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      Dane

      

      Pushing the front door open, I sit on the bench just inside the door and pull my cowboy boots off my feet.

      “Oh God, that feels so good.” Sighing, I contemplate just staying here for the rest of the day. I’ve been working since sunrise trying to get the north pasture up and running again. The horses are getting restless while we complete the rebuild, and Samson has taken it upon himself to jailbreak the herd out. Damn horse.

      My head jerks up and smacks against the wall as a scream and crash sounds from the kitchen.

      “Ow.” Stalking into the kitchen, rubbing the back of my head, I glare at Lia. “What the hell, Lia? My eardrums almost exploded.”

      She looks up from where she is picking cutlery off the floor, eyes shining. “Emma is moving home. She called me today and said she is packing up her stuff, selling her place and moving in next door again.”

      “Cool.” Grabbing a glass from the cupboard, I get some water and gulp it down quickly. Emma is coming home? It’s been thirteen years since I’ve seen her, aside from the photos Lia shows us, and in that time a day hasn’t gone by that I haven’t thought of her.

      “Cool? Cool! You have her photo hidden on your dresser and all you have to say is COOL?” Lia gapes at me and I shrug, smirking at her.

      “Gotta go take a shower.” I back out of the kitchen, chuckling at Lia’s growl of frustration. She’s so easy to rile up.

      Taking the steps two at a time, I shut my bathroom door and turn on the water before stepping into my bedroom to strip off my clothes. Emma’s picture peeks out at me from its place on my dresser and I pick it up, heart pounding.

      Emma’s mom came into their kitchen from checking on Emma. She smiled at me before pouring me a cup of juice.

      “She’s fine, Dane, falls happen when you work with horses.” Mr. Hayle planted his hand on my shoulder, trying to make me feel better about her getting bucked off the horse I told her to ride. I though he was safe and I was wrong.

      Instead of accepting his comfort, I looked at Emma’s parents and decided to tell them.

      “One day, I’m going to marry Emma, Mr. and Mrs. Hayle, and I promise I will do my best to make sure she never gets hurt.”

      They looked at each other and smiled, before turning to listen as I said, “I love Emma. I won’t fail again.”

      “Dane, love isn’t preventing the hurt, it’s being there during the hurt.” She scooched closer to me, taking her napkin and wiped the smudge of dirt off my face.

      I didn’t care what she said. I loved her and I was going to protect her.

      Emma is coming home. A grin stretches out on my face; finally, I can make her mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dane

      

      Peering out of the window, my hands find their way into my hair when there is still no sign of Emma. Giggling catches my ear and I turn to glare at Lia. She slaps her hand over her mouth and leaves the room, bursts of laughter echoing throughout the house. Dammit. She is going to be hard to live with now.

      People don’t think it’s possible for an eleven-year-old boy’s heart to break, but when Emma and her parents moved away thirteen years ago, my heart shattered. That was the girl I was going to marry and they took her away. Realistically, I know she isn’t the same girl she once was, but no one has ever measured up to my memories of her and now I have a chance. A chance at what I always thought would be.

      I never connected with her on Facebook, simply because the realist in me doesn’t want to see if she’s not the person I’ve built in my mind. I don’t consider myself a romantic, but Emma was the girl next door. She was my friend and then one day I realized I thought she was cool for a girl. I fell for her at a young age and my heart has clung to that love ever since.

      Glancing at the clock, I groan. The minutes are passing slowly and yet it’s somehow already time to do chores. Today has been the longest fucking day ever.
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        * * *

      

      I’m in my office placing yet another lumber order when Lia comes bouncing in the door with a big grin on her face.

      “What’s up, crazy face?” She seriously looks manic and it’s a little unsettling. I return my focus to the order form on the screen in front of me. We’ve had several severe wind storms and the number of broken fences is stacking up faster than we can fix them. It may be time to hire some help, but I don’t have time to screen applicants.

      “Oh nothing . . . I just know something you don’t.” She drops into the seat across from me and waves her hand in front of my screen, smirking at me. I roll my eyes at her before knocking her hand away so I can close out the order and submit it.

      “Don’t all women feel that they know something all men don’t?” I ask while checking my email to ensure I received the confirmation of my order before closing out the web browser. Leaning back in my chair, hands clasped behind my head, I arch my brow at her. Lia hates that I can arch my brow when she can’t and the glare she shoots my way makes me smirk.

      “We do. But in this case, it’s something that you desperately want to know.” She pauses emphatically and I silently wait, not feeding in to her dramatics. “Okay fine. I will tell you. You’re ruining my fun.”

      “You always did have the patience of a toddler.” Smirking at her as she sticks her tongue out at me, I refrain from doing the same to her.

      “I just thought that you might like to know about the truck and trailer that just pulled up outside. A certain brunette is currently unloading her horses and I know that you’ve been resisting plastering your face to the window waiting for her. It’s hilarious seeing you this way, big brother.” Her eyes sparkle at me as I resist the urge to leap out of my chair.

      With forced casualness, I remain in my seat. “Good to know. Are you going over to say hi?” Please say no. Oh, please say no.

      Lia’s eyes narrow at me and disappointment flashes in them briefly as she searches my face before a smug smile settles on her lips. “Nope. I would love to, but I need to go to complete two treatment schedules for some new clients.” She pauses as she stands and starts to head out the door. Stopping, she looks back at me. “She looks like hell, Dane. We FaceTimed earlier today and you can hardly recognize her. I just want you to be prepared for when you see her.” She leaves and I wait until I hear the back door slam before rushing upstairs and outside.
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        * * *

      

      Emma

      

      Exhaling in relief at the fact that the long journey I have undertaken is almost over, I glance at my GPS to see how far I have left to go. In about five more kilometers I need to start looking for the mailboxes, it’s sad to me that I don’t know this way by heart, but Grandpa always came to visit us after my last visit.

      Gazing at the scenery around me, taking in the rolling hills mixed with prairie and woods, I feel a sense of peace that has evaded me in over ten months. I love the mixture of landscapes, and searching for wildlife along the way keeps the drive interesting. The lone hawk swooping in the clear blue sky or the fox watching for gophers has me distracted from all the other thoughts I am avoiding.

      It has been seven years since I was last at my grandfather’s acreage. I guess I need to refer to it as my acreage now. My eyes well with tears as I think of the circumstances bringing me back after all this time. I haven’t really confronted the series of events leading me to this moment. I’m not ready.

      Shaking my head, I refocus on the sun shining and the expanse of endless blue sky instead of going to that sad place I’m actively pretending doesn’t exist. I’ve become an expert at pretending. People don’t like to look below the surface. They don’t like to get to the root of someone, it’s easier to just accept what others show you.

      Slowing my truck to avoid missing my turn so I don’t have to turn around with the horse trailer, I think I finally see them at the top of the next hill. Sure enough, as I get closer there are two mailboxes next to a long and winding driveway.

      The first, as I expect, says Hyatt, for my neighbors and old family friends. The second, I’m surprised, says Hayle instead of Ellis as I was anticipating. I guess when I told Lia I was moving up she decided to change it for me. I cannot wait to see my oldest and dearest friend. We have remained close despite not seeing each other for seven years, an accomplishment if you ask me.

      Breathing a sigh of relief as I turn into the tree lined driveway, the stress from the drive slowly starts to lift. Ever since my parents died in a car accident nine and a half months ago, being in a vehicle always causes me anxiety. Driving is stressful, being a passenger borders on the impossible.

      I scan the winding driveway with a sense of nostalgia and repress any thoughts of my weaknesses. The shade from the trees provides reprieve from the sweltering heat of this unseasonably warm Alberta June so I release my hair from the confines of the messy bun I had haphazardly mounded it into. I prefer to wear it down unless I’m working, but even with my air conditioning it was too hot in the sun to leave it down.

      The rays of the sun shimmer through the trees making the driveway seem almost magical, although in my opinion the raw land surrounding us is magical and I hope being back here will work that magic on me. Fix me. Heal me. Take away the pain.

      Shaking my head, I return my thoughts to the surroundings outside. The houses are a short drive down the winding driveway, lined with lush, thick brush and trees, providing privacy from the road. This is one of the things I love most about these properties, the privacy.

      My new, err old, home is situated inside the Hyatt’s sprawling 320-acre ranch. I have ten blissful acres to call my own and I eagerly watch for the first glimpse in seven years of my childhood home.

      The trees start to thin, giving me fleeting glimpses of the expansive yard holding both my house and the Hyatt’s. My home, a Victorian style house is on the west side of the road, while the Hyatt’s ranch style home is on the east side directly across from mine. I had lived with my parents and my grandfather on this property until my dad’s job relocated us when I was ten years old. I have not been back to visit since I was sixteen years old.

      Grandpa had renovated the Victorian style home five years ago and the photos he had sent me did not do it justice. The house is a soft yellow with a wraparound covered porch, complete with a porch swing, turret, and a bright blue door. The porch swing is calling my name but it’s going to have to wait. It will be the perfect place to work on my next novel or to curl up with a good book.

      Moving my gaze to the well-kept horse corrals, I’m thankful that they have been maintained. Knowing that the Hyatts have put in effort to upkeep the property brings back memories of all the good times I shared with Lia, Dane, and Ryan, and the devastation I felt getting into the truck and driving away from them.

      Tears ran down my cheeks, leaving silent tracks of pain as I watched Mom and Dad close up the moving van. Lia’s arm snaked around my waist as we watched Aunty Juliette and Uncle Darren say their goodbyes.

      My eyes blurry as I ran into the barn, ignoring Mom’s shout of protest. Racing to the back stall, I opened it up and closed myself in with Whisper. She’s laying down, so I crawled onto her back and buried my face into her mane. Muffled voices drifted into the barn, but I ignored them.

      “Emma?” Wiping my eyes, I looked up at Ryan. He slid open the stall door and came to sit next to me. “They’re waiting for you.”

      Shaking my head, I wiped my cheeks with a roughness that caused Ryan to drag my hands away from my face. “Stop hurting yourself. Em, it sucks, but we can’t change anything. Remember, no matter where you live we all love you and that will never change.”

      “I’m scared.” He pulled me up and hugged me. Ryan acted like my big brother. Until that moment, I’d always hated it, but knowing I wouldn’t have his brotherly presence anymore makes me wish I had appreciated it more.

      “I know.” He released me, pulling me out of the stall and picking up his pitchfork. “Goodbye, Em.”

      I dragged my feet as I left the barn, my heart pounding as I stared at the moving van in resentment. Lia and Dane stood side by side, watching me. Lia was crying, Dane’s fists clenched at his side.

      When Mom tried to wrap her arm around me, I jumped away, rushing into Lia’s arms. She whispered to me, her words falling on deaf ears. Stepping back, I ducked my head under Dane’s chin and hugged him.

      “I wish you weren’t leaving.” His voice choked. Looking up, I saw the shimmer of withheld tears. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’m going to miss you all too.” Dad rested his hands on my shoulders, pulling me away firmly but gently. In my heart, I knew this is hard on them too, but I yanked myself away and jumped into the back of the truck, slamming the door behind me.

      Mom and Dad got in and started the truck. Staring out the window, fresh tears fell as I watched Dane and Lia chasing us. Lia fell behind, but Dane kept running until I could no longer see him in the cloud of dust from the dirt road. His face, distorted in agony is the only thing I saw as we turned away from the only home I’ve ever known.

      Pulling up to the house alongside a small paddock, I gratefully hop out of the truck and open the back door to let Chloe out.

      Chloe is a gorgeous three-year-old Doberman Pinscher that I adopted as a puppy from a rescue specifically for misunderstood breeds and I’m grateful every day to have her. She is completely dedicated to me and especially in the past year I have desperately needed her comforting presence.

      Chloe stretches and bumps my hand with her nose to get a head scratch before taking off to explore her new home. Grinning as she takes in all the new scents while keeping within eyesight of me, I walk to the back of the horse trailer and unlatch the door, smiling at the happy whinnies that greet me.

      My two horses, Serenity and Belle, have been wonderful during the long trek and I want to get them settled with some hay and water before unpacking the belongings I have in my trailer.

      Climbing into the trailer, I unhook Serenity and lead her across the lawn to the fence. Grabbing some brushes from the tack compartment, I give her a quick rub down. She is one of the gentlest, kindest, and most stunning horses I have ever seen.

      Serenity is a dusty buckskin mare and her unique coloring always draws attention. While most people think of her as brown, her coat almost has a bronze tinge to it. The stark black of her mane and tail set off the color so she really shines.

      Hopping back into the trailer, I lead out Belle and brush her quickly as well. Belle is my curvaceous beauty, a ridgeback dun with the sweetest personality. She is quiet and calm. My third horse, a bay named Chandler, won’t be arriving until my best friend Alex arrives sometime in July. Chandler had a limp when I went to load him and I didn’t want to risk the drive so Alex agreed to look after him.

      Gathering their leads, I walk into the pen closest to the house. I want to keep a watchful eye until I know they are settled to their new environment. Removing their halters and lead ropes I grin as they both find a patch of dirt and roll. While they are rolling and getting acquainted with their new home, I take the time to stretch out my sore muscles and gaze around me.

      My little acreage has the perfect mixture of rolling hills and flat prairie with a small forest that takes up about half of the property. There are riding trails throughout and I can’t wait to explore it in its entirety once I have unpacked.

      Whistling for Serenity and Belle before taking off at a quick jog, they join up with me as we do our customary run. It feels amazing after being cooped up in the truck for the past 12 hours.

      I begin walking backwards so I can check how my girls are moving, not paying attention to my surroundings. It’s too late for my balance when I feel a ridge behind my knees and I’m falling, quickly submerged into the full water trough I hadn’t noticed by the fence.

      “Shit!” I holler, sputtering as I try to push my hair out of my face and crawl out of the water at the same time.

      Rough hands grip my arms, pulling me out as I yelp in surprise. A deep, masculine laugh fills me with horror and embarrassment.

      Oh no . . .

      As I’m set on the ground, the hands falling away once I’m steady, I shiver.

      “I guess that’s one way to cool down.” The low, amused voice sends tingles down my spine.

      Pushing my soaking hair out of my face and closing my eyes to gather my wits, I take a deep breath before looking up at my rescuer. My brain freezes as I stare at Dane in shock and embarrassment.

      Oh. My. God.

      The burning of my face betrays me as a blush spreads over my cheeks and I resist burying my face into my hands. Dane chuckles and slowly moves his gaze over me, starting at my sandaled feet and making his way up my bare legs to my soaked yoga shorts and tank top.

      I can feel it clinging to me and the cool breeze causing my nipples to stand at attention, like this moment wasn’t already humiliating enough. Fuck my life.

      Lastly, he examines my flushed face, the mess that is my wet and tangled hair and settles on my green eyes with a sexy grin.

      Trying to maintain some dignity, I arch a brow at the humored expression in his gaze and decide to return the favor. I haven’t seen Dane since he was eleven years old and at twenty-four, he has become a devastatingly handsome man. His jeans and shirt accentuate his strong, well-toned muscles. He is tall and I need to tilt my head back slightly to examine his face. His strong and chiseled jaw, short, perfectly styled hair, and pale green eyes complete the swoon worthy package.

      He was cute as a boy, but the man in front of me has ignited my hormones as my mind wanders to all the dirty things I could do to him, starting with those kissable lips. This train of thought makes me blush even darker and I quickly move my eyes away from his lips to his eyes.

      His shocked expression at my boldness is apparent at the drop in his jaw and I smirk at him cheekily. This past year has changed me into a shell of who I was, but I’m not the shy ten-year-old he once knew, the one who followed him around doing whatever he wanted just to spend time with him.

      Thirteen years have passed since I last saw Dane and his brother Ryan. They were both away working when I visited last. Their sister, Lia, has been my best friend since before we understood what a friend was. This family was once a huge part of my life, I’m hoping that connection still remains.

      Finally feeling a little more composed, considering the circumstances, I grin at him mischievously and before he can stop me, I step in and give him a hug. My heart kicks up a notch when his hard muscles press against me, I can’t help my mind from wandering straight back into the gutter.

      Stepping back quickly I smirk at the water now soaking his front before the hard ridges of his abs molding to his shirt distracts me. Dragging my gaze away from the delectable muscles teasing me, I check to make sure I haven’t physically started to drool.

      The thrumming of my body reacting to his has me squirming as I try to refocus my thoughts away from imagining what it would be like to run my hands over his stomach and . . .

      What the fuck is wrong with me? This is Dane. We used to go on adventures in the forest and have movie nights in their rec room. What is it about this reunion that has shifted him from friend to a man my heart flutters over? Blushing at the humiliating entrance back into his life and the line my thoughts are crossing, I search for the first thing I can think of to say.

      “Where are Lia and Ryan?” I must be imagining the disappointment that flashes across his face at the abrupt shift. There is no way he could be thinking along the same lines as me, I know how awful I look. The shadows under my eyes, the heaviness I now carry with me, I hardly recognize myself when I look in the mirror.

      “Lia had some work she needed to get done for new clients and Ryan is checking the south fence line. I came to invite you over for dinner at Lia’s request.” He smirks at me as I stand soaking wet in front of him. “Dinner is at six, so you have time to—compose yourself.”

      Ignoring his banter, I gratefully accept the invitation as I did not stop along the way to pick up any supplies. With one last chuckle and a look I can’t decipher he saunters away from me. My eyes seem to be glued to him as he walks away, his jeans snugly forming to his perfect ass. Mentally shaking myself I peel my eyes away before turning to the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Dane

      

      “Lia!” Shutting the door behind me, I yell for her as I head to the freezer. “You invited Emma over for dinner!” Peering in, I grab some steaks and turn around ready to yell some more. Lia stands behind me, grinning when I jump at her proximity. “Fuck! Way to be a creeper.”

      She takes the steaks from my hands, setting them on the counter.

      “Not that I wasn’t planning on inviting her, but it’s sweet that you read my mind.” She mocks me, so I give her a gentle shove. Grabbing an apple from the basket on the counter, I wink at her and head to my room. She drives me insane, but I know her heart is in the right place.

      Collapsing onto my bed I finally allow myself to think about Emma. Up close and personal. When I saw her running with her horses, my heart swelled at the ease and beauty before me. Seeing her dripping wet, standing in front of me—her wet tank top hugging her glorious curves made me instantly erect and straining in my jeans.

      Emma is a stunning woman and I wanted nothing more than to pull her into my arms. My dick is hardening in my jeans as I think of her and I adjust myself, groaning when I think about how she pressed her body into mine. It’s clear my body finds her attractive, and the bit of spunk she showed me was intriguing. All the qualities I remember from childhood seem to have strengthened and grown.

      How should I go about pursuing her? We hardly know each other anymore. She is obviously physically attracted to me, her pert nipples saluting me and the soft intake of breath when we hugged were a dead giveaway.

      Her green eyes are brighter than I remember yet tinged with sadness. The loss she has suffered this year has been great and it pisses me off that I missed the funerals. Yet, I was still shocked to see the depth of the sadness and a trace of guardedness that was unexpected, especially turned on me. Add to that the deep purple shadows under her eyes and how thin she is, I want to wrap her in my arms and guard her from further hurt. Lia tried to prepare me, but nothing could have equipped me for the physical toll the past year has taken on her body and mind.

      I’m conflicted with what to do. My body tells me to rush the process, my heart tells me to show her how I feel, and my mind tells me to let her get settled, find some calm and then gauge where she is at. At war with myself, I know my body will lose. Only time can heal the wounds she has and I need to be patient.

      I’m not patient.

      It’s against my nature, but I won’t push her. As challenging as it will be to deny fulfilling the dream I’ve held onto since childhood, I want her to be ready because I have been ready for years. Regardless of letting her settle in and having time to heal, there is no harm in flirting . . . Right?

      Rolling off my bed, I look out my window and at her house. What is going through your mind as you walk through there? My legs ache to go see how she is doing, instead I shoot Ryan a text to find out where he is. I need a distraction.
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        * * *

      

      “Emma’s here and settling in. She’s coming for dinner later.” Dismounting Charger, I walk over to where Ryan is trimming Eore’s hooves.

      Ryan finishes up, handing me Eore’s lead rope as he packs up his tools. “Awesome. How is she?”

      He knows how I feel about her, but, unlike Lia, he doesn’t say much. He just wants everyone to be happy and will do whatever he can to make it happen.

      “She fell in a water trough because she wasn’t watching where she was going.” I close the gate behind Eore and hang his halter and lead rope on it.

      “Seriously?” Ryan shakes his head, smirking.

      Laughing, I nod but quickly sober as I fill him in on how she really looked.

      “It was awful to see how this whole situation has impacted her. They were always so close and it looks like the weight of the world is on her shoulders.”

      Ryan purses his lips and halters Odin before handing me the lead rope and picking up the first foot. “I can’t even imagine being in her shoes. We all squeezed Mom and Dad a little harder after the accident. Then to follow that with Will’s heart attack . . . We would be a wreck too.”

      Nodding in agreement, my thoughts swirl over ways I can make things better.

      “Dane, you can’t fix this. You know that. It takes time.” Ryan gives me a pointed look, already knowing where my thoughts have gone.

      “Fuck, I know. Why do you have to know me so damn well? I hate that you always tell me how it is. Can’t you lie once in a while?” Looking around the pasture, I notice a rail is down. Grateful for the distraction, I return my attention to Ryan. “When you’re done I have a rail to fix. I’m going to check this entire pasture; these wind storms are killing me.”

      “Just go. I do this by myself all the time.” He waves me off so I drop the lead and pull myself onto my saddle.
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        * * *

      

      Moaning as my back cracks, I stretch and admire my handiwork. A few rails were busted but the pen is secure again. Checking the weather forecast, I sigh in relief that there doesn’t seem to be anymore storms in our near future.

      My phone dings with a text just as I finish packing my drill and screws into the saddlebags resting over Chandler’s hindquarters.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lia: Supper is in half hour. You better damn well be ready!

      

      

      

      

      

      Chuckling to myself, I swing up onto Charger’s saddle and take off at a canter. With the distraction of fixing the fence gone, my mind is drawn right back to Emma.

      It’s time to put some light back into her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Emma

      

      Standing in the foyer of my new home, the reality of my solitude finally sinks in and I collapse onto one of the boxes piled in the foyer, gazing around me. Tears stream down my face as I take in the photos lining the stairs directly to my right.

      Photos of me with my parents, grandfather, and the Hyatts look down at me. Between settling the estate of my parents, followed quickly by that of my grandfather, I have lost my entire family in one fell swoop. All that I have been holding in explodes to the surface like a geyser. Taking deep breaths to push off the anxiety I feel roaring through my head, I stand and dry myself off with a towel I manage to dig out of some boxes. Tossing it onto a box, I close my eyes and attempt to settle my nerves.

      Instead of exploring the house right away, I finish unloading the boxes from the trailer. By the time I’m done, the foyer is full, aside from a narrow path leading through them.

      Kicking off my shoes, I abandon them to finally check out my childhood home.

      Wandering through the house with tears flowing freely down my face, the beauty of what Grandpa has done with me in mind, astounds me. The tile floors, soft green walls, and large windows make this house bright and airy. Grandpa put in a library for me knowing I would one day inherit this home. He even added an amazing writing desk for in the winters when I cannot sit outside to work on my novels.

      The kitchen has updated granite countertops and looks into the family room. It is obvious that Grandpa had me in mind with the cozy furniture and space for even more books. Sitting on the couch, I wipe my eyes and pull myself together. I will not allow myself to wallow as it does not change anything. Taking a final glance around the main floor I head back to the pile of boxes and start carrying them to the rooms they belong in. This is a new chapter and I am going to make the most of it.

      It does not take me long to get organized, I was meticulous when packing and loading my trailer, which I’m grateful for because it could have been a tedious task.

      I made sure my office necessities and books were the first thing I unloaded, I know where my priorities lie. Other than my books, my clothes and other personal items, I had sold everything else prior to moving. The home had been decorated with me in mind and I love seeing Grandpa’s personal touch throughout the house.

      Every nook and cranny of the house fits my style, he hit it on the nose right down to the little knick-knacks scattered throughout. The layout is open and airy, perfectly laid out for convenience, right down to the enormous walk-in closet that I currently stand in. I’m pretty sure I’m in shock at how large and organized it is. He even put in a wall of shelves for my shoes. This closet is every woman’s dream and I can’t help but squeal quietly to myself.

      The upstairs has three bedrooms, but two will go to Alex once he comes up here. Alex has been my best friend since I was twelve years old and we are inseparable. He is two years older than me and basically my big brother.

      Alex automatically agreed to come with me once he knew I was serious about moving, there was no hesitation for him to relocate and I’m eager for him to arrive in the next month or so.

      He was basically adopted into our family after his father left them and his mother turned to substances rather than being strong for her son. He is the only family I have left, aside from the Hyatts.

      Thinking of Alex reminds me that I need to call him, he will be expecting me to let him know I’ve arrived safe. Chewing on my lip, I debate whether to call now or later, but unpacking my meagre belongings before dinner wins out, especially since I know he will sense the sorrow I’m purposefully ignoring. I will call him before I head over to see Lia, Dane, and Ryan.

      Busying myself with getting settled, I start in my office. This room will contain the most important things to me. It is my life. Everything I need for my writing is contained in the boxes before me, but I want to unpack my books first.

      The first box I open has me tearing up again as I pull out the books stacked on top. They are mine and not just any books, but the ones I signed and gave to my mom whenever they came out.

      Mom was my biggest fan and had encouraged me in my dream to write, which is why my first novel was published before I turned twenty-one. She helped me in every way she could, including researching every aspect of publishing so I could put all my energy into writing. She was my cheerleader, my beta reader, and my motivator. Returning my focus to the books before me, I place them on the shelf closest to my desk, fingers gliding over them lovingly before quickly unpacking the rest of my boxes.

      As usual, I lose track of time in my world of books and putting my favorites in esteemed places that by the time I check the clock I have forty-five minutes to get ready for dinner. Letting Chloe in from her exploration outside, I feed her before hopping in the shower.

      Instead of rushing through my shower, I take time to allow the hot water to ease the tension from my neck and shoulders as I mentally make a to-do list for the next few days. Drying off, I wander into my closet to find something to wear.

      Flipping through the hangers, I pull out a turquoise halter styled sundress. Considering my re-entrance back into Dane’s life, I’m hoping to make an impression at dinner. Instead of examining why I care so much, I try to focus on seeing Ryan and Lia. Will things flow back to the way they once were? Obviously with Dane things may be a little different. . . my mind wanders back to my encounter Dane and just thinking of him has my heart beating a little faster.

      It does not bode well that I have spent five minutes with the man and already developed a crush on him. I need to nip that in the bud, it can’t happen. We are neighbors and practically family; aside from my obvious issues, I don’t need to add another complexity to my life. They are too close and the situation is too complex. Not to mention my recent dating history has left nothing to be desired. Ugh, I cannot go there right now!

      I blow dry my long hair so it hangs in waves down my back, sitting just above my hips. My makeup is soft and natural, completing my look. It may be silly but I want to look good without appearing to try too hard. Why does being a woman have to be so difficult? I’m pretty sure Dane can roll out of bed and still be drop-dead gorgeous.

      Examining myself in the mirror, I’m satisfied with what I see. Before heading downstairs, I sweep my hair aside to look at the new tattoo on my back. The intricate design goes straight down my spine in loops and curlicues with three hearts for both of my parents and my grandfather. I will never tire of looking at it.

      Grabbing my phone, I stop to scratch Chloe on the head before stepping onto my porch. I gaze around my property, the sun warm on my skin. I love the view of green grass, tall trees, and seeing my horses graze contentedly in their corral.

      Breathing in the fresh air, I feel it in my soul that what I need is here. This is where I will heal, while staying connected with what I have lost. Checking on the horses quickly, I toss them some more hay before walking to the Hyatt’s. Their parents now live on the back forty of the property, leaving the main house to Lia, Dane, and Ryan. I can’t wait to reconnect with the entire family.

      Barely stepping into the house, a blur of dark brown hair, brown eyes, and white teeth tackles me at the door. Hugging Lia as we stumble, laughing at the fact that the only reason we’re still standing is because she has pushed me up against the door.

      “I am so glad you’re finally here!” Lia squeals.

      “Obviously, you’re practically feeling me up. At least romance me first.” Chuckling I look over as Ryan comes into the room and laughs at Lia plastering me against the wall.

      “That’s one way to welcome Emma back into our lives.”

      Lia releases me from her iron clad grip and I move to stand next to Ryan. He is slightly taller than Dane and I have to crane my neck to look up at him. His dark brown hair is tousled from him running his hands through it. Ryan’s rich brown eyes twinkle at me and his smile automatically has my lips twitching in response.

      “Hey, squirt,” he says affectionately, “it’s good to have you back, despite the circumstances that brought you here.” Leaning in for one of his bear hugs, I blink back more tears trying to fight their way through. What the hell is wrong with me? I haven’t allowed myself to get so emotional after I realized it made people uncomfortable. Despite my show of emotion his hug is soothing and I relax into his embrace.

      Pulling away I can’t help but notice that I didn’t react to him like I did Dane despite the fact that he is equally attractive. He is more rugged than Dane, with a five o’clock shadow on his defined jawline and a roughness that is hard to describe, yet there is no physical reaction to him.

      Ryan is the eldest of the three at twenty-eight and was always the one I went to when I needed comfort and a big brother. Lia and Dane were the two I got into mischief with. When push comes to shove though, even after all these years, I know I can count on any one of them for anything. Glancing around I can’t help noticing there is no sign of Dane and try to tamp down the feeling of disappointment.

      Looking back at Ryan I realize he is waiting for me to say something. “It feels right to be here, this is where I feel a connection to all of them, even though it’s been a bit emotional.” Taking a deep breath, I try not to dwell on how much I miss them. It does feel right to be here, but the hole their loss has created still gapes wide open.

      “Well, you know we’re here for you,” he says with a squeeze.

      “Can I help with dinner?” Changing the subject away from the one topic I tend to avoid, I look for an escape. I’m not good with talking about this subject matter and want dinner to be lighthearted. I need it to be lighthearted.

      “No! You sit and relax, I’m almost ready.” Lia leads me into the kitchen and pours me a glass of wine. Gazing around the familiar kitchen taking in its red walls with white cupboards and gleaming granite countertops, it doesn’t feel like any time has passed. The stainless steel appliances are new, but it still feels like a second home. Moving towards the center island, I sit at the breakfast bar setting my phone on the counter. Cradling the glass set in front of me, I sip my wine.

      “Where is Dane?” Inquiring in what I hope is a casual tone of voice; I gaze at Lia and take another sip of my wine. I know if I don’t make eye contact with her she will find it suspicious and I curse the burn of a blush forming in my cheeks.

      “He was running behind this afternoon and is washing up,” Ryan replies as he steps inside from lighting the barbeque. He looks at me closely before observing, “I can’t believe how much you’ve changed. You’re no longer a little squirt.”

      Laughing at his scrutiny I reply, “Well, that’s what thirteen years does to a person. Although, compared to you I’m still a squirt.” Considering that Ryan and Dane are both taller than I am but also strong and muscled, I am tiny compared to them. Both men are built from all the work done on the ranch and have the muscles to show for it. Ryan and Dane are natural protectors of those they care about. One time in the first grade, a bully had tripped me and I flew face first into the sand. Ryan saw and gave him a black eye. Looking at Ryan now, I still see that intensely devoted man and grin at him.

      He winks at me, grabbing the plate of steaks and heading back outside to put them on the grill.

      “Lia, are you sure I can’t help?”

      “You’ve already had a long enough day and supper is ready once the steaks are done.” She starts to load food onto the table and I get up to help her, ignoring the mock glare she shoots in my direction. As I carry the salad over to the table I look hungrily at the mountain of food she has begun piling there, my stomach loudly growls causing Lia and me to burst out laughing. The realization that I haven’t eaten since breakfast has me distracted as I drool over the feast Lia has put together, more embarrassingly audible growls coming from my midsection and I don’t notice Dane walk into the room.

      “Hey, Emma, acquaint yourself with any more water troughs this afternoon?” I swivel around to glare at him, barely resisting sticking my tongue out as Ryan and Lia start laughing.

      “Once was enough, but thanks for checking,” I mutter as my face turns an embarrassing shade of red. Meeting Dane’s eyes, I notice that his brows are furrowed and his eyes are studying me closely. I squirm under his scrutiny, not sure what he is thinking. If it was Alex, I could read his thoughts just by his expression, but I don’t know Dane well enough anymore and his expression causes heat to spread through me.

      “What?” I finally ask after a moment, giving him my sassiest look. Somewhere inside me the girl with confidence is hiding and I draw upon her to deal with the rush of emotions Dane causes to course through me.

      He smirks at me. “I was jus—”

      The sound of my cell ringing cuts him off. Dane reaches over and grabs my phone, glancing at the screen before passing it to me with a look. I glance down and see Alex’s name on the screen.

      “Shit . . .” Ignoring the curious looks from my friends, I swipe the screen. “I am so so SO sorry!”

      “Holy shit, Em! What the hell? You’re gone for not even a day and already forgetting me? I was worried sick! I know how driving is for you and it was a long journey. Did your trip go okay?” Alex’s voice is clearly audible throughout the silence in the kitchen so I meander over to the window to try to get some distance. Quickly turning down the volume before I reply.

      I don’t miss the way Dane is watching me closely as I turn my body fully away from him. “I know. I can’t believe I forgot. The drive was okay, better than we thought it would be. I got distracted after letting the horses out. I decided to take a bath in the water trough.” I chuckle as he bursts out laughing. Feeling my face flush again I glance discreetly at Dane. He is still studying me with that unreadable expression, but there is a twitch to his lips as he sees me looking at him. Tuning back into what Alex is saying, I close my eyes listening to the steadying sound of his voice.

      “Only you.”

      “Yep, to add insult to injury I had an audience as Dane had come down to invite me for dinner.” I purposely keep my back turned to my captive audience as his laughter comes over the phone. “Hey, can I call you later? I’m just visiting now.”

      “Yeah, sure. Make sure you actually call me. It’s going to be awhile before I can finish making my arrangements and make it up there. I miss you.”

      “I miss you too. Love you and talk to you later.” Hanging up I turn back to my friends and smile sheepishly. Lia looks at me and I mouth, “Alex” to her. She nods in understanding before gesturing to the table.

      Lia has everything ready for dinner and we sit at the table as Ryan sets the steaks down. My heart flutters when I see Dane looking at me contemplatively.

      I’ve known Dane since we were children and never reacted this way. Granted, I was ten the last time I saw him. Looking at him from under my lashes, I can’t help but get caught up in how utterly gorgeous he is. He could have anyone he wanted and even if he wanted me, the last thing I need is to complicate this relationship, especially since I live within sight of his home. I just need to keep reminding myself of that.

      Dinner is spent catching up with each other. Ryan has his own farrier business that he runs out of Lia’s clinic where she does massage therapy on horses. Dane has focused entirely on the running of the property and feels passionately about their land. They all train horses and Lia competes in reining competitions. I am fascinated hearing about all they have been up to over the years. My ears perk up when we start discussing relationships.

      “Ryan and Dane are eternally single.” Lia grins at me with a wink. “Dane even has this ridiculous three date rule. Although, I was glad for it with Yvette . . .” Lia makes a face at me that tells me just what she thought of Yvette. “I, on the other hand, am not opposed to a relationship, but men seem to be put off by my drive and supreme awesomeness.” I laugh at Lia’s sassy outlook on her lack of a relationship, but I know that there is pain behind her words.

      “Hey! Don’t judge my three date rule! It’s come in handy, as you just pointed out!” Dane protests with a grin. Ryan just sits there and rolls his eyes. I can tell this is an ongoing joke they have and I can’t help but laugh and tease along with everyone.

      “What about you? How’s work? Do you have anyone special in your life?” Ryan asks. I quickly fill them in on taking a bit of a hiatus from writing in order to get settled here before writing the final book in my current series.

      Blushing I skip over the boyfriend subject muttering, “There is not much to share on the boyfriend front that would be of interest to you. No one really special to speak of.” What I don’t say is that I don’t seem to have much luck with guys these days. The last guy I was seeing couldn’t handle being around me after my parents died and that fizzled out. Since then I haven’t bothered too much. I have dealt with it and feel better off immersing myself into my writing rather than focusing on meeting men.

      I’ve been visiting with my friends for over three hours when I stand and ask them to excuse me. “It’s been a long day and I’m ready to crash.”

      “Of course, why don’t you come for breakfast tomorrow and we can make plans. I’ve taken a few days off so I can help out if you need me.” Lia gives me a hug as we walk to the door. I wave at Ryan and Dane before closing the door.

      Walking slowly back to my house, I tilt my head back so I can gaze at the clear evening sky. The sky is that gorgeous mixture of colors of the setting sun and I decide to sit on my porch instead of going inside so I can enjoy the oranges, pinks, and reds. I want to enjoy the view while I call Alex back. Glancing back to the house across the way as I dial Alex, I stare as I meet Dane’s eyes briefly before he turns and goes back inside.

      “Hey,” he greets me as I let Chloe out of the house before sitting on the porch swing. She takes off sniffing and I sigh a real sigh of contentment.

      “I’m sorry again about not calling. After my little incident and the overwhelming emotions from the house it totally slipped my mind.”

      “You mean you buried yourself into the practical work of unpacking rather than let yourself be sad,” he clarified for me.

      I smile to myself. No one knows me better than Alex so I don’t bother denying it. “It was nice seeing my old friends again. It’s like we picked up right where we left off.” I filled him in on Lia’s holistic practice, Ryan’s farrier business, and how Dane is running the ranch with Ryan’s help. They have been breeding Quarter Horses for several generations and have a strong reputation in the community.

      “I still can’t believe that my first time seeing Dane in thirteen years and he witnesses me falling into a water trough. How humiliating.” I typically don’t let things embarrass me too badly and laugh stuff off, but for some reason this one has climbed the humiliation mountain to stake its claim. It’s difficult not to dwell on that, and I’ve decided to embrace my need to have a girly moment.

      Alex chuckles, “Would you have been so embarrassed if it was Lia or Ryan?”

      “O—of course!” I stutter.

      “Mmmm hmmm.” He doesn’t believe me, but lets my lie slide. There is a smile in his voice as he updates me on what he did since he saw me off this morning.

      “Chandler’s leg seems to be better so he should be ready to go when I am. My packing is coming along and the condo has successfully been sold, they take possession in a few weeks. I figure I should be arriving in about a month. Three weeks if everything flows smoothly.” That puts his arrival into the end of June, first week of July.

      “I hope you arrive sooner. I miss you, and Chandler,” I reply on a yawn.

      We chat for a while longer as I describe the house and skirt over the rush of emotions being here has caused. After yawning for the fifth time, he says goodnight and I go inside. Thankfully I’m exhausted from the long day and fall asleep right away. As I drift off, a pair of intense green eyes is the last thing I see.
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