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			Chapter 1

			THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. Katie Summers knew she had found trouble. Steering her station wagon to the shoulder, she glanced in the rearview mirror—­and saw her passengers gnawing on the backseat. She wasn’t sure if she should be relieved they weren’t butting their horns against the car doors or alarmed that the inside of her station wagon would soon match the falling-­apart exterior.

			“Stop,” she said, her voice firm.

			Two of the orphaned goats that she’d picked up while scouting locations for her friend Georgia’s bachelorette party ignored her. The third, the youngest of the bunch and the only girl, looked at her, and then back at her brothers, as if trying to decide who should have the final say. The big brothers won and the baby goat reached for the seat belt.

			Outside the car, the thumping continued. Katie sighed. She’d blown a tire. Slowing the wagon to a stop, she cut the engine and climbed out to take a look. Standing with her hands on her hips, she surveyed the damage.

			Shredded tire? Check.

			Bent rim? Check.

			She moved to the rear of the car and opened the trunk, silently cursing her fitted green sundress and strappy sandals. It was the perfect outfit for an early fall trip to visit vineyards and other potential venues in and around Independence Falls, but she’d rather have her cowboy boots and jeans for fixing her car.

			“Don’t even think about trying to escape,” she said, staring down her four-­legged passengers. Pulling the spare tire out of the truck, she quickly closed the rear door and set the spare beside her wagon. She’d forgotten the jack, dammit.

			Returning to the trunk, she opened it and began searching through the extra horse gear and other random farm supplies she kept in the station wagon. The animals ignored her, preferring to destroy her car than try to escape.

			“Where is it?” Her brothers always made sure she had a jack in her car. When it came to interfering with her life, overprotective was the tip of the iceberg when it came to her older siblings. And road safety? They drove and maintained a fleet of trucks for a living. They would never let her leave the house without a spare, a jack, and flares. Just in case.

			She heard a loud rip and glanced up to see one of the boy goats holding a large chunk of her backseat.

			“Stop that,” she said.

			But the roar of a motorcycle drowned out her words and the sound of the goats tearing apart the wagon’s interior. She waited for it to pass her. But instead it slowed, then cut out altogether.

			Everyone in Independence Falls knew her station wagon. Nine out of ten residents would stop to offer a hand. Most would probably worry what her brothers would do if they found out someone had driven past her.

			But just in case this wasn’t a friendly face from her Oregon small town, Katie reached for the nearest heavy object—­the jack, finally—­and prepared to swing it at the person on the bike. Her brothers had taught her more than how to change a tire. If this guy made a wrong move, she’d make sure he regretted it.

			One hand on the jack and the other pressed against the floor of the trunk, Katie glanced over her shoulder.

			“No, no, no,” she murmured. “Not you.”

			Wearing a black leather jacket and blue jeans that casually hugged his muscular legs, Liam Trulane sat upright on his bike, his work boots resting on the ground. He pulled off his helmet, revealing his wavy brown hair. And just like that, her mind stumbled into the past.

			“Come here, honey.” His deep brown eyes promised erotic adventure. He held out a hand, the muscles in his toned arms begging to be touched. “Now.”

			Katie obeyed, swinging one leg over his thighs and settling onto his lap. She felt the hard ridge of his erection against her despite the layers of clothing. . .

			Katie ground her teeth together, pushing the mental picture away. Maybe later, when she was alone, she would revisit the Liam Trulane highlight reel. But right now she’d be damned if this man saw even a hint of desire in her eyes.

			She tolerated Liam Trulane. Mainly because his little sister, Georgia, had become Katie’s closest friend. But that’s where Katie drew the line. And she refused to let memories cloud her judgment. After what he’d done, the way he’d ended things between them, she deserved to hold tight to her anger.

			Setting the helmet on the back of his bike, Liam reached for the zipper on his leather jacket, slowly drawing it down. But Katie didn’t need a glimpse beneath to confirm that he possessed a powerful upper body—­one that made women across the Willamette Valley connect the word “logger” with “longing to touch.”

			The tension in her jaw rippled through her body. At one point, she’d been one of those foolish girls. But not anymore. Now she connected this particular logger with one word. Betrayal.

			Liam smiled as if he hadn’t cut apart her heart, shredded her trust, and then walked away. Maybe the years had dulled his memory. They had only sharpened hers.

			“I thought this was your wagon.” He dismounted the bike in one fluid motion, resting it on the kickstand. “Breakdown?”

			She stood, still holding the jack. Her free hand smoothed her skirt. It figured that after all this time he’d catch her bent over with her dress riding up the backs of her legs. Judging from the way his gaze followed her hands, he was picturing all the ways he could use her short skirt to his advantage.

			But Liam Trulane didn’t need to imagine.

			Hands and knees pressing into the grass, her short skirt decorating her waist, her body waiting for his touch, needing it, craving it, silently hoping he would take charge as he’d done every other time. Following his commands, she could pretend this wasn’t new to her. . .

			“Flat tire.” She punctuated her words with the slam of the trunk and moved to the side of the car. Kneeling down, she set up the jack.

			“You’re not going to need that.”

			Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Liam’s tan boots standing beside her. “Planning to lift my wagon with your superpowers?”

			“Honey, even I’m not that talented.”

			No, you’re not. She wished she could say those words out loud—­and mean them.

			“Your spare is flat,” he added.

			Abandoning the jack, Katie stood, dusting the roadside dirt off her knees, and looked at the tire she’d hauled from her trunk. Damn him, he was right. That tire wouldn’t make it the three miles to her family home.

			“I have an extra helmet if you want a ride.”

			She shook her head. There was no way she was getting on his motorcycle. The thought of his thighs nestled between hers, her chest against his back, and her arms wrapped around him, all while the motorcycle vibrated beneath them—­it was hot, tempting, and downright impossible.

			“No. If I show up on the back of your bike, my brothers will start throwing punches.” She turned to face Liam. He’d crossed his arms in front of his chest. Even with the leather jacket on, she could see the bulge of his biceps. He could probably land a few hits himself. But he wouldn’t. If it resembled the last fight she’d witnessed between her siblings and Liam, he’d take the hits. “And while that’s tempting—­”

			“You want your brothers to pick a fight?”

			She shrugged. “Better than inviting you in for a beer and a game of pool.”

			She’d dumped her last three boyfriends when they started spending more time hanging out with her brothers than with her. But this was Liam. The chances of her brothers shooting the shit with him were slim. As far as she knew, they hadn’t forgiven him. There wasn’t much she and her brothers agreed on these days. But when it came to their long-­standing grudge against Liam Trulane? She knew her brothers were on her side.

			“When they hear it was either a ride with me or standing on the side of the road in a cell phone dead zone, unable to call for help, I think they’ll offer me the beer.”

			“My answer is still no. I can’t leave my goats.” She pointed to her backseat. “And they won’t fit on your bike.”

			“Your what?” Hands dropped to his side as he peered into her wagon. “What the hell are you doing dressed up and driving around with livestock in your car?”

			“I was looking at potential spots for Georgia’s bachelorette.”

			Liam looked at her, eyebrows raised. “You’re throwing my little sister a party that involves goats?”

			“They were at one of the venues. The owner was planning to take them to the slaughterhouse. Even the baby. So I bought them. And we are not having Georgia’s party there.”

			He looked at her as if she’d exchanged her common sense for the animals currently eating her car. And she suspected her brothers’ reaction would match Liam’s what-­am-­I-­going-­to-­do-­with-­you expression.

			“Guess I’m walking you home.”

			“No. I’ll be fine on my own.”

			“I’m not letting you go alone, Katie.”

			He turned and headed for his motorcycle. Her eyes narrowed and she debated picking up the flat spare and tossing it at him. He didn’t have the right to make that call.

			“No,” she insisted. “I—­”

			“Will need help with your goats. You might be able to walk home, but what about that little one in your backseat?”

			Common sense told her that as much as she hated to admit it, Liam was right. Leading three goats on a hike would be a challenge. Keeping the animals safe trumped the fact that she’d be forced to make the trek with him.

			“I’ll park my bike beside your wagon,” he added, knowing he’d won. “You get your goats.”

			She opened the truck and picked up two lead lines designed to hook into her horses’ halters. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him shrug off his leather jacket, revealing arms toned to perfection from years of felling trees. Seven years had passed since she’d touched those muscles, and he’d only grown bigger and more imposing.

			But she refused to let him cast a spell over her a second time. He wasn’t the only one who’d changed, gotten stronger. Except her strength was on the inside.

			“You don’t have the walk the whole way. Once I get to the second turn, there is cell ser­vice. And it’s only three miles to home.”

			“If you follow the road.” Liam nodded to the wooded area to their left. “Less if we cut through there.”

			“No.” Katie hooked the lead line around the first goat’s neck. “We’ll get lost.”

			“I know where I’m going, Katie.” His voice was strong and sure. But Liam never showed weakness, except . . .

			“I’m going to come.”

			His fingers covered hers, guiding her, showing her how to touch him.

			“Now,” he added, and his hand fell away. He leaned back, every muscle in his body tensing. She watched in awe as his hips thrust up, demanding more from her.

			“Faster,” he ordered. She obeyed, shifting her wide-­eyed gaze to his face. Brown eyes open, he started back, allowing her to witness the way his climax swept over him, rendering him vulnerable, completely lost in pleasure.

			In that moment, she thought he was handing over a piece of his heart. Believing he had, she gave him hers. She allowed him to take her further, teach her more. . .

			Katie shut her eyes tight. It had all been an illusion. If Liam Trulane had granted her a part of himself in those moments, he’d stolen it back. And she hadn’t realized until it was too late.

			Back then her world had narrowed day by day, with each kiss, until there was only Liam. She’d given him everything—­her body, her love, and the ability to write her future. She’d drawn him away from his well-­intentioned reasons for holding back, until they stood together in a place dominated by L-­words.

			At the time, she’d labeled it love. But after a month of needing, begging, and finally getting what she wanted, she’d learned in the worst possible way that it was nothing more than lust.

			“Cutting through the woods will be faster than following the road,” he said, pulling her away from the memories that spoke to parts of her body still craving his attention, even now after all this time—­after the way things ended.

			Liam walked over and took the first goat’s lead, his hand brushing against hers. She pulled back as if he’d singed her skin.

			His lips curled into a smile. “Trust me, Katie.”

			Never again.

			“If you get us lost in the woods,” she said, “this time I’ll be the one to tell my brothers about your supposed sins.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			LIAM HAD A long list of transgressions—­he hadn’t spent the past few years living like a monk—­but Katie Summers topped them all. And those sins had been very real. There was a line he knew better than to cross, but he’d blown past it anyway in one wicked night he could never take back.

			And the next day, when her brothers found out about them? Well, shit, he’d screwed that up too.

			He studied the way her slim hips moved beneath her sundress. With her long, graceful limbs, she looked like a model. Not that he knew much about them, having spent all of his thirty years living in rural Oregon. Though he’d bet they didn’t drag reluctant livestock through the woods in freaking sandals.

			Despite the goats and the rugged surroundings, Katie Summers possessed a cover girl walk, in his humble opinion, and so much more. Her bright green eyes sparkled with a silent I-­dare-­you. That look had drawn him in years ago and he’d accepted the challenge.

			“Do you need help?” she called over her shoulder. “The little one should follow her brothers.”

			He tugged on the animal’s makeshift lead. “I’m coming.”

			She raised an eyebrow, and something unreadable flashed in her eyes. He’d picked the wrong words, but with Katie he’d never been able to find the right ones.

			TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Liam stepped through the brush, pulling the stubborn goat behind him into the clearing, with the baby trailing behind. Katie had charged ahead as if running from a wildfire. It helped that the goat on the end of her lead line was more compliant. And she didn’t have the smallest member of the four-­legged family following behind her, voicing objections every thirty seconds like a child in the backseat screaming: Are we there yet?

			Ten paces into the clearing, Katie stopped. Liam walked to her side. Telling himself he was checking to make sure she wasn’t scratched and bleeding from their hike through the overgrown forest, he examined her long, bare legs, allowing his gaze to drift north to where her short skirt met her slim thighs.

			“Which way?” she demanded.

			“Straight.” Liam looked up from her tantalizing limbs and pointed through the field, waiting for the moment that she recognized where they were. “You should know your way home from here. This place hasn’t changed much.”

			He watched as she took in the panoramic view of the Cascades. Her brow drew together, her head turning to the left. He knew the second she spotted the pair of fir trees in the center of the clearing. She sucked in a breath, her eyes narrowing as her hand tightened on the lead. There was no doubt about it—­she knew where they were now. And she remembered every moment they’d spent together. He could see it in the way she studied the space beneath those branches.

			Seven years ago, he’d met her under the twin firs nearly every day for a month. It had started with a simple picnic. He’d known her forever, grown up playing Little League with her brothers. Chad, the second eldest of the Summers brothers, had been his year in school. But that summer, Liam had been unable to resist the wild, daring gleam in Katie’s eyes, or the way she’d worn her clothes shorter and tighter. Maybe it had been his imagination, or maybe she’d been pushing the limits.

			She’d had a rough year. At eighteen, she’d lost her father to a sudden heart attack days after burying her grandfather. After her dad died, it was just Katie and her brothers. Her mother had walked out years earlier and never looked back.

			In hindsight, he realized Katie had probably been trying to escape her grief. At the time, he just plain wanted her. So damn much that he’d put on blinders. He thought he’d found someone who wanted the same things he did. He’d pushed aside the warning signs—­she was too young, too sad, and too damn innocent.

			“Why did you bring me here?” she asked. There was an edge to her tone as if she didn’t feel the need to hide her dislike for him when they were alone. How deep did those feeling run?

			He shrugged, setting the question aside for another time and place. “Fastest way home.”

			“We’re trespassing,” she said, her gaze fixed on those trees.

			“Not anymore. I bought it.” He pulled on the goat’s lead. He hadn’t planned on revealing that fact today.

			“When?”

			“A few years back.” As soon as he had the money. He’d been desperate to make this land his own.

			“Why?” This time, honest wonder filled her voice.

			“Nice views.” He nodded to mountains visible over the tops of the distant trees. She’d grown up looking out at those peaks, but he’d always lived closer to town on a thumbprint of land in a rented home. His parents—­God bless them—­had gotten by on a combination of love and timber harvesting. And there had always been more love to go around than money from working in the forest, especially in the winter months.

			The fear of getting kicked out of their house, of never having enough to pay the bills, had hung over his childhood. Some kids were scared of monsters under the bed. But Liam had grown up terrified of calls from collection agencies. As his dad grew older, unable to keep up in the field alongside the young guys, Liam had realized the importance of plan B—­an office job that didn’t require physical work, and came with health insurance.

			“What are you going to do with it?” Katie asked, drawing him back to the present and the piece of land that proved he was walking down the path marked success. The equity stake in Moore Timber his best friend, Eric Moore, had offered Liam in exchange for help running the company was one more milestone on that road—­and one he had yet to prove he deserved.

			“Thinking about building a home here someday,” Liam said.

			“A house? I would have thought you’d want to forget about this place. About us. After the way you ended it.” Katie raised her hand to her mouth as if she couldn’t believe she’d said those words out loud.

			Liam stopped beside her, losing his grip on the goat’s lead and allowing the animal to graze. “I messed up, Katie. I think we both know that. But I panicked when I realized how young you were, and how—­”

			“I was eighteen,” she snapped.

			“By a few weeks. You were so innocent. And I felt all kinds of guilt for not realizing it sooner.”

			“Not anymore,” she said, her voice firm. Defiant. “I’m not innocent anymore.”

			“No.” Liam knew every line, every angle of her face. There were days he woke up dreaming about the soft feel of her skin. But it was the way Katie had looked at him after he’d gone too far, taken too much, that haunted his nightmares. In that moment, her green eyes had shone with hope and love.

			Back then, when he was fresh out of college, returning home to build the life he’d dreamed about, that one look had sent him running scared. He wasn’t ready for the weight of her emotions.

			And he sure as hell wasn’t ready now. Eric had given Liam one job since handing over part of the company—­buy Summers Family Trucking. Liam couldn’t let his best friend, now his business partner, down. Whatever lingering feelings he had for Katie needed to wait on the sidelines until after Liam finished negotiating with her brothers. There was too much at stake—­including his vision of a secure future—­to blow this deal over the girl who haunted his fantasies.

			He drew the goat away from the overgrown grass and started toward the wooded area on the other side of the clearing. “We should go. Get you home before too late.”

			But Katie didn’t follow. She marched down to the fir trees. “I’m twenty-­five, Liam. I don’t have a curfew. My brothers don’t sit around waiting for me to come home.”

			“I know.”

			Brody, Chad, and Josh were waiting for him. Liam had been on his way to see her brothers when he’d spotted her car on the side of the road. They’d reluctantly agreed to an informal meeting to discuss selling to Moore Timber.

			She spun to face him, hands on her hips. “I think you wanted to take a walk down memory lane.”

			“Katie—­”

			“Back then, you never held back.” She closed the gap between them, the toes of her sandal-­clad feet touching his boots. “So tell me, Liam, what are we doing here?”

			He fought the urge to reach for her. He had no right. Not to mention bringing her here had confirmed one thing: After seven years, Katie Summers still held his mistakes against him.

			She raised one hand, pressing her index finger to his chest. Damn, he wished he’d kept his leather jacket on. Her touch ignited years of flat-­out need. No, he hadn’t lived like a saint for seven years, but no one else turned him on like Katie Summers.

			“Back then,” she continued, “you asked for what you wanted.”

			No, he’d issued commands. He’d held nothing back—­except his heart.

			“Honey, if I want something,” he said slowly, “you’ll know.”

			Her eyes sparked with desire. That flash—­it was unexpected, like the moment when a chainsaw blade ran up against a rock. He felt the danger, knew the warning signs. If she looked at him like that for any longer, with her full lips parted, he’d kiss her.

			The baby goat pushed between them and the tension shattered. Katie stepped back, scooped up the young animal, and thrust it into his arms.

			“I need you to carry the little one,” she said, her tone once again hard and unforgiving. The desire he’d witnessed seconds earlier had seemingly vanished without a trace. “Her legs are tired.”

			He’d gone from almost kissing her to carrying her rescued goat in the blink of an eye. Whatever happened next, Katie Summers was not going to make this easy.

			“Lead the way, Katie. This time, I’ll follow you.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			KATIE TOSSED A bale of hay into the stall, watching as the goats pulled it apart. She’d placed the four-­legged family in the far corner of the barn, away from her horses. She wanted them to feel safe here.

			“Later, I’ll bring you a bucket of grain,” she told the animals. “Not that you need it. There is plenty to eat out in the fields. But I’m going to spoil you today. Tomorrow, I’ll let you loose in the pasture.”

			Only the youngest, the little girl goat Liam had dutifully carried back to the barn, looked up from the feast.

			Liam. She shook her head as she headed for the exit. After all this time, she couldn’t believe she’d walked headfirst into the past. It wasn’t that she avoided him. That would have proved impossible. Since Liam’s little sister had returned home from serving in Afghanistan, Georgia and Katie had become close friends. In a few months, Katie would be Georgia’s maid of honor when she married Eric Moore, Liam’s best friend and boss. And Liam would be the best man.

			No, there was no avoiding him. But that didn’t mean they had to awaken old memories.

			Trying to push Liam out of her thoughts, she crossed the field to the farmhouse. Her father had added a wraparound porch, wide enough to accommodate a porch swing and a pair of rocking chairs, but otherwise the three-­story structure stood much the same as it had when her grandfather first built the place. The red paint had faded and chipped in some places. A few of the wooden boards needing replacing, but they would get to that once they had a little extra money.

			Katie picked up her pace. If they just held on awhile longer, they would have the money to repair the house, pay their debts, and more. She and her brothers had struggled to maintain the family business for years, but Katie had finally found a way out of their just-­getting-­by existence. Both Granddaddy and her father had devoted most of their lives to Summers Family Trucking, determined to leave behind a tangible legacy, and now she’d found a way to make it thrive. She just needed her brothers to trust her, to be patient, and let her finalize the details.

			Glancing over at the vehicles lining the dirt and gravel parking area in front of the house Katie spotted her wagon. She’d taken her goats straight to the bar when she’d returned home, leaving Liam to beg a ride from her brothers, or wait until she finished. Seeing to the animals came first. But while she’d been busy settling the goats into their new home, her brothers had gone out, changed her tire, and driven her car home. Beside her wagon stood Liam’s motorcycle.

			Hands on her hips, she stared at the bike. What was he still doing here? Out of all the ten thousand or so ­people in Independence Falls, Liam was the last one she expected to stick around and visit with her brothers. If anyone else had come to her rescue on the side of the road, her family would offer him a drink and a game of pool. But Liam?

			Every time Brody caught sight of Liam—­in the grocery store, on a job site, or at the bar—­fury flashed in her brother’s eyes as if he was hearing Liam’s words from that awful morning, seven years earlier, for the first time.

			I’m so damn sorry. I’ll leave her alone, I swear. You have my word that I won’t touch her again. I won’t go anywhere near your sister.

			Katie had walked into the room that fateful morning just in time to hear Liam’s apology. She’d frozen on the spot, shocked to find the man she loved, whom she had stupidly assumed loved her in return, breaking up with her—­and tearing her trust to pieces in the process.

			She reached the three steps leading up to the porch as the front door swung open. And there he was in his leather jacket and jeans.

			“You’re still here?” She glanced past him to where Chad, her middle brother, held the door. Brody and Josh stood beside him.

			Her mind flashed back to the last time she’d seen Liam surrounded by her three big brothers. Brody, the oldest and most even-­tempered of the three, had his arm drawn back ready to slam his fist into Liam’s face. If she hadn’t stepped between them, she had a feeling Brody would have thrown that punch, then another and another.

			Her brothers had found out she’d been seeing Liam from one of the local gossips. When she didn’t come home that night seven years ago, they had sought him out, demanding that Liam walk away from her if he wasn’t serious. And Liam had. Just like that.

			“He’s leaving.” Brody crossed his powerful arms in front of his chest. “Now.”

			“Katie, what the hell were you doing driving around with a flat spare?” Josh demanded. He was the youngest of her brothers, only eleven months older than she, and the only brother who’d inherited their mother’s red hair and green eyes. Brody and Chad looked like twins with their dark brown hair and matching eyes.

			“I didn’t know.”

			“I’ll see you around, Katie,” Liam said, stopping beside her at the base of the porch steps. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Brody step forward as if he’d personally escort Liam to his bike if he didn’t keep walking. “Take care of your goats.”

			Liam walked away, easy and carefree, as if he hadn’t spent the afternoon leading her through the past.

			Brody turned his intense gaze to her. “What
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