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        Return to Heart Falls—a place to find new friends and a true family.

      

        

      
        This is the final novel in The Colemans of Heart Falls trilogy by New York Times bestselling author Vivian Arend..

      

        

      
        When his best friend’s sister-in-law approaches him with an urgent plea for help, Zach Sorenson goes with his gut. Kiss the woman? Of course. Pretend to be her short-term boyfriend? No problem. 

         

        Accidentally end up married? Problem.

         

        Julia Blushing is still reeling after discovering the family she never knew existed. Trusting anyone right now isn’t easy. Allowing tall, dark, and tempting Zach into her life for more than a few weeks? 

      

        

      
        Huge problem.

         

        But when their marriage triggers a legal complication, sticking together is the only option. Still, this impossible situation needs some clear guidelines. No unnecessary public displays of affection. Absolutely no sex. For 365 days. While they live together… 

      

        

      
        Good luck on that one.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Colemans of Heart Falls

        The Cowgirl’s Forever Love

        The Cowgirl’s Secret Love

        The Cowgirl’s Chosen Love

      

      

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date with releases, please sign up for my newsletter!
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      Zach Sorenson sat on the porch outside his best friend’s home, pretending to enjoy a cold one while laughter echoed behind him.

      The deeper rumble of Finn’s chuckle meshed with his fiancée’s lighter voice. Maybe Zach should switch to something stronger. Whiskey, or gin, or hell—maybe even tequila. Although that last one could be dangerous.

      He leaned back on the porch swing, legs stretched in front of him as he crossed one boot-clad foot over the other and stared over the landscape toward the Rocky Mountains.

      It wasn’t that he begrudged anyone their good luck.

      Begrudge? No. Be slightly jealous? Hell, he would admit to that one.

      His name sounded. The door swung open beside him, and he twisted toward one of his new favourite people.

      “Sorry it’s taken so long,” Karen Coleman offered. “Lisa and I will stop tormenting you. We’re finally ready.”

      He rose to his feet as the rest of the party slipped out the door and headed to their waiting trucks. “Not a problem,” Zach insisted. “Trust me. I know better than to tell a woman to hurry up.”

      He dodged to avoid being poked by Lisa. “You know it wasn’t only us,” she insisted. “Josiah takes forever to get ready.”

      Laughter rumbled again as the girls slipped into their seats.

      Finn turned to Zach after settling Karen in place. “Glad you’re coming to Rough Cut tonight. Sure you won’t join us for the weekend?”

      Oh, hell no. Best friends or not, the last thing Zach wanted was to spend the next forty-eight hours as a fifth wheel. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve already made plans.”

      Finn’s brow arched skyward. “Really?”

      On his other side, Josiah stepped forward as well, curiosity written on the veterinarian’s face. “First time I’ve heard this news. You keeping secrets?”

      “Minding my own business,” Zach drawled. He offered a wink to soften the words as he turned on his heel and headed toward the shed he’d commandeered to house Delilah, his 1955 powder-blue Corvette convertible “Catch you all at the pub.”

      He left the top up for the short drive from the still-in-development Red Boot ranch into the small town of Heart Falls. The trip was barely long enough for an attitude adjustment. He was pleased that his oldest best friend and his newest best friend had both found women who appreciated them and filled their lives with everything good.

      The hint of green-eyed jealousy in Zach’s gut got a quick, short blast of reality to knock its scaly claws out from under it. Someday he’d have that kind of relationship. Sure, life came with no guarantees, but he’d had enough good examples in his world to counterbalance the shitty situations.

      When the time was right, he’d find someone. Someone who would be what he needed.

      A soft snicker escaped. Thank God his friends couldn’t stroll through his brain right then, or he’d be teased mercilessly for the hearts-and-flowers turn his thoughts had taken.

      Zach parked at the very edge of the lot and made his way into the pub, a blast of country music echoing over the wooden boardwalk as he pulled the heavy oak door open.

      Inside, the strategically set lights were just bright enough to make everybody look good, and the rapid beat of boots against the dance floor set his fingers tapping.

      And although they’d all arrived at the same time, his friends were thankfully focusing on enjoying themselves and not attempting to pull him into the mix. Lisa and Josiah hit the dance floor not even three seconds before Finn pulled Karen into his arms and twirled her against his body.

      Zach lifted a finger at the bartender and ordered a beer.

      The place was full of cheerful people, flirtatious glances, and a heck of a lot of sexual tension on the rise. He spotted a couple of the women he’d dated a few times over the past months, dipped his chin and offered a wink without any further promises.

      Nice enough ladies, but there hadn’t been the spark he was looking for. Which, again, probably made him a bit of a diva, as Finn had teased at one point.

      He liked a good time as much as any guy. He’d enjoyed some wild one-night stands and a few longer relationships over the years that had been very physically satisfying, but now he wanted something different.

      Hell if he knew how to define it, but at some point, he figured with his good luck, whatever he was looking for would jump up and smack him in the face hard enough he couldn’t miss it.

      He’d just drained his first beer when Finn danced Karen over to him.

      Her expression was nothing but innocent as she held out a hand. “Dance with me?”

      “Is the old man tired already? You should’ve picked me instead of him,” Zach said as he put down his empty beer and accepted her offer. “I’ve got way more stamina.”

      Beside him, Finn thumped an elbow into Zach’s ribs before responding, “Go on and tell yourself more lies if it makes you feel good.”

      Zach guided Karen to the dance floor, twirling her away from her man even as laughter drifted.

      They moved together easily, a space between them as if they were brother and sister dancing—which was kind of how Zach considered both of these women in his life.

      Amusement rose. As if he needed more sisters…

      “What are you snickering about?” Karen asked.

      He guided them past other dancers as he answered. “Figured you and Lisa would offer me sympathy dances. Just didn’t think you would start this soon.”

      She hummed, following his lead as they moved past a tangle of less-coordinated two-steppers. “Heard some nonsense about you having big plans for this weekend. Considering Lisa and I were just talking about how you’ve been avoiding most of the local female population, you’re either a lying liar, or you’re a much better secret keeper than we imagined.”

      The woman was razor-sharp, which meant she was potentially dangerous to his plans. Avoiding a weekend’s worth of watching his friends make goo-goo eyes at their ladies was high on his priority list.

      But because she was so sharp, he felt safe offering a tidbit to tide her over and get her off his back. “Trust me. My plans for the weekend will make me happy.”

      Karen sighed dramatically even as he twirled her past where Finn was now chatting with Lisa and Josiah at a table in the corner. “Those were the magic words to get me to mind my own business.” She gave him a stern stare, though. “As long as you’re happy. That’s all we want for you.”

      “I know,” he said easily, slowing as the music segued into a new song.

      He took a turn around the dance floor with Lisa next. Amusingly, almost the identical conversation escaped her lips the instant they started dancing.

      “What’s this nonsense about you having plans for this weekend? You should come with us. You don’t need to stay here alone.”

      “Honestly, I have been taking care of myself for over thirty years,” he assured her. “Go to the resort with Josiah. You all need a break before life gets busy again.”

      Lisa dipped her chin, but she still looked as if she wanted to interfere.

      Luckily Zach had lots of experience dealing with interfering women—with five sisters, he’d learned at an early age how to handle feminine wiles. “I mean it. Go have a good time. I have plenty of things planned to keep me out of mischief.”

      She snickered. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      When the song finished, he guided her back to Josiah. A moment later, Zach slipped away to grab another beer and let them have time on their own. The bar was full enough it was easy to find other people to talk with, although he avoided making too much eye contact with any of his previous female companions.

      Again, it wasn’t them. It was all him.

      He appreciated what his friends were trying to do. And by extension, their women. A kick of something warm struck his heart. It was good to know they cared.

      Only—good friends weren’t quite what he was wishing for at the moment.

      Standing quietly to one side of the dance floor offered a great opportunity to observe. Zach sipped his drink and considered his options. Some companionship this weekend would be nice, but none of the ladies in the room⁠—

      Julia Blushing spun past on the arm of one of the local farmers, and all of Zach’s mental ramblings stilled in an instant.

      She wore faded jeans so white, he bet they were infinitely soft to the touch. She’d been dancing hard, and whatever jacket or overshirt she’d come in had been abandoned to leave her in a formfitting navy-blue tank top that caressed her curves in a dangerous way.

      Her hair hung in waves, layers of red and gold shining under the lights as she twirled in the arms of a man Zach would give anything to change places with.

      A green-eyed monster was back, but this one had a whole different set of teeth and claws that snagged his soul.

      Here was the reason none of the other women in town had caught his attention in recent days. Zach had to admit the truth. He’d spent months trying to ignore the draw he felt toward Julia.

      Talk about a complicated relationship, though. She was the recently discovered younger sister to Lisa and Karen. Definitely not someone to mess around with unless a guy wasn’t fond of keeping his balls attached to his body.

      Only…

      He wasn’t looking for someone to mess around with. Not anymore.

      Zach wasn’t quite sure when his change of heart had taken place. All he knew for sure was when he’d come to Heart Falls with Finn, it had been situation normal, everybody in for a good time.

      Now he was ready for the next thing.

      She’s perfect.

      His internal sidekick commented about the same moment Zach noticed Julia slide her dance partner’s hand off her ass and back onto her hip.

      I could break every bone in that man’s hand without blinking.

      Truth was truth, but the possessive streak wasn’t something he was proud of.

      She twirled her way off the floor at the end of the song, escaping from her handsy partner with a laugh. Zach memorized the man’s face even as he forced his shoulders to remain against the wall, staying put instead of tracking the bastard down and offering a lesson in etiquette he’d not soon forget.

      The beer in his hand wasn’t enough. He’d wait until his friends left and he got home before starting a little more serious drinking, though.

      The catchy music continued, and for the next few minutes, he entertained himself checking out the people in the pub. Making a few bets as to who would be going home with whom after last call.

      It was only a few minutes later when the woman he’d been fantasizing about taking home himself reappeared. Not in some other guy’s arms, thankfully.

      Nope. Aimed at him and marching as if on a mission.

      The tickle in his gut flared. That sixth sense he had set off alarms loud enough the place could’ve been on fire. It wasn’t a warning to be careful, but a heads-up to stay alert and be ready to leap.

      Was she in trouble? He scanned the room even as he braced for whatever it was she was about to lay on his doorstep.

      He couldn’t fucking wait.

      Casual. Stay casual.

      He worked to keep his smile low-key. “Hey, Jules.”

      “Hey.” She was nearly his height, yet the breath she took was shaky enough to make him want to pick her up and protect her from whatever had hurt her.

      He knew better than to offer that card right off the bat. Instead, he forced mild curiosity into his tone. “Problem?”

      Even as she shook her head and offered a quick “nope,” she messed with his mind by laying a hand on his arm and sliding in close enough that as she went up on her toes, their bodies made contact.

      That rush in his belly lit up to DEFCON 1.

      “Favour, stat. Kiss me.” She whispered the words, but they rang in his head as loudly as if she’d shouted.

      He caught hold of her hips to stop her from wiggling because his body had reacted far too quickly. Everything about having her in his arms was perfect…

      And far too easy. He hesitated. “You playing a game again, Blushing?”

      Her lips curled into what he recognized as a fake smile, her unnatural laughter scratching his nerves.

      But her softness melted against him as she stroked her cheek past his until her lips met his earlobe.

      Goose bumps rose on his skin.

      “I swear I’ll explain, but you’ve got to kiss me, now. Like a girlfriend. Please.”

      Desperation rang in her tone, and the urge to protect roared to the surface. Whatever the hell was going on, he could fix this. The fact it was exactly what he’d been hoping for, wishing for⁠—

      Call it the luck of the Irish, but he knew a gift when he saw one.

      Zach slid his hand around her nape, cradling the back of her head. The other hand moved instinctively off her hip to her lower back, pressing her closer against him. Lifting slightly so they were lined up and body to body.

      “No idea what you’re up to, but I’m game.”

      A little gasp escaped her before their lips made contact. And yeah, maybe a gentle peck on the cheek or slow, soft kiss would’ve been a good place to start.

      His instincts told him otherwise. He kissed her with everything in him, desire laid bare in his touch as he gave to her.

      She needed his help—she had it.

      She also had all of him, because his gut said she was who he’d been waiting for all this time.

      He jumped with both feet.
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      There was a fine line between being out of control and scared to death, and out of control and thrilled. Being kissed senseless by Zach Sorenson fell into the second category.

      Thrilling wasn’t always a good thing.

      Still, Julia buried her hands in his hair and felt the bubbling rush of heat in her veins for just another moment. Because, damn, the man could kiss. His lips against hers were firm and demanding. His taste rushed through her. Her cheek tingled from where his five o’clock shadow had scuffed.

      By the time he let her up for air, her face wasn’t the only part tingling.

      Still, she reined in her libido best she could even as she savoured the hard muscles under her.

      Their gazes met. His pupils were wide, his breathing slightly out of kilter, although nowhere near as erratic as her own gasping inhalations. People were watching—murmured words swirled as people swung lips close to ears to share secrets. A slow examination of the way their bodies aligned.

      His hand at her back slid downwards. It stopped before it went into dangerous territory, but now it rested on the swell of her ass.

      A shiver rippled over her.

      A soft chuckle danced against her skin as he twisted her head just enough to hide her face against his chest while he spoke in her ear.

      “Come on.”

      An instant later, cool air filled the space between them. With strong fingers tangled around hers, he guided her toward the side of the hall and the emergency exit door.

      She hesitated before he could tug her from the pub. It took a sharp squeeze on his fingers to get his attention.

      He curled himself around her so he could hear her words.

      “People need to see us,” she insisted.

      “Some people need to not see us until I know what the hell is going on,” Zach insisted. “Talk first.”

      She let him lead her, glancing over her shoulder to try to see if any of the key gossips of the community had spotted them.

      Her gaze fell on her sister’s fiancée. Finn Marlette’s alert gaze followed her and Zach, and a rush of oh shit arrived.

      She had damn good reasons for what she’d started, but she hadn’t thought this through before acting.

      At this point the only choice was to go forward. She ducked her chin and slipped out the door at Zach’s side.

      The ice-cold wind stole her breath and sent goose bumps rising over her heated skin. A second later a warm, soft jacket settled around her shoulders, right before Zach grabbed the lapels of the coat—his coat that she now wore like a shawl—and tugged her to face him.

      “Why?”

      A man of few words. She could work with that. Only when laughter rang from the front entrance barely fifteen feet to their right, Julia paused before diving into her explanation.

      A group of three women were staring at them, gazes darting up and down. Were they the ones Julia had overheard? She supposed it didn’t matter, except for the fact she had to sell this bit of bullshit with everything in her.

      She turned her focus on Zach, draping her arms over his shoulders and pressing their torsos together again. “I swear I will explain, but right now you need to lose that frown.”

      “It’s hard to look like everything’s peachy keen when I don’t know what’s going on,” Zach said, but his lips curled upward, and his hands wound around her waist again.

      Big hands, strong and controlling⁠—

      A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold evening air shook her from top to bottom. Julia fought the fear inside her and nodded briskly even as she let her fingers drift up to play with the curl of brown hair that had fallen over his forehead.

      “Someone was gossiping. Really mean shit. Maybe even those women, and I guarantee you will agree to help when you hear the whole story. But for now, trust me?”

      He didn’t answer. Then she couldn’t ask again, because his lips were on hers once more, the kiss making teeny electric zaps fly up and down her spine.

      Her body liked this man. Which was a weird thing for her to acknowledge, all things considered.

      At her back, footsteps echoed on the boardwalk. Feminine giggles rang as the group of ladies passed by.

      Zach teased his tongue against hers, and a moan escaped. Honestly escaped, because the last thing she wanted him to know was how much being pressed against him affected her. Although—hello—the thick length of a healthy erection pressed against her belly.

      So. She wasn’t the only one reacting to their little tête-à-tête.

      Julia broke the connection between them this time, pressing a hand to his chest to open up enough room so she could gasp for air.

      Under her fingers, his heart pounded.

      His bare biceps flexed as he caught hold of her elbows. “Enough. We need to talk.”

      “My place?” Having him come under her roof had the added benefit of adding fuel to the rumour mill if anyone saw them. Which, considering where she lived, chances were high.

      He didn’t argue. Just wrapped that big hand around hers again and guided her down the boardwalk to the corner where they turned to the west.

      They moved quickly. Zach remained quiet and didn’t ask any more questions, which was good, because although she intended to make everything clear…

      Her brain whirled. How had this evening gone from amazing to hell and then to being kissed senseless by Zach Sorenson in such a short period of time?

      He stopped at the front door of her apartment building before swearing softly. He turned on her almost accusingly. “Why is there no security?”

      Her snort wasn’t very ladylike. “Gee. Not sure. Maybe because this is the cheapest place in town, and things like a doorman or a security system are low on their priority list?”

      Zach’s blue eyes flashed for a moment, but he opened the exterior door and gestured her past him.

      Across the street on the bench outside Connie’s Café, a couple of young guys whistled and shouted rude suggestions. Julia ignored them like usual.

      She took the stairs to the second floor, automatically stepping around the worst of the stains on the carpet. It was impossible to tell which were old and which were new, and after one misstep into a fresh pile of vomit, she’d learned avoidance was simpler.

      Key already in hand, she had her door open in seconds, this time waiting for Zach to enter first.

      He put a hand on her back and guided her ahead of him, his silence growing louder. Which was fine, because all the voices in her head were shouting at the same time. What she really wanted was to make a cup of tea and sit in the dark for a while to let her world settle down.

      What she wanted would have to wait.

      She twisted toward him instead. “Explanation. Okay.”

      He folded his arms over his chest, biceps bulging in that position. He examined her from top to bottom then shook his head. “Dammit, Jules, you look like shit. What the hell?”

      There was no anger in his tone, just very controlled annoyance, but on top of everything else, it was the last straw.

      Tears arrived as a sob burst from her lips.
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      Great move, asshole.

      Zach stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Julia. He cradled her carefully, so he wasn’t smothering her but at the same time offering as much support as possible.

      Tears poured out of her as if he’d somehow turned on a tap with his words, and, dammit, he wished like hell he could take them back.

      And yet he was floored to see her react like this considering what he’d learned about her over the past months. He’d expected a snarky comment or, worst-case scenario, for her to kick him out of her place for being an ass.

      Her shoulders shook as she buried her face harder against his chest, arms squeezing tight around his torso.

      Zach stroked the top of her head for a moment before realizing if she did snap out of it, petting her like a puppy was probably not a wise move. Instead, he rubbed her back and took horrified stock of her apartment.

      It was clean. Empty to the point of a monk’s cell sparseness, the few personal touches were limited to some bright throw cushions and a couple of pictures on the wall.

      The place was also extremely small. Four walls and one other opening that led to a tiny bathroom. A couch sat across from an old travel case. The kitchen ran the length of one wall. That was it. No bookcases, no frilly curtains or plants. Austere to the extreme.

      It didn’t make him think of Julia at all.

      Behind him, the doorknob rattled before the hinges creaked and a man stepped into view. The stranger wore a dirty T-shirt half tucked into his pants, half stretching over the round of his beer belly. He drew back with a curse upon spotting Zach, hands rising as he retreated to the landing. His sprint down the stairs was impressive considering his loose paunch.

      When the door opened, Julia had jerked to attention. She stepped in front of Zach to shout at the vanishing intruder. “I told you to never do that again.”

      Fire flared inside, and the only things that stopped Zach from running after the man were Julia’s fingers now tangled in his T-shirt.

      “What the hell is going on?” he demanded again.

      She pressed her free hand to her head as if trying to keep her brains from spilling out. “One thing at a time. Just…sit down and I swear I’ll explain.”

      It took everything in him to ease away. Two steps brought him to the small dining table, and he settled into the wooden chair on one side.

      He fought down a growl as she took the second chair and jammed it under the front doorknob.

      Unbelievable fury roiled in Zach’s gut.

      Somehow, he kept his cool as she turned to face him. Tear lines streaked her cheeks, but she straightened her spine. “I was in the bathroom at Rough Cut and overheard some women gossiping. There’s a rumour going around Heart Falls that I’m having an affair with Brad Ford.”

      Even as pissed off and in hyperprotective mode from everything that had happened over the last few minutes, her words floored Zach. “Someone thinks you’re having an affair with your boss? The guy who just got married a month ago and who is obviously and stupidly in love with Hanna?”

      His disbelief must’ve rang clear because Julia nodded. “Isn’t it absurd? But you know what small town rumours are like. Somebody’s going to find something to prove it—the fact I came to Heart Falls to mentor under him because we met each other a couple years ago at the EMT training center could be enough to get some people to believe.”

      Okay, Zach hadn’t known that part. It added a layer of concern to the situation. Not that he thought she and Brad were doing anything wrong, but it would give the mean-spirited gossips something to chew on. “So you kissed me…?”

      A little bit of her bravado faded. “I kind of panicked. I heard them talking, and the only thing in my brain was to make sure the rumours don’t continue. And maybe if I had a boyfriend already, that would stop the stupidity in its tracks.”

      He wasn’t sure if the fact she picked him for this honour was a good thing or an insult.

      Being a glass half-full kinda guy, he went with it being a good thing. “You’re saying I’m a convenient boyfriend?”

      She hurried to explain, stepping forward to finish even as she wiped her eyes and tried to pull herself together. “Temporary boyfriend. It’s just for a short time. My trainee position is done at the end of October, and then I’ll be gone. But yeah, if people think we’re together, they won’t think I’m fooling around on the side with Brad.”

      This was getting messy. “Yeah, I can see how all that works. Great. Fine.” He met her gaze straight on. “What about your sisters? And my friends? What are we going to tell them?”

      She opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, and in spite of the tension in the room, he had to admit to being slightly charmed. She was damn cute.

      The impulsive thing had caught him off guard, but her heart was in the right place and considering his long-term goals, being offered guaranteed time with the woman had to be counted as a win.

      Julia’s nose twitched. “Umm. I haven’t thought about that. Like I said, I didn’t really think any of it through. I just reacted. I was doing triage before the situation bled out.”

      “Yeah, I can see that. But we have to come up with a different spin to the story. Because as much as my friends love me, if they think I screwed around then dumped you, I’m the one who’ll be bleeding.”

      She looked confused. “You won’t be dumping me. And I won’t be dumping you. It’s just a little… I don’t know, a short-term thing.”

      “Short-term?” He eyed her, making sure he didn’t let his gaze linger too long where it shouldn’t. “Yeah. You mean like a one-night stand? Because I can see your sisters hanging me by my nuts if I had the crassness to try.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “We’re not having a one-night stand. The whole point of this is to make it look as if we’re involved enough that Brad is clearly out of the question.”

      “Great. We’ll fool around from now until the end of October when you leave. Then your sisters, who will still be here, will kick my butt every time they see me. Which, considering one of them is deep in cahoots with my best friend, means every damn day.”

      Julia shook her head, the crease between her brows forcing him to fight to keep from smiling. “They won’t be mad at you. We’ll explain. Just to them, and Finn and Josiah, of course.” She paused. “And maybe Tamara as well.”

      That last part wasn’t said with as much confidence.

      “So what you’re asking me to do is either lie to my friends or lie to some of my friends.”

      She looked a little more uncomfortable but stuck to her guns. “Please. We have to find a way to make this work because Brad is a good friend and I can’t let him be hurt. Not him or Hanna. I owe him too much.”

      Another layer of mystery added to the situation. What had happened at that training school to connect the two of them so tightly?

      She headed to the counter and plugged in the kettle, glancing over her shoulder. “I need a cup of tea. Want one?”

      It wasn’t the whiskey he was looking forward to, but it would have to do. “Sure.”

      He waited and let her fuss at the counter for a few minutes. Meanwhile, his gaze kept returning to the chair blocking her doorway. This entire mess would take some time to untangle, but the one thing he knew for certain?

      She was not staying one more night in this damn apartment. It clearly had major security issues. Zach kicked his own ass for not finding this out sooner because the thought of her being in the apartment alone while someone marched in on her⁠—

      He took a deep breath and concentrated on pulling his temper back to normal levels.

      A couple minutes later, she placed two cups on the table along with cream and sugar before settling across from him.

      The three-legged stool under her was shorter than the chair he sat in. It put her chin about four inches above the surface of the table, and she looked like a little kid having a tea party.

      Anger returned. “You want to discuss why you’ve got a chair in front of your door?”

      A soft sigh escaped. Julia lifted her gaze but didn’t meet his eyes. “The locks don’t work very well. I drag the trunk in front of the door before I sleep.”

      That comment only strengthened his resolve. “I see.”

      He drank the tea without tasting a thing. He returned the cup to the table surface then placed both palms on either side of it. “We have some problem-solving to do. Pack a bag. You’re coming home with me.”

      Her eyes widened. “I can’t do that.”

      “My place or one of your sisters,” he offered. “But considering we need to talk about the dating thing…” Zach kept as still as possible, but his usual easygoing nonchalance had vanished sometime in the last minute. “I swear nothing will happen that you don’t want, but I need to get you somewhere safe before another person comes through the door and I hurt them.”

      He said it calmly. Peacefully, even, but Julia’s eyes widened.

      He had to assume that it’d been a hell of an evening. Julia was a caring, kind woman, and even though she was tough enough to be a damn good EMT, everything that happened tonight was breaking down the barriers.

      And as good as his control was these days? He wasn’t kidding about the need to protect.

      Julia took a final swallow of her tea before placing her cup beside his. She rose to her feet, pressed a hand on top of his briefly, then moved to pack as ordered.
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      There wasn’t a whole lot of talking going on. Zach had grabbed the duffel bag she’d filled, thrown it over his shoulder, and then firmly taken her hand in his as he guided her back toward the parking lot outside Rough Cut.

      His strong fingers wrapped around hers were comforting after the chaos of the evening.

      The start of the trip between town and the dude ranch Zach and Finn were setting up passed in silence. Julia barely registered she was getting a ride in Zach’s famous convertible, her brain scrambling to find a solution for what came next.

      Impulsively tossing Zach into the mix had been brilliant and yet totally wrong. Annoyance crawled up her spine. Trying to do the right thing and still having things backfire was exasperating.

      The cold stone in the pit of her stomach that she hated with everything in her grew heavier again. Fear didn’t always make sense. What triggered it, what caused the memories to return.

      This wasn’t going to be the same, she told herself. She knew better what to watch for, and she had a whole lot of support in the form of her newfound sisters.

      Sisters who would wonder what the heck was going on when they heard through the grapevine that she was seeing Zach.

      Shoot. She rested her head in her hands and listened to the tires bump against the uneven highway asphalt.

      “Stop tormenting yourself.” Zach’s deep rumbling voice slipped over her like a warm blanket. “We’ll figure this out. I mean that.”

      His strong features were clearly visible in the light from the dashboard. His expression was a lot harder than usual. As if all the easygoing fun that she’d seen in him over the past months was boxed up and contained.

      “I’m sorry.” She said it sincerely, even as she knew the apology wouldn’t change anything.

      The honest truth—if she had to temporarily screw up her life and somebody else’s to save Brad Ford a world of hurt?

      She’d do it in an instant.

      That wasn’t something that she could up and say, though, without complicating the situation even more than it already was. But considering she owed Brad her life, a little emotional upheaval, even within her newfound family⁠—

      Just the thought of that truth made her pause. She had family again.

      Lots and lots of family, and while on one level she was thrilled, there was another part of her that remained in denial.

      Zach once again caught her fingers in his, squeezing them tight. Which was nice and reassuring, but when he didn’t let go and let their linked hands rest on the seat between them, Julia’s pulse kicked up a notch.

      She liked the man.

      When she’d come out of that bathroom, struggling to come up with a solution, seeing him had felt as if she’d rounded a corner into an ocean inlet and left behind the rough waves. Calmness had wrapped around her and let her take a full breath.

      Holding hands seemed far too natural considering how unnatural it was. Up until now they had always been a part of a group. Activities with her sisters, dancing at the pub, that kind of thing.

      Still, she had stitched him up about a month ago when he’d accidentally been shot. The feel of his firm muscles under her fingers⁠—

      It was a little creepy how often that scene replayed itself in her head. Considering her issue with stalkers, the last thing she wanted was to be one herself.

      Zach slowed as they entered the gate to the Red Boot ranch. Julia peered out the window at the outbuildings around them.

      The guys had been working on the place since the spring, rapidly at first but with a slowdown recently. Although it was getting closer to winter, so she figured that made sense. They just didn’t seem to have the same urgency to get the place up and running that she’d noticed in the beginning.

      The buildings and grounds had changed since the last time she’d been there, though, and Julia was fascinated. “Where are you staying these days?” she asked.

      He pointed to the far end of the row of small cabins facing the Rocky Mountains. “I’ve got the biggest one. Two bedrooms—you’ll have space to yourself.”

      His words came out a little more clipped than usual, his body tight as he parked his classic car in an old wooden shed on the far side of the cabin. His truck sat outside the makeshift garage.

      They both got out and met at the trunk.

      Zach took a deep breath before turning to face her. “I’ll let you in and you can get settled. I promised Finn I’d take care of a few chores tonight. I’ll be back in about an hour.”

      She glanced at the small cottage beside them, a cozy glow shining out the window. The temptation to run away for at least a short time was strong, but something told her it wasn’t the right move. With where her head was at, she’d do nothing but fidget and worry the entire time he was gone.

      Julia shook her head. “I’ll drop my things, but let me come and help you.”

      He hesitated. “This whole situation we need to talk through—I don’t think that should be done while we’re wandering around the barns.”

      “I agree. But honestly, I wouldn’t mind a bit of labour while I’m thinking. It’s how I figure stuff out.”

      His big shoulders lifted in a lazy shrug. “Okay. I’ll get your help mucking out a few stalls.” He took her bag again. “As long as you remember which end of the shovel is the working bit.”

      The soft snicker that escaped her felt good. “Trust me. I’ve got that part down pat.”

      They crossed to the cabin. She slipped into his bathroom to change out of her good jeans. It was too short a pit stop to do much more than admire the concrete vanity and the pinewood trim on the mirror and cabinetry. She caught a brief glimpse of blue and brown tiles, but the rest she’d take a closer look at when they returned.

      She tucked her bag beside the corduroy-covered couch in the living room and met Zach at the door.

      He had also changed into work clothes. He examined her before giving a brief nod. “You’ll be happy to know we have rubber boots you can borrow.”

      “Any good dude ranch has extra rubber boots,” she said cheerfully.

      He strode toward the main barn. “Not sure this is a good dude ranch quite yet,” he admitted. “We’ll get there, but right now it’s a bit of a reach.”

      Zach got her situated with footwear and a shovel, pointed to the three stalls he wanted her to take care of, then left her alone.

      He stepped farther into the barn and got to work, so she followed his example and got down to it.

      The physical labour of lifting pellets into the wheelbarrow calmed her racing thoughts.

      It had always been like that. The repetitive motion helped her step away from her brain fluttering on repeat. By the time she went through the final motions, her leg and back muscles ached in different places than from the earlier dancing.

      Plus, she’d figured out some possible bartering chips to toss toward the upcoming conversation.

      Zach paced past, nodding his approval. “Good job. And thanks—you saved me a bunch of time.”

      Julia shrugged. “Caused a bunch of trouble already, so it’s the least I could do.”

      He tilted his chin toward his cabin. “Grab a shower. I’ll finish up and join you in about half an hour.”

      This time as she let herself into his place, Julia allowed herself the luxury of taking a long, slow look around.

      For some reason, Zachary had moved into what would eventually be a family bungalow. It wasn’t decked out yet like it would be down the road. She knew that from talking to Karen about the level of clientele they hoped to attract to Red Boot ranch.

      This looked more bachelor chic. A comfortable couch sat opposite a sturdy coffee table, the surface well-scuffed from where countless feet had rested. A couple of scorch marks marred the wooden surface, one large enough to proclaim a pizza pan had gone straight from the oven to the tabletop.

      She hurried into the bathroom, this time able to appreciate the high-quality tile around her. The rain shower fixture overhead delivered a heck of a lot more water pressure than she’d had in her admittedly disgusting apartment.

      Between the chores, the shower, and the bit of time to breathe, Julia had come up with a plan.

      It would still be awkward, but she felt a whole lot more in control as she met Zach in his living room, settling in the easy chair to the side of the couch.

      Settling might’ve been the wrong word—she perched at the front, hands folded in her lap to keep from fidgeting.

      Zach had returned to being the poster child for relaxation. He leaned back on the couch and propped his woolen-sock-covered feet up on the coffee table.

      His gaze drifted over her, examining her before nodding decisively. “Okay. It’s problem-solving time. You need a temporary boyfriend to stop some nasty rumours. I get that, and I can agree, because wiggling lips don’t stop once things get rolling.” He lifted his chin and looked her straight in the eye. “But first you need to come clean. Why the hell did you come here? To Heart Falls, and to this job? Because it sounds as if there was something between you and Brad in the past. While I don’t believe for one second that you’re fooling around with him now, I don’t want to get blindsided in the future.”

      Thank goodness she was dealing with an intelligent man. “We didn’t have that kind of a relationship.”

      “Great. What kind of a relationship did you have?”

      So much for keeping the truth a secret. “He rescued me.”

      Zach’s casual relaxation vanished. He rocked forward on the couch, blinking hard. “Excuse me?”

      It was Julia’s turn to raise a brow and relax a little. “He saved my life. If I feel anything for Brad, it’s a bit of hero worship, because without him, I’d be dead.”
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      Julia’s unexpected confession simultaneously relieved a few fears while driving Zach’s protective instincts back into high gear.

      “You’re going to need to explain that a little more.” Zach sat upright, giving her his full attention. He made sure he kept his voice gentle, though, because the last thing she needed while talking about bullshit would be for him to go ape shit on her.

      Julia took a moment as if getting her thoughts together before meeting his gaze full on. “The short story is while I was at the training center for EMTs, one of my classmates mistook me being friendly as encouragement far beyond what it really was. I don’t want to go into the details, but he kidnapped me. He was very gentle about it. I thought he was just kidding around until I was tied up and trapped with no way to escape.”

      The curse that slipped from Zach’s lips made her lips twitch.

      “Yeah. Pretty much what went through my head when I realized Dwayne hadn’t been kidding about the keeping part of keeping me safe. Brad was one of the trainers at the school, and we’d developed a good relationship—very much a big brother thing as he mentored me through my first semesters of extended schooling. Brad noticed right away when I went missing.”

      Zach was going to buy the man a bottle of anything he wanted. “How long were you missing?”

      “Five days. It would’ve been longer, or forever, if Brad hadn’t figured it out. But it comes down to this. Brad nearly lost his job for doing what he needed to find me, mostly on a hunch. There’s no way I could repay that by allowing him and Hanna to be hurt.”

      Zach rested his elbows on his knees even as he nodded. “I’m fully on board. We’ll make sure everybody knows you’re taken. It shouldn’t take long to knock the knees out from under this rumour.”

      She deflated slightly, the worry in her eyes slipping to relief. “Thank you.”

      His own concern rose. Talk about complications.

      He wanted to be with this woman and give dating a try. What he’d wanted to say was he’d take care of her going forward, but a take-over, take-charge approach was out of the question. No way did he want to cause the slightest hint of a reminder of her past trauma.

      Yet his gut rarely steered him wrong, and his first impulse was to tell her a partial truth.

      To hell with it. He leaned back again, getting comfortable. “Couple more things to talk about.”

      Julia nodded. “I’ll tell my sisters, and Finn and Josiah, but I think that’s as far as we can share that us dating is not real. I mean, I trust Tamara as well, but as soon as I tell her, Caleb will know. He’s got so much close family underfoot—it’s kind of hard to know where the story will stop.”

      “What if we don’t tell anyone it’s not real?”

      She snapped upright at his comment. “You said your friends would be upset. And that my sisters would break out the ball busters.”

      “That’s if we were just fooling around.” He let his gaze drift over her, appreciating the firm muscles and soft curves. “I have zero problem actually going out with you.”

      The little frown between her brows was back. “Stop kidding around.”

      “Oh, honey, this isn’t my kidding around face.” He offered a wink. “You’re a beautiful woman with a great sense of humour and a very giving heart. You intrigue me.”

      She looked as if she was struggling for words. Then she shook her head. “Remember the bit where I’m leaving at the end of October?”

      “You said your internship was done at the end of October. Doesn’t mean that you’ll be leaving. Lots more jobs available in the Heart Falls area. But that’s not something to worry about at the moment.” He checked her over again, gaze lingering on her cheeks that had flushed red at his bold appraisal. “Julia Blushing, would you go out with me? Breakfast tomorrow morning?”

      Her head shook from side to side.

      “Is that a no, you’d prefer lunch or dinner? You know, we both like to dance. I’d love to take you back to Rough Cut.”

      “Will you be serious?” Julia had her hands in her lap, tangling her fingers together over and over.

      Zach took a step back, figuratively. He lowered his tone and spoke softer. “I’m not trying to trap you into anything, but I’m telling you the honest to God truth. I like you. I would very much like to get to know you better. If you don’t think I’m a terrible bet, this would solve things on all sorts of levels. My friends won’t think anything of us dating, and your sisters won’t freak out as long as we’re upfront and honest from the beginning.”

      “Finn saw us,” she confessed. “When we were getting ready to leave the pub. I think he saw us kiss, and he definitely saw us slip out the door.”

      Which was something that could play in his favour. Still, Zach took the cautious route. “And if you absolutely want this to be nothing but pretend, then we will deal with the four of them. But I’d be honoured if you’d consider dating me for real.”

      Her expression grew bemused. “I don’t think I’d be a very good girlfriend,” she cautioned.

      “Maybe you need some practice,” he offered dryly. “We’ll grade on a curve.”

      Her gaze snapped to his, a whole lot of what-the-hell attitude back in that moment, and something inside him clicked.

      This was the real Julia. This was the intriguing woman he’d seen glimpses of off and on. He wanted to get to know her better, wanted to spend time with her.

      And while it sounded as if she had some pretty major events in her background, he was a patient man. He’d be able to help if she needed him to. Otherwise, having a good time together would not be a hardship.

      Julia rubbed her eyes as a huge yawn escaped. “I’m sorry. I can’t think about this anymore tonight.”

      “Sleep on it. We’ll talk more in the morning when I take you to breakfast.”

      Her glare could’ve cut diamonds. He winked in approval.

      They stood at the same time.

      He gestured toward the back of the cottage. “You take the bed. I’ve got an air mattress somewhere I’ll toss in the second room.”

      “I don’t mind sleeping on the floor.”

      He turned her by the shoulders and pushed her toward his room. “You’re too tired to argue with me. Save it. We can have a really good, knock-down verbal spat about who sleeps where. Tomorrow.”

      She held on to the door for a moment, staring back with eyes that were exhausted and slightly haunted, but a smile twisted her lips. A real smile instead of the awkward fake one that had shown up before. “Zach?”

      “Yeah?” He deliberately walked past her, heading into the chaos of the room he’d used to toss his shit.

      “Good night.” A gentle whisper that slipped over his skin like a caress.

      He found a spot to place the air mattress, stretching out in the middle of a mishmash of boxes and other possessions. Her voice continued to drift through his ears as he fell asleep.

      He was awakened by strange sounds coming from his bedroom. Zach rose, caution tossed aside as he cracked open the bedroom door.

      In the middle of his king-size bed, Julia’s head flipped back and forth on the pillow, the sheets tangled around her.

      A moan of fear slipped from her lips, and her hands scrambled at the covers. That’s when he noticed that the quilt was pinned under her body, trapping her in place.

      Poor girl. “Julia. Wake up, sweetheart. You’re having a bad dream.”

      She continued to move frantically. He spoke again, sliding closer to the bed. Her eyes were squeezed shut as her fingers plucked at the material pinning her in place.

      Hell if he wanted to scare her more, but the sounds escaping her lips were breaking his heart.

      Zach spoke louder. “Julia. Wake up. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      When she kept rocking in place, Zach took a chance. He laid a hand on her shoulder then quickly removed it. “Julia.”

      The third time he made contact, her eyes popped open, gaze snapping to meet his. The fear on her face was stark, and something went brittle inside him.

      She opened her mouth. He expected to be screamed at, but what escaped was his name.

      “Zach?” A hushed whisper. Barely there and very much a plea.

      “You’re all tangled up. Okay if I give you a hand?”

      Her chin quivered as she nodded. He rearranged the blankets until she had full range of motion once again. “There you go. That should be better.”

      Before he could pull back from the bed, her fingers wrapped around his wrist. Her big eyes locked on him, and she looked uncommonly like a deer caught in bright headlights. “Thank you.”

      He cautiously settled a hip on the edge of the bed, smoothing the sheet over the quilt. She settled back, and he stroked her hair from her face.

      The entire time, she watched him.

      She didn’t say anything. Just stared with that pleading expression. As if she wanted something but couldn’t say the words.

      No way in hell would he make too broad an assumption right now. Not after what she’d shared earlier.

      So he sat where he was, gently stroking his fingers through her hair.

      Her eyes closed to half-mast before popping open, as if desperately fighting sleep.

      He couldn’t help it. She was so timid at that moment, like one of his little sister’s rabbits. Really wanting to believe it was safe, yet uncertain of moving closer.

      Zach made a judgment call and went with it. If he was wrong, they could get their heads straightened out later. “Go to sleep,” he told her. “I’ll stay and keep you safe.”

      For second a flash of fearlessness crossed her expression. “I can take care of myself,” she insisted.

      He kept his smile in place. “Of course you can. But tonight, I’ll help.”
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      From the dryness of her mouth and the ache at the back of her skull, Julia knew she’d had a nightmare.

      The fact she wasn’t curled up in a ball on the floor or stuck in a corner of the room freezing to death with her arms tangled around her thighs made her less certain, though.

      Part of the night came back to her. The bit that involved a pair of blue eyes, steady and kind, watching as sleep returned. Zach’s voice as a thread of calm that had slipped into her ears and tangled around her nervous system, soothing away her tension from the inside.

      She sat up and glanced around, almost certain she would find him stretched out beside her on the king-size bed. When she discovered she was alone, it was with equal parts of sadness and contentment.

      She didn’t need the complication of a real boyfriend. She definitely had appreciated his warm presence by her side last night.

      Knowing it was impossible to balance the two parts of that equation, or decide which was more important, Julia threw back the blankets and got out of bed.

      A quick glance at her watch said it was well past eight. She was used to working all sorts of shifts, and throwing herself out of a solid sleep into work mode was already second nature. But working in emergency services meant she also knew how to thoroughly enjoy her sleep when she could, such as going without a morning alarm and waking once her body was rested.

      She walked into the kitchen, the scent of coffee pulling her to the side counter even as she had to ruefully admit she was a very good sleeper most of the time.

      Damn nightmares.

      She squared her shoulders and poured herself a cup, sniffing the liquid before taking a sip.

      It wasn’t fresh fresh, but it also wasn’t tar. After working at the fire hall around people who didn’t know two things about what a good brew was supposed to taste like, Julia was very happy to discover Zach’s coffee was drinkable.

      There was no sign of him. At least not until she opened the fridge to discover a note taped to the side of the milk carton.

      
        
        If you’re starving, help yourself. But if you can wait, I’ve got that breakfast date to take you on. Give me a call or come find me in the barn.

        —Zach, your boyfriend

      

      

      That final word sent a shiver over her skin, but this time she didn’t think it was concern so much as simple shock.

      She stood in front of the picture window and stared at the mountains as she drank her coffee. She systematically went through every step of what had happened the previous day, analyzing where she could’ve done something different.

      But by the time she reached the bottom of her cup, the only thing she’d change was to not have a nightmare, and it wasn’t as if she had any control over that. Talking about her kidnapping usually triggered a bad night or two.

      For the rest of it, she would give Zach all the points in the world for being a gentleman and extremely understanding.

      She still wasn’t going to date him for real.

      Oh, she was tempted. During that first kiss at Rough Cut, there’d been a very real physical draw, albeit unexpected.

      Yet all the reasons she had for keeping to herself were still valid. Top it off with the fact he was her sister’s fiancé’s best friend. Coming back and seeing him every time she visited? It would be much simpler to pretend. In six weeks she’d be gone, and this whole mess could be put behind her.

      With that decided, she pulled on her boots and made her way to the barn. A man stood in the distance currying a horse, his broad shoulders moving easily as he worked the brush over the horse’s withers.

      Only when Julia stepped close enough to realize it was Finn and not Zach, it was too late to change direction.

      Finn stopped what he was doing, a slow smile barely disturbing his lips. “Julia.”

      She hadn’t spent that much time around the man, and to be honest, she found him a little too solemn. Every time she’d been with Karen and Finn, Zach had been along as well, and it had been his lighthearted humour she’d been drawn to.

      Still, she knew Finn was rock-solid when it came to taking care of her sister Karen. Plus, he and Zach had been friends forever. There had to be something to him that made everyone trust him that hard.

      Julia tangled her hands behind her back and waited, figuring he’d say something about spotting them the day before. Then something out of place struck her, and the question blurted free. “What’s wrong?”

      He raised a brow.

      “You guys were supposed to be gone this weekend. Karen and Lisa told me at Rough Cut that they’d see me on Monday morning, but you’re still here.”

      “Small change of plans.” Shockingly, his always modest smile broadened until it was a full-out grin. “Karen and I are getting married.”

      She knew that. Maybe the man was drunk and not quite in his right mind. “Right. You’re engaged.”

      His soft snort echoed in the small space, and one of the horse’s ears flicked in surprise. Finn soothed the animal before turning toward Julia again. “Last night we got to talking and realized neither of us wants any kind of big shindig. Then Josiah got some tickets to a show in Vegas from his brother for Sunday night. One thing led to another, and we’ve decided we’re heading out this afternoon.”

      Holy cow. “You’re getting married in Vegas?”

      He dipped his chin.

      All of the tension that had been weighing her down vanished in an instant. As distractions went, this was tip-top. She clapped her hands in excitement. “That is very cool. Congrats.”

      “I’m glad you think so. You can save the well-wishes until we make it official. Go pack a bag, because you’re coming with us.”

      Oh my God. “Really? I mean, why would I come?”

      That brow of his shot up again.

      “Julia.” This time his tone was full of disappointment, as if scolding her for doubting her place in the family.

      Okay, she was a sister to Karen, but it still seemed kind of sudden. Wasn’t going to hurt to roll with the situation, though.

      She offered her own grin. “I’m happy to come and support you. Thanks for the invite.”

      “Karen said you had the weekend off already. If you can get an extra day, we’ll all fly back on Monday. If you can’t, we’ll put you on a plane Sunday afternoon so you can make your Monday shift.”

      Julia nodded. “I’ll give Brad a shout. One of the guys owes me a favour, so I bet I can flip my first shift to later in the week. I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”

      “Sounds good.” He paused, suddenly very serious. “So. You and Zach?”

      Oops. “I kind of hoped you’d already talked to Zach.”

      “Haven’t seen him yet. Left a message so he knows when we leave.”

      Right. Because Zach would be at the wedding as well. A teeny knot of concern slipped in before she shoved it aside.

      The man had been a knight in shining armor last night. They were going to make this thing work between them. Besides, the last thing she wanted was to get Finn all riled up and concerned before heading to his own wedding.

      She faced the music. “Zach and I are just good friends. Last night we had a situation to deal with. Gossips were saying some nasty things, so he and I decided to pretend date for a bit. That’s all.”

      Finn’s lips didn’t budge, but the lines at the corners of his eyes tightened. “He’s a good man, Julia. The best. Whatever you’ve got going on is your business, but you need to know you can trust him. He’d never do anything to hurt you.”

      “I know that,” she assured him. “It’s part of what makes him so perfect for this. I’ll let Karen know, and Lisa, but other than that, we’re keeping this quiet, okay?”
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