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         This is it. This is how my life will end.”

         Kyra Fowler eased her compact SUV up yet another narrow switchback somewhere in the godforsaken wilderness of Wyoming, the pine branches scraping both sides of the car like a fork screeching against a porcelain plate. She was going to die out here.

         Fifteen miles ago, her faithful GPS man with the hot British accent had decided to abandon her not three miles after she exited the lonely two-lane highway that had led her somewhere into the vicinity of Star Valley Springs, Wyoming. Apparently the town happened to be a literal hidden gem. Since she’d lost service on her phone, she’d been driving on these sorry excuses for backroads for an hour and still saw no signs of civilization. She had, however, watched a bear dart into the woods a few miles back, so there would be no getting out of the car under any circumstances.

         She eyed her fuel meter, which had dipped dangerously low. Most likely she’d eventually run out of gas and, after a few nights surviving in the frigid overnight Wyoming fall temperatures, she’d succumb to hypothermia. She’d watched enough evening news to know that was how these scenarios always ended.

         Stepping on the brake, Kyra took a second to massage her temples, warding off a headache. This whole situation had to be some sort of really bad joke. When the Law Offices of Edmundson and Podgurski had called to inform her that her estranged father had passed away, Kyra had reluctantly agreed to travel all the way from Fort Myers to Jackson, Wyoming. She’d arrived for the reading of his will only to find out that the illustrious Kenneth Fowler hadn’t left her—his only blood child—a typical inheritance. Nope. In order to make up for his abandonment eighteen years ago, her father had left her a town in the middle of nowhere. Star Valley Springs, population three hundred twenty eight at the last census count.

         A town! As if she had any use for an entire town.

         But that wasn’t the worst part. A humorless laugh slipped out. Oh, no. The worst part was that this gift came with certain stipulations on what she could do with her new town. Such as, she couldn’t sell any of the very expensive land, businesses, or homes she now owned until the improvements specified in his will were made.

         “Thanks, Dad.”

         Kyra eased her foot back onto the gas, the SUV crawling forward so she wouldn’t dent the undercarriage on the rocks and tree branches littering the road. “I don’t understand.” She hadn’t wanted anything from Kenneth—hadn’t needed anything from him since the day he’d walked out on her and her mom to build a new family with Kyra’s best friend’s mother.

         Why couldn’t he have left the town to Lyric, his stepdaughter? Thoughts of her childhood friend never failed to stir up an aching nostalgia. She and Lyric had been inseparable once. Until her father ran off with Lyric’s mother and moved the poor girl to this frozen place. Kyra had never blamed Lyric—her friend had been just as shocked as she’d been when they learned that their parents had been having an affair.

         Kyra slowed the car to navigate a hairpin turn, nerves pulsing in her stomach. What would it be like to see Lyric now? After all this time? When she’d learned about her father’s death, she’d thought about getting in touch with her old friend, but she didn’t know what to say. They’d secretly emailed a few times after Lyric had moved away, but Kyra’s mother found out and forbade her from ever talking to her friend again.

         Ugh. She stepped on the brakes once more and let her head fall back. Why had her father wanted to complicate her life now? He should’ve left Star Valley Springs to Lyric. Then Kyra wouldn’t have had to take a three-month leave of absence from her nursing job to deal with this mess. The mountains of Wyoming were the last place she wanted to be from now until Christmas, but her father hadn’t exactly given her a choice. At first, she’d thought about refusing the inheritance, but then Mr. Podgurski had informed her the town was valued at well over one million dollars and developers had already been sniffing around.

         She couldn’t pass up one million dollars.

         Urging the car on, Kyra followed yet another bend in the rutted blacktop, coming to a stop at a fork in the road. The path to the right appeared to have fared slightly better than the left, so she turned the wheel and continued driving beneath the thick canopy of trees. If she hadn’t been lost she might’ve called the view outside her windshield beautiful, with the golden aspen leaves interspersed among the deep green pine branches all backlit in the setting sun, but her tensed shoulders and persisting headache stole the landscape’s shining glory.

         She was never going to get out of here. She would have to ration out the lone chocolate bar she had left in her purse and spend the entire night—

         Wait a minute. A car! Parked up ahead near a small pond. Kyra picked up speed. It was a truck, actually. It looked like something straight out of the seventies, an old rust-colored Ford lifted onto big monster tires, but who cared what the truck looked like? Someone else was out here. And they probably weren’t lost.

         Kyra pulled off the road and parked next to the truck. No one sat inside, which meant she had to go on a scouting expedition. After slipping her pepper spray into her pocket, she climbed out of the car and approached the pond. “Hello?” Maybe if she spoke loud enough she’d scare all the bears away.

         Ripples formed in the middle of the pond, and someone surfaced. A man. He let out a whoop before wiping his face with his hands, and then he proceeded to swim across to the far side. He must not have noticed her.

         “Excuse me,” Kyra called, walking to the shoreline.

         The man jerked his head as though she’d startled him.

         “Hi there.” She waved, hoping she didn’t have to use the pepper spray in her pocket. “Um, I seem to be a little lost and I was wondering if you might be able to help.”

         Without responding, the man started to swim toward her—his powerful arms making his freestyle stroke Olympics-worthy. He made it about halfway across the pond but then stopped and seemed to tread water while he sized her up.

         She sized him up too. He wasn’t scary looking, per se, but he did have a bit of a wild look about him. His dark shoulder-length hair was slicked back, and stubble shadowed his jaw. He could be a mountain man. Or a serial killer. It was hard to tell.

         She thought about informing him she was armed with pepper spray, but then he finally said, “You must be looking for Jackson Hole.”

         “No.” Any moron could find the biggest tourist town this side of the Rockies. “Actually, I’m looking for Star Valley Springs. My GPS quit on me, and I’ve been driving around for the last hour.” Or decade.

         “Sure. I can help.” The man went into the freestyle stroke again, and now that he’d gotten closer she caught a glimpse of various tattoos covering his biceps.

         “You might want to turn around,” the man said as he approached the shoreline.

         Turn around? She noticed a heap of clothes on a rock nearby. “Oh.” Because he was naked. “Right. Sure. I’ll definitely turn around.” Maybe she should run too. What kind of man swam naked in public? Was this public? Maybe she’d ventured onto private property…

         “All right. I’m good,” he said behind her.

         She turned back around but lost her train of thought when she caught sight of his bare, glistening chest. Another tattoo covered his left pec—the Navy SEAL trident emblem. Her gaze drifted down to his worn jeans, which sat low on his hips, showcasing chiseled muscle along with more than a few jagged scars.

         “You wanted directions?”

         Kyra blinked the rest of the world back into focus. How long had she been staring at him? “Um, yes. Directions.” She straightened, forcing her gaze to stay above his neck. “Like I said, I’m lost and I really need to get to Star Valley Springs.”

         The man seemed to take his time pulling on a heathered green T-shirt that brought out the hazel hues in his eyes. “The town is a good half-hour drive from here. About ten miles, but the roads aren’t the greatest.”

         “I’ve noticed.” Next time she would have to rent a Jeep to get around this area. What was she thinking? There wouldn’t be a next time. After Christmas she was going to sell Star Valley Springs to the highest bidder and use the money to finally build a new life for herself in London. That money would literally make her dream come true.

         “It’d probably be easier if you follow me.” The man sidestepped her and headed for the truck. “Less chance you’ll get lost. There are a lot of turns and old logging roads out here. I can lead you out.”

         “That would be great.” Kyra got back into her car and started it up only to see the low fuel light blinking at her. Would she even be able to drive for a half hour without running out of gas?

         Next to her, the truck’s engine revved.

         “Wait!” She scrambled to get out of the car. Thankfully the truck’s window was down. “I’m about to run out of gas.” Humiliation pinched at her cheeks. She’d never had to be rescued. Her mother had drilled into her that she couldn’t rely on anyone else in life, and she hadn’t. Now she was both lost and out of gas…and completely dependent on this man she didn’t even know.

         Her incompetence didn’t seem to faze the man. His left shoulder lifted in a lazy shrug. “Hop in, then. We can pick up some gas and I’ll bring you back to get the car later.”

         He made the solution sound easy. Hop in. With a complete stranger.

         You can’t trust anyone. Though Kyra’s mother passed away two years ago, her voice still constantly echoed in Kyra’s head. What choice did she have? Her mom would probably tell her to hike out of the woods on her own before getting into a car with a tattooed mountain man, but daylight would fade fast, and she didn’t want to stay out here alone. “Let me grab my luggage.”

         She popped the hatch on her SUV, but the man met her back there. Without a word he lifted her carry-on bag out of her car and put it in the bed of his truck. “Anything else?”

         And there she went ogling him again. It was hard not to, what with his broad shoulders and chest. A man didn’t develop that body type without some serious dedication. “Nope. Huh-uh. No more luggage. Only my purse but I’ll get that.” She darted to the front seat and retrieved her purse before locking the doors. After patting the pepper spray in her pocket once more, she opened the passenger’s door and climbed up onto the step so she could catapult herself into the truck.

         “Quite the leap up here,” she commented, going for levity. But there was a tremor of fear in her voice. This might very well turn out to be the worst decision she had ever made. No one knew she was out here. He could kidnap her and take her back to his mountain hovel and no one would ever know where to find her…

         “Gotta have some good clearance on these roads.” The man clicked in his seatbelt and waited for her to do the same.

         Right. She had to stop the trembling in her hands so she could summon some coordination. At least the inside of his truck didn’t indicate he enjoyed kidnapping damsels in distress. It was tidy and faintly smelled like the inside of a coffee shop. “I really appreciate this,” she said as the man steered the truck onto the road. “I’m not usually so needy and irresponsible. My name is Kyra, by the way. Kyra Fowler.”

         “Ah.” The man’s head tipped back in a gesture of understanding. “You’re Kenny’s daughter, then.”

         “Technically, I guess.” Not that she wanted to talk about their very complicated relationship. “And you are—?”

         “Aiden. Aiden Steele.” The man made a quick left onto another rutted road, the bulky tires bouncing her all over the place.

         Kyra crossed her arms over her chest. Sheesh. She should’ve worn a sports bra. “How did you know Kenneth?”

         “Everyone in Star Valley Springs knew Kenny.” The man kept his eyes trained on the road, but something told Kyra he didn’t have to. His body seemed to adjust for every bump and curve before they hit. “Most people make it a point to get to know the man who holds their fate in his hands.” He shot her a sideways glance, his jaw tensing. “Or woman, as the case may now be.”

         A series of bumps rattled Kyra, and she was glad she wasn’t the one driving. “Well, I won’t be holding anyone’s fate in my hands, thank you very much.” She clutched the handle above the door to steady herself. “My father mandated that I have to oversee some work on the town and then I’ll sell as soon as possible.”

         “That so?” Aiden swerved around a large boulder that had rolled onto the shoulder of the road.

         “Yes.” She couldn’t read his expression. The curve of his lips hinted at amusement, but his eyes had narrowed slightly. “I had to take a leave of absence from my job to come up here.” And within a few months, hopefully she’d have a new job—a whole new life—at the hospital she’d applied to in London. That’s what she’d been working toward for the entire last two years. She’d gone back to school to become a nurse practitioner so she could finally move on. Not that Aiden Steele needed to hear her life story or her plans for the future. “So do you swim out here a lot?” she asked, hoping the change in subject wasn’t too obvious.

         “Couple times a week.” There was that shrug again, casual and carefree. “It’s one of the many hot springs around here. Temperature stays at around a hundred all year long. The minerals are good for the body.”

         Yes, they’d obviously been very good for his body. Kyra focused her gaze out the windshield. The trees had started to thin some, and the road was dipping lower into a valley.

         “I was sorry to hear about your dad.” Aiden studied her, but she wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Emotion? “He was a helluva guy. Saved this town from becoming another Jackson Hole tourist trap when he bought up all the land. Everyone around here really respected him.”

         A long-standing resentment heated her veins. “I didn’t know my father.” She might as well get that out of the way now. She understood how these small towns worked. Everyone knew everyone else’s business. So they might as well hear this from her up front—she wasn’t here to reminisce or sing Kenneth Fowler’s praises or even learn about what kind of man he’d been. It was too late to know him.

         Eighteen years ago he’d left her behind, plain and simple, so she’d left him behind too.
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         What the hell had Kenny been thinking when he left Star Valley Springs to this woman?

         Aiden snuck another look Kyra. When he’d first seen her standing on the bank of the spring, he’d been sure he was dreaming. It wasn’t so much her wavy blond hair—he usually preferred dark—or her curves that had commanded his attention, though they didn’t have him complaining. What had really stunned him was her face—all perfect contours and softness. And her blue eyes…soulful and bright. Now, though, everything about her seemed…rigid. From the way she sat so tall and straight to the way she’d fashioned her hair into a tight, neat ponytail to the way her mouth had pulled into a thin, straight line when he’d mentioned her father, whom she clearly didn’t want to talk about.

         Funny, because that was all he wanted to talk about right now. Aiden had never once questioned the man’s judgment. Kenny had moved to Star Valley Springs fifteen years ago, purchasing the ranch adjacent to the one Aiden’s brother-in-law’s family owned. Times were hard then. Rising taxes, drought, supply cost increases. You name it, all the ranchers and businesses were taking hits left and right. But Kenny had made it big as a consultant in the oil business and started buying up all the land in town to preserve those spaces—to protect them. The second a developer bought in anywhere near Star Valley Springs, land prices would shoot up, taxes would rise again, and big chains and box stores would push out all the hardworking local businesspeople. Like his sister. Aiden couldn’t let that happen.

         “So, have you been to Star Valley Springs before?” he asked in a sorry attempt to make conversation. What a lame question. She’d already told him she hadn’t known her father. Why, though? He hadn’t known the man long, but Kenny treated people in town like family. He’d looked out for everyone. How did the man not know his own daughter?

         Aiden shot Kyra a sideways glance. Asking her dumb questions wouldn’t get him more information. What could he say? He was out of practice. It’d been a while since he’d had the luxury of speaking with a beautiful woman. He’d had a few other things on his plate, namely keeping his sister’s ranch afloat while he tried to run a construction business to help pay his own bills. Life in Star Valley Springs kept him too busy to think much. He’d moved here with his SEAL team buddies two years ago. They’d lost Jace—his brother-in-law—on their last mission, and when they’d joined up, the four of them had made a pact. If anything ever happened to one of them, the other three would take care of the family he’d left behind, whether it be parents, siblings, or, in Jace’s case, a wife and two young daughters.

         His brother-in-law had used his dying breath to remind Aiden of the pact, and he’d sworn to Jace that Tess and the girls would never have anything to worry about. Especially losing their home. And he’d kept that promise. He wasn’t about to let this woman come in now and ruin everything.

         “No. I’ve never been here before.” Kyra seemed inclined to stare out the window while they crossed the bridge over the river. “It’s pretty.” She delivered the words somewhat begrudgingly, as if they were hard to admit.

         Pretty? “It’s one of the most beautiful places on earth,” he corrected gruffly. Aiden stared out ahead of them at the town that looked so small tucked in between two awe-inspiring peaks. Gold and green dotted the mountainsides, with most of the leaves still barely hanging on. “Star Valley is pristine and untouched.” Unlike the large city to their south. Jackson had become an abomination with its overpriced amenities and celebrity vacation homes. “It’s real Wyoming.”

         Kyra uttered a noncommittal grunt, and he almost laughed. She was trying to deny the beauty of the place even though it was spread out right in front of her. That could only mean one thing. She was a stubborn one. “Where are you from?” he asked, pausing longer than he needed to at the stop sign on the outskirts of town.

         She still wouldn’t look at him. “Fort Myers.”

         So maybe she preferred the beach to the mountains. “It’s pretty there.” But not breathtaking like the Tetons.

         “It’s okay.” Her eyes seemed fixated on the mountains. “But I’m hoping to move to London after the first of the year. I applied for a job there.”

         “London?”

         This time she stared directly at him. Must’ve been his horrified tone.

         “What’s wrong with London?” Kyra demanded.

         Why did he find it so easy to look into her blue eyes? “Nothing.” He’d been to London more than once. In his previous line of work he’d traveled the world on missions. And sure, London was a cool city to visit, but he wouldn’t want to live there. “It’s crowded is all. Too confining.” Maybe at one time in his life he would’ve been fine there, but these days he needed space, room to wander in the opposite direction of his ghosts.

         Kyra looked away first. “Well, I love it there. The history, the sights, the people.”

         Aiden stepped on the gas again, heading down Main Street en route to Kenny’s place on the west side of town. Driving through, he couldn’t deny that the actual town of Star Valley Springs wasn’t much to look at. There were only a few establishments on the main drag—the Meadowlark Hotel and Café, a souvenir shop, the ancient town hall, a small market, and Star Valley Feed and Supplies, the store his sister owned to keep her ranch land afloat. But as an old mining-era town with square brick buildings and plank walkways lining the streets, the place did have a certain charm.

         “We passed the gas station,” Kyra informed him, craning her neck to peer down a side street.

         “We’re heading to your dad’s house.” He increased his speed as the neat rows of small bungalows thinned to larger acreages. “His ranch is out here on the west side. Not too much farther.”

         “I thought we were going to get gas so we could pick up my rental.” A high-pitched ring gave the words a panicked tone.

         “It’ll be too dark to get back there tonight.” Aiden turned onto Kenny’s driveway. For being so wealthy, the man had built a simple log structure to call home. That had been Kenneth Fowler, though—never showy, always down-to-earth and easygoing. He glanced at Kyra. Evidently the apple sometimes did fall way far away from the tree. “I thought you’d want to stay at his house tonight. Isn’t that why you grabbed your luggage?” He’d assumed she didn’t want to try to navigate her way to town in the dark.

         “I grabbed my luggage because I don’t need someone breaking into my car to steal the only clothes I have with me.” Instead of looking at him, she seemed to be studying her father’s house out the passenger’s window.

         “Yeah, I’ve heard bears really like Samsonite suitcases.” Aiden couldn’t help but tease her. “Seriously I can’t remember the last time I locked my truck in Star Valley. You don’t have to worry about that kind of thing around here.”

         “Well, I always operate under the assumption that you never can be too careful,” Kyra said stiffly.

         He’d felt the same way before moving to Star Valley. “I can pick you up first thing in the morning and take you to your car. I promise that’ll be a lot easier than trying to drive through the woods in the dark.” He parked the truck in front of the porch, but Kyra stayed buckled in her seat as though she was afraid to get out.

         “I don’t have anything to eat.”

         “Sure you do.” Aiden killed the engine. “Your dad’s freezer is stocked with casseroles. Everyone in town knew you were coming.” What they didn’t know was that she’d apparently come to ruin things for them all.

         “Casseroles?” Kyra still stayed put and stared out at the house, but Aiden had to get things moving along here. He had an agenda to see to.

         “Yep. That’s what people do here. They take care of each other.” He got out of the truck and pulled her suitcase from the bed, rolling it over to the passenger’s door.

         Kyra finally climbed out slowly, hesitating. “I don’t even have a key.”

         “The door’s never locked.” He carried the suitcase up the porch steps for her. “I think the Star Valley Ladies Aid Society cleaned for you too yesterday.” Those women had been tight with Kenny’s wife before she moved away. They’d been chattering about Kenny’s long-lost daughter for a week now.

         “The what?” She still hadn’t come up the steps.

         “I like to think of them as the matriarchs of the town.” Aiden tried not to sound impatient, but he didn’t have time for this. “Each of the members have lived in Star Valley forever and they’re the ones who coordinate help when people need it the most.”

         “Oh…kay.” She made her way up the steps, warily eyeing the front door. “But I don’t need anyone’s help. I can handle things on my own.”

         Coulda fooled him. “I’d wait to say that until you try Minnie Vitten’s chicken pie if I were you.” Aiden nudged her suitcase closer to her and then trotted down the steps. “They all left you phone numbers on the counter in case you need anything.” He slid into the driver’s seat of his truck again. “I’ll be back at eight o’clock tomorrow,” he called through the open window before peeling out and cruising down the driveway. Instead of heading for his cabin down the street from Tess’s ranch, he drove back into town and parked in front of the Meadowlark Café and Hotel.

         The café was the place to be in Star Valley Springs on a Friday night. Technically, it was the only place open past seven o’clock, which made it a hangout for everyone.

         True to form, he found Silas and Thatch sitting at the bar, along with the other regulars who didn’t like cooking for themselves most nights. “We’ve got a problem.” Aiden claimed a stool on the other side of Thatch.

         “You’re tellin’ me we have a problem.” His friend gestured to his plate, where a half-eaten burger sat. “Lean beef is all Louie had left for my burger. He’s not gettin’ the good stuff in until the Monday delivery.”

         “Quit your gripin’,” the man grouched from behind the bar. Louie Vitten and his wife, Minnie, had owned the Meadowlark Hotel and Café ever since he’d inherited the relic from his grandfather. Both in their late fifties, they were staples in this town—rough around the edges like most of the people here, but their hearts were pure gold.

         “Lean beef.” Silas shook his head. “Crying shame. Burgers weren’t meant to be lean.”

         “Bunch of whiners.” Louie slid a frosty glass of Aiden’s favorite pale ale across the bar to him. “They wouldn’t have even known if I hadn’t told ’em.” The man’s brown eyes seemed especially sharp tonight, and most of his graying hair had come out of his long ponytail. “They say the lean stuff is better for your heart. You can’t even tell the difference.”

         “Yes I can.” Thatch poked at the burger with a knife. “It’s not greasy enough. And my heart is top-notch. I don’t need lean be—”

         “We have a real problem,” Aiden interrupted. Though he appreciated the warning on the beef. It looked like he wouldn’t be ordering a burger until Monday. “I was at the swimming hole earlier and a woman showed up.”

         Silas, Thatch, and Louie all froze.

         “I’m gonna need another beer for this story,” Silas said, signaling Louie.

         “Sounds like a good one,” the man agreed, filling another glass from the tap.

         “It’s not that great of a story. Trust me.” It wasn’t some sordid rendezvous with a stranger. Kyra was hot, don’t get him wrong, but he wouldn’t be getting tangled up with her. “It’s Kyra Fowler. She’s in town to settle Kenny’s estate.” He explained how she’d gotten lost and that he’d dropped her off at her father’s house. “She wants nothing to do with Star Valley Springs,” he finished. “She wants to sell to a developer. And you know what that means.” What it would mean for all of them.

         “Those damn millionaires she’s gonna sell to will push us out of our homes and jobs.” Louie slung a towel over his shoulder while murmuring curse words.

         “Turns out she didn’t even know Kenny.” Aiden still couldn’t fathom why the man would’ve put their town in jeopardy by leaving everything to her. He should’ve talked to Kenny about his plans. But no one could’ve known a heart attack would take the man down without any warning. One day he was having a beer with them at the café, and the next he dropped dead in his barn.

         “Star Valley Springs should’ve gone to Lyric.” Silas pushed away his plate. “She loves this town.”

         Lyric was Kenny’s stepdaughter. Though her mother had moved to Arizona to live with her sister after Kenny’s death, Lyric still lived a few blocks away and ran a yoga studio and holistic health store out of her home. “I can’t imagine why he would leave this place to an outsider.”

         “According to Minnie, Lyric knew her stepsister before their parents got married.” Louie filled himself a glass from the tap. “Sounds like it was kind of a messy situation. Like Kenny had an affair with Lyric’s mom and then left his ex-wife and Kyra behind to move here.”

         Yikes. So maybe Kyra resented her father for leaving. She sure hadn’t made it sound like she’d kept in touch with Lyric. “I can’t understand why he would leave her the town, then.”

         “He must’ve had his reasons.” Thatch shrugged. “Kenny was a planner, a smart businessman. He always knew what he was doing. Maybe you’re misjudging Kyra.”

         Leave it to Thatch to play the devil’s advocate. “She told me she’s staying through Christmas to fix up the place like her dad outlined in his will, and then she’s going to sell and move to London.”

         “Why would she move there?” Silas asked, wearing the exact same expression Aiden had.

         “I don’t know.” He’d spent less than thirty minutes with the woman. “I don’t know much about her. But I do know she is determined to sell this place as soon as she can.” And they should all be plenty worried.

         “You can’t let that happen, Aiden.” Louie leaned into the counter. “You have to find a way to stop her.”

         “Me?” Since when had he become this town’s savior? “We all have to stop her. Together.”

         “You already have a plan.” Thatch studied him. After working counterterrorism operations with him, Thatch and Silas could both read his thoughts. And he could read theirs.

         “It’ll be like another mission,” Aiden told them, the plan taking shape as he spoke. “We’ll get everyone in town in on this. Operation Save Star Valley Springs.”

         “I like it.” Silas had his game face on—every bit as serious as he’d been when they’d found themselves in the deserts of Afghanistan.

         “We have to turn her,” Aiden went on. “Show her what makes this town unique and desirable. We need to make her fall in love with Star Valley Springs.”

         “Or with someone in Star Valley Springs,” Thatch quipped. “As long as she’s single. And I think you’re the right man for the job. Out of all of us, you’ve landed the most dates.”

         That had been in a different time, though, a different life. Before he’d lost Jace. In those days he’d never gone home from a bar without a woman, but that last mission had changed everything. “I’m assuming she’s single.” He hadn’t seen a ring on her finger, and she’d said she was moving to London. There hadn’t been a we involved. “But I’m not talking about seducing her. I’m talking about helping her see the heart of this town.”

         Louie was slowly nodding along. “That’s exactly what we gotta do. Give her the star treatment. Show her that she could find a family here the same way her dad did.”

         “Exactly.” A family. Aiden couldn’t be sure, but it didn’t seem like Kyra had many connections.

         “I’ll get Minnie working on things with the Ladies Society,” Louie offered. “They can befriend her and help her out with stuff. And I can start spreading the word here.”

         “Perfect.” That meant everyone in Star Valley Springs would know the situation by Sunday. Aiden turned to Thatch and Silas. “And all of a sudden Cowboy Construction is going to be too busy to take on any projects.” As they were the only contractor in town, Kyra would need to enlist their help to complete her projects.

         Thatch finished off his beer. “We’ve got the cattle drive coming up at the ranch anyway. That’s the perfect excuse to delay taking on any other projects.”

         The cattle drive. He’d almost forgotten that next week a group of volunteers from town would move Tess’s stock from the high pasture to the low meadow for winter. They usually made a weekend out of it, enjoying camping along the way and cowboy cuisine throughout the trek. Aiden laughed. “I wonder if Ms. Fowler has ever been on a cattle drive. This might be her chance to have a new experience.”

         The more they could involve her in the events around town, the more she would see the value in being part of their community.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
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         The distinct aroma of coffee made Kyra bolt upright in bed. How could it possibly smell like coffee when she was still in bed? Unless…

         She held her breath and, sure enough, there were voices downstairs. Female voices. More than one, which shouldn’t have been possible considering she’d locked the door before she’d gone to bed last night.

         Throwing off the covers, Kyra scooted out of bed and hastily dressed. There couldn’t be any dangerous intruders down there. What kind of criminals would break into her father’s house to make coffee?

         Before going to find out, she made her way into the en suite bathroom of what appeared to be the guest room. After finding herself alone in her father’s house last night, she’d chosen to sleep in the room that had the fewest personal touches. Mostly she’d tossed and turned in the queen-size bed that had magically been made up with crisp, clean sheets.

         It was eerie being in a stranger’s house that she now owned. She’d made it a point not to open one closet or cabinet door—except in the kitchen, when she’d had to search for a plate to eat a few bites of the lasagna she’d found in the freezer. She’d found a note attached to the pan.

         
            Welcome! We’re so happy you’re in Star Valley Springs. This lasagna was made with love especially for you! Heat it up at 350 degrees for an hour and enjoy! —The Star Valley Springs Ladies Aid Society

         

         Weird. This was all so weird.

         Leaning over the sink, Kyra splashed water on her face and then rose to pull her hair into a ponytail. A shower would have to wait until after she investigated who might have invited themselves into her father’s kitchen at seven o’clock in the morning.

         The whole house seemed to creak as she made her way down the wooden staircase, and the voices in the kitchen hushed.

         “Do you think she’s up?” someone whispered loudly.

         “Should we go check?” another woman asked.

         “I’m up,” she announced, turning the corner.

         Three women wearing aprons stood near the stove and the sink, their hands busy with various tasks. The shortest one dropped a spatula she’d been holding on to the counter and rushed forward. “Kyra, welcome to Star Valley Springs!” She ushered her fully into the kitchen. “I’m Minnie. And this is Doris.” She pointed to the woman who had long black hair threaded with silver. “And that over there is Nelly.” She gestured in the direction of the woman who’d paused from doing dishes.

         “Such a treat to meet you!” Nelly sang. Judging from her fleecy white hair, she might’ve been the oldest in the group.

         “Um, nice to meet you too?” Or at least it might’ve been if they hadn’t broken into the house. “I’m sorry. How exactly did you get in here?”

         “Oh, your dad always left a key underneath the welcome mat.” Minnie withdrew a key from the pocket of her paisley apron. “He always said, ‘the door’s open for anyone to walk through.’” Dimples accented her smile. “That was one of his favorite phrases.”

         “Okay.” She wouldn’t know any of his favorite phrases because she hadn’t talked to the man in eighteen years. Kyra did her best to maintain a polite, albeit tight, smile. “But what are you doing here?”

         “We’re making you breakfast.” Doris opened the oven and presented a pan of blueberry muffins, each bigger than Kyra’s fist.

         “Why are you making me breakfast, exactly?” She wasn’t trying to be rude, but couldn’t they tell they were overstepping? Seriously. Who broke into a house to take over the kitchen?

         “Kenny was like family to everyone in this town, which means you are now too.” Nelly filled a coffee mug and brought it to a place setting that had been laid out on the kitchen island. “Now sit, sit. We have quiche and muffins. Oh! And bacon. We can’t forget the bacon.”

         “Oh, I don’t eat many carbs.” But she would drink the coffee. She was going to need a lot of coffee to get through the next three months.

         Kyra sat on the stool while the three women served her more food than she would ever be able to eat this early in the morning. Back home, she ate exactly two hard-boiled eggs before leaving the house for her twelve-hour shifts.

         “We want you to know we’re here to help whenever you need us.” Doris added a couple of slices to bacon to her plate.

         “With whatever you need,” Minnie added, refreshing her coffee even though she’d only had a few sips. “That’s the thing you need to know about Star Valley Springs. We take care of each other around here.”

         “I can see that.” Kyra clutched her coffee mug, unsure of how to tell them she didn’t need anyone to take care of her. Thanks to her father, she’d learned how to take care of herself a long time ago. “I appreciate all of this.” She pushed her plate away. “But you should know that my father and I didn’t have any kind of relationship.” She had no idea what stories he’d told his friends about his former life—or even if he’d mentioned he had a family that he’d up and left for something better. “I’m only here to deal with his estate and do what he required me to do in his will.” And she didn’t want them to get any ideas about her staying.

         “Of course, sweet pea.” Minnie patted her hand. “We know you have quite the career back in Fort Myers. Your daddy was so proud of you becoming a pediatric nurse practitioner. It was all he could talk about.”

         “What?” Kyra yanked her hand away, bitterness boiling over. “We weren’t in contact. I’m not sure how he would’ve even known what I did for a living.”

         “Oh.” Minnie shared nervous looks with Doris and Nelly. “Well, I know he made many mistakes—he was always the first to admit that—but he followed your accomplishments and always bragged about how well you were doing.”

         “That’s enough talk about all that.” Nelly seemed to sense Kyra’s urge to run out of there. “We know you have a lot to do, and the Ladies Aid Society is here to help. We can help with yard sales, cleaning out the house, donations. You name it.”

         Kyra couldn’t name it. She couldn’t even think. How could her father have pretended he had any right to be proud of her? “You know what?” She pushed off the stool. “You can help. You can organize donations for everything in this house. I don’t want to go through his things. Just give it all away.” She quickly left the room before any tears could fall.

         This was all so wrong. A month ago she’d had no feelings about Kenneth Fowler. For the first eight years after he left, she’d hoped he would come back. Or that he would at least come and see her, be a part of her life. But by her senior year in high school, she’d finally given up. So when he’d sent her a few letters through college, she returned them unopened. He hadn’t wanted anything to do with her when she was a child, so he didn’t get to be part of her life as an adult.

         Kyra crept up the stairs, disregarding the framed pictures hanging on the walls—images of the mountains and wildlife and various angles of the ranch house. Had her father taken them? She didn’t even want to wonder. She didn’t want any of this—the confusion, the mystery about why Kenneth had left all of this for her when he had a family she wasn’t a part of.

         After walking into the guest room, she shut the door—shut everything out—and sat on the bed, staring at the wall. Maybe coming here wasn’t worth the money after all. Maybe she should call up the lawyer and tell him to forget her inheritance. She picked up her phone from the nightstand, but a knock stopped her from dialing.

         “Kyra?” a soft voice called. “It’s Lyric. Can I come in?”

         Her heart lurched. The last time Kyra had seen her, Lyric had been sobbing. They’d met secretly at a park right after Kyra’s father had told her mother he was in love with someone else. One week later, he’d moved away with his new family, and she’d had to mourn the loss of her best friend and her dad at once.

         All of that was supposed to be ancient history. She should be over the past. But the tears burning in her eyes proved that coming here only served to remind her of all she’d lost—her father and her best friend and a family. She was being forced to grieve all over again.

         Kyra blinked back the tears and rose from the bed, determined to straighten her backbone against the emotion. She shouldn’t feel anything anymore. When she’d gotten the call from the lawyer, she figured she would have to see Lyric eventually, and she’d told herself it wouldn’t be hard. But the quaking in her knees begged to differ. Still, she had no choice but to open the door and let the woman in.

         “Oh, my God.” Her former friend simply stared at her. “You look amazing. I can’t believe you’re here.”

         “Trust me. I can’t believe it either.” The monotone couldn’t be helped. She was doing everything she could to keep her emotions in check. Lyric had changed. The woman in front of her had the same large, dark, expressive eyes and winsome dimples, but everything else was different. Her sleek jet-black hair had streaks of dark purple and she wore flowy bohemian pants and a peasant top.

         “I’m sorry to just show up like this, but I figured the Ladies would be here and thought you might need backup.” Lyric didn’t walk into the room, but instead shifted nervously outside the door. “I can only imagine how much you resent me. I’m so sorry, Kyra. For everything that happened between our families.”

         Honestly, she had resented Lyric for a while. How could she not? Her friend had gotten the family Kyra had lost. But in the last email her friend had sent—the one Kyra’s mother had found—Lyric told Kyra that her father was going to bring her out to Wyoming to visit. He’d promised. But the visit had never happened. She hadn’t even heard from her father. Ironic he’d decided to bring her out here to visit now.

         “What happened in the past wasn’t your fault,” she finally managed to say. Neither one of them had had any say in their parents’ decisions back then. “I didn’t blame you.” She ushered Lyric into the guest room, sure that Doris, Nelly, and Minnie were eavesdropping at the bottom of the stairs. Ever since she’d arrived in Star Valley Springs, Kyra had felt exposed somehow—like these people she’d met knew more about her life than even she did. And she couldn’t stand the vulnerability.

         “I don’t understand any of this,” she told Lyric. God, it hurt to look into the woman’s eyes. For years they’d shared everything. Lyric had been the sister she’d never had. But that had been a long time ago. Kyra steeled herself against the flood of memories. This was too hard. Too much. She didn’t want to be here. “You should have all of Kenneth’s assets. You were more of a daughter to him than I was.”

         “I wasn’t his daughter.” A sad smile dimmed the light in Lyric’s eyes. She settled herself into the chair in the corner of the room. “I never called him dad and he never called me his daughter. He was good to me, but he wasn’t my father. We both understood that.”

         But she’d lived with him in this house. Growing up here, she had to know every nook and cranny in this place. It had been her home. Kyra lowered herself to the edge of the bed. “I don’t want any part of his life.” Not his house or his things or his connections in town. “I’m not sure I can stay here. It’s too hard.” Even now, emotion tightened her throat. She wouldn’t be able to hold it off forever.

         For ten years, her dad had been her hero. Her mother loved her, she’d never doubted that, but she’d rarely smiled. She always told Kyra to act more mature. Her dad had always been the one she’d laughed with and played with and had been silly with. And then one day her father had left, taking that animated, light-hearted part of her with him.

         “Why did he do this?” she asked Lyric, a few tears slipping past her defenses. “Why didn’t he leave everything to you and your mother?”

         Lyric seemed to hesitate, her gaze darting to the window. “With all of Kenny’s investments, my mom got plenty. More than she’ll ever need.” She rose from the chair and sat next to Kyra on the bed. “And he left me an inheritance too. But he was adamant that you would get the town and the house. I know you probably have a lot of questions.” She stared down at her hands. “I wish I could give you some answers. But it’s not my place. I suspect if you stay for a while, you’ll understand his reason in time.”

         “I’m not sure I want to understand.” She’d worked so hard over the years to shut the man out. It might be impossible to let him back in now.

         “I get it, but selfishly I’d love for you to stay for a while.” Lyric’s smile still crinkled her nose the same way it had when she was five years old. “I know we might never be friends after everything that’s happened, but it’s good to see you.”

         “It’s good to see you too.” Lyric’s warmth melted away some of Kyra’s loneliness. “I could probably use a few friends right now.” She had no idea how she was going to get through the next few months on her own. “Speaking of friends…I guess we should get downstairs, huh?”

         Lyric laughed. “Unless you want them to ambush you up here, probably.”

         Kyra found herself smiling. “Those ladies sure are persistent.”

         “That they are.” Her friend followed her out of the room. “In fact, I’m going to sneak out the front door. I have to teach a yoga class, and if Nelly sees me she’ll force me to stay for breakfast.”

         Kyra paused before going down the steps. “Thank you for coming by.” Somehow seeing an old friend made her feel less…lost.

         “Anytime.” She led the way downstairs. “I left my number on the counter in case you ever want to talk. Or if you have any questions. I know this is pretty overwhelming. I’ll do everything I can to help you, but I also don’t want to intrude.”

         “I appreciate that.” Kyra promised they would talk later and told her goodbye. As soon as the screen door shut, her three fairy godmothers closed in.

         “Oh, good!” Nelly made it to her first. “You came back down. Your breakfast is getting cold.”

         “Not to worry. We can warm it right up.” Doris linked her arm through Kyra’s and urged her in the direction of the kitchen.

         “I’m afraid breakfast will have to wait,” Aiden called through the screen door. “Kyra and I have a date to go pick up her car. I’ve already filled the gas cans. They’re in the back of my truck.”

         Minnie gasped. “A date?”

         “It’s not a date.” Kyra separated herself from the women, wishing she had taken the time for a shower after all, especially when Aiden stepped fully into the house looking like he’d put some effort into his appearance. He wore a button-down plaid shirt with his cowboy jeans, and his beard appeared trimmed. Was that product in his hair too? Kyra self-consciously ran her hand over her hair, pushing stray strands back toward her ponytail.

         “Ready?” Aiden held the screen door open for her.

         Not really. She hadn’t been ready for any of this. “Of course.” She passed by him with her jaw set and her eyes focused straight in front of her, but she couldn’t ignore the man’s alluring woodsy scent.

         “Wait!” Minnie chased them down and handed Aiden a basket. “Kyra didn’t get to eat her breakfast, so I wrapped up the muffins for you two.”

         “You know how much I love your muffins.” Aiden’s smile could’ve charmed the pants off a nun.

         “Have fun, you two!” The woman stood back and gave them a happy wave while Kyra settled herself into the passenger’s seat of his monster truck. Using the old-school crank, she rolled down the window. “It’s not a date,” she reminded Minnie.

         “Of course not.” Minnie’s head bobbed in an exaggerated nod. “We’ll clean up here. Don’t you worry about anything.”

         “Thanks.” Those women were so efficient, maybe they’d have the whole house emptied by the time she got back. Wouldn’t that be nice?

         “I see you got a visit from the Ladies this morning.” Aiden started the truck and they rolled down the driveway.

         “Yeah. It freaked me out a little.” Why did she find it so hard to look at him? Kyra shook her head. This was ridiculous. Yes, Aiden was gorgeous. And ripped. And he had this thoughtful way of speaking. But she had never been timid around a man. She was confident and independent, and not even this sexy cowboy/former Navy guy (she assumed based on his tattoos) could change that. So there. She looked directly at him. “I wondered who could possibly be in the house when I locked the door last night.”

         He laughed in a low, gravelly tone. “No use in locking doors around here. Almost everyone has a key out somewhere.”

         “I’ll have to remember to bring mine in tonight.” Before he thought she was ungrateful, she added, “At least until I’m showered and dressed.”

         Aiden’s wide grin stirred something in her. “They can be nosy, but they’re also good people,” he said. “Minnie owns the Meadowlark Hotel and Café with her husband, Louie. Those two pretty much run the town. They’re important people to know.”

         “I’m sure they are.” But she wouldn’t be getting to know them. Whatever her father’s motivation for putting her in this situation, she’d come for one purpose only. “I won’t have much time to get to know anyone. I have a lot of work to do in a short amount of time. Speaking of…do you know anything about Cowboy Construction?”

         “Sure. I know they’re the best in town.” Aiden seemed focused on driving. They’d already left the town behind and were starting up the mountainside.

         “That’s good, because from what I can tell, they’re the only contractor in town.” Within a hundred-mile radius, actually. “And I’ll need a contractor.” She’d gone over the list of stipulated improvements again last night: Put a new roof on the town hall—the number one priority given the fact that snow would be flying soon; repair and paint the gazebo in the town’s park; and re-drywall the inside of the antique and souvenir shop. There was no way she could do any of that by herself.

         “So I saw Lyric leaving when I got to the house,” Aiden mentioned casually.

         What was with the abrupt change of subject? Kyra gave him a side-eyed glance. The Ladies weren’t the only nosy ones in town. “Yes, I spoke to her.” Once again, Kyra was reminded that everyone in Star Valley Springs had an open window into her life, and she desperately wanted to shut them out. No one around here knew her, but the whole town likely already loved Lyric.

         What wasn’t to love? The woman seemed every bit as genuine and open and giving as she had been when they were young. In contrast, Kyra probably came across as cold. But what did they expect? She was an outsider. She didn’t know them. She hadn’t even known her own father…

         “Was it tough to see her?”

         The question came as a surprise. Or maybe not so much the question as the way Aiden delivered it—quietly concerned for her.

         Once again, he obviously knew more about her than he should, but his empathetic tone of voice immediately disarmed her. “It was a little tough,” she admitted. “But good too.”

         Kyra looked out the window, blindly watching the trees pass. After her father had taken off she’d been left to wonder why he’d wanted to be Lyric’s father and not hers. Around the holidays she’d always wondered if Lyric and her father were making Christmas cookies together like he and Kyra used to. Had they gone out for ice cream sundaes after a tough day at school the way she and her dad used to? Had her father taken Lyric to a nice dinner to celebrate all of the A’s she’d gotten on her report card?

         “Hey, how about we take a muffin stop?” Aiden swerved the truck onto a dirt pull-off at the side of the road. “This is a great view of the valley.”

         “A muffin stop?” Even with the heaviness in her heart she had to laugh. “What if I told you I don’t eat muffins?”

         “Then I’d say you’ve never tried Minnie’s muffins or you’d eat them all the time.” He snatched the basket off the seat between them and got out of the truck.

         By the time Kyra had climbed out, Aiden already had the tailgate down and a blanket spread over the bed.

         “Fancy,” she commented, trying to decide how she was going to climb up there.

         “I’ll give you a boost.” He held his hands together, and she stepped into them so he could prop her up.

         Once she’d gotten settled, Aiden hopped up and sat next to her. “What d’you think?” He spread out his arms in front of him in grand presentation. “Star Valley Springs isn’t so bad, is it?”

         “I never said Star Valley Springs was bad.” From their perch high on the mountainside the valley looked like a painting, with all of the orange and red and yellow leaves blurring together and the shimmering river lazily bending and curving with the landscape. “It’s a beautiful place,” she acknowledged.

         But it wasn’t the place for her.
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