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What the hell was going on?

Kasey Davison watched the cab pull to a stop in front of the ranch house. A skinny woman with long, light brown hair slid out of the backseat. She stared up at the house while the driver pulled out her suitcase from the trunk and then drove away, leaving the woman standing alone.

Shit, so much for getting his work done. He pulled off his gloves and tossed them on the side of the wheelbarrow. As he approached the woman, he examined her from head to toe. She was attractive. A little on the skinny side for his liking, but overall, not bad. He took in the heeled boots, expensive looking jeans, and fancy purse and snorted. Definitely out of place on a dusty ranch.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

The woman looked up at the house again and chewed her full bottom lip. “Umm, I’m looking for Katherine McCray.”

“She’s not here.”

“Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. She’ll be back in about ten days.”

Her shoulders sagged. “Ten days?” The woman looked defeated as she eyed the bag on the ground beside her. “Great,” she muttered.

“There something I can help you with?”

“No, thanks.” She grabbed the handle of her bag and turned towards the driveway. The wheels of the suitcase caught in on a rock and the bag tipped slightly before she could right it. Her head dropped forward, and she audibly sighed, then turned around. “Actually, can I borrow your phone to call the cab back? Mine died yesterday, and I haven’t had a chance to charge it.”

Kasey crossed his arms over his chest and stared at the woman. Who was this woman and what kind of person showed up unannounced and had the cab drop them off?

“Mind my asking why you’re looking for Kat?”

“She still goes by Kat?” She smiled.

“Yep. So how do you know her?”

“We’re friends.”

Considering he’d never seen her before, they couldn’t be that close of friends. She sure as hell hadn’t been at the wedding. “Close are ya’?”

She chewed her bottom lip again and her eyes welled up. “We used to be. I haven’t seen her in a while.”

The way she stood there wringing her hands together all slouched into herself reminded him of a scared animal. His stomach knotted as he looked at her. Shit, maybe he could ease up a bit. “I’m Kasey and you are?”

“Oh, umm, I’m Julia.” She glanced up at him beneath her lashes and flashed him a tight smile. He’d never seen lashes that long before. Kat always put a bunch of crap on her eyes to make her lashes look that long, but this woman didn’t appear to have a lick of makeup on. His gut clenched as checked out the fresh-faced newcomer. Shit, if she put makeup on, she’d be a knockout.

“So, Julia, you and Kat used to be friends?”

“Yeah, we grew up together.” She sighed. “We sort of lost touch over the years.”

“And yet here you are, showing up on her doorstep with a suitcase?”

She snorted. “If you knew me, it wouldn’t seem so strange.”

He widened his stance and stared down at her. “Well, I don’t know you, and it strikes me as more than a little odd.”

Julia looked down at her shoes. “I’m sure it does. So, about that phone, can I borrow yours.”

Just as he was reaching into his pocket, Duncan called out for him. “Kase?”

“Yeah, I’m out front,” he yelled back.

Duncan rounded the corner. He sauntered towards them with that cocky swagger of his that Kasey liked so much. Even after all this time, he still enjoyed watching him walk. Duncan glanced towards the woman and grinned. “Well, hello there.”

Julia blushed. “Hi,” she murmured.

Duncan waggled his eyebrows and winked at him. The man never changed. Put an attractive woman in front of him and he couldn’t seem to help himself from flirting.

“This is an ‘old friend’ of Kat’s.” Kasey air-quoted the ‘old friend’. He still wasn’t entirely sure what to think about this stranger showing up when Kat was away, claiming to be her friend.

“Oh yeah. So how come you weren’t invited to the wedding?” Duncan asked.

“Kat got married?” she asked, her green eyes sparkled with joy.

“Sure did. She’s away on her honeymoon right now?” Duncan told her.

“That explains why she’s gone for ten days then.” She gripped the handle of her suitcase again. “I guess I’ll just get out of your way, then.”

“Hang on.” Duncan reached out and grabbed her arm. She flinched back.

He held out his hands, palms forward. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I didn’t think you were,” she said belligerently.

Kasey met Duncan’s eyes. What was going on here?

“Look, if you’re friends with Kat, we aren’t just going to send you off without a place to go,” Duncan said.

“We’re not?” Kasey asked.

“No, we’re not.” Dunc glared at him.

“What are you going to do, then?” Julia asked.

Duncan shrugged. “We’ll call her.”

“You’re going to call her on her honeymoon?” Julia’s voice rose high in outrage.

“Sure, why not?”

“Because it’s her honeymoon,” she argued. Her eyes widened as if they were crazy for even suggesting something like that.

Duncan shrugged. “Clearly you don’t know her husband. Justin is a control freak. He needs a daily check-in anyway, so he won’t be too pissed if I call.”

Julia warily eyed Duncan, then looked over at Kasey as if she wanted confirmation. He sighed. “It’s fine.”

Since Kasey still had his phone in his hand, he dialed. Justin answered and growled. “This better be good.”

“Did I get you at a bad time?”

“It’s my honeymoon. What do you think?”

“I think you’re the one who wanted to check-in daily, dude.”

“Yeah, but in case you forgot, I’m supposed to call you. So, what’s up? Why the phone call?”

“Umm, is Kat available?”

“Kat?”

“Mmm hmm.”

“Why do you want to talk to her?”

He sighed. “Just put her on.”

“Fine,” Justin grumbled.

While he waited for Kat to come to the phone, he looked at Julia, watching him avidly. She appeared relaxed, and not at all worried about how the conversation was going to go. She didn’t look like she had anything to hide, but her whole behavior was a little on the weird side.

“Hello.”

“Hi darlin’, sorry to interrupt the honeymoon, but a friend of yours just showed up at the ranch.”

“A friend of mine? Who?”

“She says her name is Julia.”

“Julia? Julia Cragan?”

“I don’t know,” Kasey responded. He looked at the woman in question. “What’s your last name?”

“Cragan.”

“That’s her,” he told Kat.

“Oh my god, really?” Kat squealed. “How does she look?”

Typical woman. Not any kind of wondering why she showed up unannounced. No. How does she look? “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her before,” he grouched.

“Fine,” she huffed. “Let me talk to her.”

He looked at Julia and held out the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

She grabbed it from him and quietly began speaking. She walked a few feet away from them as she talked. Her voice pitched low so he couldn’t make out what she was saying.

“So, what do you think?” Duncan asked.

“Weird.”

Dunc smirked. “I meant, what do you think of her?”

Kasey eyed the other woman, the way her jeans clung to a surprisingly shapely ass. Her light brown hair hung past the middle of her back. She was definitely attractive, in a girl next door kind of way. But the way she had flinched when Duncan touched her was really what drew him in. There was a story there, he was sure. And he intended to find out what it was.

The woman in question walked back and handed the phone to Kasey. “Kat wants to talk to you,” she said.

“Hey, Kat,” he said.

“Julia is going to stay at the ranch until we get back from our honeymoon,” Kat told him.

“Okay, is she sleeping in the main house, or do you want her to bunk with us?” he asked.

“Umm, probably the main house. She sounds off, like something is up with her and I would rather she didn’t feel all invaded and scrutinized in case there’s more to the story than she let on right now.” Kat paused. “How does she look, not like is she pretty, that I already know, but like, how does she seem? You’re good at reading people, so what’s your take?”

Kasey looked over at the woman in question. Julia pulled her sleeves down over her hands and chewed her bottom lip as she watched him. She didn’t have the outward confidence a beautiful woman in designer clothes would normally have. She reminded him of a wounded bird.

Conscious of his audience, Kasey replied. “Running, I think, but we’ll get it sorted out. We’ll take care of your friend for you until you get back. Tell Justin we have everything under control, and he can consider this his call for the day, so he’s all yours.”

Kat chuckled. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear that.”

If Kasey knew Justin, he could just imagine what he had on the agenda for today, so having uninterrupted time with Kat would definitely be appreciated. “Enjoy the rest of your day,” he said as he hung up the phone.

He pocketed his phone and made eye contact with Duncan before turning to their guest. “So, it looks like you are bunking with us for the next 10 days.”

Her eyes boggled, and she took a step away from him. “With you? What? No, I can’t bunk with you,” she stammered.

“Sorry, not with us, but here at the ranch with us. We’ll put you in Kat and Justin’s place until they get back. Then, if you are still here when they get home, we can figure something else out.”

Duncan nodded his head. “Alright, follow me.” He reached for her suitcase.

“I can get it,” she murmured.

“I’m sure you can, but my mama would smack me upside the head if she knew I didn’t carry your suitcase for you,” he said with a wink.

Julia lowered her eyes and blushed again.

Kasey noted the slight wince on her face as she took a step onto the porch step. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just tweaked my knee the other day. It’s nothing.”

“If you’re sure,” he said.

She nodded. “Don’t worry about me.”

Duncan pushed open the front door of the ranch house. “Let me give you the nickel tour.” He gestured to the right. “Living room, then through here is the kitchen.”

“Wow,” Julia sighed as she scanned the large open-concept family-space.

“Dee really liked to cook, so when Justin did the renovations, they went a little over the top,” Duncan said.

“Dee?” Julia asked.

“Justin’s sister. She used to live here until a few months ago, when she moved in with her boyfriend, Brody. She’s around here a lot though, so you’ll see her pretty regularly,” Duncan told her.

They continued their tour down the hall. “Guest bathroom is here.” Duncan pushed open the bathroom door and continued down the hall. He opened the door to Denise’s old bedroom. Since it was the second largest bedroom in the house, it made the most sense to put her in there for the time being. “This is where you’ll sleep.”

“Wow, this is all really nice,” Julia said as she ran her hand over the fluffy, pale pink duvet cover.

Kasey scanned the bedroom. It looked like a bedroom to him, but then he wasn’t into design and all that crap like Denise and Kat seemed to be. Give him a comfy bed and he couldn’t care less about anything else.

Duncan placed her suitcase in the corner of the room. “Why don’t we go into the family room and get better acquainted.”

“Umm, I’m kind of tired,” Julia said, looking down at the floor.

“I’m sure you are, darlin’. We won’t take up too much of your time. We’ll get you something to eat. You look like you could use some fuel,” Duncan said.

She glanced up at him warily. “Umm, I can probably forage around and find myself something.”

“Look, I don’t want to be a jerk, but we don’t know you and unfortunately, with them gone, we oversee the ranch. So, even though Kat vouched for you, we need to get to know you a bit before we just leave you in their house,” Kasey told her.

Duncan looked over and glared. “What the fuck?” he mouthed.

Kasey shrugged. Sure, she looked harmless, but they didn’t know this woman at all. Kat had a big heart and would do anything for the people she cared about, but she had been taken advantage of before by so-called friends back in New York. He didn’t want that to happen again. Julia might be completely nice, but there was something going on with her. He just didn’t have a clue what it might be.

Julia sighed. “Fine.” She turned and walked out of the bedroom.

Duncan gave him a puzzled look. “What’s up?”

“I don’t know, call it a feeling, but there’s more to her than meets the eye,” Kasey said.

“Okay, you’re usually right about these things, so I’ll trust your gut, but be nice. You’re coming off a little scary,” Duncan said. He smacked Kasey on the ass as he walked out of the room.

“Shit,” Kasey muttered to himself. He knew his size was intimidating to people. Normally, being 220 pounds of muscle was a good thing. Apparently, this wasn’t one of those times. But there wasn’t much he could do about it. He rolled his shoulders and shook out his arms to relax in the hopes it made a difference before he followed Julia and Duncan into the kitchen.

“Have a seat,” Duncan told Julia as he indicated the stools around the island. Julia slid onto the stool furthest away from the men and pulled her sleeves down over her hands. Kasey had noticed the nervous gesture before. Was it nerves or guilt that made her look so anxious? He was going to find out before he’d leave her alone in Justin and Kat’s house.

“Let’s see what we can dig up to eat. Kase, maybe you could make some coffee,” Duncan said.

Shit, clearly, he was still giving off an asshole vibe, judging by the look Duncan just gave him.

“I’m on it.” He rounded the quartz counter and started making coffee, glancing at Julia periodically as he did. She was definitely skittish, but people didn’t normally just show up at someone’s house out of the blue without a reason.

Duncan pulled ingredients out of the fridge and placed them on the counter. “Sandwiches, okay? I’m not much of a cook.”

Kasey snorted. That was putting it mildly.

Duncan scowled. “It’s not like you are any better.”

“Umm… I can make something,” Julia said quietly.

“You can cook?” Kasey asked.

She shrugged. “I used to be a chef.”

“Damn, now we’re talking.” Duncan grinned. “By all means, please, make yourself at home,” he said as he gestured to the spread of food he’d dumped on the island.

Julia walked over to the sink and washed her hands, then took a visibly deep breath before turning around to face the men.

Kasey glanced at Duncan. The puzzled look he shot him said he’d noticed the fortifying breath Julia had taken as well. What was her story?

Julia pulled containers out of the fridge and began spooning various ingredients into a bowl.

“So, you said you used to be a chef. What do you do now for work?” Kasey enquired.

“I haven’t been working. My partner…” she paused. “His schedule made me working challenging.”

“How so? Do you have kids?” Kasey asked.

“Thank god no,” she replied.

“So why couldn’t you work?” Kasey pressed.

Duncan laughed. “Sorry about the third degree. We don’t get a lot of beautiful women out here on the ranch, so he’s a bit out of practice on the conversation skills.”

Julia smiled at Duncan. “No problem. I’d be curious about someone just showing up, too.” She glanced at Kasey and gave him a small smile.

Shit, now he felt like an asshole. “Sorry,” he muttered, “I wasn’t trying to be rude. I’m just trying to figure out what brought you here.”

Julia spread the concoction she had made on thick slices of bread. She examined the various bags of cold cuts, then began layering meat and vegetables on the sandwich. “Understandable,” she replied.

She scooped an avocado out of the bowl on the island and began cutting it open. “My boyfriend and I broke up and…” She paused. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

“You didn’t have friends where you were living you could have stayed with?” Duncan asked.

“It’s complicated,” Julia quietly replied. She took a deep breath, then raised her head. She pushed plates towards Kasey and Duncan.

Kasey eyed the sandwich in front of him. How the hell had she made a sandwich that looked like that out of what they had? It looked like something out of a magazine. “Wow, this looks amazing,” he said.

Julia blushed at the compliment and dropped her gaze down to the island.

Weird. You’d think a chef would be used to compliments.

Duncan took a large bite of his sandwich. “Holy shit, what did you put in here? This is freaking amazing.”

Julia laughed. “Nothing special, it’s just a homemade spicy sandwich spread I put on. It gives a little kick.”

“It’s freaking amazing,” Duncan told her.

“Thanks.” Julia smiled at Duncan.

When she turned towards Kasey, the pleasure from Duncan’s compliments still brightened her face. Who was he kidding? She didn’t need makeup to make her a knockout, she just needed to smile. Shit, the woman was gorgeous. The punch to the gut of sexual awareness took him by surprise, given how suspicious he was of her.

Kasey cleared his throat. “Where were you living before you came here?”

“California,” Julia replied.

“And you just hoped on a plane to Arizona without calling Kat first?” Kasey asked.

“I left a message for her when I was at the airport.” Tears welled up in Julia’s eyes and she dropped her head into her hands. “God, this so embarrassing,” she whispered.

Kasey looked at Duncan in confusion and he shrugged.

“What’s embarrassing?” Duncan asked.

“You must think I’m so pathetic, just showing up here.” She sniffed. “And you aren’t wrong. I mean, what kind of twenty-eight-year-old woman has nowhere else to go except the home of her childhood best friend?” She dropped her face in her hands and rested her elbows against the island. Sobs wracked her body.

God, he hated when a woman cried. The anguish in her voice tore through him. He didn’t even know this woman, and he wanted to hold her and take the pain away. He looked at Duncan. His face stricken with the same torment Kasey was feeling.

Kasey pushed off his stool and walked over to Julia. She flinched when he touched her shoulder. He soothed her like he would an injured animal. Whispering softly to her, until finally, she turned into his arms and allowed him to comfort her.

Her body sagged against him. Kasey leaned against the counter and absorbed her weight. He stroked her hair and met Duncan’s gaze over the top of her head. Duncan winced as he looked at Julia.

After several moments, the tears seemed to ease up a bit, and a shudder rippled through Julia’s body. She took a deep breath and released her hold on Kasey’s shirt.

She rubbed her face with her hands and wiped away the tears. She fingered Kasey’s wet shirt. “Sorry about that,” she murmured.

Kasey glanced down at his shirt. “No problem, it’ll dry.” He tipped her chin up with his finger. “You want to talk about it? We’re good listeners.”

“After that little breakdown, I probably owe you some kind of explanation,” Julia said.

“You don’t owe anyone shit,” Duncan replied. “If you want to tell us, we’d love to hear. If you don’t, that’s your right too.”

As much as Kasey was dying to know what her history was, he knew Duncan was right. He would hate to have someone prying into his private life. Hell, he didn’t even talk to his family about most of the things in his life and he loved them, let alone telling virtual strangers about his life. “Duncan’s right, whatever you feel like sharing is up to you.”

Julia flashed a sad smile. Her bottom lip trembled. “I appreciate that.” She grabbed a paper towel off the roll on the counter and blew her nose. “I can’t even imagine what you both must think of me. I promise I’m not some head case. I just…”

She sighed. “Let’s just say I realized how unsafe my relationship was. I left quickly while he was at work and only took a few things with me.” She pushed her hair off her forehead and tucked it behind her left ear. Tears welled in her eyes again as she looked at them. She blinked and a lone tear slid down her cheek, and she angrily brushed it away. “I hate that it’s come to this. I hate that
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