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      Winter dawn broke over the Double Diamond ranch in soft pastels as the stars above twinkled goodnight to the fading indigo sky.

      Jenny Danvers stepped onto the back porch veranda, morning coffee in hand, and shivered delightedly at the promising nip in the air. The forecast suggested precipitation, but the temperature was well above freezing. Christmas arrived in two weeks and plans for the ranch’s first holiday party in five years were well underway.

      Did she dare hope for a white Christmas?

      Smiling, Jenny took a sip of her coffee, the steaming heat warming her as she snuggled deeper into her lavender cable-knit sweater.

      It had been her mother’s sweater, and her grandmother’s before that. Three generations of wear and tear and the weave was still a sturdy enough heirloom to comfort a fourth generation—although carrying on the family tradition would have to fall to her brother, Ryan.

      She was married to the ranch.

      Jenny loved Texas. The wide-open spaces, the endless, blue skies bursting with white popcorn clouds. In the summer, the nearly unbearable heat baked the ground until it cracked. She loved it anyway, the good outdoing the bad. Even if her personal history was bittersweet, this was her home, her land, and her connection to the parents she and Ryan had lost.

      She hadn’t always felt this way.

      There was a time when she’d wanted to get as far away from Kringle, Texas, as she could get, but didn’t most teenagers go through that phase? Aching to find themselves, make their own way, stamp their mark on the world? Now, she couldn’t believe she’d been so self-absorbed.

      Or how much her selfishness had cost her.

      Jenny shook off the thought and finished her coffee, watching a flock of geese in the distant sky as they headed south. Their honking broke the stillness, their formation precise as they flew. She appreciated their focus, that exactness. It was the same traits she nourished inside herself because those qualities helped her manage each day, helped her survive.

      “C’mon,” she whispered a prayer to the heavens. “Could we get a little snow for Christmas? It doesn’t have to be much. A light dusting will do.” She paused and then added, “Not for me, you understand, but for Mom’s memory.”

      Barbara Danvers had been raised in the Midwest but had adopted Texas as her home when she married Jenny’s father. She’d sworn she missed nothing of the place where she’d grown up, save for the snow that decorated the landscape at Christmastime.

      To make up for the ranch’s lack of holiday postcard appeal, each year, on Christmas Eve, her mother thrown a big party. It had been a twenty-year tradition that the citizens of Kringle looked forward to each year.

      A tradition snuffed out by her parents’ tragic deaths.

      For the past four Christmases, ripped apart by grief, there had been no party at the Danvers’ ranch but this year, come hell or high water, Jenny was bringing the celebration back.

      But the overwhelming reality of hosting a party for the entire town was beginning to sink in. There were so many details to oversee—renovating the barn, planning the food, the drinks, the music, the decorations…

      Jenny’s four best friends offered to help, and Jenny had gladly accepted. Since all of her friends had recently married over the course of the past year, and she was the odd woman out, it was hard these days to find a time when they could all get together and she was looking forward to socializing.

      Chloe Conner was the local vet and she’d promised to take care of the live nativity scene, while Ava Miller, the town photographer, planned on capturing the event on camera. Suzannah Delaney, who lived on the adjoining ranch with her husband, Zach, and her eleven-year-old daughter from another marriage, would assist with the food, and Joy Rowland, a fourth-grade teacher at Kringle Elementary, had dibs on putting up the decorations.

      The party preparation felt like a full-time job on top of her usual duties which included managing the household, handling the ranch’s finances, keeping records on the livestock, and pitching in with the animals during calving season.

      She had no idea how her mother had done it all and raised a family too.

      Ryan was taking care of the construction issues—installing the sound system, upgrading the electrical and plumbing, and resurfacing the barn floor—though he’d told her at Thanksgiving he’d need to hire help in order to get it all done in time for Christmas Eve.

      Two years ago, they’d invested in a bigger barn, but rather than demolish the building that had served the ranch for decades, Ryan had slowly been renovating it to serve as a wedding reception venue to bring in extra income. The party put an end to his leisurely pace, but that was okay. It would be ready for Christmas.

      Thinking of all the work ahead snapped Jenny from her front porch reverie. She would take Ryan a thermos of coffee and check to see if he wanted breakfast or if she’d be cooking only for herself this morning.

      In the kitchen, she poured Ryan’s coffee, and then headed for the main barn, the cold ground hard beneath her feet.

      Away from the shelter of the house, the wind blew stronger, chilling her. The rising sun peeked over the horizon, fanning rays of light across the pastures. From the far distance, a deep low rolled from the longhorn herd.

      “Good morning to you, too, ladies and gents,” she greeted the cattle.

      Halfway across the yard, she slowed and narrowed her eyes. Something was different.

      She cocked her head, trying to decide what it was and why goosebumps were spreading up her arms. It could just be the cold, but she couldn’t shake the oddest sensation that things were about to change…

      And not for the better.

      Wait. Something was out of place.

      The row of outdoor lights, that had yet to turn off for the day, shone brightly on the smaller barn, her barn, and at the back corner was the rear end of a pickup truck that she didn’t recognize.

      Had her brother gone ahead and hired someone to help him finish the renovations and forgotten to tell her?

      She changed her trajectory from the big barn and detoured to the smaller structure. Her plan? Introduced herself and offer Ryan’s coffee to the contractor. She’d get her brother another thermos later.

      As she got closer, she heard Ryan’s laughter and realized he was in the barn with someone. It must be the person he’d hired.

      Oh good. Two birds, one stone.

      “I sure have missed you, Danvers,” said a male voice that Jenny hadn’t heard in five long years.

      A sexy voice that stopped her dead in her tracks. She sucked in her breath and cocked her head. Surely she was imagining things. He wouldn’t have the nerve to show up here.

      Would he?

      “It’s been too far too long,” the visitor went on.

      Oh, dear heavens, it was him. The one man she never, ever wanted to see again. What in the world was he doing here?

      Feeling panicky, she changed directions before her brother and his companion caught sight of her, and she scurried around to inspect the pickup, hoping against hope that she wrong about that voice.

      The parked truck was a big black crew cab dually sporting the Flying F brand logo on the tailgate. She closed her eyes, counted to ten, and opened them again.

      Yep. Still there.

      The fancy truck was a bold, bragging statement. Look at me!

      Anxiety quickened her pulse as she spun on her heel and headed toward the house. No way was she going into that barn and face the man who’d ruined her life.

      She’d have it out with Ryan later. Yes, she’d asked him to handle the construction and do the hiring. But he knew better than to hire that man.

      Jenny halted.

      Ryan did know better. So there had to be a reason why Scott Finley was in her barn, when the man knew full well that he wasn’t welcome here. Because even if for some illogical reason that fact had slipped her brother’s mind, it would never have slipped Scott’s.

      Unless she hadn’t made herself clear five years ago. Or he hadn’t believed she’d meant what she’d said.

      Did it really matter? He was here either way. Fine. No time like the present to clear up any misunderstanding.

      She changed directions again, shoring up her defenses, putting a blank, noncommittal expression on her face as she oh-so-casually strolled into the barn. Nothing bothered her. No siree.

      Jenny spied her brother first.

      Ryan was tall and in his cowboy hat and his boots his height was imposing. His stature had given him a great advantage as a wide receiver in college. Now he was brawnier than ever but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on his body, which considering how much food he put away was ridiculously unfair. They shared their father’s coloring, both of them a nutty blond, just this side of brunette. Ryan wore his hair clipped short, and he sported a few days’ growth of beard stubble.

      To keep up her too-cool-for-school ruse, Jenny didn’t spare a glance at the other man in the barn, pretending she hadn’t noticed him.

      “Is that for me?” Ryan’s eyes lit up as his gaze locked on the thermos in her hand.

      “It was.”

      “Was?”

      She jutted her chin in Scott’s general direction. “What’s he doing here?”

      “I told you I was hiring help.”

      “Help?” The word reverberated in her chest, in the air. She drilled her brother with a hard start. “He is not help. He’s trouble and he’s unwelcome here. Find someone else.”

      She turned without looking at Scott. Unable to contain her emotions, she rushed for the door before she said or did something she would regret.

      “Sister.” Ryan’s voice held a harsh note.

      His words stopped her in mid-step. Facing away from her brother, her gaze on the pasture outside the open barn door, Jenny pulled in a deep breath. With the way her heart was pounding, that wasn’t so easy to do.

      “I tried to find someone else,” Ryan said. “I didn’t hire Scott to hurt you. I needed the job done by someone I trusted, and he fits the bill. Don’t take it personally.”

      Jenny wondered what Scott thought about them discussing him right while he was standing there, but she wasn’t curious enough to turn back around. She clenched her jaw and her hands and prayed for strength. “Did you ask Talbot about his brother-in-law? Enrique was looking for work and he’s a reliable employee.”

      “Enrique found a job in Fort Worth. So I did what I had to do to finish on time. I hired the best contractor I knew.”

      “Get someone else.” She hadn’t meant to sound so angry, but Ryan had ripped into an old scar where a trove of hurt still hid.

      “Jenny—”

      “What?”

      “Could you look at me?”

      She peered over her shoulder at her brother, keeping her gaze trained on him and off the man in the corner.

      “We’re running out of time, Jenny.” Her brother whipped off his Stetson and slapped it against his thigh. She was pretty sure if he’d been wearing a ball cap, he’d have crushed it in his fist.

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “You’re acting like I have time to keep searching for help. People are traveling for the holidays. Or tied up with family plans. Or they’ve already taken on more work to do right by their kids Christmas morning. It’s a small town, Jenny. There’s just so many people who are good at construction.”

      Did he think she needed a lecture about where they lived? They’d been born here. They’d grown up here. They’d watched their parents’ struggle to make a living off this land. They now fought the same fights—the weather, livestock diseases, insects—but she’d thought they were on the same team.

      “You’ve had months to get this taken care of.” To keep her anger in check, she softened her tone. She hated that Scott had the power to cause her to lose her self-control. “There are other nearby towns, Ryan.”

      “Sister,” he said. “Be reasonable. What’s happened to make you so hard?”

      As if he didn’t know. Finally, Jenny turned and met Scott’s gaze for the first time and glared at him.

      His face was a blank slate.

      One look at him and she was jettison back five years. His dark eyes peered into her, and she lost her breath. Nothing had changed. The man was as gorgeous as ever and her body instantly started tingling in all the wrong places.

      Dear Lord, she wasn’t over him.

      Not by a long shot.

      Her knees wobbled and she shifted her glare back to Ryan and pointed a trembling finger in Scott’s direction. “He’s what hardened my heart. He’s the cause of everything bad that’s happened to our family and now you’re shoving him in my face and expecting me to like it. Who’s being unreasonable?”
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      It took Scott a lot longer than he would have liked to shake off the look of hurt and pain in Jenny’s eyes. He didn’t even try to make sense of her over-the-top reaction to his being at the Double Diamond.

      That would come later.

      Once his heart found its normal rhythm again.

      If it ever did.

      Which had always been the way of things with Jenny Danvers. They’d dated on and off for two years while they were in college at Texas Christian University. Her first two years. His final two. He’d played football with Ryan and that’s how they’d met.

      He and Jenny had fun together, and though they’d been exclusive when they were together, they’d promised each other they wouldn’t get serious, not until they finished college. Neither had been in a place to settle down, but promises weren’t always easy to keep.

      And he’d never forgotten her even though she’d told him quite plainly that she never wanted to see him again. He wasn’t a guy who hung around where he wasn’t wanted.

      But when Ryan called him, he thought that maybe things had changed. He’d believed Jenny was on board with him being here.

      Apparently not.

      Disappointment was a sledgehammer, knocking against his temple. He’d hoped she’d finally forgiven him. Although, he’d never really understood what he’d done wrong.

      Now, he had a bone to pick with Ryan.

      Saddened, Scott watched Jenny leave. She wore boots and loose-fitting jeans, and a ragged, hip-length sweater covered her yellow plaid button-down blouse. It was her mother’s sweater, he recalled. As she stalked away from him, her ponytail swung between her shoulder blades like a metronome.

      “Uh, not really sure what that was about,” Ryan said with an apologetic grunt as he settled his hat back in place. “Sorry for her behavior.”

      “She’s angry with me.” Scott heard a forlorn note in his voice.

      “It’s been five years. Time for her to get over the past.”

      “She feels things deeply.”

      “Still taking up for her, huh?” Ryan shook his head.

      “Just cutting her some slack. She’s been through a lot. You both have.”

      “You’re a patient man, Scott Findley.” Ryan clamped a hand on Scott’s shoulder.

      When Ryan had asked him to renovate Jenny’s barn, Scott couldn’t pack his bags fast enough. He missed the man who’d been his best friend during the four years they’d played college football together. He understood life came with no guarantees and when the tragic loss of their folks had called the siblings back to Kringle for good, and Jenny broke up with him, he and Ryan had lost touch.

      Scott regretted that.

      But it was Jenny’s absence that had left a true hole in Scott’s heart, though he’d never quite figured out why. He shouldn’t have been so devastated, considering that before she left TCU, she’d made sure Scott understood he was no longer welcome at the Double D.

      Lucky for him, Ryan hadn’t felt the same way.

      So here he was, with almost everything he owned packed into his truck. His overpacking may have been taking things a bit far. What an optimistic fool he’d been.

      He wasn’t much of a gambling man, but he was taking a big risk now. He didn’t know the full weight of the damage Jenny carried, but the one thing he did know was how good they’d been together before things took a turn.

      It was time to make amends and try to repair their friendship before it was too late. He had no illusions that he could salvage anything more than that, but he couldn’t resist hoping against hope.

      Resolutely, Scott went after her. “Hey, Jenny. Hold up.”

      She was almost to the house and didn’t stop. In fact, she sped up.

      Stubborn woman.

      Scott knew she’d heard him calling to her. He jogged to catch up, passing her and turning around to walk backward while she kept striding forward, hoping he didn’t trip and make a bigger fool of himself than he already had by showing up here when she didn’t want him.

      The sun bursting over the horizon glinted off the lightest streaks in her dark-blond hair. The shimmery, golden strands stirred images of the first time he’d had the pleasure of running his fingers through those silky locks.
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