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Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction only. Any resemblance of events, action, or persons alive or dead is purely coincidental.
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The sun dipped low over the rolling hills of Grizzly River, Montana, casting the Cole ranch in a warm, golden glow. The barn, strung with twinkling lights, stood at the heart of the celebration, where Walker and Ella’s wedding reception was in full swing. Guests laughed and clinked glasses, and the sound of old country music drifted through the open doors.

Colt Cole leaned casually against the railing of the Ranch house’s back porch, nursing a beer and watching the dance floor fill with couples. Walker and Ella looked happy, annoyingly so, in Colt’s opinion. He loved his brother, but seeing Walker all blissed-out with Ella made Colt feel a little restless.

It wasn’t that Colt didn’t believe in love. He just hadn’t found anyone yet who could keep up with him, or put up with him, for that matter. Relationships? Too much work. At least that’s what he told himself. But tonight, as he tipped back his beer and scanned the crowd, something, or someone, caught his eye.

A beautiful woman stood near the edge of the dance floor, half-hidden by the shadows of the barn. Her dark hair tumbled in loose waves over her shoulders, and she wore a simple black dress that clung just right. There was something about her, something quiet, almost cautious. She had a camera slung over her shoulder and was snapping candid photos of the newlyweds.

Colt’s curiosity was piqued immediately. She wasn’t from around here, he would’ve remembered someone like her. And the way she kept to herself, always watching, always on alert, sent a spark of intrigue straight through him.

With a slow grin spreading across his face, Colt decided to introduce himself.

“Howdy, darlin’,” he drawled as he strolled up beside her, the confident swagger that came naturally to him in full effect.

The woman glanced up from her camera, her dark eyes narrowing slightly as she took him in. “Hi,” she said simply, her tone polite but cool. She didn’t smile.

Colt wasn’t deterred. He leaned in a little, flashing his best grin. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around Grizzly River before. I’d remember if I had.”

She raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. “That’s because I’m not from here.”

“Figured as much,” Colt said with a chuckle. “You a friend of Ella’s?”

“Nope,” she replied, lifting the camera to snap another shot of Walker and Ella slow dancing. “I’m the photographer.”

“Ah,” Colt said, nodding knowingly. “A mystery woman with a camera. I like it.”

She gave him a sideways glance, her lips twitching like she was holding back a smile. “Do you flirt with every woman you meet, or am I just lucky?”

Colt grinned. “Depends. Is it workin’?”

She finally smiled, a small, reluctant curve of her lips that made his pulse kick up a notch. “Not really,” she said, but there was a hint of amusement in her voice now.

Colt chuckled, taking a step closer. “What’s your name, mystery woman?”

“Charli,” she answered, her tone still guarded but a little softer now.

“Well, Charli,” Colt said, holding out his hand. “I’m Colt, one of the groom’s brothers. And I gotta say, it’s a pleasure to meet the only person here who seems as interested in stayin’ out of trouble as I am.”

Charli hesitated for a moment before slipping her hand into his for a quick shake. Her touch was cool and light, and just that brief contact sent a spark of awareness zipping through Colt.

“Not stayin’ out of trouble,” Charli said with a shrug. “Just doing my job.”

Colt tilted his head, studying her. “You always work weddings, or just the ones out in the middle of nowhere?”

Charli’s lips twitched again. “Depends on who’s paying.”

Colt liked her already, sharp, quick-witted, and not the least bit interested in fawning over him like so many others usually did. But there was something else about her, too, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

“So what’s a city girl like you doin’ way out here in Grizzly River?” Colt asked, trying to keep the conversation going.

Charli’s expression shifted, her smile fading just slightly. “Just passing through,” she said vaguely, her gaze flickering away from his like she didn’t want to get too comfortable.

Colt recognized that look. It was the same look Walker used to get before he opened up to Ella. The look of someone who’d been through more than they cared to admit.

But Colt wasn’t about to push, not yet, anyway. Instead, he leaned against the barn wall, his grin returning. “Well, if you ever decide to stick around a little longer, I know a places that make a mean burger.”

Charli arched an eyebrow. “Is that your way of asking me out?”

Colt chuckled. “Might be.”

Charli shook her head, but there was a flicker of something, maybe amusement, maybe interest, in her eyes. “You’re persistent, I’ll give you that.”

“Guilty as charged,” Colt said with a wink.

Before Charli could respond, the music changed, and the crowd erupted into cheers as Walker dipped Ella dramatically on the dance floor. Charli lifted her camera, snapping the moment with a small smile.

Colt watched her for a moment, his grin softening. There was something about Charli Green, something more than just the camera and the guarded demeanor. And Colt, for all his charm and easygoing nature, found himself more curious about her than he’d been about anyone in a long time.

“Well, Charli,” he said, tipping his hat. “I guess I’ll see you around.”

“Maybe,” Charli replied, her tone still cool, but her smile lingering just a little longer this time.

Colt turned to leave, but as he walked away, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d just met someone who was going to turn his world upside down. And for the first time in a long time, Colt didn’t mind one bit.

Colt made his way back toward the open bar, but his mind stayed on Charli. He wasn’t used to women brushing him off, not like that, anyway. Most girls in Grizzly River either flirted right back or giggled nervously. But Charli? She was different. Guarded. Like she was ready to disappear the second someone got too close. And for some reason, Colt found that all the more intriguing.

He grabbed a fresh beer and leaned against one of the wooden posts near the dance floor, watching Walker and Ella laugh together under the string lights. His brother looked ridiculously happy, something Colt never thought he'd see. And, as much as he loved to tease Walker, he was glad his brother had found someone who could handle his serious, stubborn ways.

But as Colt scanned the crowd again, his eyes instinctively found Charli. She was still on the edge of the celebration, capturing moments that most people wouldn’t notice. A little girl stealing a cupcake. His mom, Susie, hugging George, Ella’s father, as they watched their kids dance. Quiet, fleeting memories Charli froze with every click of her camera.

Colt took another sip of his beer, deciding right then and there that this woman was more than just another pretty face. There was a story behind those guarded eyes, and Colt was going to find out what it was.

Just as he was about to head back over to her, Travis, Ella’s brother, appeared at Colt’s side, clapping a heavy hand on his shoulder. “What are you starin' at?” Travis asked, following Colt’s gaze toward Charli.

“Nothin',” Colt said with a grin that was anything but innocent. “Just admirin' the view.”

Travis snorted. “You mean the photographer? Good luck with that, man. Ella tried to talk to her earlier, said she’s real quiet. Keeps to herself.”

Colt shrugged, undeterred. “Quiet ain’t a problem. I like a challenge.”

Travis laughed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. You’ve got your work cut out with that one.”

Colt just grinned, tipping his hat slightly in Charli’s direction. “I’ve got all the time in the world.”

Before Travis could make another comment, Jared, Walker’s younger brother, came sauntering over with a mischievous grin. “You hittin’ on the wedding photographer, Colt?” Jared asked, clearly amused. “Damn, man, you don’t waste any time.”

“Just makin’ conversation,” Colt said, though even he didn’t believe his own words.

Jared smirked. “Sure. Just ‘conversation.’ Well, good luck with that. She looks like she could chew you up and spit you out.”

Colt chuckled, knowing Jared was probably right. But that only made him more curious. He wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, especially one as intriguing as Charli Green.

Walker and Ella’s song came to an end, and the crowd cheered as they kissed in the center of the dance floor. Colt watched as Charli quietly captured the moment, her camera clicking softly as if she were a silent observer to the world around her.

Yeah, Colt thought. There’s definitely more to her than meets the eye.

But before he could make another move, Ella came skipping over, dragging Walker along behind her. She was glowing, her face lit with happiness. “You boys behavein’ yourselves?” she teased, her eyes sparkling.

“Always,” Colt replied with a mischievous grin.

Walker just shook his head. “Yeah, right. What are you up to, Colt?”

Colt shrugged innocently. “Just enjoyin' the party. And maybe tryin’ to figure out how to get to know your photographer friend over there.”

Ella’s eyes widened in amusement. “Charli? Good luck with that. She’s... a little hard to get close to.”

“That makes two of us,” Colt said with a wink, making Ella laugh.

Walker gave him a skeptical look, but there was a glint of amusement in his eyes. “You sure you’re ready for that, Colt? She doesn’t seem like the type to fall for your usual charm.”

Colt’s grin widened. “Guess there’s only one way to find out.”

Before anyone could say more, Susie Cole bustled over, clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Alright, folks! It’s time for the bouquet toss!” she announced, her smile wide and motherly.

The crowd whooped and hollered as Ella giggled, lifting her bouquet and preparing to toss it over her shoulder. Charli stayed at the edge of the crowd, her camera ready to capture the moment.

Colt, never one to miss a chance to stir up a little fun, turned to Charli with a teasing grin. “What do you say, darlin’? You gonna catch that bouquet and make my job a little easier?”

Charli shot him a look that could have frozen the Montana river. “Not a chance.”

Colt laughed, genuinely delighted by her sharp wit. “Fair enough. But if you change your mind, I’ll be right here waitin'.”

Ella tossed the bouquet, and the crowd erupted as one of her cousins caught it with a triumphant cheer. As the music picked up again, people returned to the dance floor, laughing and dancing under the string lights.

Colt stayed where he was, his gaze drifting back to Charli as she snapped a few more photos before slipping away toward the shadows of the barn.

He knew then that getting to know Charli Green wouldn’t be easy. She was guarded, sharp, and clearly carrying more than a little baggage.

But for some reason, maybe because of that guarded look in her eyes, or maybe because she was the first woman in a long time who didn’t fall for his usual tricks, Colt felt more determined than ever to get to know her.

As the night wore on, he found himself thinking less about the party and more about the dark-haired photographer who always seemed ready to run. And for the first time in a long time, Colt Cole knew exactly what he wanted.

Now, all he had to do was convince Charli to let him in.

And Colt? Well, he was nothing if not persistent.
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A few days later, Grizzly River was bathed in soft morning light, with the scent of pine and fresh hay drifting through the air. Colt Cole woke early, not because of ranch work this time, but because of a certain dark-haired photographer named Charli Green who’d been occupying his thoughts since the wedding reception.

He leaned against the kitchen counter in his family’s ranch house, sipping his coffee while Jared, still half-asleep, shuffled through the fridge for leftover bacon. “You look like you’re schemin’, big brother,” Jared mumbled around a yawn. “What’s got you up so early?”

Colt grinned. “Just thinkin’. You wouldn’t happen to know if the photographer’s still in town, would ya?”

Jared gave him a knowing smirk as he pulled out the bacon. “You mean Charli? Yeah, I saw her truck outside the diner last night. Guess she’s still here, for now.”

Colt’s grin widened. “Perfect.”

Jared shook his head in amusement. “You really think she’s gonna fall for your cowboy charm? That woman looked like she could take you down with a camera strap and not break a sweat.”

“Maybe,” Colt said, finishing his coffee with a satisfied gulp. “But I’ve got a good feeling about this one.”

And with that, Colt grabbed his hat and headed out the door, the warm morning sun promising another beautiful day in Grizzly River. He climbed into his truck, the engine rumbling to life, and made his way toward the diner, whistling along with the country song on the radio.

—-
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Colt knew this might border on stalking... sort-of, but he could explain the need he had to talk to Charli again. Colt continued to scan Main Street for Charli’s little truck. Finally, he spotted it parked in front of the café.

When Colt stepped into the cozy little diner on Main Street, the bell above the door jingled, and the scent of fresh coffee and pancakes filled the air. His gaze immediately landed on Charli, who sat alone at a booth near the window, her camera bag on the seat beside her and a steaming cup of coffee in front of her.

She looked as if she belonged there, sitting quietly in the soft morning light, her dark hair falling loose over her shoulders. But there was still that guarded look in her eyes, the one that said she was always ready to run.

Colt took a moment to adjust his hat, then strolled over to her table with a casual grin. “Well, look who decided to stay in town a little longer.”

Charli glanced up, her expression unreadable. “Morning, Colt.”

“Mind if I join ya?” Colt asked, his grin widening when she hesitated for just a second too long.

Finally, Charli gave a small, reluctant shrug. “It’s a free country.”

Colt slid into the booth across from her, resting his forearms on the table. “So, what brings you to the diner this fine mornin’? You plannin’ on takin’ more pictures of unsuspectin’ cowboys?”

Charli rolled her eyes, but there was a flicker of amusement in them. “I was just grabbing breakfast.”

“Well, lucky me,” Colt said, flashing her a playful wink. “I was hopin’ to run into you.”

Charli arched an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. “Why?”

“Because,” Colt said, leaning in just slightly, “I figured we could have ourselves a little coffee date. You know, get to know each other better. Maybe even talk about why you look like you’ve got one foot out the door all the time.”

Charli’s eyes narrowed. “You really don’t know how to quit, do you?”

“Nope,” Colt said cheerfully. “And just so you know, I’m pretty good at wearin’ people down.”

Charli gave a soft huff, a sound somewhere between annoyance and amusement. “You’re persistent. I’ll give you that.”

“I’ll take it,” Colt said with a grin.

For a moment, Charli seemed to relax just a bit, the corners of her mouth lifting in a hint of a smile. “Are you always this charming, or do you save it for special occasions?”

“Only for the tough ones,” Colt replied, his voice warm and teasing. “Gotta bring out the big guns when I meet someone worth the effort.”

Charli shook her head, but there was no mistaking the flicker of humor in her eyes. “You really are a piece of work, you know that?”

“Guilty as charged. It’s part of my charm, don’t you think?” Colt said, tipping his hat slightly.

Fighting a smile, all Charli could do is shake her head in disbelief. 

They sat in companionable silence for a moment, the conversation light but charged with an undercurrent of something more. Colt could feel it, the way Charli kept her guard up but couldn’t quite keep him out. And it only made him want to know her more.

“So,” Colt said, breaking the silence, “tell me somethin’ about yourself, Charli. Where you from?”

Charli hesitated, her gaze flickering toward the window as if she was considering whether or not to answer. “Here and there,” she said finally. “I move around a lot.”

“Why’s that?” Colt asked, his tone gentle, not prying.

Charli gave a small shrug, her expression neutral. “Just... prefer not to stay in one place too long.”

Colt could tell there was more to the story, but he didn’t push. Instead, he leaned back in the booth, offering her a soft smile. “Well, Grizzly River’s not a bad place to settle down. Just sayin’.”

Charli snorted softly, shaking her head. “I’m not exactly the settling-down type.”

“Neither was I,” Colt said with a grin. “But things change.”

Charli gave him a look, one that said she wasn’t buying whatever he was selling. But there was a softness to her gaze now, like she was starting to let her guard down, just a little.

The waitress appeared then, setting down a fresh cup of coffee for Colt. “You two need anything else?” she asked with a friendly smile.

Colt shook his head. “We’re good, thanks.”

As the waitress walked away, Colt turned back to Charli. “So, what’s next for you, mystery woman? Gonna stick around town for a while, or are you plannin’ on disappearin’ again?”

Charli’s expression flickered, just for a moment, with something that looked like uncertainty, or maybe fear. “I don’t know,” she admitted quietly.

Colt nodded, his gaze steady on hers. “Well, if you decide to stay, I’ll make sure you don’t regret it.”

Charli gave a soft laugh, the sound warm and unexpected. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

“Yeah,” Colt said, his grin widening. “But you’re still sittin’ here with me, so I must be doin’ somethin’ right.”

Charli shook her head again, but this time, there was no mistaking the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. And for the first time since they’d met, Colt felt like maybe, just maybe, he was starting to break through those walls she kept so firmly in place.

And that, Colt decided, was a damn good start.

The coffee shop buzzed with the hum of quiet conversation, but to Colt, it felt like the world had shrunk down to just him and Charli. Her smile, though small and reluctant, was like a crack in the walls she had carefully built, and Colt wasn’t about to let the opportunity slip by.

“So,” he said, resting his forearms on the table, “since you’re still sittin' here with me, how about I make it worth your while? Know any good photography tricks I can use to make myself even more irresistible?”

Charli snorted into her coffee cup, a genuine laugh slipping through. “Sorry, cowboy, there’s no lens strong enough to make that happen.”

Colt grinned, leaning back in his seat. “Ouch. You’re ruthless.”

“You have no idea,” Charli said, her eyes sparkling with amusement for the first time since he’d met her.

They fell into an easy rhythm, trading jokes and stories. Colt told her about life on the ranch with his brothers, how Jared once tried to ride a goat after a few too many beers, and how Walker used to be so serious that Colt made it his life’s mission to crack him up at the worst possible moments. Charli laughed, a sound that warmed Colt more than the coffee in his hands.

“What about you?” Colt asked, leaning in just a bit closer. “Any crazy stories from your travels? Bet you’ve seen some wild things.”

Charli’s smile faltered, just for a second, but she recovered quickly. “Not much worth telling,” she said, her voice light but distant.

Colt noticed the shift and decided to back off, for now. He knew a thing or two about people hiding their pain, and pushing too hard wouldn’t get him anywhere. “Fair enough,” he said, tipping his hat slightly. “But when you’re ready to share, I’ll be all ears.”

Charli gave him a look, part amusement, part disbelief. “You really don’t give up, do you?”

“Nope,” Colt said with a wink. “I’m stubborn like that.”

They sat in companionable silence for a moment, sipping their coffee and watching the morning light filter through the windows. The moment felt... easy. Comfortable. And Colt couldn’t help but think that he could get used to this, spending quiet mornings with Charli, teasing her until that guarded smile appeared.

Just as Colt was about to suggest a walk through town, the door to the diner jingled, and a heavyset man in a weathered leather jacket stepped inside. Charli stiffened instantly, her hand tightening around her coffee cup.

Colt noticed the change immediately, his easy grin fading as he followed Charli’s gaze to the man. The stranger didn’t seem to notice them, but the way Charli shrank back in her seat told Colt everything he needed to know, this guy was trouble.

“Friend of yours?” Colt asked, his voice low and calm.

Charli shook her head, her jaw tight. “We should go.”

Colt didn’t ask questions. He just stood up, offering his hand. “Come on, darlin'. Let’s get outta here.”

Charli hesitated for only a second before grabbing her camera bag and slipping her hand into Colt’s. They made their way toward the door, and Colt kept his body between Charli and the stranger, his senses on high alert.

As they stepped outside into the crisp morning air, Charli let out a shaky breath, her grip still tight on Colt’s hand.

“You okay?” Colt asked, his voice gentle.

Charli nodded, but the fear in her eyes told a different story. “I didn’t think anyone would find me here.”

Colt’s gut twisted, but he kept his expression steady. “You wanna tell me what’s goin' on?”

Charli shook her head, pulling her hand from his as if realizing how close they were. “I can’t,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Colt took a step closer, lowering his voice. “Charli, whatever it is, you don’t have to deal with it alone.”

For a moment, she looked like she might let him in, like she wanted to trust him. But then she shook her head again, her expression closing off. “I’m sorry, Colt. I can’t stay.”

Colt felt a flicker of frustration, but he swallowed it down. “Alright,” he said softly. “But if you ever change your mind, I’ll be right here.”

Charli gave him a small, grateful smile, the kind that made Colt’s heart ache a little. “Thanks, Colt.”

He nodded, watching as she turned and walked away, her camera bag slung over her shoulder. Colt stayed where he was, hands in his pockets, watching her get in her truck andisappear down the street like a shadow slipping away with the morning light.

Something told him that Charli Green was more than just a passing storm in his life. And whatever trouble she was running from, Colt knew one thing for sure, he wasn’t going to let her face it alone.

Because for the first time in a long time, Colt Cole had found something worth chasing.

And he wasn’t about to let it slip away.
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The day after his coffee date with Charli, Colt Cole found himself back at the family ranch, but his mind wasn’t on work. He couldn’t stop thinking about the way Charli had tensed up in the diner, like she’d seen a ghost. She was carrying something heavy, and Colt’s curiosity burned hotter than a summer sun. Whatever it was, it had her running, and Colt didn’t like the idea of her running from anything.

Travis’s voice jolted him from his thoughts. “You planning on fixin' that fence, or are you just gonna lean on it all day?”

Colt blinked, realizing he’d been staring at a broken fence post for the better part of ten minutes. Travis, Ella’s brother and family friend, was filling in this week while Walker and Ella was on their honeymoon.  Travis stood a few feet away, hammer in hand, giving him a knowing look.

“Sorry,” Colt said, grabbing a handful of nails. “Just got a lot on my mind.”

Travis smirked. “That wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain photographer, would it?”

Colt rolled his eyes, but there was no use denying it. “Maybe.”

Travis chuckled, driving a nail into the wood with a steady hand. “Well, whatever’s goin' on, just be careful, Colt. She looked like she’s got her own stuff to deal with.”

“Yeah, I noticed,” Colt muttered, frowning.

Travis paused, studying his friend with the kind of quiet wisdom that came from years of knowing someone and dealing with people’s nonsense. “You really like her, huh?”

Colt shrugged, trying to sound casual. “Yeah. I do. There’s just... somethin' about her.”

Travis smiled knowingly. “That’s how it started with Walker.”

Colt groaned. “You’re starting to sound like Ella.”

Travis’s grin widened. “Well, Ella’s always right, so you might as well listen.”

They worked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the rhythmic sound of hammers and the occasional clink of nails filling the air. But Colt’s thoughts kept drifting back to Charli, her guarded smile, the way she’d held his hand a little too tightly when they left the diner, and that flicker of fear in her eyes that she’d tried to hide.

He didn’t know what kind of trouble she was in, but one thing was clear: Charli was running from something. And Colt wasn’t the type to sit back and do nothing when someone needed help.

Just as he was about to voice his thoughts, Jared pulled up in his old truck, the engine sputtering and backfiring in protest. “Hey, you two lovebirds done fixin' fences, or do I have to do everything around here?”

Travis gave him a look. “You? Do everything? That’ll be the day.”

Jared grinned as he hopped out of the truck, dusting off his jeans. “Colt’s too busy thinkin' about that photographer to be useful anyway.”

Colt shot him a warning glance. “Don’t you have somethin' better to do?”

“Not really,” Jared said cheerfully. “But if you’re gonna keep moonin' over some girl, you might as well tell us what’s goin' on. Otherwise, we’re just gonna make shit up, and trust me, I’m real good at makin 'shit up.”
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