
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For the Root Literary team.

            Your professional acumen is second only to your warmth and loveliness. You all prove that hard work and success is a perfect
               match with kindness and the support of others.

          

            And for Holly—fearless leader, savvy professional and one of the kindest people I know. I’m so grateful to be on this publishing
               journey with you.
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            Chapter 1

         
         She was home.

         
         Not the flit in and flit right back out in forty-eight hours sort of home. But the settle in and spend some time sort of home.

         
         The stay and figure out your life sort of home.

         
         The time to meet the ghosts of your past sort of home.

         
         Harper Allen looked at the main street of Rustlers Creek as she drove the last few miles off the highway and wondered at the
            increasing knot that twisted her stomach. A knot that had started to tighten as her flight into Billings from Seattle touched
            Montana ground.
         

         
         Why was it so hard? Or maybe a better question was, why did it have to be?

         
         She reflected on all of it as she took in the pretty, appealing look of downtown. Had it always looked like this? So quaint? So clean? So . . . welcoming? 

         
         And she had to acknowledge that much of it had to do with her sister, Hadley Allen Wayne, a woman better known far and wide
            as the Cowgirl Gourmet. Hadley was a major reality star, a fan favorite of The Cooking Network, where she’d made her career.
            One that now included books, a cookware line and—she saw the bright shining building at the end of Main Street—a lifestyle
            experience with her newly opened Trading Post.
         

         
         It was fascinating to see that as her sister’s life had grown bigger and bigger over the past several years, her success and
            fame hadn’t only affected her. Her husband, Zack, had certainly been affected. A state that had nearly ruined their marriage
            before they worked it out back at Christmas.
         

         
         But Hadley had made an impact on all of Rustlers Creek, too. The entire town had been transformed by her work, the crew that
            regularly set up camp in town swelling the population for several months out of every year. And then there were the visitors.
            Several major hotel chains had actually put in locations to accommodate the influx of people that came in and out of Rustlers
            Creek, something that had only grown since the Trading Post had opened a few months ago.
         

         
         And then there was the latest, Harper thought, shaking her head as she turned at the end of Main Street. She’d found the online listing while looking up a state-mandated food law in Montana and realized that Hadley had created something of a tourism mecca in their small piece of heaven here in Big Sky Country. Several surrounding towns, including Granite Ridge and Whisper Falls, had gotten in on the deal, creating B and B packages, orchard visits and a horseback riding experience through the myriad of trails that made up this part of the state. 

         
         All as a result of her big sister’s love of cooking.

         
         They were just shy of a year and a half apart in age, but their birth order had definitely shaped their relationship and their
            personalities. It had also shaped how each had reacted to their mom’s death when they were thirteen and twelve. Hadley was
            a nurturer and someone who showed her love for others by doing.
         

         
         What she also was, Harper admitted as she took the turnoff for Wayne and Sons ranch, was a major force in entertainment. One
            who’d generously offered Harper a chance with her new coffee company. A venture Harper had embarked on after leaving more
            than a decade working in tech in Seattle. A job that, while not necessarily inspiring, had given her a sizable nest egg and
            an idea for a new kind of business.
         

         
         One that built on customer interests, algorithmically taking the things they loved and creating drinks especially for them.

         
         Her initial work at the local shop in Seattle—one she’d purchased on a whim the week she quit her big tech job with its highly lucrative salary—had already become something of a test case for the idea, and it was working. She’d stolen business from the four surrounding chain locations in a matter of months. 

         
         And now she was here, back in Rustlers Creek, to put it all to the real test. Building out a business that could be shipped
            nationwide, with the help of her smiling, enthusiastic sister and the happy souls who wandered into the Trading Post.
         

         
         “Come on, Harper. Come do it!” Hadley’s excitement spilled over as she nearly toppled her wine while they sat at their father’s
               worn kitchen table around 11:00 p.m. on New Year’s Day. “Come home for a while. I want to spend time with you and we can get something really cooking at the Trading Post. I need a signature blend, after all.”

         
         “You want me home?”

         
         “I do. I miss you.”

         
         “The way you and Zack have been entwined around each other, I didn’t know you could miss anything.”

         
         She grinned at her own joke as she lifted her wine to her lips, but knew it was one threaded with happiness and relief. Hadley
               and Zack had found their way back to each other, their marriage nearly ending over years of misunderstanding and personal
               struggles on the subject of children.

         
         It was a close call, she reflected as she drove down the long drive at Wayne and Sons, and Harper couldn’t deny how relieved
            she was. If Hadley and Zack—a couple who loved each other to distraction—couldn’t make it, what hope did anyone else have?
         

         
         A point that seemed important, even if she’d lost her own hope years ago. A woman got one chance at her grand romance, Harper knew. One great love that filled your soul as easily as it destroyed it. 

         
         For some like Hadley, they were supremely lucky and got to keep it.

         
         And for others . . .

         
         She let the thought hang as she pulled into a spot near the house. Her gaze drifted over the vast land that stretched out
            in every direction.
         

         
         He might be out there, even now. Because when you came back to a place filled with the ghosts of your past, Harper mused as
            she parked her rental car, you could run into them anywhere.
         

         
          

         Dr. Grayson McClain removed his gloved hand from a deeply intimate spot on a deeply pregnant heifer and stood back to assess
            the animal. “She’s a bit distressed but should deliver just fine. My examination likely didn’t help with the distress part.
            She’ll resettle in a bit.”
         

         
         “You seem pretty sure about that,” Zack Wayne said as he got to his feet from where he’d crouched beside Gray. “She’s a bit
            later than the rest of the herd.”
         

         
         “It’s late March, Zack. We’re still well within birthing season.” Gray took in Zack’s anxious face. “What has you so bothered?”

         
         He’d known Zack Wayne for a long time and considered the man a friend. He also knew him to be one of the best and most responsible beef producers in the state of Montana. So the sour expression that filtered across Zack’s dark brown gaze, and the sun-worn grooves edging the man’s eyes, was a surprise. 

         
         “I’m trying to spare Carter from any of the pregnancy discussions this year.”

         
         “He and his wife are having a baby, not a cow.” It was an obvious point, and Gray couldn’t help but wonder if Zack was transferring
            a bit too much of his concern over the herd onto their ranch foreman. “Carter can handle it.”
         

         
         “I’m not so sure. He seemed real suave and smooth for most of the pregnancy, but ever since Bea moved into her last trimester
            he’s gotten a hell of a lot more skittish.”
         

         
         “He’ll be okay.”

         
         Zack didn’t appear persuaded. “His latest worry is that we’ll get a late spring snowstorm when Bea goes into labor.”

         
         Of all his possible concerns, Gray figured Carter was more accurate on that front than any other worry the man might think
            up. But as someone who’d practiced medicine for fifteen years—albeit the large-animal kind—he’d learned that it was the things
            you never anticipated that were the ones to blindside you.
         

         
         And that Mother Nature was a hell of a lot more sure of herself than humans gave her credit for.

         
         But that blindsiding part of the equation? Well hell, Gray thought as he stripped off his rubber examination gloves. Wasn’t that really the definition of life in a nutshell? 

         
         “Look. Gray.” Zack closed the fence door to the pen where they had the expectant heifer settled and turned to face him. That
            dark expression struck once more and Gray went on high alert.
         

         
         What did have Zack so bothered?
         

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         “Harper’s back. I mean, she’s back in Rustlers Creek, but she’ll be here on the ranch quite a bit, too. She and Hadley are
            working on her new venture.”
         

         
         And there it was. Blindsided on a perfectly respectable Tuesday afternoon, Gray thought as Zack continued speaking about his
            sister-in-law. Even if the words had grown garbled and fuzzy and faraway sounding, he still managed to catch most of them,
            any morsel of information about Harper Allen something he couldn’t resist.
         

         
         Somewhere, Gray surfaced enough from his Harper-haze to key back into Zack’s words. “What venture is that?”

         
         “Harper’s bought a coffee company. She’s determined to change the industry and she’s working with Hadley on an exclusive blend
            for the Trading Post.”
         

         
         “Coffee? Harper? What happened to her computer science and programming work?”

         
         “That’s the amazing part. She’s using it all to create custom blends. Her customers in Seattle are going nuts for it. And she’s come up with some really good brews.” 

         
         Zack’s enthusiasm for his sister-in-law’s new business venture was evident, but even with the description, Gray was still
            having trouble picturing Harper Allen in a barista’s apron, blending coffee like a mad scientist.
         

         
         Yet, even as he considered her new venture, it made an odd sort of sense.

         
         Hadn’t there been that summer she’d decided she was going to learn to mix a list of the ten most challenging cocktails and
            had set about dissecting every recipe with the most minute attention to detail.
         

         
         They’d been damn good, too, as Gray recalled. He’d still never had a better old-fashioned than Harper’s, no matter how many
            he’d tried.
         

         
         “I’m happy for her, then,” he finally said, the words feeling like cement against his tongue. “That’s great people are responding
            so well.”
         

         
         The Allen-girls magic, Gray figured. Hadley had it in spades, with national acclaim to back it up. But Harper . . .

         
         While seemingly quieter on the surface, she carried a magic all her own. He’d been drawn to her from the first, all those
            years ago when it was awkward and frowned upon to be a senior trailing after a sophomore. He’d hidden his feelings then, well
            aware the son of Burt McClain didn’t get a pass on anything, and that a seventeen-year-old male chasing after a fifteen-year-old
            female would only be seen through the most negative of lenses.
         

         
         So he’d waited, only spending time with her when they both worked their jobs with the town’s vet. Harper worked with the grooming crew and he worked directly with Doc Andrews, and that had been all the time he’d been allowed to see her or talk to her with any level of intimacy or privacy. 

         
         It had only been later, when she’d come home from school and he was already hard at work on his veterinary degree, that he’d
            finally been able to act on his feelings. Feelings, he’d been deeply relieved to know, that were mutual.
         

         
         “So you’re going to be okay with it?”

         
         Once more, Gray keyed back into Zack’s words, those long-ago memories needing to stay right where they were. Hadn’t he learned
            a long time ago, you got nowhere traipsing down paths that weren’t for you?
         

         
         And falling for a woman, no matter how magical, wasn’t in the cards when she was the bright, vibrant daughter of one of the
            town’s most respected men and you were the son of one of its least.
         

         
         Yep, Gray had learned that lesson the hard way. And as he pushed off the thick bars of the corral, he stared Zack dead in
            the eye.
         

         
         “I’m fine, Zack. And I’ve been more than okay with it for a long time.”

         
          

         Harper sat at the long bar counter and watched her sister work. It always struck her as odd when she was here at the ranch that she sat at the very same counter where her sister regularly broadcast to millions of people. Sat at the same counter that was on display on the front of hundreds of thousands of cookbooks, in homes all across America. 

         
         And sat at the same counter where she’d cried her heart out to her sister on more than one occasion.

         
         How did those things coexist?

         
         It was the strange juxtaposition in her life that the one place she’d run from all those years ago had somehow become the
            very place she couldn’t avoid.
         

         
         Even before she’d made the decision to buy the small coffee company in Seattle, that had been the case. Her small, dot-on-the-map
            hometown had been transformed into a place people wanted to come to.
         

         
         And all because of her sister.

         
         “How was the flight in?” Hadley expertly chopped chives for a baked potato bar she’d already set up on the opposite side of
            the kitchen, her gaze seemingly on the very sharp knife she used as well as Harper’s face, both at the same time.
         

         
         “Good. I always forget how long that drive seems from Billings.”

         
         “It’s a lot of wide-open space here.”

         
         “Not so much when you drive through downtown. Things look different.” Harper considered those first impressions she’d had as she drove through Rustlers Creek. “Fresher, somehow.” 

         
         Hadley scooped up the chives with the edge of her knife and dropped them into a small serving bowl. “A coat of paint’ll do
            wonders.”
         

         
         “So does that Hadley Wayne shine.”

         
         Her sister actually blushed at that, a feat that wasn’t all that hard to do with her strawberry blond hair. “That’s silly.”

         
         “It’s true. The whole world is in love with you, rightly so.” Harper picked up her bottle of water and lifted it in toast
            to her sister. “And the whole town shines right along with you.”
         

         
         “I really do love how the business supports other people. The way others in Rustlers Creek have benefited from my success.
            It makes all the fuss seem a bit more worth it, you know?”
         

         
         “What fuss?”

         
         “The whole ‘TV shit show’ as Zack calls it.”

         
         Harper stilled at that. She and Hadley had spoken in depth about the challenges Hadley and Zack had faced in their marriage,
            and Harper knew a lot of it had grown difficult under the scrutiny of filming a TV show. Was it still a problem?
         

         
         “I thought Zack was over being upset about the show?”

         
         “He was never upset about the show, exactly. But he’s still got eyes and a working ranch. He has a healthy skepticism about
            the whole Hollywood aspect of our lives and he’s not wrong.”
         

         
         “Now you’re the one who sounds skeptical.”

         
         Hadley shrugged as she pulled out a length of plastic wrap to cover the various bowls she’d prepped for the potato bar. “It’s
            less skepticism and more an understanding of what I nearly lost. A pretty set and lots of people who watch my show could never
            replace my marriage, and all the Hollywood stuff is really just a fancy mirage. I always knew that, but almost losing Zack
            pressure tested that belief. Zack and me, you, Dad, Zack’s family. That’s what’s real. What matters.”
         

         
         She understood what her sister was saying and knew that while not completely identical, working in the tech industry had a
            lot of that same mystique. The mythos of what went on inside a modern tech firm, the thrill of venture capital funding for
            the latest technological promise, and the hope that the business you worked and sweated for would become a Wall Street unicorn—all
            of it had consumed her life for the better part of a decade.
         

         
         And where had it gotten her?

         
         Disillusioned with it all and happier about walking away than she ever could have imagined.

         
         Wasn’t that part of what had bothered her so badly these past few months? She’d left Montana after things went to hell with
            Gray, convinced she was starting out on a new adventure. One she’d sunk her all into—everything she was.
         

         
         And again, Harper thought with no small measure of frustration, where had it gotten her?

         
         Damn near sick with an ulcer and disillusionment about ever finding happiness with anything, anywhere.

         
         And she hated it. She was a reserved person by nature, but she wasn’t maudlin and she wasn’t hopeless. So why . . .

         
         Why had she felt exactly that way for longer than she could remember?

         
         She considered her sister as Hadley moved around the kitchen. Because they were so close in age, they’d always had a sort
            of emotional and conversational shorthand, much the same way people spoke of twins having a bond. And yet, Hadley had kept
            her in the dark about her marriage and all the challenges she and Zack had faced.
         

         
         Harper respected the decision—sisters or not Hadley was entitled to her privacy—but she could also admit to feeling left out.
            Or worse, sad that her sister had faced those scary times all alone. She was still struggling with how to verbalize those
            feelings and was conscious enough of how close her own emotions were to the surface to know now wasn’t the best time to address
            how she felt.
         

         
         But she would find a way to talk about it.
         

         
         “Is there something I can do to help?” Harper had been waved off from prep work when she’d first arrived, but suddenly sitting
            still didn’t suit her mood. Action would feel better.
         

         
         Anything but sitting still, wrapped in the same thoughts she hadn’t been able to escape from for way too long.

         
         “I’d love some help getting the potatoes out of the oven while I take care of breaking up the meat in the slow cooker.” Hadley
            pointed to some large kitchen mittens near the stove before heading off to the opposite end of the kitchen.
         

         
         Grateful for something to do, even if it was minimal, Harper pulled the disposable container out of the oven, rapidly counting
            off the number of baked potatoes wrapped inside.
         

         
         “Just how many people are you feeding tonight?”

         
         “This is your welcome home dinner. It started off with just you, me, Zack and Dad and sort of picked up steam.”

         
         Since there had to be at least twenty potatoes nestled in the disposable pan, Harper mentally counted off who could be coming.
            “So I assume that includes Charlie and Carlene.”
         

         
         “And Mamma Wayne,” Hadley added, immediately bringing to Harper’s mind Zack’s flamboyant and entertaining grandmother. “And
            Bea and Carter. And Charlotte. And I think at least one of the triplets.”
         

         
         Zack was the oldest of six, with a brother who followed him in age, then his sister, Charlotte, who had gone through school
            with her and Hadley. And then there were the last three Wayne children, triplet girls who had to be in their early to midtwenties
            by now. “It still seems like a lot of potatoes, Had.”
         

         
         “You know me. I like to make extra.”

         
         “Is that what we’re calling this feast from Idaho?”

         
         Even though she heard the skepticism in her own voice, Harper had learned early and often that her sister’s love language
            was feeding people. And Hadley had enough recipes up her sleeve that she’d know what to do with leftover baked potatoes, likely
            making them into a potato salad that would be even better than the loaded option they’d all enjoy tonight.
         

         
         It was only when Hadley bustled back over from shredding the meat in the slow cooker that Harper took in a suspiciously guilty
            quality to her sister’s eye contact. Or lack thereof.
         

         
         “What aren’t you telling me?”

         
         “It’s nothing, really. It’s just that . . . Well, you know me. I mean, everyone needs to eat. And when I talked to Zack before,
            he mentioned some work they were doing out in the barn.”
         

         
         “Hadley?” Harper asked her sister expectantly. “What’s going on?”

         
         “It’s just that it was a busy day today and we needed one of the cows looked at who is having a difficult pregnancy. And it’s
            tough work and no one should eat alone. And—” Hadley broke off as the distinct sound of voices—male voices—sounded from the hallway outside the kitchen. Zack’s voice echoed first, but Harper could tell he was speaking to
            someone as they trudged in from the garage.
         

         
         And then she heard it.

         
         That deep, resonant voice that still haunted her saddest dreams and most fevered ones, too.

         
         “I really don’t want to intrude, Zack. This is your family dinner.”

         
         “You know you’re family, too. And Hadley insisted.” Zack stopped short as he walked into the kitchen, but it was the quiet,
            drawn face that stood beside her brother-in-law that stopped Harper’s heart for no fewer than three beats.
         

         
         Gray McClain stood beside Zack, all six feet two inches of rangy male. His dark hair stood up in spikes on the side of his
            head, where he’d no doubt run his hands through it several times as he worried over his latest bovine patient.
         

         
         But it was the deep, velvety blue of his eyes that really caught her up short.

         
         A blue she still saw in every one of those dreams that haunted her far more often than they should.

         
         “Hey, Harper,” Gray said, nodding his head.

         
         “Gray.” She uttered that lone word, grateful her voice didn’t betray any hint of the tightness that practically strangled
            her vocal cords.
         

         
         “It’s good to see you.”

         
         “You, too.” She nodded, suddenly struck by the urge to beat her sister senseless with one of her eight million kitchen gadgets,
            love language or not.
         

         
         But it was only as she kept her gaze trained on Gray, even after her brother-in-law leaned in for a hug, welcoming her home,
            that Harper realized something else.
         

         
         At least those maudlin thoughts had taken a holiday, vanishing as if they hadn’t been her constant companion for months on end. Because, Harper realized, when the ghosts of your past finally did show up, all you could do was put on a smile and brazen your way through it. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Gray took in the large dining room table and the conversation that flew from one end to the other and back and wondered how
            anyone heard anything at all. Or formed a response when there were at least three other conversations taking up space in the
            air, vying for someone’s input and attention.
         

         
         Of course, none of the individuals in the midst of those conversations had their guts churned up and laid out on the table
            for everyone to see.
         

         
         Even if everyone was far too polite to say anything about it.

         
         He’d known coming to dinner was a bad idea. But Zack had insisted, and then he’d insisted that Hadley had insisted and, hell and damn, Gray was caught. Especially when the only thing that awaited him at home was a night of watching some of the rodeo he’d recorded the prior weekend and a sandwich made with a few pieces of deli meat he’d slap between bread and maybe a beer. 

         
         A fact Zack might not know but Hadley likely did, which was why she’d insisted on the dinner invitation as well as the leftovers
            she’d ply him with before he left.
         

         
         It was sweet and kind and vintage Hadley and he adored her for it.

         
         Even if sitting a few feet away from her sister was a barely veiled form of torture.

         
         God, she looked good.

         
         Although he knew she’d never been a tall woman, she was smaller than he remembered. Slight, almost, but that firm chin still
            spoke of strength and attitude. Not much got past her quick, alert hazel gaze, either. The combination would have seemed harsh—and
            perhaps it did to some when all that whip-quick intelligence turned on you—but Gray had always seen something else.
         

         
         He’d always seen the tender vulnerability beneath.

         
         The tough exterior that hid a thoughtful woman who saw and felt the world around her.

         
         Deeply.

         
         Harper Allen, the only woman he’d ever loved, and the only one who’d ever made him question every single thing about his life. All the things, really, that he preferred to keep buried and locked away, unwilling to look at any of them too closely for fear of getting singed by the memories of a shitty childhood and a horrible pair of parents. 

         
         You spend the second half of your life getting over the first half.

         
         It was an Irish proverb he’d heard once, and the idea had stuck, far more powerful than he could have imagined. And, in his
            case, 100 percent truth. Even if, at thirty-four, he was pragmatic enough to hope he wasn’t halfway done.
         

         
         “Heard you and Zack spent quite a bit of time today with one of the heifers.” Charlie Wayne interrupted Gray’s thoughts and
            he was grateful for the intrusion.
         

         
         “We did. She’s doing fine.” He shot his friend a wry grin across the table. “Just running a bit later than Zack’s timetable.”

         
         “Aren’t we all?” Zack’s father shot his son a wink before turning back to Gray. “I’ve been telling him for years spring calving
            is actually a season, not a handful of days. Even when it seems like every one of those little buggers arrives at once.”
         

         
         Zack’s father had survived a personal rough patch, frustrated by his inability to actively work the ranch any longer, but
            sitting there, talking to Charlie, Gray recognized a cattleman. Charlie Wayne had likely forgotten more than anyone currently
            working in husbandry even knew. It was in his bones and it was gratifying to speak with an older man who understood every
            aspect of the business he’d devoted his life to.
         

         
         Instead of talking to one who was bitter about every aspect of the world around him.

         
         Shaking that off, unwilling to spoil the moment, Gray smiled at the sentiment. “But you are right. In the thick of it all,
            they do feel like they’re coming all at once. You’ve got a nice-looking group of calves this year.”
         

         
         “All Zack’s doing.” Charlie waved a hand toward his son. “He’s the genius behind all of this. I now get to sit back and enjoy
            watching it happen.”
         

         
         A recently acquired state, if Zack’s raised eyebrows were any indication, but Gray just nodded and gave the older man his
            respectful due. “Something you’ve surely earned, sir.”
         

         
         Charlie let out a loud hoot at that, clearly aware of the communication arcing between Gray and Zack. “I was a crazy son of
            a bitch for damn near half a year. Put everyone through hell while I was at it.” He turned to his wife and laid a hand over
            hers. “I’m just glad everyone waited around until I got my balls unslung over it all.”
         

         
         “Dad!” Zack frowned at Charlie before shooting his mother a helpless look.

         
         Carlene only smiled. “The man speaks the truth. I’m just grateful he’s putting those balls to better use.”

         
         Zack turned a mottled shade of red at his parents’ antics, and Gray couldn’t help but laugh at it all.

         
         Charlie planted a big kiss on his wife’s cheek before smoothly moving the conversational ball. “How’s your land coming along?”

         
         “Good. I don’t spend nearly as much time on it as I’d like but it’s coming along. I’ve gotten several areas fenced in and
            a good start on the stables and paddock. I should be able to start bringing in my rescues by summer at the latest.”
         

         
         “I’m glad Beaumont sold you that piece. You can do something serious with twenty acres and it’s given him a bit of breathing
            room.”
         

         
         Although Chance Beaumont’s business situation wasn’t a huge surprise around Rustlers Creek, and certainly not to the table,
            Gray didn’t miss the way those varied conversations quieted or the attention that shifted toward him and Charlie.
         

         
         Chance’s father, Trevor Beaumont, had run Beaumont Farms into the ground. The sale of the parcel of land to Gray was enough
            to keep the bank off Chance’s back for a few months, but Gray knew the man was struggling to move his business forward. Although
            he left Chance to his own counsel, they’d known each other since they were young. Trevor and Gray’s own father were thick
            as thieves. The man was in tough straits, no doubt about it.
         

         
         A fact he wondered about when he caught Charlotte Wayne’s sharp gaze from farther down the table, her interest in his and
            Charlie’s conversation quite clear.
         

         
         Before Gray could linger too long on it, Harper spoke. “What’s coming by summer?”

         
         Her question was quiet, spoken in a low tone, but in the easing conversation around the table it shifted everyone’s attention firmly to the two of them. 

         
         “I’m starting a blind horse rescue. I’ve wanted to do that—”

         
         “Since you worked for Doc Andrews.” She finished the sentence for him. “That’s amazing that it’s finally happening for you.”

         
         “Things are falling into place.”

         
         They had been, Gray thought. He’d come to a place in his life where he felt good in his business and equally good in his personal interests.
            Owning his own land was a piece of that, supporting his dreams of a rescue organization, just as Harper said. He hadn’t found
            any sort of lasting romantic relationship, but he’d grown content with what he had—occasional dates that turned into something
            more interesting for a few weeks or months. Sure, they might not last, but he’d had his heart pretty well ruined once before
            and he wasn’t looking to repeat the experience.
         

         
         Even if there were times, especially lately, when he’d roamed that piece of land that was now all his and admitted that freedom
            had some decidedly lonely aspects to it.
         

         
          

         Harper wasn’t sure why she was so affected by the news of Gray’s land purchase and the start of his horse rescue organization,
            but it had hit her far harder than she’d expected.
         

         
         The result of watching someone’s dream come true?

         
         Or more an understanding of just how important that dream was and how long he’d obviously worked to make it a reality.

         
         While rescue organizations did good work, their cost and upkeep, as well as finding qualified team members to support the
            effort, were challenging. Add on the expense of caring for large animals and it was a dream with a large price tag.
         

         
         “I know euthanasia is a part of the job. I’ve prepared myself for it and know that there’s a merciful aspect to it, when handled
               with respect and care. But these horses, being put down just because they’re blind? There’s another way.”

         
         “What can you do about it?”

         
         “I’d like to create a rescue. Give them a place to live out their later years and support their needs. Help maybe make them
               adoptable to the right farm and family. They’re animals and they’re adaptable with the right patience and the right circumstances
               around them.”

         
         That conversation they’d had, so many years ago as they cleaned up in the vet practice where they worked, had stuck with her
            through the years. The conviction he’d had so young, as well as that deep-seated need to give care.
         

         
         Hadn’t that been one of the biggest surprises as she got to know him? They’d spoken of his dreams for the rescue and his desire
            to become a large-animal vet.
         

         
         She’d talked of her science classes and the computer class she particularly enjoyed, and he’d always listened to her, never teasing her that she was riding the geek train or boring him with talk of computer programming languages. 

         
         And then, once they’d gotten past those things they cared about—the conversations that created a bond in the first place—they’d
            shared the harder stuff. Her losing her mom and him living with the reality that his had run away from her marriage and her
            child.
         

         
         They were deep, serious conversations for people the world believed too young to have them.

         
         And in them, she’d found understanding in an unexpected place. Where everyone else expected tears or sullenness or just unending
            grief, with Gray she’d found a place where she could share her thoughts. Yes, her own sadness, but also a sounding board over
            the confusion of whether it was right that she still wanted to go to the school dance or the Friday night football games.
            Or that she’d yelled and screamed in happiness at the pep rally the prior week and laughed when she’d figured out a tough
            string of code in her computer class.
         

         
         Yes, she missed her mom. Terribly at some times. But she also still found ways to smile and laugh and be happy. Did that make
            her a bad person?
         

         
         It was Gray who’d told her that it made her strong and resilient and that her mom would want all of it for her. And after a while, after several conversations where she wanted to believe him, she woke up one day to realize that she did.
         

         
         At fifteen she’d understood very little of it, but as an adult who’d lived the years that had passed since, she’d come to
            understand he’d given her a gift beyond measure. One she’d been able to keep, even after all the things that had been said
            between them.
         

         
         All the things that had come after they’d been together.
         

         
         All the things that couldn’t be taken back.

         
         Well, his kind words and understanding over her mother couldn’t be taken back, either. And she’d hoarded each and every one
            of those talks way down deep inside, like a miser with gold. Only in her case, Harper knew, it had been about healing. About
            finding a way past the hurt and the pain to get to the place where she could move forward.
         

         
         He’d told her she was strong.

         
         And then he’d laid her so low she’d had to fight and scrape for every bit of that strength to move forward.

         
         But she had.

         
         So why were the memories always so close here? Or maybe said another way, why did they have so much power? She’d moved on. Truly moved on and made a life for herself nearly eight hundred miles away. It was a good life, with successes and accomplishments and opportunities that stretched her and helped her grow. It had become so easy to look at the frustration and the ennui of her profession over the past few years and forget all the good things that had come before. But she’d loved her life and her work for a long time. 

         
         She’d become up-and-comer Harper Allen in Seattle. She’d made a group of friends and a career and a life that was bigger than
            she ever could have imagined while growing up in Rustlers Creek. A town so small that not only were there more people living
            in three square blocks of her Capitol Hill neighborhood in Seattle, but that was also so small she’d ultimately gone to high
            school with kids from four additional surrounding cities. Even with all that space and land, she’d still only graduated with eighty-four other people.
         

         
         There had been more people in her entrance class at her tech start-up than all of her fellow graduating seniors in high school.
            It had taken some getting used to, but through it all, Gray’s words would echo in her ears.
         

         
         That she was strong and resilient.

         
         Which was why she’d live those traits now. She’d come home for a few months to spend time with her family, to support her sister and to revel in that support in return. The past few months, since making the decision to buy her new business, she’d felt that same old joy and excitement. The launch of something new. The opportunity to stretch her creativity and her mind to build something from scratch. 

         
         Coffee 2.0 wasn’t just her business, it had become a new, fresh focus for her life.

         
         She wasn’t the same Harper Allen who’d left Rustlers Creek all those years ago.

         
         And if she still had a small piece of herself that loved Gray McClain unreservedly, well, she’d just use all that strength
            and resilience to bury it way down deep.
         

         
         After all, she’d done it for the past decade. There was no reason to think she had to stop now.

         
          

         Gray shifted the bag in his hands, assured by the heft of the rustling brown paper that he’d be eating well for almost a week.
            Hadley always made sure she sent home leftovers with everyone after a meal and he was well aware she usually added a few extra
            portions to his stash.
         

         
         It was kind and sweet and something she’d done for years. Which made this weird, embarrassed reaction to the bag of leftovers
            odd in the extreme.
         

         
         He knew how to feed himself.

         
         More, he’d actually developed a few skills in the kitchen. He made a mean baked ziti and he had a pretty good handle on a
            Sunday pot roast, too. He wasn’t some confirmed bachelor who made do with takeout every night.
         

         
         So why was she sending him home like a pack mule with enough food to feed half the cowboys in the Wayne and Sons bunkhouse?

         
         “Everything okay?” Charlie Wayne had come into the small alcove in the area between Hadley’s kitchen and the side door most
            everyone used to enter and exit the ranch house, a bag of his own dangling from his hand. It didn’t look nearly as full or
            weighted down.
         

         
         “Yeah, sure.” Gray shook his head. “Just thinking about that exam earlier. I meant to tell Zack he should call me if anything
            changes overnight.”
         

         
         He hadn’t been thinking about the impending calf at all, but if Charlie noticed the quick fabrication, he was too kind to
            say anything. “You know Zack has you on speed dial. But I’m sure she’ll be fine until morning. Carter just called, since he
            and Bea checked on her on their way home.”
         

         
         “Good. That’s good then. I’ll be heading out.”

         
         Charlie smiled before slapping Gray on the arm. “My daughter-in-law has a big helping of brownies for you before you go. Better
            not leave without it or she’ll hound you for weeks that you left something behind.”
         

         
         “That woman is a menace to my cholesterol.”

         
         Despite his grousing, the warning had him moving, since he knew Charlie was absolutely correct. And since he’d already had this weird reaction to the leftovers anyway, he might as well just get it all handled at once and take his lumps. He could always bring the extras into his small office tomorrow and share the spoils. Hadn’t his office manager, Marta, complained and accused him of being a sugar hoarder the last time he’d mentioned some of Hadley’s desserts? 

         
         Another brown paper bag was waiting on the counter as he walked back into the kitchen and he ran straight into Harper.

         
         Even with a kitchen the size of half a football field, her long stride out of the pantry was right in his path. With her head
            down and his focus on the bag on the counter, they’d slammed right into each other.
         

         
         Which meant he had a heavy bag of food in one hand and an arm scrabbling for purchase around her midsection with the other.
            The scent of her filled him anew, after hints had floated his way all through dinner, and he breathed deep without even thinking.
            She was brilliance and light and he’d always associated her in his mind with early morning sunshine and fresh orange juice.
         

         
         Which was far more fanciful than he’d ever been about anything in his life, even if it was still true.

         
         And something he’d always kept to himself since he had no doubt no woman on earth, anytime ever, wanted to be thought of as
            smelling like breakfast.
         

         
         Suddenly aware neither of them had moved, he became acutely conscious of the press of her body against his, the soft roundness of her breasts pressed to his chest. He immediately dropped his arm, stepping back as the distinct notes of coffee drowned out some of that remembered sunshine. 

         
         “Sorry about that.” He pointed toward the counter. “I forgot your sister’s take-home trough of brownies.”

         
         “She pushing food on you?”

         
         Harper’s smile was simple and easy, unrestrained from the heavy history that had hung between them all evening. It was one
            that he was helpless to resist.
         

         
         “Doesn’t she always?”

         
         “You should see what she does to my father. I swear the poor man has so many frozen casseroles in his freezer he takes at
            least three a week to school and hosts teacher lunches in the break room.”
         

         
         “I hear he’s all the more popular for it.”

         
         “My sister’s love language is food.”

         
         “Then it’s safe to say she spreads love far and wide.”

         
         And as the words came out, he had to admit they were true, even if he’d just bitched to himself about the copious amounts
            of leftovers.
         

         
         Conscious he’d been staring at Harper since they extricated themselves from one another, he caught sight of the coffee in
            her hands. “Coffee 2.0” was written on the face in a stylish script that was at odds with the name. “Is that yours?”
         

         
         “Yep. I wanted to show Hadley the new packaging.”

         
         Harper held up the bag and Gray considered it once more. There was something fresh and clean about it, even as it hearkened back to a different time. 

         
         “I like how the name is so modern but you’ve used the sort of script you’d find in a fifties coffee shop.”

         
         “That was the point.”

         
         “It works.”

         
         Harper held up the bag, assessing. “Do you think so?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “It’s a bit moot, to be honest. I mean, in Seattle coffee is practically a religion. The real test is when I try to take it
            elsewhere and see if people respond the same way.”
         

         
         “I overheard a bit of your conversation with Charlotte at dinner. You create the blend with an algorithm?”

         
         Although he had been keenly aware of everything about her at dinner, he hadn’t been the only one interested in the way she’d
            spoken of her new business. He knew the power of technology and had seen how much it had transformed his work over the past
            decade. To think that she could do the same with a product that had been around for centuries was rather amazing.
         

         
         “It sounds sort of geeky, but that’s the whole promise of Coffee 2.0. It struck me that while there are different blends, it could be possible to create something specifically for someone. It was random, but it struck me one morning while I was waiting in line for my daily fix. The guy in front of me was having it out with the barista on how hot the water needed to be on his pour over and how many ounces of one bean he wanted and how many ounces of another.” 

         
         “So you’re doing the world a service?”

         
         “Saving it from yuppie assholes with a caffeine addiction?” That smile was back, big and broad, before Harper waved a hand.
            “I’m not quite that good. And I’m not sure there’s any product on earth that can fix that problem. But I do think I can help people have something
            special in their daily indulgence that they can enjoy just for themselves.”
         

         
         Curious, Gray reached for the coffee in her hand. Their fingers brushed lightly as he took the bag, that simple touch reverberating
            through his nerve endings. Ignoring the sensation he had no business feeling any longer, he focused instead on the words imprinted
            on the back of the bag.
         

         
         He knew it was marketing-speak, but the label spoke of that first cup, the spark of starting your day with something just
            for yourself with a taste that had been enjoyed throughout history. It was silly to feel this shot of pride at the words,
            at holding her work in his hands, yet he did.
         

         
         All those many years ago, when they’d talk of who they were and what they enjoyed and what they wanted out of their lives,
            he’d always known Harper had deeper reserves than likely she even knew.
         

         
         Wasn’t her new venture an example of that?

         
         She’d built a life for herself in the tech industry. Although he’d limited himself through the years on how much he’d ask Zack and Hadley about her, he’d kept up. The few questions he did allow himself and the natural gossip that spread around town when people talked about the kids from Rustlers Creek who’d “made good” had kept him well-informed. 

         
         She had a big job and a lot of responsibilities. If he’d understood properly, she’d even built an add-on to a social network
            that allowed for an online shopping experience in virtual reality. He’d searched online for that and had been so proud to
            see what all those coding discussions in high school had ultimately produced in an adult professional.
         

         
         And then he’d had to close the search bar and live with the memory of her smiling face, shining back from a series of photos
            that had accompanied the online article. Harper at her desk in an open-air office. Harper standing in front of a classroom,
            teaching a group of at-risk youth about coding. And the last, Harper dressed to the nines, arm in arm with a tuxedo-clad guy
            at a charity function in Seattle.
         

         
         He’d lived with those images in his mind ever since, well aware there was little benefit to going searching for her again.

         
         So he’d worked hard, once more, to put Harper Allen behind him. She wasn’t a part of his life any longer and to dwell on those
            photos—or any other aspect of her life—was the dumbest thing he could do.
         

         
         Even with all that work and effort to put her behind him, standing there in the Wayne kitchen, staring down at her next big creation, Gray felt something tighten and then close in his throat. 

         
         And suddenly he knew he had to leave.

         
         To get out of there and away from the temptation that this woman had been from the first time he’d seen her. When he had no
            real idea of what life could hold beyond frustration and anger and disillusionment. When he didn’t know there was someone
            in the world who could look at him like he mattered.
         

         
         No, Gray amended to himself. Not just mattered. But who believed he could be their entire world.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Harper walked around the Trading Post with her sister, inspecting the setup in the restaurant area built into an entire side
            of the store. The whole display was impressive, and Harper wasn’t sure what she was more enamored with. The fact that Hadley
            had created an experience that was so immersive for her Cowgirl Gourmet brand, or that she’d somehow managed to convert a
            part of downtown Rustlers Creek that had been built at the turn of the previous century.
         

         
         “This place is amazing, Had.”

         
         “I’m really happy with how it’s all come out.”

         
         “Happy?” Harper let out a low whistle. “I know you’re not about the money, but Hadley, you’re printing it in here. Seriously, it’s insanity. I saw four people alone with baskets that had to have two hundred or more dollars worth of goods in them.” 

         
         “That’s not what it’s all about.”

         
         Harper shrugged. “Side benefit. And something you should be proud of. People want a part of this and you’ve made it accessible.
            And wow, did you make those people really happy. Those women were so excited you were here and that you took the time and
            spoke with them. You made them feel special and that’s a gift. Besides, others make a profit off of you. You’re entitled to
            make one yourself.”
         

         
         Hadn’t that been one of the first lessons she’d learned in business?

         
         She wasn’t a greedy person and
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