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  Chapter One
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Armando
The light scent of smoke still lingered in the air as Armando Lascari drove toward the Hartman place four miles out of Big Pine. A faint gray veil hung low in the valley, softening the ridgeline and dulling the usual sharp blue of a Montana sky. The grasses along the roadside had gone brittle and pale, and here and there blackened fence posts leaned at tired angles, like they hadn’t quite recovered from what they’d seen. 
“It smells like a woodstove out here even though it’s summer,” Maggie announced from the passenger seat of the pickup.
Mando glanced over at his little sister. Only about half her red hair was corralled by a ponytail; the rest framed her face in unruly wisps, a perfect match to her scuffed red cowboy boots. Just a few days past her eleventh birthday, Maggie was still a kid, not yet caring much about her appearance. But Mando supposed it wouldn’t be too long before she segued from tomboy to attractive young woman. Scary prospect. Then again, Maggie was a tough little cookie. It might be the boys who needed protection from her. The thought made him smile.
“What?” she asked.
Mando straightened his face. “Nothing. Thanks for tagging along with me. I think the Hartman girl might need a friend about now.”
“What’s her name again?”
“Sage. She’s a little younger than you, that’s about all I know. But when I talked with her mom, Delaney, to set up this visit, she said Sage has been having a tough time since the fire.” 
Maggie gave a solemn nod, as though she understood the seriousness of the situation. 
Just how serious became obvious a few minutes later as Mando steered his truck off the rural highway and onto Pitts Orchard Road. The tires crunched over gravel dusted in ash. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel.
“Oh, wow.” Maggie puffed out a breath as she gazed through the windshield.
Mando whistled softly. “Yep.” 
Located in a shallow canyon, the rural neighborhood had been the epicenter of the Pitts Orchard Basin wildfire that swept through Big Pine a week earlier, destroying four homes and damaging half a dozen more. The thirty-acre apple orchard for which the road had been named was now full of burned, skeletal trees, the pasture ground beneath them a blackened carpet. Even the birds seemed scarce, the usual late-summer chatter replaced by an eerie quiet. Seeing it on the news had been bad enough, but seeing it in person left Mando with a visceral ache in his gut.
It was the first serious fire in the Big Pine, Montana, area in ten years, and the first time his family had been ordered to evacuate their property, Ragin’ Moon Refuge. The Lascaris had loaded up their vehicles and a stock trailer with their livestock and their most important possessions. The animals had gone to a temporary holding facility at the fairgrounds, and Mando’s family and the guests from the refuge to a motel. 
Three nights in a cramped motel room with the air conditioning rattling and Maggie asking every hour if the refuge would still be there when they went back—a question none of them could answer. All they could do was hold their collective breath and pray the fire would burn south into uninhabited forest land and not toward town. It ended up angling southwest, sparing Big Pine, but wiping out the Pitts Orchard neighborhood. 
In true Big Pine fashion, the community had pitched in to help the affected residents however they could, supplying food, clothing, and tarps. Mando’s father, Frank, had offered the services of Lascari and Sons Construction to rebuild one of the damaged homes, and they’d been assigned the Delaney Hartman residence. Mando agreed to conduct the initial damage assessment so they could form a plan for the best way to proceed. 
A chatterbox by nature, Maggie was uncharacteristically silent as the truck’s GPS directed them down a narrow graveled driveway winding through a heavily timbered area of singed pine and fir. About a hundred yards in, they reached a two-car garage and a large yard with pink-tinted lawn. 
Maggie wrinkled her nose. “Why is everything that weird color?”
“Fire retardant,” Mando told her. “Remember all the planes we saw flying overhead?”
“Oh, right. But what makes it pink?”
“Just the chemicals.” 
Mando parked beside an older Subaru Outback, its back seat folded down and a jumble of boxes and tools visible through the window. Just beyond, lay the ruins of the house; a single-story ranch with a shingled roof and covered porch, the kind of straightforward build that made sense here in western Montana—easy to heat, easy to maintain. Or, at least it likely had been, before the smoke and flames destroyed a third of it. Small portions of the original blue paint were barely visible amid the fire's black and the bright pink of the retardant. 
It wasn’t the worst he’d seen—but it was bad enough.
Maggie gaped at what was left of the house. “You and Tony and Dad can fix that?”
Mando raised a brow. “What kind of question is that? Are you doubting us?” He reached over and squeezed her knee.
“Stop!” She squealed with laughter and slapped at his hand. “I was just asking.”
“C’mon,” he said. “Let’s see if anyone’s around.” 
As soon as Mando stepped out of the truck, the acrid smell hit him—old smoke, damp ash, and something faintly sweet, like sap scorched off the pines. A child’s bicycle leaned against the garage, its handlebars blistered from the heat. That one detail hit him harder than the blackened siding on the house. 
A woman appeared from around the back of the house, pushing a wheelbarrow loaded with chunks of charred debris. She wore work boots and gloves, and her long, chestnut hair was capped with a red plaid bandana. “Oh, hey,” she said, stopping short when she caught sight of them. “I didn’t hear you drive up. Mr. Lascari, right?” she asked as she approached.
Mando smiled and stepped forward with an outstretched hand. The woman was small but sturdy, attractive in a natural country girl kind of way, early thirties, he guessed. There was grit in the way she held herself—like she’d decided she would not be the woman who fell apart in front of strangers. “Yes, ma’am. Armando. This is my little sister, Maggie.”
“Hey, there,” she said, smiling at Maggie. She pulled off a glove and offered her hand to Mando. “Delaney Hartman. It’s nice to meet you both. Thank you for coming.” She tugged down the hem of her soiled T-shirt before gesturing toward the wheelbarrow. “Still trying to clean up what we can, you know.”
Despite the smile, weariness lined her face, and the slight tinge of red rimming her dark eyes suggested she’d shed more than her share of tears recently. Mando gave her hand a firm shake, hoping to offer a bit of silent reassurance. “I’m sorry for the loss you’ve suffered.”
She sniffed and shook her head. “Well, thank you. I’ve had worse losses, but yeah, it’s been a blow. One of those ‘what can possibly happen next moments’ you know?” She laughed without humor. “How old are you, hon?” she asked, turning her attention to Maggie.
“I just turned eleven.”
“Ah, I guessed right. My daughter Sage will be ten next month.” She gazed around over her shoulder. “Sage?” she called. “Come meet our visitors.”
A solemn-looking little girl emerged a moment later, wearing jeans and beat-up sneakers, her long straight hair topped with a baseball cap. She approached reluctantly, and Delaney put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “This is my daughter, Sage. Sage, this is Mr. Lascari. He’s going to help us fix the house. And this is his sister, Maggie.”
“Hi,” Maggie chirped.
“Hi,” she replied morosely, giving the newcomers a quick once-over before lowering her gaze.
Delaney exchanged a knowing look with Mando. “Sage’s pup has been missing since the fire. It’s been tough.” 
“Aw, shoot,” Mando said. “I’m sorry to hear that, Sage.”
“He wasn’t in the fire, was he?” Maggie asked, sounding horrified.
Mando winced inwardly, and Maggie slapped her hand over her mouth, as if she just realized what she’d said. “Oh! Sorry,” she whispered.
But Sage and her mother both shook their heads. “No, thank goodness,” Delaney said. “One of the firemen saw him running off into the woods.”
Sage’s bottom lip trembled. “We thought he’d come back. I don’t know why he hasn’t.”
“What kind is he?” Maggie asked.
“Pit bull and lab, I think. His name is Oliver. We adopted him from the shelter when he was just itty-bitty. He’s six now,” she added, grinding the toe of her shoe into the ground. 
“It’s not at all uncommon for a pet to run off during a fire,” Mando said. “All the commotion and noise and strange smells probably frightened him. But when things calm down, I bet he’ll be back.”
He didn’t know that it was true. Fire scattered things in ways that didn’t always reverse. But she looked so sad, he had to say something. 
Sage blinked up at him, her expression a mix of despair and hope. “But it’s been a week,” she said in a small voice.
“I’ll help you look,” Maggie said. “Maybe he’s hiding someplace nearby.”
She shrugged, looking doubtful. “I already have. But I guess it doesn’t hurt to look some more.”
Maggie glanced up at Mando with a questioning look, and he nodded. “Don’t go too far.”
Delaney watched the girls walk off, then summoned a sad smile. “Oliver is Sage’s best friend. Each morning, I expect to come outside and find him here, but so far, no dice. I just pray coyotes didn’t get him or something.”
Mando rocked back on the heels of his boots. “If he’s got pit bull in him, he can probably hold his own.”
“I sure hope so. I keep calling the shelter just in case, but …” She gave a small shrug.
A few awkward seconds passed before Delaney flushed red. “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re here to assess the house, not listen to me whine.” 
“You’ve earned the right to whine,” Mando said, a smile lifting a corner of his mouth. “Not that you were.”
“God, I hope not,” she said with a small laugh. “I hate whiners.” She swept her arm toward the ruins. “Anyway, have at it.” 
Mando nodded and headed toward the house, the soft thud of Delaney’s footsteps behind him. She stopped a few yards away, as if to give him privacy. He pulled his phone from the chest pocket of his denim shirt and slowly circled the ruins, snapping pictures as he went. “Where have you guys been staying?” he asked when he’d made it back around.
Delaney piled another chunk of charred board on the wheelbarrow. “Here,” she said, “in the garage. Thank goodness we still have that. Not super comfy, but at least it doesn’t reek of smoke. And it’s a heck of a lot cheaper than a motel. Plus, it’s wired, so at least I can work.”
“You work remotely?”
“Yep. I’m an analyst for Green Horizons Data Solutions.”
“Ah, right, the environmental company.” He glanced over at her. “Good job?”
She shrugged. “I guess,” she said, her voice lackluster. “It’s mostly all computer work, which I hate. But it pays well and allows me to be here for Sage.”
“Got it.” Armando turned back to the house. He took several more pictures before putting his phone away, placing his hands on his hips and silently appraising. The roof decking would have to come off—char marks ran clear through the eaves. Some of the joists looked questionable, too, softened by heat and moisture since the fire. The worst damage was to the back bedroom and bathroom, both of which would need to be completely rebuilt. Still, the foundation seemed solid, and few of the studs had twisted, meaning most of the framing was salvageable. The situation wasn’t good, but not impossible either.
Delaney busied herself with raking up a small patch of dead grass until Mando turned back toward her. She leaned the rake against the wheelbarrow and crossed her hands over her stomach as though anticipating bad news. “Well?” she asked hesitantly. “What’s the verdict? Is it hopeless?”
He shook his head. “No way. Not much is ever truly hopeless, you know.”
“Oh, yeah?” A flicker of something he couldn’t quite identify shadowed her face. “Not sure about that.”
Mando smiled, shifting into reassurance mode. “I know it looks bad,” he said gently, “the fire did a lot of damage. But there are good bones here. Many of the studs are reusable, and the foundation is solid. We can bring it back, no problem.”
Delaney closed her eyes and ducked her head for a brief moment before exhaling. “First good news I’ve heard all week,” she said. Then she raised her chin as though she regretted the show of vulnerability. “So then, what’s next?”
Mando brushed his dusty palms against his jeans. “Well,” he said, glancing toward the blackened eaves. “Normally, this is where I’d send a full report to your insurance and impatiently wait for their adjuster to bless every nail and two-by-four.” He smiled. “But your case is different.”
Delaney frowned slightly. “Different how?”
“As I mentioned on the phone, several of the local contractors are pitching in to help anyone affected by the fire. My Dad, brother, and I run Lascari and Sons Construction, and we chose your name from the list of residents in need of help. We’ll supply the labor to rebuild your house—no charge.”
Her lips parted as she stared at him. “You mean … you’ll do the whole rebuild? For free?”
He nodded. “Yep. You’ll still cover materials—lumber, roofing, fixtures—but we’ll get it for you at cost. We’ve got the crew, and honestly, Dad’s half-retired and itching for a good project. This one’s got heart.”
For a moment, Delaney couldn’t seem to find her voice. Then she shook her head. “I don’t even know what to say.”
“Thank you, works,” he teased gently, a small smile curving his mouth. “And plenty of cold beverages once we get started. Deal?”
That earned him the ghost of a laugh, soft but real. “Deal.” She drew in a deep breath. “So what happens first?” she asked, her tone steadier now.
“Cleanup,” Mando said. “We’ll demo everything too damaged to save, get it all dried out, and check the framing. Once it’s clean and solid, we’ll start rebuilding. You’ll be amazed how fast it starts to feel like home again.”
Delaney looked toward the house, her shoulders rising as if a weight had lifted. “You really think we can bring it back?”
“I know we can,” he said simply. 
She grinned. “Then count me in, too.”
Mando loosely crossed his arms. “What do you mean?”
“It means I’m not some helpless female. I know how to swing a hammer and saw boards. I’ll do everything I can to help.”
He didn’t respond for a moment, unsure what to say. 
“What?” Delaney asked, her tone a challenge.
“Nothing,” Mando said, raising a palm to placate her. “I just don’t want you to feel you have to help. Seems you’ve got enough on your plate already with work and Sage.”
She gave a determined shake of her head, which partially dislodged her bandana. She nudged it back into place. “Remember how I told you I hate computer work? It’s because what I love is working outdoors, with my hands. I put myself through school to become a landscaper, you know.”
Mando took a moment to consider her words. “Really?” He tipped his head. “How did you go from landscaping to doing data analysis for an environmental company?”
Delaney puffed out a breath. “Well … the short version is, seven years ago my husband died of brain cancer. He was only twenty-eight. Everything changed after that. The seasonal landscaping jobs just weren’t cutting it anymore. I needed something full-time that paid enough to support Sage and me. So …” she raised her hands, then dropped them.
Mando’s heart dropped as well. He suddenly understood her earlier comment about having suffered worse losses than the house. “Geez, Delaney. I’m sorry about all that.” 
“Thank you,” she replied stiffly. “I appreciate it. I also deeply appreciate what you and your family are offering to do for us. I’ll be sure to tell your dad and your brother that as soon as I have the chance.”
“More than happy to help. We run Ragin’ Moon Refuge,” he added as an afterthought. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”
Surprise filled Delaney’s face, and she slapped her thigh. “I knew I recognized the name Lascari. I just couldn’t place it. Of course, I’ve heard of the refuge.”
Subdued laughter made them both turn. Maggie and Sage ambled in their direction, their heads close together as if they were sharing some secret. “Wow,” Delaney said, her tone wistful. “That’s the first time I’ve heard Sage laugh since the fire. Seems like the two of them hit it off.”
Mando slipped his thumbs through his belt loops. “Appears that way,” he agreed with a smile. “Maggie’s a social butterfly, gets along with pretty much anyone. As long as they do her bidding, that is,” he added with a chuckle.
Delaney laughed, a deep musical sound that made Mando glad he’d added the wisecrack. “Thank you for bringing her. It’s probably just what Sage needed.”
Mando nodded, smiling at Maggie as the girls reached them. “Great timing, kiddo. I’m about done here for today.”
Sage’s face fell. “Already? But we still have more places to search for Oliver.”
Maggie looked up at Mando. “I can stay longer if she needs me to.”
He placed a hand on the top of her head. “Not today. But we’ll start cleaning up tomorrow, and as long as Mom doesn’t mind, and it’s okay with Delaney, I don’t see why you can’t come back with us.”
Both girls bobbed their heads eagerly, and Sage turned to her mother. “It’s okay, isn’t it, Mama?”
Delaney tweaked the bill of her daughter’s ball cap. “Of course it is. You’re welcome anytime Maggie.”
“Alrighty, then,” Mando said. “Not sure what time we’ll make it over in the morning, but I’m guessing around nine. Does that work?” 
“Absolutely,” Delaney said. “The sooner we get started, the better.”
“Great. See you girls then.”
Mando couldn’t resist giving the garage a contractor’s quick once-over as he and Maggie walked past. The structure was a good fifty feet from the house, probably the only reason it had escaped the fire’s embers. It smelled less like smoke, more of rubber and oil. The concrete floor was swept clean, though grease stains were visible, likely from a vehicle that had been parked inside. 
A queen-sized air mattress filled one corner, draped in mismatched sheets and guarded by a noisy fan, its blades chopping at the air without conviction. With the way metal held heat like an oven, Mando could guess how hot it must get in the afternoons. A laptop glowed on a folding table made from a half sheet of plywood laid across two sawhorses. A pile of shoes and boots waited near the door, a pair of bright green, Sage-sized Crocks on top. 
Delaney had obviously tried to make it feel like more than a garage. A wicker basket brimming with books, crayons, and markers sat beside the laptop. A half-melted candle sat next to a framed photo, its glass cracked. A stuffed golden retriever leaned against a pillow, one ear singed but still smiling. Mando’s gut twisted when he thought about Sage’s real missing dog, and he turned away.
He was glad for Delaney’s sake that the garage was spared, but this wasn’t living. It was surviving. He wanted to tell her she didn’t have to stay here—that his family had plenty of room at Ragin’ Moon. But he’d seen the pride in her eyes, the struggle when he’d offered her free labor. 
He nearly stopped. Nearly turned back and offered it anyway. But she wouldn’t take more charity, he was sure of it—at least not right yet.
So he swallowed the offer, let the ache settle in his ribs, and kept walking. 






  
  Chapter Two
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Delaney
“Did you know Maggie’s adopted?” 
Delaney glanced at her daughter, distracted. “Hmm?”
“Maggie,” Sage repeated. “She’s adopted. She just told me that. She started out as a foster kid, then her mom and dad adopted her when she was two. That’s why Armando is so much older than her. She’s got five of them, actually. Big brothers, I mean. All of them are a lot older. Isn’t that funny?”
“Sure is,” Delaney admitted, trying hard to keep sarcasm from creeping into her voice. She pressed her lips together, focusing on the knot in the extension cord at her feet, so Sage wouldn’t see her expression. 
She had absolutely no idea why she was irritated … except that she actually did. She knew quite a lot about the Lascari family and the refuge they ran for troubled women. Ragin’ Moon Refuge was pretty much a legend in these parts. But apparently rescuing women wasn’t enough. They also fostered and adopted children. Delaney bet they took in stray dogs and cats, too. What a perfect, amazing family. The kind of family Delaney had always hoped to provide Sage, so different from her own unstable, dysfunctional upbringing. 
Something sharp and unwelcome lodged beneath her ribs. She felt like she’d been failing at every turn. The laundry was piling up in garbage sacks. Bills were stacked in her glove compartment. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d actually checked the mail. It was like she was constantly two steps behind her own life. What had happened to the capable, self-sufficient woman she’d once been?
Delaney released a long, silent breath and looked heavenward. What in the world was wrong with her? The Lascaris were generously donating free labor out of the goodness of their hearts to rebuild her house—a gift worth thousands of dollars—and here she was bad-mouthing them in her thoughts. She gave herself a mental kick in the rear. It’s not that she wasn’t grateful for the help; she truly was. It’s just that few things frightened her more than having to depend on other people, and it felt like lately that’s all she’d been doing—the food bank, the Red Cross, her neighbors, and now the Lascaris. 
No, actually, the dependence had begun long before the fire. All throughout Jason’s illness, she’d been forced to rely on others—the oncologist, the nurses, the insurance company … hospice. She remembered the hum of hospital lights and the weight of forms she didn’t understand but had to sign anyway. 
It took Delaney a moment to realize Sage had said something else. “What, honey?”
“I said, is it time for lunch? I’m hungry.”
She glanced at her watch and saw that Sage was right; it was nearly noon. They were well supplied with bananas, bread, peanut butter, granola bars, and a few other staples not requiring refrigeration. But after a week, well, all the convenience food was getting a little tiresome. 
Delaney nodded, making a quick decision. “Yeah, you know what? How about if we go into town and get a hamburger or something? Then we’ll run by the store and pick up some drinks and snacks to have around here for when the Lascaris come tomorrow.”
Sage’s eyes lit up, the large, hazel eyes that reminded Delaney so much of Jason. Sage had inherited her dad’s turned-up nose and sprinkle of freckles as well. But the little girl’s small stature and straight chestnut hair—all Delaney. 
“You mean it? Yay! Can we go to Jake’s Burgers so I can get a shake?” Sage smacked her palms together before tucking them under her chin in mock prayer. “Please, pleeease?”
“Sure, let’s go wash our hands at the spigot, and we’ll go. Oh, and the ball cap stays.”
Sage frowned. She pulled off the faded denim cap with the paw print patch and stared at it. “What’s wrong with my cap?”
Delaney winked. “It’s dirty, that’s what’s wrong with it. One of these days, when we have a washer and dryer again, we’ll give it a real bath.”
The little girl shrugged her acceptance. “Whatever,” she said, tossing the cap onto the pile of shoes in the garage before darting across the yard toward the standpipe. 
Delaney couldn’t resist a smile. This was by far the happiest and spunkiest she’d seen Sage since before the fire. Maggie Lascari had done a surprising amount of good in a short time. If only Oliver would come back—then things might really be looking up. Her gaze drifted to the ruins of their house, and her spirit sank once more. Such a mess. How many weeks—or months—would it take until they had a real home again? How long could she force Sage to live in a garage?
Things would only get harder once the new school year started. Sage needed the usual new clothes and supplies, of course, but Delaney also had to replace what the fire had taken: her backpack, winter coat, and boots, lunch pail. The most expensive item would be a new tablet, which was pretty much a requirement for homework nowadays. She mentally tallied the numbers and felt her stomach cramp. The reality of it all felt overwhelming. 
And now there was a new stress to add to the pile—Armando Lascari. 
She didn’t want to think of him as anything more than the construction worker who was helping her to rebuild, but she was having a tough time getting him out of her head. That thick, black hair and those dark eyes were a killer combo. The easy confidence in his voice, the humor and warmth in his expression when he looked her way. Even the sure, capable way he moved offered a steadiness she hadn’t realized she missed. 
The memory of him stirred her pulse, and Delaney pressed her palms against her thighs in an effort to quiet it. It had been so long since she’d noticed a man. The realization unsettled her almost as much as the attraction. Besides, she didn’t know anything about Armando. He was probably married with three kids. Even if he wasn’t, she didn’t need this—not when everything else in her life still smelled faintly of smoke. 

      [image: ]Delaney’s eyes popped open at five-thirty the next morning, long before she needed to get up. Sage snored softly beside her, looking peaceful and angelic with her lips slightly parted. Delaney resisted the urge to gently stroke the child’s soft cheek. With Jason gone, Sage was all Delaney had left, and she couldn’t imagine life without her.
She stalled for another half hour, studying the lawn rakes, pruners, and other landscaping tools hanging on the far wall of the garage. They used to be the tools of her trade, but now she seldom had need of them. She wondered if she ever would again. 
Delaney finally eased her legs off the air mattress and sat up, doing her best not to disturb Sage. She tried to remember what day of the week it was; ever since the fire, all the days seemed to blur together into one chaotic, disorganized lump. She guessed it was either Tuesday or Wednesday, but reached for her phone to confirm; yes, it was Wednesday, August second. She wasn
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