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Coming Home
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The old pickup truck rattled down the dusty road leading to Thornwood Ranch, its engine coughing in protest against the steep incline. Lily Morgan gripped the steering wheel tighter, her knuckles whitening as memories flooded back with each familiar landmark she passed—the crooked oak tree where she'd carved her initials, the rusted mailbox that still leaned precariously to one side, the weathered wooden fence that stretched endlessly across rolling hills dotted with wildflowers.

Five years. It had been five long years since she'd last set foot in Cedar Creek, Montana, and now every mile closer to her childhood home felt like traveling backward through time. The summer sun beat down mercilessly through the cracked windshield, making sweat bead at her temples, but she barely noticed. Her mind was too consumed with thoughts of what—and who—she'd left behind.

"You can do this," she whispered to herself, her voice barely audible above the truck's groaning engine. "It's just a few weeks. Settle Grandma's estate, sell the ranch, and leave. Simple."

But nothing about Cedar Creek had ever been simple, especially not when it came to Cole Thornton.

She crested the final hill and there it was—Thornwood Ranch spread out before her like a painting she'd tried desperately to forget. The white farmhouse with its wraparound porch, the red barn that had seen better days, the endless acres of pastureland where horses still grazed peacefully in the afternoon heat. Despite everything, despite all her carefully constructed walls, her heart squeezed painfully at the sight.

The truck bounced over a pothole, jarring her back to reality. As she pulled into the gravel driveway, a cloud of dust rose behind her, catching the golden sunlight and turning it into something almost magical. She killed the engine and sat there for a moment, her hands still wrapped around the steering wheel, trying to gather the courage to step out.

Her grandmother's lawyer had called three weeks ago with the news. Martha Morgan, the woman who had raised Lily after her parents died in a car accident when she was seven, had passed peacefully in her sleep at eighty-two years old. The funeral had already happened—Lily had been on assignment in Alaska, photographing the aurora borealis for National Geographic, completely unreachable. By the time she got the message, her grandmother was already in the ground next to her grandfather in the small cemetery behind the Baptist church.

The guilt was suffocating. She should have come home sooner. Should have called more often. Should have done a thousand things differently.

Lily finally pushed open the truck door and stepped out onto the gravel, her boots crunching loudly in the afternoon stillness. The air smelled like hay and wild roses and something else—something that was simply Montana, simply home. She stood there, breathing it in, when a familiar voice nearly stopped her heart.

"Well, well. Look what the wind blew in."

She turned slowly, already knowing what she'd find. Cole Thornton stood at the corner of the barn, one shoulder leaning against the weathered wood, his arms crossed over a chest that had filled out considerably since she'd last seen him. He was taller now, broader, his dark hair slightly longer and curling at his collar. But those eyes—God, those steel-gray eyes that had haunted her dreams for five years—they were exactly the same.

"Cole." His name came out as barely more than a breath.

"Lily." He pushed off from the barn and walked toward her with that easy, confident stride she remembered so well. He stopped a few feet away, close enough that she could see the fine lines that had formed around his eyes, the way the sun had bronzed his skin even darker. Close enough to catch his scent—leather and cedar and something distinctly male.

"You look good," he said, his voice giving nothing away.

"So do you." It was an understatement. He looked devastating. He looked like every foolish fantasy she'd tried to bury under miles of distance and years of silence.

An uncomfortable pause stretched between them, filled with all the words neither of them was brave enough to say. Finally, Cole cleared his throat and gestured toward the house.

"Your grandmother asked me to keep an eye on the place. Make sure the horses were fed, the fences mended. That kind of thing."

"She mentioned you in her letters," Lily admitted. "Said you'd been a big help."

Something flickered in his eyes—surprise, maybe, or something softer. "She was a good woman. I'm sorry for your loss."

The sincerity in his voice cracked something open inside her. Tears pricked at her eyes, but she blinked them back stubbornly. She hadn't cried yet, not once since getting the news, and she wasn't about to start now. Not in front of him.

"Thank you," she managed. "For taking care of things. I know she appreciated it."

"It wasn't for her." The words were out before he seemed to catch them, and his jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "I mean—she was like a grandmother to me too. Practically raised me alongside you."

It was true. Cole's mother had died when he was three, and his father—the original owner of Thornwood Ranch—had been more interested in whiskey than parenting. Martha Morgan had taken the boy under her wing, feeding him dinner most nights, teaching him to read, making sure he had warm clothes when winter came. In many ways, they'd been raised as siblings.

In other ways, they'd been something else entirely.

"I should get inside," Lily said abruptly, needing to escape before the memories overwhelmed her completely. "Start going through her things."

Cole nodded, stepping back to give her space. "If you need anything, I'm just across the west pasture. Same house as always."

"I remember."

Of course she remembered. She remembered everything about that house—the crooked shutters, the porch swing where they'd shared their first kiss at sixteen, the bedroom window she'd climbed through a hundred times when nightmares woke her and she needed to feel safe. She remembered the way his arms felt wrapped around her, the sound of his heartbeat against her ear, the promises they'd whispered in the dark.

Promises she'd broken when she left.

She grabbed her bag from the truck bed and walked toward the house without looking back, even though every step felt like wading through quicksand. The screen door creaked as she pushed it open, and then she was inside, surrounded by her grandmother's presence—the crocheted afghans draped over every chair, the smell of lavender and lemon, the dozens of photographs that covered every available surface.

And there, right on the mantle in the place of honor, was a photograph that made her breath catch in her throat. It was from her eighteenth birthday, the last summer before everything fell apart. She and Cole stood side by side, his arm slung casually around her shoulders, both of them grinning at the camera with the kind of joy that only came from being young and in love and certain that the future held nothing but happiness.

How wrong they'd been.

Lily reached out and touched the frame, her finger tracing the line of Cole's jaw in the photograph. So much had changed since that day. She'd spent five years running—first to college in New York, then to photography assignments that took her to the farthest corners of the earth. She'd seen glaciers and deserts, rainforests and tundra, but nothing had ever looked as beautiful as Cedar Creek on a summer evening, and no one had ever made her heart race the way Cole Thornton did.
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