
  
  
      
        
          A Second Chance in Bent Creek

          Harker Brothers Ranch Book 1

		      
          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 © 2023 Catie Cahill
Cover design by Erin Dameron-Hill, EDH Graphics






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Come Home 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
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        More by Catie Cahill
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Catie
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Come Home 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. One by one, the Harker brothers return home to reclaim their ranch, face their family's past troubles with the Nobles, and find the love they didn't know they needed.   






  
  Chapter One

Larkin


Three days. 
That’s how long Nick Harker was back in Bent Creek before I heard anything about it. Mrs. Young, who knows everything about everyone before they even know it themselves, let it slip while she was ordering her small decaf.
I was still mulling over whether I was annoyed or happy that I didn’t know first when Marybeth Noble slipped through the door of Mountain Roasters. There were only a couple of customers at tables, drinking their coffee and eating scones and muffins. I smiled at Marybeth, glad to have my best friend as a distraction from the thoughts whirling around my head.
“Isn’t it spring yet?” Marybeth said as she rubbed her gloved hands together. 
I grabbed the to-go mug she’d set on the counter and began to fill it with today’s light roast blend. “Shouldn’t you be wishing for winter to last forever?” Marybeth ran Bent Creek Christmas, an adorable shop just down the street filled with everything Christmas. My two-year-old, Diego, thought Marybeth’s shop was basically Santa’s home when he wasn’t at the North Pole. 
She made a face. “People can buy ornaments and stockings in warm weather too.”
But even as she said it, I knew she wished the Christmas season were longer. Bent Creek Christmas was barely hanging on, and Marybeth worried constantly about how she’d see the shop through summer. 
“Are those made by the best baker in town?” She pointed at the frosted blueberry scones in the bakery case.
“You mean Mrs. Foley?” I joked, although Mrs. Foley definitely had me beat in baked goods, simply by the number of years she’d been at it.
Marybeth rolled her eyes at me. 
“No. I wish.” I looked at the case longingly. I’d asked my boss more than once if I could use the kitchen in back to bake something to sell. He shot me down every time.
“Just keep at him. Maybe slip him one of those chocolate-chip cookies the next time you make some.”
“I guess.” Time to change the subject—away from my inability to convince Charlie that I could be more than a barista with childcare problems, to the one thing I couldn’t get off my mind this morning. “Mrs. Young came in earlier today.”
Marybeth paused, an open packet of Splenda held over her mug, sympathy filling her eyes. “Nick,” she said softly.
She knew. I ignored the tiny sting in the corner of my heart that said everyone must have known except me. “How did you find out?”
Marybeth grimaced as she crumpled the empty packet and dropped it into the trash can. “He went to see Gabe.”
Her words eased the bruise around my heart. Of course Nick would visit his stepbrother, who happened to be Marybeth’s boyfriend.
“Did he say why he was back in town?” I hated myself for wanting to know. I shouldn’t care, not after what he’d done. But I couldn’t not ask.
Marybeth leaned a hip against the counter and eyed me over the top of her mug. I knew she was searching for signs of that mangled part of me that Nick had left behind eleven years ago. But she didn’t need to worry. I’d had my heart broken again since then, and that raw part of it was covered with a pretty thick scar by now.
Marybeth sighed. “Gabe asked him. He’s hoping Nick can help him figure out how to buy the ranch back.”
I nodded. It made sense. I just wasn’t prepared for the past to come roaring back like the rain after a drought. 
“I don’t know how Gabe thinks Nick can help him. He’s gotten nowhere trying to figure out what this Chestnut Moon company is or how to reach them,” Marybeth said.
I reached for the rag I kept below the counter, just for something to occupy my hands. “Well, if anyone can help him, it’s Nick.” They were the same age and were inseparable in high school. Both on the football team, same group of friends, always at the same parties, and the best of friends. 
But they weren’t the same person. Where Gabe was light, Nick was dark. He was the realist to Gabe’s optimism. But he’d been unfailingly loyal to anyone who’d earned his trust—family, of course. Friends. And me. Until everything he knew turned upside down.
And then he was gone.
“Larkin?” Marybeth’s concerned voice yanked me back to the present.
“I’m fine,” I said quickly as I scrubbed at the already clean countertop with the rag. A quick glance at her told me she didn’t believe a word I said.
“Well, if he deigns to speak to me, I’ll tell him off for you. I’ve been dying to do that for eleven years,” she said.
I bit back a smile. Marybeth would do it, too. I had no doubt. “Please tell me he hasn’t been rude to you.”
“Not exactly. I’ve only seen him once, when he was meeting up with Gabe. He didn’t say anything, but . . .” Marybeth paused, her eyes on the lid of her mug. “It was clear exactly how he feels about me being with his brother.”
My heart ached for my friend. I dropped the rag back under the counter and reached for Marybeth’s arm. “He’ll have to get over it.” I gave her arm a squeeze, and she looked up at me with a sad smile. 
“I don’t know why they care so much. Nick. Luke.” She shook her head, as if she could simply cast off the history between her family and the Harkers. Her brother Luke had made his opinion on her relationship with Gabe awfully clear from the start. “It’s the past. What’s done is done. Why can’t they just move on?”
“I don’t know,” I said honestly. Even as Nick’s girlfriend back in high school, I’d always been on the periphery. I never wanted to know more, even after the night I almost lost my life because of it. “Maybe if Gabe can get the ranch back, it’ll help heal some of that.”
Marybeth shrugged. “Sometimes I worry it’ll just make things worse.” She shook her head again. “I’m sorry, Larkin. Here I was trying to support you, and I’m focusing on my problems instead.”
“No apologies, okay?” I gave her a smile. 
“Okay. Where’s Diego today?”
Nothing could lighten my mood like talking about Diego. “With Mom. She’s got Tuesdays off now.” 
I chatted with Marybeth for a few more minutes about Mom’s new job at the hospital and Diego’s recent obsession with toy cars. When she left to go open her shop, the nervous energy I’d had ever since Mrs. Young had stopped in hummed through my veins. 
By the time my shift was over, Mountain Roasters was sparkling clean—and I’d made up my mind.
I filled a cup with a teaspoon of sugar and dark roast coffee, and tossed a few dollars into the till so I wouldn’t have Charlie breathing down my neck. I shot off a quick text to Mom telling her I’d be a little late. And then I drove to the broken down old motel by the interstate, several miles outside of town.
I was going to get Nick Harker out of my head. And the only way to do that was to get this reunion out of the way.






  
  Chapter Two

Nick


The Slope Motel looked almost respectable in daylight. 
Almost.
I shut the truck door and zipped up my coat. This place was a freezing wasteland, and I couldn’t wait to get out of it and back to Texas, where I could breathe without the past and the cold burning my lungs. Why Gabe was so hell-bent on staying here was beyond me.
The Harkers were done. Scattered. Over. Most people would say that was for the best.
And maybe it was.
I was halfway to the questionable warmth of my room when I realized I needed to pay up if I was staying here past tonight. And as much as I wanted to jump in my truck and hightail it back down south, I couldn’t do that to Gabe. 
Biting back a curse at both Gabe’s stubbornness and my own sense of loyalty, I turned and headed back toward the motel’s office. I yanked open the door, ready to feel the heat warming my bones despite the fact that it would cost me more of my hard-earned cash.
But instead of the blast of heat I expected, I got a girl. 
She stumbled right into me, and I grabbed her arms to keep her from falling as something warm splashed from the cup in her hand. Droplets hit my face as most of it spilled down my coat, soaking into my jeans and pooling onto my boots.
“Oh, no! I’m s—” Her voice caught.
And I realized who she was the same second that recognition dawned in her brown eyes.
The door clunked shut behind her, and there I was, holding Larkin Reyes in my arms as if the past eleven years had never happened.
I let go of her just as her mouth opened. She closed it without saying a word. And yet somehow all I wanted was to hear her say my name again.
Not that I deserved it.
“I . . .” Larkin began, not meeting my eyes. And then she began dabbing at my coat with a crumpled tissue she’d pulled from her pocket. “Sorry.”
The seconds ticked by loudly in my head as Larkin pressed the tissue against my coat. Somewhere on the interstate behind the motel, a truck’s Jake Brake tore through the low rumble of traffic. Larkin shoved the soaked tissue into her coat pocket and held out the half-full coffee cup.
“I brought this for you.”
I blinked at it as if I’d never seen coffee in my life. “You brought me coffee?” I said stupidly as I took the cup from her.
She shrugged, as if it weren’t any big deal at all. Was it?
“I work there. Mountain Roasters.” She pointed to the cup. 
“I know.” 
She looked up at me sharply, and I wished I could take the words back. “Gabe told me.”
She nodded, seemingly appeased that I wasn’t creeping around and checking up on her. Like she hadn’t been on my mind from the second Gabe called me back in Texas and asked me to come up here.
“Marybeth told me he wants you to help him buy the ranch.”
Marybeth. The spilled coffee had turned cold in the denim against my legs, and I focused on that sensation as I schooled my expression into something neutral. Marybeth was a nice enough girl, Larkin’s best friend for as long as I could remember. 
And she was a Noble.
My face might have remained expressionless, but the coffee cup bent under my hand. Larkin’s gaze flickered toward it.
“Are you going to?” she asked quickly, looking back up at me.
My mind churned slowly from vengeance to escape to memories of the way those chocolate eyes used to watch me with nothing but love.
“Help Gabe?” she prodded when I didn’t get there fast enough.
I snorted. “We’ll see.” Buying the ranch was a dead end, but forcing him to get his head on straight about Marybeth Noble was something I could help with.
I took a sip of the cooled coffee. Bitter and sweet, just as I liked it. I caught Larkin’s eyes, surprised she’d remembered.
“I don’t forget,” she said as she read my mind. And for a second I wondered if she’d meant more than coffee. 
Shame burned my insides. What I’d done to her years ago wasn’t right. And it was a miracle she hadn’t thrown the coffee in my face. Instead she’d brought it to me, like some kind of peace offering I didn’t deserve.
She glanced out at the narrow parking lot that was surrounded by dirty snowbanks. “I need to go.” She stopped speaking abruptly, almost as if she’d cut off something now unsaid. Maybe Good to see you or some other kind end to a conversation. Except it probably wasn’t good to see me. And she had no reason to be kind.
“My mom is waiting,” she said instead.
A corner of my brain lit up, like a light bulb in an old Bugs Bunny cartoon. Gabe had mentioned a kid, a little boy whose coward father had split town the moment he’d found out. 
I grabbed hold of Larkin’s arm just before she stepped away. I knew it was a mistake, but I didn’t care. It might have been my imagination, or maybe some long-forgotten memory, but I could feel the warmth of her skin through her coat. She drew in a breath, and for a second, it was like no time had passed. We were still in high school, and I was just about to pull her in for a goodbye kiss that would last longer than it should. Then she would laugh against my lips and gently push me away.
But reality came crashing down around me as she lifted confused eyes to my face. She frowned slightly, and I dropped my hand. 
“What’s his name?” I asked. “Your son?” 
Her mouth curved up into the ghost of a smile. “Diego.”
I returned her smile, genuinely glad that his presence in her life gave her joy. Without another word, she turned away again and began walking across the parking lot toward a Kia that had seen better days. I wondered how she kept that thing on the road all winter as she slipped inside and started it up.
She didn’t look back as she left, but I stood there, coffee growing cold in the cup and on my jeans. 
Leaving Larkin Reyes had been the worst mistake of my life.






  
  Chapter Three

Larkin


I was still shaking when I pulled into the driveway of the rental house Diego and I shared with Mom. I sat for a moment after I turned the car off, trying to steady my breathing and force Nick Harker from my mind.  
But it was impossible. 
Just being near him consumed all of my senses, same as it had years ago. I hadn’t expected that. I was so much older now. A mom. And the anger and loneliness I’d felt after he left had been nicely tucked away in a long-forgotten corner of my mind. 
But the second I’d laid eyes on him, every emotion I’d ever had about Nick had come rushing back in a deluge. It had taken all my self-control to even speak normally to him. And when he’d held on to steady me . . . and grabbed my arm as if he didn’t want me to leave . . .
I drew in a shuddering breath and let it out, the air fogging the cooling windshield. Why did he still have that effect on me? It had been so long. I’d been through my share of heartbreak and was still standing. 
Seeing Nick shouldn’t have me reduced to a nervous, shaking mess.
I gathered my purse and reluctantly left the car. If I didn’t go in soon, Mom would start to wonder what was wrong. And Diego’s sweet face was already pressed to the window. 
I waved at him and he grinned. He disappeared immediately, leaving fingerprints on the window as he raced to the side door.
The door opened the second I walked up to it, and Diego rushed into my arms.
“Mama!” He pressed his face into my legs.
My heart soared. Diego was the best part of any day. I scooped him up and gave him a squeeze until he pushed against me. I set him back down to run through the kitchen and back to the living room.
“How was he?” I asked Mom as I set down my purse and hung up my coat. 
“Fine.” Mom leaned a hip against the oven door. “He decided he loves green beans. That’s all he wanted for lunch.”
“At least it’s something healthy.” I could feel her eyes on me as I thumbed through the mail on the countertop. Nothing got past Jeanine Reyes. And I knew it was better to face the situation head-on rather than hide it.  
I sighed and tapped my fingers against the envelopes as I turned to face her. “I saw Nick. Nick Harker.” Like she’d ever forget him and the damage he’d caused.
Her eyebrows lifted into her sideswept blonde bangs. We were a pair, Mom and I. We didn’t even look related, thanks to my father’s Mexican heritage. But we were both petite, and our eyes were the same, dark brown and serious. Hers pinned me down now, waiting for more.
I swallowed and shoved my hands into my jeans pockets, summoning all that old anger and sadness instead of the feel of Nick’s hands on my arms, or the way those blue-gray eyes seemed to see into my soul. “He’s in town. Something to do with his brother. I thought I’d get it out of the way.”
“And?” 
I sucked in a huff. “Nothing. He’ll probably be gone in a week.” I didn’t know that, of course, but how long could it take him to figure out what Marybeth already knew? It was going to be almost impossible to buy back that ranch, she’d said. “I’m sure he’s got stuff to do in . . . wherever it is he came from.” I had the strongest desire to know where Nick Harker lived these days. He dressed like he still lived here. Old jeans, boots, worn-in cowboy hat. Maybe he was living on a ranch somewhere. It felt right.
Mom was quiet a moment, pressing her lips together. “He got to you, didn’t he?”
A wave of emotion rose inside me, and all I wanted to do was run to my mom and let her hold me while I cried. But I didn’t. I couldn’t let Nick make me feel like that again. He didn’t deserve any more of my tears. So I took a deep breath, shoved down the old feelings that threatened to take me over, and shook my head. “I’m fine. I promise.”
Mom’s eyes narrowed slightly, and I knew she didn’t believe me. But I had a son to take care of now. I couldn’t let myself fall apart.
Nick Harker was my past. And that was exactly where he’d stay.
“Look, Mama!” Diego ran on his short little legs back into the kitchen, clutching a piece of paper in his hands. He handed it to me, and I smiled as I looked at it. Mom had drawn something that looked like a car, and Diego had attempted to color it in with a garish purple and red.
“It’s beautiful, baby.” I squatted down to give him a kiss on his cheek.
He shrieked with glee and ran away again. I stood, keeping that little purple and red car in my hand as a reminder of what was important.
“You know,” Mom said as she finally pushed away from the oven and opened a cabinet. “I met the nicest young doctor at work yesterday. He just came here from New York. I asked around, and the other nurses said he was single.”
“Mom. No.” I made sure to catch her eye before I bent down to retrieve a cookie sheet. I needed to bake. That would help me get my mind straight. 
“Are you sure?” She looked pained that I wouldn’t even consider letting her set me up. “He was awfully nice. Smart, too.”
Of course he was smart. He was a doctor. “I’m sure.” 
She tucked away her disappointment quickly, but not before I caught it. I reached out as I set the cookie sheet on the counter. “Thank you, Mom. I know you’re just looking out for me.” I squeezed her arm, and she smiled at me. 
“I just want you to be happy, Larkin baby.”
“I know. And I am. I have you and Diego. I have Marybeth. And my job is mostly okay.”
Mom laughed at that. Given how much I complained about Charlie, she probably thought I completely hated Mountain Roasters. But it wasn’t bad, most of the time. Charlie was a pain, but when he wasn’t there, I actually liked the place. It was nice to see people every day and chat with them.
“Do me a favor, though.” She tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “Stay away from Nick.”
She didn’t have to ask me twice. “I will.”
Her phone buzzed. She picked it up from the counter and groaned. “This new nurse’s aide is going to make me crazy. She’s constantly asking me to cover her shifts.” Her fingers flew over the screen as she texted.
I turned my attention to checking the dinner she’d started making and then mixing up dough for sugar cookies. Measuring and mixing took all my attention, driving the day’s worries to the back of my mind. It was exactly what I needed.
After dinner and a cookie more than she’d meant to eat, Mom turned in early to be ready for a twelve-hour day at the hospital in the morning, and I took a long time putting Diego to bed. When he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer, I kissed him goodnight, turned out his light, and pulled the door partially closed.
The house was strangely quiet. I could have turned on the TV and scrolled through my phone. That would have been the perfect distraction. But instead, I stepped outside.
The snow-covered gravel in the driveway crunched under my shoes as I wrapped my arms around myself. I should’ve put on a coat, but the craving for the cold, fresh air had gotten the better of me. 
Staring up at the clear sky, I scanned the stars as if they held some sort of answer. I hadn’t lied to Mom. I was happy—mostly. But seeing Nick had stirred something inside of me. Something restless but wary. Some deep kind of longing I hadn’t known was there.
Why him? Why couldn’t it have been Diego’s father who’d come back to town? I’d thought Will Boden was the answer to my prayers when he showed up. But he’d broken my heart too, showing me exactly what kind of man he was when he left Diego to grow up without a dad. Seeing Will again would’ve made me angry—but that was all.
There wouldn’t have been this rush of confusing emotions I didn’t know how to stop.
A noise from the street drew my attention away from the sky. My teeth chattered as a truck drove slowly by. It was time to go inside before some neighbor asked Mom if I was all right, standing out in the freezing cold at night with no coat.
As I stepped back inside the warmth of our small house, I realized the cold had made one thing clear—my focus needed to be on Diego. And getting myself all confused by the past wasn’t good.
I would keep the past right where it was—for the future of my son.






  
  Chapter Four

Nick


I avoided it for days. Until I couldn’t anymore. 
I sat back against the seat of my truck but kept one hand on the wheel. Maybe I needed the reassurance that I could leave at any time. Leave, instead of looking out to see what a wreck the old ranch had become.
I’d been right when Gabe first called me. This place was a bad investment, but not for the reasons I’d originally had.
Gabe had told me what to expect, but it was nothing compared to seeing it in person. A fresh blanket of snow had fallen overnight, and the white softened the effect of the neglected yard and corral, the slowly disintegrating barn, and the abandoned house.
I breathed out through my teeth. It was an embarrassment. Who would buy a place like this and let it rot? An unrestrained anger toward this Chestnut Moon company that owned the property rose up inside me. What the hell was wrong with these people? Before the law had caught up with Pops, this place was thriving. A few hundred head of cattle once called the Harker Ranch home, and it could’ve been more if Pops had bought up nearby land as it became available.
But Pops was always busy with other things.
I gripped the steering wheel like I could somehow cut off memories of the past. But they swirled and charged and refused to be ignored. People arriving in the dead of night. That warehouse-like
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