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        By Lani Blake

      

      

      

      She swore she’d never come back. He swore he’d never forgive her. They were both wrong.

      

      Seven years ago, Leah Reynolds walked away from Lyntacky—and from Dan Duke—the night her world fell apart. Now she’s back, raising her nephew after her sister’s death, determined to keep her heart locked tight.

      

      But Dan isn’t the boy she left behind. He’s the town’s deputy, the man who once broke her trust, and the only one who can keep her safe when danger comes looking. Wanting him again is a risk she can’t take… but resisting him may be impossible.

      

      
        
        DUKE BROTHERS SERIES

        The Moment That Changed Everything

        The Moment They Can’t Forget

        The Moment She Came Back

        The Moment He Saw Her

        The Moment They Can Never Forgive

        The Moment It All Began

      

      

      Would you like to know when my next book is available? Sign up for Lani’s newsletter.

      www.laniblake.com
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      Please be aware that this book contains some colorful grammatically incorrect language and swearing.

      If this is something that is not for you then I completely understand! But if it is please keep reading and I hope you enjoy this book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my grandbabies who are growing up far too fast!

        Riley, Rosie, Ari & Mia

        You make the world a little softer and a whole lot warmer

        Love you lots

        Nana

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Leah Reynolds looked at the little boy seated beside her. His face was pressed to the glass, taking in everything he saw. She turned into the driveway as the sun started to rise and stopped at the mailbox with the word Reynolds in faded white lettering.

      It had been seven years since she’d set foot in this place. Seven years since anyone had. She’d left that day, telling her friends she was following her dreams, but what she’d actually been doing was running away from everything… from him. Life had imploded, and there had been nothing left for her in Lyntacky, so she’d gone.

      Leah felt the anxiety creeping over her, the same kind that used to accompany walks back up the long driveway on her way home from school or, in later years, from work. Had she done the right thing coming back?

      You’re an adult now, and there is nothing here for you to fear.

      “Hudson, this place was where me and your mom grew up. Not sure what we’re going to find when we arrive, but we’ll fix it up and make it ours, okay?” The words came out a little high and tight, but just saying them aloud eased some of the pain in her chest.

      He looked at her then, through his mother’s eyes, which never failed to make a lump form in Leah’s throat. Cassie had been gone for two months, her younger sister now the legal guardian to her six-year-old son. Leah, who could barely look after herself, was now his sole caregiver. Not Hudson’s father, who was a low-life loser and had run as fast as he could in the opposite direction the day he’d been told Cassie was carrying his child.

      “Okay.”

      It was Leah who had been there when Hudson was born, and Leah who had spent hours with Cassie and Hudson after moving into the same apartment complex to help her sister navigate being a single mom.

      At six, he’d had attitude and challenged his mom constantly, but that had vanished with her death. He was now serious and sad. It took a lot to get two words out of him when one would do. Hudson missed his mom desperately, as did Leah.

      Unlike Leah and Cassie’s own upbringing, she’d vowed as her sister lay dying to raise him with love and happiness. Money was tight right now, but she was going to do everything she could to turn that around, and coming back here, to the place she’d been raised and had run from years ago after her life had imploded, was the start of that.

      I will make it work.

      They would both be safe here for now, but if it didn’t work out in Lyntacky, she’d leave and find somewhere else. Leah would go wherever she needed to for Hudson and his future happiness. She’d promised Cassie that. Made it a vow just before her sister slipped away from her.

      Exhaling, she pressed down on the gas, and the old van she’d traded her sedan for rolled down the long driveway she’d walked up and down twice a day for many years with Cassie. When it was wet, they’d had to jump the potholes.

      “I’ll tell you right off, Hudson, your granddaddy wasn’t big on maintenance of any kind, but we’re not going to be like that. We’re getting this place in shape. It will be awesome.”

      “Can I ride a tractor?”

      He rarely spoke without her prompting him, so it was a surprise to hear the words.

      “If it’s still working, I don’t see why not,” Leah said, trying to tamp down the fears clawing their way up her throat. What would she find? Was she an idiot to bring Hudson here to a place no one had set foot in for seven years?

      What was I thinking?

      It had seemed like a good idea when she’d woken in a cold sweat in the middle of the night. The wail of sirens screaming outside her window and Hudson nestled into her side had told her it was time to leave Philadelphia. That, plus the dream she’d always had. Here was the place she could finally try to make them happen.

      She’d worried about keeping Hudson safe and decided this was her best chance.

      And what? Now you’re regretting uprooting him from the only life he’s ever known and coming back to your demons?

      “Can I ride a horse?”

      “There’s nothing eating our grass right now, so I think we can arrange that in the future. Your mom and I used to have a horse. I’d be happy to get back on one too.”

      The fact that he was talking about something like horses or tractors was a win as far as Leah was concerned. He’d been so quiet since Cassie died.

      She thought about the letter in her handbag from the Lyntacky Town Council, telling her this house was empty and needed attention, and as she was the owner, it was up to her to see to that. So here she was. If things didn’t work out, she’d sell the place and use the money to set them up somewhere else.

      Paddocks lay on either side of the drive, the land flat and running to the boundary fences. The Reynolds acreage was rectangular with a creek at the back—one she would be schooling her nephew to stay away from until he could swim well. As they reached a fork in the driveway, tall trees started to the left. Her father hadn’t wanted anyone seeing what went on in the outbuildings, so he’d planted them for privacy. To the right was the house, and behind it the shade houses he’d put up to earn money… and then had done nothing with them. Which was pretty much the story of his life. Leah turned right.

      “My mom was born here?”

      “She was, buddy.” Leah swallowed down the tears. “Shall we go inside and investigate? We have a van full of stuff to unload, and then we’ll head into town for some supplies. I think tonight might be a take-out night.”

      He shot her a wide-eyed look of disbelief, and Leah understood why. She always cooked for him—not very well, but she was getting better.

      “I’m tired after that long drive, so no cooking for me tonight. How about you?”

      He shook his head.

      Stopping before the front door, Leah looked around at the weeds and paint chipping off the siding. It looked pretty much as it had when she’d left.

      She tried to hold back the flood of memories and emotion, most of which held her sister, but some leaked into her thoughts.

      Leah and Cassie had relied on each other after their mother passed when they were young, and their father cared about no one but himself. Her gentle sister had always been there when Leah needed her. Caring for her when she was sick, listening when she had a problem. Leah had been the same for Cassie. They’d been a team, which was why she’d followed Cassie when she’d left Lyntacky. That, and the fact that Dan Duke had broken her heart, but she wasn’t thinking about that now.

      Leah hoped the spare key was where it always was. Otherwise, she’d be breaking in.

      Chuck Reynolds had been a man for spare keys because when he came home drunk and couldn’t find his, he’d know there was another one. He had spare keys everywhere, including underneath the chassis of his vehicles.

      “Okay, buddy, if there is no key, we’ll break into the house.”

      “It’s against the law to break into a house, Aunt Leah,” Hudson said in that serious way he had.

      “It’s not against the law if you own the house.”

      She got out, and stretched her back, taking in her family home. She knew when she stepped foot inside that door, the memories were going to hit her from all sides. Especially the last one, when her father had been taken away by her lover in handcuffs.

      The two-story farmhouse had been old when her parents bought it just after they’d married, and her father had made improvements right up until her mother died when Leah was little. The midday sun revealed the faded red roof, which looked in need of serious repair. But as it wasn’t raining, that didn’t need to concern Leah right then. A covered veranda ran to the left and right, and the steps were in the middle, leading up to the front door, which still had a cracked pane of glass.

      “So, what do you think?” Leah asked, looking down at the boy who had slid his little hand into hers.

      “It’s ours,” he said quietly. “We own it?”

      She nodded. Technically, it was her father’s, but as he was spending the rest of his life in prison, it would come to her eventually.

      “What do you know about vegetables, Hudson?”

      He looked at her, considering. “I like carrots, but not much else.”

      “That’s a start, but I’m thinking more about growing some to make a living out of.”

      “I can help.”

      “Damn right you can,” she said, smiling at him. This had been the right thing to do. He’d talked to her more on the journey here than in the entire time since Cassie had been gone. “You’ve got to earn your keep, just like me.”

      There, she’d said the words out loud, so she couldn’t walk away from them now. Her father hadn’t made a go of anything, but dammit, she would.

      “What about your pottery? Mom said you were amazing at it, and I love those mugs you made us.”

      “Maybe,” was all Leah said.

      She’d stomped down that dream for a while. Later, when Hudson was settled and she’d made sure he had everything he needed—everything her sister wanted him to have—she’d revisit her passion.

      She led him to the baseboard behind a small shrub. “Your granddaddy hid spare keys everywhere, Hudson, and the one for the front door is usually here.” She crouched, releasing his fingers, and searched the top of the board until she found the nail. Hanging on it was the key. “Got it.”

      “That’s good.”

      Glad you think so, buddy. I’m terrified about this next step. But then, she’d been scared ever since receiving that call to come to the hospital. Since realizing her sister was dying and that Leah was all Hudson had left.

      She walked up the front step, put the key in the lock, exhaled slowly, and clicked it to the right. She opened the door. Leah’s first impression was the smell, closed-up and musty. Unused. Walking inside, she took Hudson’s hand again, as much for her as for him, and led him into the narrow hallway.

      Memories hit her from all sides.

      “See that mark there?” She pointed to a black stain on the white wall. “Your mom did that with her wand.”

      His smile made her chest feel warm because it was so rare and so like the ones Cassie used to give her when something excited her.

      “We made it out of wood.”

      “I want one too.”

      “Your granddaddy has four barns. I’m sure we can find the supplies for that in one of them.”

      Looking around her, Leah vowed that she and Hudson were going to make good memories here. Memories that would overwrite the old unhappy ones.
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      Dan Duke—aka Little Bro, Double D, and at least five other nicknames—finished shuffling the papers on his desk into a pile so it looked neater than the mess he’d arrived to… but not by much. Being untidy was one of his major flaws, according to his mother. “Such a sweet boy, but ask him to bring his dirty dishes out of his room, and he’s suddenly deaf,” she was often heard saying to anyone who would listen.

      He’d never mastered tidiness, just like he’d never mastered making his bed, other than tugging up the covers after he got out. As far as Dan was concerned, you either had the organized-and-tidy gene or you didn’t. But he had figured out that if you were really nice to the people around you, treated them well, and occasionally brought them coffee or baked goods, some of them would clean up after you. Not everyone, but enough of them. And he knew exactly who they were.

      His mom said he played the game of life better than any of the other four Duke siblings. Dan wasn’t so sure he’d got it right yet, but he did know how to read people and treat them accordingly, which came in handy in his job.

      He tossed a pen into the mug his niece had given him last Christmas that said Best Uncle Ever. The word Youngest was scribbled between “Best” and “Uncle,” because Ally had a lot of uncles and never played favorites.

      “We just got a call from the walking group. They passed the old Reynolds place about ten minutes ago. Apparently there was a vehicle parked in the driveway,” Sybil, the woman who manned the sheriff’s department’s front desk, told him.

      “I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve headed out there to check on a sighting of a car that was never there,” Dan said. “I’m sure the citizens of this town don’t think we have enough to do, so they create work.”

      “Bart has pretty sharp eyesight, and he was the one who called us,” Sybil replied.

      “Okay, I’ll go look. I need to check the road out of Lyntacky anyway. There were reports of people doing burnouts again.”

      “Kids. What are you going to do?” Sybil waved her hand dismissively.

      Dan walked out of the station and headed for his cruiser.

      He’d been a cop in Lyntacky for years and wouldn’t work anywhere else. This was home. Everyone he loved was here. Lately, the population had grown with the new houses going up, and along with that, crime had risen too. Not big-city crime, but enough to keep them busy.

      “What’s up, Little Bro?”

      He turned toward the voice.

      “What are you doing here, Ryder?” Dan asked, watching the tall man stroll toward him. All five Duke siblings were cut from the same cloth, but each had slight variations—an inch taller here, a shade darker hair there—but no one could mistake them for anything but brothers and sister. Ryder was the next oldest after Dan. Above Ryder were Brody and Sawyer, and below was Zoe, the only girl.

      “I thought you might need sustenance.” Ryder held out a cup and a small brown bag.

      Dan sighed. “You all know I’m an adult and, not only that, a law enforcement officer, right?” He still took the offerings because… well, food and coffee. “Mom put you up to it, didn’t she?”

      Ryder grinned. “She said you left before she woke up, and she was worried you wouldn’t eat breakfast or lunch, then pass out from lack of nutrition.”

      “And apparently I don’t know how to buy food or coffee?” Dan asked. “From my brother, who owns a cafe at the end of Main Street.”

      “Something like that. And you are our baby brother, so we have to look out for you, seeing as you clearly have no idea how to do that for yourself. Plus, you’ll be gone an entire day tomorrow on that course. How will we cope not seeing you?” Ryder drawled.

      “Right, because being a cop, I have no survival skills.”

      “There is that,” Ryder said.

      “Dukes!”

      They both turned as Bart Matilda jogged toward them in those obscenely short shorts that hurt Dan’s eyes. The fabric was thin and floaty, and no one had ever been brave enough to ask Bart what, if anything, he wore underneath. Dan sometimes wondered if he wore anything at all.

      “Have you checked the Reynolds house yet?” Bart asked, jogging in place.

      Ryder and Dan kept their eyes firmly on his face. Of uncertain age, Bart was one of Lyntacky’s octogenarians and a man Dan respected… though he didn’t respect his clothing choices.

      “Heading out there now,” Dan said.

      “Good.” Bart did a couple of lunges, and Ryder made a choking sound.

      “Right, then, I’ll be off,” Bart said. “I’m in training for a marathon.”

      “Have you run one before?” Dan asked.

      Ryder stepped on his foot to shut him up.

      “No, first one, but I’ll be ready.” Bart jogged away, raising a hand in farewell.

      “You know the rule, bro, don’t engage Bart in conversation when he’s wearing those shorts, and he’ll leave,” Ryder said.

      “Right, sorry. I forgot.” Dan took a long pull of his coffee.

      “I wonder how you manage work with being so absentminded,” Ryder teased.

      “I remember the important stuff.”

      “That’s good, then. Later, bro. I better get back and relieve Libby.”

      “Yeah, later,” Dan said, taking another sip. This brother made excellent coffee, which was a good thing, as he was the one who owned the cafe.

      Dan headed for his vehicle, opened the driver’s door, and set the cup in the holder. Even though he was a cop, his family still looked out for him. It drove him crazy… and made him happy in equal measure.

      He opened the bag and took a large bite of the grilled cheese sandwich before turning the ignition and heading up Main Street. He raised a hand at someone in greeting but didn’t stop. Conversations in Lyntacky were never brief, and he had places to be.

      Lyntacky was a small Colorado town with a big attitude. Trees, benches, and statues filled most of the open space not occupied by shops. It was an eclectic mix of charm and functionality, or so the mayor liked to say. The names of the businesses all had a connection to square dancing, the mayor’s personal obsession.

      Life was good here. Better than good. Dan loved his job, even the crappy parts, and he loved his family. But lately, he’d been restless. He wasn’t sure what for, but something was bugging him.

      Maybe he needed to date again. Settle down like the rest of his family. The problem was, he hadn’t met anyone in years who made him think that was an option.

      He drove toward the Reynolds place, thinking about the women he’d dated recently. Fun, sure, but nothing lasting. Since Leah had left town, no one had come close to her.

      His sister always said that when you formed a real connection with someone, you’d know they were the one. He’d laughed at her, but Dan knew exactly what Zoe meant. He’d had that connection with Leah Reynolds, even if they’d been too young to understand it until it was too late.

      He’d gotten over Leah. Mostly. But that didn’t mean he didn’t think about her and wonder where she was, what she was doing. The fiery younger Reynolds daughter with her don’t-mess-with-me attitude and that smile…. The one that lit up her whole pretty face.

      Locals had kept an eye on her family farm over the years because no one else would. And maybe Dan, more than the others, felt a responsibility toward the Reynolds sisters.

      Minutes later, he turned into the driveway. The place was run-down, badly in need of maintenance. It was obvious no one in the Reynolds family was coming back to handle that anytime soon. Maybe they’d sell it?

      Dan took the fork toward the house rather than the barns Chuck Reynolds had built. Like everything on this property, he’d done nothing with them and then moved on to the next project he wouldn’t finish.

      He squinted. Was that… a woman standing on the front step? It couldn’t be…

      “Holy fuck,” Dan muttered, his pulse spiking.

      Seven years, and there she was. Leah Reynolds. He hadn’t seen her since the day she’d told him to go to hell for what he’d done to her family. What he’d had to do because it was his duty. He stomped down the guilt.

      Dan hadn’t known she was back. No one had, or someone would have told him. He had known the town council had sent her and Cassie a letter about the state of the house. He’d figured they’d sell it. Apparently, he was wrong.

      She didn’t move as Dan parked and got out, his heart thudding.

      “Leah,” he said, approaching her the way one might a rattlesnake. She’d been unpredictable and volatile back then, so she probably still was. She’d also been kind, sweet, and so many other things when he’d taken the time to see past her defenses.

      “Deputy,” she said in an emotionless voice.

      It stopped him cold. She’d never been unemotional before. The fire and wildness in her had been what drew him in all those years ago.

      Now she seemed different. No makeup. Simple clothes—cutoffs that showed off her endless legs and a worn T-shirt instead of the fitted, flirty outfits that used to tie his self-control in knots. Seven years apart had honed her beauty, but where there had always been a smile, there was coolness now. The girl he’d known was gone. In her place stood a woman who carried herself with a stillness that was somehow more dangerous than all that wild energy had ever been.

      His gaze tracked the familiar things. The thick caramel curls she’d hated because she couldn’t tame them, the deep green eyes set in her heart-shaped face. Those eyes that had once shown her every thought were now guarded.

      The sight of her hit Dan like a punch to his gut.

      “Well?” she said, hands on her hips. “Why are you here on private property, Deputy? What do you want?”

      “We had a report someone was seen outside your house. Since no one’s lived here for years, I was checking. Did you get back today?”

      He spoke like the last seven years hadn’t happened, like there wasn’t a gulf of pain and history between them.

      “Not sure what business that is of yours, but as I own the place and have every right to be here, you can leave now,” she said in that same flat tone.

      “Did you come back because of the letter, Leah?”

      “It’s none of your business why I came back, Deputy Duke. So get off my property.”

      His eyes held hers for long seconds. “You keep up that attitude, and you’re going to settle right back in.”

      She shifted her weight onto one leg and folded her arms in the general pose of pissed-off-ness, a word his niece used often. He expected her to yell, hurl an insult. Instead, she just said, “Goodbye, Deputy.”

      “You turned on your utilities?” he asked. “Need me to do it?”

      “I can look after myself.”

      “I know you can. I was just asking,” he gritted out. She could always get a rise out of him. That hadn’t changed.

      “Go away, Deputy. We need nothing from you.”

      “We?” he asked, but she only pressed her lips together. Footsteps sounded inside the house. “Who’s in there?” The question slipped out before he could stop it.

      “That would be none of your damned business,” Leah snapped.

      She was right, it wasn’t, but he still wanted to know. Instead, he nodded and turned back to his truck. Before climbing in, he gave her one last look. “Welcome home, Leah.”

      She didn’t answer, and he hadn’t expected her to.

      As he drove back down the driveway, he checked the mirror. She’d moved to stand in the center of it, watching him leave.

      Life, Dan thought, was about to get a whole lot more complicated.
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      Dan walked down the main street of his hometown hours later. Darkness had settled in, and he needed to pick up what his mom had asked for and head home. The day had been busy, and he was grateful for that. He hadn’t heard the name Leah Reynolds once, which told him no one knew she was back in town. Dan wouldn’t be telling anyone but family yet.

      Tomorrow morning, he was attending a course on de-escalation and conflict resolution that his uncle, who was the Sheriff in Lyntacky, couldn’t be bothered attending himself. Apparently, he knew everything, and his nephew didn’t.

      Dan was looking forward to a few days away, especially now that Leah was back. Seeing her had rocked him.

      “Deputy Dan.”

      “Hey, Nancy, what’s up?” he said to the owner of the waffle place.

      “Someone broke into the storeroom out back and stole food,” she said. “Now, if folks are hungry, I have no problem giving them some, but I don’t like people thieving.”

      “When did you notice the food was missing?”

      “This morning. I know Linda had some stuff stolen too.”

      “Don’t you guys have locks on your storage units?” Dan asked.

      “They forced the locks,” she said, giving him a look like he should have known that.

      “I’ll check it out.”

      He was off duty, but in this town, you never really were. If people had a problem and you were nearby, they told you about it, and if it needed to be dealt with, you dealt with it.

      He walked through the waffle place, inhaling the delicious scents, nodding to people as he passed, then went out the back door to the storage unit. Taking out his flashlight, Dan shone light on the locks. Someone had taken a bolt cutter to them.

      “It’s sad anyone would need to do that in our town,” Nancy said, making him jump because he’d thought she’d stayed inside.

      “Aha,” he said, opening the door. “What’s missing?”

      After the waffle place, he went to the Do-Si-Do Diner and took down Linda’s statement. Once that was done, he headed to Calloway’s to pick up what his mom needed.

      He was nearly there when he heard the words.

      “Hello, Deputy.”

      Dan knew who had spoken before he turned.

      “Sydney Jane.” He nodded. The woman was a man-eater, and while he knew she’d been raised similar to Leah, he also knew they hated each other. SJ would be one person that wouldn’t be happy she was back in town.

      “I was wondering, why you and I haven’t spent time together, Deputy Dan?” She moved in closer until only inches separated them.

      He couldn’t be sure, but thought her breasts had grown again, though as he really didn’t want to know, he kept that to himself.

      “Libby said you’ve been helping her out with the chocolate making,” Dan said, taking a step back. “How’s that working out for you?”

      She batted the words away. “I don’t want to talk about that. I want to talk about us.”

      She’d recently dyed her hair fiery red, which his brother Brody said suited her personality just fine. Dan sometimes thought that without all the paint and suggestiveness, SJ could be pretty. But she was who she was and had every right to be. He just didn’t have to like it.

      He’d always been polite to her because, like with Leah, Dan knew things about her past. But he’d never taken SJ up on the clear offer of a night in her bed. His excuses had ranged from I’m working to Gotta run, my mother needs me. After years, they were wearing thin.

      “We’re both single. Why don’t you want to have some fun?” she said suggestively.

      For the first time in years, he’d had enough. He could handle most things, but even he had a breaking point, and this was it—possibly because he was still off balance from seeing Leah, or maybe because he was tired of hiding in the nearest shop every time he saw SJ walking toward him.

      “Look, SJ, I’m not interested. Not sure how much clearer I can make that for you, but I would have thought you’d have got it by now.”

      The shock was clear in her eyes. His words surprised him, too, and made him realize he should have said them years ago.

      “You don’t know what you’re giving up,” she snapped, then turned and walked away.

      He doubted getting rid of her would be that easy, but it was a start. Shaking his head, he carried on to Calloway’s, hoping no one else in Lyntacky wanted to piss him off further tonight.

      The scream was loud and sudden in the night air. Dan ran to his right and came out at the rear of the convenience store.

      “Who’s yelling?” he asked when he saw Milly Lee, one of Calloway’s salesclerks.

      “There’s a man in there, Deputy Dan. He has a knife!” Pale, shaking, she was pointing at the large refrigeration unit. “I locked him in.”

      Dan had no weapon on him—he’d left it at the station before he clocked off—but he still approached the door.

      “Get back inside and lock the door, Milly. Call the station and tell them what’s happening,” Dan said.

      After he heard the thud of her feet and the slam of the back entrance door to Calloway’s, he grabbed the handle. The sound of smashing glass told him that whoever was inside had climbed up to the only window in the unit. He sprinted around the back in time to see the man coming out feetfirst.

      He fell, turned, and came face-to-face with Dan. In his hand, he clutched a knife, but it was the eyes Dan noticed. This man was high on something.

      “In a town like this, all you’d have to do is ask for food, and you’d get it,” Dan said. He didn’t recognize him, but Lyntacky had plenty of tourists and drifters year-round.

      “Get out of my way!”

      “Whatever you have in that jacket doesn’t belong to you,” Dan added.

      “Fuck you!” The man ran at him, knife-first.

      Dan grabbed his wrist, turned his body into the man’s, but his opponent knew the move and countered. He felt the knife slice into the skin of his hand. Ignoring the sting, he grappled with the man and forced him to the ground. Standing on his hand, he made him release the knife with a grunt of pain.

      “Deputy Dan?”

      “I’m all right, Milly. Did you call the station?”

      “I did.”

      “You go back inside now and direct them out here.” As he finished speaking, he heard a car pull up fast and the door slam.

      Deputy Kevin Cocker arrived seconds later. “You all good, Dan?”

      “Yup. Cuff him and take him in. I’ll talk to Milly.”

      Dan got off the man, and Kevin pulled him to his feet.

      “Where’s the blood coming from?” Kevin demanded.

      Dan looked at his hand and saw the blood was from the knife wound.

      “It’s okay.” He patted the man down and removed the supplies he’d stuffed into his jacket. “Lock him up. I’ll come back to the station soon.”

      “Fuck you,” the man snarled.

      “Shut up.” Dan shoved him toward Kevin. “Be careful, he’s high on something.”

      “Again? That’s happening too much lately.”

      It was. There had been a handful of adults and kids getting high, doing stupid things.

      When he entered Calloway’s, he found Milly at the counter. “I need to ask you a few questions, Mill⁠—”

      “Oh my gosh, you’re bleeding!”

      “I’m okay. If you have something I can put on it, that would help.”

      She ran out back and returned with a wad of tissues. Dan slapped them on the cut.

      “Tell me when you went outside, Milly.”

      He couldn’t write because his hand hurt, so he recorded what she said on his phone, and then told her the stolen goods were out back.

      Dan retraced his steps through town, avoiding anyone who knew him, which wasn’t easy, but he managed it by looking in windows and ducking between shops. If someone saw blood on him, they’d want to patch him up, then feed him—which he usually didn’t mind—but right now he just wanted to call in at the station and then head home.

      After checking that Kevin had the guy processed, he sent him the recording of the interview with Milly along with a detailed recording Dan himself had made of what took place.

      “You all good if I head off now, Kev?”

      “Go. I’ve got this,” he said. “Get your hand looked at.”

      Pulling out his keys when he reached his cruiser, Dan climbed into the driver's seat with a sigh. “What a fucking day.”

      As if seeing Leah wasn’t bad enough, now a high idiot had stabbed him in the hand, so his mother would pitch a fit. He thought about detouring to Dr. Hannah’s surgery to check his shots were up to date, but then she’d fuss as much as his mother. He opted for just the latter.

      Minutes later, he passed his uncle’s house, then pulled up to the family home of the Dukes. His oldest brother’s new four-wheel drive was parked there. A “family car,” Dan had called it to annoy him. Sawyer had just smiled.

      Getting out, he was ridiculously weary for no other reason than it felt like he’d been awake for forty-eight hours, but the truth was, seeing Leah again had turned his world upside down.

      He entered the house and headed toward the voices, braced for the inevitable.

      There was usually someone here, but today he could have done without it.

      Birdie, Leah’s best friend and Dan’s sister-in-law, could be here, and she deserved to know Leah was back. Maybe she already did.

      What had been driving him slowly out of his mind all day was not knowing who was in that house with her. But why? He had no rights to Leah. She’d have moved on.

      “And here he is, Double D,” his eldest brother Sawyer said as Dan walked into the kitchen. With him were his wife, Birdie, and Sadie, their daughter, who gave Dan a big gummy smile. “Making the hearts of Lyntacky’s women beat a little faster in the line of duty.”

      “Knock it off,” Dan said, a little more sharply than necessary. “Hey, Mom.” He kissed her cheek. “Sorry, I forgot to pick up the supplies you wanted.”

      She turned, cupped his face, and shrieked when she saw the bloodied tissues.

      “Shit, Mom, you nearly deafened me,” Dan said, ears ringing.

      “What’s happened?” Sawyer demanded.

      “He’s bleeding!” their mother cried.

      “It’s no big deal.” Dan hopped onto the countertop like he’d been doing since he was old enough to reach it. “Just had a little tussle with someone.”

      “I’ll get the first aid kit,” Sawyer said. It was in the pantry, so he was back in seconds. “What the fuck, Dan?”

      “Sawyer!” their mother snapped. “No cussing.”

      “You cuss,” he shot back, opening the kit.

      Robyn Duke ignored the comment. She was usually one of the most rational members of the Duke family, except when one of her brood was hurt. Then all reason went out the window. “Your brother is bleeding!”

      “Mom—”

      “You, shut up,” she snapped at Dan, so he did.

      Still beautiful, she was a woman many men had tried to date after their father died when Dan was young, but she’d never accepted an offer. His mom always said she doubted she could love anyone like she had her late husband.

      “You both know I’m a cop, right? Things happen, as evidenced by this.” Dan waved his bloody hand.

      “Let me see,” his mother demanded.

      Dan peeled off the tissues and held out his hand. The blood made it look worse than it was.

      “It’s not that I don’t care, Dan, but I’m staying over here with my daughter,” Birdie said. “I don’t like blood.”

      “It’s a new thing,” Sawyer added. “Didn’t used to bother her. That’s a nasty slice, bud.”

      He stayed quiet while his mom cleaned the wound, applied antiseptic, and bandaged it.

      “You’ll see Dr. Hannah tomorrow because you may need stitches and a jab,” she said.

      “Okay, I’ll do that. I promise,” Dan said, sliding off the countertop.

      “What happened?” Sawyer asked. “And while you’re at it, tell me what’s got you all bent out of shape.”

      “It’s just been a long day,” Dan said. “I caught someone stealing from the Calloway storeroom. He was high, and we’re seeing more of that lately. With Lyntacky growing, it’s getting worse.”

      “The drugs?” Sawyer pressed.

      Dan nodded. “Kids too. I don’t even know where they’re getting it from. The guy had a knife, and he’s being charged for assaulting an officer.”

      Sawyer let out a low whistle, and their mother made a noise of disapproval.

      “Mom, I’m a cop,” Dan said gently.

      “I know that, but you’re also one of my babies.”

      “I’d love a coffee,” Dan said to distract her.

      “Don’t suppose⁠—”

      “No, Sawyer, you’re not going down to the station to hit the guy who stabbed me. We’ve been through this. I was just doing my duty,” Dan said.

      “Fine,” Sawyer muttered.

      Unlike Dan, he could be surly and a little mean, or at least he had been until he’d fallen in love with Birdie McAllister. Now with their first daughter, Sadie, he was positively mellow until someone threatened a member of his family.

      “You out of beard oil again, bro?” Dan said, trying to lighten the mood as he circled his sister-in-law to pick up his niece. “Hey, Birdie.” He kissed her cheek and sat with Sadie in his lap.

      At a year old, she could scowl like her father, but when she smiled, she was all her mother.

      “I need to tell you something, Birdie,” Dan said, running his fingers through Sadie’s hair while she chewed on a teething ring.

      “That sounds serious,” Birdie said, shooting her husband a look. “I’m sorry about your hand, Dan.”

      “It’s all good.” He waved her words away.

      “What do you need to tell her?” Sawyer asked, moving to stand behind Birdie.

      “I got called out to the Reynolds place this morning because Bart was running past⁠—”

      “That man,” their mother muttered.

      “He reported seeing a vehicle there. I went to check,” Dan said.

      “Who was there, Dan?” Birdie asked.

      “Leah. Leah was there. Someone else, too, but they were inside, and she wouldn’t tell me who.”

      “She’s back,” Birdie said, looking as stunned as he’d felt this morning. “Why hasn’t she told me?”

      “When did you last speak to her?” Sawyer asked, patting her shoulder.

      “We haven’t talked in ages.”

      “Well, maybe she wanted to come back and surprise you. Maybe she’s just settling in,” Sawyer said.

      “How long has she been back, Dan?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Must have been hard on you, seeing her,” Sawyer said.

      “It was a surprise.”

      “I never really knew what happened between you two,” Birdie said softly. “One minute you were together, and the next her father was arrested and Leah left. I didn’t even see it coming. She just showed up one day and told me she had a dream she needed to follow. And then… she was gone.”

      “What did happen?” Sawyer asked.

      Dan sighed into his niece’s hair, making her giggle.

      “It was complicated, so let’s leave it at that,” Dan said.

      “So do you think she’s brought back a boyfriend?” Sawyer asked.

      He shrugged. “I have no clue, and don’t care. What was between us is done, and we’ve both moved on.”

      “If you say so,” Sawyer said.

      “I do.”

      “One thing I know is that the Reynolds farm is a mess, and I don’t think that house is in good shape,” Birdie said. “She’ll need help getting it set to rights.”

      “She may have help with her,” Sawyer said, watching Dan.

      The flash of rage didn’t show on Dan’s face. Seven years, bud. You can’t be angry if she has a new man.

      “Maybe. I’ll go and see her,” Birdie said.

      “I think you should wait until she leaves the farm. She’ll find you when she’s ready,” their mother said, surprising everyone.

      “But—”

      “Mom’s right,” Sawyer said. “She’ll be nervous about being back. Let her come to you.”

      They debated the subject while Dan drank the coffee his mom put before him. Leah was back, and he knew one thing for certain—she’d never willingly seek him out again.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/the-moment-they-can-never-forgive-amazon-large.jpg





