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      The first droplets of rain pelted the tent as Crawford Quinn climbed inside. A wind gust threatened to pull up stakes. There was no cell reception in this area of the family cattle ranch, so he’d had no way of checking the weather. But the steady drop in temperature over the past hour was his first clue that the mother of cold fronts, expected in three days, had decided to come early. Weather predictions in Texas at this time of year were as reliable as his father’s twenty-year-old lawn mower. Late November did mean guaranteed dark by supper, and that was about all.

      The stubborn streak Crawford had inherited from his old man had him working faster to get situated before nightfall, rather than take this as a sign to pack up. Crawford cursed his bad luck. He’d been placed on administrative leave from Austin PD after having a bomb strapped to his chest, and Mother Nature couldn’t give him three days?

      Wind blasted the top of the tent, battering the nylon and polyester blend. Crawford bit back a string of swear words that would make a sailor blush. This flimsy material wasn’t made to take a beating like this. He wouldn’t even be able to start a campfire in this storm. With no way to keep himself from turning into a human Popsicle, and no idea how long this front planned to stick around, he rolled up his sleeping bag. The lack of Wi-Fi in the area would keep him from tracking the weather pattern. Giving up completely went against his nature, so he figured he’d ride out the storm somewhere nearby.

      There was a place not too far from here that should do the trick. He wouldn’t call the wood building a shed, and it certainly wasn’t big enough to be considered a cabin; somewhere in between, it was meant to provide enough shelter for wranglers to ride out a storm just like this one.

      Packing up in the dark wasn’t ideal, but he could come back tomorrow once the storm blew over to reclaim anything he left behind should it survive the winds. Crawford climbed out of the tent and started the process of deconstruction.

      And just to prove Mother Nature had it out for him, it started to hail.

      He put an arm up to shield himself from the annoying one-inch pellets tapping him on top of the head, his back and shoulders, and his face.

      “Thanks a whole helluva lot,” he murmured out loud to his own shadow. Heaven knew no one else was idiot enough to be out here. This fishing trip had gone south faster than a candle blew out in a windstorm. Speaking of which, lightning blazed across the sky and thunder clapped almost immediately. Meaning the storm was right on top of him.

      Working at the speed of light, Crawford had everything in his oversized rucksack in a record five minutes. The shelter was roughly a fifteen-minute hike from here. Since his Jeep was half an hour in the opposite direction, he set out toward the temporary refuge. That same stubborn streak said this weather event would blow over almost as fast as it blew in, and he could still get in a day or two of fishing. His Superior Officer, SO, had forced the time off and there wasn’t squat Crawford could do about it. The only thing waiting for him in the townhouse he’d purchased two years ago on a whim was a painting job. The boxes had been unpacked within days of moving in. However, the walls were still bare and in need of color. The place he’d bought to put down roots still didn’t make Austin feel like home. A little voice in the back of his head said nothing else would because the minute he’d stepped on Quinnland Ranch soil, the normally out-of-reach feeling came back.

      Crawford had grown up here. Quinnland was home. His cousins had returned one by one to take their rightful places now that Uncle T.J. had announced his retirement. He’d handed over the reins to his sons, and married his sweetheart. Marianne had been a second mother to all the Quinn siblings and cousins. She fit right in with the family, and most folks said it was about time Uncle T.J. woke up and realized how much he loved her.

      Needles of ice stung Crawford’s cheeks as the temperature continued to dip. The storm was turning out to be a bigger beast than he expected. If he wasn’t so close to the shelter at this point, even he would give up on the trip, turn around, get back to his Jeep and head straight to the main house. But it was dozens of miles from this end of the property anyway. Since cattle ranchers and bakers kept similar hours, the rest of the family would be asleep anyway. No one would mind him showing up if the storm decided to stick around. He could decide in the morning. The shelter should offer enough cover to get through the night.

      Smoke came into view through the trees before the building. Everyone in the family should be home and accounted for, based on the group chat. So, who was out here making a fire in the fireplace at the shelter? He might not have worked cattle in more years than he cared to count, but he wasn’t so far from the job that he no longer remembered the dangers. Poachers?

      The windows were still boarded up, Crawford immediately noticed. Whoever was inside didn’t want anyone watching them while they were unaware.

      Shake it off, a small voice in the back of his mind instructed. His thoughts raced ever since he’d been ambushed and forced to lay down his service weapon. The decision to trade himself for a pair of kids was the same one he’d make today. Having a bomb strapped to his chest by a vengeful felon who was out to get his brother Barrett was proving difficult to move on from.

      Crawford had been, and still was, one of the best cops in Austin. Joining the force had given his life purpose again after losing Renee and the baby. Him and Renee had only been seeing each other a couple of months when she’d sprung the pregnancy news on him. He was a grown man who knew exactly what could happen when a couple made the decision to have sex. Theirs had been intense to the point a condom had broken on an occasion. Renee had reassured that her endometriosis made pregnancy next to impossible. So, he’d gone about his business without thinking much about a mishap. When they’d both realized they didn’t have much in common outside of the bedroom, they’d parted ways. Her idea, not his. He had no problems with great sex and very little commitment. Since the idea bothered her and he wasn’t a selfish jerk, they’d decided to break up. She’d said being one hundred percent single was the only way she could truly move on and date other people. He understood the logic. There was little incentive to actively try to meet other people when the sex they had was good.

      And, yes, he could admit the relationship had been purely physical on both of their parts at the time. A text requesting they meet up for coffee a few weeks later changed everything. Crawford had reassured Renee that he would be there during the pregnancy and beyond in every way she needed him. The thought of becoming a father shocked him, but time would help him get used to the idea. He would never leave Renee to fend for herself. Plus, there was no way he would turn his back on his own child.

      As much as he’d believed he was saying all the right things, the mix of emotions that passed behind her eyes made him realize—for the first time—she wanted more. In that moment, an epiphany struck him like a two-by-four. Renee had been in love with him. Real love. The kind that wanted to see if they could make a family and go the distance.

      Crawford didn’t believe in love at first sight. He also didn’t believe there was only one ‘right’ person out there. If he had, it would have been Virginia Porter in tenth grade.

      What was it about first loves that never seemed to fade? Not even with time and distance.

      When Renee lost the baby and became depressed, he blamed himself and couldn’t seem to get close to anyone else since. She seemed to have recovered and moved on, but his guilt stuck around. That was two-and-a-half years ago

      A twig snapped to his left, forcing his attention back to the present. Crawford stayed completely still, barely breathing as he listened. If he was being hunted, there would be movement again soon. Patience was the name of the game.

      Unfortunately, he would freeze to death in his sherpa lined jacket and jeans—jeans that were already cold and wet—with no gloves or thermals. At least he’d thought to wear hiking boots, figuring the nights might get chilly and cold feet were the worst.

      Speaking of feet, it took a minute to register how few footprints poachers left let alone any other signs of their presence. Meaning, it was unlikely they would light the fireplace, considering it would be a dead giveaway. He would be cautious anyway. There was a hole in a piece of wood near the kitchen where him and his brothers and cousins had spied on each other. Growing up out here had given them all time to explore, which was probably not always a good thing considering there were twelve boys altogether. Twelve times the trouble, he thought with a smile. Despite present circumstances, being back at Quinnland felt good, like his world suddenly righted itself.

      What that meant in a bigger sense wasn’t something he wanted to dive into right now as he got moving again. He circled the shelter, listening. There was nothing but the crackling sounds of the fireplace as he neared the spot where he could get a peek inside. Someone was there. The only light came from the fireplace. A female form came into view. Her back was turned so he didn’t recognize her. There didn’t appear to be anyone else with her. Still, Crawford had no plans to take chances. Body against the shelter, he took respite from the now-roaring winds. The thought of going inside and warming his hands against the fire brought the first spark of hope this night wasn’t going to be the death of him.

      The female turned toward the crackling blaze and he got a good look at her face. Of all the random occurrences in life, this one took the cake. What on earth was Virginia Porter doing here?
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        * * *

      

      A knock, three light taps, sounded before the door opened. A vaguely familiar-looking man walked inside, and a jolt of awareness ripped through her. The room heated up a few degrees with his presence, despite the blast of cold wind. He took up the entire doorframe when he entered the shelter, and the small space shrank considerably after he closed the door behind him.

      Who was he? Shouldn’t fear strike? Paralyze her? He was big, muscled, and looked like he knew how to handle himself in pretty much any situation. He was also drop-dead gorgeous. She knew this man, but from where? Frustration nailed at her as she tried to access information that felt just outside of her reach. Her brain cramped as she tried to force it.

      “Virginia?” the seriously hot stranger asked as she twisted the gold band around her left ring finger.

      Tension filled her body, but this was more like a coil tightening. The name didn’t sound quite right but it was close. And then a name struck her.

      “Veronica?” She shrugged and put her hands up in the surrender position. The move caused his eyes to widen in shock.

      “Her twin,” he said low and under his breath as he studied her like he was trying to decide for himself if she was right. “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other. That’s probably right.”

      “You seem familiar,” she said. “Remind me of your name.”

      “You don’t know?” He locked the door and then turned around, looking like he was so cold she could swear she heard his teeth chatter.

      She took a fearful step back, reaching for the wall behind her.

      “Are you here to hurt me?” she asked, wishing she could place him. Memories were close—just out of reach—and trying to force them only succeeded in splitting her head in two. She took another step back even though instinct said she could depend on the stranger.

      His face twisted as though she’d just slapped him.

      “What? No!” came out with the kind of shock that said she could risk trust. “Are you sure you’re not Virginia because I could have sworn⁠—”

      “I don’t know,” she cut him off. “Both of those names sound familiar. Veronica seems right. Though I have no idea why and no proof. I came to in the woods and found this place. I have no ID and no money.” She didn’t have any food either and her stomach seemed determined to remind her of the fact.

      She took a step to the right and slumped down on the concrete platform meant to be a bed. If he planned to hurt her, she intended to put up a fight. Even so, nothing about him seemed predatory. He did, however, look at her with so much sympathy in his eyes that her stress levels were dialing down a few notches.

      “We can figure out what happened to you after I get warm. For starters, you have an identical twin named Virginia,” he explained, looking a little disappointed it wasn’t her. His gaze dropped down to her ring finger and he frowned. “I used to be able to tell the difference between you two. But that was a long time ago.”

      “I thought you looked familiar,” she said, convinced her name was Veronica. The other name rang a bell too but caused panic to grip her. Had something bad happened to her twin?

      Those were the kinds of questions that could spin her out for hours if she let them.

      “May I?” he asked, motioning toward the fireplace as he stood there shivering.

      “Yes, you’re freezing,” she said trying to relax the muscles in her shoulders. More questions she couldn’t answer popped up, like what was she doing here in this small shelter and why did she feel an overwhelming need to hide from the world? Why didn’t she know she had a twin sister? Wouldn’t she know on instinct if her twin was okay?

      “My name is Crawford Quinn, by the way,” he said before setting down his oversized backpack and moving to the fire. He rubbed large, strong hands together before cupping them and then blowing on them for added warmth.

      She shoved aside the overwhelming instinct to bring her hands up to his and help. In fact, the urge to reach out and touch him while he was this close formed a physical ache in her chest. Shoving those thoughts aside, she joined him in front of the fire. Her stomach picked that moment to growl.

      “How long have you been here?” Crawford asked. His deep baritone wrapped around her like a warm blanket in the cold. The man was perfection. Tall, he was about six feet four inches of stacked muscles. His jacket was unbuttoned, and his wet shirt clung to washboard abs. His sandy-blond hair and sun-kissed skin highlighted an intense pair of cobalt blue eyes bordered by thick, black lashes. Full lips that spread over perfectly straight, white teeth along with a carved from granite jawline provided a face of hard angles and planes.

      A memory, not more than a flash really, popped into her thoughts. Crawford as a teenager. A long, skinny frame that had yet to fill out. A younger face without the stress lines scoring his forehead. Same intense blue eyes. Her chest squeezed at the image and her lips burned to touch his. Where did that come from? Had she coveted her sister’s boyfriend at one time? Because the way he talked about Virginia, and the disappointment in his eyes when he found out she wasn’t her sister, caused her to think the two had been in a relationship. One he regretted losing?

      “All I remember is hopping in the back of a pickup truck after an older gentlemen said he was heading south. I ran until my legs burned after he dropped me off then passed out cold. I woke up near here, and that was before the storm hit,” she said, looking directly at him. “I kind of remember you now. But I don’t have a lot of details. Do you mind filling me in?”

      “Sure. But first, I’m guessing you haven’t seen a doctor about the knot on your forehead,” he said as he seemed to lock onto a spot where her hair parted at her hairline.

      Her hand instinctively came up to feel around. Pain pulsed the second her fingertips touched the bump. She had two choices: come clean about her present circumstance; or lie and say she was fine. Instinct said she could trust Crawford. Then again, did she really have a choice? Everything about him, his demeanor, his concern, said he was honest. He’d known her sister Virginia very well if he could tell them apart at one time and possibly her.

      “I don’t know if I’ve seen a doctor, but I doubt it,” she said, coming clean with that much information at least.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked, more of those concern lines wrinkled his forehead. She’d never seen that look sexy on a person until Crawford. Repeating his name lit a dozen campfires inside her. Then, he added, “Maybe I can help.”

      “You dated Virginia once. Didn’t you?” she asked, twisting the gold band on her finger as she changed the subject. The move seemed to catch his attention. His gaze lingered on the band for a few seconds longer than she was comfortable. The ring fit but it sure didn’t feel right on her hand.

      He nodded as his lips compressed into a thin line.

      “Yes. But right now I’m more interested in seeing to your injury and making sure you get proper medical care, than reminiscing about the past,” he admitted.

      She must have shot him quite the look because he quickly added, “What happens on my family’s land concerns me very much.”

      The point was valid. The name Quinnland Ranch popped into her thoughts. She stood up and made a loop around the small space. It wasn’t much more than a fireplace and concrete platform. The latter, she correctly assumed, was meant to be used as a bed with a sleeping bag on top. Keeping any kind of linens out here wouldn’t work and would only be carried off or eaten by a hungry critter.

      “The name Crawford Quinn rings a bell,” she admitted. Sounded an alarm was more like it, but she didn’t see the need to share everything she thought and felt. Granted, she had more questions than answers, especially when it came to him. Why did her sister’s one-time boyfriend feel so familiar to her? Why did she have to practically force herself not to lean into him, so he could wrap his arms around her? And why did her lips burn to touch his?

      “That’s good,” he said. “I’ll admit to knowing your sister better. Virginia and I were in the same classes. I mostly spent time around you when I visited your sister, or you tagged along if we went out with a group.”

      This time, hearing the name Virginia stirred a deep well of emotions, but panic rocketed to the top. Where was she? Was she alive? Was she safe?
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      “Do you know what day it is?” Crawford asked, taking note of Veronica’s head injury. At least, she’d said she was Veronica. Could he trust that her brain wasn’t permanently damaged? He’d seen enough concussions in his day between him, his siblings, and cousins to be able to assess whether or not she needed a trip to the ER. In this case, it might not hurt. However, as much as the wind howled and the hail pelted the rooftop of the shelter, it wasn’t a good idea to try to leave tonight. At the very least, they should wait until the worst of the storm blew over before making the hike to his Jeep and figuring out their next move.

      Big, honey brown eyes with cinnamon flecks stared up at him and he could have sworn he’d been hit with a sledgehammer. The dotting of freckles across the bridge of her nose were the same from all those years ago. The mannerisms, the way she cocked her head to one side when she was confused would have had him swearing this was Virginia and not her sister. Then again, he’d known her years ago. It was possible his memories were fuzzy or that he saw what he wanted to.

      Those brown eyes blinked a couple of times before she shook her head.

      “No idea,” she said on a sharp sigh.

      “How about the month?” he asked, figuring it might be easier to recall than a specific day.

      “November?” she said with very little certainty in her voice.

      “Correct,” he responded. She’d gotten that much right at least even if she hadn’t been one hundred percent sure of her answer.

      “Do you know how you got here?” he asked, basking in the warmth of the fireplace. He didn’t want to leave the shelter if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. Risking freezing to death wasn’t high on his list tonight, unless Veronica needed immediately medical care.

      She shook her head and it looked like movement hurt. The thought of her driving any sort of vehicle was cause for concern. It was possible she’d been in an accident. A car crash might explain the knot on her head and the fact she seemed disoriented. There were a few other reasons that came to mind. None he liked. At least one of those involved running away from an abusive husband. For reasons he couldn’t explain, the thought of Virginia being married caused the muscles in his back to tense. He had no right to the feeling, which didn’t seem to stop his body from reacting no matter how much his brain tried to protest.

      It had been ages since the two of them had dated. They’d grown up. Changed. She might not still be the person he remembered. Virginia had been intelligent, fiery, and beautiful; a lethal combination to his heart.

      First loves had a way of burrowing into the soul, especially when Crawford had once believed Virginia would be the great love of his life. Her family had moved out of Gunner after her parents divorced. Virginia and her twin had been forced to move to Colorado, which had felt like a world away to a fifteen-year-old.

      Crawford had overheard his father speaking to someone on the phone about making sure the pair broke up. The consensus seemed to be that they were far too serious for kids their age. His father had found some lame reason to ground him from his phone and computer and, it seemed, Virginia’s mother had done the same.

      By the time Crawford’s privileges were restored, Virginia’s cell number had changed. Not one for spending time on social media, he didn’t have much of a clue as to how it worked. So, he’d asked one of their mutual friends to try to find her. Virginia and her sister had all but vanished, leaving no digital trail behind. Weeks later, his father told him that Virginia’s mother had wiped out their former existence to keep an abusive husband and stepfather from finding her through the girls.

      Crawford’s father, the sheriff at the time, had helped Virginia’s mother with an escape plan that meant erasing their footprint from Gunner and the world. Since Crawford had stepped in on behalf of Virginia and her sister several times when it came to their stepfather, the story rang true. Being told the real reason behind the move, Crawford made a vow to find Virginia after graduation and when it was safe for her and her family to be found.

      Life, once again, had other plans. Before he had a chance to get into the reasons, Veronica stopped circling the small space. A thunderclap caused her to practically jump out of her skin. He reminded himself this was Veronica, no matter how much his brain protested.

      “Honestly, I don’t know what happened,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest, and then gripping her elbows like she was holding on for dear life. “My name sounds familiar and yet I don’t feel connected to it, which makes me sound like I’ve lost my mind. My brain cramps every time I try to force a memory and all I know for certain is that I was cold before I found this shelter and lit the fire. I’m also scared out of my mind to think about leaving the safety of this building, and yet I’ll starve to death if I stay.”

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, knowing full well she must be. He didn’t see any signs of food around and her stomach had growled a few moments ago.

      She compressed her lips and nodded. “Starving.”

      “I mostly have power bars and camping food. It’s enough to get us through the night,” he reassured. “I have water too.”

      “Those sound amazing. But can I ask what you’re doing out here in this cold?” she asked. The woman was far more beautiful than the teenager had been, which was saying something because Virginia had been a stunner. Veronica, he corrected. Either way, she’d filled out her five-feet-seven-inch frame. She’d been all legs then and not much had changed there.

      Long thick lashes framed those beautiful eyes of hers. Her creamy skin had been pure silk to the touch. They hadn’t done more than kiss back then, but there wasn’t a kiss since that had measured up. Again, he chalked it up to young love and first kisses. There was something magical about both. They carried a shine nothing and no one could compete with, and he had enough experience by this point to know the difference.

      “Is your sister married?” he asked, wondering if he really wanted to know the answer to the question.

      “I think so,” Veronica stated.

      It was just his luck that he’d finally find Virginia again, only to learn she belonged to someone else. Their shared history meant he would make sure her sister got to a safe place. The thought struck once again that she could be hiding out from an abusive spouse. The young woman he’d known would never allow her sister to repeat a pattern of abuse. He ignored the little voice in the back of his head telling him people changed and that history did have a habit of repeating itself
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