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			The Walker brothers: Kaleb, Zane, Travis, Ethan, Braydon, Sawyer, and Brendon

			You’ve changed my world in so many ways and I am eternally grateful.

			This series has brought me so much happiness, but it has also made me sad, giddy, frustrated, thrilled, angry, delighted, delirious, ecstatic, excited . . . I think you get the point.

			It’s been a quick-moving roller-coaster ride, which is why I’m dedicating this one to the seven fictional men who will forever be a huge part of me.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Seven years ago

			Cheyenne Montgomery was nervous. As much as, if not more than, the last time she’d played in a small backwoods redneck bar, just a couple of months earlier. At eighteen, barely six months out of high school, it wasn’t easy for her to get onto the stage, something she’d learned through a lot of hard work and repeated rejection at an early age. In fact, it was usually downright impossible. But the rather unruly owner of this little hole in the wall had been willing to give her a chance, and here she was.

			“Hey, y’all. My name’s . . . uh . . . Cheyenne. Cheyenne Montgomery. Thanks for . . . um . . . thanks for having me.”

			“Come on, sweetcheeks. Get on with it!” someone hollered from the crowd.

			Nodding, Cheyenne swallowed hard. After making her introduction to the crowd, albeit timidly, Cheyenne launched right into her first song. She’d taken to playing covers of incredible artists like Faith Hill, Miranda Lambert, and even Reba McEntire. Not because people had told her that she sounded like them, but because they were her favorites. The band accompanying her—the only people who’d been half-ass nice to her since she arrived—was brilliant and she was grateful to them for agreeing to back her up tonight. She was doing this for free, which meant they were, too. Well, technically, she guessed they were all doing it for their joint love of music.

			When she finished her first song, Cheyenne glanced out at the scattered faces in front of her, forcing her smile to stay on her lips. Her hands were shaking and she was sure if anyone in the threadbare crowd looked close enough, they’d notice. Not that she had to worry about that. No one seemed to be paying her much attention, which wasn’t all that surprising. At the little dives like this one, she didn’t generally see much interest in what she did. Well, except for one drunk old guy . . .

			“Hey, honey! When you’re done up there, why don’t you come sit on my lap?”

			Cheyenne ignored the man. He’d been yelling obscene suggestions at her since the second she came up onstage. During one of her songs, he’d even been taunting her. It didn’t look as though he intended to stop any time in the near future, either.

			Jumping right into the next song in her set, Cheyenne gave her all, blocking out everyone and everything around her, falling right into the music. The two spotlights, awkwardly aimed at her head, made it nearly impossible to see the faces of the people in the bar, which allowed her more opportunity to get lost in her own little world for a while. So, that was exactly what she did.

			After the fifth song, Cheyenne and the band took a quick break. She wasn’t allowed to go to the bar, so she graciously accepted a bottle of water when the drummer—she wasn’t sure what his name was and she was too nervous to ask—brought it to her. After downing it all, she waited for the band to return.

			Ten minutes had passed and she’d had to endure the intoxicated man—the one she’d dubbed Loud Mouth—who continued to holler at her. Cheyenne noticed that he’d gotten louder as the minutes ticked by, probably due to the alcohol he was consuming. His words didn’t bother her, and he definitely wasn’t trying to be polite, but she was pretty sure he was beginning to irritate those around him.

			“You ready to go, girl?” the drummer asked when he returned.

			“Absolutely,” she lied.

			For a minute, she’d considered running out the back door and hopping into her little piece of shit car and going home. Only, home was an empty apartment that had little to no furniture in it. She was the epitome of a starving artist, just like so many musicians when they first started out. Her tiny apartment consisted of a bed—where she slept—and a ratty, secondhand couch—where she did everything else, including eat. Not that she needed much more than that. She wasn’t home much as it was.

			“What’re you gonna play?” the guitarist—she remembered he’d said his name was Joe—questioned, and Cheyenne turned back to him and smiled.

			With the help of a friend of hers, she’d written a song and hadn’t yet sung it in public, but tonight seemed as good as any to give it a go, so she whispered her intentions to Joe. She’d provided them with a copy of the music when she had arrived, so they were familiar with her request. When he informed the others and they gave her a thumbs-up, Cheyenne swallowed hard.

			Turning back to the crowd, Cheyenne introduced her song. “This is just somethin’ I came up with one night. I hope you like it.”

			Although the lights were still pointed at her, Cheyenne could tell that when she launched into her own song, heads started to turn. She knew it was good, but most importantly, the song was written specifically for her. It reflected the heartbreak that had been her life and she knew there were others who could relate. Three minutes later, Cheyenne brought the song to a close and grinned when a few people even applauded.

			“Good job, little girl. Now come on down here and show me what you’re really good at,” Loud Mouth yelled.

			“That’s enough!”

			The dark, rich tone that rang out caused the entire bar to go silent, all eyes turning to the tall guy approaching Loud Mouth. Cheyenne couldn’t see much of the mystery man’s face, but she could tell he was big. No, maybe gigantic would be a better word. He towered over everyone around him by several inches. Perhaps a foot.

			“What’re you gonna do about it? Huh? Does her pussy belong to you? If not, I suggest you stay out of it,” the drunk guy snarled.

			“If I hear one more disrespectful word out of your nasty mouth, I’m gonna make sure you don’t speak for the rest of the night,” the other man growled.

			“That so? I’d like to see you try.”

			The next thing Cheyenne knew, the room erupted in chaos. The drummer made his way out from behind his drum set and gripped her arm tightly, yanking her back with him. Without arguing, she managed to hide behind the instruments while the brawl went on in front of her. She couldn’t believe this was happening. They’d never let her back in here now.

			She had no idea how long the fight lasted, but the cops eventually arrived to break things up and the bar owner opted to close down early. The damage was extensive, chairs and tables broken, glass bottles shattered and strewn across the floor, alcohol in puddles throughout, glistening in the overhead lights that had been turned on.

			Cheyenne waited for the band to pack up their things before she ventured out with them, not wanting to run into the drunk guy if he happened to still be lurking in the parking lot.

			The band members had gone their separate ways and Cheyenne was beating feet to her car when someone said, “You okay?”

			The voice sounded familiar, and when Cheyenne lifted her gaze from the ground and looked up—way, way up—into the face of the man now standing almost directly in front of her, she realized he was the one who’d been towering over the rest of the crowd, the same one who’d addressed Loud Mouth for saying crude things.

			“I’m all right,” she muttered. Good grief, how freaking tall is he? “Thank you, by the way.”

			“I’m not sure why you’re thankin’ me,” he answered humbly. “You’re leavin’ because of me.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s the way these things go sometimes,” she responded politely, although in all the months she’d been doing this, never had a fight broken out before tonight.

			“Name’s Travis Walker.”

			Cheyenne shook the big guy’s hand when he extended it and watched as hers disappeared almost entirely in his palm. The man was massive. Granted, she was on the small side, topping out at a full 5'1", but still. He made her feel like a child.

			“Nice to meet you, Travis Walker. I’m Cheyenne Montgomery.”

			He nodded, but she didn’t think he was really listening to her. “I’d like you to meet someone. Don’t go anywhere.”

			Cheyenne glanced around, hoping the drunk old guy from inside had been carted off by the police, because now that she was standing alone in the parking lot while Travis ambled over to a group of people loitering near the door, she suddenly didn’t want to be there.

			Luckily for her, Travis returned quickly, another man at his side, this one not nearly as tall or as broad.

			“Cheyenne Montgomery, I’d like you to meet Clayton Crosby.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Cheyenne said, shaking the proffered hand. She wasn’t sure why Travis wanted her to meet this guy, but she tried to appear happy to be introduced. In actuality, she just wanted to get to her car so she could go home.

			The guy laughed, glancing between her and Travis.

			“What’s so funny?” she asked, confused.

			“He didn’t tell you who I was, did he?”

			“No, sir,” she told him quickly.

			“Figures. Travis here ain’t much on talkin’,” Clayton said with a grin that made his rough features soften somewhat. “I’m a record producer.”

			It took her a moment to process what he was telling her and then all of a sudden it sank in. Not wanting to get her hopes up too quickly, Cheyenne didn’t say a word as she ignored the anxious flutter in her belly. Hell, she wasn’t sure she could make her voice work if she had to.

			Clayton laughed again. “We’re probably gonna have to work on gettin’ you to talk a little more.”

			She nodded.

			“Question for you. That song . . . the last one you sang. You write that?”

			“Yes, sir,” she said hurriedly.

			He smiled again and Cheyenne’s chest loosened.

			“Good. Looks like we’ve got more than just a beautiful face and an incredible voice to work with.”

			“Work with?” she asked.

			“You interested in doin’ this gig full-time? Maybe in front of some bigger audiences? Somethin’ with fewer fists bein’ thrown?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good. Then I think we might become good friends.”

			Cheyenne didn’t know exactly what that meant, but she had an idea.

			Glancing over at Travis, she noticed he was watching the two of them as they talked. His expression was blank and she wondered whether that was the way he looked all the time.

			“I’d like that,” Cheyenne finally forced herself to say, turning her attention back to Clayton. “I’d like to be friends.”

			“I think we both have this guy to thank for our new friendship, then,” Clayton said as he clapped Travis on the back. “Guy always has had a knack for bein’ in the right place at the right time.”

			Travis grumbled something that sounded like, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

			Cheyenne wouldn’t argue with Clayton in that regard. Come to think of it, she wouldn’t argue with him period.

			A total stranger had just turned her world completely upside down. And oddly enough, that was after he’d come to her rescue. If this happened to be her big break, she wasn’t sure whether or not she’d ever be able to repay Travis Walker, but Cheyenne vowed right then and there that she’d do her damnedest. If things went the way she hoped, she would truly be indebted to him for the rest of her life.

			And she didn’t mind that one single bit.

		

	
		
			chapter ONE

			May

			“Surprise!”

			“Welcome home!”

			Cheyenne’s hand came to rest over her heart as the damn organ threatened to crack through a rib. A startled laugh escaped her when she noticed the people standing in the living room of the house she now called home—the house that was still in the process of being remodeled and wasn’t in any way ready for this. A freaking party.

			Heavens.

			“Wow. This is . . . Wow.” Cheyenne fought the tears that threatened as she scanned the many faces of the people she’d come to call friends over the last couple of years. Every one of them standing in her in-need-of-a-good-cleaning house staring back at her with huge, proud grins on their faces.

			Yep, they’d gotten her good with this one.

			Kylie was the first to come to Cheyenne’s side, pulling her in for a friendly hug. “Sorry. I tried to get them to hold off until the remodel was finished, but we’re all just so happy you’ve moved in.” Lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper that could be heard by all, she added, “They’re a pushy bunch.”

			Cheyenne laughed. Pushy? That was an understatement when it came to the Walker family.

			“I take it you had a hand in this?” Cheyenne asked, turning to Lorrie, the Walker matriarch. Come to think of it . . . it all made sense now. Cheyenne had been a tad surprised when Lorrie called that morning and asked if she would take her to the mall.

			Yes. Take her. Like the determined older woman wasn’t capable of taking herself to the mall. Lorrie was probably the most active person Cheyenne knew. She was also the kindest, which was why Cheyenne hadn’t been able to tell her no, and off to the mall they’d gone in search of . . . get this . . . a birthday present for Sawyer, who would be turning the big three-five in just a couple of weeks. It would’ve made more sense for Lorrie to take Kennedy, the love of Sawyer’s life, also known as his fiancée, with her to pick out his gift. Sure, Cheyenne knew Sawyer, but not well. They’d talked plenty of times when she was in town, but certainly not in depth. Not enough for Cheyenne to have any clue what to buy him for his birthday.

			After two and a half hours at the mall, she’d learned the guy wasn’t easy to buy for, either.

			Or maybe he was and that had been part of the ruse to get Cheyenne out of the house for a few hours on a Saturday when the only thing she had planned to do was attempt to get her house in some sort of order now that she had officially moved in.

			Lorrie merely smiled, that sweet, innocent look that might fool others. Those who loved the woman—Cheyenne included—knew her better than that.

			“We’re just happy to have you here, honey,” Lorrie said softly, squeezing Cheyenne’s wrist lovingly.

			“Thank you.” Cheyenne refused to cry, so she forced a smile.

			It’d been a long, painful journey for her to get to this point in her life, and to think she was only twenty-five years old. But she wasn’t about to dwell on the pain that had inhabited her world since she was old enough to figure out for herself that life wasn’t always beautiful.

			But today was beautiful.

			It definitely was and these people had come to show her just how much.

			“Now, we know you’re not settled in completely,” Travis—her closest friend—said as he approached, holding a beer with one hand and wrapping his other around his wife’s slim shoulders, “but since you’ve made Coyote Ridge your permanent home, we wanted to welcome you the right way.”

			“Thank you,” Cheyenne told him. She owed so much to Travis Walker, the guy she’d come to see as a protective older brother. Although he would be the first to say that she didn’t owe him a thing. It was true. No matter what the stubborn man claimed.

			In fact, Cheyenne had him to thank for her music career. She could still remember that night so clearly. Who knew how long it would’ve taken her to get as far as she had if not for Travis being in the right place at the right time that night. And she would be forever indebted to him for it, too.

			“So, can we get this party started or what?” Zane, the youngest of the seven brothers, hollered from the other side of the room, holding his beer bottle up in the air. “Welcome, Chey. We’re happy you’re finally here and all that nonsense. But we’re also starvin’. After all, my wife’s eatin’ for two, you know.”

			“Oh, hush,” V said, smacking Zane’s arm softly. “I’m not the one who’s tryin’ to steal the food outta the kitchen.”

			Cheyenne grinned at the youngest, and most mischievous, Walker and his wife. How Vanessa put up with Zane sometimes, Cheyenne would never know. That man was a nuisance. Sweet, yes. A pain in the ass, absolutely. A sweet, good-hearted, pain in the ass. That was Zane Walker.

			Over the last couple of years, the Walkers had made Cheyenne feel at home in their little town—coincidentally, a town her own grandparents had once resided in. In fact, Lorrie had known them, but that wasn’t surprising, since Lorrie and Curtis seemed to know everyone in Coyote Ridge, Texas.

			It had been a fluke that Cheyenne had ended up there, but after Travis had invited her to celebrate Mother’s Day with their sweet, meddling mother a couple of years ago, Cheyenne had found herself coming back time and again, loving it more and more with every single visit. During her visits with her grandmother, Cheyenne found herself talking more and more about the little town, anxious to bring her grandmother back there. Until here she was . . . the proud owner of an old Victorian that was being renovated by none other than Travis’s wife, Kylie, a woman Cheyenne had befriended easily.

			Taking a deep breath, Cheyenne smiled. Feeling grateful and blessed, she stared back at all of the faces looking to her for direction.

			“Okay, fine,” she called out, feeling all eyes on her. “Let’s eat!” If she didn’t get these people to disperse, she very well could start crying and she doubted that’s what they had in mind when they’d been planning this party.

			[image: ]

			BRENDON HAD BEEN fighting the urge to leave the impromptu welcome-to-the-neighborhood—or town as was the case here—party for the last half hour. Ever since Cheyenne walked into the room, looking good enough to eat. Chestnut hair with subtle red highlights, green eyes and flawless, tanned skin had never looked so good. On anyone.

			But leaving wasn’t an option. Not unless he wanted to listen to his father ride his ass for the next two days about his attitude.

			Yep. Been there, done that, the T-shirt didn’t even fit anymore.

			The old man had apparently had enough of Brendon’s shitty mood and had decided to tell him so. One thing Curtis Walker wasn’t was subtle. Just a month earlier, the man, in no uncertain terms, had informed Brendon that he needed to get his shit together and mighty damn quick.

			“Boy,” Curtis greeted when Brendon walked into his parents’ house after being summoned by his mother that morning.

			“Dad,” he replied, watching his father closely before glancing around the room, wondering where his mother was, but unable to ask before his father started talking.

			“Have a seat,” Curtis stated as he eased into his recliner.

			Brendon opted to sit on the couch, although he would’ve preferred to stand. He hoped this wasn’t going to last long, and that he’d be on his way in the very near future.

			“What’s up, Pa?” Brendon inquired when his father didn’t launch into the reason he’d summoned him over. “You wanted to talk?”

			“I do,” Curtis confirmed.

			“About?”

			“About you.”

			Well, wasn’t that just fucking great? A lecture.

			“This mood”—Curtis swung his hand around as though encompassing something—“it’s beginnin’ to worry your mother and me.”

			It was beginning to worry him too, but Brendon didn’t speak up.

			“Is there somethin’ we can do? Somethin’ to help you move forward?”

			“Move forward?” Brendon asked, incredulity ringing in his tone. Was his father serious?

			“We know you’ve had a hard time with Braydon moving on with his life, but the way you’re treatin’ others ain’t sittin’ right with me, boy.”

			Shit.

			Brendon knew his attitude these days left something to be desired, but he was having a hard time snapping out of the funk he was in. He’d tried. Oh, how he’d tried, but as it turned out, without much to look forward to, Brendon was having a hard time merely putting one foot in front of the other.

			“Bren, I get that it’s hard. But you need to get your shit together, move forward. Find somethin’ for yourself.”

			“I know,” Brendon informed him. “I’ve tried.”

			“Well, how ’bout this? Why don’t we try together?”

			“And how do you suppose we do that, Pa?” Brendon retorted snidely.

			“How ’bout you start with a smile. That might help.”

			“How do you figure that?” Brendon sighed.

			“Just give it a shot. Then we’ll go from there.”

			Part of him had been pissed—the bigger part—at being treated like a fucking recalcitrant child. The other part of him had understood exactly where his father was coming from, and as it turned out, the smiling thing actually helped. More so when he and his father went out to the barn that day and many days to follow. Keeping busy had turned out to be the best thing for Brendon. It was almost amusing how much his brothers had been tiptoeing around him for the last year without ever riding his ass for it. And that, and his father’s straightforwardness, told Brendon that he’d been acting like a dick.

			God, had it fucking been that long? A whole year since his twin brother, Braydon, had hightailed it down to Devil’s Bend to wrap his mind around the fact that he’d fallen in love with Jessie and didn’t want to share her with Brendon anymore?

			Where the hell had the time gone?

			Oh, well, that was easy. Brendon knew exactly where the time had gone. It had been drowned in a bottle. Many bottles to be exact. Jack, Jim, Jose, Johnny . . . They’d all become his good friends for months on end.

			As he sat on the wooden chair that acted as seating in the large living room, he frowned at the beer in his hand.

			No, he didn’t have a problem, even he knew that much. And it wasn’t denial talking, either. Sure, he’d indulged in too much liquor for far too long, but he’d stopped without a problem. A lot of that was due to driving headlong into a fucking tree, but that was beside the point. How he’d managed to avoid a DUI for that one, he still wasn’t sure, but he was grateful nonetheless. These days, he still had the occasional craving, but he limited himself to beer and rarely even that. Lifting the brown bottle to the light, he saw that it was still three-quarters of the way full, and he’d been nursing the damn thing for almost an hour. Ever since he had arrived at Cheyenne’s house with the rest of his family and prepared to surprise her with a housewarming party.

			Did he want to be there? Yes and no. More no than yes.

			Okay, that was a big whopping fucking lie. He wanted to be there more than he wanted the goddamn beer in his hand, that much was true. More than he wanted to inhale the same air as Cheyenne. More than he wanted to take her in his arms, pull her small body against him and never let her go. Hell, he wanted to be there more than he wanted his next fucking breath. And that was a helluva lot.

			Not that he had any intention of admitting that to anyone. Ever.

			He wanted to see Cheyenne, even if it meant staring at her from across the room, watching the easy way she talked to his family, admiring the smile on her perfect pink lips as she spoke. Which was what he was doing now.

			Yeah, he fucking wanted to be there.

			But he didn’t want to want to be there, and that was the problem.

			“You okay?”

			Brendon pulled his gaze away from the mesmerizing country star who had somehow, without even trying, inserted herself right smack-dab in the middle of Brendon’s life, and looked up to see his future sister-in-law, Jessie, peering down at him, concern marring her pretty face.

			“Perfect,” he lied.

			“Sounds like it.” Jessie took a seat beside him in another hard as hell wooden chair that—surprise, surprise—needed a good sanding and a coat of varnish. Not to mention, it didn’t even match the one he was sitting in.

			The chairs were lined up side by side as though they were at a high school dance, so when Jessie sat down, she pressed up against him from hip to knee. A year ago, just the feel of her against him would’ve had Brendon’s dick screaming halle-fucking-lujah. Certainly not the case anymore.

			These days he was tempted to move away from her. Wouldn’t benefit him to incite his twin’s possessive side, something Brendon hadn’t fucking known Braydon even had in the first goddamn place.

			Sighing, Brendon took a sip of his warm beer and pretended Braydon’s fiancée wasn’t staring at him as though he was minutes away from being admitted to the looney bin.

			He wasn’t, but his family certainly didn’t know that. Not with the way he’d been acting for the last year.

			“She’s beautiful,” Jessie said softly.

			Brendon glanced over at Jessie and frowned.

			She simply laughed at him. “What? She is.” Jessie leaned closer, her shoulder bumping his. “And you, of all people, should know that, considering you’ve been starin’ at her for the last half hour.”

			Sipping his beer, he pretended she wasn’t talking, but once more, he found his eyes homing in on the beautiful, dark-haired woman who was standing toe to toe with Brendon’s brother-in-law Beau, their arms linked together as they each took a shot and then laughed. Brendon smiled. Their arms twined together like that reminded him of a twig wrapped around a ninety-year-old oak tree.

			Lord have mercy, the woman’s laugh made his balls tingle. His overzealous reaction to the petite beauty was fucking absurd was what it was, but for the life of him he didn’t know what the hell to do about it.

			The problem was, Cheyenne Montgomery didn’t want to have anything to do with him.

			Not like that anyway.

			When it came to Cheyenne, Brendon’s idea of getting to know her consisted of having her small, curvy body spread out on his bed, naked and writhing while he gripped her slim hips and pounded his dick into her sweet, wet pussy.

			She, on the other hand, was thinking he could take a long walk off a very short pier.

			Not that he blamed her. He’d earned the title of World-Class Dickhead for how he had reacted to her in the past and he would be the first to admit it. The way he’d treated her—calling her names and making unsubstantiated accusations—was the equivalent of him taking that title belt and flaunting it like he was a fucking prizefighter, holding it high in the air and shouting to the world, “I’m a giant fucking dickhead and I’m proud of it!”

			But he wasn’t. Proud, that is.

			He hated himself for the way he’d handled his attraction to her and that had only added to the depression that had consumed him for longer than he could remember. He’d been on an emotional roller coaster ride for the last few months, ever since the Sunday dinner when Cheyenne showed up to at his mother’s request. They’d sat together that night to eat, but it hadn’t been until Cheyenne asked him to talk to her that he’d realized how much he had to atone for with her.

			“Are you really okay with me bein’ here?” Cheyenne asked when they stepped outside.

			“Why should that matter?” he countered, instantly going on the defensive, as he always did with Cheyenne.

			“Because it does. You have to understand, I’m not here to piss you off, I promise. Travis is my friend and your mother invited me. I can’t seem to tell her no.”

			“And you shouldn’t,” he replied, sighing as he did. “Look, I get that I’ve been an asshole and I understand that you don’t like me, but I’m doin’ my best to stay out of the way.”

			Cheyenne’s eyes narrowed as she studied his face, and the words that followed might’ve changed the course of his life. “I don’t want you to stay out of the way,” Cheyenne informed him. “In fact, I’d kinda like it if we could find a way to be friends.”

			Friends. That was what Cheyenne had proposed that night. As much as he’d wanted to tell her that the last thing he wanted was to be her friend, he hadn’t. Brendon had merely nodded his head and promised to make an effort to do exactly that. In his head, he’d made a bigger promise, although that one had been to himself. Even if it killed him, he was going to do his best to prove to Cheyenne that he wasn’t the world’s biggest dickhead.

			Between that vow and his father’s heart-to-heart, Brendon hadn’t had much choice but to figure out a way to move on and stop bringing everyone around him down.

			He wasn’t quite sure how well he was doing on that front, but he had to give himself props for trying. After all, he’d once heard that admitting you had a problem was the first step.

			And he certainly had a fucking problem.

			And she was five feet one inches of sexy, breathtaking female.

			Yep, his attraction to Cheyenne Montgomery was his only damn problem these days.

		

	
		
			chapter TWO

			The room was spinning and Cheyenne knew she needed to lie down. Either that or she was going to fall down. Face first and with as little grace as was physically possible.

			Doing shots of Cuervo with Ethan’s husband, Beau—the bear of a man who likely outweighed her by a good hundred and forty pounds—shouldn’t have been on her list of things to do tonight, yet that was exactly what she’d done for the last two hours.

			Okay, in her defense, she hadn’t been doing shots for two hours straight, although she kind of felt like she had. However, she’d ingested far more than she should have, especially since she’d had very little to eat.

			Even in her intoxicated state, Cheyenne had to admit that she’d done relatively well holding her own against the big man. Granted, he wasn’t stumbling around the living room with a huge-ass grin plastered across his face the way she was. The smile appeared to be stuck, the muscles locked up to the point that even her lips hurt.

			It had been a good night, despite the fact she was probably going to be sick in the very near future.

			“You okay?”

			Holy cannoli!

			That concerned voice, the one that reminded her of hot, dirty sex, made the hair on the back of her neck stand up in warning. Not that she had the first clue about hot, dirty sex, but he didn’t need to know that.

			“Great,” she slurred, unable to turn around and face him. “You?” Cheyenne touched her lips, trying to see if they were still there, because they’d suddenly gone numb.

			The dark, rich chuckle that rumbled in her ear had her girl parts feeling the effects of the alcohol as well.

			This was not good. Not good at all.

			Slowly turning to face Brendon, Cheyenne tried to wipe the grin off her face. Ah, hell. She hadn’t meant to actually attempt to wipe the grin away . . . with her freaking hands.

			Ugghh!

			Too late. He noticed.

			Brendon smiled and Cheyenne’s hands were no longer needed because her smirk fell away instantly without their help, although, they were . . . yep, still on her face. She dropped her arms to her side, trying not to fidget. She was awestruck as she stood less than a foot from the handsome man who made her body wish she sang hip-hop songs so it’d have a melody that went along with the dance it wanted to do.

			That smile of his . . . It was likely the most incredible thing she’d seen in her entire life.

			“I think everyone’s headin’ out,” Brendon told her.

			“Awesome,” she responded quickly, unable to look away from him. “Wait. That’s not what I meant. It’s not awesome that they’re leavin’. It’s—”

			“I get what you meant,” Brendon interrupted, his callused fingers resting against her lips to shut her up.

			Good thing too because Cheyenne didn’t know if she would’ve stopped rambling on her own. But now she had a bigger problem. He was touching her and the numbness in her lips turned into a full-on blaze from the mere touch of his skin on hers. And worse, she wanted to lick him.

			Great.

			“You should probably get some sleep,” he suggested, his fingers disappearing from her mouth.

			Cheyenne nodded, her head swimming. “Right now?”

			Brendon’s chuckle was just as intoxicating as the liquor she’d had. In fact, her head was now spinning more than it had been before.

			“I should sit down,” she told him, twisting in order to search for a chair, only to find herself stumbling as the room tilted.

			“Whoa there.” Brendon’s muscular arms wrapped around her, keeping her from an ill-timed date with the floor.

			Okay, maybe she was the one who tilted.

			Whoops. And now her feet were . . .

			“What’re you doin’?” Cheyenne slurred, her eyes locked on the face of the man she’d dreamed about for so freaking long.

			“Carryin’ you to bed.”

			“Oh. Well, there you have it.”

			Unable to help herself, Cheyenne reached up and touched his mouth the way he’d done to her. She’d wanted another chance to feel his lips since that one and only kiss they’d shared so long ago at Moonshiners. Of their own accord, her fingers drifted over and she found herself pinching his cheek.

			Heavens. She was definitely drunk.

			Brendon’s low, throaty laugh made Cheyenne’s nipples harden.

			God, please don’t let him see that my nipples are hard. Please, please, please. I’ll never ever drink again if you’ll just spare me that embarrassment.

			“I’m not sure he’s listenin’ right now,” Brendon muttered softly, his focus on where he was going and not on her.

			Was that amusement in his voice?

			Cheyenne’s eyes strayed upward to land on the sexiest, naughtiest shade of blue she’d ever seen in her life and his gaze shot down to meet hers. “What did you say?”

			“God. I’m not sure he’s listenin’ to your plea at the moment.”

			Oh, crap! She’d said that out loud?

			“Yep, you did,” Brendon confirmed.

			Cheyenne pressed her face against his neck, hoping to never have to make eye contact with this man again. And she was definitely giving up drinking. Forever.

			Holy hell, he smelled good. Too good. Like . . . she didn’t know what he smelled like because her nose was suddenly numb, but she liked it. His smell. Not the numbness.

			Crap, she was in bad shape.

			She had no idea how much time passed before she felt the soft, cool sheets at her back, but she was grateful that she didn’t have to try to walk again. She doubted her feet would work and her knees were also numb.

			“Sleep it off,” Brendon instructed, pulling the blanket up over her.

			“You’re a nice guy, you know that?” Cheyenne muttered, her eyes defying her instruction to close and meeting his once again.

			“You’ve got me confused with someone else.”

			“Who?” she asked, confused.

			“Who what?” Brendon questioned, his forehead wrinkling as he stared down at her.

			“Who do I have you confused with?”

			Another chuckle reverberated from Brendon. “You should stop talkin’ now,” he whispered.

			“Are you gonna leave?” she asked him, her eyes drooping as she gave in to sleep, hoping when she came to the room wouldn’t be imitating one of those stupid Tilt-A-Whirls she’d never liked as a kid.

			“No, I won’t leave,” he said softly. “Just go to sleep, Chey. I’ll watch over you tonight.”

			Cheyenne nodded. Or at least she thought she did. “I don’t care what you say, you’re a nice guy.”

			“I assure you I’m not,” he answered.

			Hearing that last statement spoken in his rich, sexy tone, Cheyenne drifted off to sleep.

			But not before she called him a liar. Only, she didn’t think the word actually made it past her lips.
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			BRENDON MADE HIS way back downstairs after Cheyenne’s breaths evened out. He needed to put some serious distance between them. The woman was just too damn cute for her own good. The way she’d begged God not to let him notice her pebbled nipples and the way she’d inhaled him like she was in a bakery and he was the first batch of donuts . . . she was all the more appealing. And that, in no way, was a good thing.

			But no matter what she thought, he wasn’t a good guy. If he was, he wouldn’t have considered taking advantage of her in her drunken state. Granted, she would’ve had to stay awake for that to happen because he might not be nice, but he wasn’t desperate. Or stupid.

			“She asleep?” Jessie asked when Brendon came back downstairs and joined her and Braydon in the living room.

			“Yeah. I’m gonna camp on the couch tonight,” he informed her, nodding his head toward the tiny, two-person sofa.

			“I can stay if you want me to,” Jessie told him, glancing over at Braydon, who was standing by her side.

			“We’ll be fine. I’ll just pass out there,” he told her as he pointed to the couch, clarifying exactly where he’d be more for his benefit than hers, “and leave when she’s up and movin’ around in the mornin’. I just wanna make sure she doesn’t need anything.”

			Jessie nodded, leaning against Braydon when he put his arms around her. “You’re a good guy, you know that?”

			Brendon frowned. “I think you’re as drunk as Cheyenne.”

			Jessie giggled. “Think what you want.”

			“If you need anything, just call,” Braydon said. “We’ll stop by and pick up Scrap. Take him back to Jessie’s for the night.”

			Brendon nodded his agreement. His wire-haired mutt would be upset with him if he didn’t bother to come home tonight, but at least Scrap would have someone to keep an eye on him. Glancing around the room, Brendon asked, “Everyone else gone?”

			“Yeah. Travis and them just left.”

			“Okay. Do I need to clean up in there?” Brendon asked, nodding his head toward the kitchen.

			“All taken care of,” Jessie replied.

			Brendon turned back to face Braydon and Jessie. “I’ll be good, I promise.”

			“That’s what I’m worried about,” Braydon answered with a smirk.

			Brendon didn’t bother to respond. He knew how his family felt about Cheyenne. They cared about her and didn’t want to see her hurt. And that was the very reason Brendon had sworn to rid himself of the damn obsession he had with her. It wouldn’t do any of them a damn bit of good.

			After walking Braydon and Jessie out and watching as they made their way over to Braydon’s truck, Brendon shut and locked the door before flipping the lights off on his way back to the couch. Staring down at the dark brown leather, he wondered how the hell he was going to fit on the damn thing. Squeezing his six-foot-four-inch frame on that four-foot couch was going to cause him some serious pain in the morning.

			Not that he didn’t deserve that.

			Giving up on hoping the miniature piece of furniture would double in size, Brendon plopped down on his ass. He considered toeing off his boots but decided he was better off leaving them on. That way, when Cheyenne did wake up in the morning, he could head out without making things awkward for her.

			Or him.
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			BRENDON WASN’T SURE how long he’d been asleep when he heard the sound of old pipes clanking and groaning. He checked the time on his cell phone.

			Three thirty-eight.

			Crap.

			Pushing to his feet, he grumbled. He’d been asleep sitting up and his neck informed him instantly that he was a dumb-ass. Stretching it out as he moved to the stairs, Brendon looked up before he put his boot on the first step. Did he really want to go up there?

			No.

			Liar.

			Fuck.

			When he heard Cheyenne moan, he knew he had no choice. She hadn’t just gotten up to go pee, that was evident by the retching noises he heard following her initial sound of discomfort.

			“Cheyenne?”

			More groaning, more retching.

			Shit.

			Stepping into her bedroom, he noticed it was dark, but he heard the sounds coming from what he assumed was an adjoining bathroom, so he moved quietly.

			“Aww, damn, baby,” he whispered when he saw her hugging the toilet, a sliver of moonlight coming through a narrow window the only light he had to see by.

			She didn’t respond with words, but her head lifted and she turned toward the toilet she was currently holding on to for dear life.

			“Close your eyes, Chey,” he instructed. “I need to turn on the light for just a second. I promise I’ll turn it right back off.” He wanted to find a washcloth but he had no idea what was what in her bathroom, so he needed some light to search.

			Not waiting for her to answer him, Brendon flipped on the light, bathing the oversized room in a warm, yellow glow from the antiquated light fixture above the small mirrored medicine cabinet. As silently as possible, he began searching through cabinets until he found a stack of bright white washcloths. Retrieving two, he twisted the knob for the water and then flipped off the light. After wetting the cloths with cool water, he knelt down on the floor behind Cheyenne.

			“Hey,” he whispered near her ear. “Take this.”

			When she took one of the cloths, Brendon used the other to wipe the back of her neck after he pulled her hair out of the way and held it with his hand.

			“Take slow, deep breaths.”

			Cheyenne didn’t say anything, but he heard her do as he instructed. Not that he expected her to talk. Brendon was all too familiar with the pain associated with too much alcohol. He’d been there many times over the last year. Granted, he knew Cheyenne’s wasn’t intentional, while all of his drunken stupors had been. Brendon would drown himself in alcohol, working to banish all thoughts from his head.

			Not that it ever worked.

			When Cheyenne’s breathing evened out and her vomiting ceased, Brendon helped her to her feet and then scooped her up into his arms before carrying her back to her bed. After covering her up once more, he backed out of the room, coming to a halt in the doorway as he watched her sleep.

			Funny . . . it didn’t matter that she’d just been puking her guts out—something that wasn’t attractive, he didn’t care who you were—she was still the most beautiful woman in the entire world.

		

	
		
			chapter THREE

			Death was probably more preferable than the pounding that was going on behind her eyes and the desert that had taken up residence in her mouth, Cheyenne thought as she stumbled out of bed the following morning and managed to make her way to the bathroom. She ended up in front of the mirror, cringing at the image that reflected back at her.

			Heavens. She looked like shit.

			It wasn’t going to get any better until she got in the shower, so Cheyenne flipped on the water and while she waited for it to warm, she flossed, brushed her teeth, and then swished mouthwash for the recommended sixty seconds. Oddly, that alone made her feel tons better.

			Reaching into the medicine cabinet, she retrieved pain reliever and downed it with water from the spout before yanking off her clothes and climbing into the bathtub/shower combination.

			God, she would be so happy when the remodel was finished. Technically it was her own fault for the delay, but after Kate was born, Cheyenne had purposely pushed Kylie off so that the new mother could spend time with her precious baby, using the excuse that she wanted to be present for the big jobs. Truthfully, Cheyenne had trusted Kylie implicitly, but it had been the only thing she could think of to get Travis’s hardworking wife to take a break.

			Now, though, she was eager for a nice, big shower. Something with more showerheads and significantly better water pressure. Kylie had promised that her bedroom and bathroom were next on the list of rooms to get completed. She fully intended to hold her to that.

			Cheyenne knew that it wasn’t Kylie’s fault that she’d moved in ahead of schedule either, but now that she was no longer on tour, she was looking forward to some downtime. This was going to be it. A few months of working on her house, out of the limelight . . . It seemed like the right thing to do. Actually, it was the only thing she could do with that damn stalker making his presence known every time she went to a new city to perform.

			Allowing the warm water to rain down over her head, she fought the thoughts away. She was safe at the moment. No one knew where she was, which meant she didn’t have to worry about some stranger with a fixation showing up on her doorstep.

			After shampooing and washing up, Cheyenne shut off the water and toweled off, piling her hair on top of her head and wrapping it with another dry towel. As she passed the small, foggy mirror above the ancient sink, she was grateful she couldn’t see her appearance. She felt like shit and she’d already seen how pitiful she looked. A little water and soap hadn’t helped that much, no matter how much she wished it had.

			Cheyenne pulled on her bra and panties, then slipped into a tank top and shorts before venturing downstairs. She was halfway down when she stopped suddenly, nearly tumbling the rest of the way as her brain registered the sinfully sexy man asleep on the small love seat she’d put in the living room so that she could have something to sit on until she bought furniture.

			Having never owned a house before, Cheyenne didn’t have any furniture. What she’d had prior to the official move had been . . . well, it had been destroyed, to put it simply. And since she’d only been in Coyote Ridge for a few days and because her house was still being remodeled, she hadn’t taken the time to purchase anything. But seriously . . . how in the world had he managed to cram himself on that tiny couch?

			Realizing she still had the towel on her head, she briefly considered running back upstairs and doing something to make herself presentable. Before she could get her feet to respond to the command, intense blue-gray eyes popped open and pinned her in place from across the room.

			“Mornin’,” Brendon said gruffly.

			“Mornin’,” she replied. “I . . . uh . . . I didn’t know you were still here.”

			“I was on my way out,” he said quickly, practically jumping to his feet.

			Cheyenne giggled when he stumbled before grabbing the back of the sofa to keep from going headfirst into the wood floor. She couldn’t help finding humor in the blunder, although her amusement came with a price: a sharp, blinding pain ricocheted behind her eyes.

			Of all the men in all the world, Cheyenne had found herself attracted to the one who wanted nothing to do with her. And when he was around her, he looked . . . well, kind of similar to the way she’d looked when she saw herself in the mirror a short time ago, recoiling with revulsion.

			It wasn’t pretty.

			Remembering that image, Cheyenne snatched the towel from her head, then attempted to finger comb the long, wet strands as they tumbled over her shoulders.

			Brendon smiled, and once again she was mesmerized by how that tiny movement of his facial muscles transformed him from good-looking to downright beautiful.

			“I was just gonna make some coffee,” she told him, still raking her fingers through her damp hair.

			“I’ll start it if you want to go back up and brush your hair.”

			Cheyenne nodded. Apparently she did look as bad as she thought if he was encouraging her to go upstairs and fix herself. But she wasn’t going to argue.
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			SURELY HE HAD not just told her to go upstairs and brush her hair, sounding as though she needed to.

			That couldn’t have been him.

			Fucking hell.

			Squeezing his eyes shut as he shook his head in disbelief, Brendon exhaled deeply. He was pathetic.

			Why was it that all his brothers were smooth talkers but when he opened his mouth around this one particular woman, he just sounded like a fucking moron?

			Brendon opened his eyes in time to see Cheyenne bolting back up the stairs, clutching the dark blue towel to her chest as though it was her one and only lifeline. For half a second, he considered going after her. He wanted to tell her she looked so damn pretty just the way she’d been. In fact, she’d looked like she recently crawled out of bed after a night of wild, passionate . . .

			Nope.

			Not fucking going there.

			Forcing his feet to move, Brendon headed to the kitchen to make coffee, as he said he would. At least that way he wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. For a few minutes anyway.

			Those few minutes didn’t last nearly long enough, because as the coffee started to brew, the gurgle and hiss filling the silence of the open, airy room, Cheyenne joined him in the kitchen looking just as beautiful as she had when she disappeared upstairs. He tried not to stare, but it was pretty damn hard to do.

			Never, in all his thirty-one years, had he ever seen a woman as breathtaking as Cheyenne Montgomery. Never.

			She’d captivated him from the first time he saw her back when Travis surprised them all by bringing Cheyenne to their Mother’s Day get-together as a gift to their mom, who happened to be a huge fan of the country music sensation. He remembered that day like it was yesterday, how mesmerized he’d been watching her approach with her guitar in hand. Of course he’d known who she was because he was a fan as well, not that he’d ever told a soul.

			He also remembered every single painful day since. The woman had turned his world upside fucking down without even knowing it, and he hadn’t coped well with it, either.

			“How’re you feelin’?” he asked when she headed for the stainless steel refrigerator—one of the many new appliances in the recently updated kitchen. When he’d arrived last night, he’d admired Kylie’s vision. The old Victorian still held the appeal of a historic home, even with the updates that had brought the house into the twenty-first century.

			“Like warmed-over dog shit,” Cheyenne replied in that sexy, sassy tone he’d been captivated by and, as of two years ago, started hearing in his dreams.

			“I would’ve had you take some aspirin last night, but you weren’t holdin’ anything down. Didn’t figure it would do much good.”

			“I’m sorry you had to babysit me,” Cheyenne retorted, pulling a carton of orange juice from the refrigerator and heading for the cabinet without making eye contact with him.

			“It wasn’t a hardship, trust me,” he mumbled beneath his breath.

			Cheyenne turned to look at him then, skepticism etched on her lovely features. Yep, just as he feared, she’d heard him.

			“Well, then, I’m sorry you had to sleep on that tiny couch. One of these days I’ll get the guest room fixed up.”

			Brendon nodded. If he ever spent the night at Cheyenne’s house willingly again, he damn sure didn’t intend to spend it in the guest room. Which meant he’d never be sleeping over, because that was the last damn thing she wanted from him.

			“You should add a shot of tequila to that,” he informed her, nodding toward the glass of juice sitting on the black granite countertop. “You know, hair of the dog and all that.”

			“Nah, won’t help. I’m feelin’ a little better already anyhow.”

			If it weren’t for the tension lines on her forehead, he might’ve believed her. Not that he had any plans to push her. It was evident Cheyenne knew how to take care of herself and she wouldn’t benefit from his two cents.

			“So, why’d you move in so quickly?” Brendon motioned past the kitchen, toward the living room that was still in need of repairs and a lot of cosmetic work. “It looks like you’ve got months of work ahead of you before this place’ll be ready to be inhabited.”

			“I ran out of options,” Cheyenne told him, turning away again as she poured more juice in her glass, downing it quickly before holding the carton up in the air. “Want some?”

			Brendon shook his head when she peered at him over her shoulder, her dark eyebrow quirked in question. “No. Thanks.”

			Cheyenne nodded and then resumed pouring more juice before returning the carton to the refrigerator.

			“What do you mean you ran out of options?”

			When Cheyenne turned around to face him, casually leaning up against the counter, one arm pressed across her abdomen beneath her breasts, the other elbow resting on her hand as she held her glass near her lips, he did his best not to stare at all the smooth, golden skin he could see. Or how the position of her arms thrust her impressive tits upward, offering a spectacular view of cleavage. That tiny tank top and those barely-there shorts weren’t helping his desire to not want her.

			“I’ve been on the road so much since I got my big break that I haven’t bothered to buy a house. It was easier just to rent an apartment. I . . . uh . . .”

			Brendon watched her, waiting for her to finish. She’d been forthright with the first part of that statement, but seemed to have realized what she was about to say.

			“You what, Chey?”

			“It wasn’t a big deal, really. It seemed that my address was leaked. Not enough security in that particular complex, so I had no choice but to move. I figured it was time to get a place of my own. And I wanted somewhere I could bring my grandmother. A place where I knew we’d both be safe.”

			“Leaked? Are you fucking kidding me?” How the hell could someone leak Cheyenne’s address? And why the hell didn’t she live in a secured complex? Who the hell was taking care—or in this case, not taking care—of this woman? This . . . celebrity.

			Cheyenne shook her head as though it was a normal occurrence.

			Brendon crossed his arms over his chest before turning his head and looking into the living room. “What happened to the furniture you had in your apartment?”
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