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            To Melissa Lee,

            one of the best mamas I know.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         The best thing about grand vintage houses was not the ornate crown molding, or the heavy wooden five-panel doors, or even the charming antique accents.

         Nope. Those details were nice and all, but the best thing about old houses were the secrets protected within their walls.

         Naomi Sullivan could relate to secrets. She’d carefully guarded a few whoppers of her own. While her own secrets tended to stalk her, she found other people’s secrets fascinating.

         Admiring the large bow window that welcomed in the early morning sunrays, Naomi breathed in the scent of old wood and dust. Truly, the place was a mess. No one had lived here since old Mrs. Porter had passed away four years ago. The original parquet floors were scuffed and dirty, the thick cherry trim discolored with grime. But somehow the Porter House still charmed her the same way it had when she was a young girl and she’d ride her bike past it every morning on her way to school.

         It had always reminded her of something out of a storybook—whimsical and romantic. The structure itself was a Queen Anne Victorian with a steeply pitched roof, a dominant front-facing gable, and overhanging eaves. The siding had been well kept and was painted a lovely cloud blue, with the trim accented in an elegant cream. Classic columns held up a wraparound porch complete with intricate spindle work.

         Naomi wandered to the window and peered out at the front lawn. The gardens had gone to ruin, but the grass still grew green and thick. She supposed that was something. Turning back to Colton, her real estate agent, lawyer, and oldest childhood friend, she felt that telltale flicker of passion spark in her chest. “It’s perfect. I’ll take it.”

         Colton simply tsked at her and shuffled his four-hundred-dollar loafers over to where she stood. “No so fast. It’s not even officially on the market yet.” His head tilted with a healthy dose of sass. “And how’s that business loan coming, hmmm? Are the papers signed? Is the money in your account?”

         “It will be,” she fired back, though she wasn’t nearly as gifted in the sass department as he was. “It’s all in process.” And everything would go through. She would get that business loan. She would move off the Cortez Ranch, and she would open her own bed and breakfast by next winter.

         Damn it.

         “‘In process’ won’t cut it,” Colton informed her. “If you want me to make a deal with the Porter family before they list it, I’ll need the cash, honey.”

         “I should have it by the end of the week.” At least, she’d better.

         She passed underneath an archway and carefully ran her hand over the solid banister that swirled up the staircase in the foyer. She’d done everything required to submit the loan application and the banker had all but told her she was a shoo-in. Working at the Cortez Ranch and living there rent-free for the last ten years had allowed her to save plenty of money, so she only had to borrow enough to purchase the house, do some renovations, and buy the furniture. Besides that, she had outstanding credit and always paid her bills on time.

         There was no way the bank would turn her down.

         She peered over her shoulder and flashed Colton her most persuasive smile. “Tell the Porters not to bother putting the house on the market. I’ll take it. As my lawyer, you can do all the paperwork and cut your rate in half.”

         He laughed. “You know I’m not that generous.”

         “Come on now,” she scolded. “I’ve done you plenty of favors over the years. I always covered for you whenever you got home late.” Seeing as how they’d grown up next door to each other, she’d been around to bail him out when he needed it. “And then there was that time sophomore year when I pretended to be your homecoming date so your parents wouldn’t know you were really going with Thomas.” Which meant she hadn’t had a real date to her own homecoming. She stabbed a pointer finger into his chest. “You owe me big for that.”

         “True enough,” he conceded, heaving out a martyr’s sigh. “All right. Fine. I’ll have a talk with the Porters and get the ball—”

         Her cell phone broke out into song and cut him off.

         He eyed her with disdain. “Still haven’t changed that awesome Bieber ringtone, huh?”

         “I don’t know how,” she snapped, digging it out of her purse. Her friend Darla had changed it as a joke. “If it annoys you so much, why don’t you change it?” she asked, glancing at the screen.

         “Who is it? Tell them you’ll call them back so I can change that appalling ringtone.”

         Her heart sped up. “It’s Lance.” Her boss at the Cortez Family Ranch, who’d actually become more like her big brother. The man who’d given her and Gracie a place to live after her ex had walked out on them. The man who was marrying her best friend, Jessa, soon.

         “You haven’t told them you’re quitting yet?” Colton asked when she clicked off the phone and stuffed it back into her purse.

         “Not yet.” She looked around the room again, fear swirling in with her excitement. “It doesn’t seem wise to say anything until I’m sure it’ll work out.” There was no reason to get anyone riled up. And all Jessa had talked about recently was the fun they’d have living as neighbors on the ranch.

         “You have quite the connection with the Cortez family,” Colton reminded her. “Once you move here things will change.”

         “Things need to change.” Lance and Jessa deserved to have their own space. He’d just retired from bull riding and would be reorganizing things at the ranch anyway. In the last several months, he’d started a stock contracting operation to supply bulls on the circuit, which meant he was heavily involved in the day-to-day operations now. He wouldn’t need her to keep the books anymore. “Besides, this has always been my dream.”

         “You sure you’re not just running away from Lucas?” Colton always liked to hit people between the eyes with the truth. He knew exactly how she’d once felt about Lance’s brother. But she refused to flinch.

         “This has nothing to do with Lucas.” As the lie tumbled from her lips, she fell back through the years, forced to relive the memories she’d tried so hard to block out.

         The day Lucas Cortez, the love of her young life, had been arrested for arson. When they’d taken him away in handcuffs, she’d run after him, sobbing, begging the officer to let him go, insisting he wouldn’t have done it. He wouldn’t have burned down the rodeo grounds intentionally.

         Lucas had turned to her, this seventeen-year-old man she’d known most of her life. The man she’d loved for two years. The man she’d dreamed about building a future with. His face had been cold when he’d told her to go back home. “It’s over, Naomi. I’m going to prison. You need to move on.”

         For years, she hadn’t known how. Lucas had taken a chunk of her heart that day, leaving it paralyzed. After a shocking pregnancy and a failed marriage, she’d done what she’d had to do to raise her daughter by herself. Then, last fall, Lucas had come home when his father was diagnosed with Parkinson’s.

         “How long is he planning to stay in Topaz Falls anyway?” Colton asked innocently.

         Yeah right. He knew good and well this topic was off limits. “I don’t know.” Over the last months, Lucas had split time between his family’s ranch and his full-time employer, the McGowen Ranch, but eventually he’d go back to Pueblo for good. And it was just as well. She’d shut the door on the what-ifs of her past long ago. She’d carefully locked up her own secrets, and she didn’t need them breaking out now. “I haven’t talked to Lucas much,” she reminded Colton.

         The truth was, she hadn’t been able to face him. She’d made sure to keep extra busy, volunteering at school and at Jessa’s animal rescue. She’d even taken Gracie to visit her parents for a month over winter break.

         When she’d seen him for the first time in ten years, her heart had buckled, filling her with a pained joy. But so much time had passed. They were both different people. Now everything in her life came down to her daughter.

         The moment Gracie was born—that moment she’d held her in her arms and cuddled her against her breast—every fear went away, and Naomi realized she’d never be alone again. She was a mother and she would forever be connected with another soul. That bond had changed everything for her. It had made her brave.

         “So this is what you want,” Colton asked, dipping his chin to give her eyes a good cross-examination. “You’re sure?”

         “Yes.” Be brave. It was time for her to show her daughter she could do anything she wanted.

         It was time to prove she could make all of her own dreams come true.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The decision shouldn’t be this hard.

         Lucas brought his arm back over his head and launched the fishing line, arcing it in a perfectly timed dance, striking the fly against the water to entice the cutthroat trout he knew to be hiding in one of those deep holes on the edge of the riverbed. Ripples circled the small fuzzy hook at the end of his line, mimicking a real fly’s movements on the water’s sleek surface.

         He did his best thinking out here—standing waist-deep in his thermal waders, still feeling the chill of the snow runoff that barreled down the mountain streams and into the Topaz Falls River. It was high for this time of year—the weather had been unseasonably warm for weeks, melting the mounds of snow that had built up on the peaks.

         The sun had only just started its descent to the west, hovering stubbornly over the rocky horizon, casting enough light and warmth that he didn’t need a coat. In some ways, he loved it here. After being away from Topaz Falls for ten years, coming back had been nostalgic. He couldn’t go anywhere in town without memories flooding him—good memories of him and his brothers riding their bikes to the general store for candy, of building forts in the woods, of riding their horses up the mountain trails.

         But his best memories had taken place right on that riverbank over there. Long evening picnics with Naomi, his high school sweetheart. The woman he’d left behind so long ago.

         They’d stuff a saddlebag full of food from the pantry and ride out here. He’d spread the blanket on the ground and they’d eat in the surreal glow of a setting sun. When dusk had settled, they’d wrap themselves up in that blanket, kissing and touching each other, and eventually making love in the tall grass.

         Memories of Naomi constantly seemed to churn through him, dredging up the past, giving him glimpses of their two years together. Those images were etched into his soul…her head tipped back while she laughed, that long, wavy red hair spilling down over her shoulders and catching the sun’s light.

         That—she—was what made his impending decision so hard.

         With no strikes at his line, Lucas wound the fly rod’s reel. He had to get back to the ranch, anyhow. His younger brother was throwing yet another shindig in honor of Lance’s wedding. Or should Lucas say Levi was throwing it for himself? No one loved a good party as much as Levi.

         As he worked the reel, the fly slowly skidded across the water’s surface, closer and closer, tying up his scattered thoughts along with it.

         A relationship with Naomi now wouldn’t be practical. Hell, she didn’t even seem to want him. Ever since he’d been back, she’d avoided him. And why wouldn’t she? Why would any woman want to be with a convicted felon who’d done time? The rest of the town surely didn’t want him to stick around. They’d made that abundantly clear.

         Small towns like Topaz Falls, Colorado, had long memories and no one wanted to welcome back the man who had supposedly burned down a stable, killed two bulls, and forever ruined the town’s chances of hosting another rodeo on the circuit. Regret rebounded against the walls he’d put in place to hold it off.

         All these years, he’d never let himself question if he’d done the right thing covering for Levi. Out of the three of them, his younger brother had taken it the hardest when their mom left, and got into all kinds of trouble. He’d set the fire after finding out their father was having an affair with the rodeo commissioner’s wife. Trying to protect his brother, Lucas had stepped up to take the blame, sure he’d get off easy. Instead, he’d gotten the maximum sentence—three years in prison. But sometimes it felt like he’d pay for that fire his whole life.

         Didn’t matter that he hadn’t done it. Didn’t matter that he’d gotten out of prison early on good behavior. Didn’t matter that he’d built a fucking empire for the McGowen Ranch outside of Pueblo in the years since.

         Didn’t matter who he was now.

         That’s why he figured he should head back down south. Bill McGowen had called him up last week and told him he was sorry Lucas’s father had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s but they were gearing up for the competition season and he needed him back. Which meant he needed Lucas to make a decision. Return to manage his stock, or he’d have to find someone else.

         Lucas trudged to the riverbank, his legs fighting the current. He should’ve told the man then that he’d come back, but his mind had conjured up this image of Naomi in his arms and, before he knew what he was saying, he’d told Bill McGowen—one of the most powerful men in the rodeo world—that he’d need to think about it and he’d let him know after Lance’s wedding.

         Damn the power of hope.

         Sighing, he kicked off his rubber boots and stepped onto the soft bank, where he peeled off his waders. Then he took apart the fishing pole and stored it in the cylinder carrying case.

         After shoving the gear into his backpack and slipping into his leather boots, he hoisted the pack onto his shoulders and tramped down the narrow trail that led back to the highway where he’d parked his truck. Even before he reached it, he knew something was wrong.

         All four tires were flat—slashed, the shredded rubber lying limply on the asphalt. And there was a glaring orange word spray-painted across the tailgate.

         Felon.

         That label. That damn label. It’d be slapped on him forever. He jogged down to the road to assess the damage. At least they hadn’t shattered the windows. Shaking his head, he dug out his phone, but of course there was no service out here in the river valley.

         If he needed confirmation that he didn’t belong in Topaz Falls, there it was.

         Looking over the damage again, his hands fisted. But anger wouldn’t do him much good out here. Hiking his backpack higher on his shoulders, he sucked it up and set off on foot, following the curve of the highway, boots pounding the packed gravel on the shoulder.

         He’d have to walk the eight miles back to the ranch.

         This was the whole reason he hadn’t come home after he’d been released from prison. He’d wanted freedom—a life where no one knew about his past. McGowen didn’t care that he’d served time. Hell, he thought it made Lucas more of a badass. When he’d shown up at Bill McGowen’s front door after he’d been released from prison, the man had laughed at him. But Lucas begged him to give him one week to prove what he could do, and the man seemed to appreciate that.

         He’d never worked as hard as he did that week, doing anything that needed to be done. From cleaning up shit to wrangling the bulls, he’d proven that nothing was above him or beneath him. At the end of the week, an impressed McGowen hired him as a ranch hand, and over the years he’d worked his way up to be the man’s right hand. He couldn’t give that up now…

         The hum of an engine broke into his thoughts. He stepped off to the side to give the car room and glanced over his shoulder.

         A yellow Volkswagen Beetle blitzed toward him, picking up speed. Yep, he’d know that car anywhere. Naomi. No one else around here drove a bright yellow bug complete with flower-shaped taillights. Completely impractical for life in the mountains, but that was one thing he loved about her. She didn’t care much for horse sense. If something made her happy, she did it.

         He watched her car draw closer and closer, and just like it always did when Naomi got near, his heart picked up. Would she stop and give him a lift to the ranch? They hadn’t exactly been alone since he’d come back to Topaz Falls. She’d made sure of that.

         As the yellow anomaly sped around the curve, he lifted a hand to flag her down, but the car didn’t slow.

         Maybe she hadn’t seen him. Waving his arms, he stepped onto the shoulder…

         Shit! The car was coming right for him! Adrenaline fired through him and sent him rolling into the ditch just as the car’s brakes screeched. The thing skidded and fishtailed, likely taking out half of the tires’ tread.

         Breathing in the scent of burnt rubber, Lucas stared up at the sky. Well, that’d been one hell of a close shave.

         The car door opened and out Naomi flew, stumbling down the embankment in her polished red heels, to where he lay on the ground.

         “Oh my God! Oh my God! Lucas!” Her hands visibly shook. “What are you doing standing in the middle of the road?” she demanded, her voice about twenty octaves higher than normal.

         “I wasn’t in the middle of the road,” he said calmly, though the swoosh of blood still roared in his ears. He couldn’t tell if adrenaline surged from almost being mowed down, or from finally being able to stare at her the way he’d wanted to ever since he’d walked back into her life all those months ago. Whenever they bumped into each other, she’d always turn away, but now she stood over him, staring down into his eyes.

         And God, she was perfection. Wavy red hair finer than silk, and those bright eyes, green as the swaying grass in a meadow. She wore a flowered dress, and her legs were made for wearing a dress. Long and toned, tensed from the way she stood in those heels.

         He didn’t want to move. Nothing hurt, but if he moved she’d look away from him.

         “Mom!” Gracie squealed from the backseat. Her ten-year-old daughter stuck her head out through the open window. “Is he alive?”

         “I’m alive,” he confirmed, waving. “And I was standing on the side of the road,” he said, admiring the view of the woman’s tanned legs. Yeah, he could pretty much admire that view all damn day.

         As usual, Naomi turned away from him. Her breaths came in gasping puffs. “God, Lucas. God. I was so distracted I didn’t even see you.” Her delicate hands covered her face. “I almost hit you. My God, I almost hit you.” She staggered a few steps.

         That got him off the ground. Didn’t need her collapsing on the side of the highway.

         “Hey.” He hurried over to her, brushing the gravel off his ass. “I’m fine.” He’d been through a hell of a lot worse than a tumble down into a ditch.

         “He looks fine to me!” Gracie offered, still leaning out the window. “He’s not even bleeding.”

         “Exactly.” He ducked his head closer to Naomi’s, catching her gaze. “See. No blood. I’m good.”

         She nodded, but seemed to be on the verge of hyperventilating. Which meant she was in no condition to get behind the wheel of that car.

         “Why don’t I drive you back to the ranch?” Risking her hasty retreat, he slipped an arm around her waist to support her, and he couldn’t resist drawing her close to him, closer than she’d been in ten long years. She still smelled like carefree summer afternoons—a subtle hint of lemon along with the coconut oil she used to use to soften her hands. That scent, the feel of her leaning into his body, roused a sudden overpowering greed. He’d never hungered as desperately for something as he hungered for her. To turn her fully to himself. To feel those breasts he used to kiss so intimately against his own chest again. He knew that body, remembered every curve and bend, every fine detail…

         “I’m okay,” Naomi whispered, shaking him off. “I can walk.”

         Of course she could. If she had a choice between keeling over and letting him touch her, she’d gladly opt for hitting the ground. But she did hand him the keys before hurrying to climb into the passenger’s seat without his assistance.

         Lucas folded himself into the driver’s seat. Even with the seat moved all the way back he hardly fit. But he’d take it if it meant he got to sit beside Naomi for ten minutes. Even if she wouldn’t look at him. Even if she wouldn’t talk to him.

         He’d take it. Especially knowing he was likely going back to Pueblo in a few short weeks.

         Lucas glanced in the rearview mirror. “You buckled?” he asked Gracie.

         The girl nodded with a shy smile.

         “All right, then. We’re off.” He started the engine and backed up, then turned carefully out onto the highway.

         Naomi directed her gaze out the passenger’s window, but Gracie eyed him dubiously from the backseat.

         She looked so much like her mother with those red curls and inquisitive green eyes.

         “How come you were walking on the road?” she asked.

         “My truck broke down. Back where I was fishing.” Not worth mentioning that it’d had some help. “So I was planning to walk back to the ranch. Until you two lovely ladies swooped in to rescue me.”

         The girl grinned, dimples poking into each cheek. “You bet you were lucky,” she laughed. “Especially since Mom almost hit you!”

         He stole a glance at Naomi. She stared straight ahead, her face a mask of worry.

         God, he wanted to reach over and rest his hand on her thigh, tease out a smile…

         “Did you catch anything?” Gracie asked, leaning between the seats.

         “Nah. Not tonight. Sometimes I just go out there to think.” And whenever he started to think, those thoughts inevitably led to the silent woman sitting next to him.

         “I’ve always wanted to learn how to fish,” Gracie babbled. “But I don’t want to touch a worm or anything. And I wouldn’t keep the fish. That would be mean.”

         “I never keep them either,” he admitted. He’d never developed a taste for trout. “And I’d be happy to teach you how to fish sometime. If it’s okay with your mom.”

         “Can I, Mom? Can I go fishing with Lucas?”

         “We’ll see,” Naomi said stiffly. Parental code for hell no.

         “What about you guys? What have you been up to tonight?” he asked, trying to soften the woman.

         “I had drama practice at school,” Gracie said proudly. “I’m the fairy godmother in Cinderella.”

         “Wow.” He drew out the word in a theatrical compliment. “Congratulations. That’s a starring role.”

         Her smile was addictive. “I know! I had to memorize all these lines.” The girl paused and cleared her throat dramatically. “Bibbity! Bobbity! Boo!”

         Lucas widened his eyes with exaggerated awe. “You’re a natural.”

         “Really?” Gracie gasped. “You think?”

         “That was better than the movie,” he insisted.

         “You’ve seen Cinderella?” Naomi asked, finally acknowledging him. The skeptical curve to her sexy lips made him ache.

         “Of course I’ve seen Cinderella,” he said, looking at her longer than was safe. “It’s a classic.”

         Gracie leaned forward again, straining her seat belt. “If you like Cinderella, you should come to my show! It’s tomorrow night!”

         “Oh honey…” Naomi broke in before he had the chance to answer. “I’m sure Lucas is too busy.”

         She likely hoped he was too busy, but he pretended not to notice her obvious discomfort. “Actually I’m free tomorrow night.”

         “Yay!” Gracie squealed.

         But Naomi’s worried glare returned. “You don’t have to come.”

         “I want to come,” he said, eyeing her. He wanted to spend time with her. To see if he had any reason to stick it out in Topaz Falls. He glanced in the rearview mirror. “One line and the Fairy Godmother has me hooked.”

         Gracie beamed. “Wait ’til you hear the rest of them!”

         “I can’t wait,” Lucas said, directing a pleading gaze at her mother.

         Naomi relented with a sigh. “It starts at seven.” Her soft lips twitched as she studied him. It wasn’t her full bright beautiful smile.

         But it was a start.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         On a normal summer evening, Naomi loved the drive out to the ranch. She’d roll down her window and drape out her hand, letting the crisp air cool her palm and run between her fingers. She’d swear it was more calming than a full glass of good merlot, the way the retreating sun softened the mountains with hazy shadows, the way the trees swayed and the grasses swished as the car rolled by.

         But tonight, even though she had her eyes fixed on the world outside the passenger’s window, everything seemed dull and gray. Instead of making her feel that all was right with the world, the curves and dips of the lonely mountain road stirred up her stomach, bringing a swell of nausea.

         She snuck another peek at the man sitting next to her, still trying to wrap her heart around the fact that Lucas Cortez was driving her car. Sitting not even a foot away from her. Easily chatting with her ten-year-old daughter about “the bestest fairy tales” in the entire world.

         She cranked her head back toward the passenger’s window. God, if you can hear me, please let me come out of this fifteen-minute drive with my heart intact. I’ll do anything. It wasn’t as if she’d have to give up much. She’d practically been a nun for the last ten years anyway.

         But the truth was, not even God could protect her from this. From the havoc Lucas’s presence would wreak in her life. In their lives. Nothing could protect her from the havoc that was already starting to infiltrate, in the form of emails from her long-lost ex-husband. She’d never meant to keep a secret like the one she now guarded, but that was the funny thing about secrets. They were never truly safe, no matter how deeply you tucked them away…

         “You okay?” Lucas asked her quietly.

         “Yes,” she said quickly, smoothing her dress.

         “Mommy, can Lucas come over and watch Snow White with us?” Gracie asked in that cherubic voice she used whenever she worried Naomi would tell her no.

         Naomi opted for alternative phrasing. “Not tonight, honey. I’m hosting book club at our house.” And she had the feeling she’d be doing a lot of drinking.

         She felt his stare as Lucas turned onto the ranch’s driveway, easing the car along like he was a ninety-year-old man out for a Sunday drive.

         “Maybe another time,” he said cheerfully.

         “Maybe,” she mumbled, gathering her purse.

         She couldn’t help but notice how he took his time parking the car. When he cut the engine, she forced herself to look at him. Big mistake. Her heart buckled and her joints got all loose and disconnected.

         The years had only made him sexier, engraving wise lines of experience into the corners of his hazel eyes. Eyes that somehow still smiled, even with all he’d been through. He wore his bronze hair a bit longer these days, so that the ends of it fringed the tops of his ears. It was still thick and luscious, but it was his smile that had lured her in and stayed with her all these years. His smile spoke.

         A familiar tremble tightened her hands into fists—a tremble that made her fear fuse with anticipation at being so close to him, at having felt his arm slide around her waist so easily back on the highway.

         The encounter had struck her—an electrical current splitting her into two different people: the woman who wanted to be wrapped up in him again and the girl he’d once left behind. The girl who’d made mistakes but righted them all on her own. The girl who’d grown up overnight. The girl who still feared his power over her.

         Because she couldn’t do it again. She couldn’t let herself feel a connection with him only to have him disappear for another ten years. She couldn’t risk revealing everything to him.

         No matter what, she would not risk Gracie’s heart, too.

         Naomi blinked, realizing she’d been staring at him too long.

         Not that he seemed to mind. His lips simply quirked as though he enjoyed it.

         “So thanks for driving,” she said briskly, fumbling with the door handle. Finally, she was able to push it open and release herself. Straightening, she focused on leaning the seat forward so Gracie could climb out.

         Lucas came around the car and stood too close. He handed her the keys, his fingers brushing hers.

         She quickly stuffed them in her purse. “Sorry about almost hitting you and everything,” she muttered, sidestepping him. “Come on, Gracie.” Tucking her daughter close, she quickly headed for the porch.

         “Bye, Lucas! See you soon!” Gracie called.

         “I’ll see you both at the play,” he said, lifting his hand in a wave.

         As if she needed the reminder. Naomi quickly shuffled Gracie into the house.

         “Why’re we in such a hurry?” her daughter demanded.

         Was it that obvious? “I have a lot to get ready for book club,” she lied. Her friend Darla was bringing pretty much everything. Darla owned the local wine bar–slash–chocolate shop in town and was so picky no one else even tried to make dessert anymore. “And we have to get you to bed at a reasonable hour,” she went on, hanging her daughter’s backpack on a hook behind the door.

         Bogart, their faithful German shepherd, greeted them with his regal, low bark. Naomi bent to scratch his ears, feeling the fatigue of a roller-coaster day catch up with her. It’d been a long evening with the dress rehearsals for tomorrow night’s performance. Normally, she let Gracie stay up past eight on Fridays, but not tonight. Gracie needed rest and Naomi needed her friends.

         Over the next hour, Gracie tried every excuse in the Book of Bedtime Stalling—dry throat, sore toe, fear of a ghostly stowaway under her bed—but finally, Naomi had her tucked in so tight and cozy that her daughter’s eyes started to close. Bogart had curled up on his special pillow near the foot of Gracie’s bed and was already snoring.

         A pink glow emanated from the flower-shaped night light her daughter had picked out when she was three and they’d been decorating her big-girl room. Soft music played from the clock radio on the bedside table. Oldies. Gracie’s favorite. Holding her breath, Naomi leaned over her. “I love you, Gracie girl,” she murmured, kissing her forehead, then her nose. This girl was her life. Her reason. Her everything. Tears stung like sparks in her eyes. The secret still sat in her stomach as solid and heavy as a stone. What would it do to them? What would it do to the safe and happy life she’d built for her daughter?

         She didn’t have time to reflect on the question before the doorbell rang. Eight o’clock on the nose. Her friends were so punctual when there was a promise of wine and chocolate.

         Bogart lifted his head as though unsure he should leave Gracie’s side to go check on the door.

         “It’s just the girls, Bogy,” Naomi whispered. But he trotted down the hall behind her anyway. As the man of the house, he always wanted to be sure there was no threat.

         Opening the door let in a flood of relief. These women were her safety net, the only place she let herself fall. They always caught her with love and wisdom and humor. They always helped her spring back up, somehow feeling stronger. God knew, she needed strength now.

         Darla came through first, her petite shoulders weighted down with bags. Although she was the oldest member of the group at thirty-six, she could also be considered the hippest. Her black hair was cropped in a trendy pixie cut made even cooler with smart red streaks. “Hellloooo,” she cried. “I brought truffles! And a local zinfandel!”

         “Perfect.” Naomi unburdened her of one of the bags, peeking in and instantly catching a whiff of luscious dark chocolate.

         “And I brought bridesmaid gifts!” Jessa announced, squeezing past them while she waved miniature gift bags in the air. Although she and Lance had been together for nine months, her friendly brown eyes still shone like a woman caught up in the richness of new love. Tonight, she had her long blond hair pulled back loosely, making her look even more like a young bride.

         “I can’t believe the wedding is only three weeks away,” Cassidy Greer squealed, cramming herself into the entryway along with them. Even her vivid blue eyes seemed to be sparkling more than normal. Usually, the poor woman seemed tired and stressed—working as an EMT while she put herself through nursing school—but tonight the wedding excitement seemed to have given her a second wind.

         “I’m so glad you’re here,” Naomi told them all, leading them down the hall and into her small kitchen. While Gracie had been in the shower, Naomi had taken the time to set out her good china plates and wineglasses, along with festive flowered napkins.

         “Me too,” Jessa sighed. “I need some girl time. Living with Lance is so wonderful, but there are just some things boys don’t get.”

         “I’ll have to take your word for it.” Naomi laughed. She hadn’t lived with a boy in a very long time. And even then it had lasted less than a year.

         “Not that I’m complaining,” Jessa said quickly, giving Naomi an empathetic pat on the arm.

         “You’d better not complain.” Darla unpacked enough wine from her bags to serve a wedding party. “You’re the only one who gets sex whenever she wants it.”

         “Yeah,” Cassidy agreed. “That’s one perk to living with a man.”

         “I know, I know.” Jessa pulled out the boxes of chocolate truffles and dipped pretzels, spreading them around the table. “But I’ve been so stressed. You’re not going to believe what happened today. The minister ran off with the pianist!” she wailed. “And now I have no music and no one to officiate at the wedding.”

         “Whadda you mean they ran off?” Naomi asked, popping the cork on the zinfandel.

         “They’re gone.” Jessa slumped at the dining room table, already reaching for a wineglass. “Together. I guess they left notes for their spouses or something. It’s all over town.”

         “Wow.” Naomi sat across from her while Darla took the head of the table and Cassidy scooted into the chair next to Jessa.

         “So what’re you gonna do?” Cass asked, eyes rounded with concern.

         “I have no idea.” Jessa helped herself to a few of the truffles. “I mean, I’ve already called every other religious official in town—including that guy who owns the tarot card shop—and no one is available.”

         “Maybe Levi will do it,” Darla suggested, topping off her glass. Apparently, Naomi hadn’t poured her enough. “God, I wouldn’t mind seeing him all dressed up in a starched black suit and white collar.” She licked her lips suggestively.

         “I’m not having Levi do the wedding.” Jessa rolled her eyes. “You never know what’s going to come out of that man’s mouth.”

         Naomi didn’t blame her. The youngest Cortez could be a bit of a wild card.

         “What about Lucas?” Cassidy proposed thoughtfully. “He’s pretty well spoken.” She slid a quick glance to Naomi. Her friends always seemed to do that whenever anyone spoke the man’s name. As if they were all afraid of what it did to her.

         Not that she’d admit it out loud, but it did quite a lot. Hopefully, they’d missed the bright red flush that turned her face molten.

         “I thought about that…” Jessa seemed to study Naomi longer than the rest of them. “But he’s so busy getting everything ready to go back to the McGowen’s ranch for good…”

         A gasp hitched her breath. “He’s going back?” The words harnessed the strange mix of relief and sorrow that gathered in her heart. “When?”

         “Right after the wedding, as far as I understand.” Jessa eyed her as though trying to gauge her reaction. “Bill McGowen told him he needs him back or he’ll have to find someone else.” She gave Naomi a pointed look. “He’s not here much longer. So there’s not much time.”

         Naomi focused on her wineglass, on the shimmery rose-colored liquid. Jessa had hounded her for months to talk to Lucas about her unresolved feelings for him. But her friend didn’t know the real reason those feeling still existed. No one did.

         “Not much time for what?” Cassidy demanded, looking back and forth between them suspiciously.

         “To screw him, silly,” Darla put in. “To see if he’s still got it.”

         “That’s not what she meant,” Naomi said. That wasn’t a concern. Something told her he still had it. “I can’t believe he’s leaving again.” He hadn’t said anything in the car. Though she hadn’t given him much of a chance. “He’s supposed to go to Gracie’s play tomorrow night.”

         “You invited him?” Jessa asked happily.

         “Not exactly,” she admitted. “Gracie invited him.”

         Darla munched on a pretzel. “Maybe you two should go out after the play,” she proposed with peaked eyebrows.

         “I’m not going out with him.” They’d all been on her case since he’d arrived back in town, but didn’t they get it? Lucas wasn’t going to stick around. She knew he’d leave again. He wasn’t happy in Topaz Falls. So what good would going out with him do either one of them? He wanted to leave and she was staying. She was opening a bed and breakfast.

         Not that she was ready to share that news yet.

         “So Gracie invited him,” Cass mused.

         Yeah. Her sweet, loving, extroverted daughter had invited him. Which meant she liked him. Which meant she’d get all attached to him and then he’d disappear again. Naomi couldn’t tell if the sadness weighting her heart was for Gracie or for herself.

         She stamped it out with anger. “He has no business going to that play.” Why would he be trying to build a friendship with Gracie when he was planning to leave?

         “What’re you so upset about?” Darla asked, setting down her wineglass. “You’ve hardly even acknowledged his presence in Topaz Falls. You’ve gone out of your way to avoid him for months.”

         Naomi’s face burned. She was upset. She was sad and angry. But not at Lucas. She was upset with herself. The truth was she couldn’t look Lucas in the eyes because she had kept things from him. Things she should’ve told him a long time ago.

         “Naomi?” Cassidy reached over to pat her hand. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

         They all stared at her with concern and sympathy. Her friends. The ones who’d each spilled their own secrets at one time or another. Darla had told them all about the pain of watching her husband slowly slip away from cancer. Jessa had sobbed over her father’s death. Cassidy had shared everything about taking care of her mother, whose life was shattered after Cassidy’s brother Cash had been killed in a bull-riding accident five years ago.

         These were practically her sisters, and though she’d talked about the challenges of being a single mom after Mark left her, she’d never told them all her deepest regret. The secret she’d carried for so many years.

         The one she didn’t want to carry anymore.

         She rested her forearms on the table, ready for this weight to be lifted off her. Ready to be free of it. “Lucas might be Gracie’s father.” She spoke the words quickly, boldly. That was the only way they could come out. Fast. Direct. Honest. That was it. The truth in all its ugliness.

         Darla busted out in gut-splitting laughter.

         Cassidy shook her head. “Good one,” she said.

         “No. I’m serious.” Her voice had gotten brittle, the last words falling apart. “I never found out for sure, but I might have been pregnant before he was arrested.” In the wake of Lucas’s arrest, she’d fallen apart and found herself in a relationship with Mark. Things had happened so fast. When she’d told Mark she was pregnant he’d asked her to marry him right then and there. She’d told him she had to think about it, and that night she went home and wrote Lucas one more letter. Over the previous two months, she’d written him eight letters, one each week, and all of them had been returned unopened. All these years, she’d kept that final letter. In it, she’d told him there was a chance he was her baby’s father and begged him to write her back, but he hadn’t. He hadn’t even opened the letter. After that, she’d realized she couldn’t do it anymore. She wasn’t angry with him, but she couldn’t hold out hope for someone who kept shutting her out. It had hurt too much. So she’d forced herself to move on.

         “Shit.” Darla gawked at her. “Shit! You’re not kidding.”

         “Oh my God…” Jessa mumbled, mopping her mouth with a napkin.

         “I’m not kidding,” Naomi confirmed, pushing away her plate. She couldn’t even stomach a bite of chocolate right now. “I’ve never told him. Never told anyone. But Mark emailed me twice last week.”

         “Mark?” they all said in unison.

         “He said he wants to talk to me. About Gracie.” He’d actually used the word “daughter.” His daughter. But she wasn’t. He’d been gone for ten years. And Naomi had always wondered whether he was Gracie’s biological father, but it hadn’t mattered. It hadn’t mattered because Mark had left them and Lucas was gone and they didn’t need anyone. She’d taken care of everything. She’d raised her all on her own.

         “That son of a bitch.” Darla slammed her palm on the table, causing a wave of ripples in Naomi’s wine. “I’ll email him back for you. Tell him exactly what I think of his sorry ass.”

         “While I’d love to hear that conversation, I don’t think it’ll help much.” Naomi heaved a sigh. “I haven’t written him back.” She wanted those emails to go away. Wanted him to disappear. “I don’t know what he wants, but I’m afraid he’ll try to see her.” And he couldn’t. He couldn’t come in now and destroy everything she’d built for her daughter.

         “You have to tell Lucas there’s a possibility he’s Gracie’s father,” Jessa said, still gawking at her. “You have to. He deserves to know.”

         “Yes. He does,” she uttered in an aching whisper. He deserved to know everything. Finally. After all these years.

         She just wasn’t sure how to tell him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Just like old times. Lucas rambled into his older brother’s kitchen, greeted by the greasy smell of bacon and eggs and the sizzle of the fryer. Lance stood at the stove stirring and flipping while Levi and their father sat at the table discussing the latest PBR standings as they waited for their breakfast.

         “They’ve got you trained, huh?” Lucas asked, lightly socking Lance in the side as he moved past him and sat at the other end of the table.

         “I don’t think Levi even knows how to hold a spatula,” his brother said, low enough so that the other two didn’t hear. “And have you ever tasted Dad’s eggs?”

         “No, actually. I can’t say I have.” That was because Lance had cooked breakfast for all of them ever since their mom left. It likely had something to do with the fact that Lance had watched her leave early one morning before the sun had even crested the peaks. Lucas had walked into the kitchen when Lance was putting the finishing touches on omelets. Before that, he hadn’t known his brother even knew how to crack an egg. But he’d figured it out that day. They’d all spent those years figuring things out.

         “Morning, son.” Luis folded the sports section of the newspaper into neat quarters and laid it on the table in front of him.

         “Morning, Dad.” Didn’t matter how many times he said it, that never got old. After he went to prison Lucas didn’t talk to Luis for ten years. He couldn’t stomach the shame he’d seen on the man’s face. But then his father had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s and Jessa had called him to come home. That was all he’d needed. An invitation. He’d been welcomed by his father, who was hunched and arthritic, suffering from persistent tremors and balance issues, though the most recent medication they had him on seemed to be making a difference.

         “What happened to your truck?” his father asked. “Didn’t see it outside this morning.”

         “It broke down.” The last thing his father needed to hear was how it had broken down. He had enough to worry about.

         “I’ll take you to pick it up after our meeting this morning,” Lance said, lugging the food over to the table.

         “What meeting?” Levi wasted no time piling his plate full.

         Lance hesitated, and Lucas didn’t blame him. They didn’t exactly involve their younger brother in much of the ranch’s business. He was too busy reveling in his bull rider fame and sponsorship opportunities to concern himself with the logistics of a stock contracting operation.

         “I’d forgotten Jones was coming today,” Luis said gruffly. He hated forgetting stuff, that much was obvious, but it happened more and more.

         “Jones?” Levi repeated skeptically. “As in Brady Jones?”

         Everyone connected to the bull-riding world had heard of Brady Jones. The former champion who’d once competed against Luis was now the director of livestock for the largest rodeo circuit in the country.

         “Yeah. It’s a big day,” Lance said, his face grim. Over the last six months Lance had invested in new livestock, mainly bucking bulls, to get his operation up and running. Lucas had consulted on a limited basis, but he’d been down in Pueblo off and on, and Bill McGowen had all but told him he’d fire his ass if he sensed any conflict of interest between the two operations. Lucas wasn’t sure he wanted to lose that job.

         “If Jones doesn’t contract two or three of our bulls, I’m screwed,” Lance muttered, still looking doubtful.

         Lucas wished he felt better about things than his brother did, but he’d seen the bulls Lance had purchased. While they had promise, they weren’t there yet, and Jones was coming today to scout for the next several events. If they didn’t get picked, Lance didn’t get paid, and Lucas happened to know his brother had invested most of his savings.

         “I’m happy to stick around and shoot the breeze with him,” Levi offered. He’d already wolfed down most of his breakfast and was casually sipping coffee. Lucas marveled at how young he still looked. It was obvious the three of them were related, but while he and Lance looked more like Luis, Levi reminded him of their mother. His skin was fairer and unmarred by the stress Lance and Lucas had endured over the years.

         And yet he didn’t resent his brother. He was glad one of them had had it easier. That’d been the idea when he’d taken the punishment for Levi. He was proud of him. Given the way things had gone after their mother left, Levi could’ve been a complete screwup, but he’d straightened out, left home to train with bull-riding legend Gunner Raines, and become one of the infamous Raines’ Renegades, a group of traveling riders who also made quite the haul in sponsorships.

         “Actually, I could use your help patching some siding today,” Luis said to his youngest son. Lucas had to smile. Their father didn’t think Levi should get involved any more than they did. Besides that, someone had to watch Luis when he did projects. They couldn’t have him falling off a ladder or something.

         “Lance and I have got this.” He finished off his own breakfast quickly then shoved his plate toward Levi. “And since Lance cooked, you’re on dish duty.” Before Levi could argue, Lucas motioned to Lance and the two of them pushed back from the table and walked out of the house grinning. Yep. Just like old times.

         Over the next hour, they worked with Tucker, the stable manager, to get the bulls ready. But even hosing them down, feeding them, and getting them riled up didn’t put Lucas at ease. He’d been purchasing and training bulls for McGowen for so long, he could spot a potential bovine champion, and these bulls didn’t seem to have it.

         “You’re worried,” Lance said, standing next to him on the outside of the corral while Tucker gated Inferno.

         Was his worry that obvious? That bull was supposed to be Lance’s best bet, but he didn’t have the fire, and Brady Jones would recognize that right away. “How much did you pay for him, again?” he asked, dreading the answer.

         “A couple hundred grand.” Lance seemed to dread saying it, too. Lucas didn’t tell him he’d gotten screwed. He likely already knew.

         The sound of a truck crawling up behind them made his stomach pull into a tight knot. Brady Jones got out and sauntered over, thumbs hooked into his belt loops, tall cowboy hat casting a shadow over his eyes. He was a good five years younger than their father, but his face was marked by a few scars and the same sun damage. “Gentlemen,” he said, giving each of them a hearty handshake.

         “Good to see you, Jones. Thanks for coming,” Lance said.

         “Surprised to see you here, Lucas.” The man eyed him suspiciously. “You give up on McGowen? Or just home for a visit?”

         “Home for a visit,” he said quickly. Word would travel fast, and Bill McGowen would not appreciate the fact that Lucas was attending a meeting for the competition. He hung back and let Lance walk Jones around the facilities, showing off each of the bulls his brother had purchased.

         When they came back to the fence, Lucas could tell Jones had already made a decision. He’d done enough business with the man to recognize that dispassionate expression. “Well, Cortez, I gotta say, I’m not seeing anything I haven’t seen before.” The man was always direct. It was something Lucas used to appreciate about him.

         “You’ve got a good start here, but none of these guys are ready for the big stage.”

         Lance didn’t seem to know what to say. He simply nodded.

         Jones clapped him on the shoulder. “Give me a call in a few years when you’ve got more experience under your belt.”

         “Sure. Of course.”

         Lucas had to hand it to his brother. He wasn’t letting his disappointment show. But he could feel it, and he couldn’t let Lance lose what he’d worked for.

         “Wait,” Lucas said, just as Jones started to retreat to his truck. The man stopped, turned, made a show of glancing at his watch. He didn’t like people wasting his time, but Lucas knew he’d want to hear him out. “Come back in a few weeks.” Preferably after the wedding.

         Irritation pulled at the man’s mouth. “I shouldn’t have come this week. This operation isn’t ready.”

         “He’s got another purchase in the works.”

         “I do?” Lance mumbled.

         Lucas shut him up with a look and strode over to Jones, facing him directly. “There’s a private auction next week. For one of Day of Reckoning’s offspring.” Day of Reckoning was the most decorated bovine champion to ever grace the sport. Bill McGowen had enlisted Lucas to go to the auction and outbid everyone else. He’d also told him not to spread the word, but Lance was desperate. Reckoning II had already competed in a few lower level events and he’d thrown every rider within three seconds. “Lance has an in and it’s looking like a done deal. So you’ll want to come back soon and take a look at him.”

         “You get Reckoning’s offspring and I’ll be here,” Jones said. Without a goodbye, he climbed into his rig and left them in a cloud of dust.

         His brother eyed him. “Let me guess. You’re supposed to purchase that bull for McGowen.”

         He shrugged. “McGowen has plenty of bulls.” The man ran a multimillion-dollar operation. It wouldn’t kill him to lose out on one.

         “I don’t know what I was thinking.” Lance glanced over at Inferno, still penned up in a stall. “I don’t have much more to invest in this.” Not a shock, considering all of the stock he’d purchased recently. His brother had won some significant purses and a championship last year, but that didn’t go so far when you were talking millions to get an operation up and running. And Lance had never gravitated toward the sponsorships to supplement his income the way Levi had.

         “You can’t give up yet,” Lucas insisted. “We’ll sell some off some of your stock. All you need is one champion. I’ll help you figure it out.”

         His brother seemed to assess him. “You gonna lose your job for this?”

         “Maybe.” He hadn’t thought that far ahead when he’d mentioned the auction.

         “That okay with you?” Lance asked hopefully. He’d been trying to get Lucas on board to stick around the ranch and help him run the operation. But there was one problem with that. No one else wanted him around. The McGowen Ranch had been his safety net. It’d provided him the chance to start over. And if he came back to Topaz Falls for good, he’d go right back to being the kid convicted of arson. But he couldn’t worry about that now. His brother needed him. He shrugged off Lance’s concern.

         “I’ll figure it out. I can handle Bill McGowen.”

         If only he felt as confident as he sounded.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The only thing worse than having his truck vandalized was having Officer Dev Jenkins show up to see the mess.

         Lucas liked Dev all right, but he hadn’t seen much of him in ten years. Back in high school they’d raised all kinds of hell together, which may have been what inspired Dev to become an officer of the law. He’d always been a hell of a guy—honest, hardworking, loyal. If Lucas would’ve stuck around, they likely would’ve still been friends. But while Dev worked his way up the ranks and became a town hero, Lucas had become the town’s shame, the wayward son who’d gone and stained his family’s good name. In everyone else’s eyes they’d taken two starkly different paths. And even though Dev never brought it up, it still simmered between them.

         “Did you have to call him?” Lucas asked Lance. They were both leaning against the left fender of his damaged truck watching as the patrol car swerved around the long curve from the east. After the meeting with Jones, Lucas told his brother what had happened to his truck. Next thing he knew, Lance was on the phone demanding that Dev come check out the “crime scene.” Lucas had planned to go into town and buy some new tires, then hitch a ride out to change them himself. That’d teach him to mention anything to his brother.

         “Some punk ass kid vandalized your car,” Lance muttered, as ticked as if it’d been his own. “Last I checked that’s a misdemeanor.”

         Lance would know. He’d done plenty of vandalizing back in the day.

         “Dev can figure this out. Give the little shit a good scare. Then they’ll let you be.”

         “They’re not gonna let me be.” Lucas lifted his hand in a wave as Dev pulled up behind the truck. “And what makes you think it was a kid?” It could’ve been anyone in town. Marshal Dobbins still hated him. His dad had been the rodeo commissioner, and after the fire he’d been out of a job. Then he’d left Topaz Falls and his family behind, headed for greener pastures in California. Even if it wasn’t Dobbins, there was a whole list of others who’d made a career out of holding a grudge. Hell, just last week old Mrs. Eckles—who’d earned a reputation for being the sweetest woman in town—crossed the street so she wouldn’t have to walk past him. He’d seen her cross back over once she’d cleared the bakery.

         “No one but a kid would mess with you,” Lance insisted.

         “Yeah, well, Dev won’t find anything. I’ve already looked.” There was no evidence left behind. No empty spray paint cans, no knife blade. Not even a damn footprint. Whoever had jacked up his truck had done it right. It’d been planned.

         “Mornin’.” Dev pushed open the door to his patrol car and took his time sauntering over to the truck. He hadn’t changed much since he’d played defensive tackle for the Topaz High School Miners back in the day. Still big and brawny. Dark, clipped hair and a broad jaw that put Hercules to shame. Looking at him, most would mistake the man for a big dumb oaf, but before he’d come back to keep the streets of Topaz Falls safe, he’d gone to CU and graduated in the top ten percent of his class.

         That’s where Lucas was supposed to have gone, too. They’d planned to room together. Instead he’d roomed with a bunch of thugs who found themselves behind bars for assault, grand larceny, and drug-related offenses. Not that he was complaining. It could’ve been a hell of a lot worse.

         “Thanks for coming, Dev.” Lance caught the man’s beefy hand in a firm shake while Lucas simply gave him a nod. He was pretty sure this was a waste of all of their time.

         “So you got any idea who would’ve come after you?” Dev asked, walking the length of the truck as he sized up the damage.

         “Mrs. Eckles?” Lucas joked.

         Dev cracked a grin. “Woman sure can hold a grudge.” He eyed the sagging tires on the truck. “But I’d doubt she owns a high-quality switchblade.”

         “What about Shane and Carter?” Lance suggested. “Those two are always doing stupid shit.”

         “The Werner boys?” Dev shook his head. “Nah. They’ve straightened up since I let ’em spend a night in jail for trespassing on the Blairs’ farm.” He aimed a curious gaze at Lucas. “Have you gotten any threats? Had any confrontations?”

         “Nope. Plenty of dirty looks and a couple offhand comments at the bar. Nothing serious, though.”

         “This is pretty damn serious, if you ask me,” his brother said.

         Dev took a knee and looked underneath the truck. “Whoever did it was careful. Didn’t want to get caught.” He heaved himself back to his feet. “I’ll check into it. Ask around.”

         “That’s it?” Lance demanded, following him to the rear of the truck.

         “Thanks, Dev,” Lucas cut in before his brother made a complete ass out of himself. Of course that was it. What’d Lance expect him to do? Dust for fingerprints? This wasn’t a murder scene.

         “No problem.” Dev ignored Lance and faced Lucas. “I’m sure this won’t be the last of it, so pay attention. Got it? Let me know if anything seems off.”

         “Will do,” he promised, shaking the man’s hand. “But I’ll only be in town for a few more weeks, so not sure there’s anything to worry about.”

         His old friend tilted his head with a stern look. “Gonna let ’em run you out of here again, huh?”

         “That’s exactly what he’s doing,” Lance growled.

         Lucas glared back at his brother. “Doesn’t count as getting run off if you want to go.” At least he’d thought he wanted to go. Then Naomi had gone and nearly taken him out with her car. Now he wasn’t so sure.

         “You shouldn’t let them get to you, Cortez.” Dev started to lumber back to his patrol car. “It’s been good having you back. And whoever these bastards are…they’ll get over it.”

         “Thanks.” It was good to know not everyone in town hated him. Having the law on his side was something, he guessed.

         Dev slid into his car. “I’ll call out a tow truck for you. Get you all fixed up. Let me know if you need anything else.”

         How about an idea for how to win over the woman he’d lost ten years ago? Unfortunately, Dev didn’t seem any more adept in the relationship department than he was, seeing as how they were both bachelors nearing thirty. “Hopefully I won’t need you again, but thanks.”

         With a wave, Dev turned onto the highway.

         “You don’t have to go back to McGowen’s, you know,” Lance said as they walked to his truck.

         “Not this again.” They’d had the same conversation at least thirty times since he’d been home, but his argument had started to weaken.

         “Your family’s here. Dad’s here.” Lance leveled him with a smug look. “Naomi’s here.”

         “I can come back and visit,” he said, avoiding the Naomi issue completely. He couldn’t let himself go there. If her distance in the car yesterday was any indication, she wanted him to go back to Pueblo. As soon as possible. Maybe she held his past against him, too. Which brought him back to his point. “Would you want to stay someplace you weren’t wanted?”
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