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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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Chapter 1
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Ella Harding had always imagined that if she ever made the humiliating crawl back to Montana, she’d do it with at least a shred of dignity left. Instead, here she was, sitting in the front seat of her beat-up old station wagon that had just gasped its last breath, and staring blankly at the empty road stretching out in front of her. Not five more miles to go. Five measly miles, and the blasted car had the audacity to quit on her.

“Just peachy,” she muttered, dropping her head onto the steering wheel with a thud. “Of course you’d give up now, Betsy. Right when I’m almost home.”

The car, Betsy as she’d so affectionately named it years ago, remained stubbornly silent. Not even a pitiful wheeze of the engine, nothing but the soft rustle of the wind through the dry grass along the shoulder of the road. Ella blew out a frustrated breath, glancing at the pile of boxes and bags stacked high in the back seat. Everything she owned was crammed into that old car, her entire life squeezed into a tiny space like a bad metaphor for how small her world had become.

“Okay, okay, think, Ella.” She straightened up, trying to summon whatever scrap of optimism she had left. “You’re only five miles from home. You can walk. You’ve got legs. Just... leave the car here and walk.”

It was a solid plan. A logical plan. Only problem? It was also a plan that involved walking along a deserted road in the middle of nowhere with no cell service, no water, and, judging by the black clouds rolling in from the west, a good chance of getting caught in a downpour.

“Great,” she muttered, digging through her purse in search of her phone. Not that it would be any use, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Of course, the screen flashed “No Signal” as soon as she unlocked it.

“Oh, come on!” she growled, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat. “Couldn’t at least give me one bar, huh? Just one?”

The phone, like the car, remained stubbornly uncooperative. Ella groaned, letting her head fall back against the seat. It was official, she was stranded.

She glanced at the horizon, her eyes narrowing. Five miles wasn’t that far, right? She’d been in the city too long. Five miles was like a brisk jog around a park. Sort of. Except in the city, she didn’t have to worry about rattlesnakes or whatever other wild creatures roamed these parts. Still, she could do this.

Ella opened the car door and swung her legs out, already wincing at the thought of blisters forming on her feet. She’d been back in Montana for less than a day, and already things were falling apart. Literally. If this was a sign of what was to come, she was in for a rough ride.

“Deep breaths, Ella. Deep breaths,” she told herself, slipping out of the car and planting her feet on the gravel. The cool breeze ruffled her hair, the scent of dry grass and the promise of rain filling the air. She took one last look at Betsy, her old, loyal companion that had somehow survived the chaotic mess that was her ex-boyfriend’s betrayal.

“Guess you couldn’t make it to the finish line either, huh?” she whispered, patting the car’s dusty hood. “I get it. We’re both broken.”

Before she could talk herself out of it, Ella took a determined step forward, only to freeze when the distant rumble of an engine reached her ears. She turned, squinting against the setting sun as a cloud of dust appeared in the distance, steadily growing larger.

“What now?” she muttered, narrowing her eyes. Please don’t let it be someone from town. Please. I’m not ready for that yet.

The vehicle got closer, and Ella’s stomach sank. Of course. It had to be a truck. A big, familiar blue truck that she recognized all too well. Her luck couldn’t get any worse if it tried.

The truck pulled to a slow stop beside her, the driver’s window rolling down with a lazy whirr. And there, grinning at her with the kind of smugness that made her want to scream, was Walker Cole. The last person she wanted to see right now.

“Well, well, well,” Walker drawled, tipping his cowboy hat back with one finger. “If it isn’t the prodigal daughter of Grizzly River.”

Ella clenched her jaw, forcing herself to remain calm. “Walker.”

“Ella,” he replied, his grin widening. “Didn’t expect to find you stranded on the side of the road. What happened? Lose your map back to the city?”

“Very funny,” she bit out, crossing her arms over her chest. “My car died.”

Walker nodded, his gaze sweeping over her and the broken-down station wagon. “Looks like it. Betsy’s seen better days.”

She blinked. “You remember the car’s name?”

“Hard to forget,” he said with a shrug. “You used to drive that thing all over town like it was some kinda Ferrari.”

Ella’s cheeks heated, memories flooding back of a younger, less jaded version of herself tearing down country roads, Walker’s laughter echoing as she tried to keep up with his truck. “Yeah, well, she’s all I’ve got left.”

Something shifted in Walker’s eyes, sympathy, understanding, maybe even a hint of regret, but he masked it quickly with a grin. “Need a tow?”

Ella’s immediate instinct was to refuse, to tell him she didn’t need his help. But a quick glance at Betsy reminded her that pride wasn’t going to get her anywhere tonight. “Yeah. I could use a tow.”

“Hop in, then,” he said, gesturing to the passenger seat. “I’ll take you home.”

Home. It felt like a foreign word, a distant concept she hadn’t really considered until she was staring it down the barrel. Home was George Harding’s ranch, and Travis with his bossy older brother routine. Home was her childhood bedroom that probably hadn’t changed since the day she left for California. And now, home was... Walker Cole, standing there with a lopsided grin, waiting for her to make the next move.

Swallowing her pride, Ella marched around the truck and yanked the passenger door open. She climbed up into the cab, dropping into the seat with a huff. “But no comments,” she warned, shooting him a glare. “No teasing, no ‘I told you so.’ Got it?”

Walker raised his hands in mock surrender. “Wouldn’t dream of it, city girl.”

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped.

“Then stop acting like it,” he shot back, but there was no bite in his words. Instead, he flashed her another infuriating grin and turned his attention to hooking up her car to the truck using a tow bar he had in the bed of the truck. Ella watched through the window, resisting the urge to scream in frustration.

He worked quickly, efficiently, like he’d done this a hundred times before. Probably had. She was willing to bet Walker had been everyone’s savior on these back roads more times than she could count. It was just her luck that he’d be the one to find her first.

When he climbed back into the truck, wiping his hands on a rag, he gave her a quick nod. “All set. Let’s get you home.”

“Thanks,” she muttered, turning her gaze out the window to avoid looking at him.

They drove in silence for a few miles, the only sound the steady hum of the engine and the occasional creak of Betsy’s rusty old frame bouncing along behind them. Ella tried to ignore the tension crackling between them, but it was impossible with Walker sitting so close, his familiar scent of leather and something distinctly Walker filling the cab.

“You really back for good?” he asked quietly, his voice breaking the silence like a soft melody.

“Yeah,” she replied after a long pause. “I think so.”

“Good,” he murmured, his gaze focused on the road. “You belong here, El. Always have.”

She swallowed hard, refusing to let his words get to her. She wasn’t a teenager anymore. She wasn’t the girl who’d left town with stars in her eyes and dreams too big for this place. But something in his voice, something raw and unguarded, made her chest ache.

“Thanks,” she said softly.

Walker glanced over at her, his eyes lingering on her face. “Don’t mention it.”

By the time they pulled up to the Harding Ranch, Ella was a bundle of nerves and frustration, and Walker looked far too pleased with himself.

“Welcome home, city girl,” he said with a wink, and Ella had to bite back the urge to smack him.

“Yeah,” she muttered, shoving the door open. “Welcome home.”

Ella stomped down from the truck, her boots hitting the gravel driveway of the Harding Ranch with a little too much force. The familiar sight of the old farmhouse came into view, and she swallowed back the unexpected lump in her throat. Everything looked the same, the white clapboard siding, the wide front porch with its worn rocking chairs, the sprawling fields dotted with grazing cattle beyond.

“Welcome home, indeed,” she muttered under her breath, adjusting her hat and throwing Walker another glare just for good measure. He was already unhooking Betsy from the tow hitch, moving with a kind of easy grace that made her want to scream. Nothing seemed to rattle Walker. Not even a furious Ella Harding.

“Need help with your stuff?” Walker called out, glancing up at her with a smirk.

“No, thank you,” she shot back, marching over to the passenger side of Betsy and yanking the door open. “I can handle it.”

“Uh-huh.” He didn’t move, just leaned against his truck, arms crossed over his chest, watching her with that infuriatingly calm expression.

Ella gritted her teeth and grabbed the first box she could reach, one filled with random kitchen utensils she’d salvaged from her apartment before everything went south. She struggled to lift it, wobbling on her heels as she tried to maintain her balance.

“Careful, now,” Walker drawled, making no effort to hide his amusement. “Wouldn’t want you to drop all those fancy spatulas.”

“I’m not going to drop them,” she muttered through clenched teeth. She’d barely taken two steps when the box started to tip. With a strangled yelp, she scrambled to right it, her foot catching on the gravel.

Before she could hit the ground, Walker was there, steadying the box with one hand and bracing her arm with the other. “Easy, El. No need to break your neck on the first day back.”

Ella’s face burned with embarrassment, and she yanked her arm out of his grasp, shoving the box into his chest. “You want to help? Here, take it. I’ll get the rest.”

Walker grinned, accepting the box with surprising gentleness. “I thought you didn’t need help.”

“I don’t,” she snapped, whirling around and grabbing another box, this one mercifully lighter, and hoisting it against her hip. “But you’re just standing there smirking, so you might as well do something useful.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with mock seriousness, following her up the front steps.

Ella tried to ignore the way her heart thudded as they approached the house. She hadn’t been home in so long. There was no telling how her dad and Travis would react to her return, especially since she hadn’t exactly given them much notice. She glanced over at Walker, who seemed completely at ease, even a little too relaxed.

“What?” she demanded, narrowing her eyes.

“Nothing,” he said innocently, but his grin was anything but. “Just wondering how your dad’s gonna take it when he finds out you’ve been rescued by yours truly.”

Ella rolled her eyes. “He’ll be fine. He’s got bigger things to worry about than you getting on my nerves.”

“Sure,” Walker agreed, but he didn’t look convinced. “Still, don’t think I’ve ever seen George happier than when you told him you were coming back. Just hope you know what you’re getting into.”

“I grew up here, Walker. I think I know what to expect,” she snapped, and pushed the door open, stepping into the familiar, slightly musty smell of the old farmhouse.

Her father, George Harding, looked up from where he was seated at the kitchen table, a newspaper spread out in front of him and a mug of coffee clutched in his hand. He stared at her for a long moment, then a slow smile spread across his face, the lines around his eyes crinkling with something that looked a lot like relief.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” George said softly, standing up and crossing the room in two long strides. “You’re really here.”

“Yeah, Dad, I’m here,” Ella said, setting the box down on the kitchen counter and turning to face him fully. Her heart twisted at the sight of the graying hair and the weariness etched into his features. He looked... older. Had it really been that long?

Before she could say anything else, George wrapped her in a tight hug, the familiar scent of his cologne and the faint hint of hay and leather enveloping her. Ella blinked back the sudden sting of tears, hugging him back just as tightly.

“Welcome home, kiddo,” he murmured, his voice rough with emotion.

“Thanks, Dad,” she whispered, pulling back and giving him a small, wobbly smile. “Sorry for just... showing up like this.”

“Don’t you worry about that,” George said, his gaze soft. “I’m just glad to have you back.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not like I had much choice,” Ella muttered, her gaze darting away as she shifted on her feet. “Kind of ran out of options.”

George’s brow furrowed, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Walker chose that exact moment to walk through the door, carrying the box of kitchen utensils like it weighed nothing at all.

“Brought your girl home safe and sound, George,” Walker announced with a casual grin.

George’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he turned to look between Walker and Ella with a raised eyebrow. “You two came together?”

“Don’t get any ideas,” Ella said quickly, throwing Walker a pointed glare. “My car broke down, and he just happened to be driving by. That’s all.”

“Uh-huh,” George murmured, but there was a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “Is that so?”

“Yep, just doing my good deed for the day,” Walker replied, setting the box down on the table. He turned to George, his expression softening. “Good to see you, George.”

“Good to see you too, son,” George said, clapping Walker on the shoulder. “How’s Susie? She still trying to teach those goats of hers to follow commands?”

Walker laughed softly, nodding. “Oh, you know Ma. She’s got half the herd trained to come when she calls now. Got Jared running around after them trying to keep up.”

George chuckled, shaking his head. “That woman’s got more patience than anyone I’ve ever known.”

“Yeah,” Walker agreed, then glanced at Ella. “Anyway, I’d better get going. Got some work to finish up back at the ranch.”

“You don’t have to leave on my account,” Ella said, folding her arms over her chest. “It’s not like I’m going to break if you stick around for another five minutes.”

“Tempting,” Walker drawled, his gaze lingering on her face for a beat longer than necessary. “But I think I’ll let you get settled in first. Wouldn’t want to intrude.”

Ella frowned, feeling strangely unsettled by his sudden departure. But before she could say anything, Walker tipped his hat to George, gave her one last, unreadable look, and headed out the door.

The silence that followed felt almost deafening.

“Well,” George said, clearing his throat. “Guess I’d better go tell Travis you’re back before he hears it from someone else and starts up a search party.”

“Travis is around?” Ella asked, surprised. “I thought he’d be out in the fields.”

“He’s around,” George said vaguely, his expression tightening for just a moment before smoothing back into its usual calm. “But don’t worry about that right now. Come on, let’s get you settled. You hungry?”

“Starving,” she admitted, her stomach growling right on cue.

George chuckled, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and steering her toward the kitchen. “I’ll whip us up something. You can tell me all about what’s been going on.”

Ella nodded, feeling an odd mix of comfort and unease settle over her. Being back felt... strange. Like she’d stepped into a world that had kept moving without her, and now she was trying to find her place again. But one thing was for sure, if Walker Cole thought he was going to get the last word in this little back-and-forth of theirs, he had another thing coming.

Because as much as she’d hated him finding her on the side of the road, she couldn’t deny that some part of her had felt something else entirely, something dangerous and thrilling and completely unexpected.

“Watch your back, Walker,” she muttered under her breath as she followed her dad into the kitchen. “I’m not the same girl you remember.”

And something told her that he wasn’t the same boy, either.
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Chapter 2
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Ella woke to the shrill beeping of her alarm clock and the sharp scent of coffee drifting through the house. Groaning, she flopped onto her back and blinked up at the ceiling, trying to shake off the sleep fog still clinging to her brain. Why, oh why, did she agree to get up at the crack of dawn?

Her bed was so warm and inviting, and she could already tell from the way the sunlight barely peeked through the blinds that it was way too early. But this was ranch life, not the nine-to-five, coffee-shop-on-every-corner life she’d been used to in California. It was barely five in the morning, and everyone else was probably already up and moving.

“Back to square one, Ella,” she muttered to herself, rubbing a hand over her face. “You can do this.”

After a quick shower and a halfhearted attempt to tame her hair, she threw on some old jeans, a plaid button-down that used to fit a lot better before all those California takeout meals, and her scuffed-up boots. By the time she trudged down the creaky stairs and into the kitchen, George and Travis were already seated at the table, the remains of their breakfast spread out in front of them. Scrambled eggs, toast, bacon, simple, hearty, and way more effort than Ella was willing to put in before the sun was even fully up.

“Morning, sunshine,” Travis called out with a cheeky grin, lifting his mug in greeting.

“Barely,” Ella grumbled, pouring herself a cup of coffee and taking a long, appreciative sip. “Why are you both up so early? The cows aren’t going anywhere.”

George glanced at her over the rim of his glasses, his lips twitching with amusement. “That’s the point, kiddo. We’ve got to get moving before they do.”

Ella huffed, feeling more like a teenager than a grown woman standing in front of her dad and big brother like this. “Right. I remember now. Cows first, breakfast second, sanity last.”

Travis chuckled and reached for his plate, scooping the last piece of bacon into his mouth. “You used to love getting up early and helping out. What happened?”

“California happened,” she shot back, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Turns out, sleeping in and going for brunch is way more fun than getting up at dawn to shovel manure.”

Travis and George exchanged a glance that she couldn’t quite read, but before she could ask what was going on, her dad pushed his chair back and stood up.

“Take it easy today, Ella,” George said, his voice gentle but firm. “No need to overdo it your first week back. You can start by feeding the chickens and collecting eggs.”

Ella narrowed her eyes. “Feeding chickens? Dad, I’m not a kid. I can do more than feed a bunch of chickens.”

“I know you can,” George said, his tone placating. “But it’s been a while. No need to rush.”

Travis nodded in agreement. “Yeah, ease back into it, El. We don’t want you keeling over on day two.”

She bristled at their words, her pride stinging. “I’m fine, really. I can handle whatever you throw at me.”

George just gave her a long, considering look before nodding slowly. “All right, but if you start feeling overwhelmed, you say something. Understood?”

“Understood,” Ella muttered, feeling a surge of annoyance. Why was everyone treating her like she was made of glass?

“Good.” George tipped his hat to her and headed for the door, Travis following close behind. “We’ll be in the east field if you need us.”

“Which I won’t,” she called after them, forcing a smile as they walked out. Once they were gone, she let out a long breath and glanced around the empty kitchen.

This was fine. She could do this. Just like riding a bike, right?

—-
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The chicken coop was exactly where she remembered it, tucked behind the barn and surrounded by a low, wire fence. The chickens themselves, however, seemed a lot feistier than she remembered. As soon as she unlatched the gate and stepped inside, they swarmed her like a horde of tiny, feathered velociraptors.

“Whoa, easy there!” she yelped, nearly dropping the feed bucket as a particularly aggressive rooster strutted right up to her and started pecking at her boots. “I’m not your enemy, okay? I’m just here to feed you.”

She managed to dump the feed into their trays without losing any fingers, but by the time she finished collecting the eggs, she was sweaty, covered in feathers, and more than a little flustered. The chickens hadn’t exactly been cooperative, and she’d almost face-planted into the nesting box when one of them decided to take a swipe at her head.

“Stupid chickens,” she muttered under her breath, brushing hay and dirt off her jeans. “Bet Walker never has to deal with this.”

“Talking to yourself again, city girl?”

Ella nearly jumped out of her skin, whirling around to see Walker leaning against the fence, his arms crossed and a smirk on his lips. He looked maddeningly good, his worn jeans hugging his hips just right, his flannel shirt rolled up to reveal tanned forearms that flexed with every movement. She hated that she noticed that.

“How long have you been standing there?” she demanded, glaring at him.

“Long enough,” he drawled, his gaze sliding over her with a lazy, appreciative look that made her heart do an annoying little flutter. “Didn’t know wrestling chickens was your new hobby.”

“It’s not,” she snapped, straightening up and dusting herself off as best she could. “I’m just... getting reacquainted with ranch life.”

“Uh-huh.” Walker’s smirk widened. “Looks like they were getting reacquainted with you, too.”

Ella rolled her eyes and stalked past him, clutching the egg basket like a lifeline. “Don’t you have something better to do than standing around, watching me?”

“Maybe,” he said, falling into step beside her as she made her way back to the barn. “But watching you argue with a bunch of chickens is pretty entertaining.”

“Glad I could be your morning entertainment,” she muttered, doing her best to ignore him. But it was hard, especially when he was so... there. The way he walked, the sound of his boots crunching on the gravel, the soft scent of leather and fresh hay that seemed to follow him everywhere, it was all too familiar, too distracting.

They reached the barn, and Ella set the egg basket down on a stack of hay bales with more force than necessary. She turned to face him, her hands on her hips. “What do you want, Walker?”

He raised an eyebrow, leaning casually against the barn door. “Just checking in.”

“And?”

“And I wanted to see how you were doing,” he said simply, his gaze holding hers. “Adjusting okay?”

Ella bristled, folding her arms over her chest. “I’m fine.”

“Fine, huh?” He nodded slowly, his eyes twinkling with something that looked suspiciously like amusement. “Sure doesn’t look like it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she snapped.

“Means you look like you’re ready to bolt any second,” he said, his voice softening. “Like you’re still one foot out the door.”

Ella’s heart twisted at his words, and she looked away, staring at the weathered wood of the barn. “I’m not leaving, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Wasn’t worried,” he murmured, stepping closer. “Just... don’t want you to feel like you have to prove anything. You’re home, El. That’s enough.”

She glanced up at him, caught off guard by the sudden gentleness in his eyes. For a moment, she saw past the teasing cowboy and saw the man who’d always been there, quiet, steady, dependable. It made her heart ache in a way she wasn’t ready to deal with.

“I...”

Whatever she was about to say was cut off by the sudden crash of a hay bale toppling off the stack behind her. With a startled yelp, Ella stumbled backward, arms flailing as she lost her balance.

Before she could hit the ground, strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her back against a solid, warm chest.

“Easy there,” Walker murmured, his breath warm against her ear.

Ella froze, her heart pounding as she realized how close they were. She was practically plastered against him, his arms still holding her securely, his hands warm and strong on her waist.

“Uh, thanks,” she managed, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“Anytime, city girl,” he murmured, his voice low and rough.

Ella swallowed hard, her gaze locking onto his. The world seemed to narrow down to just the two of them, the barn fading away as she became acutely aware of every point of contact between them. Walker’s eyes darkened, his gaze dropping to her lips.

For a heartbeat, she thought he might kiss her. His grip on her tightened, his breath hitching...

But then, just as quickly as it started, he stepped back, letting her go.

“Be careful next time,” he said gruffly, turning away and shoving his hands into his pockets. “Don’t want you hurting yourself.”

Ella blinked, the sudden loss of his warmth making her feel oddly cold. “Right. I’ll, uh, be more careful.”

Walker nodded once, then turned and strode out of the barn without another word, leaving Ella standing there, her heart still racing and her thoughts spinning wildly.

“Yeah, right,” she muttered to herself, pressing a hand to her chest as she tried to steady her breathing. “Settling in. This is going to be a piece of cake.”

If she could get through a day without falling over or almost kissing Walker Cole, that would be a miracle in itself.

Ella blew out a breath, trying to regain her composure. How had she managed to go from chasing chickens to nearly kissing Walker in the span of half an hour? This was not what she’d imagined when she decided to come back home. A fresh start was supposed to be calming, not utterly, heart-poundingly confusing.

Shaking her head, she squared her shoulders and forced herself to focus on the task at hand, stacking hay bales. Simple enough, right? But as she stared at the massive stack of bales that seemed to tower over her like a grumpy hay monster, she couldn’t help but feel a trickle of doubt.

“Come on, Ella,” she muttered under her breath, grabbing hold of the nearest bale and giving it an experimental tug. It barely moved. “You’ve got this. Just... lift with your legs. Or something.”

She dug her heels into the dirt, gripped the bale tighter, and pulled with all her might. It shifted a little, just enough to give her hope. With a grunt, she yanked harder, her arms straining with the effort.

“Stupid bale... stubborn... heavy... ”

The bale suddenly lurched forward, and Ella stumbled back, losing her footing. With a startled squeak, she fell flat on her rear, her legs tangled in the twine that held the bale together.

“Ow!” she yelped, glaring at the offending pile of hay. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

“Talking to inanimate objects now?” Walker’s voice floated over from the barn door, and Ella groaned inwardly. Not him again.
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