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CHAPTER

One

JILLIAN

What is it with master bathrooms that makes people hem and haw? I glance down at my watch and offer the couple from Ontario a wide smile as they browse through the multimillion-dollar home near the Whitetail Mountain ski resort. In real estate, it’s always the master bathroom that people get hung up on. You’d think it would be the kitchen, and sometimes it is, but invariably, they want to take a second or even third look at the master suite.

“This home is beautiful,” Mrs. Langton says with a smile. “I love it. What do you think, sweetheart?”

Her husband smiles and nuzzles his wife’s ear, making my stomach turn. “You know I’ll buy you any house you want, my love.”

She laughs and takes another look around the great room as we descend the staircase, our footfalls echoing through the empty space.

“Out of all of the homes we’ve seen, this is my favorite. The view is fantastic. And we’re just down the road from the resort.”

I glance out the wide picture windows that overlook Whitetail Lake, and wince. The snow is coming down harder than it was this morning, so getting off this mountain in my little Honda sedan isn’t going to be easy.

“Does that mean you’ve finally decided?” Mr. Langton asks his wife.

“I think so.” She claps her hands and bounces on the balls of her feet. “We’d like to make an offer on this house, Jillian.”

“Fantastic,” I reply and shake their hands. “I’ll get the paperwork ready this evening and we can meet at my office tomorrow.”

“The weather sure has decided to get nasty,” Mrs. Langton comments as we make our way outside and I lock the door to the mansion behind us.

“They’re calling for a storm,” I reply. “We had a mild fall, but it looks like winter is going to be a doozy.” I glance longingly at the sturdy 4×4 the Langtons are about to climb into.

I really need to replace my car.

“I’ll be in touch tomorrow.” I wave them off as they pull out of the circular driveway and up the mountain toward the cabin they’ve been renting at the resort while they house-hunt.

And now I get to make my way down this mountain in my two-wheel-drive Honda with no studded snow tires.

Fantastic.

I wasn’t exaggerating when I told the Langtons that we’d had a mild fall. Until about two weeks ago, we hadn’t had any snow that stuck around for more than a day or two—unusual for early December.

I’ll bet it’s seventy and sunny in LA right now.

I sigh and resign myself to struggling down the narrow road to the bottom of the mountain.

I adore my hometown, Cunningham Falls. I grew up here, along with my parents and their parents before them. It’s a town that welcomes the hordes of tourists that flock in during both the ski and summer seasons to explore the wilds of Montana. But, despite the many newcomers each season, the “locals” pretty much all know each other, whether we like it or not.

And there have been many times over the years that I’d rather they not.

I bite my lip and turn left out of the driveway, taking it slow, mindful to pump my brakes rather than ride them. The snow is coming down so hard, it’s like a thick blanket draped all around my car, making it hard to see the road before me, or the steep drop-off to my right.

If not for the dark trees, I’d be screwed.

I inch my way carefully down the hill, around two switchbacks, and breathe a huge sigh of relief when I safely come out at the bottom and see the stoplight through the large snowflakes, marking the main road.

As I come to a stop at the light, I hear screeching tires and the unmistakable sound of rubber sliding on ice just before a Mercedes SUV comes to a stop against my rear fender.

Perfect.

I open my door and step out, as does the driver of the Mercedes, and we survey the damage.

“Well, it could be a lot worse,” I mutter.

“I’m sorry,” the tall stranger says, kneeling by the wreckage. “I guess I took that corner too fast.”

“I guess so,” I agree with a nod. “You barely touched me, though.”

“Looks like you have a bit of a dent there,” he replies and stands, then grins down at me. “Jillian Sullivan. You haven’t changed a bit in all these years.”

I feel my eyes widen and I cover my mouth with mittened hands, then laugh and throw my arms around the tall, broad man who just slammed into my car.

“Max Hull!”

He hugs me tight and then pulls away, offering me a wide grin. His blond hair is short and styled conservatively. His green eyes are happy, if somewhat guarded, and he seems to be distracted.

God, the Hull brothers are hot.

“Are you visiting Brad and Jenna?” Brad Hull is a cop here in Cunningham Falls, and their sister, Jenna, runs a beautiful bed-and-breakfast called the Hideaway on Whitetail Mountain. I grew up with all three of the Hull siblings.

“I am.” He nods, frowns, and then adds, “Thinking about moving home.”

“Really? Is this good news?” I ask and then laugh, looking up into the snow that continues to fall around us. “Now that I think about it, maybe we should catch up when we aren’t standing in a blizzard.”

“Good plan.” He grins and kisses my cold cheek chastely, and I pray with all my heart that I feel a tingle of awareness, but there is nothing.

Damn.

“Let’s exchange numbers so I can at least have your car fixed.” Max pulls his phone out of his jeans and begins typing away on the screen. I rattle off my number, then grin when I see a text come through from him and save his number to my contacts.

“My brother can probably just knock the dent out with a hammer, Max, but thanks. I’m more worried about your expensive Mercedes.”

“Doesn’t look like I got a scratch. We got lucky.” He winks and backs toward his car. “How is Ty?”

“Good. He’s engaged to Lauren Cunningham, you know.”

“I had no idea. Speaking of brothers and dating, I heard you and Brad went out a couple months ago.”

“Yeah, once. We decided we’re better at being friends.” Because I’m a dating failure and I have too much damn baggage.

“Sounds like there’s lots of news to catch up on.”

“Be careful, they haven’t sanded that road yet. I’ll see you later!” We wave and I climb back into my car, soaked through from the quarter-size snowflakes. I shake my head and send snow spraying through my car, put it in drive, and make my way home.

I slide several times while turning corners, and curse myself for not replacing my tires before the snowy season.

Truth be told, I should just get a new car. A bigger one, with all-wheel drive. Especially since I show homes all over this valley, which means I drive through snow, mud, and the elements every day. It hasn’t been a matter of not being able to afford a new vehicle, it’s been a lack of time. Between the move home, starting the new job, and my soon-to-be sister-in-law’s horrible attack at the hands of her ex-husband, there just hasn’t been time to car-shop.

As I approach the little house that I rent from my best friend, Cara, I see that the snowplow, thankfully, has been down my street already, but then I see that they blocked in my driveway.

I hit my fist on the steering wheel and curse a blue streak as I pull my car to a stop at the side of the road, jerk my ballet flats off my feet and toss them in the passenger seat, then reach into the backseat for my boots.

I have to shovel the goddamn driveway.

I trudge through the knee-high snowbank that is currently blocking my driveway and grab my snow shovel, gazing over at Ty’s old house, which now sits empty with a For Sale sign perched near the curb. I miss having my brother close by.

I dig in, tossing clumps of snow into my front yard, and when I’ve finished, I climb back into my still-running car.

It takes me three tries to get it into the driveway.

I definitely need a new car.

Finally, I stomp up to my front door, wet, sweaty from shoveling, and bone-tired. Pushing inside, I frown at the cold air that greets me. Did I turn the thermostat down that far?

I immediately cross to the thermostat and crank the heat, then rush into the bedroom and quickly replace my wet clothes with warm sweatpants, a T-shirt, and a heavy gray sweatshirt over that.

I wrap my favorite quilt around my shoulders and grab my laptop and settle on the couch, ready to type up the paperwork for the Langtons.

The Langtons, who can’t keep their hands off each other.

I smirk and rub my cold nose on my sleeve, then sniffle. Damn, it’s really cold in here.

Maybe I need something to help keep me warm, like a dog. Or a cat. Or a man.

Not a man!

“Why am I in Montana in the middle of winter in a cold-as-hell house?” I ask the room at large and stomp across the room to check the thermostat again.

Fifty-eight degrees.

No wonder I’m freezing my nipples off.

Maybe the pilot light thingy on the furnace blew out? I have no idea what to do. I dial Ty’s number with numb fingers and curse when I get his voice mail. He’s probably keeping warm with Lo.

Well, that leaves Cara.

“Hello?” she answers on the second ring.

“Hey, I think there’s something wrong with the furnace. It’s fifty-eight degrees in here, and I’ve cranked the heat and nothing is happening.”

“It’s way too cold outside for you to be sitting in a house with a broken furnace.”

“You think?” I roll my eyes and burrow under my blanket again. “I can’t reach Ty. I know the roads are horrible right now, but I’m just not sure who to call after five p.m. around here. Everyone has gone home for the day.”

“I’m sure Josh can fix it,” she replies, and I hear Josh laugh in the background.

“It’s a long drive into town in the snow, Cara.”

“Josh can handle the snow,” she replies confidently. “He’ll be there in about a half hour. Are you okay until then?”

“Yeah, I’m bundled up. If need be, I can shovel my driveway again and I’ll be nice and sweaty in no time.”

“Well, that sounds . . . gross,” she replies with a giggle. “No sweating. Just stay warm.”

“I’ll try. Tell Josh thanks.”

I hang up and fix myself some hot cocoa while I wait. Josh will fix the furnace, and everything will be back to normal in no time.

Just as I’m settling back into the cushions of the couch, surrounded by all of my throw pillows and blankets, there is a knock on the door.

Thank God, I thought I was going to suffocate under all that fabric.

With my trusty quilt held around me, I jog to the door and fling it open.

“I’m so happy to see you!”

The man on the other side of the door offers me a slow grin, allows his chocolate-brown eyes to roam from the top of my messy hair to the soles of my wool-covered feet, and then steps inside out of the snow and takes his army-green beanie off his head, uncovering rumpled brown hair. He stomps the snow off his boots and sets a tool chest on my floor.

My brain has locked up. I was ready for Josh.

I wasn’t prepared for his twin brother, Zack, or the damn tingle of awareness that zings through me at just the sight of him. The man is a good twelve inches taller than my five foot two and he’s just . . . big.

And the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

“Hey, Jilly.”



CHAPTER

Two

ZACK

“Hello?” Cara answers her phone and giggles while my brother, Josh, nibbles at her neck. Seth and I are on the couch, controllers aimed at the TV mounted above the fireplace in Josh’s living room. Seth’s black Lab, Thor, is curled up by the fire, snoring. I hear Cara say, “It’s way too cold outside for you to be sitting in a house with a broken furnace.”

“Is that Jilly?” Josh asks softly. Cara nods, and now I’m completely focused on the conversation happening over the phone rather than on the virtual cars that Seth and I are racing. I crash and burn.

“I win!” Seth exclaims.

“I’m sure Josh can fix it,” Cara says, and Josh laughs.

Fuck that. If Jill’s furnace is broken, I’ll go to town to fix it. It’s too cold and stormy outside for her to be alone in that house with no heat.

Cara wraps up the conversation, assuring Jill that Josh can drive competently in the snow and that he’ll be there soon.

“I’ll go,” I announce when she hangs up. Cara and Josh both look at me in surprise.

“But Dad, we’re racing,” Seth protests.

“You can race with Uncle Josh,” I reply and stand to grab my coat and boots.

“I can go in with you,” Josh offers, but I shake my head no.

“We shouldn’t both be gone in this weather.” I shrug into my coat, step into my boots, and pull my beanie over my head. “I won’t be long. Is it okay if Seth and Thor stay here until I get back?”

“Of course,” Cara says and smiles at Seth.

“I’ll kick Uncle Josh’s butt at this game,” Seth proclaims. I wave at them and jog through the heavy snow to my truck.

It’s snowed at least another six inches since Seth and I came over for dinner a few hours ago. It’ll be a busy morning on the ranch, plowing the snow and checking the livestock.

The road to town has recently been plowed. My four-wheel drive handles the weather with ease, and I’m soon pulling up to Jill’s small house.

Now that her brother, Ty, has moved in with Lauren, the thought of Jill living here alone makes me uneasy, and for good reason.

Not that I have a damn say in the matter.

Her amazing blue eyes would flash in indignation at me and she’d have no problem reminding me that she’s a grown-ass woman who can take care of herself. She’s adorable when she’s pissed.

I park behind her small Honda, taking note of the way it’s parked diagonally in the driveway, and trek through the snow to her front door.

Her walkway needs to be cleared, so instead of knocking, I grab her shovel and quickly clear her sidewalk, along with a path to her car door.

At the rate this snow is falling, it’ll need to be done again when I leave.

I brush as much of the snow off my shoulders as I can and knock on her door.

“I’m so happy to see you!” she exclaims as she flings the door open. She’s bundled up in a worn, brightly colored quilt, her long chestnut hair pulled up into some sort of knot on her head, and those killer eyes of hers widen when she sees it’s me and not Josh.

I smile slowly as I take her in: those small, strong hands clenching the quilt, her slender form hidden beneath about six inches of fabric from neck to feet.

Yet she’s the prettiest thing God’s ever put on this earth.

I step inside and pull my beanie off, set my tools by my feet, and resist the urge to pull her against me and kiss her senseless.

“Hey, Jilly.”

“Zack. I thought Josh was coming.” She shuts the door behind me and doesn’t meet my eyes as she walks to the back of the house, which is where I assume the furnace is.

“I had him stay with Cara and Seth,” I reply, and leave it at that. “How long has it been this cold in here?” I can see my breath, for God’s sake.

“I don’t know. It was like this when I got home. It was warm when I left, though, so it must’ve happened sometime during the day.”

She gestures toward a natural-gas furnace in the utility room off the kitchen. I brush past her, gritting my teeth at the zing of awareness that comes from just the brief touch of my arm on her shoulder.

I can think of better ways to warm Jillian up than fixing her furnace.

I’d rather haul her into that bedroom, pull her under the blankets, cover her tiny body with mine, and sink inside her. Hear those whimpers and moans she makes when she’s turned on, and hear my name screamed from her mouth when I make her see stars.

Jesus, King, get a grip.

Maybe I should have let Josh come in to town.

I wipe my hand over my mouth and squat next to the furnace.

“What’s wrong with it?” Jill asks from behind me, hovering over my shoulder.

“I just opened the thing up, Jill.”

“Oh.”

She bounces from one foot to the other and braces her hand on my shoulder to lean over and watch what I’m doing.

“Must you hover over me like that?”

“I want to see,” she replies stubbornly.

“You’re blocking my light,” I grumble. If she keeps touching me, I won’t be responsible for my actions.

She suddenly shoves a flashlight in my face.

“Here.”

“Point it down here,” I direct her and resign myself to sporting a hard-on while Jill “helps” me fix the furnace.

“Is the pilot light out?” she asks.

“Yeah, but I’m not sure why.” I’m not a mechanic—hell, neither is Josh—but I’m pretty handy. I tinker around but can’t find anything obviously wrong; nor can I get the pilot light lit, no matter what I try. “Damn,” I mutter.

“What?”

“I think your thermocouple needs to be replaced.”

“Oh.” She pats her hips where pockets would be and looks around. “I don’t have a thermonuclear thingamabob on me right now.”

“You have no idea what I’m talking about,” I say with a laugh.

“You would be right.”

“It means that it can’t be fixed tonight.”

Her shoulders sag in defeat, and I have to fight the desire to pull her into my arms and reassure her that it’s all going to be okay.

“Go ahead and pack a bag,” I murmur.

“Where am I going?” she asks with a frown.

“Jill, it’s about fifty degrees in here. You can’t stay here all night.”

“I’m sure I can borrow an electric heater from someone,” she replies.

“You’ll be safer in a hotel. Just pack a bag and I’ll follow you over there.”

She shakes her head and looks like she’s on the verge of tears, sending panic through me.

“I don’t think my car will make it to the hotel,” she replies softly.

“Why not?”

“I never had studded tires put on it.” She shrugs with frustration. “I didn’t have time, and then this storm hit. It took me almost an hour to make my way off the mountain this afternoon, then Max hit me at the bottom, and I slid most of my way home from there.”

My heart stills at the mention of someone running into her. “Who hit you?”

“Max Hull is in town, and he took the corner too fast and clipped my back fender. It’s a tiny dent. Ty can pull it out.”

“I don’t give a fuck about your car, Jilly. Are you okay?” Without thinking, I wrap my arms around her and hug her tight, her arms trapped between us. I can feel her trembling, and whether it’s from the cold or being in my arms, I’m not sure. I press my lips to her head and breathe in her fresh lilac scent. I rub my hands up and down the quilt covering her back, trying to soothe her.

“I’m fine. He barely hit me.” She pulls away all too soon, and I’m left feeling . . . empty.

“We’ve been telling you for the last two months to replace those tires,” I remind her.

“Yeah, well, now you can say ‘I told you so.’ ” She rolls her eyes and marches away from me, grabbing her phone from off the couch.

“Who are you calling?”

“I’m going to see if I can borrow an electric heater.”

“Just pack the bag, Jill. I’ll take you to the ranch.”

“You don’t need to do that.”

“Leaving you here in this house with no heat in this storm is not an option, Jillian. I’m taking you to the ranch. Grab your shit and let’s go.” I shove my hands into my pockets and glower at her, daring her to argue.

“Why are you so bossy? Just because you bossed people around in the army doesn’t mean you can boss everyone else.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and sigh deeply. “Jesus, you are the most infuriating, obstinate woman I’ve ever met.”

“I doubt that’s true.” She sniffs and tugs the quilt more tightly around her.

“Please,” I begin again, as patiently as I can, “pack some clothes and let me take you to the ranch. Everyone would feel better if we know you’re safe.”

She bites her lip and finally nods. “Okay.”

“Thank you,” I say in exasperation and take my tools out to the truck. Sure enough, I can’t even see the paths I shoveled earlier.

When I stomp back into the house, Jill has a duffel bag set by the door and is shoving her computer into a briefcase. She’s wearing sweats and a big, warm hoodie. She’s got her black-rimmed glasses on now. “I’m almost ready.”

“That was quick.”

“I won’t need much.” When she’s gathered all her papers and pulled on her coat, she turns and looks expectantly at me, and all the breath leaves my body.

God, she’s gorgeous.

She bites that pouty, pink lower lip, her blue eyes wide as she peers at me through her glasses. She looks vulnerable and small, and I want to scoop her up and protect her from everything.

“Are we just going to stand here and stare at each other all night? We’ll die from hypothermia.”

“Funny.” I take her bags and follow her out to my crew-cab Ford, stow her things in the backseat, and start the engine.

“Could you have bought a taller truck?” she asks as she pulls herself up into the cab. “I need a stepladder to get into this thing.”

“I don’t drive many short people around,” I reply with a smile.

“Seth is short.”

“Seth hops in without a problem.”

“I’m not a twelve-year-old boy,” she reminds me and rubs her hands together briskly to warm them up.

“No, you’re definitely not that, Jilly.”

“Damn, it’s really coming down,” she murmurs in awe. She’s right—the snow is falling faster than crews can clear it from the streets. As we drive on the highway heading out of town toward the ranch, the snow is coming down so hard and thick, my headlights bounce off the white flakes, almost blinding us.

“Oh no! Someone’s in the ditch!” Jill points to a small SUV with its hazard lights blinking, the front end in the ditch and the back tires spinning worthlessly in the snow. I slowly pull over to the shoulder, put the truck in park, and take Jill’s hand in mine, demanding her attention.

“Stay in this truck, Jill. I’m gonna pull them out.”

“I can help.”

“If I need you, I’ll let you know, but for now just stay here.”

I don’t need to worry about her out in this mess. She nods and I hop out of the truck and make my way down the brush- and snow-covered ditch to the driver’s side of the SUV. A woman is inside, frantically talking on her phone. A baby is crying in the backseat.

I knock on the window, startling her.

“I’m Zack King,” I yell through the glass. “I have a truck and chains. Just stay here, put it in neutral, and I’m going to pull you out!”

She sighs in relief and smiles as she cracks her window.

“Thank you so much!”

Pulling my gloves out of my coat pocket, I nod and climb up to the truck, then yank my tow chains out of the bed. Once I have the chains attached to both my truck and her SUV, I climb into the cab.

“What’s happening?” Jill asks.

“I’m pulling her out,” I reply, looking both ways on the highway for oncoming headlights. There are none.

As quickly as I can, I pull out onto the road, put the truck into the lowest gear possible, and pull the small SUV out of the ditch and onto the road. As soon as I see she’s out, I throw the truck in park and get out to unhook the chains and wave at the woman as she drives slowly and carefully away.

After throwing the chains back in the bed of the truck, we’re on our way to the ranch.

“You’re soaked,” Jill murmurs.

“I’ll dry.”

She turns up the heat and takes my right hand in hers, pulling my glove off and warming my fingers. “You’re freezing.”

I glance over in surprise as she continues to warm my hand, confused as all hell at the riot of emotions racing through me. One minute she’s stubborn and impossible and the next she’s soft and sweet.

“I’d do the other one, but it’s kind of busy right now,” she says with a grin.

“Yeah, not a good idea to drive with no hands,” I agree and chuckle. She keeps my hand in hers, resting in her lap, until finally, I gently pull it away. “Thanks. That’s better. That could have been you, you know.”

“I know.” She sighs deeply. “I need to replace my car. I drive a lot for my job, so I probably need an SUV with all-wheel drive.”

“Sooner, rather than later.”

She just nods and continues to watch the snow in the headlights. “So, are you still living with your mom and dad?”

I glance over at her, expecting to see a teasing smile on her lips, but she’s just watching me with wide, quiet eyes.

“Well, you know how it is. I could do my own laundry, but Mom makes it so extra soft and it smells good.”

“Don’t be an ass.” She laughs and smacks my biceps.

“Actually, Mom and Dad moved into the new cabin last week.”

“Oh! It’s done already?” she asks.

I nod. Mom and Dad decided this past summer that with me home and running the ranch with Josh, it was time for them to retire. But they would never leave the ranch, so Josh and I had a small single-story home built for them on the property.

“Does your mom like her new place?” Jill asks.

“Yeah. No more stairs to climb every day, less house to clean, and Dad made sure her kitchen is badass, so she’s been baking and cooking like crazy.”

“Good for them.” Jill grins. “Your parents have worked hard all their lives. I’m glad they’re going to take it easy.”

“Well, we’ll see how long it lasts. Dad loves ranching too much to retire completely.”

“How is Seth?” she asks as I pull into our driveway.

“He’s doing so much better,” I reply. “His grades are awesome, and he’s got friends. I wish I’d moved him here years ago.”

The guilt sets in as I think of what my son went through before coming home to Montana.

Jill lays her hand on my arm and squeezes gently. “I’m glad he’s doing so much better. He’s a great kid.”

I grin and nod. “Thanks.”

Pulling up to Josh and Cara’s place, I park and turn to face Jill, who is frowning and biting her lip again. She looks almost . . . disappointed.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

She shakes her head and offers me a smile. “Nothing. Thank you for rescuing me.”

“You don’t need to be rescued, Jill,” I reply and return her smile. “I’m just glad you know how to ask for help when you need it.”

I step out of my truck and retrieve her bags from the backseat, then trudge through the snow to Josh’s front door, which is now open as Cara has rushed out to hug Jill. Thor runs out of the house, lifts his leg on a snowbank, and then dashes right back in.

Smart dog.

“Dad! I creamed Uncle Josh in Need for Speed!”

“That’s my boy,” I reply and ruffle his hair when he runs over to me.

“He cheats.” Josh glares at Seth, who laughs hysterically.

“Do not. You suck.”

“I bet I can beat you,” Jill announces and Seth stills, watches her with narrowed eyes, and then shoves his controller at her.

“You can try, but I’ll beat your girl butt.”

“We should go, Seth.”

“Just one game? Please?” Seth asks, bouncing on his toes.

“Please?” Jill joins him, both of them about the same height, looking up at me with hopeful eyes, and I can’t help but burst out laughing.

“Go ahead.”

“Yes!” Jill cries and races Seth to the couch, where they settle in to race.

“Couldn’t fix the furnace?” Josh asks.

“We’re gonna have to send someone over there tomorrow,” I tell him and watch the dark-haired woman with my son.

“Thanks for going in to help,” Cara says and hugs me around my waist.

“Anytime,” I reply.

Jill is laughing and when Seth beats her in their race, she smiles widely at him and offers her fist for him to bump, which he accepts happily.

What the fuck am I going to do about her?



CHAPTER

Three

JILLIAN

“All right, Seth, it’s time to head home. You have school tomorrow.”

“Dumb school,” Seth grumbles under his breath next to me. “Maybe we’ll get a snow day.”

“Doubtful,” Cara replies with a frown. “This isn’t Texas. We’re used to snow around here.”

“Dumb school,” Seth grumbles again, making me laugh.

“Thanks for playing with me.” I nudge him with my shoulder. “This was the best part of my day.”

“It was?”

“Yeah, I had a crappy day. So thanks.”

He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but smiles and pets Thor before standing, putting the game away, covering his dark hair with his hat, and stuffing his feet into boots.

“Thanks again, Zack,” I murmur and offer the tall, sexy man a grin. He just nods and shoos his son and their dog out to the truck, leaving me with Josh and Cara.

“Want to watch a movie?” Cara asks.

“I can go find something to do, give you some girl time,” Josh offers, but I shake my head no.

“Honestly, I’ve had one of the worst days I’ve had in a long while, guys. I’d like to just go take a long, hot shower and go to bed.”

“Okay, follow me.” Cara leads me down the hall to a bedroom with a soft queen-size bed, and towels and washcloths stacked neatly at its foot. “The linens are clean. The bathroom is just across the hall. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks, friend.” I hug her close. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

I gather my toiletries and towels, turn on the water in the shower as hot as it goes, and take my clothes off.

This has been one long day. I can’t seem to get warm, despite sitting in front of the fire with Seth, playing the game. I step under the water and flinch as it bites my cold flesh, then sigh in relief when it begins to warm me up. I go through the motions of washing my hair and shaving, and then just stand in the blissfully hot water until the temperature starts to fall.

It’s stupid to be disappointed that he brought me here rather than taking me home with him. Of course he would bring me to Cara’s. Why in the world would he take me to his house?

We’re just friends.

He has a twelve-year-old son, for the love of Moses.

Yet, for just a few moments, the thought of staying with him for the night was a tempting fantasy.

When I’m dry and dressed in clean yoga pants and an old University of Montana T-shirt, I comb out my long dark hair and blow it dry, and as I watch my fingers comb through the strands, I can’t help but remember that night months ago when Zack was inside me, surrounding me with his big, hard body. I was coming down from the best orgasm of my life as he pushed his fingers through my hair, whispering about how soft and beautiful it is. My legs go weak and my stomach tightens as I switch the dryer off and brace myself on the sink, staring at my own reflection.

“He has baggage,” I tell myself. “And you do too. Jesus, between the two of you, you could fill the cargo hold of a 747. It doesn’t matter that he’s hot as fuck and makes you crazy. It’ll never work.”

I lean in and give myself the stink-eye. “And he doesn’t want you anyway. Get over it.”

I climb into the soft bed in Cara’s spare bedroom and curl into a ball as exhaustion takes over and pulls me into sleep.
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Someone is trying to bulldoze the house down.

I wake with a start as I push my hair out of my face and gaze about the still-dark room in confusion. Then I remember the cold house, Zack coming to help, and him bringing me here. I lie down and listen. Loud voices and a gurgling engine are coming from out front.

What in the hell are they doing out there?

I check the clock and wince when I see it’s not quite six yet. After yanking the covers aside, I stand and walk out into the hallway, almost running smack into Cara.

“What are they doing?” I ask and rub my eyes.

“Plowing,” she mutters, evil and bloodshed coming from her narrowed hazel eyes.

“Are you going to beat Josh up?” I ask hopefully.

“Oh, it’s all three of them,” she replies.

“What?”

“Put your eyes in and follow me.” I hurry into the bathroom to put my contacts in and join Cara back in the hall. She leads me to the front door, we shove our feet into boots and throw scarves around our necks, and step out into the cold.

The snow stopped falling at some point during the night, but not before dropping at least two feet of fluffy white powder.

And right now, at the butt crack of dawn, Josh and Zack are plowing the driveway with a big green John Deere tractor. They’re bundled up in Carhartt jackets and boots, gloves, and hats. Thor is running about, jumping in the snow, chasing sticks that Seth throws for him while he helps direct his uncle and father.

“Hey!” I call out. They don’t hear me. “How do you deal with this?” I ask Cara.

“They’re not typically this loud in the morning.” Cara props her hands on her hips and glares at her fiancé. “I usually just wake up alone.”

We continue to glare at the boys until I decide that the best way to get their attention is to demand it. With a shot to the head.

I pack snow into a nice, hard ball, and throw it, hitting Josh in the shoulder.

“Good shot!” Cara announces and joins me, scooping balls of snow and throwing them at the guys.

Seth gets into the spirit, throwing snowballs back at us while Thor barks encouragement.

“They’ve declared war, Dad!” Seth exclaims when Zack cuts the engine to the tractor and watches us.

“No, you did!” I yell and throw another snowball, hitting Zack square in the chest. He looks down at the snow on his coat and then narrows his eyes at me. “You woke us up!”

“How is Cara supposed to drive to work if we don’t plow?” Josh asks with a laugh and hops off the tractor.

“You didn’t have to plow this early,” she replies and throws another snowball. We duck and weave, avoiding the snow being hurled at us by Seth.

“This is a big ranch,” Zack says as he also jumps off the tractor and slowly advances toward us, ignoring the snow being flung at him. “We had to start early so we could get the other chores done too.”

“You woke us up,” I reply haughtily, but can’t smother the giggle that comes out when I hit Zack in the right shoulder, sending snow spraying up onto his face. He wipes his eyes on his sleeve and then slowly kneels to scoop up a ball of snow. “Oh shit.”

“We’re dead,” Cara agrees and giggles when Josh runs after her, tackling her before she can run into the house, tickling her and rubbing snow in her hair.

Zack stalks me slowly, his brown eyes pinned to mine, the dimple in his cheek winking at me as he tries to hold the laughter in.

“You don’t scare me,” I lie. I will not show fear. I clench my lips to keep from screaming as he advances. “I’m going inside.”

“Oh no, you’re not.” He catches me and shoves snow down my shirt.

“Oh my God!” I scream and run away from him. I grab snow and throw it haphazardly over my shoulder, missing him by at least six feet, and he laughs loudly.

“Is that all you got?” he taunts me.

“You’re a bully!” I laugh and try to get away, but suddenly Seth and Thor are there too, tossing snow and laughing, and I can’t take it anymore. I fall into the snow, on my back, heaving and laughing and wet. My eyes are closed for a moment, but when I open them, two brown-haired heads are staring down at me as Thor licks my cheek. “Uncle.”

“We won, Dad!” Seth and Zack high-five each other and Zack holds out a hand to help me out of the snow, but I shake my head.

“I’m comfortable.”

“Aren’t you freezing?” he asks with a frown.

“Yeah, but it’s not bad. I worked up a sweat kicking your ass.”

“I’m not the one on the ground, sugar.”

I giggle again and when he offers me his hand, I take it and pull him down onto the snow beside me.

“You were saying?”

He chuckles and looks over at me, flat on his back. “I never would have pegged you for someone to get dirty in the snow.”

“I’m not dirty,” I reply. “I’m wet.”

I laugh at the implication and see his brown eyes spark with awareness.

“You know what I mean,” I whisper.

“Yuck,” Seth grumbles. “Uncle Josh is kissing Aunt Cara again.”

We glance over to see that Josh has rolled them so he’s under Cara, taking the brunt of the cold, and they’re kissing like high school kids.

“Get a room!” I yell.

They laugh, then come over to help us out of the powder.

“That’ll teach you,” I say and toss my wet hair over my shoulder.

Cara mimics me and follows, stomping to the front door. As we step inside, I can hear the guys laughing. Cara shuts the door and we dissolve into giggles, high-five each other, and strip out of our boots and sopping-wet scarves.

Suddenly the door opens and Zack pokes his head in.

“Jilly, I’m taking you car-shopping today. I’ll come get you at noon, after I wrap some things up.”

“I have to work today.”

“You can work here,” Cara offers with a grin. “You brought your computer.”

I look back and forth between them and then sigh in defeat.

“Fine.”

Zack winks and shuts the door as Josh fires the beast back up.

“I’ll get the coffee brewing,” Cara offers. “We won’t be going back to sleep now.”
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“You don’t have to go with me,” I insist as Zack and I drive back into town. “You’ve done enough. Josh called the guy to come fix the furnace and will meet him at my place in about an hour. I can take my old car to the dealer and trade it in.”

“I don’t mind,” he replies without glancing at me.

“If you’re worried that I’ll be taken advantage of because I’m a single woman buying a car—”

“That’s only part of it,” he interrupts and parks his truck on the street in front of my house. The snowplow blocked my car in again this morning. “You’re not driving that again.” He points to my little Honda and I bristle.

“It’s perfectly safe.”

“Not during a Montana winter, it isn’t. I’ll drive you in it and we’ll trade it in.”

“You’re very bossy,” I accuse him.

“Your point?” He cocks a brow and stares at me, and I can’t help but laugh and shake my head.

“Fine. Thanks. I have to shovel the driveway first. The car will never get through that mess.”

“Just take your stuff inside, Jill. I’ll shovel.”

“You’ve been shoveling since very early this morning.”

“It won’t kill me.”

He pushes out of the truck and I watch him walk around the hood to open my door for me.

The man moves effortlessly. The feel of his muscles and smooth skin under my hands will be forever branded on my brain.

I know what he looks like under those clothes, and it’s enough to make my heart skip several beats.

“Coming?” he asks.

Yes, please.

I just nod and hop out of the tall truck. He follows me inside with my bags, then leaves with my shovel to get to work on the driveway, but I refuse to be left out. I find another shovel and dig in, helping him. He scowls at me, but I shake my head.

“My driveway, my responsibility, Zack.”

“You’re the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met.”

I smile widely and we continue to shovel in silence, working until it’s all clear and my car will have a fighting chance of making it out of the driveway.

“Okay, let’s go.”

I pass him the keys when he holds his hand out, unwilling to fight the issue, and settle into the passenger seat as he maneuvers us out of my drive and onto the street.

“Jesus, you drove this yesterday?”

“I drive this every day.”

He swears under his breath and carefully drives the fifteen miles or so to the next town over.
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