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      This bundle contains the final three books in The Stones of Heart Falls series. The Stone siblings: Caleb, Luke, Walker, Ginny, and Dustin have been fighting to keep the Silver Stone ranch going ever since an accident took their parents away too young. Four brothers and one sister own and run the land just outside the tiny town of Heart Falls in south central Alberta. There’s a whole lot of lessons to learn along the way to happily-ever-after.
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      Welcome to Heart Falls, where there’s more at stake than the future of the Silver Stone ranch.

      

      A standalone novel by New York Times bestselling author Vivian Arend.

      

      With the ranch teetering on the brink of disaster, accepting an invitation to the gala of the year is a top business priority for Luke Stone. Having a significant other on his arm isn’t merely a good idea, it’s a necessity. Doesn’t matter that he’s currently single—there’s a logical solution. Kelli is easy company, a vital part of ranch operations, and willing to sing Silver Stone’s praises all day long. She’ll be perfect.

      

      Kelli James has kept a lot of secrets over the eight years since she boldly walked onto the ranch. Her biggest challenge, though, has been hiding her crush on the sexiest cowboy she’s ever laid eyes on. When Luke informs her they’re headed to the mountains for a week-long, work-related event, she’s not sure what to expect.

      

      That he signed her up to play the part of the perfect rancher’s bride-to-be wasn’t it…
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      For the umpteenth time that day, the ground rose up and slapped Luke Stone silly.

      The initial moment of contact knocked the wind from him, but the smack to the bruise already forming on his hip was the real kicker. He stayed in motion, rolling instinctively to his hands and knees. Lying on his back on the cold January snow and groaning in pain wasn’t an option unless he wanted a hoof print branded onto any vital parts.

      The world was still spinning when he shoved a hand in the air to indicate he was breathing and somewhat alive.

      The signal gave his brothers permission to jeer.

      “I swear you bounced that time, bro.” Walker marched across the arena to offer a hand. He hauled Luke to his feet, not even attempting to hide his smirk.

      Luke brushed the snow and dirt from his jeans, forcing a good-natured response, although it was tough with all the faces eyeing him with amusement. Even his kid brother, Dustin, wore a grin.

      The three of them had shown up to watch him work the new mare he’d offered to train. It was the way they’d always done things at Silver Stone ranch—since the death of their parents they’d worked together, played together, fought together.

      And yes, laughed together, occasionally at each other.

      Caleb was the oldest by a couple years and had been in charge since that fateful day. Luke had no problem when his big brother winked over his shoulder then headed after the mare to bring her back for Luke to try again. And Walker, while a couple years younger than Luke, was a champion bull rider. He’d earned the right to laugh at anyone who came off the back of a beast unwillingly.

      Dustin, though? Hell no.

      Luke pointed a finger at the twenty-year-old. “Laugh it up. You wouldn’t last two seconds on her.”

      The youth was smart enough not to argue. “Still entertaining to watch you land on your ass.”

      His wide smile was taunting but one hundred percent family, and when Dustin swung over the railing to join Caleb as he walked Chili Pepper, Luke decided this time he’d let the kid off easy.

      Walker laid a hand on his shoulder. “Ready to call it a day?”

      Luke shrugged, eyeing the filly carefully as his brothers paced her around the arena. “I’m not going to get her trained if I give up the first time she throws me.”

      “First time? Math never was your strong suit,” Walker teased gently before folding his arms and checking him over with an experienced eye. “You’re hurting, Luke. I can tell from the way you’re moving one of those landings scored a little too hard.”

      “Maybe. Doesn’t matter—I can go for a bit longer.”

      Walker seemed about to say something more but then shook his head, glancing at his watch. “You’ll be black and blue tomorrow, but the truth is, you need to stop because we all have other things to do. And you know the rules—you’re not working a wild ride without backup.”

      Caleb and Dustin had reached them by that point, the mare standing like an angel at the end of the lead line. The cantankerous creature that had bucked him off a dozen times running was now all sweetness and light. She moved forward and crowded him with her head, batting at his belly to push him toward the barn.

      Luke wrapped his arms around Pepper and patted her nose. “Bossy creature.”

      “See? Even she knows it’s time to call it quits.” Caleb offered a satisfied grumble, his gaze fixed on something outside the arena.

      Luke turned to discover Caleb’s children making their way across the snowy path from the ranch house. “It’s time for you to stop, at least,” Luke admitted.

      “Ivy is expecting me, as well,” Walker added. “There’s some kind of ‘past New Year’s, but as close to it as we could get’ fundraiser meet-and-greet for the school board, so I have to go put on a suit and tie.”

      All four of them groaned at the same moment, three of them in sympathy. Walker’s fiancée was the vice principal at the local elementary school, which meant she was pretty involved in all sorts of community activities.

      Big brother Caleb was now happily married to Tamara, and while she was eating crackers and drinking ginger ale, they were thrilled to be adding another kid to go with the two mischievous girls approaching the arena.

      Luke was glad his brothers had found partners who made them happy. Still kind of dug a knife into his gut considering his failed relationship had been over for only a few months.

      Even Dustin chortled with glee as he shared his evening plans. “I have a date tonight.”

      “Really?” Walker’s tone turned serious. “I heard you were going over to Ivy’s parents’ house. Are you seeing one of her sisters?”

      Dustin’s eyes widened for a brief second before he turned all nonchalant. “None of your business if I were.”

      Luke and Caleb glanced at each other, exchanging an oh shit, he didn’t go there look.

      “Death wish?” Caleb asked Luke drily.

      “Brain dead. It hasn’t registered yet that the body is soon to follow.”

      Walker glanced at them, his lips twitching before he pulled his serious expression back in the line. “Spill the beans,” he ordered Dustin.

      Their youngest brother rolled his eyes. “Number one, you guys have zero sense of humour. Just thought I should point that out in case you were under some misconception. Number two, it really is none of your business, but because you look as if you’re ready to draw and quarter me, no, I’m not dating one of the Fields sisters. Not because they aren’t awesome, but two of them are way too old for me and Rose is a good friend. But Rose’s best friend, Kandi with a K, is damn hot.”

      Luke was going to develop an eye twitch trying to keep a straight face while enjoying a side-eye exchange with Caleb and Walker. “Kandi?”

      “…with a k. Awww, that’s sweet—” Walker began, only to be interrupted as their nieces climbed on the fence, shouting for Caleb.

      “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.”

      “Papa. Paaapaaa.”

      Caleb smacked a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “The summonses have been pronounced. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”

      Walker took off in one direction, and Dustin and Caleb in another, and suddenly Luke stood alone in the arena with Chili Pepper nudging his pockets, looking for treats.

      “Looks as if all the Stone boys have hot dates tonight,” Luke teased at his own expense. He slid a hand along Pepper’s neck and gave her a pat as he led her toward her stall. “You and me, we’re doing fine. Only we need to talk about this habit you have of wanting control. I don’t mind sharing the reins now and then, but when a guy says he wants to be in charge, he means it.”

      He twisted on the spot as he opened the gate, and the creaking floorboards beneath his boots fell silent for a brief moment. Long enough to let a light snicker reach his ears.

      He sighed mightily, shaking his head in exasperation as he looked up into the hayloft. “Your eavesdropping is going to get you in trouble someday, Kelli James.”

      “Maybe, but in the meanwhile, it sure is damn educational.” She swung into view, slipping past the railing to drop to her jean-covered butt on the outer edge of the loft. Her well-worn cowboy boots hung toward the floor, kicking lazily as she smiled down. Her dark-brown hair twisted in two braids over her shoulders, brown eyes snapping with mischief.

      Luke leaned a shoulder against the pen. “Since you’re here, make yourself useful. Grab a couple of brushes and you can help give Pepper a rubdown.”

      What the woman should’ve done was get to her feet and head to the side wall where the ladder was. Not Kelli. She gave him a quick nod then flung herself headlong, falling from a height that was enough to break her fool neck considering she was nearly a foot shorter than his six-foot-two.

      Luke lurched forward involuntarily to catch her. No matter that he’d seen her do this dozens of times over the years, it still caught him by surprise. At the last second, she caught hold of the pipe attached to one wall and used it to guide her to the floor.

      She smacked down with one heck of an impact, but at least her feet were the first to land and not her head.

      He bit his tongue and refused to give her the pleasure of cursing or scolding her. She already knew he thought it was a reckless move.

      Kelli was light on her feet—he had to give her that. And she didn’t dawdle as she grabbed what she needed.

      Luke headed in the other direction to scoop up feed for the mare, tossing some oats in a nosebag before joining Kelli at Pepper’s side.

      She handed him a brush. “Any orders, boss?”

      He deliberately loosened his jaw to keep from grinding his teeth. “You’re exceptionally annoying tonight,” he said calmly. “I’m not your boss, and you know it. Ashton is.”

      “You’re still in charge more than I am, so technically I can call you boss. Boss.” She glanced at him judgmentally before giving his butt a firm smack with the stiff brush bristles. “And my good day just got even better because you have shit on your ass, and I don’t.”

      Luke sighed. He hadn’t gone unscathed during his time bouncing off the ground thanks to Pepper’s lack of enthusiasm for him as a rider. “Comes with the territory,” he muttered before getting to work. “Glad you had a good day, though. What were you doing?”

      Kelli went on to tell him what she’d been busy with, helping their foreman Ashton deal with some of the rowdier stock. As she spoke, her hands kept moving, the bristles sliding smoothly again and again. Confident and sure, just like always.

      She’d been a part of Silver Stone ranch for nearly as long as they’d been running the place without their parents. And it didn’t surprise him to hear that Ashton was using her for some more delicate tasks, although it did worry him at times that she was out the middle of the herd with animals big enough to crush her with a thoughtless move.

      But even now as Pepper adjusted her stance, Kelli slid forward, almost as if she was dancing with the horse. She slid an arm around her neck and used Pepper’s momentum to reach up her withers.

      “I think tomorrow you should let me help,” Kelli said firmly.

      Luke blinked, not sure where the conversation had gone. “Help? With what?”

      Kelli slid the rest of the way around to stand beside him, smirking as if she knew a secret. “Is it past your bedtime?” she teased. “Awfully late for somebody old like you to be up.”

      He folded his arms over his chest and glared. “Don’t be rude. What’re you talking about?”

      Pepper chose that moment to complain. While he and Kelli were still standing in the pen with her, neither of them was giving her any attention. Like horses the world over who wanted to criticize, she made her point by shifting her balance and pressing her considerable weight toward them.

      Luke twisted out of the way before he could be trapped against the stall boards. Kelli ducked under the horse’s belly, popping up on the other side and climbing until she sat on the top divider.

      They grinned at each other.

      Then Kelli got that look in her eyes. The one that said she was getting ready to ask for a favour—also known as tormenting him until he gave in.

      “I want to help with Pepper. You know I can do it. I bet she’d love for me to train her.”

      Luke examined Kelli closer. The petite woman was perched on the wooden barrier like some kind of barn pixie. After eight years of working at Silver Stone she was as much a part of the place as the rest of the crew, and as familiar as his brothers. She was good with the horses. Damn good.

      Considering the goal of training Pepper was to make her a good mount for the owner’s daughter, who probably weighed about what Kelli did⁠—

      Only he was still responsible. “Yes, you can help, but not yet.”

      The excitement on her face flashed and faded quickly as he spoke. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you have work to do for Ashton, so you’re not going to be available all the time, anyway. Plus, as much as you insist Pepper likes you, she’s not ready for different people to be getting on her back.”

      Kelli nodded, thoughtful agreement in her expression. “But you’ll let me help when she hits the next stage?”

      “I’d love your help,” he told her honestly.

      “Super.” She flipped backward into the empty stall behind them and once again his heart did this strange stop-start jolt.

      “Dammit, woman,” he muttered, patting Pepper farewell before rejoining Kelli in the main walkway.

      “I promise I’ll do good job,” Kelli assured him.

      “Just don’t go skipping out on your other tasks trying get to helping me sooner,” he warned.

      The eye rolling commenced again.

      “As if,” she snarked. “You really think Ashton would let me get away with that? Even if you think I’m dumb enough to try it in the first place, which I’m not.”

      He wouldn’t have been surprised to see her stick out her tongue at him like his niece Sasha.

      But, no, even though at times she seemed younger than the twenty-six years he’d seen on their payroll record, Kelli wasn’t given to high drama. Probably part of why he liked her so much.

      Of all the hands who had been around Silver Stone over the years, Kelli was rock-solid. Good sense of humour, good work ethic⁠—

      Damn good with horses. Even now she was blowing kisses at all the stock as she walked ahead of him, pausing to say hello and offer pats and treats to every beast she passed.

      Then she was gone, headed off to her rooms on the west side of the bunkhouse. Luke glanced around, but it was pretty much him and the ranch dogs that were waiting to see if he did anything exciting.

      He offered them a pat on the head and a scratch behind the ears but kept walking, headed away from the main ranch house and toward the place he’d been building for the last couple of years. The house that had taken so long because his fiancée Penny had been shit at making decisions and sticking to them.

      Their relationship had finally fallen apart back in late August, to his unconfessed relief. He still didn’t know what Penny really thought about him calling their engagement off, but he doubted she was pining for him or anything. They hadn’t had that type of relationship.

      Still, it felt weird to think he nearly had a finished house of his own. Over the past four months, since he hadn’t needed to spend time with his fiancée, or get everything approved by her, or change things because she’d changed her mind, he’d been able to get tons done on the place.

      Funny how that worked. Time on his hands, no one else to have to run decisions by. It made the work go a heck of a lot faster.

      That was about the only positive thing he could think of⁠—

      And this wasn’t where he wanted his brain to go. He didn’t want to dwell on the fact he’d spent a lot of time and energy on a relationship that had failed.

      Didn’t want to think too hard about building a house on land that, unless things turned around, might not belong to the Stone family by the end of the year.

      Luke stomped through the door of his almost finished mudroom. He was starving. Plus, Walker had been right. His body ached from head to toe after getting bucked far too many times.

      He was also filthy, which Kelli had been so eager to point out. But the roar emerging from his belly said it was food first, then a shower. Then he’d have to figure out something to pass the rest of the evening.

      It was just not right that the rest of his brothers had people to spend the evening with and he didn’t—he was the charming one in the family, dammit.

      Luke walked through the kitchen, plugging in his phone and turning on his laptop. He grabbed leftover pizza from the fridge, pulling a stool over with a foot and dropping onto it to check his emails. He ate one piece of pizza cold while the rest reheated in the microwave.

      It was incredible how much crap email a person got daily. There were a couple of messages from his sisters that he marked to read once he had cleared out the mess when his eye fell on a far more interesting subject title.

      Triple Crown Gala.

      A laugh burst free, and he nearly choked on the piece of pizza in his mouth. “Yeah, me and a gala. Good one.”

      Except something twigged in his brain. Why did this sound familiar?

      The message was from a trusted friend. Bertram Cooper was a go-between. He found horses for buyers, or suggested stud placements or training opportunities. Silver Stone had been lucky to count Bert as a friend, and some of their top deals over the years had been brokered by him, so Luke opened the message, curiosity, suspicion and that echo of importance he just couldn’t remember vying for top billing.

      With Bert’s twisted sense of humour, the man was probably setting Luke up for an all-you-can-eat chicken-wing night and pulling his leg.

      Yet when the microwave beeped another reminder the time was up, Luke continued to ignore it because the email was not a tease or a joke or bullshit.

      Bertram had gotten wind of a spectacular event happening in the area and had wrangled Luke an invite. It was a gala. A buyers-and-sellers, by-invitation-only gathering of the elite in horse breeders of North America.

      Not a time with actual horses and cash exchanging hands, but a meet-and-greet with spouses and families, and⁠—

      Luke’s mind raced at the possibilities. For the past while, Silver Stone ranch had been going through some rough weather. They were nowhere near out of the woods yet, even though Walker had topped up the family coffers last fall after some amazing rodeo payouts. The ranch had to take the next step, which should involve the horses Luke had been working on diligently over the years. It was their best shot, and this invitation was a golden ticket falling into his lap.

      He glanced through the information more thoroughly, shuddering at the price tag attached to the event. Thank God it was being held just hours away in Kananaskis Country, which meant they’d be able to drive and not have to fly to Texas or Kentucky.

      A few quick calculations and it was clear that even one new sale would cancel out the oversized price tag, and this gala wasn’t likely to trigger a one-off transaction. These events were king makers.

      Holy shit.

      That’s why this sounded familiar. His ex-fiancée, Penny, and her family had been in a similar situation years ago. The right place at the right time at a gathering very similar to this—and they’d never looked back.

      The gala was exactly what Silver Stone needed.

      The message from Bert was clear and concise.

      
        
        Got word of this shindig. Organizers asked me for a couple of recommendations of up-and-coming breeders, and I thought of you. I don’t have to tell you this is a Big Deal event. If I had an operation like yours, I’d be drooling at the opportunity. Feel free to send me a bottle of the good stuff down the road.

      

        

      
        Heads up on a couple of things: the group is a bit old school, which doesn’t mean they expect you to bring a wife, but a fiancée is better than a girlfriend. And while they’re up-to-date enough they won’t make you sleep in separate rooms, they do want to deal with family operations. So for fuck’s sake, be sure you bring your fiancée. Don’t let her give you grief on this one.

      

        

      
        Best of luck, and I’ll see you soon. I’ve got a couple of requests I’ll send your way come the spring. Touch base if you need anything sooner.

      

      

      Part of his brain was analyzing and considering, but Luke’s hands were already moving because this wasn’t something he needed to think about too hard. The gala could save the ranch, so he absolutely had to be there. It wasn’t his fault Bert wasn’t up-to-date on the fact he and Penny had called off their engagement.

      The tip about family operations, though—that was a good piece of intel.

      Luke clicked through the invitation to a Google doc to fill in the required information. The name of the ranch, their top horses and studs to date.

      He got a lot of pleasure out of being able to list animals he’d been instrumental in raising. He wasn’t just blowing smoke out his ass. Silver Stone was one of the top ranches at their size of operation. They just needed a break to move to the next level.

      He filled in his personal history without blinking. It was only when he got to the section that asked for the name of his spouse/significant other that Luke paused.

      Bert’s message had been received. Luke was not going to this gig as a single male even though that’s how everything had been until recently at Silver Stone. Just because they hadn’t been a family with spouses didn’t mean that they weren’t family, but he wasn’t about to argue with already-set prejudices.

      Caleb and Tamara were out. Caleb didn’t like the schmoozing, and Tamara was so sick due to her pregnancy that she’d spend the entire time in the bathroom. Walker and Ivy were out…

      He could contact his ex and ask her to do him a favour, but that was risky. Part of the reason their engagement hadn’t worked was Penny was unpredictable, and he didn’t trust her. A family event meant they would have to at least pretend to like each other.

      They didn’t hate each other. It’s just that they were kind of indifferent, which had always been the problem in their relationship. At least outside the bedroom.

      Nope. There was a far simpler solution, especially when he started thinking about the whole concept of family. Maybe it wasn’t what the organizers were thinking, but as far as he was concerned she was as good as family. He filled in the blank space without a qualm, tapping the computer keys happily.

      Kelli James.

      Luke hit send then got up to add another minute to the pizza in the microwave.

      Hell, Kelli would love to come with him. The honest truth was she’d done a lot over the years to help create what Silver Stone had going, and it would be a great opportunity for her to get to know some key people.

      Plus, it was a holiday. Who wouldn’t want to go hang out at a fancy hotel in the middle of the Rocky Mountains for a few days with no chores?

      Energy surged through him. Getting a new lease on the future did that to a man, it seemed. After he got cleaned up, heck, he might have to head out dancing for the night.

      Luke sent off a quick message to a friend, then settled in front of the TV, clicking through channels until he found something borderline interesting to watch while he ate his pizza.

      Funny how fate could step in and change your entire world when you least expected it.
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      Kelli James kicked a clod of dirt down the path in front of her in frustration. It was totally unfair how her body had turned into one enormous compass.

      Anytime Luke Stone was around she all but quivered in his direction.

      She meandered back to the bunkhouse, stomping along the snowy trail to where the light outside her porch shone cheerfully. Her space at the end of a long row of identical motel-like rooms had been home for a long time. Other ranch hands had come and gone in the time she’d been working here, so it wasn’t being the only woman on staff that gave her rights to the best location.

      Even Ashton Stewart said she was basically their senior hand, and the responsibilities that came with that title were something she was pretty proud of. She’d taken on a huge task, and found a place for herself where she was appreciated and useful.

      Although there were moments she longed for more, having a place to lay her head and be a part of something important—it wasn’t a bad gig for a girl who’d been a runaway.

      She grabbed her shower kit and slipped outside, off her porch to the back side of the building.

      “Heads up,” she warned as she stepped into the steaming warmth of the outer change area.

      “Nearly done.” The masculine reply echoed from around the corner. “You can wait inside where it’s warm if you want. Although, if you want to join me, I won’t complain.”

      Kelli ignored the suggestion as she got her things ready, hanging up her towel and prepping her shampoo and soap. “Alex, you’re not only an optimist, but you’re an optimist who thinks the top half of the glass is full.”

      A low chuckle escaped from the other ranch hand who’d been working at Silver Stone since the summer. “I’m using all the hot water. Just saying.”

      “Bullshit on that,” Kelli retorted. “You’re taking cold showers and crying into your beer over me.”

      The water turned off, and he laughed, deep and hearty. “I might have to head to Rough Cut tonight for that beer. You plan on going?”

      “Yeah. I’m meeting my girls,” she told him.

      “Nice.”

      “It’s too snowy to do anything else,” she pointed out. “Rough Cut is a warm place to hang out on a cold evening.”

      “I’m headed your way,” he warned. “In case you want to take pictures of my magnificence.”

      She pretended to gag, deliberately turning her back to give him privacy to towel off.

      It was the only area where they hadn’t figured out a perfect solution with her working at Silver Stone. Kelli insisted she didn’t want preferential treatment. No way did she want the Stone family to face the expense of building a separate shower house just for her. It took a little juggling to make things work, her sharing space with all the guys, but the common shower house had never worried her.

      The guys were like brothers, teasing moments aside. She figured the occasional bit of dirty talk was natural. She didn’t feel uncomfortable or harassed by the guy chatter that went on around the ranch.

      It helped that one of the first talks any new hire got was “keep your hands off Kelli or lose your nuts.”

      “Is Rose going to be there tonight?” Alex asked far too casually.

      Kelli laughed. “Maybe. You want me to put in a good word for you?”

      “Hell, yeah. Dance with me first so she’ll let me take her for a spin.”

      Which made her laugh harder. “You guys figured out how we run things on the dance floor, did you?”

      “I’m decent,” Alex told her. “I mean, I’m dressed. And yes, it doesn’t take a genius to notice you decide who is safe to dance with, and your friends follow suit.”

      Kelli twisted to look him up and down. He’d pulled on clean jeans, but his feet were still bare and his chest was uncovered to expose olive-brown skin, water droplets clinging to his broad shoulders as he toweled his hair dry.

      He wasn’t bad looking at all, and she could appreciate the muscle show as much as the next girl. Only that was as far as it went—appreciation. There were no sparks, nothing that set her belly tumbling in a wild dance.

      Not like when Luke Stone accidentally bumps my side.

      She shoved away the annoying truth and gave Alex a raised eyebrow. The man was talking about one of her besties, and so had better know more than one person had an eye on him. “Are you safe?”

      He dropped his towel to the bench beside him and tugged a T-shirt over his head before offering her a broad smile. “Safe as a kitten. Plus, I know how to dance.”

      “So her feet won’t get crushed, that’s what you’re saying?” She folded her arms over her chest as he draped his towel around his neck and gathered his things.

      “Just put in a good word for me, please?” Alex asked, this time a little more seriously. Holding her gaze until she nodded. “See you later, Kelli.”

      He slipped out the door and she followed him, hanging up the sign she’d made years ago to announce she was occupying the space. Then with Kelli’s Private Spa as a warning for any of the rest of the hands that they’d have to wait, she locked the door and stripped.

      Steam lingered in the main shower room, which meant it was warm as she flipped on the nearest tap and let the forceful spray run over her aching shoulders.

      While she had a few privileges, like getting to lock the door to have the shower house to herself, and the best room in the bunkhouse, her work responsibilities were no less because she was a woman.

      Over the years the guys had slowly stopped giving her easier tasks because of her size. It might take her a couple extra trips to move heavy equipment, she still got it done.

      But at the end of a long day where she’d moved her weight in bales a number of times over, the forceful massage on her shoulders felt damn good.

      Hands raised in a long stretch, she snickered for a second. It would probably seem weird to a stranger looking in that she was so comfortable chatting with Alex like that, but this was her reality. She’d lived on the ranch for long enough that whole “just one of the boys” thing worked ninety-nine percent of the time.

      She lathered up and rubbed soap over her body, efficient and quick, undoing her braids then working her fingernails against her scalp as her hair plastered down against her torso nearly to her butt.

      She really was one of the boys, which was good⁠—

      —until it wasn’t. The whole “keep your hands off Kelli” thing had made it damn difficult to do any experimenting of a sexual nature. Not that she’d been chomping at the bit, but she had been curious, and sexual frustration wasn’t exclusive to the male portion of the population.

      Kelli tipped her head back to rinse off the shampoo, amusement drifting in as she remembered the shower house was where she’d tried sex for the first time.

      The ranch hand she’d hauled in with her had been cute enough, she supposed. And they’d been hot for each other, but neither of them were looking for more than casual, so it was pretty much a one-off deal. Stealing away time in the shower had been a way to scratch an itch. One that she really didn’t get that often. It had been time, that was all.

      You’re a liar, her brain told her.

      Kelli did the mental equivalent of sticking out her tongue and blowing a raspberry at herself. “Yeah, because I’m just gonna up and confess I had sex with somebody else because Luke got engaged.”

      She had liked the guy, but her conscience was right. It had been more about trying to wipe out the cravings she had for Luke than the other dude being super-special.

      Having a long-term, unsatisfied crush was something she was far too familiar with.

      Kelli figured for the first years the emotion had been nothing more than puppy-love. She’d been way too young to do anything except keep her distance and hope Luke never got a clue that walking past him made her heart rate jump.

      Instead she’d focused on the fact she was living her dream in so many other ways. Getting to do what she loved—working with horses, and living on a ranch—heck, it was the closest thing to paradise she could imagine.

      When she finally hit twenty-one, though, she figured there was no reason not to make a move. Luke wasn’t the high-and-mighty type who would look down on getting involved with someone just because she was a ranch hand. Besides, they were already friends. She’d needed to convince him they should move the friendship into something more hands-on. Short-term would be fine.

      Then he’d gone off and met Penny, and before Kelli could say “lost-opportunity,” Luke was engaged and off-limits.

      Three damn years she’d been forced to put her cravings aside and behave. Three long years where she’d held her tongue—mostly—as a woman who was all wrong for Luke got to be in his life and his bed.

      Kelli had shown amazing restraint, really. Three years, and not once had she accidentally shoved Penny into a dung heap.

      She still felt the sense of relief that had struck when Luke suddenly called off the wedding and Penny was no more. Thank. God.

      Kelli finished up in the shower house then marched double time back to her room, sliding into a well-worn pair of jeans and a soft cotton top. She braided her hair so it would stay out of the way, slipped on her dancing boots and was ready to roll.

      Luke Stone might be back on the market, but she didn’t want to move too fast and be nothing more than a rebound fling. But she wasn’t going to move too slow either and lose out again.

      Just like working with jittery horses, it was all about the timing. Right now, Luke wasn’t ready for her to show her hand.

      Which meant tonight? She was going to have a rip-roaring good time, kicking up her heels and pretending the man she wanted more than anything didn’t exist.

      Maybe she’d do Alex a solid and dance with him first.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re shitting me. You got an invite where?” Josiah Ryder shook his head in disbelief. “I don’t know if I should be jealous or offer you high-test tranquilizers to deal with the stress.”

      “I’m pumped,” Luke admitted, “but it’s not a done deal, so don’t go passing that information on yet. And that means not even to Caleb, because I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up if my attendance doesn’t get approved.”

      Josiah raised a hand in understanding. “Smart move. I know about this in real time because someone in my circle at veterinarian school got an invite to one of these gigs then got un-invited.”

      Luke turned toward their local pub, the bright lights of the leftover holiday decorations reflecting onto the snowy main street of Heart Falls. “That’s harsh.”

      “The guys who organized the event were serious about the family-positive focus of the event, and it turns out the invitee had a few too many skeletons in her closet.”

      That sounded like a load of bullshit. “Right. Because your average farmer who decides to go into veterinarian training has links to the Mafia or some other nonsense.”

      “Gang related—her dad was involved in moving pharmaceuticals. When they found out about his record, her invitation was rescinded.” Josiah shook his head even as he reached for the door of the truck.

      “It’s not her fault what her dad was up to,” Luke pointed out.

      “He paid for her training. She knew.”

      Luke joined Josiah on the wooden steps leading to the entrance of Rough Cut. He’d been spending more time with the man in recent days even though it used to be Caleb who hung out with Josiah.

      Caleb having the girls and Tamara to keep him busy had put a serious damper on his social life. And yet his big brother had never seemed happier. Luke was honestly thrilled for him.

      And as Josiah pushed through the doors of the pub and was greeted cheerfully, Luke had to admit it wasn’t a bad situation, getting to spend time around the popular man.

      They paused to the side of the door. Josiah glanced around, checking who was already on the floor. “Perfect. I see at least a half-dozen women who are craving my attention.”

      Luke smacked him on the shoulder and sent Josiah rocking. “Hound dog.”

      “That implies I’m following them around, sniffing for a chance. Nothing of the sort,” Josiah told him, raising his voice to be heard over the chaos.

      “It implies that you keep sinking your teeth into a new bone every time, and at some point, they’re going to turn around and rattle your bones.”

      Josiah shared a wide grin as he ran his fingers through his blond hair. “Grrrr.”

      Luke stood where he was as Josiah wove his way across the dance floor. He stopped and tapped the shoulder of a tall man who was enthusiastically two-stepping with a shorter woman. The man stepped back with a shrug, and Luke recognized him as one of their hands.

      It was a little less entertaining when he realized the woman Josiah was now twirling quickly across the floor was Kelli, her long braids flying as she twisted, smiling at the veterinarian.

      Luke watched for a minute. He could certainly understand why Josiah wanted to dance with her. They moved smoothly with none of that awkward back-and-forth that happened when a woman figured she knew how to dance better than her partner.

      It was one thing when a guy couldn’t dance, but the bullshit thing Penny used to pull on him, trying to subtly lead when he didn’t need any help—chaos. And fucking annoying.

      Josiah was definitely the one in charge, his leadership apparent when he changed directions at the last second to avoid crashing into a less competent dance couple. The rapid motion twirled Kelli closer, her braid flying out like a helicopter blade, her body snugged against Josiah as she laughed.

      A moment later they were farther across the floor, talking as they moved. She was definitely light on her feet on the dance floor.

      A strange twitch hit the back of his brain. Why did that seem so surprising? Luke thought it over hard until the truth struck.

      Had he really never danced with Kelli?

      Then again, why would he? He’d never danced with any of the other hands, but as he watched them, something tugged at his insides.

      It didn’t sit right to see them cozied up and chatting happily.

      It was nerves, Luke decided. It was thinking about Josiah’s comments and the possibility that even though the gala had been offered, it could still be taken from his hands.

      Heck, what was he worrying about? Silver Stone was squeaky clean, and always had been. From the time his parents had established it with their best friends, all the way through until now, there’d never been a peep of gossip.

      He supposed Caleb’s disastrous first wife could be considered a blunt on the strong family values chart, but considering he’d recently re-married, and he and Tamara were expecting a child— Plus Tamara’s family were rock-solid members of their community. There were no skeletons in the Stone closet, so Luke could push that worry aside.

      Yup, it was nerves and restlessness.

      That had to be why he found his feet moving toward Kelli. He didn’t have any concerns about her dancing skills, or his own, but it’d be a good idea for them to practice a bit as a couple.

      The music changed as he reached their side.

      Kelli’s chest rocked as she took deep breaths. “Damn, that was fun. Thanks, Josiah.”

      He bumped knuckles with her and offered a wink. “No problem.”

      She turned to walk away, ignoring Luke and the fact he was right there, waiting his turn.

      What the hell?

      “Kelli. Stop.” He pushed past Josiah and stepped closer. “Let’s dance.”

      Her jaw dropped slightly, and something flashed across her face before she rolled her eyes. “Smartass.”

      She whirled on her heel and kept walking, dodging between couples who’d started a fast-paced reel swirling around them. He would’ve damn near had to run to catch her.

      Someone cleared their throat behind him. Luke turned to find Josiah staring at him as if he had mud on his face, both of them standing motionless in the middle of the crowded dance floor.

      “What are you doing?” Josiah asked.

      Luke thought it was apparent. “I asked her to dance.”

      Confusion lit Josiah’s face. He tilted his head toward the side of the room before marching away so rapidly Luke had no choice but to follow. They found a place at a table with two chairs and barely any room.

      It was like cloak-and-dagger bullshit as Josiah leaned in to speak quietly. Well, as quietly as he could, considering the volume of music. “Why did you ask her to dance?”

      “Because—” Oh. He hadn’t mentioned this part. “I said Kelli would be coming with me to the event. I figure at some point we’ll have to dance, and I figured a practice run would be good.”

      Josiah looked shocked. “Kelli. With you. To the gala.”

      His exasperation was rising. “Do I need to use smaller words? Who else would I take? Neither Caleb or Walker can go, and Dustin would be fairly useless. Ashton would kick my ass if I asked him to attend something like this. Kelli will do awesome.”

      His friend was staring as if he was still working on the first part of Luke’s statement. Then Josiah shook it off, amusement spreading over his face. “Fine. You’re right, Kelli will do awesome. But…you didn’t tell her about the gala yet, did you?”

      “Of course not. You pointed out not even thirty minutes ago that’s not a good idea until I get the official acceptance.”

      Josiah nodded slowly. “Then take a word of advice. Don’t start any weird shit until it’s time.”

      Luke thought about it before sighing in exasperation. “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh.” Josiah raised a brow. “You do know what you’re doing?”

      “Look. I need somebody with me who will impress the hell out of people who know horses, and Kelli fits the bill. We can make up the rest of it as we go along.”

      “Just seems to me— Never mind.” The twist to his lips said Josiah was holding back some sarcastic comment.

      Luke folded his arms over his chest, now thoroughly annoyed. “Kelli and I have spent tons of time together. We get along like a house on fire.”

      His friend raised a hand, motioning for one of the waitresses to come take their order. “Yeah, because burning shit down is definitely the way to impress people.”

      Luke laughed, staring across the room at Kelli a little more intently than before. Josiah had made a good point about waiting.

      But as soon as Luke got the official word, he’d make sure she was fully on board. It shouldn’t be too difficult. Kelli was fun to be with, and they would have a ton to talk about with all the rest of the horse-loving crew.

      Josiah poked him to get his attention. Luke gave the waitress his order, then he and his friend fell into a friendly debate over which were better, red-hot wings or sweet Thai chili.

      His gaze drifted over the room, keeping an eye on things. And if he happened to end up checking where Kelli was a few times, there was no harm in that.

      The itchy sensation at the back of his neck was nerves. That’s it, nerves. He lifted his beer and drank deeply, while over the edge of the glass rim his gaze returned again to a slim cowgirl who never seemed to stand still.
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      Something was seriously wrong. Kelli peered around her friend Tansy, jerking back before he spotted her, but there was no denying the truth. Luke Stone was watching her.

      “Girlfriend, if you bump my beer arm one more time, you’ll be wearing it,” Tansy warned.

      “Sorry.” Kelli peeled her eyes away from the tempting man, twisting her body toward the other side of the room so he was nowhere in her line of vision.

      Tansy’s sister Rose leaned in close to examine her. “You feeling okay? You look flushed.”

      Good grief. The two of them were like bloodhounds wanting to sniff out everything Kelli definitely did not want to talk about. She deliberately raised a brow and gave Rose a dirty look. “You seemed flushed when you finished dancing with a certain tall, dark cowboy.”

      Rose smirked but she didn’t look away. “Dancing is a vigorous exercise if you do it right.”

      “So’s sex,” Tansy quipped. “Oh, I’m sorry. I forgot who I was talking to.”

      A snort escaped before Kelli could stop it.

      Rose turned an evil eye on her sister. “Do you mind?”

      Tansy just grinned then turned her attention back on Kelli. “Don’t spill my beer, but if there’s anything on your mind you want to talk about…”

      An opening Kelli was unwilling to take. Her obsessive thoughts about a certain man would not see the light of day until she was ready to move. It had been the only way to survive the years of shattered hopes—she didn’t need her friends knowing she was a hopeless romantic.

      She scrambled to find something else to distract them. “Luke says he might let me help train Chili Pepper.”

      The sisters exchanged glances before letting out huge sighs and turning back to the dance floor. “And on that change of topic, Kelli is once again back to discussing all things horsey.”

      “Horses are awesome,” Kelli insisted.

      “They are, but you don’t need to talk about them twenty-four/seven,” Tansy pointed out. “I don’t talk nonstop about the red-hot chili peppers in my life, do I?”

      Kelli gave a smirk. “You’re a chef. I expect you to talk about food.”

      “And you’re a cowboy, but good grief, girlfriend, you need something outside of Silver Stone and those horses to keep you entertained.”

      Rose nodded in agreement, and the two of them dove into an old argument, suggesting different things to broaden Kelli’s horizons. It was kind of entertaining.

      Definitely distracting, and not wanting to turn around and check out where Luke was improved her mood. Kelli leaned back against the wall and let her gaze drift as her friends suggested activities they could try at their upcoming girls-night-out gathering.

      Not all of them sounded terrible, but Kelli wasn’t about to apologize for loving horses. Working with them had been her dream since she was young. The ranch where she’d grown up was similar to Silver Stone, although her mom had been on staff as a cook, not a hand.

      Hanging out near the horses had been like breathing to Kelli. And the day she’d climbed on the back of her first horse had been a revelation. The creature had looked over his shoulder at her, and it had been love at first sight.

      Her daydreaming was interrupted as Alex returned, another tall cowboy at his elbow. He winked at Kelli before the two of them turned their gazes determinedly on her friends.

      Tansy checked with Kelli before answering the cowboys’ request. “You okay on your own?” she asked. “Because we can say no.”

      Kelli made a rude noise. “Good grief, go dance. I’m good.” She stepped back and let amusement slip in as she was temporarily abandoned.

      She watched as Rose and Tansy slid into strong arms and were twirled away. Something satisfying stole in at seeing people she loved enjoying themselves.

      Her gaze drifted onward, over familiar friends and neighbours until she noticed something across the room less happy-making than dancing and drinking was going down. Voices were raised briefly, loud enough to be heard over the music. A woman ducked her head and slid back from her date, out of fist range.

      Kelli moved instinctively, her feet carrying her through the crowd. Her smaller size made it easier for her to weave through the narrow gaps between bodies all the way to where the couple now stood.

      Not being foolish, she paused before rushing in. It took a single glance to realize the woman’s forearm was being held so tightly her knuckles were going white. Kelli shot forward the final distance.

      She smashed the side of her hand sharply on the man’s wrist, twisting her body and knocking him off-balance as she pushed the woman behind her to safety. A second later she was back up on her toes, twisting her mouth into a lopsided smile, playing it up as an accident.

      “Sorry. I’m a little tipsy,” she offered, backing against the woman who was whimpering softly.

      The man in front of her glared. “Chelsey, get your ass over here.”

      Kelli twirled on the spot, rocking slightly as she grabbed hold of the other woman as if she were hugging her simply to find her balance. “If you need help,” she said quietly, “go to the bar and order a white angel.”

      She squeezed the woman’s shoulders briefly before staggering back, angling her body so she slammed into the angry man, blocking his path.

      He caught her by the arms, his grip tighter than polite.

      “You don’t look very happy,” she slurred at the man, raising her voice and swaying drunkenly. In her peripheral vision, she saw Chelsey slip safely into the crowd.

      The man tried to look around Kelli, but she raised her palms to his face to keep his attention focused forward. “Grumpy man. You need to smile more.”

      “Don’t mess with things that aren’t your business,” he snarled, shoving her aside.

      Or at least that’s what he intended. But Kelli had spent too much time dealing with beasts that outweighed her to be put where she didn’t want to go. She caught hold of his arm and used momentum to swing around his bulk, feet raised before driving them against the back of his knee.

      As he staggered, Kelli climbed upward, the change of weight sending him farther off balance until his feet slipped from under him. He landed with a crash, taking out a couple of nearby dancers.

      Kelli hit the dance floor as well, rolling to take the impact. Bouncing to vertical as quickly as she could, her fake smile gone.

      Chelsey had vanished, but the asshole who’d been manhandling her was on his feet, glaring at Kelli with anger in his eyes.

      His gaze slipped behind her, rising higher.

      The noise faded slightly in the area directly around them. Kelli was street smart enough to realize what was happening, so when a hand landed on her shoulder she was able to hold back the instinct to jab an elbow into whoever had moved up against her back.

      The jerk in front of her edged away slowly after sending one final snarl her direction.

      Kelli didn’t look away. Didn’t give the idiot a chance to make a lunge, because bullies like him were the type who could be stupid right up to the final second.

      When the side door closed behind him, that was good.

      Bad—? Even as the asshole left the vicinity, the owner of the bar was fast approaching, and the good looking Asian-Canadian was scowling hard.

      “Shit.” Kelli took a deep breath and straightened, easing away from the oversized presence at her back far enough to twist her head and confirm her suspicions.

      Yup. Luke was glaring at her. “What the fuck were you doing?” he demanded, pulling her toward an open space at the side of the room.

      “Kelli.” Ryan Zhao addressed her sharply as he intercepted them. He lowered his voice as he looked around, making sure no one was close enough to overhear. “We set up safe words for a reason.”

      Kelli threw her hands in the air, snapping her head back and forth between the two of them. “Hey, I’m not the bad guy here.” She glanced over Ryan’s shoulder. “Did Chelsey get away okay?”

      “She’s in my office,” Ryan confirmed. “But that doesn’t answer the question of why you were acting as my self-appointed bouncer.”

      Luke folded his arms across his chest and glared at her as if she were a leftover pile of manure in a stall.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she began.

      Luke pressed a hand to her lower back to guide her from the room. “I’ll take care of this, if you don’t mind, Ryan.”

      “Fine. Kelli, call me later,” Ryan snapped, and then Kelli couldn’t see anything because she was being ushered out the front door with zero recourse. Her overreacting protector wasn’t being rough, but she couldn’t turn around unless she wanted to pull some self-defense moves.

      The fact Josiah left the building hard on their heels made the whole situation that much more awkward.

      “Good grief, you guys. We don’t need to empty the dance floor.” She checked the area quickly, but the overgrown ass from the bar was nowhere in sight.

      “Shut up, Kelli,” Josiah said softly before turning to Luke and laying a hand on his arm. “Take a slow breath,” he warned. “She doesn’t need you going off the deep end.”

      Luke’s hand was plastered to her lower back, and he was damn near vibrating. “She deliberately stepped into a situation where she could’ve gotten hurt.”

      “She knew what she was doing,” Kelli snapped. “Come on, Luke. That guy was hurting her.”

      He tugged her to face him, pivoting her so fast her braid whirled over her shoulder. “Which is exactly the type of guy who could have hurt you. If I hadn’t been watching, what do you think he would’ve done?”

      “What any bully does when confronted by a woman in a crowded place. He would’ve made some rude comment and then left. Mean words won’t break me,” she told him forcefully.

      The two of them glared daggers at each other until Josiah broke the standoff. “You both need a timeout. Luke, she did it for a good reason, although, honey, your acting needs a little work. Drunks can’t turn off a stagger that fast.”

      Luke glared at his friend, finally peeling his attention off Kelli. “You’re not seriously giving her an acting critique.”

      “I’m saying Kelli helped somebody tonight, and while I might not approve of how she stepped in, giving her shit is not going to change her impulse. Plus, it’s not what she needs right now.” Josiah reached for Kelli and tugged her against him, hugging her tight.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. A shudder shook her from head to toe. She pressed her forehead against his chest and took a second to calm herself.

      When she finally managed to get her racing heart to slow, she gave him a squeeze and he let go.

      Kelli looked up with a grateful smile. “Okay, point made. I will work on less dangerous impulses, and my acting.”

      Josiah tweaked her nose and turned to Luke. “What about you?”

      “Gee, do I get a hug too?” Luke snapped.

      Good grief. “And on that note, I’m going home. You can stay here and be Mr. Cranky Pants without me.”

      She really didn’t care why Luke had such a stick up his butt right then. She’d done the right thing, but as Josiah had somehow realized, the adrenaline rush was fading and she was close to crashing. It would be far better if she was in her room before that happened.

      “Fine. I’ll take you home,” Luke grumbled.

      No way. “I have my truck.”

      “I said. I’ll. Take. You. Home.” He bit out every word as if they were torturous.

      She glanced at Josiah, hoping for his support again.

      Only this time, he shook his head. “I think you should go with him,” Josiah offered softly. “I’ll drop your truck off in the morning.”

      Irritating males, all of them. Kelli growled out her frustration, but she handed over her truck keys before glaring at Luke. “Fine. Let’s go, sunshine.”
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      Luke didn’t trust himself to say anything as they walked. It was dead quiet as he guided her across the road and down the alley to where he’d parked.

      Him carting her off like this left a bit of a mess for Josiah and Kelli’s friends, ferrying vehicles back and forth. But as he yanked open the passenger door and waited for Kelli climb in, he realized he didn’t really give a crap.

      Most women would’ve sensed his level of frustration and kept silent, at least for the first part of the journey.

      Not Kelli.

      She twisted in her seat, arms folded over her chest, and started up the instant he opened his door. “If you want to yell at me, you can do it right here. Then no one has to worry about getting my vehicle home.”

      He stared at her long enough that she twitched, but she didn’t look away, matching him glare for glare.

      It took forever until she flopped back in the seat and did up her buckle, staring straight ahead as if her eyes were laser beams that let her blow up shit. Probably imagining he was standing in front of her.

      Fine by him. Because he was imagining more than a few explosions himself.

      He made it onto the main highway before his temper eased enough to speak in a reasonable tone.

      “You know, I’m the Stone brother considered to be levelheaded and cool. Caleb could go off the deep end and get far too protective. Walker was always throwing himself off of something dangerous. But I was the one who could calm the waters. I could talk everybody off the edge and get the world back on track. Would you agree with that?”

      He was doing it now, the calm and cool thing. Or at least faking it well enough that she shifted her attention and instead of mainlining the road, she glanced at him for a few seconds. “Yeah, I guess.”

      Luke pulled off on the side of the road in a section that had been cleared of snow and ice. The plows were using it as a turnaround, because the drifts were well over the top of the truck.

      A few deep breaths later he put the truck into park then adjusted position so he could partially face her across the bench seat. “So, this is me being calm and collected and telling you if I ever see you pull that sort of stupid, impulsive act again, I’m going to lose my ever-loving shit, and someone will get seriously hurt.”

      Her mouth dropped open slightly as she stared at him, her dark brown eyes dancing over his face in a decidedly un-Kelli fashion. She didn’t seem nearly as in control as she had when facing down the bastard at the bar.

      Her body trembled, shaking slightly even though she was putting on a tough act.

      It pissed him off she was ignoring the truth here. She was probably going to write this all off as a blip on the map, and sure enough, when she spoke it was with a slight lift of her shoulders.

      “I don’t go around answering bat-signals, and I won’t accost someone that size in a dark back alley. But I’m not about to let some guy be abusive in a public place without letting the woman know she’s got options.”

      “Even if it means you could end up on the floor?” He caught her wrist, keeping his grip loose even as he raised her arm toward him. He pushed up her sleeve, and sure enough, as he’d suspected, faint red marks marred her skin. “Even if it means you’re the one who gets hurt?”

      Her shoulders had gone as rigid as two by fours, and she stared at the rising bruises on her forearm as if utterly surprised to see them there.

      She quivered even more noticeably, still focused on her arm. That’s when he finally clued in about what Josiah had tried to tell him earlier.

      “Shit.” Luke unlocked his seatbelt and reached over to hit the release on hers. “Come here, baby girl. You’re having a reaction.”

      He hauled her across the seat and scooped her up like he would’ve one of his nieces, pressing Kelli’s head against his chest and holding on tight. It was the same thing Josiah had done briefly before, but for a man who prided himself on his smarts, it seemed Luke had a wide gap in understanding when it came to figuring out what made this woman tick.

      She was like a scarecrow in his arms at first, arms sticking out it awkward angles, her shoulders as tense as if there were straw stuffed up her sleeves.

      He made soothing noises and tried his best to relax, which was hard since he was still freaked the hell out over the danger she’d thrown herself headlong into. The same way she threw herself off things in the barn.

      “Nobody got hurt too bad,” he assured her. “Your white-hat routine helped someone, and I won’t shout at you anymore tonight.”

      She wiggled in his arms, rocking slightly, and he realized the damn woman was laughing softly. “No more shouting tonight? Good to know. That means you’ll save the shouting for later?”

      No use in lying. “Probably.”

      He patted her on the back, turning the motion into a slow rub between her shoulder blades. “Take a few breaths and try to relax. You’re wound up tighter than Chili Pepper when she first arrived at the ranch.”

      Another snicker escaped. “Good one, boss. Compare me to a misbehaving horse.”

      “If the shoe fits⁠—”

      They sat in silence until Kelli let out a long breath and finally relaxed against him. He held on to her for another moment, debating which way the conversation needed to go next.

      Drop the topic for now? Distract her with something else?

      Maybe it wasn’t the wisest choice, but then again, he could be totally upfront with her about this being only a possibility. “You good to move to the next subject?”

      Her head rubbed across his chest as she placed a hand against him to wiggle herself free. Strong fingers lay over his biceps as she levered herself back to the passenger seat.

      She still looked tense, but he didn’t blame her. Not after what had gone down tonight.

      Distraction was definitely in order. “Do up your seatbelt. I’ve got something to tell you. This is not one hundred percent going to happen, but Silver Stone got an invite to an important event happening soon in Kananaskis. No horses present, but a whole lot of people who like spending money and earning money from horses⁠—”

      All the tension drained away instantly as Kelli lit up like a firecracker. “Silver Stone got asked to the Triple Crown? Oh. My. God.”

      That was borderline creepy. “How the hell did you do that? I know you’ve got ears attached to the walls in the barns, but I haven’t told anybody about this except Josiah. Heck, I only found out a few hours ago.”

      She did up her seatbelt then faced him again, enthusiasm back on high. “It was just a guess, but am I right? Because, jeez, Luke. The topic came up on one of the blogs I keep an eye on. They did a couple reports about previous attendees from that kind of event. If Silver Stone got an invite that’s stupid fantastic.”

      He buckled up and headed onto the highway, his distraction working better than he’d planned. “I forgot you’re knee-deep in a bunch of those online groups.”

      “Stop being so righteous. You go online just as much as me, only in different places. TCG got mentioned because it hasn’t happened yet,” Kelli admitted. “Nobody is connected enough to be headed there, of course, which makes Silver Stone getting to go even more incredible.”

      “Invitation-only at this point,” Luke warned her. “I sent in my registration, but I haven’t heard back yet.”

      “You’ll get in,” she said firmly. “Hell, I’m shocked you’ve never hit their radar before. Especially two years ago when a couple of Nemo’s offspring grew up enough to start placing on the circuit.”

      That had to be a factor in their favour. Having a good strong horse was one part of the equation, but when a stud’s foals grew up and started winning races, it made a huge difference to a breeder’s bottom line.

      “You helped broker a couple of those deals,” he reminded her. “That was you chatting him up at the Stampede.”

      “Didn’t do anything out of the ordinary,” Kelli insisted. “I didn’t even know who the other owners were when I started bragging on him.”

      “Still, Nemo’s stud fee keeps rising steadily. If this keeps up, the income will make a huge difference in the ranch’s bottom line.” He glanced over at her. She was smart enough to know what was going on, especially considering how much she learned with her damn eavesdropping.

      Kelli fidgeted. Twisting her fingers together on the strap of her seatbelt. “So, if you’re gone, I guess it’ll be a good time for me to take over Chili Pepper’s training.”

      Luke chuckled. “Nice try.”

      She gave him puppy-dog eyes. “Please? You’ll be gone for a few days, maybe more. Someone will need to take care of her while you’re away.”

      “It’s a full six days, and you’re right. Someone will need to take care of her, but it’s not going to be you.”

      “Luke. That’s not fair.” All of her indignation and energy was back to full force. It seemed she’d gotten over her upset from earlier in the evening. “You said that I could⁠—”

      “I want you to come with me,” he interrupted.

      That shut her up fast.

      “I think you’re the perfect person to help represent Silver Stone. You know just about everything there is to know about our horses and our breeding program. Plus, you’re not intimidating, and you get along fine with people.”

      “With cowboys,” she pointed out. “And with the ranch hands and ordinary, everyday people. Not with the highfalutin’ moneybags who’ll be hanging out at that event.”

      He made a rude noise. “They’re just people, Kelli. The fact they’ve got a little more money in their pocket isn’t a reason for you to think less of them as people.”

      She didn’t answer. This time it didn’t seem to be shock, but embarrassment. So be it. It wasn’t right to judge anyone except on what was in their hearts and came out in their actions.

      He filled the quiet rattling around in the cab as quickly as possible, keeping his tone light. “Hey, as we just remembered, you talked to some of those people a couple years ago, and they liked you plenty. And you liked them, and this is something I could really use your help with.”

      A low groan escaped her as if she were being tormented. “Okay, fine. I will come with you to a fancy hotel where I don’t have to shovel shit for nearly a week. And I will eat donuts for breakfast and steak for supper, and I will talk nice to everyone while I pretend that they have nothing more than a couple of toonies in their pocket, same as me.”

      “That’s my girl,” Luke said with a grin as he turned down the drive and headed toward the bunkhouse. “Keep your lips sealed until I find out more, and that goes double for your online community. Not a word, before or after.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t post private stuff online. I just read the articles.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Kelli grinned. “Thanks for giving me the opportunity. I promise if this goes ahead, I will do everything I can to make sure Silver Stone sounds bright and shiny so we can impress all those ordinary people.”

      The other topic of discussion—her acting like a masked vigilante—was also better to drop for the night. Leaving her happy now meant when he approached the topic tomorrow to get her promise to not do it ever again, she should be more receptive.

      He pulled up outside her bunk. “I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”

      “Thanks.” She hopped out.

      Luke was in the middle of backing up to change directions when she tapped on his window, guilt painting her features. “I acted irresponsibly at the bar and scared you. You’re right. That wasn’t the proper way to go about helping, and I’m sorry.”

      She was stronger than just about anyone he knew. The confession had come far quicker than he’d have been able to spit one out. “I’m sorry I went all stubborn and made you leave without your truck.”

      She shrugged, a glimmer of mischief back in her eyes. “Eh. I’m used to you being a stubborn overlord. It’s okay. I would never expect a donkey to change their nature overnight.”

      Bam. Apology and insult, just like he’d expected. “Good night, Kelli.”

      “Night, boss.”
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      Sheer willpower got her into her room without flipping out with excitement. Or was that panic rushing through her veins?

      The entire evening had been one rush of adrenaline after the next, and she knew better than to slip into bed without dealing with it.

      She was pumped to the max. Between the bully at the bar and Luke being all alpha dude, and then him hugging her out of the blue⁠—

      Not to mention the gala.

      If she crawled into bed now she’d end up staring at the ceiling for hours, buzzing.

      Kelli stripped out of her dancing gear and pulled on a worn set of sweatpants and a loose T-shirt, dragging out her yoga mat and plopping down in the middle of her floor to try and find some Zen.

      Being all guru-y wasn’t something she’d ever aspired to, but the Stone family’s foster sister, Dare, had sworn by it. If there was anyone who Kelli trusted to know ways to successfully deal with a mass of bullshit in their lives, Darilyn Hayes was one. The woman was now married and living elsewhere, but she’d passed down this legacy.

      So Kelli sat on her brightly coloured mat, legs tangled like a pretzel as she took deep breaths and worked on relaxing. Breathing in peacefulness and breathing out all her stress.

      The way her insides had tangled so hard the instant she saw the bully—breathe out.

      The way her heart rate picked up when Luke Stone gazed at her with those dark brown eyes—breathe out.

      Breathe out.

      Breathe out.

      It took a few more breaths before the tension eased just from the thought of him. That was the first time he’d ever wrapped his arms around her in a way other than a friendly clap on the back. It sucked that she’d been on the verge of tears.

      No, that was a good thing, her brain shouted. That was not the moment for him to look at you like anything other than a friend. Definitely coworkers would be the limit.

      Competent—at least he believed she was competent enough to be invited to the gala with him, and good Lord, that thought took a good dozen breaths to relax her way out of as well.

      Silver Stone ranch was in trouble. Kelli knew it, and not just because people liked to speak where she could overhear. She’d been around for long enough to see the signs. It felt as if the whole ranch was at a tipping point.

      The troubles were through no fault of their own, just time and circumstances, which was really unfair considering the family’s positive presence to the community.

      Breathe out.

      It took an hour to loosen up, slowly moving from sitting in one spot and working on her breathing to moving into her relaxation routine. Upward dogs and downward dogs and twisting rotations that worked out the kinks from not just her long day but her impact with the floor at the bar.

      Thankfully, by the time she slipped under her quilt she was relaxed enough to fall asleep almost instantly, eyes popping open five minutes before her alarm was set to go off at six a.m.

      The next day passed quickly. Kelli timed the end of her first shift to coincide with chore time so she could visit with Caleb’s little girls as they cared for their pet goats.

      “Come here, Meany,” Emma said firmly as she pointed to the ground in front of her, grinning when one of the dapper creatures danced over and batted his nose against her side. “Good boy.”

      “He doesn’t know you’re talking to him,” Sasha said authoritatively to her younger sister. “He just wants food.”

      “Don’t say that,” Kelli interjected. “You can teach goats their names. Even train them to come when they’re called.”

      Sasha twirled toward her, jaw dropping.

      “Yep.” Kelli slipped off the top railing as the girls moved in closer. “Lots of animals are smart enough for that, but goats especially. They were one of the first animals people tamed—domesticated—way back when. Of course, some of that wasn’t just so that they could be enjoyed as pets,” she admitted.

      Emma wrinkled her nose. “People eat goats. But not our goats.”

      “No. Eeny, Meany, and Miney are not on anyone’s menu, but that doesn’t mean eating goat meat is bad. We respect people’s choices.”

      Sasha was nodding slowly. “Daddy says that, lots, because some of my friends are vegetarian.” She looked around before lowering her voice conspiratorially. “I like hamburgers.”

      “Me too,” Kelli whispered back. “With bacon.”

      Emma’s little-girl snicker carried over the sound of her dropping grain in the feed trough. “You put bacon on nearly everything.”

      Kelli was about to deny it when she gave it a little more careful thought. “Pretty much.”

      That got both of them laughing. Kelli joined them in the pen to help clean the sleeping straw.

      The girls worked hard, or as hard as easily distracted kids could, pausing only when a cheerful voice broke in. “I can’t find my cookie testers.”

      “We’re in here, Auntie Lisa,” Sasha called, poking her head out of the shelter. “Wanna help?”

      “I’ll wait until you’re done,” Lisa said. A moment later, the three of them joined the dark-haired woman at the gate, her pleasant smile encompassing Kelli without a blink. “You have time for a snack?”

      “Kelli says there’s always time for snacks,” Sasha announced cheerfully as she climbed over the gate instead of opening it. She and her sister took off for the backdoor of the house at a full-out run, leaving Lisa chuckling.

      “The Kelli-isms she spits out sometimes kill me,” Lisa offered. “That kid’s got a full-blown case of hero worship.”

      Which made no sense whatsoever to Kelli, but ever since it had been pointed out to her, she’d been doing her best to make sure she watched her p’s and q’s around the girls. “I like them. I guess she knows that.”

      Lisa tilted her dark head toward the house, tucking her bare hands into her pockets against the moderate cold of the January day. “Join us. Tamara’s feeling well enough she’s sitting in the living room. She’d love to see you.”

      Kelli checked her watch, but she didn’t have anything dire that needed to be done. “I’m on late chores. Setting up a base of cookies to get me through until supper sounds like a great idea.”

      “I always find a mess of cookies in my stomach makes just about any task go easier.”

      They turned and walked side by side, silence falling between them.

      Lisa had been around Silver Stone since the middle of December, but she and Kelli were still feeling their way around a relationship.

      Tamara had settled in at Silver Stone ranch in a very finite and determined way. Now wife to Caleb, and a better mom to Emma and Sasha than their birth mother had ever been, Kelli had silently given her stamp of approval to the not-so-recent newcomer.

      But in her book, everyone had to show their own colours before they got to be one of the Silver Stone family. Lisa might be Tamara’s sister, and she might be here to give a hand, but Kelli had been reserving judgment until everything proved to be on the up and up.

      The funniest part about it was Lisa seemed to know exactly what was going on, and furthermore didn’t have any problems with being on probation. Nope, she just took it in stride and kept smiling.

      That alone was endearing her to Kelli far quicker than if Lisa had tried to ingratiate herself.

      “I’m glad you’re here to help Tamara since she’s still not feeling a hundred percent with this pregnancy, but don’t they need you back in Rocky Mountain House?” Kelli asked before realizing that came out wrong. She quickly added, “Not because I want you gone. I’m just curious.”

      “I’m not offended,” Lisa said as they strode through the snow to the ranch house. “Truth is, a year ago I wouldn’t have been able to take off like this. The Coleman holdings amalgamated a lot over the past twelve months. Means instead of just my dad, my older sister and me, plus hired hands running Whiskey Creek land, we’ve now got the resources of the entire Coleman clan.”

      “Nice. I wondered how it was working. Sounds a great idea.”

      “It was a brilliant idea,” Lisa said, a grin spreading across her entire face as she pulled open the back door. “Just took an awful lot of convincing to make it happen.”

      Kelli didn’t have a chance to ask what that meant before they stepped into the warm, chocolate-scented air of the only place she’d ever really considered home.

      Her gaze went across the room, smile at the ready to greet Tamara, who was curled up in her favourite spot on the couch.

      Kelli slipped off her boots and made her way forward. “There’s the boss of the house. How’s the baby building going today?”

      Tamara adjusted position slightly so Emma could crawl beside her and curl in, leaning against her hip. “On a scale of one to ten, where ten is me ready to take on anything, I’m thankful to report that today is about a six.”

      “That means she doesn’t need to throw up.” Blonde curls bounced as Emma shared this tidbit with great seriousness.

      Tamara rolled her eyes, but she draped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and squeezed her close. “Remember our discussion about how even though you don’t mind talking now, there are some things that are better left unsaid?”

      “But, Mama, it’s Kelli. She knows about throw up.”

      Kelli happened to be watching Lisa at that moment, and the two of them fought to keep from bursting into laughter.

      Lisa grabbed a plate full of cookies and held it out. “On a completely different topic, chocolate chip or walnut?”

      “Both,” Kelli said at the exact same moment as Sasha announced, “Kelli says cookies need both chocolate and nuts.”

      Tamara stared at the ceiling, fighting her own amusement. “Put the kettle on, Lisa, and Kelli can come and tell me what’s happening in the barns, because going out there is a three out of ten these days.”

      It was good to get caught up. As Kelli shared the latest gossip, Emma snuck off to join her sister. They sat at the table with glasses of milk to go with the fresh, warm treats. Lisa wandered the room, tidying and working on something in the kitchen between moments of joining the grown-up conversation.

      Another sensation drifted through Kelli as they visited. As much as she loved Silver Stone and her work in the barns and with the horses⁠—

      This part, this family-like connection with another woman, was special. It was something she’d never had until Tamara had shown up. She’d had the guys, and Ashton, but someone almost sisterlike? Never.

      “Girls-night-out gathering is Tuesday,” Kelli reminded Tamara.

      Her friendship with Rose and Tansy had grown over the years, and they had another woman in the community, Brooke, who often joined them. But recently their pack of four had welcomed others in, like Tamara, Ivy, and Hanna.

      Kelli glanced over at Lisa and considered.

      Lisa had already been in attendance at a number of unofficial events, but maybe it was time to formalize her presence a little more.

      Tamara caught Kelli’s eye, nodding slowly as if she’d already figured out what Kelli was considering. “I can’t commit now, but if I’m feeling up to it, I want to go.”

      “We’re not doing anything too wild,” Kelli said. “It’s Rose’s turn to pick an activity, so chances are it’ll be something artsy-fartsy that doesn’t involve too much gyrating.”

      “I’ll take care of the girls, so you don’t have to worry about them,” Lisa offered, pouring water into the teapot.

      “Nope, I think you have to come out, even if Tamara doesn’t make it,” Kelli insisted. She raised a hand like a stop sign when Lisa blinked at her in surprise. “You haven’t done anything fun that didn’t involve certain adorable little people under the age of twelve since you got here. That’s not how we do things at Silver Stone. All work and no play—that sets a bad precedent. If you keep it up I’m pretty sure they’ll expect the rest of us to fall in line, and no way. Just, no way.”

      “Work hard, play hard, drink ’til you drop,” Sasha piped up, not even aware of what she’d said before she sank her teeth into a cookie and continued reading her book.

      Lisa slapped a hand over her mouth. Tamara’s eyes widened.

      Kelli dropped her head into her hand and took a deep breath before looking up. Part of her wanted to apologize, but… “I don’t think that’s my fault.”

      Laughter danced in Tamara’s eyes. “Sasha, honey. That quote is not to be repeated in front of anyone, understood?”

      Her daughter glanced up, thinking hard as if mentally repeating what she’d just said. She made a face, then shrugged. “Okay, Mommy.”

      She went back to reading, and Kelli considered how lucky she was to be a part of something so special. This house of warmth and happiness. God, she wanted this, and so much more.

      Tamara gestured her over, and Kelli sank to her knees in front of the couch, shocked but pleased when the woman leaned in and gave her an enormous hug.

      It was easy to hug her back, but after Kelli slid away, sitting on the coffee table as she eyed Tamara with suspicion. “Pregnancy hormones acting up again?”

      Laughter burst free from both Tamara and Lisa before Tamara gave Kelli’s fingers a final squeeze and answered softly. “I appreciate you so much.”

      Kelli shrugged. “I’m glad. I like my job a lot.”

      The other woman shook her head. “No. I’m not talking about the you who works in the barns and tells me the gossip about what goes down. Although that’s entertaining, and I’m going to have fun teasing Caleb about the stuck door you mentioned. What I love even more is that you show up and spend time with my kids. They adore you. I can see you care about them, and I’m glad for it beyond being grateful for your help while I’m under the weather. I don’t blame you for that quote that popped out earlier at all, just to be clear.”

      That warmth inside kept growing. “They’re great kids.”

      “You’re more than just a ranch hand to them, and to me. We all feel that way.” Tamara took a deep breath. “You know Silver Stone is your home, no matter what, right? Like, I’m never letting you leave.”

      “That sounds slightly creepy,” Kelli joked to cover up the knot forming in her throat.

      “Right? Our own Hotel California.” Tamara winked.

      It was Kelli’s turn to take a moment before she could speak. “I promise everything I do is because I love Silver Stone. I really want the best for her, and for all of you. You guys are my family.”

      “That’s how I feel too. Honestly,” Tamara admitted, laughing quietly as she wiped at her eyes. “And we need to stop this because pregnant women are water spouts at the best of times.”

      “Cookie?” Kelli suggested, rising to her feet.

      “You enjoy. Someone needs help with her homework.” Tamara welcomed her second daughter into her arms, and together they opened a book for Sasha to read out loud, cuddled at her side.

      A few farewells later Kelli was wandering over the snowy ground, the warm cookies Lisa had tucked into her hand a sharp contrast against the chilly air. Across the frozen water of Big Sky Lake, lights reflected against the early-winter darkness. Luke’s frame was visible moving slowly though the kitchen of his house. Dreamlike and perfect.

      Almost perfect.

      The feelings bursting from inside her were as loud as a shout. Family, and more, all of it so much what Kelli had always wanted. To be a part of something bigger than herself. For Tamara to welcome her in so warmly, even though she was just a worker—it had to be a sign.

      This was what people meant when they talked about the stars coming into alignment. It had to be. As long as the gala went ahead, Kelli would be able to finally take the next step.

      The trip with Luke would give her the perfect opportunity to let him know she had a mad, wild crush on him, and had for years. She’d have to move slowly, but this was an opportunity she would not let slip through her fingers.

      As if the heavens themselves were agreeing with her, a shooting star dashed across the sky, a silver shimmer against the deepening black.

      Kelli made a wish—or started to, but she suddenly wasn’t sure exactly what she was hoping for anymore.

      Luke? To be with him? To be a part of the Stone family for real? That seemed too lofty a goal. Tangled needs and desires taunted her, and she tossed her confusion to the stars and made a wordless wish for happiness.

      If the gala went ahead, that would be her sign it was time to act on her attraction to Luke. Short term or long term, she’d leave that up to fate to decide.
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      Waiting to hear back was going to kill him.

      Luke wandered between the barns and his house for the next two days in a mindless haze, worried about what had gone wrong. It wasn’t until he realized he’d filled in the application on a Friday night and chances of anyone getting back to him until Monday morning were slim to none that he decided he wasn’t screwed. There was still hope.

      Didn’t make him any less grumpy as he worked with his family.

      Caleb’s warning looks were coming far too often by the time Sunday afternoon rolled around. “Somebody giving you trouble?”

      “No,” Luke rumbled.

      His brother swore softly, pausing in the middle of his task to fold his arms over his chest. “Want to talk?”

      Since this wasn’t something he could discuss yet, “No.”

      Caleb moved in closer. “Something happen with Penny?”

      Instant reaction. “Hell, no.”

      His brother shook his head. “In other words, there’s nothing wrong and you’re just being a jackass, or something’s wrong and you don’t want to talk about it.”

      Luke thought about it for a second. “Pretty much.”

      Caleb gave him a raised brow then laid down the law. “Get your head out of your ass or go find something to do that doesn’t mean the rest of us have to put up with you grumbling like you swallowed a beehive.”

      It wasn’t his goal in life to make things more difficult for his family, so Luke coiled up the rope in his hands and hung it outside the stall. He stepped past his brother, patting him on the shoulder as he went. “Doing as ordered. I promise I’ll tell you as soon as I can.”

      As he kept marching toward the exit, his brother’s words offered a final assurance. “Tell me sooner if you need to.”

      His family was the best, which is why it was even more important for this event to be successful. If they got to go.

      Damn it.

      Since he couldn’t talk about secrets with just anyone, it made sense that his feet carried him to Kelli’s bunkhouse. When there was no answer there, he walked the rest of the way around the corner to their foreman’s small cottage.

      As he guessed, Ashton knew exactly where the woman was, and ten minutes later he’d tracked her down at the front entrance to Silver Stone.

      Kelli paused as he approached, the dogs running alongside the ATV he’d grabbed instead of saddling his horse. She had a warm woolen band covering her ears, with her cowboy hat firmly jammed on top. Head to toe in sturdy Carhartts, she tucked her hands into her pockets to protect them while she waited for him to turn off the vehicle.

      “Need something?” she asked.

      Luke suddenly felt stupid, because there was no reason for him to interrupt her work. He went with honest. “I’m antsy waiting for news, and I can’t tell anyone why I’m jittering like a twelve-year-old boy on a double shot of espresso.”

      She grinned, bright understanding flashing across her face. “You and me both. I had to bite my tongue a dozen times this morning. Alex was teasing me at breakfast that I must have a hangover because of the faces I was making. Did you know that a couple years back both Lightning Arabians and Sweet Sugar Pie ranch had invites to this kind of event?”

      He gaped at her. “Are you serious? And how did you find that out?”

      Kelli rolled her eyes. “There’s this thing called the World Wide Web…” She pulled a screwdriver out of her pocket. “You okay if I keep working while we talk? I have this real exacting boss who will give me shit if I don’t figure out how to fix this before I head to the chow line.”

      “Let me help.” He stepped closer and eyed the gate. “I didn’t know you dealt with electrical fixes.”

      “I don’t do the tricky stuff, but Ashton said this one was my speed.” She pointed to one side of the rolling gate. “It’s less about fixing the electrical and more about making sure the pathway is clear. Tamara doesn’t need to be getting out of the van every time the gate needs closing.”

      Luke moved forward and helped the way he would have with any of the hands, lifting and passing tools, working around each other in an easy rhythm. He rose high over her, though, and took control when the gate decided to come off its tracks.

      The entire time they talked their heads off about the possibilities that could arise from attending the event. Plus, they talked about the inane, which was just as comfortable.

      “I know no one asked my opinion, but I have to say Sweet Sugar Pie is a terrible name for a ranch,” Kelli criticized.

      Luke shrugged. “Pet name for somebody?”

      “Yeah. Her name for him, according to the news article.”

      Luke grunted as he lifted the heavy metal back into place. “Bullshit.”

      She made a rude noise. “What? Doesn’t it get you all hot and bothered to think about getting called Sugar Pie?”

      “She’s the one with a honeypot—” He slammed his lips together.

      What the hell was he thinking? This was Kelli. He and his brothers were pretty damn careful to never push the line with rude talk when she was around.

      Kelli kept working intently with the wiring system, staring down at it, her lips twisted in a smirk. Only her cheeks were pink, brighter than the mild winter temperatures called for.

      He’d embarrassed her. “Sorry, Kelli. That was uncalled for.”

      “Not untrue, though,” she pointed out, sending him rocking back on his heels in surprise. She kept talking and her words hit him like a slap upside the head. “Besides, if a guy is doing things right, I can’t imagine any woman having enough mind left to toss out cutesy names. Orgasms should leave you mush-brained and boneless.”

      He stared at her, his brain dribbling out his ears.

      Kelli twisted the screwdriver and adjusted a few lines without saying anything more except about the job. “Put it in the track and shove it back and forth a few times to see if it needs lube.”

      He knew she was blunt-spoken, but damn. That sounded dirty.

      Luke cleared his throat and blinked hard. It was his own fault for letting his mind start down this road.

      “Luke? You need a written invitation?” she teased.

      He stood and adjusted the heavy gate until she told him to stop. He lowered it into place, suddenly feeling a little more awkward than the usual comradery and competitive spirit between them created.

      “I should get back to work,” he said.

      “I’ll be a few more minutes finishing this up. Let me know when you hear about the gala, but I’m pretty sure you’re a shoe-in for this.” She glanced at him quickly then back at her work.

      He took off a lot slower than he’d arrived, feeling something strange in the pit of his belly.

      It had to be nerves over waiting to hear. That was it—that was causing everything to feel so out of joint. Discomfort with his brothers, strange sensations brewing while talking to Kelli.

      This wasn’t him. This wasn’t the organized and easy-going person he was.

      It was almost anticlimactic when midway through Monday the official email arrived. Dates and times for checking at the Grand Palisade in Kananaskis Country. An agenda for the event.

      Link to payment options—he didn’t hesitate. Half an hour later, he was out the door and headed over to Caleb’s to let him know the good news.

      Come Friday, he and Kelli would be waltzing through the doors of what could be the turning point for Silver Stone ranch. It was going to be perfect.

      What could go wrong?
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      Kelli looked over the notes scrawled on the two-by-two-inch Post-it note in her palm “I should just kill him now, because chances are before the week is over, I’m going to commit accidental homicide.”

      Lisa considered. “I don’t think that’s possible. The fact you mentioned the possibility to us means you’ve given it some forethought, so you’d either get a second-degree murder or voluntary-manslaughter charge. Unless you’re talking about justifiable homicide, which I totally understand.”

      Kelli wasn’t the only one who fixed her gaze on Lisa. The entire room fell silent, seven women staring until Lisa realized what she’d done.

      The dark-haired woman raised her brows and attempted to look innocent. “Oops?”

      “CSI addiction?” Hanna Lane asked.

      “Don’t mind my sister, she reads the encyclopedia for fun,” Tamara teased. “Come on, Kelli. What horrible things has my brother-in-law jotted on that teeny note that’s making you grimace so hard?”

      He’d handed her the note when he’d told her they were going to the gala. She’d nearly fallen over between the rush of panic and hopefulness that had slammed her.

      He’d grinned then left immediately to deal with scheduling, which was probably a good thing because she’d been tempted to grab hold of his plaid shirt and climb up him to plant a kiss right then and there.

      Which would have been awkward, to say the least.

      She focused on the issue at hand, which seemed to be that girls-night-out had become “let’s figure out how to send Kelli to a shiny event without embarrassing herself” night.

      It seemed her guess about artsy-fartsy activities hadn’t been far off.

      She looked over the note again so she could give an answer, but the mess didn’t become any clearer. “That’s part of the problem. His handwriting is the shits, always has been. One time he left a note for Ashton that looked as if we were supposed to get the cattle out from the far lane. We spent all day hunting for invisible beasts only to discover he wanted us to move the cats out of the far loft.” She waved the teeny bit of blue paper in the air. “I can make out the words swimming pool, dancing and formal, but if that means we’re going to a ball, he’s taking the wrong person with him.”

      “I think he’s taking exactly right person,” Tansy said, tossing her head cheekily. “Honey, you know how to dance, and you know horses. Bullshit your way through the rest.”

      Tamara was on the phone even as she nodded her agreement. “Exactly. I couldn’t agree with Tansy more.”

      “Bullshit I can do,” Kelli muttered.

      Tamara held up a finger as someone at the other end answered. “Luke, we’ve got a couple questions. We’re helping Kelli get together clothes for the trip, and I want to make sure we’ve got everything covered.” She listened for a minute. “Okay, we can deal with that. Do you need anything? I don’t know if Caleb’s got anything fancier in his closet than what’s hanging in yours.”

      She listened, nodding in silence. She said goodbye before looking up at Kelli with a long-suffering expression. “Good thing we checked. Luke talked to a friend who will be there. There’s only one formal event. The rest of it is business casual, and there is a swimming pool.”

      “What the hell is business casual?” Kelli demanded.

      “It means you can’t wear jeans,” Hanna informed her.

      There had to be some mistake. “How is that even possible? Is that something people do on a regular basis?”

      The only description for the expression on Tansy’s and Lisa’s faces was smirk. “They really do. It’s only one week,” Lisa offered in consolation. “Just think, you can eat all the steak you want. The Palisade has a really good restaurant. I looked it up online,” she said before Tansy could make some smartass comment.

      Kelli dropped into a chair and rested her head in her hands. “Nothing is worth this much hassle.”

      “Sure it is. By the way, what’s Luke giving you for helping him?” Tansy asked.

      “Not enough,” Kelli responded, hauling out her phone and finding his number. She hit call before she had time to think it through.

      Seduction 101 might be on the books, but some atrocities were pushing it a little too far.

      Luke didn’t even bother with the niceties. “What?”

      “Hi to you, too. When we get back, I am in charge of all of Pepper’s training,” she demanded, turning her back on the rest of the room as the girls pretended to get busy. They were probably writing down lists of tutus and ballerina slippers and other horrible things she needed to pack. “You didn’t tell me I couldn’t wear jeans.”

      His chuckle carried over the line. It was annoying how the sound alone was enough to make her skin quiver as if he were in the room, stroking her body. “If it makes it any better, I don’t get to wear jeans, either.”

      Okay, her brain was really not being her friend, because the options it slapped up involved him, a pair of boxers, and nothing else. Probably not business casual, but something her imagination had dreamed up far too many times for it to be healthy.

      “Kelli? You still there?”

      She shook herself alert. “I’m glad we get to suffer together, but I mean it. That’s what I want for payment for attending the event. I’m going to do the best job possible, just like you know I will with Pepper’s training, but I want you to promise.”

      He let out a long sigh. “Yes. Anything else?”

      She wasn’t fast enough on the uptake to come up with something terrible on the spot.

      “I’ll let you know.” She hung up then turned back to others, smiling sweetly. “Okay, now that I have that settled, gird my loins, girls. I’m going into battle.”

      It wasn’t the first time the differences between her and her friends became clear. As they suggested outfits, Kelli felt as if she was listening to them speak a different language. Rose got out a notebook and started drawing pictures, adding notes of the few things Kelli already had in her closet that the girls remembered would be appropriate. Things like tank tops and a few skirts she’d worn during summertime dances.

      Tansy and Rose raided their closets, and slowly a pile of borrowed items was stacked on the coffee table.

      Hanna snuck away after her phone rang. She came back into the apartment with a bag in her hand and a flush on her cheeks.

      “You just got kissed,” Tansy guessed.

      Hanna lifted her chin and blushed harder. “Thoroughly, and there wasn’t any mistletoe in sight.” She made her way over to Kelli and offered the package. “See if this fits. You lent me clothes after I lost everything. We’re pretty much the same size, and it’s really a gorgeous dress. I’m not going to have too many opportunities to wear something that formal, so you might as well enjoy it.”

      Kelli peeked into the bag and found a creamy froth of white fabric. “Oh my God.”

      Tansy leaned over her shoulder and peeked in. “Sweet. That looks fancy.”

      “New Year’s Eve we had a formal thing to go to with the Fire Chiefs from all over Alberta. I told Brad I didn’t need anything special, but he insisted.” Hanna offered a secretive smile, twisting a very shiny engagement ring on her finger as if she was still getting used to it being there. “We went shopping for a few things while we were in Calgary.”

      Tansy pushed the bag against Kelli. “You’d better try it on and see if it fits.”

      There had to be something else Kelli could demand of Luke to make up for this. Still, it made no sense to show up at the hotel with nothing to wear.

      She hauled Hanna with her into one of the back bedrooms. “You have to help, because I do not want to rip anything.”

      Hanna stood quietly as Kelli removed her flannel shirt and tank, then slid out of her jeans. But when she grabbed the dress and went to step into it to put it on, Hanna shook her head.

      “I promise I won’t look, but you can’t wear a bra. Or at least not that one. And the dress goes on over your head, not stepping into it. Trust me, I got that lesson taught to me very firmly in the salon.”

      It wasn’t Hanna who deserved her rumbles, so Kelli kept them in. Stripping down to nothing but her undies, and with help from her friend, they wiggled the feather-light material over her head.

      It dropped into place. She felt as if she was waiting for it to land. Kelli glanced down, expecting to have to shimmy things into place, but the material lay wrinkle-free over her breasts and torso, flaring over her hips before coming to a halt mid-thigh.

      Hanna stepped behind her and did up the zipper that stopped barely above her ass. The dress size was right, amazingly enough, and the shiny garment seemed whisper soft. Kelli was afraid to touch the fabric for fear her rough fingertips would snag the material.

      “I’m scared to wear this,” she admitted.

      Hanna stepped in front of her, shaking her head as she looked Kelli up and down. “You should be scared of the reaction of absolutely everyone who sees you in that. Wow. Now I know why Brad couldn’t keep his eyes off me, if I looked half as good as you do in it.”

      “I can’t wear this,” Kelli said hurriedly, tempted to reach behind herself to undo the zipper and escape. “The dress is special to you. What if I rip it? What if I spill something on it?”

      Her friend laid a hand on her arm. “Kelli, I lost absolutely everything in a fire a month ago, and I have never been happier in my life. Do you really think I’d be upset if something happens to a dress? Even a special one? I have the memories, and they’re not going away.”

      Kelli took a deep breath, squeezing Hanna’s hand. “Okay. You’re right.” She stepped back, trying to see herself in the small mirror on Tansy’s hutch. “Does it really look okay?”

      Hanna pushed her toward the door. “You won’t believe me no matter what I say, so go ask Tansy. You know she won’t lie.”

      Even walking was wrong, the fabric sliding over her thighs in an unfamiliar way.

      When she stepped through the doorway and all of her friends turned to gawk at her, conversation coming to a complete stop, Kelli felt extremely uncomfortable.

      She stood there for a moment before folding her arms in frustration. “You’re not being very encouraging.”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions,” Rose said. “It’s just really hard to talk when you’ve swallowed your tongue. “

      “Wow.” Tamara sat up straighter in the corner of the couch. “So many things I want to say, but I think wow pretty much sums it up.”

      Kelli slid farther into the room to try and catch a glimpse of her reflection in the window, the darkness outside turning the pane into an uncooperative mirror. “Don’t say things just to make me feel comfortable, because as long as I don’t make a fool of myself, I’m okay. But since the whole point is to make Silver Stone shine, there’s no use putting a load of manure up on display.”

      “Stop that. You’ve never put yourself down before, so I don’t know why you’re starting now.” Tamara glared in annoyance.

      Because this wasn’t just about making Silver Stone look good? Kelli’s pulse was far faster than normal.

      “You look good,” Tansy told her softly. “Really good. Except you need different undies.”

      Kelli was torn between accepting the compliment or picking up the gauntlet regarding the continued attack on her poor, defenseless undergarments. “I’m already mostly naked under this. Don’t push it. Also pointing out, horses don’t give a damn what I wear on my ass, unless it was armour. Then they might bitch.”

      “The equivalent to chain mail for females is a chastity belt, and honey, I don’t think you want to wear that under anything, jeans or a slinky dress.”

      “The undies I have on are as dressy as I’ve got,” Kelli admitted.

      A soft cough came from the quietest member of their group. Ivy Fields adjusted her grip on a cup of tea. “I might be able to help you with that.”

      Kelli was torn between absolute rejection of the idea and extreme curiosity.

      Curiosity won. “What naughty secrets are you about to confess?”

      Ivy shrugged. “I have a bit of an obsession with silk. But because I can’t get out to the shops that often, I’ve been ordering online. Anything that doesn’t quite fit gets put in a side drawer to be returned all at once. Come over tomorrow and we’ll see if there’s anything there that will work under this. Because the girls are right. It would be a travesty for you to not go all the way and look like a million bucks.”

      Kelli twirled toward the window and eyed herself critically. Hell, it wasn’t what she usually wore, but from what she could see, it seemed pretty enough wrapping. And the idea of having slinky underthings to try…

      Well, seduction was supposed to involve underwear, wasn’t it?

      “I do look decent,” she admitted. “Only don’t expect me to wear makeup. Can’t do it.”

      Tansy stepped behind her, wiggling her brows. “There will be lots of good-looking guys at this event, all of whom love horses as obsessively as you.”

      Great. Meanwhile she’d be standing next to the only good-looking guy who seemed to turn her crank. Good Lord, she’d been such a fool the other day, thoughtlessly slipping into as close to flirting as she knew how.

      The utter horror on his face when she’d made a dirty comment was a clear warning to wait until she had time to explain what was going on.

      Still, as Kelli turned to admire her reflection, this wasn’t the time to start feeling uncomfortable with her body. She was strong, no matter whether she was draped in fluff or her usual working gear.

      “Only thing you need to finish up is a bit of advice.” Hanna stepped in front of her, planting her fists firmly on her hips. “Trust me on this one, because I saw it at that New Year’s Eve party. This kind of outfit? You can’t move like your ass is on fire, if you’ll excuse the work-related joke.”

      Heads were dipping all around the room. “Pretend they’re a bunch of skittish horses,” Tamara suggested. “No sudden moves, then sweet-talk everyone, the way you do every day down in the barns.”

      Kelli laughed out loud before she realized they were serious. “You just told me to treat a bunch of billionaires like horses. You’re not speaking very complimentary about powerhouses in the industry.”

      “She’s not saying it to be insulting,” Hanna insisted. “It’s about the right tool for the job. Same with clothes. You wouldn’t wear rubber boots out on the dance floor, would you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “And you wouldn’t stomp through a stall with a pregnant mare…”

      Okay. Now it made sense. Kelli nodded then glanced around the room. Seven pairs of eyes were looking at her with admiration and happiness. “You guys are the best. Thanks for taking care of me.”

      Hanna squeezed her hand, and Tansy came in to wrap her up in a bold hug. “You’re worth it. Also, damn, that fabric is nice. Don’t mind me. I’m just going to stay here and pet you for a while.”

      Kelli slapped her hand away.

      Tansy snickered, and as Kelli went off to get changed into her normal clothing, she carried the warmth of friendship with her. She was ready for this. She had the clothes and a game plan that would help her impress the important people.

      Now all she had to do was figure out the best time to start.
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        * * *

      

      Friday had never taken so long and yet arrived so quickly. With his brothers’ help, Luke had pulled together everything he needed to make a good impression while he and Kelli were gone.

      He’d repacked his bag a dozen times, and wasn’t that just the kicker considering Kelli had been the one to give him hell about the dress code. He’d had to scrounge around to find enough things to wear, and in the end, Josiah saved his butt by providing formal wear that fit.

      Damn monkey suits. One of the reasons Luke loved working the ranch was because he didn’t have to dress up. He had a few outfits from his time dating Penny, but none of them were in good enough shape for this event, and he didn’t want to add expenses on top of what he’d already laid out. Borrowed gear made the most sense.

      He dropped his bags at the main house in the morning before heading into town to deal with some final banking with Caleb. Kelli had obviously already been there because her well-worn hockey bag rested inside the back door.

      Lisa came forward when he called into the house. “Hey, Luke. Caleb is saying goodbye to Tamara. She’s in bed again.”

      Damn. He felt terrible for her, but also helpless. “I thought morning sickness only lasted three months.”

      A slight motion lifted her shoulders. “There are no hard and fast rules when it comes to pregnancy. She’s healthy, just feels like crap. I’ll bet she’s having a boy.”

      Luke snickered. “Because men make women ill?”

      “Oh, honey. Testosterone is the cause and the cure for so many ailments.” Lisa eyed his packed bags, wrinkling her nose. “That’s everything you need?”

      He’d packed most of his closet. “Doesn’t it look like enough?”

      “Never said that.”

      Caleb came out of the master bedroom and closed the door carefully behind him, pausing to wrap an arm around Lisa’s shoulders to give her a brotherly hug. “She’s feeling better, but I convinced her to take a nap before trying to get vertical again.”

      Luke checked his watch. “We’d better get going to make our appointment on time.”

      “Go on,” Lisa insisted. “I’ll take care of everything that needs to be done here.”

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Caleb told her.

      “That’s what family does—they take care of each other.” Her grin widened. “Even when they don’t want to be taken care of.”

      “Damn right,” Luke agreed. Tamara was stubborn, so it was good to see her sister and Caleb were keeping her under control.

      They got everything done in town pretty quick, but Caleb sat in silence as they headed back to the house.

      “I’m gonna do my best,” Luke assured him.

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that. Glad you’re the one going and not me.” He glanced over at Luke before putting his gaze back on the highway. “Think you’ll run into the Talismans?”

      His ex-fiancée’s family. “Possible. I don’t think they’ll make trouble, though. Penny and I called it off pretty mutual.”

      “There’s no lingering plans to reignite that, then,” Caleb stated.

      Soft curses escaped before Luke shut them down. “Definitely no. Not a thing you need to worry about. That was a different time and place, and I learned my lesson.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Caleb muttered.

      Jeez, he didn’t need any bull right now. “Cryptic much?”

      “Just feels as if the lesson you learned was to not get involved with women, period. They aren’t the enemy.”

      Yeah, not the conversation he wanted to have before heading into a stressful situation. “I hear you, and I agree one hundred percent that women are wonderful creatures, but you took a breather after your wife left. Give me the courtesy of doing a reset myself.”

      “Okay. Only tell me you’ll go with your gut,” Caleb encouraged. “Because it took me far too long to work up my courage to try again. Doesn’t mean you have to.”

      “And on that note, drop me by my place. I’d better get changed. I’m supposed to meet Kelli in about thirty minutes so we can get on the road.”

      His big brother still seemed to have something to say, but he closed his mouth and nodded. “No problem.”

      Caleb dropped him off then headed back to the house.

      Luke didn’t bother to do anything except change. He grabbed his phone charger then hurried to the main house. He left his truck running so it would warm up, stepping to the front door to grab their bags.

      He stopped, staring at a set of three matching pieces of luggage in confusion. “Hey. Where’s my stuff?”

      Lisa poked her head around the corner from the kitchen. “What’s that?”

      Luke looked around. “Did you move my bags?”

      Tamara stepped from the master bedroom, a soft blue robe wrapped around her slim form. She blinked at him.

      Damn. “Sorry I woke you.”

      She shook her head. “I was awake. It’s my fault—I told Lisa she could. Your things are in there.”

      She pointed at the smart blue suitcases waiting at the front door.

      He paused for a second before it registered. Fancy hotel, making a good impression. Not the place for his worn gunny sacks or Kelli’s ancient hockey bag. “Damn. Okay, that’s rather brilliant.”

      Lisa joined them at the front hall as the door opened behind Luke, and Kelli stepped in.

      “I transferred your clothes, but I didn’t look at any of it,” Lisa promised.

      Luke rolled his eyes. “I promise I won’t faint at the thought of you handling my socks.”

      Lisa picked up the third, smaller square and pushed it into Kelli’s hands. “This one has your things that didn’t fit in the other case. Don’t bother looking now, you can figure it out when you get to the hotel. There are travel advisories being posted for this afternoon, so you’d better get on the road before the snow stops you.”

      “What are we doing?” Kelli asked, eyeing the bags with suspicion. “Where’s my bag?”

      Luke put a hand on her shoulder and twisted her toward the front entrance. “We’re leaving in five minutes flat. Take a pee break if you need, and let’s go.”

      He picked up the two matching suitcases, tipped his chin toward the girls, then stepped outside.

      Tossing the bags in the back of the crew cab, he paused. He didn’t know which one was hers and which one was his. No problem. They’d get everything straightened out when they opened them in their hotel room…

      Their hotel room.

      Understanding of how intimate this situation was struck Luke out of the blue. He’d honestly been blind to the implications, and now the truth rushed in and slammed him with the force of a tsunami.

      Jesus, he was in so much shit.
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      Hands down, this was the most awkward road trip Kelli had ever taken.

      It hadn’t started that way. For the first forty-five minutes or so she’d spent her energy chatting up the training techniques she’d been reading about that could help Chili Pepper.

      Talking her fool head off was the only option. Either that or she’d have fallen into twisting her fingers in her lap like some shy miss as she fought to start this seduction business.

      It wasn’t fair. Kelli’s education in sex had been ninety percent animal husbandry, and horses didn’t need invitations to get on with the deed. Nope. When the opportunity arose, they took it. Enthusiastically.

      And the guys she’d fooled around with, while not an extensive list, were all heat-of-the-moment, gotta-do-it-now events.

      This slow, deliberate bullshit was for the birds.

      When she realized Luke was doing nothing more than making noncommittal grunts and uh-huh noises, she started giving him some side eye.

      Kelli thought back, wondering if she’d been unintentionally rude or out of line. Nope, she couldn’t think of anything out of the ordinary.

      She fell silent for a bit, glancing at his hands on the steering wheel. It was probably the whole gala thing reeling inside her gut, at least to some degree. They were about to show up where she didn’t feel comfortable, and he couldn’t either. She’d cut him slack for that in the hopes that he’d do the same when it came to her acting awkward.

      Maybe she should take Josiah up on those acting lessons. She wasn’t sure anyone else in the community was aware he actually did have a background in the arts.

      Secrets.

      She closed her eyes and rested her head back, stretching her spine and trying to relax. When it came down to it, all of them had secrets.

      Secrets were not necessarily terrible. They just were. Never in a million years had she dreamed as a fifteen-year-old sitting on a bus to the middle of nowhere that at some point she’d have the opportunity she had today.

      Suddenly the need to tell Luke that grew bigger than she could hold back. She sat upright and faced him. “Thank you. Thank you for trusting me, and for bringing me along. I promise I’m not doing it just to get to work with Chili Pepper, but because I want the very best for Silver Stone, and for Emma and Sasha. I want this week to go really well.”

      That was all true. It wasn’t all she had on her agenda, but…she couldn’t make herself continue. Not with him acting so weird.

      His fingers tightened on the wheel, knuckles going white. “I know you do.”

      He seemed about to say something else before his lips pressed together.

      Okay, then. Someone else’s stress level was a wee bit out of control.

      “You’re totally going to rock this. I mean, you know how to talk to these people. If I wasn’t already head over heels with Silver Stone, hearing you talk about her would impress the hell out of me every time.”

      Babbling. She was babbling.

      “Thanks, but I’m not looking for a pep talk.”

      Kelli adjusted her position to stare out the front window as huge snowflakes swirled through the air. The next time she spoke, she wasn’t quite as cheerful. “Then you might want to take a couple Xanax before we get there, because right now you are not chill. Not at all.”

      “I’ve got something on my mind.”

      “Obviously.”

      He growled.

      Kelli glanced at him, and in spite of her own worries, a snicker snuck out. “Wow. I thought my nose was out of joint about not getting to wear jeans for the next week, other than the ones we’ve got on right now. Which, thank you very much for figuring out there was one event we needed to dress down for.”

      He ignored her chatter and slid over to the side of the road, pulling into a rest stop. Then he jerked open his door and got out, slamming it shut behind him as he paced off a few steps into the whirling snowfall.

      Well, it appeared somebody was more than stressed. Considering it wasn’t anything she’d done, it certainly wouldn’t hurt for her to try cool him off.

      Kelli got out, and by the time she joined him, he’d stomped his way back. “Spit it out. I’ve never seen you this cranky.”

      He dragged a hand through his hair before jamming his hat back into place. “I thought this was going to be no big deal, but the closer we get to the hotel, the more I realize I jumped to a few conclusions. And now we’re stuck, and I don’t know how to tell you.”

      Okay, that was not sounding as positive as she’d hoped. “You’re starting to freak me out.”

      He planted both hands on his hips and took a deep breath. He looked her straight in the eye. “I think you’re the best person to come to this event with me, I truly do. But I might have told the registration team that you and I have a slightly different relationship than what we’ve got in real life.”

      She was doing her best to keep up, but he was not making it easy. “What kind of relationship did you tell them we have?”

      “You got the part about me saying you’re the best person to come to this event, right?”

      “The fact you’re emphasizing that makes me suspect whatever you said equals me wanting to kill you.”

      Unflinchingly, Luke confessed. “I told them you’re my significant other.”

      Kelli maintained eye contact. It was probably the most difficult thing she’d ever done in her life. Not even leaving her old life behind, abandoning everything except what she could fit into a backpack, had been this tough. That had been her and her alone. Doing what was right to make a better life.

      Having him look at her, truly look at her, with such utter misery— The first sensation in her gut was to want to fix it for him…

      The second sensation was not quite so generous.

      She’d spent years—years—hiding her attraction. Keeping the lines firmly in place because it wouldn’t have been right to step beyond them, and he went and lied without blinking and turned them into a…them?

      “Is there a reason you need a significant other?” That couldn’t be her voice. It was far too calm and cool.

      He nodded. “Family businesses get a leg up far quicker than some flighty dude who is solo and still sowing wild oats. We are a family business, but I’m the only brother who could go. And I had a fiancée, but that’s over now⁠—”

      “Just don’t. Don’t talk about Penny,” Kelli snapped.

      Okay, that was rude on her part, but seriously? The guy was in enough trouble right now. Comparing her even remotely to that cold-spirited woman was not going to make this go easier on him.

      Kelli’s heart pounded. She deliberately uncurled her fingers from where they’d squeezed into tight fists. Not that she wanted to plant one in his face, but…

      Well, okay, that option wasn’t completely off the books.

      She took a deep breath, pulling back to her yoga Zen. She still wanted him, damn him anyway, but this thoughtless act of his was wrong. So very wrong.

      “You fucked up big time,” she told him.

      Luke gave a quick nod. “I know. I mean you’re right. I mean—” He sighed heavily before twisting to stare up at the Rocky Mountain range that rose to the west of where they stood. “Damn, I’m sorry. I was doing the logical thing. I didn’t think this through.”

      Her thoughts darted like river trout on a caddis-fly hatch day. “Then you can think it through with me now. We’re supposed to act as if we’re a couple around a bunch of people we need to impress with the quality of our stables and our skills with horses. And since I work for you, if I don’t do this, and thus screw up the event before we even get there, then potentially, there’s a threat hanging over me because you could fire me.”

      Luke blinked. “What? I’m not going to fire you.”

      “What if I told you I wasn’t comfortable lying about our relationship? That I didn’t want to go through with this?”

      He opened his mouth. And wisely closed it.

      “What if the only way I would do this was if I didn’t work for you? You know what, maybe you should just go ahead and fire me.”

      His eyes flashed.

      She moved in closer. “Do it. Say, you’re fired, Kelli.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not going to fire you.”

      “But you have to, because this isn’t a work event, is it?”

      “It is— I mean, it isn’t.”

      “Just fire me, Luke,” she ordered.

      “No. Not even if you tell me to turn the truck around and forget the gala.” As he said that, though, he looked sick. His face had gone white, and she was one second away from forgetting the whole thing.

      This was killing her, too, it really was, but he needed to know what he’d done was wrong, dammit. “Fire me. Do it,” she shouted.

      “Fine, you’re fired,” he shouted back.

      She grabbed him by the jacket front, dragging him close enough their faces were on the same level. “Too bad you’re not my boss. You don’t have the authority to fire me, only Ashton does. Besides, Tamara said I’m never allowed to leave Silver Stone, so there.”

      Her fingers were still tangled in his jacket, their bodies inches away from each other. Luke looked as if she’d shoved him through an old-fashioned wringer.

      “Then what the hell did you make me say you were fired for?” he asked far more quietly, more of the old Luke looking back at her instead of the haunted, worried stranger.

      She loosened her grip a little, staying close enough to use him as a wind block. “To prove that I don’t work for you, so no one can say that you forced me into this. And because you’re twenty kinds of asshole for not knowing this was a fucked-up idea. And because you deserved to suffer a little.”

      “Thought I was having a freaking heart attack a minute ago,” he admitted.

      She wasn’t done with him. He still might keel over before their conversation was finished.

      “Aren’t I your friend? Why didn’t you come to me earlier and tell me what was going on?” she demanded.

      “You are my friend, and I didn’t say anything because—” He stared over her head for a second before confessing, “I didn’t realize. I mean, I already considered you family when I wrote your name down. It honestly didn’t hit me until I saw the suitcases how intimate this whole thing could be, and that’s when it clicked.”

      Intimate. A shiver raced over her skin. He had no idea. No idea at all what she’d wanted and dreamt of and hoped for so long.

      And he thought of her as a…sister?

      Luke straightened his shoulders. “I stand by what I said at the beginning. You really are the perfect person to help me represent the ranch.”

      She did a quick reshuffle inside, doing her damnedest to shove away the part that was saying she was crazy for not picking up something heavy and bopping him over the head with it while she had the chance.

      This not just being a work-event changed things. A lot, and now it was her turn to have to pull a balancing act. It was one thing to have hoped to start something sexual—that would have been two grown adults having fun behind closed doors. No one would have known.

      Being connected for real…

      For fake real…

      God, she didn’t even know what to call this nonsense. Other than complicated. Very complicated.

      A layer of snow was building on both their shoulders as the white-out conditions increased. As much as she’d like to have it all out, here and now, that wasn’t going to happen.

      Besides, he’d probably like to be hanging on to something when she tossed her final grenade.

      “Get back in the damn truck,” she ordered. “We’ll figure out the rest while we drive. No use in freezing off limbs before we have to make friends and influence people.”

      He stared at her in near shock before his smile spread, and as usual, warm molasses heat drifted through her belly. “You’re not going to call it off?”

      “Nope, but I am going to up the ante. You’ve got one hell of a bill to pay.”
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        * * *

      

      He’d always prided himself on being one of the smarter of the Stone boys, but getting back in the vehicle and heading on to their destination gave him plenty of time to reassess.

      On the good side of the ledger: Kelli had not instantly taken his keys and run him over until he was dead. Although he was smart enough to know that was still a high possibility.

      She grabbed the printout he’d made of the actual events and was staring at the sheet intensely. Again, something he should’ve done with her if he’d been smart enough to discuss this a few days ago.

      “So they’re impressed by family-run stables. Silver Stone definitely has that. Caleb and Tamara would’ve done a great job attending if she was up to it. So it’s not a lie, not really. I can do this.”

      He couldn’t help it. A laugh escaped. “You really have to do that bit of mental aerobics in order to be able to pull this off?”

      She glanced up at him, her face innocent. “D’uh, yes. I don’t lie.”

      “Kelli, have you been interfering in dangerous situations for the last six months without telling anyone?”

      She was quiet for a moment before shaking her head. “I did tell someone. I told Ryan, and we set something up to help the women who need it. I didn’t tell you because you didn’t need to know, and when you asked me, I didn’t lie. I just refused to answer.”

      He made a rude noise. “You spend more time figuring out how not to tell the truth than it would take to just spit it out.”

      “Says the man who could’ve told me at any moment in the past four days that we were marching into this situation pretending to be lovebirds,” she snapped.

      “I didn’t tell you because I was an idiot,” he snapped back.

      The truth was enough to get her to shut up.

      At least for a few minutes, and then she was at him again, waving the piece of paper vigorously. “There are only two events where we’re going to get to talk about Silver Stone and what we’ve got going on. And even that is a stretch.”

      “Because the gala is not specifically about the horses. It’s about building relationships with other people.”

      She let out an enormous sigh and damn near collapsed on the seat. “Relationships that are built on a lie. Gee, I don’t see how this is going to end poorly at all.”

      “You just said the truth is there. Caleb and Tamara are rock solid. Heck, so are Ivy and Walker, but there’s no way Ivy could deal with this kind of event. Not with her social anxiety. And you’re not a lie.”

      She made a really rude noise.

      “I mean it. You are family to Silver Stone. You’re just not…family.”

      Kelli glanced at him, a pretty forlorn expression on her face. “I’ll do my best, but, dude, you should have hauled in someone like Rose who at least would have worked as arm candy.”

      Luke took a second to register what she was talking about, and when it did, all he could think was bullshit. He’d never expected to have to reassure Kelli about her appearance. “You look fine. You’re cute, and you make people happy. I don’t know how you even do it. Just be natural and everybody will love you.”

      She dipped her chin slowly. “Okay, what’s our story?”

      “What story?” She hit him on the shoulder. “Ouch.”

      “Luke, you’re the stupidest genius I know. I’d swear you were being deliberately dense.” Kelli shook out her fingers. “If I’m your fiancée, how did it happen? Us meeting, and the rest? I mean, obviously at the ranch, but you were engaged to Penny until the end of August.”

      Oh, that kind of story.

      Wait. What? “Fiancée? You can be my girlfriend.”

      “Nope, I’m your fiancée.”

      She said it straight up, and if he wasn’t certain she’d hit him again, harder this time, he would have laughed. “I thought you had trouble with lying.”

      “I have trouble with not doing everything we can to make this work. You were previously engaged. You said you had to bring your significant other, and considering how important this event is, there’s no way you’d haul along a casual girlfriend. Also, first girlfriends after being engaged for years tend to be considered a rebound relationship. I’m not signing up for that.”

      He shouldn’t find this so entertaining, but…

      It was Kelli, and now that he’d established she wasn’t going to castrate him—which he knew she knew how to do since he’d trained her, God help him—it felt more like a co-conspirator situation. “Isn’t it awfully quick for me to be diving back into the whole love thing?”

      “It happens. Although we don’t want anyone to suspect you and I were fooling around while you and Penny were an item. Because that would not slip into a family-friendly file folder, now, would it?”

      For fucks sake. “We weren’t fooling around,” he snapped.

      She snorted. “Perfect, your indignation is totally buyable. Make sure you keep that mindset. When did you send off the registration, boss?”

      “Don’t do that,” he said, snapping up a finger. “I know we work together, but it’s best to not emphasize the fact too much. And as you’ve firmly established, I’m not your boss.”

      “Fine, sugar pie.”

      If he hadn’t been driving, he would’ve planted his forehead against the steering wheel. “This is going to be so much fun.”

      Kelli damn near giggled. “If you say so. Pumpkin.”

      He ignored her teasing as best he could and got back to the more important part of the planning. “We’ve only got fifteen minutes before we arrive, so let’s keep it simple. Yes, we’ve worked together forever, but there was nothing between us until recently.”

      “Because you were engaged. Plus, our official thing had better have happened really recently, considering I don’t have a ring.”

      He was such an idiot. “New Year’s Eve?”

      “Too romantic. You asked me last week between currying the horses and cleaning stalls.”

      The hell? He glanced over, but Kelli was examining her nails and totally ignoring him. “I don’t think so.”

      She twisted toward him, one brow arched high. “I didn’t say yes at first because I thought you were kidding. Then you got called out to deal with something and didn’t track me down until the next morning.”

      “You’re having way too much fun with this,” he grumbled. “There’s no version of this story that doesn’t make me look like a fool, is there?”

      “Nope,” she agreed. “But you’ll be happy to know that when you did find me in the morning, I said yes. Then I pointed out that you should’ve looked where you knelt, because I hadn’t finish cleaning that stall yet.”

      “Kelli James, you are one lump of trouble.”

      “Who is going to do everything in her power to make sure all those bigwigs want to come and see our horses.” Her voice had gone far more serious. She laid her hand on his arm. “I’m teasing now because I’m still a little mad, and a little spooked, and a lot worried. Yet if I come back to that core part—to where I think about how strong our stable is and what kind of magic could be made—that part is absolutely true. I can work with that.”

      He rested his fingers over the top of hers, warm and heavy. Basically, holding her hand in a way that he never had before. Not ever, not even once over the past eight years.

      They’d worked together. They’d pulled each other out of stinking wet holes and through piles of mud. They’d helped lift each other over snowdrifts, but it was the first time they’d ever made contact like this. Just a hand touching another hand for a reason other than work.

      It was a different kind of connection. Luke liked it.

      “Thanks, Kelli. I agree. I know this might be awkward at moments, but what you said is the biggest thing for us to focus on. Let’s bring it back to what we know is true. Silver Stone deserves to shine.”

      Her eyes were bright again, and for the first time since he’d realized what an asinine move he’d made, Luke Stone took a full breath. He wasn’t out of the woods yet, and frankly he didn’t deserve to be, but he was going to make it up to her. Somehow.

      Together, though, as a team going forward. He liked the sound of that.

      He liked the thought of that a lot.
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      As a man in a fancy uniform rolled forward with a cart and piled their luggage onto it, the matching bags taunted her.

      She’d chickened out.

      Kelli wiped her palms on her thighs then tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear. The place in front of her was enormous. As close to a castle in a movie as anything she’d seen in recent history.

      The circular carpark they’d pulled into was covered overhead by a rock and wrought-iron balcony. Floor-to-ceiling windows were tucked to their right. Luke was handing his keys to someone, so Kelli followed behind the luggage, through the massive doors and into the grand foyer.

      The ceiling went up to forever, with massive log beams suspended overhead in arches and flying buttresses. River rock graced all the walls, the smooth surfaces as awe-inspiring as any jagged granite. Massive tiles lay underfoot, with rich carpets centering each of four collections of leather couches arranged in comfortable gatherings.

      An arm hooked around her shoulders, and she jerked upright, glancing to the left as Luke’s chuckle surrounded her. “It’s incredible, isn’t it?”

      “I can’t stop staring. Tuck me in a corner so I don’t look like a complete greenhorn, but it’s too pretty to pretend I’m not in awe.”

      He squeezed gently then tugged her to the side. “Let’s both find a wall for a minute, because I’m pretty gob-smacked myself.”

      She pressed her shoulders against the rocky surface he found them, letting her head fall back to take in the mass of heights. Closer by she spotted a fireplace that took up nearly an entire wall by itself. “That’s big enough for people to walk into,” she said with a whisper.

      “Just like in the fairytales, darlin’,” he assured her. “Over there is the dining room, and I think that path leads to the swimming pool and spa.”

      “Wow. We aren’t in Kansas anymore, Toto.”

      Luke stepped away from the wall and moved in front of her. “Stay here and I’ll check us in.”

      “Sure thing, bos—buster.” Her lips twitched as she fought for a straight face. “Sorry, old habits.”

      He gave her a warning glance then strode away.

      She really shouldn’t, but as he marched off it was impossible to keep her gaze from his ass. He wore brand-new Levi’s, with a crease running down the front of the legs. They cupped his ass like the seamstress had sewn them onto him, and she sighed happily.

      She was some kind of masochist to be enjoying this so much. Not to mention her plan to go full steam ahead as soon as possible was going to take a lot more courage than she’d expected.

      Considering she’d planned to make her move on the final part of the drive and then utterly failed.

      Kelli was still staring after him when feminine laughter drifted over, drawing her attention away from the massive beauty of the lodge and the man.

      A slightly heavyset woman with a massive amount of dark curly hair stood by politely. Her smile was bright, and her dark eyes danced with amusement. “Sorry for being so forward, but I assume you know that fine representation of manhood?”

      And so it began.

      Kelli held out a hand and gathered her chutzpah. “Kelli James. Yes, I’m with Luke. Luke Stone.”

      Her mysterious woman arched a brow. Brightly painted full lips pursed slightly, not in a judgmental way, but in an intrigued and going to get to the bottom of this mystery way. “Well, now, this week is going to be far more exciting than expected. I’m Diane Jakarta. I’m here at the Triple Crown with my boyfriend, Jack.”

      “Nice to meet you. Sorry you caught me gawking. It’s pretty incredible.” She gestured at the over-the-top lodging.

      Diane smiled and stepped in closer, wrapping an arm around Kelli’s waist and guiding her toward the check-in counter. “Sugar, you were not gawking at the wainscoting, and we both know it. There are things in life far more worthwhile to stare at than a bunch of pretty rocks.”

      Kelli could agree with that. “Have you been here long?”

      “Got in about five minutes before you, I think. We drove from the Calgary Airport. Glad we made it ahead of the storm.”

      Diane’s accent was something southern and sweet, and Kelli could have listened to her talk all day long. “It wasn’t as long a trip for us. Silver Stone is just over an hour from here. At least it is right now with the pass open. If this snow keeps up, we’ll have to drive all the way around, through Calgary, to get home.”

      Diane shivered. “I tell you the snow was nearly a deal breaker. I’m not sure why they decided to hold the gala this far north in January. At least I hear there’s a good spa where we can get the chill out of our bones.”

      Kelli had been watching Luke out of the corner of her eye. A lanky black man about Luke’s age had exchanged handshakes with him, and they patted each other on the back the way guys did who knew each other.

      But as Diane led her to a couch with soft cushions near the sign-in desk, both of the men had their full attention on the woman behind the check-in counter.

      It didn’t appear things were going as smoothly as any of them hoped.

      Diane glanced the same direction, clicking her tongue in concern. “Seems there’s a bump in the road.”

      There was certainly some arguing going on. Polite, but still arguing, with very serious expressions on the check-in attendant’s part.

      Jack laid a hand on Luke’s shoulder and turned him to face the room, his eyes shifting in a search pattern until he spotted Diane.

      His smile widened. It was rather astonishing how easy it was to read the delight in his eyes. That expression was not fake, that was one hundred percent in love.

      It made something inside Kelli tighten a notch as if a rope were being coiled up tight enough to shove in a small compartment.

      A slightly haunted look shuttered Luke’s eyes as Jack guided him forward, but he hauled his best smile into place and held out a hand to greet Diane as she was introduced.

      “Luke and I spent a weekend together in tight quarters a couple years back,” Jack told her.

      Diane lifted an eye. “Is this something you want to talk about in mixed company?”

      Kelli snorted before wiping her hand over her mouth as if she’d been caught in the middle of a sneeze. “Excuse me. Dust.”

      A low rumble of amusement rose from Jack. “It was that time I got caught by a snowstorm, if you remember that story. And if you don’t, we’ll remind you later.” He turned his attention to Kelli. “And you’re the mysterious woman Luke’s been telling me about.”

      He took her hand, turning it over so he could kiss her knuckles.

      Kelli hauled her jaw off the floor. “Damn. Can you teach Luke how to do that?”

      Delighted laughter rose from Diane. “Tell us, boys, why the long faces?”

      Luke slid sideways, his hand coming around to rest gently on Kelli’s hip. Keeping her by his side without pulling her in too closely. “Trouble with the room bookings for the gala.”

      “It’s nothing we can’t deal with,” Jack said with a hand wave before turning to Diane. “Burst pipes or something, but for a couple of days they’re short on rooms. Luke here was going to get shoved off into a double somewhere far from the action. I said there was no problem with them taking the second part of our unit. We’ve got one of the penthouse suites.”

      “Of course, we don’t mind.” Diane laid a hand on Kelli’s wrist. “There’s plenty of room, so we won’t be underfoot with each other, but when we do want some company we won’t have to go hiking through the wilderness to find each other.”

      Kelli glanced at Luke. She got zero clues from looking at his face. She assumed he desperately wanted her to turn down the offer, but then again, maybe this was one of those take advantage of the opportunity moments.

      It certainly was for her. Sliding into the next stage of her agenda would be far easier if they were shoved into close proximity.

      Speaking of which…

      May as well begin the way she meant to go on.

      Kelli leaned against him and slid her hand into his back pocket, ignoring the way he stiffened up like she’d poked him with a cattle prod. “That’s really generous of you. If you’re sure we won’t be putting you out…?”

      “We wouldn’t have offered if we didn’t mean it,” Jack insisted. “If you’re good with that plan, Luke and I will go tell them so they can give us a full set of wristbands and take your luggage up.”

      “Meanwhile, I’m starving,” Diane said, grabbing Kelli by the hand and tugging her toward the restaurant. “It’s only a couple times zones different, but I swear we missed three meals already today.”

      Kelli glanced over her shoulder. Luke was still standing there, seemingly in shock as he twisted his gaze between Jack and Kelli.

      She widened her eyes and pulled her lips back into a patently fake smile, making sure neither Jack or Diane noticed.

      Luke’s lips twitched. Then he shrugged before offering a firm nod and a thumbs-up. Which she supposed meant whatever chaos they’d just stepped into, he would deal with.

      She didn’t have time for butterflies to develop because Diane was tugging her toward the most wonderful aromas.

      “I hear they have triple decker hamburgers,” Diane shared conspiratorially, guiding Kelli down a side passage that held a discreet plaque that said Triple Crown and nothing else.

      “With or without bacon?” Kelli asked.

      Diane squeezed her arm. “I can tell we’re going to get along just fine.”
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      The day had started with a bit of nervous energy in his belly, but Luke completely in control. That was hours ago, and with every minute that ticked past, control became more of an illusion.

      How the hell had this happened? It was a good thing Kelli seemed to have gotten past the stage of wanting to rip his guts out, but he wasn’t sure how long that would last, considering they were now being forced to share a room.

      He kind of doubted the suite ran to Jack and Jill beds.

      Kelli had made her point clear. She had agreed to come and play along on this gig, but he bet being forced to share a mattress was pushing it a little hard.

      Add in the fact she was acting weird…which in turn made him react like a hyperactive hare. She’d never been so touchy-feely before, and while her cozying up against him wasn’t out of line with them being a couple, it had set off an uncomfortable reaction.

      A whisper of heat that was completely unexpected. Luke wasn’t sure what to blame it on, but he knew he needed to get it under control as quickly as possible.

      By the time he and Jack had settled everything with the front desk and sent the luggage on up, Diane and Kelli had already ordered for them.

      Or more accurately, Diane had ordered with Kelli’s approval.

      Jack slid into the bench seating next to his girlfriend and placed an arm around Diane’s shoulders. “There we go, all set up.”

      Luke settled next to Kelli, suddenly uncertain where he should put his hands.

      “We really appreciate it,” he started again, but Jack waved it off.

      “It’s been a couple years since we got to talk. And while I know we’ve got the week ahead of us, you’re going to be busy chatting it up with everyone else.” Jack squeezed Diane’s shoulders as he glanced at her with affection. “This way we’re guaranteed to get some of their attention, right, darlin’?”

      “See? We have selfish motives for our generosity,” Diane offered with a wink. She stared intently across the table at Kelli, one brow rising the longer she focused. “I haven’t met you before, have I? Because you look familiar.”

      Kelli shook her head. “Unless you’ve been out to Silver Stone or the Calgary Stampede, it’s doubtful. I don’t get around that much.”

      Then she messed with his mind, leaning against Luke’s side as she wrapped her fingers around his biceps. With her cuddled up against him once again, that hitch in his belly shot back to high.

      She was acting like they were a couple, and he couldn’t fault her on that, but every time she moved he was far too aware of her strong grip on his arm. Her thigh under the table brushing his.

      The food arrived, and the temperature in the room seemed to skyrocket. He thoughtlessly pulled off his jacket, not realizing that the next time Kelli touched him, her fingers would brush bare skin.

      It was hard to concentrate on the conversation, and the only thing he truly remembered about lunch was admiring the way Kelli slid into her comfort zone the instant Diane brought up the topic of horses.

      Somehow they made it to the end of the meal, transitioning to the next thing without him making a single decision as well.

      That whole out-of-control business—yeah, still in play.

      “The food filled the holes, but now I need a chance to wash those travel hours off me.” Jack glanced at Diane, mischief in his eyes. “Ready to join me?”

      “Hmm, now that you mention it, the trip was rather exhausting.” Diane slipped her hand into Jack’s before turning to Kelli. “Don’t worry. I promise we’ll behave and not make you uncomfortable while we’re sharing space.”

      Jack and Diane were obviously very into each other. But the questions and the conversation had stayed low-key and generic throughout the meal. Out of all the people they could’ve ended up having to room with, Jack was as solid as they came.

      “You guys go enjoy some privacy,” Kelli suggested. “Luke and I are taking a walk. We need to stretch our legs a little.”

      “This is supposed to be a holiday from your chores,” Diane reminded her, “but we’ll get time to chat later. Enjoy your exploration and the snow, and I will enjoy checking out the shower facilities with my man.”

      The smile stayed firmly on Kelli’s face until Jack and Diane had vanished in the distance, then she grabbed Luke by the hand and tugged him straight toward a set of exterior doors.

      Once outside, she released him, marching across a wide expanse lined with spruce trees wrapped in twinkling white lights. The landscape nearby was a mess of gardens and what would be grassy areas in late summer, now covered by a beautiful blanket of pristine white.

      “Slow up,” Luke ordered.

      “Too public for my purposes.”

      That sounded ominous. He went for distraction. “Lunch went well.”

      They’d reached an area set up as a skating rink. To one side, ice walls rose vertically to create a windbreak. Kelli stepped behind it and he followed.

      It wasn’t just one wall, it was three, set up in a rectangle to form a fantasy garden, with ice statues on carved pedestals around the perimeter. The effect was stunning as the final rays of the day shone over the nearby mountain and lit up the western ice wall. Small alcoves were tucked along the east side, with fuzzy blankets draped on the seating areas.

      In the middle of the space was a heater, somewhere to warm hands and toes⁠—

      —then he couldn’t see anymore because Kelli had grabbed hold of his face and turned him determinedly toward her.

      “We need to talk.”

      There was fire in her eyes again, and considering the tightrope line he’d put himself on with this whole disastrous event in the first place, Luke hesitated to jump to any kind of assumption regarding what she wanted to talk about. “Okay.”

      “We’re sharing a room.” She swallowed hard.

      Before she could speak again, Luke hurried to reassure her. “I’m sorry, but I was doing my best to figure out a way to give you space, and then Jack showed up, and one thing just kind of led to another⁠—”

      Instead of getting all indignant and flashing him righteous fire, she rolled her eyes. “Two ears, one mouth. Shut up and listen.”

      “Listening.” Although he had thought apologizing was the more important thing.

      She pushed him backward, and he was forced to move or fall over. His feet hit the edge of a seat and he tumbled back into an alcove. A little more privacy was probably a good thing, though, as another couple wandered into the space, arm in arm.

      Kelli stepped closer, that determined expression of hers that he knew far too well back in place. “We are no longer having the discussion we had on the road while headed here. Got that? We agreed this is about us— You as just Luke, and me as just Kelli. Both of us adults who represent Silver Stone. Correct?”

      “That’s right.” A huge sense of relief raced through him. She was being so amazing in spite of his foolishness.

      “Adults. Who are not related in any shape or form, which means there is no problem with us sharing a room.”

      Tension was building inside far too quickly. He was on a damn emotional roller coaster between one second and the next. He hurried to reassure her. “Nothing will happen, though. Just because we have to share a room⁠—”

      “What if I want something to happen?” She lowered her voice and leaned in as she spoke, her face inches away from his. Eyes fixed forward so there was no way he could ignore how serious she was.

      Only his brain was a jumble, and nothing seemed to be firing in order. “Wha…what?”

      Her gaze dropped to his lips, drifting over his body before rising back to meet his eyes again boldly. “I’m giving you a green light, Luke. Hell, I’m telling you if something doesn’t happen between us I’m going to be disappointed. But just like you should’ve talked to me and not tossed that significant other at me last-minute, I’ve realized I can’t storm in and demand we jump into bed.”

      She’d laid her hands on his shoulders, and the light pressure was the only thing keeping him from falling over. “Wait. You’re saying⁠—?”

      Kelli didn’t offer any more explanation. Her lips pressed together in a serious smirk. One brow rose as she waited for him to clue in.

      Oh, he’d heard every word, but he was having a hard time processing. Until today he’d spent so much time and energy making sure he didn’t think about her as a woman, tossing that aside was the equivalent of picking up an entire truck.

      “You want to sleep with me.” The whispered words sounded far too shocked, like an indignant turn-of-the-century virginal maiden.

      “I assume sleep will be involved at some point, but I am talking about sex.” She straightened, her expression only the slightest bit embarrassment, but instead mostly determination. “I planned to seduce you, but I obviously have zero skills. And to demand sex be put on the table would be wrong, because I don’t want you thinking we have to fool around. If you’re not attracted to me, I’m not about to get mad. I know I’m not the most feminine⁠—”

      “Dammit.” He caught her by the hand and tugged, rotating so she ended up on the seat next to him.

      The shock of the movement stopped her ramble, which was a good thing. If she’d kept talking, his brain would get fuller, and there was zero space left between his ears to begin with.

      “Two ears, one mouth,” he repeated.

      “Shut up?” she asked primly.

      He nodded, taking a deep breath and examining her closely.

      She wasn’t pulling his leg, which meant sometime in the past few minutes he’d entered the twilight zone. Which explained why the number-one thing racing through his brain had nothing to do with the tangled knot she’d tossed his direction.

      “What are you putting yourself down for?” he demanded.

      Kelli tilted her head to the side.

      “Not the most feminine—? Total load of bull right there. What the hell does that even mean?”

      Her brows popped up. “It means I’ve been around the ranch for a long time, and you’ve never once looked at me like I’m a woman. And I get that part of it is the whole ‘working together’ thing. But just because I’ve had the hots for you forever doesn’t mean you feel the same way. And that’s okay.”

      It was a good thing he was sitting down, or he would’ve fallen over.

      A snicker escaped as she adjusted position on the heavy blanket, curling her legs up and sliding in a little closer. “Your face is hysterical right now.”

      “You’re messing with my mind,” he confessed.

      “I feel a little giddy,” she returned. “I’m not drunk, but I may as well be considering I’m spilling all the beans I’ve held back for so long.”

      Luke shook his head. “I had no idea.”

      “That was the whole point,” Kelli informed him. “And honestly, I’m not telling you this for any reason other than if it’s something that you want as well, I’m saying this would be a pretty awesome time to have a bit of a fling. You know, if there’s any chemistry. But no harm, no foul if there’s not.”
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