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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m here to capture a rugged, delectable cowboy.”

      Probably not the best way to express it, but that’s exactly what, or who, Ricki Sky needed. Which was how she’d wound up at a ranch in wintry Montana.

      Her high heeled boots, perfect for November in L.A., were no match for the temperatures here. Ricki stepped from side to side to keep her toes from freezing.

      What a difference a two-hour flight made. She’d landed at the Billings airport, picked up a rental car, and headed into a culture shock, trading in tall buildings and superhighways for open, snowy fields.

      She’d followed the GPS to her destination, doubted she’d have found the place on a map. Asking directions from a fellow traveler would have been out of the question too. She hadn’t seen a soul on the drive for miles. Only eagles soaring across the sky, sleek red foxes prancing over the stark expanse of the land, and white-tailed deer—actual deer!—foraging on the side of the road.

      And cold? It had to be twenty degrees. Or less. Instead of developing the ideal shot, she might develop hypothermia.

      “By capture, I mean on film,” she clarified for the teen perched on the fence rail at the entrance of Purple Creek Ranch. He huddled there in his fleece-lined jean parka, puffing on a cigarette.

      For further proof of her intent, Ricki clutched the camera looped around her neck. With it, she’d win the Roundup Cologne account for her advertising company, Authentique. Basically, authentic, but with a que at the end. An oddly French name, since the owner and founder came from Scottish descent.

      If she secured the account, she’d finally gain Henderson Bayne’s attention and the promotion he’d been dangling in front of her like a Peppermint Mocha Frappuccino.

      As long as she could find a real, handsome, photogenic cowboy with star-quality, who could sell hugely overpriced toilet water to your average working man. All in the next five days.

      It seemed totally doable back in sunny California. Now, the teen’s puzzled look had Ricki worried.

      “No cowboys will be harmed during the making of my photo.”

      The boy took a long drag and stared at her. Time to speak his language.

      “None will be cow-tied.”

      He crinkled his brow as his lips curled. “Do you mean hogtied?”

      Oh, dear. If there was such a thing as a Cowboy Dictionary, she’d better get her hands on it fast.
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        * * *

      

      Until last year, Chase Morgan would have held a length of rope in his hands, ready to lasso a calf. Now, he held a tangled string of Christmas lights.

      He was bound and determined the lights would go up on the fence this year. Like they did when his parents were both alive.

      In the decade since their mother passed, the three remaining Morgans had managed to do an okay job of celebrating the holiday season. But after their father’s lung cancer diagnosis two years ago, the festive mood disintegrated.

      This would be the first Christmas since their dad died. And Chase was fixed to coax a smile from his sixteen-year-old brother. Ward had been as sullen and ornery as their old barn cats when their supply of fresh milk vanished. The cats had hit the road shortly after.

      Would Ward follow their lead? And where was the kid? Probably sneaking a smoke again. Taking after his old man and playing with fire, in more ways than one.

      Chase scanned the horizon and found Ward near the front gate. With a woman. A stranger around here, given her attire. Those tall, heeled boots—accentuating long, shapely legs—could impale a man. She chatted away to his brother, her luscious red lips going a mile a minute. And, whatever she was saying, hit the mark.

      Ward smiled.

      Smiled!

      Chase had no idea who this mystery city gal was, but she’d made his little brother smile.

      And Chase found himself smiling too. He hadn’t seen a woman as pretty as this one in…well…maybe never. That jet black hair⏤shiny, straight, and cut off at her chin⏤made her look like one of those 1920 film stars his great-grandfather had liked.

      Chase dropped the string of lights in the snow and jogged to them, skidding to a stop when he saw the big camera hanging from the woman’s neck.

      “Hi, I’m Ricki Sky.”

      He shook her proffered hand, small and delicate in his rough palm. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Chase Morgan, and this is my little brother, Ward.” He clapped the teen on the shoulder, ignoring how the boy kicked at the snow to bury his cigarette butt. They’d talk about the dangers of nicotine again later. In private.

      “You seem surprised to see me,” the woman went on. “My assistant originally reserved a room for me at Burns’s Dude Ranch, but the owner said they were overbooked and told me to come here.”

      Always enterprising, Chase’s buddy, Travis Burns, had opened his place to the public. Found it far more lucrative than herding cattle.

      Ricki let out a sigh. “I have the right place, don’t I?”

      Chase noted her impatience with his lack of reply and shook his head free of the clouds. “I just expected…well…with a name like…”

      “You expected a man?”

      And she was definitely all woman⏤from those big green eyes to the way that light leather jacket displayed her gentle curves.

      Every lovely inch.

      “My full name is Frederika Schapansky. It’s a mouthful, so I go by Ricki Sky.”

      Chase couldn’t blame her. He played valet, accepted her rental car keys, and drove the three of them up to the house—a two-story, red-roofed, rambling structure with a bricked front and six dormer windows that offered glorious mountain views in all directions. Chase couldn’t imagine a more beautiful spot on earth.

      Once he had the car in park, he whipped around to open the passenger side door for her. “You brought luggage?”

      “Two bags. In the trunk.”

      “I’ll grab them while Ward takes you to your room.”

      Chase strode to the back of the car, cell phone to his ear, the woman’s long legs seizing his attention as she climbed the porch stairs. He was so mesmerized that, when Travis answered, Chase almost forgot why he’d called. He waited until his female guest and his brother were in the house before speaking.

      “This Ricki you sent me is a woman.”

      “No kidding?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Didn’t ask. An assistant made the reservations. Lady by the name of Jacinta Lopez. Says she’s J-Lo, the Younger. Practiced one of my Spanish pick-up lines on her, which translates as: Did it hurt when you fell from heaven?”

      Cheesy. “How’d it go?”

      “Somehow, instead of heaven, I managed to say ceiling. Guess I need more practice.”

      Chase had more important things on his mind than his friend’s misadventures with Babbel. “How am I going to keep a female occupied over here?”

      “I can think of a few ways.” Travis chuckled. “What’s the matter, Rumper? Don’t trust yourself?”

      Chase cringed at the nickname. Thankfully, his friend couldn’t see him over the phone. The reaction would only encourage more teasing.

      “Look,” Travis continued, “you can send her over here during the day. She can relax at the spa, go dog sledding, participate in our talent show—whatever. I just need you to give her a place to sleep, and I’m paying you to do it. I’ve already e-transferred her deposit to you. You’ll get the full amount when she squares up at the end of her stay. So, what’s the problem?”

      And what choice did he have? Chase could certainly use the money. “I appreciate you helping me out, buddy.”

      “No sir. You’re helping me. I overbooked the ranch. You’re doing me the favor.”

      The two ended the call and Chase scooped up his guest’s bags, wondering if his friend was telling him the truth or just massaging his ego.

      Bruised as it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Ricki woke bleary-eyed, in desperate need of her morning cappuccino.

      Though yesterday’s travel had left her zonked, it had still taken her awhile to fall asleep. The drone of the city usually lulled her into slumber. Here, it was so…quiet…the wood-paneled bedroom providing an insulated cocoon, cozy and safe from the outside world.

      She checked her phone, scrolled through her text messages, and found one from Jacinta. Apparently, Donovan, Ricki’s co-worker, was on a tear.

      The term co-worker was a stretch. It implied co-operation. Co-ordination. But she and Donovan were more like polka dots and stripes. Plaid and a leopard print. Pairing them together required a keen eye for color and form. Sadly, Donovan and Ricki rarely saw eye to eye.

      D’s asking where U R & what U R doing? Jacinta added a yellow-faced emoji with an index finger covering its pursed lips.

      Ricki knew she could rely on her friend to keep a secret. After recalling that Montana was known for its minerals, she replied:

      
        
          
            
              
        Tell D I’m mining 4 gold.

      

      

      

      

      

      She shoved the phone in her purse and caught the scent of something delicious wafting her way. Delicious and fattening. She slipped into the ensuite and completed her morning routine, then dressed in the clothes she’d worn the previous day, and followed her nose down the hall, coming to a dead stop at the kitchen door.

      Chase, the cowboy she’d met yesterday, stood at the stove flipping strips of bacon over with a spatula, his other hand holding a cell phone to his ear.

      Today, he wore a lumberjack shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal muscled forearms. The garment tugged against his wide shoulders, tapered to his slim waist, and trailed into his jeans. Jeans he wore as well as any male model she’d seen. The image had her drooling for more than bacon.

      It’s okay to look, but don’t touch, she reminded herself.

      Her last boyfriend, a model she’d often photographed, was a fair-haired Adonis with killer abs and she’d fallen for him hard and fast. She’d overlooked their lack of common interests and convinced herself that Stephan’s outer beauty contained a beautiful soul. And loved him for it. Until the night she caught him with another woman, a more established shutterbug who could further his career. That’s when Ricki learned to separate business and pleasure. She’d concentrate on her own career from now on, thank you very much, eclipse that other female photographer, and prove to everyone that she had what it took to be a world-class artist, on the level of Ansel Adams and Annie Leibovitz.

      “I’ll be in with the payment today,” Chase told the person on the other end of the line, his voice bringing Ricki back to the present. “Thanks again for waiving the late fee. I really appreciate it.”

      As Ricki took a step toward her room to give him some privacy, he ended the call. She counted to ten and continued into the kitchen. Its cherrywood cabinets and granite counters gleamed in the sun that poured in from the window over the deep ceramic sink. A large bay window by the table provided a stunning panoramic view of the mountains beyond.

      Chase straightened when he saw her. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      And she’d heard far more of his conversation than he’d prefer, she suspected, given the proud jut of his chin. “I just arrived,” she lied.

      “Hope you like bacon and eggs.”

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten them. “My favorite,” she fibbed again. Ricki doubted this cowboy would have heard of avocado toast.

      He gestured to a seat at the rustic dining table and served her a plate. The breakfast didn’t stop at mere bacon and eggs over easy. There were brown beans, home fries, and toast, as well. Her eyes widened at the sheer volume of food. She’d never be able to eat it all, but it smelled good, so she licked her lips and dug in.

      “Try some jam on your toast,” he recommended. “A couple in town make it.”

      She scooped out a dollop of the deep bluey-purple jam, spread it on her toast, and took a bite. “Is it blueberry?” Wait, no. That wasn’t quite right. “Blackberry?”

      “Huckleberry. They grow everywhere here in Montana.”

      She rolled the taste over her tongue. Both tart and sweet. Delicious.

      Her host sat at the other end of the table and tackled his own plate. Yesterday, she hadn’t really stopped to look at him and, on that first glance, wouldn’t have described him as handsome. Not like her usual models, their chiseled jaws accentuated by a makeup artist’s shading brush. Every hair sprayed in place, every pout of their full lips rehearsed.

      Perfect.

      This guy had a faint, white scar dissecting his left brow. His naturally strong jaw didn’t need makeup, and the morning scruff on his chin only added to his rugged look.

      “I’ve never met a cowboy before. Not a real one.”

      “Then we’re even. I’ve never met a photographer before.” His fork stilled over his plate. “Not a professional one, at any rate.”

      Ricki sensed a story there. Maybe he’d been ribbed over a goofy photo in the high school yearbook. She could relate. Thankfully, she’d tamed her cowlick since then.

      “So…what do you want to see while you’re in Montana?” he asked, rubbing his hands together. “Hot springs? Glacier National Park? Yellowstone?”

      She really wasn’t the outdoorsy type. While everyone else skied, she’d be the one sitting in the chateau by the fireplace, drinking a big glass of chardonnay. “Sounds interesting, but I need to focus on the photos I’m shooting for the Christmas campaign.”

      “Christmas? The 25th is only a month away.”

      “Tell me about it. We had a previous campaign, but it didn’t do as well with test audiences as the client hoped.” Probably the understatement of the year. It bombed. “The owner’s nephew was in charge of it.” She scrunched her nose.

      “Not a fan?”

      Another understatement. Donovan Bayne was the bane of her existence—in more ways than one. She pictured him lurking by the door of her office, tall and gangly, dressed in black pants and a thin black turtleneck. With his goatee and ever-present beret (which hid a bald patch), he looked like a beatnik from the 50s. Or the devil, himself. Her neck tensed just thinking about him.

      “He’s always on his cell phone. Always posting on social media.” As if that’s what Authentique paid him to do.

      Chase groaned. “I know the type.”

      Really? Cowboys tweeted while riding the range? She couldn’t imagine the people he knew were social media hounds, but maybe such individuals were everywhere.

      Or was he making fun of her?

      His deep-set blue eyes radiated interest and sincerity, qualities that were hit and miss in her business. Often sincerity was used as a tool. Once you could fake it, you had it made. And Stephan had used it on her like a pro.

      But this guy wasn’t faking. At least, she didn’t think so. He really was interested. She should stop talking now. Stop painting a bad image for the company. But it felt so good to vent.

      “I spend a ridiculous amount of time fixing Donovan’s mistakes, while he spends all day taking selfies and hanging out on Instagram and Twitter. And ends up getting all the glory.”

      “How does he pull that off? Got a horseshoe up his butt?”

      If he did, Ricki could think of a few other things she’d like him to shove up there with it. “When you’re the president’s favorite nephew, you can only fail upward.”

      “Why do you stay?”

      “Good question. Guess I’m not a quitter. I’m in it to win it. But there are days…”

      She didn’t usually share so much, and certainly not with strangers. Then again, maybe they were the safest people to talk to when it came to unloading your baggage. And this stranger, this cowboy, was such a good listener.

      “Donovan once hid behind my office door, jumped out at me, and snapped a surprise shot. Caught me with my mouth hanging open. Then he photoshopped my head onto the body in ‘The Scream.’ She paused. “It’s an expressionist work by the artist Edvard⁠—”

      “—Munch.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You know it?”

      “I live in Montana, not on Mars.”

      Still, she’d made a thoughtless assumption. Why couldn’t a cowboy enjoy art? It was a famous painting, after all. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I only know about it because it was the inspiration for the mask in the Scream movies.”

      She let out a full-bellied laugh. “Thanks for being honest.”

      “I couldn’t let you stew.” Chase wiped his lips on a red and white gingham napkin and, for the first time in her life, Ricki found herself envying cloth. “What did this Donovan guy do with that photo of you? Post it online?”

      “No, thank God. He made copies and showed them around the office, which was bad enough.” And he’d done it when she was still reeling from her breakup with Stephan. “That’s why I have to beat Donovan.”

      “Revenge?”

      “And a promotion. All I need is the quintessential cowboy for the ad campaign. The cologne company says they want a younger Sam Elliot. Or a younger Kevin Costner.” By younger, Ricki suspected they wanted someone unknown and, therefore, cheaper. She dug into her plate again, surprised to find half the food gone.

      “How do you usually get subjects to photograph?”

      “I search through models’ head shots. Periodically, modeling agencies hold a cattle call.”

      “Cattle? I can relate to that.”

      “Actually, I should have said open call. That’s the more politically correct term. Unfortunately, Donovan used all our regular models for the shoot. Drop dead gorgeous guys, who are more interested in their hair than horses.”

      She doubted Chase spent hours grooming. His hair was dark, thick, and one strand curled onto his forehead, as if it had a mind of its own. She bet it would be soft to touch.

      Ricki shook her head and picked up her fork. Who knew eggs could taste so good? She dipped her toast into the remains of one runny yolk, took a bite, and washed it down with a gulp of coffee.

      “The company felt the ads looked too Hollywood. This time, they want more grit than glam. I’m determined to make it happen for them.”

      On cue, a very unglamorous Ward entered the kitchen, still in his PJs. Dark hair mussed and head down, he shuffled over to a cupboard, grabbed a plate, and began dishing out a manly helping of food from the frying pans. He plopped down in the seat between them, his plate piled high.

      “Good morning to you too,” Chase greeted his brother.

      Ward grunted and started shoveling food in his mouth. How did teenage boys pack it away and stay rake thin?

      “Our guest here is representing a men’s cologne. What’s the name of it again?”

      “Roundup.” Maybe that was part of the campaign’s problem. Roundup sounded like something you’d do in a mathematics class, not something you’d splash on to smell good. “I wish they’d given it a more macho name, but a lot of existing colognes beat them to it. Like Stetson, or Stallion.”

      “Better than Gelding,” Chase replied.

      Ward choked on his food and Chase thumped him on the back. Ricki made a mental note to look up the word gelding on her phone. She knew it had something to do with a horse. A young one, maybe. Or was that a yearling?

      She lamented her limited knowledge of animals, as Chase reached for her plate—her empty plate. She must have been hungrier than she’d thought.
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        * * *

      

      While Ward dug in, Chase loaded the dishwasher, wiped the counter, and began filling the sink with soapy water to tackle the pans. He felt a feminine presence at his side.

      “How can I help?”

      “You don’t. You’re the guest.”

      She picked up the dishtowel. “I’ll dry.”

      Ricki might be out of place here in the country, but she was still willing to lend a hand. Guess folks washed dishes in the city too. He reached behind the pantry door and retrieved one of his late mother’s aprons he kept hanging there. “This will protect your clothes.”

      Stepping into Ricki’s personal space might have been a mistake. Her scent reminded him of spring flowers in the meadow. More intoxicating than any of those fancy perfumes his ex-girlfriend used to wear.

      Ricki thanked him for the apron and tied it at her waist. “What are the plans for the day?”

      Did she expect him to entertain her? His ranch wasn’t set up for guest activities. His buddy had the market cornered on that. “I have some business in town. I can drop you off at Travis’s place on the way.”

      “Actually, I’d rather go to town with you. The people at the dude ranch are visitors, like me. They could be from anywhere. Even L.A. The people in town are residents. The real deal. I’ll find better subjects there.”

      Of course. It was all about a photo op. “Sounds good. I’ll take you in my rig so you can look around. But I want to get those Christmas lights up first.”

      “You’ll be way ahead of me. Thankfully, my company always puts up a tree in the lobby. I rarely get around to doing much at home.”

      “We haven’t decorated for a couple of years,” Chase confessed. “Not since Dad got ill.” His chest tightened, the pain of loss still raw. “But this year’s going to be different. I’m determined to give my little brother a real Christmas.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at Ward. Plugged into his earphones, the teen bopped his head. “He used to get so excited about the season.”

      “He’s not a little boy anymore.”

      “True.” It’s not as if Ward still believed in Santa. Nowadays, Chase wondered if Ward believed in anything. “We used to be buddies.” His little brother used to look up at him, admiration in his eyes. Chase missed that. Wasn’t sure what that said about his ego, but that was the truth. “He used to get decent marks in school. They’ve taken a slide since our dad passed away.”

      Ricki put her hand on his forearm, gave it a squeeze. “I’m sure he misses your father.”

      “We both do.”

      “Of course. But you’re the adult. You’ve taken over as head of the household. The roles have shifted, haven’t they? You’ve become the parent now.”

      Chase leaned one hip against the counter and chewed on her words. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      He was almost old enough to be Ward’s father. After Chase was born, his parents suffered through several miscarriages. Ward was their miracle baby, born on Christmas Eve. His parents had told Chase that his new brother was his early Christmas present and he’d taken the news to heart. The two had always been close, despite the fourteen-year difference in their ages.

      “So back to the subject of decorating. Were you planning on doing it all by yourself this year?”

      He cocked his head toward his brother and shrugged. You try getting a teen to do anything.

      “What if you involved him more? Asked for his help?”

      That wasn’t a bad idea. Before he could rethink it, he strode over to Ward and gave the kid’s earphone cord a tug. The boy responded with the shocked outrage only a teenager could muster.

      “Since it’s the Thanksgiving break, Ward, you’ll have time to help us string those Christmas lights.”

      Ricki appeared at Chase’s side. “Us?”

      “Your suggestion. But you’ll need warmer clothes. Did you pack anything else?”

      “More of the same.”

      “My stuff is going to be too big for you. Ward, could you lend Miss Sky one of your track suits? A clean one?” Chase added, generating a smirk from his brother.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Ricki was dressed in Ward’s clothes, complete with a winter coat, hat, and mitts. She’d also scored an extra set of wool socks so her feet wouldn’t slide around in the teen’s boots. Chase topped everything off with a scarf of his own, which he looped around her neck. It felt like an embrace, his cologne enveloping her—a touch of sandalwood mixed with clean Montana air.

      She took her camera with her and, while the boys strung lights, she snapped photos of the scenery—trees draped in fresh snow, white-topped mountains in the distance.

      Now she knew what they meant by “Big Sky Country.” The blue canopy above them was huge, unblocked by towering buildings. She could easily see for miles.

      While inhaling the sweetness of a nearby wood fire, she snapped a few interest shots destined for that website she’d begun ages ago and never launched. A fellow shutterbug she knew did well selling his photographs to hotel chains and collectors who were interested in ambiance or unusual décor items. Maybe she could make some income on the side, if she ever devoted some time to it.

      When the boys finished looping the multi-colored Christmas lights down the long fence line, Ward plugged them in and threw the switch. Beautiful. Ricki couldn’t wait to take more shots of the display at dusk.

      “Are we done?” Ward asked his brother.

      “What’s your hurry? Got a hot date?” Chase asked. “With one of your video games?”

      Ward rolled his eyes. He trudged back toward the house, until a snowball smacked him between his shoulder blades.

      The teen whipped around, scooped up a mittful of snow and hurled it back at his brother. But Chase was too fast for him and ducked before the snowball struck.

      If there was going to be an all-out war, Ricki had to get photos. She repositioned herself so both guys were in the frame and lifted her camera…only to feel a snowball ricochet off the top of her head, knocking off her wool hat.

      She retaliated, picking up two fistfuls of snow and propelled a ball back at Chase, striking his shoulder with a satisfying pop. With Ward as her ally, they lobbed balls back and forth at Chase until they were exhausted from laughing.

      Returning to the house, Ricki peeled off the wet clothes, showered, and dressed in one of the clean outfits she’d packed. She checked her phone messages and found a new one from Jacinta.

      D’s up to something, her assistant wrote. Caught him loitering around your office.

      Ricki sighed. She needed to get her cowboy photo and get back to Los Angeles ASAP. But while she had her phone in her hand, what was that word she’d planned to look up?

      Gelding.

      She typed it into the search box. Then spent a few minutes researching videos on YouTube to learn more cowboy jargon, since she’d already mastered the term for a castrated male horse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Ricki grabbed her purse and camera. She found Chase outside, poised beside a silver, four-door pickup truck.

      His welcoming smile stiffened once he saw the Nikon around her neck. He stared at it as if it were a king cobra. Same as yesterday. The cowboy was definitely camera-shy. Was that why he’d started the snowball fight earlier? To avoid having his photo snapped? Was he on a wanted poster somewhere? In the witness protection program? Or maybe he was embarrassed by that scar.

      “I thought we were taking your rig.”

      His brow wrinkled. “We are. That’s what we call trucks around here. What did you expect?”

      A tractor-trailer? Maybe an offshore drill? “I’m just as happy it’s smaller than I imagined.”

      That first step up to the cab was still mighty high. She put her left foot on the running board, wrapped her fingers around the grab handle, and gave a little jump to leverage herself into the truck. Big, strong hands, nearly encircling her waist, boosted her higher and into the passenger seat.

      Breathless—from jumping, she was sure—she fastened her seat belt and sank into the heated upholstery. When Chase joined her in the cab, the temperature seemed to shoot up another ten degrees.

      “Isn’t Ward coming?”

      “I tried to bribe him. Failed.” Chase shrugged. “He’ll be okay on his own…now.” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out an open pack of cigarettes, the brand she’d seen Ward with earlier. Chase tossed the pack into the back seat. He put the truck in gear, eased it down the long drive, and out onto the road.

      She studied his profile as he drove. He’d shaved since she’d last seen him. Had he done it for her? She liked the smooth look just as well as his morning stubble. Imagined running her hand over his jaw…

      Ricki’s cheeks heated. What was she doing? Mooning over some cowboy she barely knew? Hadn’t her time with Stephan taught her anything? She focused on the passing fields out the window.

      “Oh, look. A deer.” It glanced up from its grazing as they passed.

      “That’s a pronghorn. You can tell from the black snout and the white stripes on the neck. Did you see the horns? Each one has a prong on it.”

      “Hence the name,” she concluded.

      “And man, that thing can run. It can beat a car doing fifty.”

      What would happen if one of those things skewered you with its horns? Chase’s place was miles from his nearest neighbor, let alone a hospital. Maybe she should take the hint and run, herself. As fast as she could from this isolated, dangerous place.

      “On the subject of animals, I thought a cowboy needed cows.”

      “Generally.”

      “Then where are yours?” She’d seen barns on the property, and a couple of horses in the fields, but no cattle.

      “Sold them.”

      “Don’t you have to keep some to make more?”

      “Generally.”

      Judging from his short answers, he didn’t want to discuss it. Instead, they chatted about such illuminating topics as the weather and the price of eggs, while countryfied Christmas tunes played softly on the radio.

      They came to a junction where four corners met. There, in the field opposite, sat a billboard. Ricki winced.

      Of course, there were billboards all over L.A. Digital ones at that. But they blended into the busy backdrop of buildings. Seeing it here was more jarring somehow. Even though she made her living shooting images for such giant advertisements, it hurt to see the natural view obstructed.

      She could hardly blame the landowner. They were making money from renting out the space. One had to earn a living somehow. If Chase’s ranch wasn’t on such a quiet road, he might be able to make money the same way. They turned and continued to the town.

      Dry Gulch was already dressed up for Christmas, with tinsel ornaments on light posts, wreaths in store windows, and doors swathed in huge red ribbons, wrapped up to look like giant presents.

      Taking advantage of Black Friday shopping, there were signs for a Christmas Craft Show, a visit with Santa, and sleigh rides. After parking the truck, Chase and Ricki stopped to purchase hot chocolate from an outdoor vendor and sipped as they walked.

      “We can get a bite to eat while we’re in town, if you like.”

      Ricki patted her stomach. “I’m still full from breakfast.”

      “Thought you might like to try some Rocky Mountain oysters.”

      “Oysters? There are oysters in Montana?”

      “That’s what we call fried bull testicles.”

      “Yummy,” she answered, deadpan.

      Chase laughed and stopped in front of the local tack shop. “This is a regular hangout for cowboys. They sell all the equipment you need for riding, plus clothes, and gifts. Have a look around and I’ll come back for you in about twenty minutes. Sound good?”

      “Terrific. Thanks.”

      She entered the store, shocked by how large it was. As Chase promised there were boots, breeches, blankets, bridles, bobbles, and big red Christmas bows—and those were just the items starting with the letter B.

      Through the store window, she caught a glimpse of Chase entering a bank on the other side of the street. In her mind, she replayed that morning phone call she’d overheard. Was he in financial trouble? Is that why he’d sold all his cows?

      He was earning some money from her stay at his ranch, but not a lot. She felt bad, but what could she do to help? Leave a big, fat tip? It wasn’t as if she had a lot of extra funds, herself.

      As she mulled over the problem, she made her way through the store’s aisles, on the lookout for the ideal cowboy. Two older men, dressed in denim, chatted with a clerk. A few younger men examined the numerous saddles on display. None of the guys she saw had that certain je ne sais quoi, that charisma that could reach through a photo and grab an audience.

      Since she had time before Chase returned, she checked out the souvenirs, picking up a jar of huckleberry jam for herself and one for Jacinta. She added a third jar for her parents, who were celebrating Christmas in Australia with one of her aunts. She’d email them tonight and ask how they were enjoying themselves. She couldn’t wait to see the vacation photos they’d snapped.

      As promised, Chase returned for her within twenty minutes. They strolled around the town, visiting shops and looking for cowboys.

      “I thought there’d be a lot more suitable subjects here in Montana,” she announced, after striking out at a corralled area where kids could ride ponies.

      “Maybe you’re too particular.”

      “I’m not!”

      “Really? You passed on the Rocky Mountain oysters,” he reminded her.

      She lifted her chin. “Is that a dare?”

      “You bet.”

      “I accept, but only if you eat them too.”

      “You’re on.”

      They zipped into a local saloon, sat down, and ordered. She photographed the festive centerpiece—an eight-inch ceramic cowboy boot vase holding a poinsettia. Within a few minutes, they had a plateful of Rocky Mountain oysters to share.

      “They look like chicken nuggets.”

      “Try one,” he said.

      She lifted a piece to her lips and took a bite. Nice, crunchy outer coating. Rather chewy inside. “They kind of taste like chicken too.”

      “Most things do.”

      She reached for another just as he did. When his fingers met hers, a potent zing traveled up her arm.

      He cleared his throat. “Try one with the sauce.”

      Had he felt the same spark that sent her heart clamoring? And what was her heart doing anyway? Hadn’t it learned anything from Stephan about the dangers of breakage? She plucked a third nugget from the plate, swirled it around the spicy dipping sauce, and popped it in her mouth. “Not bad.”

      They finished their lunch and Chase reached for his wallet. But Ricki beat him to it and insisted on treating to thank him for the wonderful breakfast he’d made. They returned to the ranch at dusk and she was able to take stellar shots of the Christmas lights the boys had strung.

      Chase stood at her side. “If you think those lights are pretty, look up.”

      Ricki’s breath caught in her throat. The heavens exploded above them. A million stars, crystal clear, shone out from the dark night, illuminating the sky.

      “Magnificent.”

      “In the summer, I like to lie out in the grass and stare up. It’s got to be the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen,” Chase told her, his voice low. “Until yesterday.”

      Confused by what he meant, she turned to him, but he was no longer looking up at the heavens.

      He was gazing at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      On her third day in Montana, Ricki drove to town in her rental car, on the lookout for cowboys, yawning all the way. She’d spent another night with little sleep. Not because of the quiet this time. More the disquiet as she reviewed what Chase had said the night before.

      Had he actually flirted with her? Or just buttered up a guest to make her feel good? He didn’t seem like the type to lead a woman on, but then, she hardly knew him. What little she did know only confirmed their differences and she’d been down that road once before. Never again. Theirs was a business arrangement and it was going to stay that way.

      “Maybe I should use you as my model,” she’d told him at breakfast, and raised her camera to frame him in a shot.

      He’d ducked his head. “No thanks. I’d probably break your lens.”

      The more she thought about using him as a subject, the more she liked the idea. She’d have her photo and he’d be paid for posing. A win-win.

      He’d collected her used dishes and kept his back to her while he filled the sink. “There’s a Christmas barn dance at Travis’s place tonight. You’ll find lots of willing cowboys there.”
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        * * *

      

      If she did, she’d be on a roll.

      On her return trip to town to pick up party clothes, she met two cowboys who were happy to pose for her. The older of the two reminded her of a forty-something, clean-shaven Sam Elliot. The younger man had an edgy James Dean quality to him and, with a little photoshopping, might just be her guy. She got both men’s contact information in the event she needed them to sign a release form for permission to use their image. If the clients liked what they saw, contracts would follow.

      Feeling more optimistic than she had in days, Ricki purchased an appropriate cowgirl outfit at the tack shop in town—a festive, red dress with fringe on the arms. She strode into the barn dance—Chase on one side, Ward on the other—feeling like a million bucks with her two, jeans-clad, Stetson-wearing cowboys.

      She paused at the entrance, mesmerized by the thousand fairy lights that covered the high ceilings and illuminated the crowd of partygoers. A small stage with a DJ sat at one end of the barn, a bar opposite it. Bales of hay were strategically placed and provided seating for couples to relax between dances, while a wandering Santa worked the crowd. Over the huge speakers, John Denver thanked God he was a country boy.

      “I wanna see everyone up on their feet for this next number,” the DJ told the guests. “It’s a four-wall dance to Jake Mathews’s Must Be Christmas.”

      The instructions were Greek to Ricki, but the other attendees obediently moved to the middle of the room, spreading out into neat rows.

      “A four-wall dance?”

      “We do the moves facing one wall,” Chase explained, “then make a quarter turn and do it all again facing the next wall. We keep turning and repeating the steps until we’ve faced each wall a couple of times.” He took her by the elbow and led her onto the dance floor.

      “But I don’t know the moves.”

      “I’ll show you. Start with your weight on your left foot, so your right one is ready to go.”

      Remembering her childhood dance lessons, Ricki picked up the initial steps fairly easily for the first dance and the next two after. Heel and toe tapping, kick-ball-change, stomp, side touch, grapevine. Other steps were more complicated: the cowboy hustle, the electric slide. But Chase patiently showed her the way. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had as much fun.

      After the sixth dance, Chase went off to order them each a cider, and another cowboy approached her, a beer in his hand. He was about the same age as Chase, but shorter, with sandy-colored hair.

      “I see Chase is taking good care of you,” the man said. “Travis Burns.”

      “Hello.” Ricki blinked. “Oh, you’re the host.” He certainly looked the part, in his ornately embroidered black shirt.

      “That I am. Enjoying yourself?”

      She shook his free hand. “Yes, thanks.”

      “You must be this Ricki I’ve heard so much about.”

      “From Jacinta?”

      “From Chase. You got him smiling again. You’re good for him.”

      Ricki dipped her chin. “I don’t know about that. I’m sure losing his dad has been difficult.”

      Travis grimaced. “No amount of medicine can counteract a three-pack-a-day habit.”

      Is that what took Chase’s dad? And what kind of medical bills did the family incur on his behalf? Is that why Chase sold his cattle? To pay for it all? And why he’d taken Ward’s pack of cigarettes?

      “Didn’t help that Chase’s girlfriend treated him to a very noisy breakup on top of it. That woman had a nice storefront, but no merchandise, if you know what I mean.” The tips of his ears reddened, and he slurped back his beer. “Sorry. I should keep my mouth shut. I worry about the guy, that’s all. As much as he may hide it, I know Rumper will be sorry to see you leave.”

      Ricki tugged at her dress. She didn’t know how to take Travis. Was he trying to compliment her? Make her feel special? Whatever his goal, he was reading more into her relationship with Chase than actually existed.

      “Hey, Travis, I’m just here on business. A paying customer. That’s all.” She did a double take. “Did you call him Rumper? Is that a nickname?”

      “He hasn’t told you? I figure if I tease him enough, he’ll lighten up about it.” Travis lifted his beer and used it to point to Chase who was walking toward them, a drink in each hand. “I’ve said enough. He’ll tell you about the nickname himself. When he’s ready.”

      The two cowboys gave each other a brief man hug before Travis wandered off to mingle with his other guests.

      Chase passed Ricki her cider. “Having a good time? Spot any photogenic cowboys while I was gone?”

      She sipped her drink and washed the unsettling conversation with Travis from her mind. “A yes to the first question, a no to the second.” But she didn’t feel quite as anxious, after meeting those two subjects this afternoon.

      Chase looked around the barn. “At least Ward is enjoying himself.”

      Ricki followed Chase’s line of vision to where Ward, standing near the DJ, was chatting up a sweet-looking blonde girl around his age. “Good for him.”

      As they finished their ciders, Chase pointed out several potential cowboys Ricki could use. All were reasonably handsome, in good shape, but still missing that indefinable quality she was after.

      “Ladies and gentleman,” the DJ cut in, “time for the Texas Two-Step.”

      Chase clasped Ricki’s hand and escorted her back onto the dance floor. “This one’s for partners. You’ll start on your right foot, and we’ll move counterclockwise around the room.”

      “So, I’ll be going backward?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Like Ginger Rogers?”

      “Who?”

      “Fred Astaire’s dance partner in all those 40s black and white movies they show on TV late at night. Apparently, she did everything he did, but backward and in high heels.”

      “Let’s show ’em, Ginger.”

      After a few early fumbles, Ricki got the hang of it⏤two quick steps, then two slower ones. Soon, Chase added some turns. On one of them, she saw Ward and the blonde girl twirling up ahead.

      Now that Ricki had the hang of it, she didn’t have to count, and was able to converse while dancing. “Your friend Travis seems nice, but why does he call you Rumper?”

      “Just Travis trying to be funny.”

      From the redness that crept into his cheeks, Ricki suspected there was more to the story, but chose not to press.

      They danced their way through that song and into Elvis’s “Blue Christmas” lament. Chase held her close, their bodies moving together, his nearness making butterflies flutter around her stomach as if it were spring.

      She relished the feeling, knowing her time with him was limited, and was thankful she had a reason to leave before she got in too deep. She’d soon be on a plane back to L.A. and her own blue Christmas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Horse skiing?”

      On the afternoon of her final day in Montana, Ricki was no closer to finding her quintessential Christmas cowboy than when she’d arrived.

      She’d spent yesterday and this morning patrolling the town and Burns’s Dude Ranch. She’d been dog sledding, ice fishing and skating, snapping photos of willing cowboys that she could use, once she’d manipulated their image back in her office. But she’d never felt that bubble of elation in her chest, that satisfaction of knowing she’d nailed the shot and created the perfect union of photographer and subject.

      Since her chances of securing the cologne account and that promotion were becoming as unlikely as a December heat wave in the prairies, Chase had suggested they pass the time horse skiing.

      “It’s like waterskiing,” he explained. “Only instead of a boat pulling you through the water, a horse pulls you over the snow.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I guess the proper term for it is skijoring. It’s fun, honest. Ward and I will show you how it’s done.”

      They all bundled up for the cold and trudged out to an open field. Once there, the teenager donned skis and held onto a long rope that was attached to Chase’s horse, Whiskey. With Chase in the saddle, the horse began to trot, then canter, then gallop.

      Ward hung on, even showed off, lifting one foot in the air. It did look like waterskiing. Jacinta would never believe it. Ricki snapped a few photos of the teen’s antics as proof.

      The guys disappeared over a rise for a moment, then resurfaced, looping their way back to her.

      “Your turn,” Chase announced.

      She handed Ward her camera. “Here goes.”

      The horse took a step and Ricki’s skis slid forward. Heart pounding, she held tight to the rope and struggled to keep her balance. Chase glanced at her every so often, to make sure she was okay.

      “Wanna go a little faster?” he yelled back.

      “Sure.”

      The horse began to trot, the snow spraying up with each step of his hooves. Cold wind brushed Ricki’s cheeks. She felt free. Alive.

      “Faster,” she cried. And faster they went, trees whizzing by. Until she hit a bump. The rope jerked out of her hands and she plunged headfirst into the snow.

      Footfalls stampeded toward her. A second later, strong arms enfolded her. “You okay?”

      Nothing hurt, but when Chase’s hands roamed over her, searching for injuries, liquid heat pooled in her belly.

      “I can’t catch my breath. I might need mouth-to-mouth,” she wheezed.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, his voice low and raspy.

      Now that he was a whisper away, she had to admit, a kiss from this cowboy was at the top of her Christmas Wish List. Especially when she knew that, after today, she’d never see him again.

      “Very.”

      Her eyelids fluttered, as he brushed his mouth against hers. “Is that better?”

      “No. I need more.” Much more.

      He lowered his head again and caressed her lips with his own. Warmth spread over her, through her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. When they came up for air, Ricki sighed.

      “If I’m ever in trouble, I’ll know who to come to for first aid.” She brushed the hair away from his eyes, then traced the line of his scar with her finger. “How did you get this? Bull riding?”

      “Nope.”

      “A bar fight?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “What then?”

      “Fell out of a tree when I was a kid.”

      Not as dramatic as she’d imagined for a cowboy. She smoothed her fingers over the old injury again. “Did it hurt?”

      “Want to kiss it better?”

      She did, then kissed his lips once more. When he deepened it, she moaned into his mouth.

      “Ah-hem!”

      They jerked apart.

      Ward stood over them, hands on hips, shaking his head. “Knock it off, guys. You’re making the horse nervous.”

      The chestnut-colored gelding shook its mane, then gave a loud, derisive snort.

      Touché.
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        * * *

      

      Once their laughter subsided, Ward returned her camera and went on ahead to the house, while Chase took Whiskey back to the barn. Ricki stayed out to snap some shots of the sunset.

      When the reds and yellows began to give way to the encroaching purples, and the temperatures dropped, she wandered over to the barn. She stuck her head in the door to see if Chase was done and found him still grooming his horse.

      The angle of the waning light cast a golden hue over the scene, softening the electric bulbs overhead. And the cowboy? The easy confidence he displayed, the obvious affection he felt for the animal—all of it showed on his face as he brushed. The man had that indescribable mix of assuredness, ruggedness, and just plain ol’ charisma.

      Maybe that’s why she couldn’t find her ideal Christmas cowboy in town. Or any other place she’d looked. Because she’d already found him here at Purple Creek Ranch.

      The moment…the image…was perfect.

      She raised her camera.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      Back in her office at Authentique, Ricki examined the photo she’d taken of Chase. She needed to recreate it exactly.

      Well…not exaaactly. There was only so much photoshopping she could do with the image of the James Dean cowboy she’d shot in Dry Gulch. But, if the client approved of him, they’d willingly hire him for a full photoshoot. She doubted anyone could replicate Chase’s expression, but she’d attempt to recreate the same mood.

      For the background, she used a landscape shot she’d taken at Chase’s ranch. On the drive into work, she’d seen giant nutcrackers, inflatable Grinches, and a jolly Santa riding his sleigh over green lawns in L.A.’s legendary smog. They looked ridiculous now that she’d seen those same decorations against a snowy background.

      Could she actually miss the cold? That might explain why her body temperature was all out of whack. Ricki was hot one minute, shivering the next. With a heavy chest, she kept manipulating the young cowboy’s image, correcting the colors and shading, and touching up his skin.

      Chase had asked her why she stayed at Authentique. This was the answer. The work energized and excited her. Company politics did the opposite. It left her frustrated and drained. Sadly, no matter the job, there’d always be interpersonal dynamics at play. More so when nepotism ruled.

      Tired and runny-eyed, she continued to labor past dark, stopping only when she had the finished print ready to go for the next day. She compared it to Chase’s picture and felt a pang. She done a decent job—far better than Donovan’s attempt—but the James Dean lookalike didn’t compare to Chase.

      Ricki reached for a tissue and blew her nose. It would never work out between them. She had her career and he had his ranch—1,300 miles away.

      She had to forget him. Forget the feel of his arms around her. Forget his laugh. His kiss.

      On her way out, she slipped Chase’s photo off her desk and into the garbage can, then slammed the door on it all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With Christmas now only a week away, Chase drove toward town, bound to make another mortgage payment on the ranch and buy his brother a few last-minute gifts. Useful items, like socks and books. Things that wouldn’t break the budget.

      He cranked up the Christmas tunes on the radio but couldn’t work up any enthusiasm for the holidays.

      With Travis sending guests his way, Chase was making pretty steady money. That was good. But he still missed his sweet photographer from L.A. Missed her more after spending a week with her than he’d ever missed his ex, whom he’d dated for two years.

      Could he make a go of it in Ricki’s world? A woman he hadn’t heard from since she’d left?

      There were ranches in the northern part of the state. He could apply to work at one of them. They’d still have a long-distance relationship, but he’d be a lot closer to Ricki than if he stayed in Montana.

      Of course, he had to consider his little brother. The ranch was Ward’s legacy too. Would he want to move?

      Ward had sure taken a shine to that pretty girl at the dance. Up to now, he’d only ever shown an interest in Jenna Ortega, the actress with the cute cleft chin who starred in that mini-series Wednesday. Maybe Ward just liked girls who could dance. Chase suspected there were plenty of them in L.A.

      He came to the turnoff into town and slammed on the brakes. He sat there, open-mouthed, staring up at the huge billboard image of…himself...a bottle of Roundup Cologne at his side.

      Ricki had taken a picture of him. Without his permission. When? Why?

      But he already new the answer to that. Because the woman he cared for, had fallen for, was willing to change his life for, valued her company above him.

      Merry Christmas.
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        * * *

      

      Ricki regretted throwing Chase’s photo in the trash. As soon as she’d gotten home, she’d made another copy.

      And that’s the last thing she’d done.

      The fever, chills, and sniffles she’d experienced in her office turned out to be the flu. A bad case of it that left her flat on her back. No doubt she’d picked up the virus on her trip, compounded by too many sleepless nights in Montana, and too much rolling around in the snow, kissing her cowboy. After emailing Jacinta to tell her where to find the photo of the James Dean lookalike, Ricki took to her bed, Chase’s picture under her pillow.

      A week before Christmas, she finally emerged and schlepped into work, remembering to pack that jar of huckleberry jam for her friend.

      Ricki pulled back Authentique’s main door and sighed at the beauty of the lobby’s Christmas tree, its boughs dressed in red and gold, its star topper scraping the ceiling. She was glad she’d made the effort and worn her special silver bell earrings that actually jingled—the only decorating she’d had the energy to do.

      She was about to head to her office when she spotted something familiar in her peripheral vision. Ricki turned and came face to face with a six-foot closeup of a cowboy. Her cowboy! Chase! Plastered on the wall!

      She ran down the hall to find Jacinta ending a call. “What’s with the giant photo in the lobby? Tell me that’s not the shot they used for the Roundup ad.”

      “It is, indeed. I looked for the picture on your desk. Guess when you breezed out the door, the photo got blown into the trash. But I found it, and the alternate shot you took with a different cowboy. The client picked their favorite of the two. Of course, Donovan claimed both photos as his own.” Jacinta sneered, her big brown eyes flaring. “The jerk.”

      “That’s my photo,” Ricki cried. “Well…it’s a photo of Chase Morgan, the cowboy I stayed with in Montana. But I took the picture.”

      “Of course, you did. I told the boss, but he chose to believe Donovan. At least you can pat yourself on the back for creating a winning shot. You’re a genius, playing the social media angle too.”

      Ricki stared at her. “Social media?”

      “Don’t be coy.” Jacinta tapped her keyboard and turned her computer screen around so Ricki could read the headline.

      The Butt Behind the Face of Roundup.

      The accompanying article stated Chase’s full name and displayed the photo she’d taken of him, beside another image his ex-girlfriend had shared on Instagram last year—Chase in a field, a roped calf at his side…the seat of his pants ripped and his rear hanging out for all to see.

      A very nice rear but embarrassing, nonetheless. No wonder his friend Travis called him Rumper.

      Scanning to the end of the article, Ricki saw that it had been shared more than eighty million times.

      “Roundup Cologne is flying off the shelves and we can’t keep up with the new clients who want to book us for their promotions.”

      Ricki felt as if her lungs were trapped in a vise. “That’s good. It’ll help pay the lawsuit.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I had no intention of using that image, so I didn’t get Chase to sign a release form, let alone a contract.”

      “Oh, no. Donovan said that, as his underling, you took care of all the paperwork. Do you really think the cowboy will sue?” Jacinta asked. “I’d like to see Donovan squirm, but you could get in trouble too.”

      A lawsuit was the least of Ricki’s worries. Betraying Chase’s trust was far worse. She’d sloughed off his reticence at posing for the camera as modesty, instead of respecting his privacy. He’d made it clear he didn’t want his photo taken, but she’d snapped a shot anyway, and now his face, and rear, were everywhere.

      And she’d caused it. She’d betrayed the man she loved.

      Loved?

      Her heart kicked at her ribs. She couldn’t deny it. She loved Chase Morgan. Though she’d spent less than a week with him, she loved him. Loved his big breakfasts. Loved that little scar that sliced his eyebrow. Loved his loyalty to his brother and the ranch. Loved being with him, talking to him. And his kisses made her stomach do somersaults.

      There was no getting around it. She had to see him. In person.

      She grabbed her laptop, her purse, and hurried to the door. “Book me on the next plane to Billings,” she told Jacinta.

      She was halfway to the elevator when she remembered the jam. Ricki backtracked, plunked the jar down on Jacinta’s desk, and was off again.

      So much for dramatic exits.
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        * * *

      

      Once more in a rental car, Ricki drove by the giant billboard at the turnoff to Purple Creek Ranch. She cringed. If Chase had found out about the ad this way, he must hate her. She felt like turning the vehicle around and heading back to the airport.

      But she’d come to explain, to apologize. She owed him that.

      She drove up to his house, now trimmed with Christmas lights. By the time she parked, Chase was standing on the front porch, wearing his usual jeans and a sheepskin coat, his hands on his hips.

      “I see you’ve been busy decorating.”

      “You’re here because you want me to sign that release form and contract.”

      His abruptness hurt. “No.”

      “No? You don’t care about it? Your assistant emailed them to me. Said you’d be in heaps of trouble if I didn’t sign.”

      Probably. “While I was waiting for the flight, I got an email from Authentique too.”

      Specifically, it was from Donovan, who reiterated his claim that he’d taken the photo and stated that, as his assistant, she should have secured Chase’s autograph on the company’s release form and contract.

      “They said if you didn’t sign, you’d be in a position to sue them and, if you did, they’d sue me.”

      “Could they win?”

      “Win or lose, Donovan and his uncle could keep the case alive indefinitely and bleed me dry with court costs. So, yes, I can’t lie. It would make my life easier if you signed, but I don’t expect you to.”

      Chase folded his arms over his chest. His eyes narrowed. “What happens to your job if I don’t?”

      She held up her phone. “I composed my resignation letter on the plane.” She pressed send. “There. It’s gone. No matter what happens, I’m through with Authentique. You made me realize I was wasting my talent there.” Donovan and his uncle would continue to use her, threaten her, but never give her the credit she was due. “Now, I’m free to achieve what I want. Be my own boss.”

      “You’re starting your own business?”

      “Already have. Remember those landscape photos I took while I was here? I created my own website to display them and I have sales! But any success I gain will mean nothing, if…”

      She’d almost said it. Almost went out on a limb and told him how much he meant to her.

      “If what?”

      “If I don’t make things right between us.”

      A flicker of movement caught her eye. Ward stood at the kitchen window and gave her the fingers crossed sign—on both hands. At least someone was on her side.

      It was now or never. True confessions time.

      “You made it very clear you didn’t want to be photographed. I didn’t understand why, but that shouldn’t matter. I did photograph you…against your wishes…and…through a mix-up…the shot did get used…and I’m sorry…but that was never my intention. Which brings me to why I took your picture in the first place.”

      She filled her lungs with air and let the breath out slowly. “I wanted to capture the mood, the lighting, and your expression, so I could recreate them. And…more than that. I wanted to take something of you with me. Because the week I spent with you was life-changing. It meant more to me than you can imagine.”

      He came halfway down the steps. “It meant a lot to me too.”

      Ricki held her purse tight against her stomach, like a shield, and tried to contain her hopes.

      “After you left, I spent a lot of time kicking myself for letting you get away. Figured I could even sell here and work for someone else in L.A.”

      “But you love the ranch.”

      “Luckily, there are ranches everywhere. In California too.”

      Ricki clutched the handrail as the enormity of his words hit her. “You’d move to be near me?”

      “I thought about it.”

      Thought. Past tense.

      “That’s how much you meant to me,” he continued, stepping off the last stair and meeting her on the ground. “So, when your assistant sent the forms, I signed them.”

      “What? You did? Already?” Ricki clutched her chest. “Even after what I’d done? You tried to protect me?”

      “That’s what you do when you love someone.”

      Tears pricked Ricki’s nose. “How can you, after what I did? I’m no different than⁠—”

      “You’re miles different from her. She posted that photo of me knowing it would be embarrassing. Posted it with the sole aim of hurting me.” Chase pushed the brim of his hat back with his thumb. “Don’t get me wrong. When I first saw that billboard, I was stunned. Hurt. You didn’t seem like the kind of person who would publish someone’s photo without their permission. And you’re not. You’ve explained that you never intended to use it for the ad. And you hopped on a plane and came here, knowing I might be angry, but bound to clear the air between us, with no personal gain in mind. That’s how I know you’re my kind of woman.”

      “And to protect me, you signed a contract you didn’t want. Even before I explained. That’s how I know you’re my kind of man.”

      He stepped closer and took her hands in his. “But unlike you, I received fringe benefits. Jacinta e-transferred my payment to me. More than I ever imagined a guy could make having his photo taken. I’ve even had offers to appear on Good Morning America and The View.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of turning professional.”

      “No way, ma’am. Modeling isn’t my thing. Nor is the limelight. The money is welcome, though. Plus, Authentique gave me an extra settlement to avoid future legal costs. It’s enough to get the ranch off to a fresh start. I can go back to doing the job I love—raising cattle. But the whole incident has helped me come to terms with that old embarrassing post on social media. Going viral made me see the absurdity of it all, only now, I’m in on the joke, and I’m able to laugh at the name Rumper too.”

      And they both did. Together.

      “That leaves me with only one question, Ricki. Are you willing to abandon L.A. and move here? To be with me?”

      Along with frigid temperatures, pronghorns, and open fields devoid of Starbucks. “On one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “No more dining on bull testicles.”

      “Agreed. How about we kiss on it?” He gathered her up in his arms, covered her mouth with his, then he held her, their hearts beating as one. “I love you, Ricki Sky. I’ve never felt this way about anyone else, and I never will.”

      “I love you too. Completely.” At the window, Ward gave her two thumbs up. And, for the first time, she noticed he wasn’t alone. That blonde girl from the dance was with him. They disappeared from view as she and Chase climbed the porch steps.

      “The only thing I feel bad about is leaving Jacinta behind. We made a good team.”

      “I don’t think you’ve heard the last from her. She and Travis have become pretty chummy.”

      Perhaps romance was blooming in the chilly Montana air. Ricki wrapped one arm around Chase’s waist. “My Christmas cowboy, captured, at last.”

      “What say we go inside and explore that idea more thoroughly?” he asked, nuzzling her ear.

      “Lead the way, Rumper.”
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