
  
  
      
        
          Bent Creek Longing

          Noble Brothers Ranch Book 2

		      
          Catie Cahill

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author at: 
http://www.catiecahill.com
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Copyright © 2025 Catie Cahill
Cover design by Erin Dameron-Hill, EDH Graphics






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Return to Bent Creek
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Return to Bent Creek


A small town in Montana where everyone knows everyone, secrets live in the shadows of the mountains, and love is just waiting to be found. Come back with the Nobles, five brothers who will stand beside each other no matter what, and who love just as fiercely as they fight to protect their own. 






  
  Chapter One

Drake


My brother was a hard-headed idiot. 
I ground my teeth together to keep from telling him that to his face and looked back at the list I’d made on my tablet. “Hunters. You open up a few acres and people pay to access it for hunting.” I tapped the stylus against the table, bracing myself for another no.
Luke stared at me like I’d suggested he build Times Square next to the barn. 
“All right.” If I kept grinding my teeth, I was going to have to look up a dentist in Bent Creek. I doubted old Dr. Stinson was still around, filling cavities and handing out mouth guards. “I guess that means building and renting out cabins is out of the question too.”
“Only if those people are going to do some work around the place.” Luke sipped his coffee, his eyes moving over the rim to scan the late Saturday morning crowd at Mountain Roasters. His gaze paused briefly on Suzanne Dowling, who ran the local B&B, and her toddler before bringing his attention back to me. “What else you got?”
I laid the stylus down a little too hard. “Nothing. You said no to all of it.”
He frowned at me and took another sip of coffee. “All you could come up with was three ideas? What does Dad pay you for again?”
I could feel the enamel coming off my molars. “Eight. There were eight ideas, all of them thoroughly researched and considered. You want to hear them again?”
He leaned back in his chair. “Not really.”
I pushed out a frustrated breath and leaned forward. “Do you want to grow the business, or not?”
Luke didn’t answer. And I knew why. He wanted to expand, but he wanted it to be his idea.  
“Look, I know getting me involved was Wilder’s idea. You don’t have to take a single one of my suggestions, but I know what I’m doing,” I said.
Luke shook his head. “In Florida, maybe. But not here.”
“It’s all business. Boats, livestock, tourism, doesn’t matter. It’s business.” I waited for him to reply. When he didn’t, I turned off the tablet and said, “At least think about the record-keeping overhaul, inventory, and searching out alternate suppliers. None of that would cost much, and it could save you thousands. I can put it together fast, and you’d see results in a few months.” 
His jaw worked as he eyed me. I needed him to say yes to something. The longer I stayed here, helping him and the ranch, the longer I could put off going back to my soul-sucking existence in Florida. 
“Thousands?” he said.
I tried not to get my hopes up. “Maybe more. If you know where you’re bleeding money and where you could make more in what you’re already doing, it wouldn’t take a ton of effort to see more profit.” 
He was considering it. I could tell from the way his eyes narrowed. 
“If I agree, will you leave me alone after that?”
I laughed. “I’m your little brother. It’s my job to annoy the crap out of you for the rest of your life.”
That got a grudging smile. “Fine. Do it. Just keep it to the office.”
I wasn’t about to tell him that the only way to keep accurate records and conduct inventory was to walk around and actually see what was happening on the ranch day-to-day. I’d deal with that later. For now, I’d take the win. 
“And I’m not paying you,” he added.
“Deal,” I said. “I’m still on Dad’s payroll.”
Luke stood and shoved up the sleeves of his shirt, preparing for the summer sun that was burning off the morning’s chill. “And don’t get Wilder involved. I need him doing his job. It’s hard enough keeping him from running off with Hailey every second my back is turned.”
My twin was the last person I’d want doing any kind of paper or computer work. “Aye, aye, Captain.” I tried to keep a straight face as he frowned at me. 
“You coming?” he said as he picked up his hat. 
“Later.” I was enjoying the busy coffee shop more than the silence of the ranch house. 
“All right.” With one last indecipherable look at Nick Harker and his very pregnant wife who was behind the counter, Luke turned and strode out the door.
Seeing Harker made me remember things I’d rather forget. I looked back down at my tablet to start making an action plan. By the time I was done, Luke wasn’t going to know what hit his bank account. I made a few notes, but Larkin Harker’s laugh drew my gaze upward again. Her hands were busy making some kind of fancy coffee, but her attention was entirely on Nick. 
Get it done, and don’t make a mess of it. Dad’s words from so many years ago echoed through my mind. I pressed my hands against the sides of my head, trying to push them out. To focus on why I came here. 
But the truth was, this town was both my escape and a glaring reminder of every decision I regretted. 
Like he knew I couldn’t shake the memories, my phone buzzed with a text from Dad. I glared at it, not wanting to deal with him right now. But the annoying weight of responsibility wouldn’t let me go back to my work without responding. 
Where are the documents for the Palm Trail deal?
I answered. At least he hadn’t asked me when I was coming back. Because I didn’t have an answer to that. My excuse had been that Luke needed me, knowing Dad would do anything for his oldest and the ranch here in Bent Creek. But I could only play that out for so long. At some point, he’d want me to come back to Florida.
And that was the last thing I wanted to do.
I went back to work, which was easier now that Nick Harker had walked out the door. I could feel his glare as he walked by, even though I didn’t look up. It was an uneasy truce, the one forged between our families. And from what Luke and Wilder had said, Nick was the Harker least thrilled about it. Which didn’t surprise me at all. Besides, I was ninety-nine percent sure he knew what I’d done when I’d come back here last year.
The draft of a plan created an hour later, I stood up and drained the last of my cold coffee. The coffee shop had cleared out, now that morning was past. I tucked the tablet under my arm, dropped my empty mug into the dish bin, and stepped outside into the warm afternoon.
My stomach growled, reminding me that it was lunchtime. A sandwich from the diner sounded like exactly what I wanted, but my wallet would be happier slapping some turkey between two slices of bread back at the ranch. I made a right toward the municipal parking lot only to come to a sudden stop before I could get to the old truck I’d borrowed off Luke. 
A petite blonde was standing right behind the truck, arms crossed and glaring daggers at a man I half-recognized. Tristan, maybe? Trenton? But the woman I knew without even seeing her face. 
She turned suddenly, her face registering surprise when she spotted me. It shifted instantly to relief. 
“There you are!” And then, without a second of hesitation, Christa Appleby—the girl of my tenth-grade dreams—flung herself into my arms and kissed me.






  
  Chapter Two

Christa


Kissing Drake Noble wasn’t on my to-do list for a random summer Saturday. 
But there I was, pressing my lips against his and holding him as if he was my boyfriend. He stood absolutely frozen for a few seconds before one hand wandered around my waist. For one terrified moment, I was afraid he’d use it to push me away, blowing this entire story I’d made up in an instant to get Trent Simmons off my back. 
He didn’t, though. I didn’t know what to make of that, but I silently thanked him. The defined muscles in his arms flexed as I wrapped my hands around them, and I wondered what he did for exercise. He pulled me a fraction of an inch closer, and my eyes flew open. 
What was I doing? This was supposed to be a quick thing to get Trent to leave me alone. What if Drake had a girlfriend? Or a wife? For heaven’s sake, I didn’t even like the guy like that.
Guilt flooded me from head to toe, and I stepped back just slightly, putting some space between us. He looked at me curiously with a pair of green eyes. Thank you, I mouthed at him, hoping my face wasn’t bright red. 
He gave a minute nod, like he understood. When I turned around to face Trent, Drake kept an arm around my waist. I wanted to peel it off, to let him know that kiss didn’t mean anything at all, but that would have ruined the lie I wanted Trent to buy.
And he was definitely buying it. From the way he sized Drake up to the icy look he gave me, it was clear he was furious. 
“Noble,” Trent said, anger coating both syllables. “Which twin are you?” 
I couldn’t see Drake’s reaction, but he didn’t move his arm. It was easy to tell him apart from Wilder these days. “Drake,” I replied for him. My voice shook a little. It had to be because of this situation, not because of the kiss or the possessive way Drake kept his arm around my waist.
Trent turned his gaze toward me. “He’s been back in town for what, a week? That was fast, Christa.”
He was right. Trent and I had been broken up for all of two weeks. But drastic measures seemed like the only way to get it through Trent’s head that I wasn’t ever planning on getting back together with him. “That’s not really any of your business,” I said.
“Were you cheating on me the whole time, then?” He stared at me, disbelieving.
“No, of course not!”
His face fell, and now I’d gone from frustrated to feeling bad for him. He pulled himself together quickly and crossed his arms. “Wow. I never suspected.” He glanced at Drake, then at me again, shaking his head. “I didn’t peg you as the kind of girl who’d just jump into bed with anyone.”
“Hey, lay off her.” Drake dropped his hand from my waist and was in front of me in an instant. 
Trent didn’t step away, but he lowered his arms to his sides as he glared at Drake. “Excuse me?”
“You heard me, Tristan.”
Trent’s mouth fell open, and if I wasn’t feeling like the worst person on Earth for making him think I’d cheated on him, I would have laughed at the absurdity of Drake getting my self-important ex’s name wrong. 
“Trent,” he said, bitterness lacing the name. “We went to school together, remember?”
Drake didn’t answer right away. He just stood there, eyes never leaving Trent’s face. “You didn’t remember my name either. Why don’t you move along now?”
Trent let out a hollow laugh. “Your family doesn’t own this town, you know.” He paused. “Whatever. You two deserve each other.” And then, finally, he stalked off. Neither one of us moved until he’d started his truck and left the lot.
I let out a shuddering breath and grabbed on to the bumper of the pick-up truck next to me. All the adrenaline of the moment was gone, and my legs felt like they couldn’t hold me up any longer.
“Are you all right?” Drake’s hand wrapped around my arm as I sank against the truck.
“Yeah, just . . . I’m sorry.” Heat warmed my face as I relived every second what I’d just done.
“Sit on the bumper,” he said, not even acknowledging my apology. 
“I don’t need to—”
“Sit down before you faint.” His hand gently tugged me down until I was perched on the bumper of someone’s truck. 
“Faint?” I laughed. “It’s not 1850. Women don’t just pass out because of a stressful situation.”
“Not because of Trent. Because of that searing kiss I just gave you.” He flashed me a sly smile, and I burst into laughter.
“Searing? You think a lot of yourself, don’t you?”
Drake shrugged as he leaned an elbow on the tailgate. “It wasn’t that bad, especially considering I hadn’t left the house today expecting a woman to jump on me in the municipal parking lot.”
“Okay, I was not jumping on you.”
“That was a jump. You threw yourself into my arms. I don’t know how I’m going to explain that to my girlfriend.”
My heart nearly stopped. I should’ve known. What kind of person was I? “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. Do you want me to talk to her?” I really, really hoped it wasn’t someone I knew. I felt sick at the thought.
He smiled, and just as I wondered why in the world this situation would make him smile, he started laughing. 
“Why is any of this funny?” All I could see was some faceless woman’s heart breaking as she screamed at me.
“I don’t have a girlfriend.” At least he had the decency to look sheepish.
I jumped up and glared at him. “That wasn’t very nice. I felt awful.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” He pushed away from the truck and gestured toward town. “Need me to walk you somewhere?”
I blinked at him, not expecting the offer. An image of Drake Noble as a white knight sort of bodyguard, escorting me to McPherson’s Store so I could buy salad ingredients in peace, danced through my mind. Everyone would stare. By the time I reached my parents’ house for dinner tonight, they’d probably be asking me about it.
“Thanks, I’m good,” I said. “But thank you for . . . you know.” Not shoving me away when I accosted you.
The corner of his mouth lifted as he adjusted a tablet under his arm before shoving his hands into his pockets. “Any time.”
“It won’t happen again.” I spun around to leave.
The last thing I needed was another man in my life, for kissing or anything else.






  
  Chapter Three

Drake


Christa strode away from me, and it felt like I was back in high school. Me, not able to stop thinking about her. And her, forgetting about me the second she turned around. 
Except now I had a truck and a set of keys, and I didn’t have to stand around and wallow in my misery.
After all, I wasn’t miserable. Because I wasn’t fifteen anymore. I had an entire life Christa knew nothing about. A job to do here, a job to try to get out of doing back in Florida, a family to worry about, friends . . . Okay, maybe I didn’t have a ton of friends. But my life didn’t revolve around drooling over girls who didn’t want me.
Like Christa Appleby.
Back at the ranch, I slapped together a sandwich and grabbed an entire bag of chips to take to the office. I shoved a bunch of papers off to the side on Luke’s desk and propped my tablet up next to his laptop. But as I ate the sandwich and tried to figure out Luke’s mess of a filing system, my mind went right back to where I didn’t want it to be.
How many times in high school had I hoped for Christa to throw herself at me like that? It was crazy. This wasn’t something that happened in everyday life. 
But it had happened. And it maybe it wasn’t everything I’d hoped it would be—after all, she didn’t sigh and gaze at me longingly and let her hand linger on my arm—but it had still happened. I was never going to forget that her lips tasted of something sweet or that my arm fit perfectly around her waist.
I pressed my hands to the sides of my head. I had to get this out of my mind. It wasn’t ever happening again. It was already messing with my work, and I wasn’t about to become some pathetic teenage boy all over again, pining after someone who would never have me.
“What are you doing?”
My sister’s voice made me jump in my seat. “What the hell? You make a habit of scaring Luke like that?”
Marybeth leaned against the office doorway and shrugged. “He’s impossible to surprise. And he’s never that engrossed in computer work. In fact, I doubt he’s done anything in here since I moved out.”
“That explains the mess.” I tapped the papers I’d shoved off to the side. “Do you know anything about these files?”
“Yeah, I set it up.” She pushed away from the doorframe and joined me at the desk. “Did you finally convince him to let you help?”
“Sort of. He’s letting me do an analysis to see where he can save money and possibly make more money, but that’s it. He shot down every other idea I had.”
“And you’re surprised?” she said as she leaned over the laptop and began clicking around on it.
“Not at all. At least I’m not on a plane back to Florida.” I watched as she expertly moved files and dropped them into folders.
“That bad, huh?” She opened the email account and scrolled through the folders labeled Invoices and Sales and Veterinary.
I shrugged. “It’s Dad.” There was no need to explain that any further. 
“Okay, the email filters I set up are still working, so it shouldn’t be hard to find anything you need in here. All the folders on the hard drive are here, but it doesn’t look like he’s added anything new since I last touched them. The paperwork is a mess, of course.” She pointed at a drawer hanging open.
“Thanks,” I said as she straightened and took a step back from the desk. 
“So does this mean you’ll be staying for a while?” There was a hopeful note in her voice that made me feel equal parts guilty and giddy. It was nice when family wanted you around, even if that particular family member was the one who’d turned her back on her own name. 
“For as long as this takes, anyway.” And as long as I could drag it out with Dad still paying me for work I wasn’t doing in Florida.
Marybeth crossed her arms and smiled, but my eyes went right to the ring on her left hand. She’d texted me when Gabe proposed. I’d sent back a basic, unenthusiastic Congratulations. Moving in with a Harker was one thing, but chaining herself to him legally was something else entirely.
I wasn’t going to stand in her way, but I wasn’t exactly celebrating either.
“Does he make you happy?” I asked, nodding at the ring. 
She glanced down at it, a goofy smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “Yeah,” she said.
“And he treats you well?”
“Of course.” She looked at me like I was crazy. 
I didn’t say anything else. She couldn’t help who she loved, after all. None of us had to like it, but I’d resigned myself to accepting it. I wasn’t sure if that was Luke or Wilder’s philosophy, but it was mine. 
“You never mentioned a girlfriend or anything in Florida,” Marybeth said. She eyed me like she was one hundred percent planning on reading between the lines of any answer I gave her.
Not that there was any answer besides sheer honesty. “I don’t get out a lot.”
“Dad?”
“Dad.” It was impossible to meet anyone, never mind date, when I was constantly tied up with work for him.
“Well,” she said with a mischievous raise of one shoulder. “There are plenty of girls around here who wouldn’t mind spending some time with you.”
I held up a finger. “No. I know what you’re thinking, and no.” The last thing I needed was my little sister fixing me up with someone I hadn’t seen since high school.
Like Christa.
I shook my head to get the image of her kissing me out of it for the hundredth time. “Go work on Luke. He could use a distraction,” I said as I started clicking around on the laptop.
“Really? Do you think that’s a good idea? Because it’s crossed my mind—”
“I think it’s a terrible idea, but if it’ll get you to leave me alone . . .” I shot her an angelic smile before I opened a folder cryptically labeled Other Stuff.
“That’s just a miscellaneous collection of things that never fit anywhere else,” Marybeth said, waving a hand at the screen. “Suzanne Dowling definitely has a thing for him, but she’s been so preoccupied with everything that happened with her brother.”
Wilder had filled me in on all the details one night over a few beers. His girlfriend Hailey had been at the wrong place at the wrong time, found herself kidnapped by Suzanne’s brother, and Wilder and Luke had to hike up a mountain to rescue her and her friend. I’d kept up with the basics over text while it was happening, but hearing my twin tell the story in person was something else. 
“Eric had his problems, but I never thought he’d end up kidnapping women,” I said.
“It wasn’t just him. And he was pushed into it,” Marybeth replied.
I lifted my eyebrows at her. The man had a choice about how he was going to live his life, and he chose wrong.
“He was really remorseful,” she added. “I just hope we never hear from that Reno guy again.”
I vaguely remembered that name as the ringleader. “He doesn’t have ties here. I doubt he stuck around.” There was no reason for him to, not with Eric back in prison and law enforcement actively looking for him.
Marybeth seemed to relax at my words, almost as if she needed reassurance that this guy wasn’t still lurking in the mountains overlooking Bent Creek. 
“Thanks for keeping this kind of organized,” I said, nodding at the screen. 
“I did my best.” She paused. “I’ve always really loved this place, despite what Luke thought.”
There were layers of hurt and hope in those words. “I know.”
She smiled at me. “Are you sure you don’t want me to ask a friend if she’d like to meet you for a drink somewhere?”
“You do that, and I’ll sign you up to get inquiries from every car dealership within three states.”
That made her laugh.
“And mortgage lenders. I’ll probably toss in some insurance companies too. You’ll never be able to use your phone again.”
“That’s devious, Drake,” she said, still laughing as she left the room. 
I wondered if I should have asked her about Christa. 
I pressed the heels of my hands into my forehead. That kiss meant nothing. I knew that. 
And I had to get her out of my mind. Somehow.






  
  Chapter Four

Christa


Pixie met me at the front door with slobbery kisses and a tail that wouldn’t stop wagging. 
“Hi, baby! Pretty girl Pixie! Hi, hi, hi!” I met her beagle enthusiasm with my best dog mom voice and some furious petting. The best part of every weekday was coming home to my dog.
“Christa!” My best friend and roommate Kylie Young sailed in from the kitchen. “Guess what? You’ll never guess!” Kylie always had a ton of energy—she was voted onto the homecoming court every year in high school and headed up the Bent Creek Spring Days committee with more eagerness than anyone had any right to. 
So seeing her bursting with excitement wasn’t exactly out of the ordinary.
“I don’t know,” I said as I straightened. Pixie pranced around me, ready for a walk. “Um, you found a new job?”
“I wish,” she said. Her job as a coordinator for a construction company was the dullest thing imaginable. “But this is even better.” She held out her left hand and wiggled her fingers.
My mouth fell open. “What? Seriously?” I squealed a little as I grabbed her hand. 
“Yes! I had no idea. Kevin asked me completely out of the blue at lunch today. He didn’t even have the ring with him. He had to go home to get it.”
“I can’t believe it,” I said as I stared at the rock on her finger. And I couldn’t. Kylie and Kevin had
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