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      Luis Bridger lay staring at the ceiling of the utilitarian hotel room. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy.”

      Jordan rolled toward him and snuggled close. “It’s been an incredible three days.”

      “Sure has.” He stroked her golden hair. “I expected the clinic to be awesome. I didn’t expect you.”

      “Ditto, cowboy. I’ve been to several of these. Never had this kind of extracurricular fun.”

      “Several? I don’t think I knew that. No wonder you were the star pupil.”

      “I’d better be if I want to take my show on the road next spring.”

      “About that.” He loved sliding his fingers through her silky hair. Loved stroking her satin skin. Her body thrilled him. He didn’t want the fun times to end. “Do you have a plan?”

      “Absolutely. I’m working two jobs this winter to build up my savings while I set up my clinic schedule for next year.”

      “Any chance you and Fudge will be in my neck of the woods?”

      “Um… maybe, but….”

      Her hesitation said it all. “Hey, forget I asked.” He shouldn’t have. They’d agreed not to pursue a relationship. They hadn’t exchanged phone numbers. No calls. No texts.

      “It’s okay.” Her warm breath tickled his skin. “I’ll be sad to say goodbye, too. But I need to pour all my energy into making this work.”

      “I get it. I just hate to think we’ll never see each other again. That we’ll completely lose touch.”

      “If you send a postcard to my P.O. box, I’ll write back. Maybe not immediately, but….”

      “Okay.” A postcard. How are you? I am fine. XO, Luis. Not happening. “And you can always find me at Laughing Creek Ranch.”

      Changing her position, she lifted her head and met his gaze, her blue eyes filled with tenderness. “I won’t forget you.”

      “I won’t forget you, either.” He pushed away the sadness and cupped her cheek. “Checkout isn’t until eleven. We don’t have to say goodbye, yet, querida.”

      “No.” She smiled. “No, we don’t.” Leaning closer, she kissed him.

      With a soft groan he abandoned himself to the lure of her kiss. One last time.
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      Looks like we might see each other over Fourth of July weekend!

      Jordan Sterling’s cheery email played in a loop in his head. She’d likely staked out a spot along the parade route, eager to experience the Mustang Valley festivities Luis had raved about five years ago. And he still hadn’t told his family squat about her. Way to dig yourself a hole, idiot.

      “You’re muttering to yourself, hermano.” His brother Xavier gazed across the golden rumps of Woody and Buzz, the palominos hitched to the Hearts & Hooves wagon promoting the wild horse sanctuary. “Something wrong?”

      “Not a thing, Zay.” He adjusted the traces on his side, fighting the urge to glance around for any sign of Jordan in the crowded parade staging area.

      “Parade jitters?”

      “Nah. We’ve got this.” He glanced in the back of the wagon where his sister Claudette had been organizing the logo hats and T-shirts she’d toss to the crowd along the way. The new digital adoption program allowed them to be generous with merch. “Where’s Claudie?”

      “She forgot the T-shirt cannon. She went to fetch it from her truck. She’s been gone a while. Probably got involved in a conversation.”

      “It happens.” He hadn’t noticed she’d left until now. Time to get his head out of his butt. “You’d better start unloading the rest of the horses from the trailer. I’ll help once she gets back. We don’t want to leave this creation of yours unattended.”

      “I appreciate that. It’s more fragile than it looks. How about I locate Rio and send him over to babysit the wagon?”

      “Sounds good.” Their youngest brother sometimes had trouble focusing, but he’d probably do a better job than he was managing right now.

      After Zay went in search of Rio, Luis stepped back from the wagon and admired Zay’s masterpiece. He’d turned the H&H logo into a life-sized wire sculpture of a running mustang. Filled out with black carnations for the coat and long grasses for a flowing mane and tail, it was so lifelike he expected it to start breathing.

      The high school parking lot was full of kids who’d love to climb on that horse. He’d discouraged several already. Normally the staging area chaos energized him — horses whinnying, dogs barking, old friends calling out to each other and the marching band’s drumline maintaining a steady rat-a-tat-tat.

      He tried to blame his anxiety on his new responsibilities. He’d taken over organizing the Laughing Creek entry from his brother Adam, who now had mayoral duties including serving as parade marshal with his new bride Tracy.

      But it wasn’t that. He was good with added responsibility. Always had been.

      Moving to the head of the matched team, he gave Woody and Buzz head scratches and nose rubs. “I can’t stop thinking about her, guys.”

      Woody shoved his nose into the palm of his hand, a clear sign of support.

      “And I don’t know how to explain to my family about her if they see us together.”

      Both geldings eyed him with such forbearance that he laughed. “I know. I’m being dramatic. When I saw her name on the list of digital adopters four months ago, I could’ve said Oh, by the way, I know her. We met at a clinic five years ago.”

      Buzz rumbled a comment.

      “But I didn’t expect to see her ever again, so I let it go.” He combed his fingers through the palominos’ silky forelocks and their eyelids drifted to half-mast. He envied them their relaxation.

      “Now she’s signed up for the H&H tour this weekend.”

      Woody let out a horsy sigh.

      “No kidding. We’re guaranteed to see each other. And I have no idea what⁠—”

      “Hey, hermano, guess what?” Rio arrived looking pleased with himself. “Sophie asked me to go with her to the laser show tonight.”

      “I’m shocked.” The first kid born to the blended family, Rio had inherited their dad’s blue eyes and their mom’s dark wavy hair that matched Luis’s.

      Both their parents had predicted the kid would be a hit with the ladies and they hadn’t been wrong. At twenty-four he’d already turned down two marriage proposals.

      His cocky grin softened and the sparkle faded from his eyes. “Do you suppose anybody but us remembers Dad was the one who talked the town council into a laser show instead of fireworks?”

      “The old-timers on the council do. The wild herds hated those fireworks.”

      “And Dad. He despised them.” Rio shoved his hands in his pockets. “Days like today, I really miss him.”

      “Same here.” He gave Rio’s shoulder a squeeze. “Watch the wagon for me, okay? Make sure kids don’t try to get up on it. I’m gonna help Zay unload. Claudie should be here soon.”

      “When she gets here, I’ll come help you. I meant to do that with these two.” He motioned to Woody and Buzz. “But then Sophie called me over and I⁠—”

      “No worries. We managed. See you soon.” He shoved away thoughts of Jordan and concentrated on the work ahead.

      The pace picked up as the start time grew closer. Betty Jamison, a ninety-two-year-old member of the town council and the only parade chairperson he had ever known barked out the ten- minute warning on her megaphone.

      Mounted on Scout, his butterscotch and white pinto, he kept on the move checking to make sure nobody had an issue. Claudie was back on the H&H wagon with the t-shirt cannon and Mila had climbed into the driver’s box. They’d be leading the Bridger Bunch entry.

      Behind them, his mom drove the team pulling the flatbed that featured a patriotic theme. In the past, Grandma Doris and the aunties had been satisfied with red, white and blue outfits, some bunting and a stash of candy they tossed to the kids.

      But this year they’d leveled up, going public with their Dazzling Damsels nickname. Auntie Kat had commissioned Zay to create two sparkly banners, which he’d mounted on either side of the flatbed’s low railing. And the Damsels had created costumes.

      Draped in silver satin with a torch and a silver crown, Auntie Kat portrayed the Statue of Liberty. Because the material tended to slip, and Auntie Kat was a former model, Lady Liberty wore a flag-themed bikini underneath. Grandma Doris had opted to be Betsy Ross in a ruffled cap and a Revolutionary-era gown sitting in a rocker with a ginormous flag in her lap.

      Auntie Carmen’s suffragette outfit was a long white dress and a wide-brimmed straw hat. Her protest sign read We are the 51% minority. Auntie Ezzie had tricked herself out as Rosie the Riveter and held a sign that said We can do it! She’d been lifting weights for two months so she’d have biceps to show off.

      Luis paused next to the flatbed and give them all two thumbs up. “Lookin’ good!”

      “Check this out.” Auntie Ezzie came over to his side of the flatbed, flexed her arm and produced a small bulge.

      He knew better than to laugh. “Whoa! Muy bueno, tia.”

      She grinned. “Wanna arm wrestle?”

      “It’s a date. After the parade.”

      “Places, everyone! Places!” Betty’s voice blared from her megaphone. A former first-grade teacher, she corralled the participants with the same no-nonsense method that worked for six-year-olds. “We step off in two minutes!”

      Nudging Scout into a trot, he joined his four siblings gathered on horseback behind the flatbed. “Everybody ready?”

      “I can’t wait.” Greta, his youngest sister, had worn her blinged-out jeans and shirt, her best hat and her fanciest boots. Her golden hair glinted in the sun.

      “You’re beautiful. So’s Muffin.”

      “It took forever, but it was worth it.” She’d braided ribbons and flowers into her buckskin’s mane and tail.

      He glanced at Monty, Zay and Rio. “You guys clean up pretty good, too.”

      “Better than last year,” Monty said.

      “Yeah, well….” The last July Fourth had been the first one without their dad. They’d struggled to make an effort. “He’d be proud of us today.”

      “Gotta make Adam proud, too,” Zay said. “The mayor’s family can’t show up looking like bums.”

      Greta sighed. “I am proud of him, but it feels weird that he’s up front instead of back here with us.”

      “At least he and Tracy insisted on riding Banjo and Moonlight instead of cruising along in somebody’s ragtop doing the royal wave.” Rio made a face. “That’s so not Bridger Bunch style. We⁠—”

      “And we’re rolling!” Betty called out and the band struck up Stars and Stripes Forever.

      “Show time.” Zay tilted his head toward Rio and the two wheeled their horses in behind Greta.

      Also riding abreast, Luis and Monty took the rear so they could monitor everything ahead of them. Since Laughing Creek Ranch’s entry was in the middle of the procession, they were in sight of the square within a few minutes.

      “You did great, bro.” Monty raised his voice to be heard over the band. “I can tell you’re stressed, but you should be able to relax, now. The hardest part’s over.”

      “Maybe.” The sun beat down on him, which explained why he was sweating. It wasn’t the thought of seeing Jordan. “It’s a parade, though. Things can still go sideways.”

      “The weather’s gorgeous so let’s think positive.”

      “Alrighty.” If he kept his gaze unfocused, he might not notice her in the crush of folks on the sidewalk. That was probably the smart move. No telling how he’d react if he saw her.

      Then again, he might not even recognize her. She could have changed her hair color, put on weight, lost weight. Five years was a lot. People changed. She could look totally⁠—

      Beautiful. The breath left his lungs. She was here, unmistakable in the crowd gathered in front of the Golden Nugget. She hadn’t worn a hat and her blonde hair shone bright even in the shade.

      Yearnings he would have sworn he’d ditched years ago swept through him.

      She hadn’t spotted him yet. She was too enthralled by the show happening on the flatbed.

      He should stop looking at her. But she drew him like a magnet, exactly the way she had five years ago. Had he known this might happen?

      Yes, dammit. On some level he’d suspected the fire still burned. No wonder he’d avoided mentioning Jordan to his family, to anyone. He’d known it would provide oxygen to the simmering coals.

      Was that true for her? Is that why she’d come to the parade and signed up for the tour? He’d done a good sales job on his family and the wild horse sanctuary, but maybe she was here because of him.

      In which case he needed to figure out what he wanted to do about it.
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      Jordan eased carefully out the revolving door of the Golden Nugget Hotel, her small backpack over one shoulder. Folks sat elbow-to-elbow in camp chairs while they chattered like a flock of sparrows. Kids took turns sitting on the curb or dashing into the street to see if the parade was coming.

      The historic three-story hotel provided a lot of shady sidewalk, making it prime real estate for parade watching. She had no place to stand without blocking the hotel’s entrance.

      Two sixty-something men sporting identical handlebar mustaches leaned against the building along with several others without chairs. Motioning to her, they made room for her between them.

      “Thanks.” She squeezed in and cradled the backpack in front of her. Both men had clearly applied plenty of shaving lotion this morning. A little overwhelming, but she was grateful for their hospitality.

      “Visiting?” asked the one on her left. The logo for the barbershop next door featured a handlebar mustache. She had a hunch that was no coincidence.

      “Yes, I’m visiting. My name’s Jordan.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Miss Jordan. I’m Marv and he’s Harry. We⁠—”

      “Let me guess. You own Shear Thing, the place next door.”

      Marv’s eyes twinkled. “Smart lady.”

      “You’re the smart ones, branding yourselves with those awesome ’staches.”

      Harry laughed. “It’s corny, but our customers love it, just like they love that twirling barber pole out front. Nostalgia works in this town.”

      “I’ll bet. How come you’re not watching from the front of your shop?”

      “We were planning on it.” Marv glanced in that direction. “Then customers arrived with two ratty camp chairs that looked ready to collapse, so we set them up in our chairs and moved down here.”

      “That was nice of you.”

      “Our customers are like family,” Harry said. “What’s your specialty?”

      “I conduct horse-training clinics.”

      “Excellent! Doing any around here?”

      “Just finished one in Missoula which made it convenient to come for this celebration.”

      Marv nodded. “You won’t be sorry. You should stay for the book signing tomorrow at L’Amour and More. M.R. Morrison will be there, which is so exciting.”

      “I know. I get Morrison’s newsletter and that’s another reason I’m here. She’s my favorite author.”

      “Well, Harry, I think we have us a winner. She admires Morrison’s books and our branding. Stick around as long as you want, Jordan.”

      “That would be lovely, except my business keeps me on the move. I have a clinic in Bozman next week.”

      “Our loss, their gain,” Harry said. “But just so you know, on Labor Day the town⁠—”

      “They’re coming! They’re coming!” A little boy in the street hopped up and down and pointed as Stars and Stripes Forever ended the waves of conversation. Everyone stood.

      She was five-eight and she’d worn boots with two-inch heels or she would’ve been blocked. It helped that all the cowboys took off their hats when the two lead horses approached bearing the US and Montana flags.

      Both horses behaved beautifully considering the blue and gold bedecked color guard twirling flags behind them and the band’s extremely loud rendition of the Souza tune. Several members of the crowd, likely band parents, whooped and cheered as they drew closer.

      Was that Adam Bridger on the roan gelding? She’d checked out the Mustang Valley website last week and that sure looked like the town’s new mayor. If it was, then the redhead riding the white horse had to be his wife, Tracy. Luis had said his family was kind of a big deal in this town. Clearly.

      If it weren’t for M.R. Morrison’s newsletters, she wouldn’t be here. When Morrison had promoted the Hearts & Hooves digital adoption program, she’d adopted three horses.

      Then came the announcement of the book signing on July fifth. Her clinic in Missoula ended on July second. Had the Universe been telling her to spend the Fourth of July weekend in Mustang Valley?

      Kinda seemed like it. She’d booked the hotel beginning the night of the third and signed up for Sunday’s tour of the wild horse sanctuary.

      Then she’d had The Dream.

      Luis had appeared looking as incredibly handsome as she remembered, his dark eyes glowing with passion. Come to me, querida, he’d murmured in the velvet tones that coaxed horses to behave and women to swoon. We belong together. Then he’d vanished.

      After that night, she’d reluctantly admitted to herself he’d been in the back of her mind when she’d adopted those horses. Contributing to a cause he was involved in gave her a tingle of pleasure. She’d love to see him again.

      Not to rekindle the flame, of course. He was likely married by now. He could have kids.

      Spending the holiday weekend in his hometown would be the ideal venue to reconnect and find out how he was doing. He’d been a bright spot in her life. It would be great to catch up.

      She’d emailed him through the H&H website so she wouldn’t catch him by surprise. She’d hoped his response would give her a clue about his status. Not that it mattered, but it would have been good to know in advance.

      His cheerful reply had been as informative as a blank highway marker. She’d just have to find out his personal situation the old-fashioned way, face-to-face. That was okay, too.

      “Wow! Jordan, look at that!” Harry pointed toward a wagon coming into view behind a troupe of enthusiastic bagpipers.

      “Whoa. Incredible!” Mounted in the back of the wagon was a 3-D, life-sized replica of H&H’s running horse logo.

      “Bet Xavier did it,” Marv said. “That kid has the touch.” He leaned toward her. “Zay’s part of the Bridger Bunch. Ever hear of that crew?”

      “I have, actually. I digitally adopted horses from H&H and I’m taking the tour on Sunday.”

      “Good for you. Great cause.”

      She admired the matched pair of horses pulling the wagon. “Those are gorgeous palominos.”

      “That’s Spence Bridger’s team, Woody and Buzz,” Harry said. “They’ve been in every parade for the last fifteen years, at least. His oldest daughter Mila drives them these days.”

      Because Spence was gone. The mention of his name reminded her she hadn’t offered her condolences to Luis during their brief email exchange. Hadn’t felt right. She’d do it in person, though, assuming they’d have any private time to talk.

      She recognized Claudette from pictures on the website. The crowd shouted with excitement as she threw caps like frisbees and shot bundled T-shirts out of a hand-held cannon. One sailed over everyone’s head and hit Jordan in the face.

      She yelped in surprise but managed to catch it before it hit the pavement.

      “Bullseye!” Marv shouted, laughing.

      “This is awesome.” She shook it out to admire the black running horse on a white background. “A little big for me, but I don’t care.”

      “Hey, quit looking at your T-shirt.” Harry gave her a nudge. “You don’t want to miss what’s coming next.”

      The woman driving the flatbed rolling toward them looked familiar. Of course she did. She had Luis’s deep-set eyes and his chiseled cheekbones.

      One hand firmly controlled the matched set of bays as she waved to the crowd, her face alight with joy. Had to be his mom, Raquel.

      Cheers and applause greeted the flatbed as it glided by the hotel. Jordan draped the T-shirt over her shoulder and clapped until her hands were sore. What a heartfelt tribute to the nation’s female icons, especially portrayed by four women in their seventies or eighties. They must be Luis’s grandma and his three aunties.

      He'd talked about them with great love. The suffragette brandished her Give Women the Vote sign and Rosie the Riveter flexed her muscles. Then they showered bystanders with candy. Betsy Ross did her best to throw out candy but was kept busy making sure the huge flag on her lap didn’t drag on the floor.

      Whenever Lady Liberty tossed out a handful, her drapery slipped to reveal a star-spangled bikini. The crowd loved it and yelled for more candy. Marv put two fingers in his mouth and gave her a whistle of approval.

      Jordan pegged her as Luis’s Aunt Kat. The names of the others hadn’t stuck, but stories about Luis’s irrepressible aunt, a former runway model, had stayed with her.

      As the flatbed moved on by, she read their glittering banner. Dazzling Damsels. What a kick. She could see why Luis was so enamored of this place and his family.

      She kept her attention on the flatbed as it reached the corner and made the turn on its way around the square. But a feeling of being watched made her look to her right.

      Luis. She gulped. Had he seen her? Maybe not. He gave no indication of it.

      He was the same but not the same. He’d added muscle, especially in his chest and broad shoulders. The years fell away and her body warmed with the remembered sensation of that chest brushing hers.

      Not the reaction she needed to be having right now! Safer to focus on his horse.

      The butterscotch pinto he rode with such confidence was Scout, clearly older and wiser just like her horse Fudge. The two geldings had mixed it up during that clinic. Their riders had mixed it up in a totally different way.

      Scout still had fire in him, made plain by his arched neck and tendency to prance. But the gelding was more controlled than he’d been five years ago.

      The same could be said of his rider. Then Luis turned his head. His dark gaze held hers for one heart-stopping moment, sending heat pouring through her.

      He still had fire in him, too. Her unruly body responded to that searing look the same way it had five years ago. If that cowboy had a wife or a girlfriend, he’d just cheated on them in his head.

      He broke eye contact and faced forward, his profile achingly familiar. Since he was on her side of the street, she automatically checked his left hand. No ring.

      Didn’t mean anything. If he’d been part of setting up for the parade entry, he might have left it off. Rings could be a hazard when working with horses. She lectured her racing heart to settle down. They’d looked at each other. Big deal.

      But as he passed by, he swiveled in the saddle, searching her out again. She waved at him because she couldn’t help it. He tipped his hat.

      Then he moved on, his relaxed riding style touching off more memories. Sexy cowboy. Sexy lover. He had to be married. Men like Luis were snapped up quick.

      Belatedly she took note of the riders with him. The blonde woman in front must be Greta, the youngest Bridger. The other three would be Monty, Xavier and Rio. They all looked alike from the back except Luis. She’d know those buns anywhere.

      Since he’d returned her wave with a tip of his hat, she might as well take the guesswork out of the situation. The sooner she knew his marital status the better.

      She rolled up her T-shirt and tucked it in her backpack. “Harry, Marv, thank you so much for making room for me. I’m gonna leave you guys and head toward the staging area so I can meet someone when they get back.”

      Harry chuckled. “Luis Bridger, I presume?”

      “Um, yes.” Her cheeks warmed. “Haven’t seen him in years. It’ll be good to catch up.”

      “Judging from his reaction to seeing you, he’ll be quite happy to do that.” Marv’s eyes sparkled. “FYI, he’s still single.”

      “He is?” Damn, her voice had squeaked. For sure her face was bright red by now.

      “He is.” Marv beamed at her. “Barbers know everything about everybody. He was seeing someone last year but it didn’t work out. She wasn’t right for him.”

      And neither am I. But that knowledge did nothing to smother the fire Luis’s hot glance had started. “Um, well, that’s nice. For him, I mean. Not for us.” She was rambling. “Because there is no us. We’re only⁠—”

      “Old friends reconnecting.” Harry patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t mind Marv. He’s a romantic. Cool it, Marv. You’re embarrassing our new friend.”

      “Sorry, Jordan. It’s just that the minute I saw that look pass between you two I got a squiggle in my tummy. You belong together. I could be wrong, of course. I never am, but there’s always a first time.”

      What a sweet guy. “The truth is, Luis and I are on different paths.” Which hadn’t changed.

      But he’d telegraphed interest just now. Maybe there was a chance they could pick up where they’d left off, share another short but incredible weekend together.

      Marv shrugged. “Time will tell. Hope to see you around this weekend.”

      “I’m sure you will.” With a smile and two thumbs up, she turned and threaded her way through the packed throng.

      “Go to the high school parking lot!” Harry called after her.

      “Thanks!” Once she made it out of the square, the journey became easier. She waved at a Girl Scout troop marching in formation and they waved back.

      Groups on horseback were more common than wagons. Some riders advertised a business and others were clearly a family, often in matching outfits.

      The two-story red brick high school was about a block away as she passed a wagon full of older men in Stetsons and bathing trunks.

      They lounged in an empty wooden hot tub surrounded by faux icebergs made with clear plastic drop cloths. Even the wagon’s driver wore only trunks and a hat. Their sign identified them as the Polar Bear Club.

      The driver called to her. “You’re going the wrong way, ma’am!”

      “Thanks, but I’m on a mission!” she shouted back.

      “Come ride with us!” yelled one of the men in the hot tub. “We’ve got room and we’ve got beer!” He lifted a can to prove it.

      “That’s not classy, Eli,” said a chubby man sitting next to him. “I can offer you a can of excellent wine if you would care to join us?”

      She walked backwards for a few paces. “No, but thanks for the offer. Enjoy the parade.”

      “We will!” the first man called out, saluting her with his beer.

      She hurried on, all thoughts of the Polar Bear Club vanishing as she passed the final entry in the parade, a street sweeper, and walked through the open gate of the high school parking lot. Her pulse was elevated, like she’d been running rather than walking.

      When Luis came back to the staging area, he’d be with the rest of his family. Would he introduce her to them? If so, how? As a fellow horse trainer he’d met at a clinic five years ago? A good friend from the past?

      Only one way to find out.

      She had no trouble locating two large goose-neck horse trailers hitched to trucks sporting the Laughing Creek logo. Propping her hips against the fender of the nearest LCR truck, she settled in to wait.
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      When Luis spotted Jordan in the staging areas, he instinctively pulled back on the reins. Then he took a breath and nudged Scout forward into the high school parking lot.

      She stood next to his truck talking to Adam and Tracy. Seeing her riled him up something fierce.

      Greta glanced over her shoulder. “Anybody know who that blonde lady is?”

      “Nope,” Zay and Rio said in unison.

      Monty eyed him. “How about you, bro?”

      He spoke just loud enough for Monty to hear. “Jordan Sterling. Met her at a clinic years ago.”

      “She’s a friend of Luis’s!” Monty called out to the others. Then he lowered his voice. “Figured you knew her. You don’t usually stare at random strangers, let alone tip your hat. Did you know she was coming?”

      “Yes, at least that she planned to. I didn’t mention it because I figured it was no big deal.”

      “Tell that to someone who didn’t see your reaction to spotting her. Or the way you tipped your hat. Looks like the lady took it as an invitation.”

      “She waved. I couldn’t just ignore her.”

      “She waved because you turned to take another look.”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I did.” He was so screwed. “Adam’s gotta wonder what the heck’s going on.”

      “Just play it cool. I’ve got your back.”

      “Thanks.” Now Monty was aware this meeting had tied him in knots. Would his family see that? Probably. Would Jordan? Yep.

      His brothers and sisters congregated around Jordan. The Dazzling Damsels, thankfully, had their own crowd of fans to keep them busy and his mom was involved with that hubbub. But sooner or later she’d notice her family gathered around a stranger and come to investigate. He needed to get ahead of that.

      He glanced at Monty. “Here goes nothin’.” Swinging out of the saddle and dropping the reins to the ground, he approached the knot of people. “Hey, you made it!”

      Adam looked his way. “There he is. Did I miss you mentioning you had a friend coming in this weekend?”

      “No. I didn’t tell anyone. Sorry.” And now he really wished he had. He could have avoided the curious looks he was getting from his siblings.

      He avoided all of them, meeting Jordan’s gaze. The warmth in her blue eyes was a sucker punch that left him breathless. Just like the first time. Nothing had changed. He wanted her more than ever. And it looked like she wanted him, too.

      She was saying something. He had to force himself to concentrate on her words and not the tempting curve of her lips.

      “No apology necessary. You and I both know traveling with a horse makes travel plans unpredictable. I could have been held up in Missoula if I’d had issues with Fudge.”

      “Is he here?” He surveyed the parking lot, as if she might have ridden him down from Missoula and left him tied to the fence while she watched the parade.

      “I stabled him up in Missoula. They had a spot for my trailer, too. Easier that way.”

      “I wish we’d known,” Claudie said. “You could have saved yourself some money and trailered him out to the ranch.” Her quick glance in his direction was clear. He should’ve made that offer.

      “That’s incredibly generous, but dropping in on a person I haven’t seen in five years and expecting his family to provide a place for me and my horse seems⁠—”

      “Perfectly normal to us.” The chiding look Mila sent him was even sharper than Claudie’s. “You could go get him right now, but I’d hate for you to miss out on the festivities.”

      Hey, he could redeem himself and buy some necessary breathing room in the process. Jordan was even more potent than she’d been five years ago. “Let me fetch him. Just call them and then write me a note I can give to whoever’s in charge.”

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t. My trailer’s set up for a gooseneck connection and⁠—”

      “So’s mine.” He gestured to it. “Or I could take your truck if you wouldn’t mind. Seriously, that’s the answer. I couldn’t go right this minute, since I need to get our horses back to the ranch. But after that I⁠—”

      “That’s very sweet, but I wouldn’t consider it. This is your town’s celebration and you should be here to enjoy it.” Her jaw firmed the way it had when she’d told him it would be better if they called it quits.

      “Even more reason. You’ve never been here on the Fourth and I’ve seen every one since I was five. I can afford to miss a little of it. I’ll be happy to run up there.” It would give her a chance to get to know his family a bit, and he’d have time to figure out what he wanted to do about the attraction sparking between them.

      “Thanks, but I can’t accept. Please stay and have fun.”

      “Speaking of that.” Adam checked the time on his phone. “Trace and I need to take off. We promised to help set up the dunking booth so it’s ready by noon. We only came back here to load Banjo and Moonlight, so we’d better get to it.”

      “We’ll take care of your horses.” Zay grinned. “We don’t want you to miss a second of your allotted time in that booth.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Adam made a face. “I’m counting on you guys to pay your five bucks and waste all three pitches.”

      “That’s the plan, big brother.” Rio deadpanned his comment.

      “Sure is.” Mila smiled. “Right, Claudie?”

      “You are so right, sis.”

      Greta pressed her lips together, clearly trying not to laugh.

      Preoccupied by Jordan’s arrival, Luis had forgotten Adam had volunteered for dunking booth duty. It
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