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      Julianna Norrell’s dream of leaving Montana for big city life in NYC was wonderful—until it all went bust. She’d tempted fate by getting a fine arts degree in photography, and believing one brilliant show would make her career take off. But three years later she’s a borderline starving artist, making a living off of stock art photography. Plus, she's just been on the wrong side of a copyright infringement case and no gallery in New York will touch her. Se when her mother seriously breaks her leg at the same time Julianna gives up her lease, it seems fate is pulling her back to where she started: Cooper Ranch.

      Wright Cooper has come home to lick his wounds. After being a major fundraiser in a failed political run, most of America has started to hate his guts, and Wright himself is beginning to wonder when he’d stopped vetting his politician’s ideas and simply started funding them. Now, he’s home to dust off his boots and find himself again in the beautiful land that had made him want to enact change for his country in the first place.

      When the two childhood sweethearts suddenly find themselves living under the same roof, they’ll need to decide if they’re coming home for good, or simply stopping over before losing each other once again.
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      Political scandal, like a troublesome woman, had a way of putting things in perspective.

      It also had a way of keeping you up at night.

      Wright Cooper sat at the kitchen table at Cooper Ranch. It was well past midnight and well past the appropriate time to be cleaning a shotgun, but clean he did. He found the practice meditative. So much of the world around him seemed to be descending into chaos these days, he found himself feeling almost grateful that no one had gotten around to cleaning it before he did.

      The kitchen windows were open, and the cool air of a Montana's summer night drifted to him. He breathed it in, and the lead weight in his chest seemed to lighten just a little. He knew it would be back full force in the morning.

      He had run home, but there was no escaping the mistakes already made.

      His cell kept buzzing with updates in the other room. Normally he kept it at his side; now, the only thing Wright answered to was the call of a glass of scotch. He paused in his cleaning occasionally to raise it to his lips and relish the harsh burn of it as it blazed down his throat. It was like paying someone to punch you awake. Repeatedly.

      Good. He needed a hard dose of reality after waking up from the political dream he had been persisting in.

      The news broke last week: the gubernatorial candidate Wright had been fundraising for had been embezzling campaign funds. Why? No one seemed to know for certain. In the immediate wake of the scandal, the media was all too happy to scream “Corruption!” and leave the speculation to those tuning in. Nathan Morris had been wealthy to begin with, and the whole affair had been messily executed. The one thing everyone seemed willing to bank on was that Morris's bail would be paid by his family and that he would walk.

      It seemed absurd to Wright that, in the aftermath of the news breaking, it should be his reputation that was tarnished. He had no idea that Morris was embezzling.

      But maybe that was exactly why his good name now lay in ruins. His lack of oversight had enabled a crime to be committed at the expense of the people of Montana. He had wanted to help, to take stewardship, to steer. And what he was left with was a complete derailment and a huge fucking mess to clean up.

      Wright sat back and looked at his shotgun. There was nothing left to do but admire it; it was as polished as it was going to get. Sighing, he packed up his cleaning kit and rose. He took his time returning everything to the cabinet. Once the door was shut, he turned to survey the kitchen.

      The sink was full of dinner dishes and brimming with sudsy water. Julianna's handiwork, or lack thereof. He had gone into town for takeout, so there was no one else who could possibly be responsible. Wright knew her mother kept a clean kitchen, and he didn’t want Julianna to have to deal with this when she got back. He flipped the kitchen hand towel over one shoulder and started in.

      He wasn't waiting up for her, he told himself. It was just too warm upstairs to even think about sleeping yet. He may as well pull his weight around the homestead and hammer out a few chores to make himself useful.

      Julianna Norell was the daughter of Andrea Norell, the Coopers' longtime housekeeper. Andrea had taken a spill down the stairs two weeks ago while carrying a heap of Wright's laundry, something he felt immeasurably guilty for. He had been on the campaign trail for so long that he had completely neglected most of life's basics, to the point that he had to borrow a clean shirt from his brother Maxwell when he showed up at the ranch unannounced. Andrea had taken it upon herself to do all his laundry. A broken leg had been the result.

      Julianna had surprised them all by flying in almost immediately from New York to take over the housekeeping while her mother recovered. Julianna's father had died when she was eight, and Wright knew better than anyone how close she was with her mother…mainly because he and Julianna had once been close as well. They had grown up together at the ranch house, but there was something special about the intimate turn their relationship had taken once they hit high school. Their personal aspirations—and more than a few fuck-ups on Wright's part—had eventually driven a wedge between them.

      All he had done was arrange a scholarship for her at the most prestigious in-state art institute Montana had to offer. In his family, it was the sort of thing you did for the people you loved. He had thought his gesture would earn him the undying devotion of the girl he couldn't get out of his head. Instead, it had led to an explosive blowout between them, the first really bad fight of their relationship. Julianna had slapped his helping hand aside and insisted she would work her way through college to earn her degree. Her emphasis on the merit of not having things handed to her had cut to the heart of Wright's own insecurities. It was no secret to the world how much wealth he had been born into, and Julianna knew the chips that he and his brothers carried on their shoulders as a result.

      So Wright had exacted his revenge by taking another girl to prom. It had resulted in a wildly dramatic evening—and some of the most mind-blowing makeup sex he had ever had the literal pleasure of participating in—but it had still ended in Julianna leaving him. She was a bird determined to migrate, whereas he was as fixed as one of the mountains he rose early to behold every morning.

      Wright loved Montana and the people of Montana with all his heart. It was why he had taken the dive into politics in the first place, so he could put himself and his family fortune to good use bettering his community and maybe even his country. Julianna, on the other hand, had never wanted any part of it. She had hightailed it out of the state almost as soon as she graduated to pursue what would eventually become a master's degree in fine arts. Her first photography series won her national acclaim and a fan following that welcomed her with open arms on the East Coast.

      Wright had to wonder about the sudden speed of her return. He suspected that something had happened while Julianna was in New York.

      But he was probably the last person in a position to pry at the moment. Hell, he had a feeling he was the last person Julianna would want prying into her private affairs. Matters between them had only been several degrees warmer than cool since they both arrived back at the house. In recent days, Wright would have said that things had transcended cordial to become almost pleasant. But he was an optimist.

      And that had been before her date tonight.

      A car pulled up in the driveway. The headlights flashed across the window, and Wright looked up from the plate he was scouring. It was Andrea's pickup, meaning Julianna had returned home after all. Not that he had been worried she would overnight somewhere else. And even if she had, she was a grown woman, and it was none of his business…

      He watched with interest as she lowered herself out of the cab and swung her purse across her shoulder. Her head was low, her back hunched. It was a stark contrast to the confident woman he had seen proudly declare her intention to be out all night only just that afternoon. Wright had read between the lines of Julianna's statement: don't expect any more chores to get done today, and don't wait up for me. He didn't think it was her intention to make him jealous by letting him know where she would be.

      Didn't mean it hadn't worked out that way in the end.

      Now, Wright fought to suppress a smile of triumph as he watched her troop around the side of the house. Sometimes it really did feel like they were back in high school. Julianna clearly thought she was sneaking back in and that her alternative route would ensure no one saw her with her tail between her legs. When she pulled the back door open, Wright didn't turn to acknowledge that he had heard her. He kept scrubbing.

      "What the hell do you think you're doing?" her sharp voice demanded almost as soon as she entered.

      Up until now, he had almost felt bad for taking advantage of her disappointing date to pitch her his idea.

      Almost.
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      The first thing that drew Julianna's notice upon her stealing into the ranch house kitchen was Wright Cooper; a man that tall and broad shouldered and generously muscled never risked being ignored. He turned from the sink with a look of surprise that was clearly feigned. He had to have seen her arrive home. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing his burly forearms, and his big hands were flushed red from the hot water he continuously ran over them. Of course her mother's rubber gloves wouldn't fit him. She could see the muscles of his chest clearly through the form-fitting material of his cotton shirt. His glasses, slightly fogged from the steam rising from the tap, still couldn't hide those familiar, penetrating blue eyes.

      Wright was always the first thing she noticed upon entering any room.

      The second thing she noticed was the gun. It rested in its mountings on the wall, precisely where it always did, but it gleamed almost as if it had been freshly manufactured. A result of Wright's unrelenting attention, she was sure. Once the man locked into a mission, he had a hard time letting go.

      "What the hell am I doing?" he echoed her in surprise. Julianna tore her gaze from the shotgun on the wall and returned it to him. His handsome face looked slightly befuddled; a thick eyebrow rose, and the natural, sensual curl in his lips began to tug in the same upward direction. It looked as if he couldn't decide if she had just posed a trick question or not.

      "Yes. 'What the hell are you doing?'" she repeated. She came into the kitchen and set her purse down on the counter. She crossed her arms to further broadcast her displeasure. Wright turned around and leaned back against the kitchen sink. "Those dishes are mine, Wright. I set them in there to soak."

      "Kitchen sink belongs to everyone, Julianna," he replied. "Figured I may as well finish them off for you while you were out."

      "So it's a passive-aggressive thing?" The sensible part of her knew she shouldn't be so frustrated by a little thing like this. But this was always the way with Wright: it was his way or the highway. If your plans weren't executed quickly enough, he would step in and complete them for you to his exact specifications. It was maddening.

      But it was more than that. Julianna couldn't help suspecting the dishes were an excuse. Wright had been waiting up for her, she was certain, even if the man wouldn't come out and admit it himself. And a part of her resented that his presence in the kitchen made her feel sheepish. She had absolutely no reason to feel guilty for coming home this late from a date. She wasn't in high school anymore. Neither of them was…no matter how irresistibly their current living situation felt like déjà vu.

      Julianna flushed a little at the memories. She couldn't help noticing the size of his hands again and the hot-pink sponge that was dwarfed by them. Maybe what she should really feel sheepish for was being so annoyed at finding him here at all. The poor man's reputation had just suffered a complete catastrophe on his first major foray into politics, the campaign he’d taken a leave of absence from running Country Coop, the family business, to work on. The latest news out of the gubernatorial race was that the candidate Wright had supported had, some years ago, hosted a hunting trip and deliberately shot a bald eagle. The optics had never been worse. Every day seemed to deliver a new blow. Could she blame him for retreating to Cooper Ranch to lay low and lick his wounds?

      And anyway, this was his home, not hers. Even though she had grown up here, running down its hallways, laughing, with one or more cattle dogs at her heels…even the dogs hadn't been hers. It was strange to feel at home and also know that you would never truly belong. She supposed that was the reality that came with being the daughter of a wealthy family's beloved housekeeper.

      "How was your date?" Wright asked her. Julianna blinked as his question snapped her back to the present. He stared at her with no discernible expression, then he reached up to adjust his glasses. The minor tic betrayed him. Wright wasn't just making casual conversation; he was actually invested in her answer.

      "It went horribly
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