a good, productive day.
         

         
         And then he’d seen Charlotte.

         
         He didn’t know she was working with the Harveys, but based on the frustration that covered her gorgeous face as she’d marched from the restaurant, Chance was guessing they weren’t working together any longer. 

         
         If they ever had been.

         
         He’d already signed off his own check and took the last sip of what was left in his bourbon glass and slipped out of his high
            bar chair. He might have a wild, raging crush on Charlotte, but he also knew when a friend needed an ear. And he was pretty
            sure she needed one now.
         

         
         The Harveys were the only people he knew in the steakhouse, and he was far enough away from them to make an exit unnoticed.
            In moments he was outside, Charlotte’s retreating form still visible at the other end of the parking lot, heading for the
            hotel on the opposite end. He picked up his pace and managed to intercept her just as she hit the edge of the lobby.
         

         
         “Charlotte!”

         
         She whirled at her name, her face set in firm lines. “Chance? What are you doing here?”

         
         “I was in Bozeman for some business today and saw you leave the restaurant.”

         
         “Oh. Yes, well, my meeting was over.”

         
         “Not a great meeting, I take it?”

         
         Although his and Charlotte’s history was fraught at best, he’d only lied to her once, when they were both in the fourth grade.
            It had made him feel awful and had set the trajectory for their relationship for the next twenty-plus years, but he’d vowed
            at ten that he’d never do it again.
         

         
         Along with never lying to her, he’d also made it his personal policy never to bullshit her. Between her family’s reputation and her stunning looks, nearly everyone he’d ever observed spent their time weaving heaps of bullshit around Charlotte Wayne. And since he’d never been a big joiner—and all that BS felt too close to lying—he’d adopted a sort of Honest Abe vibe around her.
         

         
         Plus, he liked her too damn much to insult her like that.

         
         And God, why did he always somehow manage to forget just how much of a stunner she was? No amount of thoughts or memories
            ever quite replicated what it was like to be in her company and look at her. The severe cut of her black business suit did
            nothing to diminish the long, lithe frame and the lean curves he knew were underneath.
         

         
         And his memories never quite reproduced the soft look of her skin or the way her high cheekbones set off intelligent, observant,
            intense brown eyes.
         

         
         “The meeting was”—she stopped, and he got the briefest sense she was debating a lie of her own before she sighed—“not the
            outcome I was hoping for after working really hard to prepare for it.”
         

         
         “Why don’t you join me for a drink and tell me about it?”

         
         “I have an early meeting.”

         
         He tilted his head toward the bar. “And it’s not even nine. You deserve a vent session, and I’m all you’ve got at the moment.
            Plus, you barely touched your lone drink at dinner.”
         

         
         “You watched me?”

         
         “You’re hard to look away from, but I was also eating at the bar by myself. You and the Harveys caught my attention, and let’s
            say I didn’t like Tom’s intense intention.”
         

         
         “Caught your attention? That’s your excuse for watching me all through dinner?”

         
         Despite her accusations, she’d already started toward the bar and Chance followed, taking his first easy breath since he’d
            seen Tom Harvey lay a hand on Charlotte’s back as the hostess led them to their table.
         

         
         He liked Tom. He’d even say Tom Harvey was a good guy. But Chance had seen a hell of a lot of shades of red as the man touched
            Charlotte.
         

         
         They took two oversize leather seats that cornered each other near a small cocktail table. A waiter took their orders—a glass
            of red wine for each of them—and discreetly disappeared.
         

         
         It was only as their waiter walked away that Chance saw the real misery stamped on Charlotte’s face. “Want to talk about it?”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         She turned that vivid gaze on him, but her voice softened to a tone she didn’t normally direct his way. “Because I’m not in
            the mood to get embarrassed all over again.”
         

         
         Chance had already admitted to watching her business dinner from a distance. Wasn’t he the one who should feel embarrassed?

         
         “I’m here to listen. And for the record, nothing you do is embarrassing.”

         
         “Yeah, well, this is. And I’m guessing you’re here on business, and I want you to get a chance at succeeding. Making an enemy
            of the Harveys isn’t in your best interests.”
         

         
         An enemy?

         
         “I’m not doing business with the Harveys. So what the hell is this about, Charlotte?”

         
         “Nothing I couldn’t handle. Or haven’t been handling for a long damn time.”

         
         Their waiter arrived with their drinks, and Chance gave Charlotte an opportunity to collect herself. He wasn’t giving up on
            this, but he figured he might need to change his strategy a bit.
         

         
         Because his head wasn’t fully in the game, nor was the air between them as clear as it once was.

         
         Ever since the kiss they’d shared six months ago, Charlotte had taken on a sort of mythic quality. She’d always intrigued
            him—likely more than she should—but that kiss had messed with his head.
         

         
         So he needed to tread lightly here.

         
         But what the hell had happened at dinner?
         

         
         While he’d admitted to watching the proceedings, he hadn’t sat and stared at her the whole time. He’d eaten his own meal and
            shot the shit with a few of the men seated nearby as well as the bartender who’d covered their end of the bar. Had something
            happened while he’d looked away?
         

         
         Chance took a sip of his wine and considered how to play things. It was only when he caught a single tear slip down her cheek that he realized something was really wrong. 

         
         “Please tell me. Whatever ridiculous comments or nonsense the two of us manage to cook up between us, I do hope you count
            me as a friend.”
         

         
         “I do. Which is why this is so humiliating.”

         
         “I won’t repeat it.”

         
         Charlotte shifted her gaze then, all that intensity laser-focused on him. He felt her size him up, take his measure. No matter
            what he’d always believed about himself, it never failed to lift him up that whatever she seemed to see when she looked into
            his eyes met with some inner approval. He’d felt like that at ten and every time he’d been in her company since.
         

         
         It was all sorts of intoxicating, even though it was at direct odds with all he’d ever believed about himself.

         
         “No, I believe you won’t.”

         
         She hesitated for another second before seeming to come to a decision. “Tom asked me out for a drink after dinner.”

         
         “I’d suspected as much.”

         
         “You did?”

         
         “Charlotte, you’re a beautiful woman. He’s not seeing anyone, if the fact that he came alone to the last Cattle Baron's ball
            is any indication. The guy’s only human.”
         

         
         “Which is what I thought. I was kind, but I rebuffed the invitation.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “He suggested I’d have been more amenable to a nightcap if he and his father had signed on the dotted line of my proposal.”

         
          

         “The bastard.”

         
         “Yes, he is. Was.” Charlotte shook her head. “Is. But the worst part is that I don’t think he even realized how insulting he was.”
         

         
         “Like that’s some fucking excuse?”

         
         Chance had gone very still at her reveal—one she still wasn’t entirely sure why she’d shared—but he was already up and out
            of his seat.
         

         
         “Chance!”

         
         He hadn’t slowed down at her calling him back, so she got up, quickly walking through the bar until she could grab his arm.
            “Please come back.”
         

         
         “Tom Harvey doesn’t get to talk to you like that.”

         
         “Chance, please keep your voice down.” A wholly odd feeling settled itself in her chest. A sort of soft glow that not only
            defused how bad she’d been feeling but also made her inwardly preen at his quick defense.
         

         
         While she appreciated it more than she could say, Charlotte suddenly wanted to find a way to deescalate the situation.

         
         Because for one strikingly clear moment, it suddenly dawned on her that she and Chance could have far more interesting conversations
            about a lot of other things that didn’t involve her shitty evening or the frustrating outcome of her business dinner.
         

         
         She pitched the Harveys’ business. They’d said no.

         
         Tom Harvey tried for a date. She’d said no.

         
         The fact that he was a raging asshat and too dumb to realize just how insulting he’d been was on him.

         
         “Come on. Seriously, I handled it and put him in his place to boot. I’d rather sit and talk to you.” Charlotte glanced down
            and realized her hand was still on his arm. “Please. Come on back.”
         

         
         Something must have registered, because that hard glint never left his gray eyes but his arm did relax beneath hers. “I don’t
            have to like it.”
         

         
         “Neither do I. But let’s not let it spoil our drink.”

         
         They took their seats back in the bar, everything just where they’d left it. There was a steady hum around them, but it faded
            away as Charlotte leaned into her innate skill for conversation.
         

         
         “What brings you to Bozeman?”

         
         “I had a meeting with the Complete Grocer. They started as a small health-food store but are expanding into more of an all-natural
            grocery store to compete with some of the higher-end specialty retailers. They like my work with grass-fed beef, and they
            also want a local provider.”
         

         
         “Chance, that’s amazing.”

         
         He took a sip of his wine, eyeing her over the glass. “You’re trying to divert me with compliments.”

         
         “Is it working?”

         
         He finally smiled at that. “A bit.”

         
         The good humor was short-lived, though, as he settled his glass on the small table in front of their chairs. “I thought Tom was a decent sort. You don’t deserve that treatment.” 

         
         “No, I don’t. But beating him up isn’t going to help the situation, either.”

         
         “How do you know I was going to beat him up?”

         
         “I have two older brothers. I recognize that glint in the eye.”

         
         “For the record, I don’t feel particularly brotherly toward you.”

         
         “And I don’t feel sisterly toward you. It still doesn’t change the fact that I recognize that glint.”

         
         She kept her motions casual, reaching for her glass and trying to ignore the mortifying realization of what she’d just confessed.

         
         Aside from the mind-bending kiss she’d initiated six months ago, she diligently avoided anything that suggested even a whiff
            of attraction to Chance. Even if she had an intense infatuation with the man that had only gotten more pronounced since then.
         

         
         Which was why she’d ended it and pulled away. And in the months since, because it had become increasingly clear that the verbal
            poking and jabbing they’d handed each other over a lifetime had been a front for something else.
         

         
         Attraction that, if she’d read the situation right when they kissed—and she had no doubt she had—was mutual.

         
         “Why don’t you at least cheer me up and tell me what amazing PR strategy Tom and his old man were too dumb to take you up
            on.”
         

         
         “What do you know about specially mixed vitamins to optimize herd grazing, digestion and muscle growth?”

         
         Chance propped his chin on his fist as he gazed over at her. “Oooh. Tell me more.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Charlotte couldn’t remember when she’d had such an enjoyable evening. When she factored in how terrible the night had started,
            the contrast of this time with Chance only served to further prove her point.
         

         
         She enjoyed his company.

         
         Maybe it was being a few hours outside of Rustlers Creek, with minimal chance of people recognizing them. Or maybe it was
            just a friendly face after a bad meeting. But one glass of wine had turned into two, and she was seriously contemplating a
            third, early-morning commitments be damned.
         

         
         All the baggage they carried seemed to have vanished as the conversation had flowed from one topic to another. And the people they’d become—full-fledged grown-ups who had shed their childhood thoughts and actions years ago—could just be.
         

         
         No one watching them like specimens under a microscope.

         
         No one waiting for the latest tidbit of gossip when the two of them clashed on something.

         
         And no one taunting or teasing about just how many sparks actually flew between the two of them.

         
         And, wow, were there some sparks.

         
         Each time their gazes met, she felt another wave crash over her. She’d always thought him attractive. Hell, she could still
            remember how her fourth-grade heart used to beat wildly when he walked into class in the morning. That damnable sensation
            had never really left her, and each and every time she was in his presence she felt both ten again and most definitely like
            a woman.
         

         
         One with needs, who now understood attraction on an entirely different level.

         
         It wasn’t just his looks, either. He was intensely attractive, broad-shouldered and well-muscled, but there was an intelligence
            in his gaze as well as a deep level of emotional acuity that never failed to captivate her. She hadn’t understood that either,
            as a child, but she’d instinctively sensed it. The way he knew all the math problems but also stayed after class to help Jason
            Trowbridge learn his multiplication tables. Or the way he could dominate the playground at recess yet still make sure the
            less popular kids were selected for a team.
         

         
         Chance Beaumont was special.

         
         Which made his seeming inability to see it that much more of a frustration.

         
         With that in mind, Charlotte asked the question that had been hovering on the tip of her tongue all night. “Do you ever get
            tired of all the attention, coming from a small hometown?”
         

         
         “You get more attention than most. Your family’s well-known, and that only grows by the day with your sister-in-law’s fame.”

         
         “Yeah, sure, there are some extenuating circumstances for my family. But we all grew up there. You. Me. Gray. Harper and Hadley.
            You don’t think it would be different to live in a bigger place?” Charlotte glanced out the nearby window to the well-lit
            parking lot beyond. “Even Bozeman feels like a place where you could get lost a bit, freed from everyone’s scrutiny and attention.”
         

         
         “Do you want to go somewhere else?”

         
         Charlotte had considered it. She’d even discussed it with Harper when her friend had first come back to Rustlers Creek from
            Seattle. No matter how appealing the idea of disappearing into the crowd was, Rustlers Creek was her home. It always had been.
            Even if she had more ambition than often seemed wise in a town so small, she didn’t want to live anywhere else.
         

         
         “I love my home, and I always have. It’s just a lot, sometimes. The everyone-knows-everyone vibe and the fact that we put
            each other in a box. People don’t live that way, you know?”
         

         
         Something serious filled his eyes, and Charlotte realized she was holding her breath, waiting for what he’d say. Although she usually saw the serious beneath the easygoing demeanor he always projected, it was fascinating that he didn’t try to hide himself from her. 

         
         “No, they don’t. But we like our mental shorthand of one another because then we don’t have to go deeper or get into uncomfortable
            spaces.”
         

         
         “What’s your mental shorthand of me?”

         
         That grin flashed, broad and wide. It was a devilish grin, one that caught her low in the chest and made her think of sin.
            The delightfully naked kind. “And why should I tell you that?”
         

         
         “Curiosity?”

         
         The smile faded, replaced with something more thoughtful. “I’ll only tell you if you go first.”

         
         “Not fair.”

         
         “I’d say it’s exceedingly fair.” He settled his nearly empty glass on the small table, the forearms he’d exposed when he rolled
            up his dress sleeves lightly flexing with the movement.
         

         
         She should stop this now. They’d had a nice, diverting close to the evening, and she should stop.

         
         End it before it went to a place she couldn’t come back from.

         
         But damn it, just like the devil, he’d tossed out a challenge she couldn’t resist.

         
         If she were honest with him, he’d tell her what he thought of her. And somehow, that was just too enticing an offer to pass
            up.
         

         
         She wanted to know what he thought of her.
         

         
         Hell, she’d wanted to know since she was in the fourth grade. Proof that some questions could linger for decades, remaining elusive and just out of reach. 

         
         Should she reach for it?

         
         How could she not?

         
          

         Chance wasn’t sure how their conversation had covered herd rotation, cow digestion and small-town emotional politics, but
            he and Charlotte had discussed it all.
         

         
         And now he actually wanted her to tell him what she thought of him?

         
         Hadn’t he ruined his chances there years ago? Or even if his ten-year-old behavior could be excused—because, you know, childhood—his teasing, taunting and all-around asshole act since adulthood likely negated that one.
         

         
         “I think you’re a deep thinker. One who sees a lot more than he lets on. And I think you’re not nearly as much of a bad boy
            as you pretend to be.”
         

         
         Chance laid a hand over his heart. “You wound me. No man wants to be told he’s a milquetoast.”

         
         “There!” Charlotte pointed a finger. “Right there! Milquetoast. That’s a serious word. Not one some fly-by-night pretty boy uses.”
         

         
         Since she’d hit a bit closer to home than he’d ever expected, Chance felt himself leaning even harder on the humor he’d relied
            on since childhood to get through the conversation. “You mean I’m not pretty, either?”
         

         
         “Oh, you’re plenty pretty. That’s not what I meant.”

         
         Well, wasn’t this interesting?

         
         He wasn’t blind, nor was he ignorant to what others saw when he and Charlotte got within twenty feet of one another. He knew the two of them had an attraction. It hummed between them and if he could feel it so intensely, he had no doubt others saw
            it, too. That fiery, all-consuming kiss back in the spring only proved it.
         

         
         But her perceptions were a bit more spot-on than he was comfortable admitting.

         
         “No one expects a Montana cowboy to have deep thoughts.”

         
         “That doesn’t mean you don’t have them.”

         
         “Then let me rephrase my point. No one expects Trevor Beaumont’s offspring to have deep thoughts.”

         
         “Was he that bad?”

         
         He rarely mentioned his father and certainly not in relation to how he saw himself, so it was startling to see Charlotte hit
            the mark once again.
         

         
         Even more disconcerting to feel it.
         

         
         “I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

         
         “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about him. I just—” She stopped, seeming to search for her words. It was a very un-Charlotte-like thing to do, and combined with the steady gaze that held questions and curiosity but not an ounce of pity,
            he surprised even himself when he began to speak.
         

         
         “You just what?”

         
         “I get the sense that he’s in the way, somehow. For you. I know grief doesn’t vanish overnight, nor should it, but your father
            is this ghost that hovers over your shoulder.”
         

         
         Chance wanted to be mad. He half wondered why the ire any mention of his father usually sparked was nowhere in evidence, especially
            since grief wasn’t the term he’d normally apply to his feelings. Yet that gut-churning anger never manifested.
         

         
         Instead, like some freaking beautiful magician, she seemingly pulled the words out of him.

         
         “My father is a ghost. And it’s all his own making. He threw a long-enough shadow in life that death hasn’t managed to erase
            it yet.”
         

         
         Hadn’t that been the most surprising thing about the old man’s passing? He’d made life a living hell while he was alive, and
            other than the absence of that steady beatdown of verbal abuse, not much had changed since Trevor Beaumont had died two and
            a half years before.
         

         
         Life was still a grind, every damn day.

         
         Had the old man planned it? Or was he just such a ruthless sonofabitch that it was bound to happen anyway?

         
         His father had run Beaumont Farms into the ground, leaving a mound of debt and a barely functioning ranch in his wake. Chance still cursed himself for not realizing how poorly things had been run, but they were moving cattle and selling product and he’d had no idea just how bad the books had been. 

         
         More to lay at his own feet.

         
         He’d spent the first year barely keeping his head above water as he’d unearthed problem after problem. From bad books to crippling
            debt, his father had mortgaged the hell out of the ranch and had left little behind. Other than the value of the land itself,
            Chance had been shocked to realize how little they had.
         

         
         It was such a contrast to Charlotte’s life and the business her father and now her brother had constructed. A strong enterprise
            that was well-run, productive and the home of a staff who loved what they did and who they did it for.
         

         
         Beaumont Farms couldn’t quite say the same.

         
         Chance had managed to claw back some team members who’d left, disillusioned with Trevor’s management of the ranch, and he’d
            had enough conversations with them to know their loyalties had shifted and several were looking to settle in and stay for
            a while.
         

         
         But there was so much to do.

         
         “You want to talk about it?”

         
         “Someday.” Chance nodded. “Someday I think I will. But I had a really good day today, and I’m not willing to spoil it, if
            you don’t mind.”
         

         
         “No.” She shook her head, her smile firmly intact. “I don’t mind at all.”

         
         Something about that smile snuck beneath his defenses. He always wanted more of her—more of her time and attention—but something had shifted between them. As if his willingness to open up had taken the normal edge off their interactions. 

         
         He’d felt it the night they’d kissed, too. They’d both been at Gray’s house, helping him wrap up construction on his barn
            for the horse rescue he’d started. The day’s work had flowed straight into dinner and then on into an evening of conversation
            between friends. He and Charlotte had experienced their first détente that night.
         

         
         He wanted that again. And an evening like tonight made him feel like there might be room for something between them.

         
         “Chance!”

         
         The conversational din of the bar couldn’t block out the loud, slightly slurred voice that matched the weaving form of a man
            walking toward them.
         

         
         Chance recognized Johnny Cox immediately. The man had been one of his father’s friends—to the extent Trevor actually had any—and
            had always fancied himself something of a ranching expert. Johnny had gotten Trevor into several bad schemes that had contributed
            to the mismanagement of Beaumont Farms and some of the debt Chance was still digging out of now. Schemes that Cox’s own ranching
            operation was more than large enough to sustain.
         

         
         With a murmured apology to Charlotte, he stood and greeted the older man as Johnny approached their seats. “Good to see you,
            sir.”
         

         
         “You, too, my boy.” Johnny’s red-rimmed eyes drifted over to Charlotte, and Chance saw the moment recognition dawned. “Charlotte Wayne?” 

         
         “Yes, it is. Hello, Mr. Cox.”

         
         Chance had spent enough time around her through the years to gauge her moods. Most often her emotional freeze ray was directed
            at him, but that typically cool demeanor had nothing on the frosty politeness she aimed at Johnny.
         

         
         “I didn’t know you two were seeing each other.”

         
         “We’re both in town for business and saw each other coming back from our respective dinners. We’re just catching up.”

         
         Although Chance would have said the words first, something about Charlotte’s matter-of-fact recounting of their relationship
            stuck in his throat.
         

         
         He had no interest in their evening becoming a point of gossip, but that quick brush-off still stung. Ridiculous, he inwardly
            acknowledged, yet true.
         

         
         “It’s good to see the next generation making their place in the world.” Johnny shook his head, his gaze on something he only
            saw in his memories. “Never had a son of my own. That fact pains me to today.”
         

         
         “I see Jane and Loretta from time to time. Neither were interested in ranch life?”

         
         Although her smile remained firmly in place, Charlotte’s questions about Johnny’s two daughters—bookends to Chance and Charlotte
            in age—struck Chance as determinedly forced.
         

         
         “I needed a son for that. I love my girls, but they’re doing what they were meant to. Both found good men and are off making
            babies.”
         

         
         Charlotte lifted her glass, the very last sip of wine sloshing in the bottom. “Well, then. Happy breeding to them both.”

         
         Johnny’s mouth tilted down slightly, the thinly veiled insult not exactly landing, but it was obvious the man sensed it on
            some level. Even with the cues that suggested he wasn’t welcome, the older man grabbed a seat and pulled it over, all without
            being asked.
         

         
         Their unexpected guest gestured for a fresh round of drinks, and their server had clearly sensed a rising tip with the arrival
            of the elder statesman. The waiter practically leaped into action, arriving in a matter of moments with fresh glasses of wine
            for Chance and Charlotte and a double whiskey for Johnny.
         

         
         “I meant what I said. It sure is great to see the next generation making their mark.” Johnny lifted his whiskey, and Chance
            and Charlotte politely clinked their glasses with his.
         

         
         “How’s your daddy doing, Charlotte? Your mamma, too?”

         
         “They’re well, Mr. Cox. Thank you.”

         
         “Heard the two of ’em went a few rounds last year.” Johnny cackled. “Heard she kicked his old ass out.”

         
         “Then you heard wrong.” Charlotte took a small sip of her wine, eyeing Johnny over the top of the rim. “I’d kindly ask that
            you not repeat those sorts of lies about them, too.”
         

         
         Johnny nearly choked on his sip of whiskey, coughing hard. “I don’t tell lies.”

         
         “Then I guess we’re agreed, and you won’t repeat that.”

         
         “Just telling you what I heard.”

         
         “And I’m just setting the record straight.”

         
         Chance had heard the rumors, too, at the time, but they had a distinctly different tone and tenor. The root cause of Charlie
            and Carlene Wayne’s marital struggles had been tied to Charlie’s unwillingness to reduce his workload on the ranch. A state
            that bruised his pride and put his marriage at risk.
         

         
         Charlie had eventually seen reason—and his wife’s patience while he found it was a testament to Charlotte’s mother in every
            way.
         

         
         And Johnny’s thoughts on it—just like his expectations for his daughters—were one more example of how little progress his
            father’s generation had made.
         

         
         Charlotte’s smile had remained firmly in place, but ice seemed to encase her body from head to toe. Although he wasn’t interested
            in amping up unfounded gossip about the two of them, their feet were close enough that he could tap the tip of her high heels
            with his toe. It wasn’t much, but it kept their communication out of Johnny’s line of sight, and the answering smile from
            Charlotte confirmed it was the right move.
         

         
         “How’s your business doing, Chance?” Johnny scratched the tip of his nose. “Heard you sold off some acreage to Gray McClain. I wish I’d’ve known you were selling. I’d have been happy to buy some of your land. Would be even happier in future should you choose to sell. I told your daddy that for years, but he hung on.” 

         
         “The transaction with Gray was a private matter.”

         
         “Nothing private about real estate.” Johnny gestured to the waiter for a refill on his whiskey. “So you be sure to keep me
            in mind.”
         

         
         “Like I said, the transaction with Gray was a private matter. The rest of my land isn’t for sale.”

         
         Although he’d had no issue with selling off a parcel of land to his friend so Gray could start his blind-horse rescue, Chance
            knew what people thought of the transaction. It was seen as the first hole in the dam, a way for Chance to claw back some
            income for the ranch.
         

         
         While technically true, it hadn’t been the reason he’d sold. Gray’s childhood had been as shitty as his own, and it was when
            Chance saw an opportunity to help—a real one that ensured the large-animal vet could combine his professional passion with
            a personal one—that he had wanted to take part.
         

         
         To hell with what everyone else thought.

         
         Gray was his friend, and what he chose to do for a friend had nothing to do with how he ran the business.

         
         His business.
         

         
         He might have spent far too many years in the dark about his father’s ranching practices, but Trevor Beaumont’s contemporaries had clearly had a handle on those poor business decisions for a while. Rumors had flown on swift feet throughout Rustlers Creek that Beaumont Farms might go on the market, and Johnny Cox wasn’t the first to note his interest in buying. 

         
         Suddenly aware he didn’t have much else to contribute, their small circle got very quiet as their waiter set down Johnny’s
            refill. So it was a surprise when Charlotte picked up the conversational gambit.
         

         
         “I understand Loretta is chairing the Cattle Baron’s ball this winter.”

         
         “She is. That girl’s not happy if she’s not juggling six different projects. Like her mother, that one. But she’s going to
            do a damn fine job of it.”
         

         
         Whatever male bravado and clueless reaction to female accomplishment this was, Charlotte did warm to Johnny’s fatherly pride.
            “I’ll have to reach out to her and offer my help.”
         

         
         “I think she’d like that. You’re doing marketing work now, right?”

         
         “Public relations, yes. I have my own firm.”

         
         “I guess ranch life wasn’t for you, either.”

         
         Charlotte’s deflection was smooth, but Chance saw the slight curl of her lower lip before it smoothed out.

         
         “It’s my brother’s love. And while Wayne and Sons means the world to me, it’s always meant a bit more to him. I thought it
            best that he have the opportunity to build his dream. My dreams took a different path.”
         

         
         “The world’s changing.” Johnny drained his glass and stared at the remaining ice with a philosophical air Chance wouldn’t have expected from the man. “People want different things.” 

         
         “Some do, some don’t.” Charlotte shrugged before winking at Chance. “The important thing is giving people an opportunity to
            figure it out.”
         

         
         Chance had gotten the distinct sense the man was about to order a third round when he seemed to think better of it.

         
         “I’ll let you two get back to your visit, then.” He nodded his head to Charlotte. “Miss. Good to see you.”

         
         “Enjoy your evening, Mr. Cox.”

         
         Chance waited until the older man was out of earshot before he turned to Charlotte. “That was some impressive shade.”

         
         “Which part?”

         
         “Most of it. The man’s insides were roasting, and he had no idea.”

         
         “I suspect all his work pickling that liver of his put up a considerable barrier.” She sighed before tapping the edge of her
            nearly full glass. “He tried to screw my father out of a deal when they were both young ranchers ages ago. He then made the
            serious mistake of trying the same on my brother a few years back. There’s not a Wayne in Montana who wouldn’t love to rip
            the man’s eyes out.”
         

         
         “Bloodthirsty and unfailingly polite. It’s a potent mix, Miss Wayne.”
         

         
         “And one more reminder of this evening’s failure of a dinner.” She settled her glass down on the table. “And since I’m bringing that back up again, it’s proof I don’t need any more wine. I can feel the maudlin stirrings settling in.” 

         
         “Let me just get our check, and I’ll walk you up.”

         
         “I’m good.”

         
         He hadn’t missed the appreciative glances that came her way all evening. And while he had no qualms that she was safe and
            secure in a crowded, well-staffed hotel, he would see her to her room. “Humor me.”
         

         
         The waiter headed over, and Chance dug his credit card out of his wallet. He handed it over without looking at the bill, amused
            when Charlotte let out a low sound.
         

         
         “What’s that about?”

         
         “The bastard stiffed you on the check.”

         
         Chance didn’t want to laugh—his bank account might be in a sorry state but he could afford to buy an old cowboy a few drinks—but the look of sheer irritation had him smiling all the same.
         

         
         “I’ve got it.”

         
         He signed off on the check—and made sure the waiter received a more-than-fair tip—and set the leather folio down on the cocktail
            table. The quiet bubble that had seemed to envelop them before Johnny’s arrival had vanished, and the noise—a lot louder than
            when they’d first walked in—throbbed around them as they wove their way back out of the bar.
         

         
         Chance didn’t recognize the new crowd Johnny had sidled up to, but he was pleased to see the man’s back was to them. He was only walking Charlotte up to her room, but it wouldn’t do to have any unsavory rumors spreading around. 

         
         Especially when all he wanted to do was drag her into his arms and give the likely gossip some credence.

         
         “You’re made of some seriously stern stuff, Beaumont.” Charlotte patted his shoulder as they waited for the elevator. His
            suit jacket should have blunted the heat, but he could have sworn he felt the shot of electricity from her fingers clear through
            to his muscle fibers, layers of fabric be damned.
         

         
         “How’s that?”

         
         She glanced over her shoulder at him as she stepped into the elevator. “Stiffed on the check and cock-blocked by an aging cowboy. Yet here you are, cool as a cucumber.”
         

         
         Chance wasn’t sure about cool.

         
         Or composed.

         
         Especially since every ounce of blood in his body had just landed squarely in that cock she’d so casually mentioned.

         
          

         Charlotte recognized the difference between a buzz and drunk. She knew how to manage her alcohol consumption, and the basic
            equivalent of three drinks over a five-hour evening wasn’t anywhere near to drunk.
         

         
         Which only left one alternative.

         
         She was horny as hell and unsteady on her feet.

         
         Damn Chance Beaumont and his sexy gray gaze and sharp jaw and his willingness to actually listen to her. Even his unfailing politeness to an elder rancher who didn’t deserve the respect stuck a landing somewhere deep inside
            the gooiest parts of her.
         

         
         Why did it all add even more pluses and hearts and freaking cupids to the Yes, please column when it came to the man?
         

         
         She didn’t need this.

         
         They’d proven over and over that the two of them were a bad idea.

         
         It had become an easy go-to in her mind to use that first incident—the mother of all embarrassments—as the reason they couldn’t
            be together. But it was more.
         

         
         So much more, steeped in a lifetime of small-town living, vastly different upbringings and a subtle yearning that neither
            of them had the guts to do anything about.
         

         
         So they teased and swiped and circled each other.

         
         And through it all, they’d found a way to successfully lead very separate lives all while maintaining an odd, but real, friendship.

         
         Losing sight of that wasn’t only dumb but it set her up for a heartache that was far worse than a rejected Valentine’s card
            when she was ten.
         

         
         More to the point, love was all about risk. She might have only been ten when she’d done it, but she’d risked her heart for
            him, and he’d stomped on it with all the finesse that came in a pair of size-six worn-thin Nikes.
         

         
         If that had been all, she’d have found her way past that initial heartache. But Chance Beaumont had never—not once—made a move since that suggested he felt otherwise. Even their kiss six months ago had ended, nothing coming from it other than heated dreams and the feel of him that she still caught on her lips from time to time. 

         
         It had left her with a notion—one that might have been more fantasy than truth—that somewhere along the way, they’d gotten
            stuck in the assumptions of who they were. Her from one of the most successful ranching families in Montana, and him from
            a life that he had to claw out each and every day to pay for the bad business dealings of his father.
         

         
         Whether she was right or not, she wasn’t mistaken on the attraction. But there wasn’t much either of them could do unless
            they moved past those half-formed impressions. Especially since that conversation with Johnny Cox had reinforced the lingering
            idea, making it seem less like fantasy and far more like the truth.
         

         
         She was the daughter of Charlie and Carlene Wayne, a successful couple, with a successful ranch and a successful family. Her
            oldest brother had taken that already-productive ranch and more than doubled its output. Her next-oldest brother was a top-tier
            player in the NFL. Her sister-in-law was known throughout America for her cooking empire.
         

         
         The Wayne name meant something.

         
         And all Chance’s name meant was an opportunity to buy
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