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The Sequel to Roses & Rawhide

A Colorado Dreamin’ Book (#3)

She’s the maid of honor. He’s the best man. Both are keeping secrets from the other.

The long-requested sequel to Maddie James’ first published novel, Roses & Rawhide, is now available!

Readers wanted to know...

What happened to Jillie and Mack’s relationship at the end of Roses & Rawhide?

Why did Jillie go back to Kentucky?

Will they get back together?

What’s their story?

While Kim Martin and Thad Winchester find their happily-ever-after in Roses & Rawhide, their best friends, Jillie Abernathy and Mack Montgomery, end their sleeping-bag-sharing relationship during the rugged, two-week pack trip into the Colorado San Juan mountains.

But when Kim and Thad host their wedding at Thad’s Colorado ranch a few months later, Mack and Jillie must come face-to-face with reality—and with each other. She’s the maid of honor. He’s the best man. Both are harboring secrets—secrets that could break a potential future relationship if they both avoid telling the truth.

Can they reveal those secrets to each other? And if so, can they get past the withheld truths to plan a future together?
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Chapter One


[image: ]




August

“I don’t understand.”

Behind her, Jillie Abernathy heard the early morning rustling of the trail camp. Horses nickered. Utensils banged against pots and pans in the makeshift kitchen. The low voices of wranglers peppered the early morning as they prepared for their last day of the pack trip, punctuated by the muffled sounds of tents collapsing and guests chattering while helping pack the mules. Wind whistling through a stand of nearby Colorado mountain pines provided a steady backdrop to the conversation she’d been having with cowboy Mack Montgomery.

This had been her life for the past two weeks. Now it was over.

All of it. Over.

She looked hard at the tall, lean wrangler standing in front of her. He’d been a dream come true—had fulfilled her every cowboy fantasy, and more. She had him for two weeks, and had fallen hopelessly, and unexpectedly, in love. Since Mack hadn’t responded, she repeated her words. “Mack, I don’t understand.”

It was a statement, but it was really a question. The question mark trailed off in her brain, even though she tried to sound firm and matter of fact.

Inside, she was dying.

This isn’t happening.

Mack searched her face. She watched his gaze flick back and forth unsteadily over her features and land on her eyes, shift to her mouth, and then back to her eyes again as if he really didn’t want to stare—yet couldn’t drag his gaze away.

“I know you don’t, Jillie. But let’s face it—these past two weeks were great. Real great. Lots of fun. Now it’s time to move on. You have to get back to Kentucky and I have to get back to work.”

Lots of fun. Shit.

She tilted her chin. “I know that.”

“So, you do understand.”

In disbelief, she shook her head. “Not really. I don’t understand at all, Mack.” What does he think I am? Some silly schoolgirl planning to ride off into the sunset on those big pack horses behind us and live happily-ever-after in the mountains?

Well, that thought had crossed her mind. Hadn’t it?

“I guess you are going to have to explain it to me,” she said. If he thought she was going to make it easy for him, he could think again.

He glared. “You get that we can’t have a relationship, right? The distance and all, and well....”

“There are these things called phones, Mack. And email. And texting. Even damn snail mail letters, if you prefer. And guess what? Airplanes. And cars. There are ways to do a long-distance relationship.”

“Neither of us have the time or energy for that, Jillie. We’re busy people.”

“If we make it a priority, we can do it.”

The staring again. “Of course. If one wanted to go that route.”

Jillie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “So, the bottom line is you don’t want to go that route.”

He nodded. “That’s right. I don’t.”

“What are you really saying, Mack?”

“I’m saying it ends here. I’m not the kind to get attached, Jillie. I don’t want to be joined at the hip with any woman.”

She laughed. “Just say it. You’re not the marrying kind.”

He bristled.

She paused. Hell, she’d said the M word. Then she added for good measure. “Mack, I’m not trying to snag you into marrying me.” Way too soon for that.

His face turned stoic. Obviously, he didn’t think that was funny. “No. I’m not the marrying kind. I enjoy being unencumbered.”

“Big word for a cowboy.” The words were out of her mouth before she knew it.

He put up a hand. “Don’t, Jillie.”

“You’re just the screwing kind then?”

He narrowed his gaze. “It wasn’t like that and you know it.”

“Then how was it? It sure meant more to me than a casual vacation fling.”

“But that’s just what it was, Jillie. And it ends now.”

“And when did you decide this? Before or after we had wild monkey sex earlier this morning? Or did you know this all along?” Suddenly, she was nauseous. Hell, the last thing she wanted to do right now was puke.

“Don’t go there either, Jillie.”

Queasiness hit her stomach like a cannonball. Crap. “Then this is it.”

He glared hard, then looked at his boots. Shuffled his feet. Glanced to his right. Then finally, back to her face. “Yes. This is it.”

Every bit of air pushed out of her lungs. Now she was light-headed. “Like, goodbye? We’ll never see each other again? Have a great life?”

He nodded. “If you want to put it that way, yes.”

She didn’t want to put it that way.

“Why?” The word squeaked out smaller and weaker than she would have liked. She felt like yelling. Wanted to yell at him. All sorts of words flew around inside her head. Words like liar, and bastard, and lying bastard sonofabitch. But only one paltry word fell from her lips. “Why?”

“I told you why. It’s for the best. For you. For me. Look, just head back home to Kentucky and your students, and I’ll bet you’ll find someone new to be with before football season starts.”

Jillie scowled. Her life back in Kentucky had nothing to do with this. She could feel her face screwing up into a ball, and imagined the result wasn’t pretty. “I don’t want someone else and I don’t even like football.”

“Just a metaphor. Or whatever,” he said.

“More big words from the cowboy. I’m impressed. I thought I was the English teacher.” That was another low blow, and she knew it.

He ignored her. “We had a great time, though, didn’t we?”

A great time. She fought the sting of tears. “Peachy.”

Jillie crossed her arms, stepped back, and looked over the cowboy she’d spent every night cuddled up with in his sleeping bag. Riding beside him over the mountains. Working alongside him when they made camp. And yeah, the sleeping bag part....

“Just what I was after,” she muttered. What a fool I have been. Then she said louder, “I thought we had something special. Different.”

He shifted again and peered off behind her shoulder.

She added, “You told me you loved me.”

He closed his eyes briefly. Mack stepped back a few steps and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Jillie, look. You’re a great woman. It’s easy to get caught up in things here in the mountains, away from home. I know you have this thing for cowboys, but you know how it is—you’ll go back home, reminisce about how you got your fantasy lover, and I’ll be old news before the week is out. You’ll be on to some other guy.”

His words wounded her to the pit of her gut. Fantasy lover? “What in the world do you think I am? I’m appalled you would think such a thing of me!” Her stomach hurt, and she rubbed her abdomen.

He shifted. “Face it, Jillie. I was on your bucket list, right? It happens all the time with girls from back east. They want to fuck a cowboy so they can go back and brag to their girlfriends.”

“Oh my God!” She bristled and squared her shoulders, then rushed toward him to stab a forefinger into his chest. “I did not! I never thought such a thing about you!”

Laughing and standing firm, he countered, “Oh sure. I heard you and Kim talking. Cowboy lust, right? You were telling her you had it. You were aching to have a cowboy. Well, you had one. Now it is over. Besides, you live in Kentucky. I live in Colorado....”

“This is ridiculous.”

He shrugged. “You know I was using you too, right? Move on, Jillie.”

He was using me? “You are an ass.”

“Yes, I am.”

“You weren’t like this a week ago. Hell, or yesterday. You were a gentleman. You said and did the right things. You were happy to be with me—you even told me you loved me—and now you are telling me you think all I wanted was a cowboy conquest, and that you were using me to get off? What the hell, Mack? Where are your cowboy code scruples?”

He didn’t immediately respond—just stood there, stoic, unmoving. “Like you said, I’m an ass.”

She whirled and took a few steps away, then turned back to glare at him. “Yes, you are. And you are still avoiding my question. Twice now.”

“I didn’t hear a question.”

She cocked her head and crossed her arms. “True. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. You told me you loved me. So, here is the question—was that was a lie?”

He retreated a step.

“Look. It’s the last day of the trip,” he said. “I’ll be busy and won’t be able to talk to you when we get back to the ranch, so....”

“So, this is goodbye.” And you don’t love me. Jillie jerked her chin up again. How many times am I going to make him freaking say it?

His lips thinned out and finally, his eyes stopped shifting. He looked straight at her. “Yes. Goodbye, Jillie. Safe travels home.” He turned and began walking toward his horse.

“Go screw yourself.”

Mack pulled up short, paused, and then walked on. Jillie watched him move farther away, a lump in her throat the size of Durango. Why was this happening?

He didn’t look back. And she promised herself she wouldn’t, either.
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Chapter Two
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December

Mack Montgomery slowed his truck and rounded a bend as he descended the mountain, his gaze fixed on the clouds to the west. There was a storm brewing, that was for certain, and he wondered if he was ready for it. If he accomplished anything today, he needed to stock up on groceries and get batteries, making sure he also had enough wood handy near the house in case he needed to hole up for a few days.

Seemed like the past couple of years he largely operated in survival mode. He was ready for things to be different.

He’d been away from Last Valley Ranch, his Colorado home, for a few weeks, so provisions at the house were low. He knew that Bill Fischer, his ranch manager, had everything under control at the bunkhouse and with the livestock, though. Good man, Bill. Mack never had to worry about the ranch while he was away. This imminent winter storm, however, might be something to worry about. The weather forecast was uncertain, and he didn’t like the looks of those darker clouds heading into the valley.

Experience told him he needed to be prepared to ride out the storm without full electrical power. Last Valley was a bit off the beaten path—which was, of course, the way he liked it—but that meant he had to be ready to isolate from civilization for periods of time in the winter.

He didn’t mind if he was prepared.

He made a mental note to check the generator as soon as he got home. On second thought, he pulled his cell phone off the dash and tapped Bill’s number.

He answered on the second ring. “Yeah, boss.”

“How’s the gas supply at the ranch? Do I need to pick up a few gallons?”

“Naw,” Bill said. “We had the tanks filled a few days ago. We’re good.”

“Great. Figured as much since you are always on top of things, but thought I’d check. How’s the generator looking? Have we tested it out lately?”

“Now that’s a thought,” said Bill. “I don’t think we’ve cranked it up since last winter. I’ll get someone on that today if I can. At least by morning.”

“Great. And thanks.” He navigated a curve, thinking. “Seems uncertain when this storm will hit. Anything else you think I should pick up if the weather escalates? How’s the wood supply?”

“We’re good here, boss. The boys stacked some firewood on your back porch yesterday, so you have some within easy reach. We stocked the bunkhouse with food and water and there is plenty of feed on hand. Just get what you need personally for the main house and we should be good to go. You be safe heading back home now. You hear?”

“Roger that, Bill. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Mack, wait.”

“Yeah?”

“Have you been in touch with Kim? The woman is on pins and needles.” Kim was the fiancée of his best friend, Thad Winchester. Their wedding was coming up in about ten days, which was one reason Mack was back in Colorado.

“No, why?”

“She called twice yesterday wanting to know when you were getting home.”

“Did she say what she wanted?”

“Only that Thad was out of town and she needed a favor.”

Mack frowned. Great. He should have checked in with her before he left that morning, He knew Thad and a couple of his wranglers were down in New Mexico looking at a bull. “All right. I’d already planned to drop by there before heading home, but I’ll call her before I leave town.”

He hung up and was once again grateful that Bill Fischer had stumbled into his life a couple of years ago. Bill’s ranch management skills had saved him on more than one occasion. He was simply happy to have a warm place to live and work to do.

So, once he got home, he’d be set for a few weeks. That was a good thing.

He wasn’t concerned for himself. Cody was coming to visit soon for Thad and Kim’s wedding and would stay through Christmas. Mack needed to make sure he had everything he needed for the kid. It had been several weeks since he’d seen him, so he was looking forward to their time together. Given the storm, and all the upcoming festivities, now was the best time to get his tasks done.

He was glad he’d gotten an early start.

The truck downshifted and rounded the second turn of the switchback. In his head, Mack ticked off a list of supplies he needed and the stores he wanted to shop. He calculated the best route—where to shop first, then second, and so on—to make the best use of his time. He was eager to get his errands accomplished in a timely manner and get back to the ranch before those clouds rolled into the valley.

He’d check the weather on his phone once he reached Durango.

Flying in the night before from San Antonio, he’d hitched a ride to his place from the airport with one of his ranch hands, who had gone into town to see his girlfriend. He was fortunate to have good men who worked for him. The flight had been delayed and it was late when he’d arrived home, and he was grateful the wrangler had waited. By the time they had gotten to the ranch, he wanted nothing more than to fall into bed and sleep. The past few months had taken their toll, and he was ready for a brain break. He would work from Last Valley during the month of December, but the fact that he would be away from his corporate offices and nestled into his haven in the San Juan Mountains, helped ease his daily work stress.

Now, he was simply ready to get on with the day.

His cell phone pinged, indicating a message. A call had likely come in while he was out of service. There were plenty of dead pockets in the mountains. He punched a few buttons and listened: Mack, it’s Kim. Call me, please? Thank you!

Shit. What was so urgent? He hit the call button for Kim’s number.

“Hey, Kim. Got your message. What’s up?”

“I’m so glad you are home, Mack.”

“Thanks. Is everything okay there?”

“Oh, sure. Yes. Just hectic.” She paused, and he heard her speak to someone else off the phone, saying something about sausage. Then she was back. “Sorry. I’m trying to fix breakfast for my parents and stuff just keeps happening.”

“One of those days?”

“Yes.”

“How can I help?” He might as well put that out there. He knew she was going to ask for something, anyway. Besides, he didn’t mind.

“Well, I wondered if you could do something for me,” she said.

“Sure. I’m on my way into Durango now. What can I pick up for you?”

Another pause. “It might be a bit out of your way, so if it is a major inconvenience, please let me know.”

“Will do.”

Pause number three, and Mack’s caution radar went up.

“Can you run by the airport? Around nine?”

Shit. “Airport?”

“Yes. To pick someone up.”

Mack gritted his jaw and attempted to pipe down the gnawing sensation of apprehension creeping into his gut. He knew that only one more person was coming in for the wedding by plane. Kim’s parents had arrived last week. Retired, they wanted to spend a few weeks in the mountains with their daughter and future son-in-law before the wedding—and of course, Kim’s mom was there to help with details. Seeing that the wedding was small, and that Kim’s best friend, Jillie, was the only other out-of-town guest expected, he swallowed the harsh words he wanted to say.

He glanced at the clock on his dashboard. If the pickup was at nine, that left him only an hour to get his errands done—but that wasn’t his biggest concern.

“Jillie is coming in today.” Not a question. He was damn certain that was the case.

“Well, yes.”

He cleared his throat. “And you want me to pick her up.”

Kim’s voice softened and her sweet Kentucky dialect floated into the phone. “Well, that is, if you don’t mind, Mack. I have a to-do list a mile long. And Mama and Daddy want to drive down to the Four Corners area—Lord knows I don’t even have time for that today, but when?—and Thad is in New Mexico, you know, or I wouldn’t bother you. I mean, it’s been months since you’ve seen her, Mack. Surely you two can get past whatever happened last summer and be civil toward one another?”

His head spun. Adults? Yes, they were adults. He and Jillie had done some very adult things last summer. Just then, he didn’t want to think about those adult things, or Jillie, for that matter, he just wanted—

“Mack?”

He shook his head. “Of course. I’ll be an adult and pick her up. I promise not to rile her or pick a fight with her on the way home, either.”

Kim laughed. “I’m more worried about her picking at you.”

You and me both.

“But nevertheless,” she continued, “I’m sure you two can find some common ground while she is here and then you each can go your merry way.”

Easier said than done.

He listened to a few more words from her, pitched a half-hearted plea to get out of this thing, then fell silent. Kim listened on the other end until he stopped talking. “Just humor me, Mack. Okay?”

He forced out a breath. “Sorry, Kim. You know how this stings. I hope you also know I’ll do what you ask and won’t cause you and Thad any trouble.”

“I’m not worried about trouble, Mack. I only want you two to get along. I can’t thank you enough.”

“Not a problem, Kim.”

And he meant that. At least he thought he did.

****
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Jillie sucked in a thin breath and blinked several times as she headed down the center aisle of the small aircraft sitting on the tarmac at the Durango-La Plata County Airport. I can’t believe I’m doing this. Then again, yes, she could. There was only one reason she’d break her promise to herself, and that reason had a name—Kim Martin.

And when Kim made a request, Jillie would comply. Even under protest.

Kim was her very best friend in the world. She was the only girl in her third-grade class who would sit with her at lunch when Jillie had moved to Kentucky from Louisiana. How could she say no to her best friend’s wedding?

She couldn’t.

She was doing this. With each step, the knot in her stomach tightened and she willed back nausea. Both of which—the knot and the queasy feeling—surprised her.

She was long over Mack Montgomery. She was. Truly. It was just that every time she thought of him, she got a weird wistful pang in the pit of her gut that wouldn’t go away—like the pang one gets when missing something, or someone...perhaps when things feel left unfinished.

He’d been right, though—it was a summer romance. A fling. One that ended with her vacation, and not nicely, but ended all the same. Quick and clean—but without the closure Jillie had needed. She still didn’t know why Mack had acted the way he had that day. And she’d not heard from him since, of course, but hadn’t expected to....

That didn’t mean she’d not thought of him. She had.

A lot, truthfully. Especially lately. Coming back here was stirring up all sorts of memories and emotions.

Not that thinking about him would do her any good. It wouldn’t. He’d made it quite clear there was no future for the two of them. And over the past months since summer, she’d convinced herself that Mack was right. It was a fling. A diversion. A bit of fun. What was it Kim called it? Oh yeah, cowboy lust.

Pure and simple. Mack had thought he was her cowboy conquest.

How wrong he had been.

A cold blast of Colorado air laced with the sting of icy snow hit her in the face as she turned toward the open door to deplane. She lowered her head.

“Watch your step,” the flight attendant said. “The stairs could be slick.”

Jillie nodded, frosty bits cutting into her face. She looked down at the steep steps and swung her carry-on bag over her shoulder a little more securely. Her head low against the wind, she grasped both handrails and made her way down the portable stairs.

Damn small plane.

Damn winter storm.

Damn airport in the middle of freaking nowhere.

She was glad for Kim getting married and all, but she wasn’t looking forward to spending a couple of weeks in the mountains on a ranch—the ranch where Mack lived and worked.

Why couldn’t Kim get married in Kentucky?

“Because I love it in Colorado,” she said a few weeks earlier, when she’d come to Lexington to help shop for Jillie’s bridesmaid dress. “It’s where I met Thad, and it’s where we want to get married. And of course, I owe it all to you—meeting Thad, that is—so you must be at the wedding. Besides, it is the only way you’ll visit. Lord knows you won’t come on your own, should you run into Mack.”

Damned straight, Jillie had thought then. And she had no excuse not to come. She had personal time and the upcoming two-week Christmas closure at school. She needed a break from her students—teaching AP English to high school seniors came with its own level of stress—and she was ready to be free of that for a while. Still, this trip to Colorado had its own layer of chaos. She had no intention of running into Mack Montgomery again. Ever. Although she had no clue how she was going to pull that off, seeing that Mack was Thad’s best man, and she was Kim’s maid of honor.

But she could handle this. She was prepared, and she’d be mature about it all. She’d had plenty of time to think this through and realize Mack had been right last summer to cut off their relationship—it never would have worked between them. The distance was an issue. He had his life; she had hers. And that was simply that.

Except for the one small hitch....

And that hitch was one reason—wedding aside—that she was in Colorado. There was a matter she had to clear up with Mack—something she had waited to tell him, and she couldn’t wait any longer.

Another thud of panic landed on her tummy about the same time her feet hit the tarmac and skidded. She flailed a little and grasped the railing again. A man behind her reached out to steady her.

She looked up and back. “Oh, thank you,” she said with appreciation.

He tipped his cowboy hat. “No problem, ma’am. Be careful the rest of the way in. Looks to be a little ice underneath that skiff of snow. Here, let me help you.”

She smiled and nodded as he took her elbow. She thought about how that cowboy-gentleman persona had reeled her right in with Mack last summer. Then, pushing that notion aside, she concentrated on moving toward the backside of the airport. After a moment of enduring the wind and slicing snow, she was glad to pass through the door. The gentleman cowboy nodded. She thanked him, and he was on his way. Threading herself through the small crowd inside, she found baggage claim and waited. Retrieving her luggage, while still wiping the wet stuff from her face, she moved toward the front of the building where Kim would be waiting.

When she glanced up, however, her world spun a little. No, more than a little—a lot. In fact, that queasy, lightheaded sensation was back. And, in opposition to her uncertainty, the dimpled half-smile that greeted her dared to warm the very air around her—them?—and curl toward her heart.

Mack. No.

She could have none of that heart-warming stuff. She cocked her head sideways, feigning indifference.

Mack narrowed his gaze and reached for her carry-on bag. “Hello, Jillie,” he said. “Nice to see you, again. Welcome back.”

She stared—Nice to see you?—and hissed a skinny, icy breath between her teeth. “Welcome back? Like hell, Mack Montgomery. I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here.” She jerked her bag and swung it away from him, then looked him square in the eyes and added, “So let’s get that straight right now.”

Well, that was mature.

She didn’t care. Turning, she stalked off toward the sun-streaked, double-glass doors at the front of the building. The interior of the small airport wasn’t big enough for the two of them. She needed out. Whether he followed, or not, she didn’t care.

She wouldn’t look back. She was getting good at not looking back.

****

[image: ]


That didn’t go well.

Mack’s shoulders deflated as he stared at the scuffed airport floor. Luggage wheels and boot heels pockmarked the well-used traffic area. The clicking heels of Jillie’s boots faded as she hurried away. Even though he had wished otherwise, he knew this next couple of weeks were going to be impossible.

Watching her walk away from him was something he couldn’t do last summer. Oh, he’d sent her away, but he couldn’t watch her walk away. He’d been the one to turn and do the walking. But now, the swish of her long brown hair sent him back in time to when he’d watch her ponytail from behind while she rode in front of him on the trail. The hitch of her hips as she hurried toward the exit taunted him with the remembrance of hot nights in his sleeping back with his hands firmly clasped on those hips and her legs wrapped securely around him.

Watching her walk away now, months later, wasn’t any easier than it would have been back then.

Of course, he had it coming. What did he expect?

Mack looked up from where he stood in the center of the Durango airport, hands resting on his hips. He adjusted his hat and watched Jillie push through the doors and head outside.

“Dammit.” He couldn’t go back to the ranch alone. Kim would have one of those southern hissy fits.

Jogging after her, he felt the blast of wind push in off the parking lot as he went through the door and spotted Jillie off to the right, fumbling with her cell phone at her ear. The chilly breeze whipping through the corridor twisted her hair around her head. She backed up underneath the overhang, but it offered little protection.

Mack ramped up his sprint toward the parking lot, located his truck, backed out, and headed toward the signs that pointed to passenger pickup. Damn woman. She’d freeze to death before giving in, so he was just going to take the upper hand.

Driving a little faster than he intended, he spun around the circle toward where Jillie stood punching at her phone with her forefinger. Luckily—the airport being small and traffic nearly non-existent—his screeching tires on the pavement caught the attention of only a few people, including Jillie—who looked up from her phone and then immediately turned away.

“Stubborn as an old pack mule.”

Mack left the truck idling. He got out and rounded the front, headed her way, and planted himself directly in front of her.

“Jillie. Get in the truck.” He hitched his head toward his Ford.

“That was direct.”

“Only way things seem to work with you.”

Jillie rolled her eyes. “Hello to you too, Mack. And no thank you. Someone is coming for me.”

“The hell they are.” Mack exhaled, grabbed her phone, and shoved it into his back pocket. “I’m the only one coming for you.”

She squealed in protest and clutched at his hand, but it did no good. “I was getting an Uber!”

“Phpht. Good luck with that.” Grasping her elbow with a firm grip, he turned her toward his vehicle. “Get in the truck,” Mack repeated, picking up her bag.

Jillie faltered a little, then planted her feet. “No.”

Mack crowded closer, briefly closed his eyes to gather his wits, and stared into hers.

Dammit. Those brown eyes. He could get lost in them. In fact, the longer he lingered, the more he sank into their abyss. His heart slammed against his chest wall. It was like seeing her again for the first time.

“Give me back my phone.”

“Jillie.” He shook his head and huffed out another breath—the deep exhale was a useless effort to unclench the growing tension in his chest. “Jillie, please. Just get in the truck. I promise it will be painless. I know you hate me, and I know you want nothing to do with me. I get it. But just get in. Kim’s counting on me bringing you to the ranch and frankly, I don’t want to suffer her wrath if I come home empty-handed. She’s got a full plate today or she would have met you herself. As soon as I get you there, my task is done. You won’t see me again until the wedding festivities begin.”

She hitched up her chin. “That a promise?”

“I promise.”

She held his stare for another long moment, a few stray hairs lashing across her eyes. She didn’t brush them away, and he wanted like hell to do it. God, she was so damn pretty.

Finally, she exhaled. “All right,” she said, and then turned toward the truck.

Mack blew out a breath of semi-relief and moved ahead to open the passenger door. He got a quick whiff of perfume, or maybe it was her shampoo, as she passed. He melted a little, remembering how long his sleeping bag held her scent last summer. It damn near drove him crazy.

Hell.

He took her carry-on bag before she got in and tossed it and her other luggage into the back of the extended cab. Jillie slammed the passenger door shut before he could get to it. Mack figured that pretty much summed up their entire situation.
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Chapter Three
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Jillie stared out the window on her side of the truck, watching the tree line and not really seeing it at all, too preoccupied with what was going on inside the cab. She didn’t want to talk to Mack, and especially didn’t want to look at him, but stifling the urge to do both was nearly impossible.

Every minute was a struggle to stay calm and keep her gaze fixed outside her window.

That moment earlier, when they were standing outside the airport staring each other down—well, memories toyed with her head, getting the best of her. His penetrating gaze playing over her face still haunted her.

He looked so good. His black and slightly battered Resistol—the one he had also worn on the pack trip—sat firm and square on his head, in that confident cowboy manner. He stood tall and lean, but thick-chested enough beneath his black western shirt to be sexy as hell. She’d noticed his chest even between the plackets of his heavy jacket. Starched jeans hugged his hips and thighs, cascading over dusty boots like a denim waterfall. He looked better than she remembered, and that was saying something. The only thing missing was his infectious smile—the smile that had captured her heart the first time he’d looked down on her from where he sat in the saddle.

That one glance back in time was all it took. All the old feelings came flying back. They nearly sent her over the edge, even now.

She flashed back to those two weeks of last summer, her days filled with watching as he and Thad led the pack trip deeper into the mountains. She never tired of studying his profile or his backside. Especially his backside. She savored the memory of their nights together, with him looking down into her eyes after they’d made love—the way he caressed her cheek with his knuckles and brushed stray hairs out of her face—both tucked tight into his sleeping bag, his flashlight providing a little low light from the corner.
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