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      Cash

      For the second time in two days, Cash gassed up his truck to make the trip from Spring Creek to Bozeman. The thing tourists like these LA girls didn’t—no, couldn’t—understand was just how big Montana is. There's no such thing as a quick trip from Spring Creek to anywhere, let alone an airport. But the tourists who came to Rocking M to escape the big city for a week or two had no concept of what the word remote meant until the lights of Bozeman were in the rearview mirror and ahead, only mountains, pastures, and stars as far as the eye could see.

      And no Targets either. That was always the real shocker for them.

      "Madison Keller," he said under his breath, not for the first time. She’d be blonde. Tan, of course. Perfect teeth and hair. And she’d be wearing some wannabe cowgirl get up. He’d met more than his fair share of California girls since a developer had bought their family ranch and turned it into a resort for rich city folks looking to play cowboy.

      Cash topped off his gas, then climbed back into the cab of his truck and adjusted his hat. He had a three-hour trip ahead of him, but at least he had the latest Nicholas Sparks book to keep him company. The other guys at the ranch gave him a hard time for listening to "girly" books, but he didn’t care. A good story was a good story, no matter who wrote it.

      Usually a good story would make the drive go faster, but not when he had to miss out on breaking new horses in order to pick up some ditzy blonde who’d somehow missed her connection in Salt Lake City, landing her in Bozeman the day after he’d picked up the rest of the guests coming into the resort. By the time he pulled into the airport parking lot, all he wanted was a good stretch and a nap. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time for a nap, but he would get in a leg-stretching since he’d have to meet Miss Keller in baggage.

      Any woman who couldn’t find her way onto a plane before it took off might not be able to make it out of the airport on her own. At least that’s what Mr. Early told him. Cash knew the truth though. Whenever a really wealthy client showed up, Mr. Early liked to give them the special treatment, which meant sending a member of the original ranch family to the airport for pickup. People liked to hear the story of how Cash’s family settled the remote area way back in the 1890s and grew the ranch into one of the biggest around with generations of the Murdocks living nearby or working on the ranch.

      He always left out the part about his dad selling it to get back at Cash for leaving. And the part about how he was only biding his time because Mr. Early was paying him enough that he’d be able to buy a place within the next year. Mr. Early didn’t know that was Cash’s plan, but Cash didn’t care. He was socking away every penny he could to start a new life on his own land. He didn’t care where that place was as long as it was somewhere in Montana.

      Luckily, there was still plenty of Montana to go around. Just as long as all the Californians only came to visit, not to stay.

      Cash crossed the street from the parking lot to baggage claim, tipping his hat to the woman in the truck who’d stopped for him. According to Miss Keller’s flight info, her plane had landed a few minutes before. He picked up his pace in order to make it to the bottom of the escalator before she did. She was expecting to meet him, and while he didn’t think she’d be there right away—given her track record with timeliness—he didn’t want to take a chance that he’d miss her.

      He got to their planned meeting spot just as a group of people came down the escalator. Most of them were wearing cowboy hats, but Cash nodded to the one guy wearing a cowboy’s hat. It looked like it had been stomped by more than one bronc, and the cowboy did too. Every time Cash saw a bow-legged cowboy with a smashed-up nose or a scar running like barbed wire across his face, he had to laugh at the romantic notion some women had of what cowboys looked like.

      He sometimes wished his own jagged scar was on his face instead of his thigh. Too many of the women who paid big money to play cowgirl for the week took one look at him and decided his dark hair, blue eyes and three-day stubble fit their cowboy fantasy. But he’d made the mistake of getting involved with a city girl once before. He wasn’t making that mistake again.

      At the top of the escalator, Cash saw a woman blocking the way, her thumbs frantically punching her phone as people stepped around her to get on the escalator. She wore a pair of shorts so short he wasn’t sure they could be called shorts anymore. Her cowboy boots looked like they’d just come out of the box—one with a big price tag—and her flannel had so many buttons undone, he wondered if they were missing. Maybe they’d spontaneously popped off on the plane.

      Two long, blonde braids hung across her shoulders, and perched atop her head was a bright pink cowboy hat. Cash was one hundred percent sure it adorned the head of the exact woman he was looking for: Madison Keller. He’d seen rodeo queens with more subtle hats than what this girl was wearing.

      She stepped on the escalator, her eyes still on her phone, and swung her big bag across her body, nearly knocking down the poor guy in front of her. It was one of those bags with the LV’s all over it. Rich ladies always seemed to like those ugly bags.

      "Oh, I’m so sorry!" Her voice carried across the high lodge-pole pine ceiling. "Are you okay?"

      The guy looked ready to tear into her, especially after she put her hand on his shoulder, but then he looked back at her. Cash couldn’t see the guy’s reaction, but he could see his head move from the woman’s face down to her…everything else.

      "I’m such a klutz. Every time I take this bag anywhere, I nearly knock someone down with it. I don’t know why I even carry it around. I call it my VBP—Very Big Purse." She was close enough now that Cash could see her eyelashes hit her cheeks as she fluttered them. Why was it California girls were able to grow their eyelashes so long? Something in the water?

      "That’s all right, ma’am," the man replied and touched his well-worn hat. "Looks like it holds a lot of stuff."

      "Too much stuff." She dropped her phone in the bag and held it open just long enough for the guy to get a look. "Who needs all this junk? Nobody, that’s who." She flashed him a perfectly white smile before stepping off the escalator behind him.

      "Nice meeting you," she said to him, sticking out her hand for him to shake. "I guess I’d better find my ride."

      Her eyes landed on Cash standing less than ten feet away. She flashed her smile again, and Cash had a momentary lapse in judgment. He smiled back without thinking. Not his you-can-look-but-don’t-touch smile. His real smile. "Are you looking for me?" she asked him, but without waiting for an answer, she stuck out her hand like she had with the guy who was currently waving good-bye to her. "I’m Madison Keller. You’re a superhero to come all the way back here to pick me up.'

      "Wasn’t a problem." He shook her hand, making sure to keep his eyes up, despite the open buttons just below his line of sight. He wasn’t that kind of guy, he reminded himself before taking a step back and moving his eyes to anything above her neck he could find to look at, which happened to be her obnoxious hat, so he stared at that.

      "This is the absolute cutest airport I have ever seen." Madison stared at the ceiling while walking toward the baggage carousels, forcing people to make a wide berth for her. She would have walked right into a post if he hadn’t steered her around it. "I just love all this pine. It’s like I’ve flown right into an actual lodge. I could just stay right here for two weeks."

      "Except there’s no horses here." Cash cleared his throat and pointed to the last carousel where luggage was dropping. One oversized bright pink suitcase went down the ramp followed by a matching one, only smaller, then an even smaller one.

      He pointed at them as they circled to the other side of the carousel. 'Those your bags?' He’d bet the ranch they were.

      "Yeah. How’d you know?" Madison didn’t wait for an answer but took the lead and walked toward the carousel. "I’m sorry there’s so many of them. I always pack too much.'

      "It’s no problem, ma’am.' He hoped she’d saved room in one of her suitcases for some real pants, otherwise she was in for one hell of a rash if she planned on participating in any of the promised Adventures on Horseback.

      Madison skirted between two men to stand in front of the carousel, breathing a pardon me so sweet they couldn’t help but clear a path for her.

      She reached for a bag, but before she touched it, one of the men stepped up. "Let me get that for you, sweetheart." Cash didn’t trust the guy’s wandering eyes, and the sudden stiffening of Madison’s spine told Cash she didn’t much care for the path the man’s eyes were taking either.

      "That’s o⁠—"

      "—I’ve got them. She’s with me." Cash slipped between the man and Madison, and the man let go of the bag before pulling it off the conveyor belt.

      Unfortunately, Cash wasn’t quick enough to grab it, so Madison did, yanking so hard she nearly fell over before dropping it on his foot.

      His boots should have protected him. The suitcase was large, but how heavy could booty shorts and flannels be?

      Really heavy. That’s how heavy.

      He’d once dropped a brick on his bare big toe. That had hurt less than Madison’s bag did.

      "Ouch!" he yelped, then hopped up and down on his remaining good foot. "What have you got in that thing?"

      "Oh! I’m so sorry!" She rushed to him but tripped over her smallest suitcase and knocked him backward.

      For a millisecond he didn’t know what had hit him. He saw arms flailing, then realized they were his own. He bounced off the suitcases behind him and landed on his back before Madison toppled onto him.

      Her eyes were a blue that reminded him of some of the hot springs in Yellowstone. He’d stood on the banks a million times, tempted every time to jump in even knowing they could cook a man.

      "I am so sorry." Madison’s red cheeks made her eyes even bluer. She pushed herself off Cash and stood. "Are you okay?" she asked, holding her hand out to help him.

      He was definitely not okay as long as she was leaning over him with just about all her buttons undone. "I’m fine." He looked away from her and pushed himself up. "I’ve taken harder falls than that."

      "I’m so embarrassed!"

      The man who’d helped her up grabbed one of her pink bags and moved a little too close to her.

      "I got it, thanks." Cash scooted between the man and Madison, ready to grab the bag.

      'Okay, I’ll leave you to it," the man said with more bite than a half-broke horse. He bumped Cash with his bag as Cash leaned forward to grab Madison’s suitcase. The bump was just enough to nearly knock him onto the carousel.

      He knew bucking broncs that’d caused fewer bruises than this girl had in the five minutes he’d known her. Cash guessed she’d also broken more than a few hearts.

      "I really am so sorry," she said again as he set her last bag next to her. This one wasn’t as heavy as the first, but his toe hurt just looking at it.

      With the bags all retrieved, she decided she needed to use the ladies’ room, of course. While she was doing whatever it was that took her at least ten minutes, he pulled off his boot and peeled back his sock to see how bad his toe was. It didn’t look broken, but it was already bruising up nicely.

      He’d just put his boot back on when she reappeared. "We better get on our way if we’re going to make it before sundown,' he told her.

      The terminal’s giant windows looked out on the Bridger Range of the Rockies which were already casting shadows across the valley. He didn’t mind driving in the dark, but Mr. Early liked his clients to see the ranch in the light of day. Cash had always preferred it at sunset, and if they hurried, they would hit the ranch road just as the sun’s pink-orange arms wrapped around Rocking M.

      "Do you mind if we make one stop?" she asked as they wheeled her luggage out of the baggage claim area.

      One stop? She showed up a day late and wanted to make a stop? “No problem,” he said through gritted teeth.

      We’re here to serve. That’s what the ranch’s motto was, according to Mr. Early. It used to be time to break in your gloves when it was still in his family. Gloves that looked new meant you weren’t working hard enough. You ought to look like you needed a new pair at the end of every day. At least that’s what his grandfather had always said.

      His father had hated working that hard—Cash had thought he felt the same way for a while—which is why the Rocking M wasn’t in the Murdock family anymore.

      "It’s a little school in Hamilton," Madison said, bringing him back to the present.

      "What is?" he asked her.

      “My stop."

      "Your stop is in Hamilton?" He wanted to make sure he’d heard her right. "That’s more than a little stop. It’ll add another couple hours to our trip." It also meant the responsibilities he still had to take care of at the ranch would have to wait. So would the beer he was going to have with the guys. And the book. Most importantly, the book. Typical LA girl, thinking the world revolved around her.

      "There’s a school there that needs books." Madison fluttered her eyelashes.

      Cash stopped. "Is that what’s in here?" He tipped his chin toward the bag that had nearly broken his toe.

      "Of course." Madison flashed her perfectly white, perfectly straight teeth. She’d probably never broken any of them. "What did you think was in there? Seventy pounds of shorts?"

      Dimples were his weakness, and Madison had those in spades, but they weren’t the reason he knew he wouldn’t be getting back to his book anytime soon.

      Madison Keller had enough kindness to match her dimples.
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      Madi

      Madison had booked her two week “vacation” to the Rocking M on a whim.

      No, on a dare. She’d booked it on a dare.

      That is, if you could call Brandt telling her “you wouldn’t last two weeks without me or a hipster coffee shop on every corner” a dare.

      It was more like a challenge. Her boyfriend—now ex-boyfriend—didn’t think she could live without him. And he hadn’t said it in a nice way, so she’d decided to prove him wrong by following her own Rules of Positivity. Rule Number Five: Trust Your Instincts. When an ad popped up in her Insta feed for a working ranch in Montana, her instinct told her that was the exact place she needed to go to prove herself. Plus, even Montana had Starbucks. It wasn’t her first coffee choice, or even her second or third, but it’s not like she’d have to go completely without coffee.

      She hadn’t second guessed her decision until she’d stepped off the plane into the smallest terminal she’d ever seen. Not that she didn’t appreciate the lodge-like design and all the Western decor, but she could see from one end of the terminal to the other, and there wasn’t a Starbucks in sight. She was so upset by the lack of a good coffee place that she completely forgot to take pics of the cute airport to post on Instagram.

      But if there was one thing Madi Keller could describe herself as, it was a trooper. By the time she stepped onto the escalator to meet—what was his name? Cash something?—she had pumped herself back up. She’d not only forget about Brandt, but also prove she could be alone and coffee-less and still be happy. She didn’t need caffeine or a man.

      And then she saw him.

      It had to be him.

      She just hadn’t expected him to be quite so…ruggedly handsome? Like some kind of cowboy romance fantasy. She wasn’t dumb. She knew what cowboys really looked like; they spent their days riding through dust clouds kicked up by herds of cows. Nobody could spend that much time in the sun without looking more leathered than Adam Levine’s pants. At least not without regular facials and a great skincare regimen.

      “Oh, am I in trouble,” she muttered before nearly knocking over the guy in front of her with her Very Big Purse.

      Madison had a thing for dark hair and stubbly beards. And even from twenty feet away, she could tell Cash’s eyes were blue. Blue eyes plus black hair equaled her kryptonite. That combination was the number one reason she’d fallen for Brandt in the first place.

      And Derek before Brandt.

      And Raul before Derek.

      And…well, the list was long.

      You are not adding anyone else to that list, she told herself. At least not in the next two weeks.

      Then she put on her best smile, determined to make it on her own, just like her favorite heroine. She was a modern-day Jane Eyre. That’s what she was. She’d spend the rest of her life alone, shivering on the heath if she had to, if it meant keeping her dignity intact.

      Madison Grace Keller was going to Jane Eyre the heck out of this “vacation.” Luckily, she’d packed her copy of the book just in case she needed any inspiration.

      She stepped off the escalator, being careful to look down as she did but still nearly tripping. The steps disappearing into the ground threw off her balance every time. It was like she couldn’t not trip off an escalator.

      Or in front of a hot guy. That was also a long-running problem of hers, but she covered up her stumble and stuck out her hand.

      “I’m Madi. Are you looking for me?”

      Cash nodded, staring her straight in the eye so intently she glanced over her shoulder, wondering if there was something behind her he was trying to see. When she looked back at him, his eyes had moved above her head, scanning the room and everything in it except her.

      Not that she wanted him to “scan” her, it was just a little weird. But maybe he had some kind of weird eye thing going on.

      It wasn’t until after they had all her bags—and she’d nearly smashed him like an avocado on toast—that she worked up the nerve to talk to him again.

      “Do you mind if I pop into the ladies’ room?” Her cheeks needed a splash of water to put out the fire she could still feel burning in them.

      He nodded to her hat. He seemed to be very interested in the pink cowboy hat her friend Abby had given her. Madi knew it was obnoxious, but Abby had challenged her to wear it, making her pinky swear to post pics. Abby’s theory was that if Madi was stepping out of her comfort zone, she might as well make it super uncomfortable by wearing something she’d never wear in LA and something everyone would judge her for wearing in Montana.

      “You charm everyone,” Abby had said. “You’ll have every cowboy in sight falling all over you within five minutes of getting there, and then you won’t have the proof you’re looking for that you can make it on your own.”

      It made sense, in a way, but she sure felt stupid in that hat.

      But the hat was the least of her worries as she walked into the bathroom and saw her reflection in the full-length mirror. She gasped and clutched at her flannel. If her cheeks had been red before, they were a deep burgundy the moment she saw how far her shirt had come unbuttoned. She had no problem showing off a little belly, but she generally didn’t flash her entire bra and everything that it covered. “Cover” was probably a little too generous a description of what her leopard-spotted bra did. Or didn’t do.

      She dropped her Louis Vuitton bag on the floor and quickly did up the four buttons that had somehow come undone. A woman walked in and gave Madi a quick once over followed by a frown so judgmental that Madi undid the knotted hem of her shirt and did up those buttons too.

      It was bad enough she’d fallen on top of Cash, but the fact she’d done it while practically undressed made the whole incident one of the most embarrassing of her life. Top three at least. And she had a lot to choose from.

      Ten minutes passed before Madison had pulled herself together enough to walk out of the bathroom with a face only slightly pink and a shirt buttoned to the neck and hanging, untucked, over the shorts she usually only wore to the beach. It had been a day already. Contrary to Abby’s prediction, Madi had been the one falling all over the cowboys. Or at least one of them. And she wasn’t quite sure how she was going to face him again.

      Once Madi found him, Cash didn’t seem too excited about facing her either. He still kept his focus on her hat, but she was okay with that. She wouldn’t mind if he forgot her entirely.

      “Madison!” a woman yelled behind her as she and Cash were about to exit the terminal. She turned around to see the woman, Samantha, she’d met on her layover in Salt Lake City. The one whose baby had not only thrown up all over her but had also added some poop to the mix when his diaper had leaked all over her pants.

      Madison watched as the woman ran to her holding out a pair of neatly folded jeans. “I’ve been looking all over for you!” she cried. “I’m so glad I caught you before you left!”

      Madi held up her hand. “I said you didn’t have to give them back.”

      “I know, but I got some sweats out of my suitcase, and I would feel so bad keeping these.” She shoved them toward Madi. “You were so nice to loan them to me; I can’t thank you enough.”

      Madi took the pants and looked over the woman’s shoulder at the man holding the peacefully sleeping baby who’d done all the damage. “It really wasn’t a problem. I don’t know how these shorts even got in my tote, so I must have been meant to loan my jeans to you. I hope Max is feeling better.”

      Samantha thanked Madi a few more times, asked for a selfie with her, then gave her a hug and said good-bye. When Madi turned around to continue out the door, Cash was looking at her.

      “You loaned a stranger your pants?” he asked. His lip twitched into an almost smile.

      “There was a lot of baby poop. Nobody wanted to smell that for two hours.” Madi rolled her bag through the automatic doors. She was embarrassed enough already; she didn’t want to go into detail about how the woman was sobbing almost as loudly as her baby when Madi had run into her in the bathroom. What else could she do but help? Especially when Samantha was her same size and on the same flight.

      “And you just happened to have an extra pair of pants?” Cash followed her out the door then took the lead toward the parking lot.

      “Well, I wouldn’t call these pants in any sense of the word, but yeah, they happened to be in my bag.”

      “Sounds like a little bit of a miracle to me,” Cash said carefully.

      “I don’t know if I’d call it that. I’m always losing stuff in the VBP—Very Big Purse.” Why did she keep introducing her bag to everyone? Because she was very far out of her comfort zone. “It’s my Mary Poppins bag. I never know what I’m going to find in it. Samantha’s not the first person I’ve been able to help by digging through my purse.”

      She paused, but when Cash didn’t have anything to add, she kept talking. She knew she should stop, but her off switch wasn’t working. Silence was like a jelly donut; it always needed filling. Especially when you were sharing it with someone you’d just met.

      The only thing Cash had to say was, “There it is,” as he pointed to a black truck with giant tires.

      “Nice. Is it your baby?” She knew cowboys loved their trucks. Maybe she could get him to talk about that.

      “It belongs to the ranch. I drive it sometimes.” He opened the tailgate and took her suitcases from her, letting out a groan when he lifted the largest one into the back of the truck.

      “Sorry. That’s a heavy one.”

      “I noticed.”

      Cash finished loading her luggage without saying another word, but he was polite enough to open the passenger door for her. Madi had given him plenty of opportunities to chime in… probably. She couldn’t remember, but she was determined to get him to talk as they pulled out of the airport onto the freeway.

      “So,” she started. “Have you always lived in Montana?”

      “Yep.”

      “You’ve never wanted to live anywhere else?”

      “Nope.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “I love LA, but I’ve always wondered what it would be like to live in New York. I love how it’s so easy to get places on the subway and how everything is kind of jammed together in Manhattan. Los Angeles is so spread out, it can take hours to get from one side to the other, and there’s not really a downtown. . .” Madi realized she was dominating the conversation again. “Have you ever been to New York?”

      “Nope.”

      “Ever been to LA?”

      “Once.”

      That was a different answer. Madi pounced

      “Really? What did you think? What did you do?”

      “There’s a lot of people. I spent most of my time trying to avoid them.”

      She couldn’t tell if Cash was joking or not, but she laughed anyway. “Yeah, you get used to them. I mean, I’ve lived there my whole life, so the crowds weren’t ever something I had to get used to. They just… are. I kind of miss all the people already. Don’t you ever get lonely with all this open space?”

      Cash side-eyed her like she’d said the craziest thing he’d ever heard. “Noooope.”

      Madi stayed quiet after that as the town of Bozeman faded away behind them. What she really wanted to do was check her messages. Her fingers itched to take out her phone.

      Instead she scanned the horizon, the nearly empty highway ahead of them, and the open land on either side of the freeway. Her chest tightened. She’d had a panic attack once in her life. Her mom had taken her on a cruise to Hawaii. They were at sea for three days, and every time Madi looked at that endless blue ocean, her heart had started to pound so hard she couldn’t breathe. Being in the middle of the Pacific was totally different than enjoying it from the shore on her beach towel. She’d spent half the cruise in their cabin watching any movie that didn’t have the ocean in it to take her mind off the fact they were in the middle of nowhere.

      “You okay?” Cash asked, and Madi opened her eyes. She didn’t remember when she’d closed them.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Do you mind if I roll down the window a little?”

      “Sure.” Cash cracked it for her. “Is that enough, or do you want more?”

      Madi pressed her nose close to the open space and breathed in. “More, please.” She shut her eyes and took another deep breath.

      Cash rolled down the window all the way and Madi stuck her head out, forgetting all about her hat. The wind picked it up, and before she could grab it, the pink hat was flying toward the back of the truck. For half a second it looked like it might land in the truck bed, but the bed was covered. Instead the hat bounced off the cover, hit the road, bounced again, and again, and again, then rolled into the weeds.

      “Oh no!” she cried. “You’ve got to stop the truck!”

      Cash had seen the hat go and watched it in his rearview mirror. He was already pulling over before she asked. “You sure you want to go after it? It’s probably in pretty rough shape.”

      “I have to! I promised Abby I would wear it.”

      Madi was out of the truck before Cash had come to a complete stop on the side of the road. He put on his hazards, then headed after Madison who was walking at a pretty good clip despite her ridiculous pointed boots and the rocky terrain.

      “Watch out for rattlers!” He called after her, and she stopped in her tracks.

      “The snake kind?” She stood stock still, scanning all the rocks around her.

      “Is there any other kind?”

      Madi didn’t move. What if a rattlesnake was under the rock right in front of her just waiting to strike? What if her hat had landed on a snake and now it was waiting for someone to lift it off him—it had to be a him—so he could sink his fangs into her?

      “You can keep walking,” Cash said, and she’d never been so relieved to have a man by her side in her entire life. “Just keep an eye out. They ain’t gonna hurt you unless you try to hurt them.”

      “How do they know I don’t want to hurt them?” Madi resisted the hand Cash put on her back to encourage her to keep going. She could see a spot of pink a hundred feet away, but her feet were frozen to the ground. The safe, safe ground without any snakes in sight.

      “They usually don’t stick around to find out.” Cash adjusted his hat and sniffed. He was annoyed with her. She didn’t blame him
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