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      This wasn’t how Daphne Lynn Thompson imagined herself returning to Lone Star Pass after a decade, as a divorced single mother. In her mind, the family property was still in pristine condition, her father was his same onery self and not suffering from rapid onset dementia, and jars of honey still flew off the shelves of the small family business.

      Daphne stood on the front porch, hesitating a moment before going inside. Her nine-year-old son Henry stood beside her along with Luis and Luna, their two-year-old Dobermans. The thought of facing her father again before she had time to process his diagnosis kept her from going in. The thought of seeing the scared, confused look in his eyes—even if it only lasted a flash—rooted her feet to the aging wooden porch.

      “Is this where you grew up, Momma?” Henry’s eyes widened with pure excitement and wonder as he looked around at the expansive yard.

      “It is,” Daphne said, tousling the hair on top of his head. He was the spitting image of his father, younger with a sweeter face. “And I loved every minute of it.” Well, almost every minute, right up until the end when she’d had to leave town and break her high school boyfriend’s heart.

      “Can I show Luis and Luna around?” Henry practically jumped up and down, barely able to contain himself. She wished for half of his energy. “Pl-e-e-e-ease?”

      Daphne scanned the area. Very few people knew she was coming home, and word couldn’t possibly have gotten around this fast so he should be safe to roam freely as long as the dogs were with him.

      “Stay inside the fenced yard and where you can see the house at all times,” she warned with a finger wag. At twenty-eight years old, the move basically turned her into an old schoolmarm. She put the finger away, tucking her hand inside the pocket of her slacks instead. “Don’t go anywhere near the pond, okay?”

      His eyes lit up at the mention of water nearby. He’d always been a water baby just like her. She could almost see the ideas forming in his little brain.

      Bending down to his level and raising his chin up until his eyes met hers, she said, “No arguments. If I catch you near the pond, you’ll be in big trouble with me, mister.” Henry had always been a dream child. She figured the rebellion would kick in some day—a day she hoped was far off in the future—and he would be more than a handful to make up for the fact he’d been pretty much the perfect child so far.

      Having him look her in the eyes ensured he was listening, and not already so busy plotting out his adventures that he’d lost his ability to hear her. He had a great imagination and was a little too used to alone time. Guilt stabbed her for the fact her son had spent so much time with only her and the dogs for companionship, with too few playdates for the past two years. At his tender age, did he even remember the last time a friend had slept over? Even though being hidden the last two years was for his own protection, it seemed wholly unfair to do to a kid. Since there’d been no choice, she decided to cut herself a little slack.

      “Promise me you’ll stick close to the house?” she urged.

      “I won’t go near the pond,” Henry said with about as much enthusiasm as if she’d asked him to eat an entire bowl of broccoli.

      “Thank you,” she said. Before she got the words out, Henry was hopping off the porch and calling for his dogs. “Or the hives.”

      He practically beamed at the last word. “I want to see the bees. They won’t hurt me.”

      “They don’t normally sting. Only when they feel threatened, but you shouldn’t go see them without me,” she said. The beekeeper had promised to stay on part-time, which would help with the transition. Plus, his wife had been pitching in to help out with the store. Daphne owed the Schmidts for being willing to stick around, even though the business was barely able to make payroll and the writing on the wall suggested that it wouldn’t be able to for much longer. The state of the family business was another shocker.

      “One more thing. Come inside if anyone pulls into the drive. Got it?” she shouted after him. The bright orange U-Haul filled with their belongings stood sentinel in the driveway. Her late-model Jeep attached to the back. Daphne didn’t want to think about how hers and Henry’s entire lives were able to fit inside a 10-foot truck.

      Her son did an immediate about face, hopped back on the porch and ran straight into her, wrapping his little arms around her waist and hugging her tightly. They’d done okay together just the two of them hiding out in Dallas, right? The smile on his face made her think so.

      “When can we go see the bees?” Henry’s eyes lit up when he asked about them.

      “Later. I promise. For now, don’t go anywhere near them without me,” she warned. “But I’ll take you to see the apiary after I say hello to Pops.”

      Henry hugged her even tighter. The excitement in his body hummed like a live wire. He’d been talking about them nonstop since learning they were coming back to her childhood home.

      When Henry let go, he said, “Pinky swear that if a car comes, I’ll run straight into Grandpa’s house.” He adorably brought up his right hand and then wiggled his pinky at her along with a beaming smile. She wished time would stand still and Henry would stop growing. How had nine years gone by so fast?

      She linked pinkies and ‘shook’ to seal the deal. Henry took off, hopping off the porch in search of adventure a few seconds later. A boy and his dogs. Luis and Luna wouldn’t let anyone get close to Henry, she reminded herself as her pulse kicked up a few notches at the thought of him wandering the five-acre property. It was silly, she knew, because she’d grown up here and this was one of least crime-ridden places she could think of. But the person out for her and Henry didn’t fall into a general crime bucket.

      On a sharp intake of air meant for courage, Daphne reached for the knob then opened the door. “Dad?”

      “In the kitchen,” he said. Edward Owen Thompson was the proud owner of Beekeeper Honey and had been the sole proprietor since before Daphne had been born. The place had been in the family four generations and gave her a connection to the grandparents she’d only known through stories. She’d grown up running through the meadow on the south lawn and taking her canoe out on the pond with her best friend by her side. Hers had been an idyllic childhood, filled with innocence until life turned upside down and she grew up real quick. But she didn’t want to think about the past right now when the future stared her in the face.

      As she walked across the creaky wood floors, she took note of the fact not much had changed here in the past decade. The same plaid couch sat to one side of the room, across from a flatscreen TV that looked relatively new. Her dad’s recliner aimed directly at the TV. The same coffee table, a relic from the 70s with the stains and marks to prove it, sat in front of the sofa. The décor was minimal and there must be half an inch of dust on the bookshelves her dad had made for her. Those definitely stayed but the couch with its sunken in cushions needed to go.

      An alarm company was first on the docket, though.

      Dad sat at the kitchen table reading the paper and drinking a cup of coffee like she’d seen him do hundreds, if not thousands, of times before. There was comfort in seeing something so familiar when her world was about to be turned upside down again.

      “Hey, Dad,” she said, walking straight to him and giving him a hug.

      “Today’s the big day,” he said after a warm embrace. Relief washed over her when he answered and seemed to be himself. The doctor said these moments of clarity would peter out in the coming months and she planned to hold tight to them as long as they were here.

      “Moving day is here.” She had made the decision to quit her job and pack up her small north Dallas apartment in a matter of days. Always being ready to move, and more importantly ready to leave with little to no notice, had been her life for the past twenty-four-plus months. The thought of sticking around in one place both scared and excited her. For the first time in a decade, she was home. The only thing missing was her best friend Ian Firebrand. The two of them had been inseparable by high school, dating by junior year, and full-fledged-with-no-going-back-in-love by graduation. She’d been told it was nothing more than an infatuation that time would make disappear from her thoughts altogether. And yet, even when she was a young and naïve eighteen-year-old, she’d known that couldn’t be true. Thinking about him now caused her pulse to rise and her heart to hammer the inside of her ribs despite having no contact since she’d left town.

      “Coffee is fresh,” Dad said, motioning toward the machine. His expression was a mix of happy and concern. She could identify with both. Being here with him stirred up so many good memories. Like breakfasts here at the table every morning before school and doing homework while he watched TV in the adjacent room. Then there was dancing around the kitchen while standing on his feet when she’d been in grade school. Hot tears burned the backs of her eyes. She blinked a couple of times and refocused.

      “The smell hit me when I first walked in,” she said. Moving to the coffee machine, she located a mug and filled it. Taking in a deep breath, she let the smell of dark roast fill her senses. The scent was familiar and brought her back to the days of Ian picking her up before class. He’d always get here early for a cup of coffee with her dad before school. The minute the two of them got inside his truck, he would lean over and kiss her, the taste of dark roast still on his lips.

      Daphne took in a sharp breath, trying to ease the pain that also came from remembering. Besides, a piece of Ian had been with her for the past ten years. Being home reminded her of all the other good times she’d blocked out for survival’s sake. Because leaving Ian and shutting off all communication in the process had been the single most difficult thing she’d ever done.

      The thought of running into him again practically gutted her. Forget about the fact that it would be impossible to continue to hide Henry from his father.
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      Ian Firebrand sat on the farm road with his left blinker on. There was little traffic on this road, and none at the moment, so he had time to consider whether or not it was a good idea to honor Mr. Thompson’s request to help move some heavy furniture and boxes. In ten years, Ian had never once turned the older man down when he needed something. The thought of doing so now made Ian feel like a class-A jerk.

      But this situation was complicated.

      The rhythmic clicks of the blinker reminded Ian he needed to make a choice. Turn left, drive up the gravel road that led to Mr. Thompson’s home, and take a chance of seeing Daphne again. She’d been gone for ten years, taking a piece of his heart along with her. They’d been young and stupid and, he’d thought, hopelessly in love. His grandfather, the Marshall as they called him, had warned Ian that Daphne would wake up and leave him someday. His fool heart had believed the love between the two of them was real and could last forever. That the two of them could defy the odds and be the two percent that made the long haul.

      Apparently, all it had taken was graduation for her to wake up and realize she was done. Ian was still scratching his head over why she’d decided to leave him and shatter his heart. Her flimsy excuse of needing to see the world before she settled down, and not being able to if the two of them stayed in contact, didn’t make any more sense back then than it did now.

      Daphne was married and in bad shape. That was all Ian’s brother Grayson had said the last time the two of them spoke. She was moving back to live with her father and Mr. Thompson requested Ian’s help to move a few things before his daughter arrived with her ‘junk’ as he’d called it. There’d been a mix of joy and something that sounded a whole lot like resignation in Mr. Thompson’s voice, which had caused all kinds of questions to form in Ian’s mind about just how bad off Daphne must be. Since he didn’t exactly want to pull up a ringside seat to someone else’s pain, he sat there. Click. Clock. Click. Clock.

      Ian issued a sharp sigh. He was a man of his word and he’d promised to help Mr. Thompson, just as he’d done dozens of times in the past when the old man had needed a hand. This time shouldn’t be any different, no matter who might end up under the same roof. Being in the house would be temporary. Ian would get in and get out. Depending on how big the job was, he could call for reinforcements. Normally, Mr. Thompson’s requests took less than an hour. Ian had cleared his day for this one, just in case.

      The only thing Ian didn’t do was get near the bees. Thankfully, they were kept on the back portion of the property far enough away to never be a problem. And Ian would know having spent most of his childhood running around the property with Daphne.

      Touching his foot to the gas pedal, Ian turned left and onto the gravel road. He maintained a slow, steady pace until he hit Mr. Thompson’s turnoff. The small winding path opened up to a view of the house, property, and a U-Haul. Ian bit back a curse. He had half a mind to turn around and drive off rather than pull up beside what had to be Daphne’s moving truck.

      The thought of running into her and her husband sent a lead fireball raging through his chest. He couldn’t picture Daphne married to anyone else, but…

      Ian stopped himself right there. He’d dated plenty of women over the years and had been in several relationships. Of course, Daphne had moved on, as had he—once he’d stopped licking his wounds over the breakup. The worse part of the whole situation was that he’d been blindsided. One minute, they’d been happy as a lark. The next, she was moving to Austin to start a new life away from him so she could ‘find’ herself and see the world.

      Thinking back brought up all the pain and frustration as though it had happened yesterday. Ian parked next to the U-Haul, blocking his view of the old farmhouse. He’d offered to bring over a couple buckets of paint and spruce the place up, but Mr. Thompson could be stubborn when it came to accepting help, taking only the minimum needed in order to get by.

      Ian put the ignition in park but stopped short of cutting off the engine. The urge to back out of the spot and retrace the drive was a physical force. The idea of seeing Daphne again when it had been so easy for her to leave felt like he’d been crushed and sat heavy on his chest.

      Maybe it was time to walk inside that house and finally get closure. Seeing Daphne wearing a wedding ring would do the trick. As far as he knew, she had a couple of kids by now. The thought sent a cold shiver racing down his back. Get used to it, he thought. Daphne was here and would most likely have a family by now. Grayson’s comment about her being in bad shape had kept Ian from sleeping a couple of nights since hearing the news. What if she’d been or still was in an abusive relationship. No matter how they’d left things those old protective feelings kicked up. Right, wrong, or indifferent, the thought of anyone hurting her caused his hands to fist. The thought of seeing her again at all was a gut punch.

      Rather than let his mind take off into unwanted territory, he turned off his truck and exited the vehicle. He rounded the U-Haul in time to hear the front door opening and Daphne running onto the creaky wooden porch. Shock didn’t begin to describe the feeling of seeing her again. So much so, it rooted him to his spot. There she stood all five-feet-four-inches of her with that long, wavy blonde hair and full, thick lips on a heart-shaped face.

      She waved her hands wildly at him. Her concerned expression stopped him in his tracks. It only took a second to realize why. From the corner of his eye, he saw two massive Dobermans gunning toward him.

      “Are they friendly?” he asked, putting his hands up, palms out in the surrender position.

      Daphne spouted a command in another language. German? The Dobermans stopped and immediately sat, but it was the sandy-haired boy catching up to them who caught Ian’s attention. His experience around kids was limited to kiddos under the age of two, so he had no idea how old this boy was.

      “They will be now, unless I tell them otherwise,” Daphne warned. His heart took a serious hit at seeing her again, like a sucker punch to the solar plexus that knocked all the air out of his lungs. Ian struggled to take in a breath as a whole bunch of memories came crashing down on him.

      There Daphne stood, slightly older but no less beautiful. In fact, she was even more stunning than he remembered. He’d regretted deleting all those pictures of her that she’d insisted on taking on his phone. After she’d left, he half convinced himself she would be back. Days passed with no word and then weeks. A month came and went, then two. At the year mark, he’d gone into a fit and removed everything that reminded him of Daphne. Later, he regretted the move since he had no memories of the good times to look back on.

      An odd feeling overtook him as he glanced over at the Dobermans. It registered that these were no ordinary house pets. These were trained guard dogs. “Does this have something to do with the trouble you’re in?”

      “Who said I was in trouble?” she asked a little too quickly. The defensiveness in her voice said he was on the right track. Even now after all these years, he could read her tone.

      “Stay with Luis and Luna, Henry,” she shouted to the boy. He was far enough away that Ian couldn’t make out the details of his face, but he seemed familiar. Of course, he decided, Daphne’s son would be familiar because he was part of her.

      “I’d like to meet your son,” he said to a frightened-looking Daphne. What was that all about? “How old is he, by the way?”

      Ian couldn’t pinpoint why it was suddenly so important to him to be introduced to the boy. Then there was Daphne’s reaction to Ian being there in the first place. His thoughts were bouncing around, then his mind snapped to the worst possible scenario. The one that said her jealous husband was lurking nearby and she was scared to death he would see Ian.

      Except it didn’t make sense that her father would invite him here to help if that was the case. No. Something else was going on.

      There she stood on the porch, looking far too fine for his heart’s good. She’d stopped growing at five-feet-four-inches a long time ago and she’d filled out with enough curves to be sexy. She still had those full pouty lips with the most kissable cupid’s bow. Even from this distance he could see the blue of her eyes. Her hair was longer and thicker now, and the same sandy-blonde as her son’s, from what Ian could tell at this distance.

      Daphne stood there for a long moment with her arms folded over her chest. The metal of her gold wedding band glinted in the sunlight and had the same effect of burning his eyes. He should have expected this on some level but had no idea the amount of heartache that had been bubbling underneath the surface, still fresh and raw.

      “Henry is nine and a half years old, Ian,” she said, her gaze narrowing and her lips thinning.

      Last time he checked, it took nine months for a baby to cook inside its mother, which meant…

      “Does that mean what I think it does?” Ian asked, his gaze bouncing from the child to Daphne and back as a feeling of being completely dumbfounded struck like stray lightning in a blue sky.

      She gave an almost imperceptible nod along with another warning shot. Ian got it. The kid was within shouting distance and, clearly, he had no idea his father had just shown up. His father. Those words would haunt Ian. He had a son.

      For a long moment, he stood there. It was like time warped and Ian got caught in the wave.

      He was a father.
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