
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2024 by Little Publishing 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Little Publishing.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by Little Publishing






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Join Danae's Newsletter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        FIVE 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        EPILOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        BONUS CHAPTER
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Next in Hope Lake!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Free Book: Hoping on Forever
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Have you read the Unforgettable Cowboys Series?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Join Danae's Newsletter

[image: ]

Would you like to receive updates, freebies, and special deals? 
Sign up to receive my newsletter and receive Her Forever Cowboy for free:
https://bit.ly/3kxcGBQ








  
  Prologue


Shane Turner tugged at his tie, grateful he didn’t have to stand up as a groomsman this time around. He hated being up front where everyone stared. 
He admired Kevin and Angelica for having a smaller, more informal wedding. They looked good together, standing under the driftwood arch on the beach in front of Megan and Tyler’s beach house.
Only Derrick and Chasity stood up with them, well, them and little Brodie. Shane steeled his heart against the emotion that filled him every time he thought about the small part he had in that boy finding a home. He knew it wasn’t all his doing, but he started the process that night when he felt led to tell Angelica about the volunteer position.
If only he had always followed those moments of guidance. If he had… His focus traveled past the wedding party toward the sunset painting the sky in brilliance. Gold and crimson cast a magical glow on the lake.
His gaze wandered the shoreline as the preacher spoke of faithfulness and compromise. Had he compromised? No. He hadn’t. He had laid out the details, expecting her to give in to them, to follow him.
He drew in a deep breath, focusing his eyes once again and realizing that the silhouette he had been absently staring at was a person. A woman. A woman with curvy hips wearing a baseball hat. His woman.
His body tensed, and he dug his heels into the sand to keep himself from running after her. She had been clear when he saw her the last time: He was to keep his distance.
His fists balled tightly, and he didn’t take his eyes off her until the wedding ended with an uprising of applause. He pulled his attention back to the bride and groom, clapping his hands and whistling. 
Another one of his friends, albeit newer friends, was hitched and settling down. Brodie’s adoption would be finalized in the next month, and they’d probably start on more like Derrick and Chasity, and Tyler and Megan. Now that Jordan and Caitlin were back together, they were talking about adoption, too.
He thought about all the kids he saw at Camp Hope, all hoping for forever homes. Then his mind went to one kid in particular. The cutest little girl he’d ever seen, all curls and freckles, just like Addie.
It wouldn’t be proper for him to adopt a little girl on his own; otherwise, he would have done so already. Watching his friends settle down and have their families, kids that looked up to them and filled their houses with joy, only strengthened his yearning. 
He sighed, even as he plastered a smile to his face and congratulated the newlyweds. No one could ever replace Addie in his heart. He couldn’t see himself with anyone else, not since junior high. It wouldn’t change now.
He didn’t care that she had gone off to the city. It didn’t even matter that she had married that suit. If she’d returned because that was over, he’d take her back into his arms in a heartbeat. Hoping to catch another glimpse  of her, he scanned the beach fading into darkness. Only her footprints were left on the sand…just like on his heart.
He glanced up at the night sky where the stars appeared one by one and searched the heavens for the answers…for guidance. Tell me how to get her back.
The answer came into his mind: Never give up hope.
He held the words to him, narrowing his eyes at the beach where she had disappeared. Knowing that she ran from something or someone only intensified his fervent plan. 
Tomorrow…he would start hoping on tomorrow.






  
  ONE


Three Months Earlier… 
It is said that fear is worse than the actual threat, but they haven’t met my husband.
The moment her husband pulled his black Mercedes out of the driveway, Addie Brown slipped the safety bolt on the door and went into action. She had secretly been preparing for the last week, but today was the day. Today she would leave the nightmare her life had become.
Every few moments, her heart would surge in panic and she would race to the window, but the driveway remained empty…empty, just like her belly. Her hands balled up against her flat stomach and her eyes squeezed shut, trying to block the tears that wanted to spill over. After the last ten days of constant crying, she was surprised she had any tears left.
She swiped an angry hand across her face and flinched at the pain it created. Pausing at the mirror in the hall, she cringed and gingerly touched the purple bruise on her cheek under her eye. It’s a good thing Damian had missed her eye. That blow surely would have caused permanent damage.
Her hand pressed against her stomach again. The greatest damage was already done, and she would ensure nothing like that ever happened again. Though deep within her, she knew she would never forgive herself for not leaving earlier.
She had tried and failed before. This time, she’d do it right. This time, she would get away for good.
The linen closet door softly squeaked as she threw it wide. Each shelf held neat rows of perfectly folded towels and sheets, just like staged magazine photos…exactly like he wanted everything. Trophy house. Trophy car. Trophy wife. Trophy life. Well, not anymore. 
She had saved a few personal items from her past, hiding them in a box expertly wrapped with a towel on the back of one shelf. It was a place he wouldn’t have ever discovered since he never retrieved his own towel or sheets or anything else. 
The box was a sad replacement for her past, but she treasured each piece inside. Keepsakes like the last pictures of her parents before they died in the car wreck the summer before she started junior high, her family history, and drawings she and her mother had created together.
She had never shared that part of her life with Damian…even in the beginning. Had she somehow known that things would end up this way? If so, why had she continued down that path?
Or maybe it was because he had never asked or really listened to her. The early days of what seemed like intense interest had quickly given way to an unhealthy obsession after their wedding day…which was a whirlwind that still had her spinning. 
She shook her head to clear it and clutched the box to her chest. The soft crunch of tires on asphalt had her holding her breath, but the tires continued down the road without pulling into her driveway. Stumbling over towels and sheets, she fled to the master bedroom where she had laid out a suitcase. 
She had packed it yesterday, putting it back up in the closet where it had been, and fluffed out the clothes she would leave behind so her closet didn’t look like anything was missing. Not that he would notice, anyway. She was leaving all the fancy dresses, sweaters, and other designer clothes he insisted she wear. She wouldn’t need them where she was going.
There was no remorse in pulling her few personal items off the bathroom shelves and cramming them into the suitcase. No, she felt no sadness at leaving this shell of a life. Not a single regret…except that she hadn’t done it sooner.
Her heart raced as she slipped into the garage to shove the overstuffed suitcase in her car. This was the crunch moment. If he came home like last time, catching her in the act of leaving, she feared she might not survive. She slammed the trunk and ran back inside for the item she saved until last…just in case. With a furtive glance out the window and down the street, she opened the cupboard under the sink where she kept the cleaning supplies.
Beyond the linen closet, this was the last place she thought he would look. Reaching far into the back, she slipped her hand under the bottom of the linoleum that covered the floor of the cupboard, and grasped the corner of the manilla envelope. He had refused to let her work or earn her own money, but each month he’d given her an allowance to spend on new clothes and jewelry so she looked nice for him to show off at company parties.
The amount was excessive, more than she could ever spend, so when things started going south and she knew she would have to get away, she took some out as cash and built up her  emergency fund. She clutched it to her before putting things back tidily. She didn’t want him to know about this hiding place: her last resort and chance at freedom.
The road was still clear as she made it back to the garage. Over the last few weeks, she had learned how to disable the GPS tracker in her car. She waited until the last moment to do that, knowing it might alert him when she shut it off. As she fiddled with the gadget under the console, she had an epiphany, and she ran to the tool shelf that she was never supposed to touch. Screwdriver in hand, she returned to the car and detached the entire GPS box from her car.
She stared at the contraption with a satisfied grin and stuffed it into one of the storage boxes before opening the garage door. With her heart racing, she climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car. Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone and turned off all tracking apps. Nothing felt real, more like a terrifying nightmare. She closed her eyes and prayed.
When the soft sound of tires on asphalt had her glancing out of the garage in panic, she locked the doors and put her car in gear. Seeing that it was only a neighbor didn’t ease her trepidation as she slowly backed out of the garage, closing the door with the button.
Her neighbor waved a perfectly manicured hand at her and started toward the car, her high-heeled steps short and awkward. Addie didn’t have time for neighborhood gossip. Every moment could mean life or death.
She rolled down her passenger window and hollered with a slight wave, “Sorry, Nancy, gotta run!”
Run was right. That’s exactly what she was doing. Running, and she wouldn’t stop until she was safely out of his reach.
San Francisco wasn’t that big of a city compared to New York or LA, and she’d seen them all in the past several years of being Mrs. Van Bowen. She didn’t care to see them again. With the city in her rearview mirror, she sped down the freeway, eager to get as far away as she could, half fearing she’d see his Mercedes come swooping in behind her.
It was Tuesday, though, his late day. His day of endless meetings, and the only day she felt like she could breathe easier, knowing he’d be at work all day without surprising her at home. Those surprises usually ended in punishment, since she wasn’t doing whatever he thought she should have been doing at that moment.
She had planned it all out, down to the last detail, to ensure he couldn’t catch her this time. A sign flashed by, and she barely had the chance to read it. Twenty more miles until she reached the town with the used car shop she’d researched and the bus station where she’d leave every last memory of her old life.
This time she would leave nothing to chance.
As she pulled off the freeway, she kept flicking her glance to the mirrors, making sure there were no black Mercedes behind her. At the light she took a right, having memorized how to get there, knowing she wouldn’t have her GPS.
The bus station was a few blocks from the used car shop. She pulled in, parked, and squeezed the steering wheel, closing her eyes to breathe in one last burst of courage. This was the turning point.
Without further contemplation for fear the terror would pull her right back into the nightmare she had been living in for the last few years, she pushed open the door. She left the keys on the floorboard, grabbed her suitcase, and with one last glance to ensure she had left nothing behind, she locked the doors and strode away, hoping that she left that life behind for good.
She had researched, figuring out how to put Damian off course. So, she went into the bus station and straight up to the counter.
“One-way ticket to San Diego, please.” She put the purchase on her credit card. That would be the last time she used anything connected to her old life.
After receiving her ticket, her knees knocked together so badly that she slumped into the nearest seat. When she caught her breath, she glanced around for the cameras as unobtrusively as possible, noting where they might have blind spots.
Once she felt her legs would hold her, she rolled her suitcase to the bathroom, veering off at the last instant to slip out of the station. In the crisp air, she took long strides, covering the distance to the used car shop as quickly as possible. She didn’t know how soon Damian would see her transaction.
When she walked into the dealer’s, she closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths to quell the shaking that consumed her. She gasped and stiffened when a man came up beside her and spoke. He held his hands up apologetically, his salesman’s grin bringing slight relief to Addie.
She pulled down on her baseball hat and reset her sunglasses before turning toward him. Stay calm. Don’t be memorable.
She kept her head slightly tucked down, hoping to hide the bruises behind her long, curly hair, hat, and sunglasses, as the man introduced himself and asked what he could help her with. His eyes roved over her semi-discreetly, but she noticed and felt with a certainty he could read her like an open book.
“I would like to buy a car,” she said, watching his eyes, seeing if she could make this easy. She had previewed the cars they had there and knew what the blue book value was for the ones within her price range. Whatever she bought would help her flee, and leaving her car behind would help her stay hidden.
“Trade in?” the guy asked hopefully. She glanced down at the ring on his finger and wondered if he had kids to feed, not that it would change her mind. 
That was a rule she had read. Don’t sell and buy a replacement car at the same place. Not that she had the chance. Her car was in his name, just like everything else. She shook her head. “Not today, thank you.”
“Just buying, okay.” He stepped back and swept his hand across the lot full of cars. “We have anything a person could want. SUV if you want to go bigger. Sports car? Minivan?”
Her face scrunched up as she thought of all the soccer moms in her neighborhood and shook her head again. “Just something simple.”
“Alright, well, let’s see what we have that fits your idea of simple,” he said, motioning her to follow him through the lot of cars for sale. 
She pointed to a white, nondescript car that looked like it would easily get lost in a sea of other cars. By the time the haggling was done, she ended at a better price than she had expected. 
“That’s a lot of cash to carry around,” the guy said as she pulled out the envelope of cash. He swiped a hand through his hair then played with his wedding ring. After glancing around the building at the other workers and buyers, he leaned forward and lowered his voice. “You in some kind of trouble? If it were my wife…I just…do you need help?”
Addie swallowed the shock and pushed a grateful smile to her lips. Part of her wanted to sob out her story, finally having a listening ear, but that was another rule: no one can know. “I’m okay, really. Thank you for your concern.”
“Alright, if you change your mind…” He handed her a card. “The bottom one is my cell phone. My wife would never let me live it down if I didn’t offer help.”
“She sounds like a good person,” Addie said, stuffing the still partially full envelope in her purse. A relief at having enough to start a new life slowly eased the fear that continued to nag at her. 
With a backward glance, she left the office as the breeze picked up. San Francisco seemed to stay the same temperature all year, the only difference being whether it was foggy or not. Here, miles out of the city, she could feel that December was fast approaching.
She hugged her arms to herself, thinking she should retrieve her jacket from her suitcase, but then changed her mind as the salesman followed her out. 
“You know, it’s none of my business,” the man said, pulling at his collar. “But if you’re trying to disappear, you’d better get rid of the phone, too.” 
Addie stared at him, and her face must have shown him the truth of her situation, because his shoulders fell before he looked at her with determination.
“If you won’t allow me to help you, I can at least offer advice.” He pulled a brochure from his pocket and started drawing a little map. “This guy repairs old phones. He also buys them and sells burners, too.” He winked at her. “It’s not far, and that phone there—regardless if you turned off location detection—can still be tracked.”
Addie nodded and swallowed. “Thank you for the advice.”
“I’m serious about the help, ma’am. My brother-in-law’s a cop. We could get you help.” He handed her the paper. “Whoever did this to you isn’t a man, and he belongs behind bars.”
She tugged her hat lower. So much for rules number one and two. “Thank you. I appreciate it.” She glanced over at the map and realized she had seen the place while she had been researching. “Thanks for your help with my bags.”
“Anytime,” he said, stepping away. “Watch out for yourself, okay?”
She inclined her head in a slight nod, then slid into her new car. One more stop and then she needed to get as far from here as possible. Someplace safe, and only one place came to mind: Hope Lake. But was it the right place?

      [image: ]Shane Turner pushed up his hat to wipe the sweat from his brow as he looked over the recent addition to the barn at Camp Hope that he’d just finished. His time working for Jordan, one of his best friends, had paid off in teaching him a plethora of skills that he now used on his ranch. In his spare time, though, he got joy from helping at Camp Hope.
“Well, look at that beauty.” Josie, the camp owner, walked up to him, slapping him on the back. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
“Oh, you tell that to all of your volunteers,” he said, giving her a small wink. It had taken time. He didn’t get comfortable with people easily, but Josie was the type not to let you stay aloof. It was all or nothing with her.
She shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “Well, I couldn’t do it alone,” she said before turning to watch a passel of kids coming back from one of their trail rides. “This entire camp runs on volunteers…well, mostly. We couldn’t do it otherwise.”
“And that’s why we do it,” Shane said, easing away from the barn to put away his tools. 
“Well, Cody will be surprised when he returns from the Nationals in Texas. He didn’t think it would be possible to finish this addition until spring.”
Shane glanced up at the blue sky and felt the unusually warm weather for a December in Hope Lake. “Well, the Man Upstairs must have had mercy on you to give us a week of perfect weather.”
“And a cowboy who can build quickly,” she teased. “You gonna say hi to our girl before you leave?”
“You think she’d let me live it down if I didn’t?” Shane’s lips twitched into an involuntary smile.
“Nope.” Josie stepped away from him. “You know…”
“Please,” Shane shook his head, his smile instantly disappearing. Every time Josie mentioned him taking on the little girl who had won his heart, guilt seared him. It wouldn’t be proper for him to take on a little girl with no lady in his life to teach her the ways of a woman.
Josie held up her hands. “I’m just saying,” she said. “You’re welcome to visit any time you wish, Shane, and thanks again. Maybe one day we’ll have enough to get you on the payroll.”
He picked up his toolbox, and she followed him to his truck. “Don’t know if I’d enjoy it so much if you made it a job, Josie.”
“I would say they don’t make them like you anymore, but this town seems full of cowboys, like you, who put their hearts first.” She leaned up to kiss him on the cheek. “One day you’ll find a gal that appreciates that, and then you come back here for that girl of ours!”
Shane’s lips twitched as he tipped his hat toward her and shut his tailgate. Josie waved as she walked away…but that wasn’t the word for how Josie moved…she strode toward her office, probably to work on the next grant that paid for the work she did here. The work of finding these foster kids forever homes.
Kids like little miss Natalie, who had won his heart the first time she opened her mouth. She was tiny and cute with bouncing curls and freckles all over her nose and cheeks just like Addie had…he gulped. He hadn’t thought of Addie in years. Okay, that was a lie. He thought about her constantly, but lately, it seemed like she was always at the forefront of his mind, and little Natalie brought her closer.
Was that why he had fallen for the little girl? She looked like she could be Addie’s and his child. If life had taken a different turn, the turn he had wanted…had assumed it would go.
“Shaney!” Natalie’s high voice pulled him out of his thoughts as he scrambled to open his arms. She threw herself on him like she always did. “Did you see me? I rode Big Grey today!”
“He’s a big guy for such a tiny girl.” He shifted the little six-year-old in his arms, placing her on his shoulders. “You don’t get scared being this high up?”
Natalie giggled and cheered. “It’s a great view from up here!”
That’s the other way little Natalie was like Addie: always positive, always finding the silver lining. He hoped the big city life hadn’t stolen that from his lost love.
“Giddy up!” Natalie called, patting his cowboy hat. “Where you wanna go?”
“No plans,” Shane responded, clasping her scrawny legs so she didn’t fall off.
“Can I see what you built? Who’s gonna live in it? Do you think they’ll upgrade Big Grey to the new stall?” Natalie bounced on his shoulders.
“Are you always this curious?”
He could almost hear her eye roll, even though he couldn’t see it. “You ask me that every day.”
“Well, you ask me a million questions every day,” he said, squeezing her legs.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Mama T says I ask too many. I’ll try to stop.”
Shane’s heart clenched. He swung her off his shoulders in a big arc that landed her safely in his arms. Her giggles went on until she gasped for breath. Once she calmed, he looked at her seriously. “Never stop being curious.”
The smile she awarded him melted his heart and turned him into putty. What he wouldn’t give to give her the life she deserved and be that someone who appreciated her curiosity rather than put it down.
Even as he left, he couldn’t stop thinking of little Natalie. He drove through town to pick up some milk on his way home. Was he doing the right thing by allowing her the chance to be adopted by a family rather than stepping up himself as a single man?
Was it wrong that he thought of her as the daughter he would have had with Addie? His thoughts traveled back to Addie and the last time he saw her. She had returned at Christmas break her sophomore year, looking classy and stylish like a city girl, and happy. He had hated that she seemed so happy even as she broke his heart.
She wasn’t trying to be unkind, didn’t rub it in his face, but how else could he feel when the girl he had always pictured as his wife told him she was marrying someone else? Because she was happy, he pushed a smile to his face and told her he was glad she was getting everything she wanted. When she had left town, she took a piece of him with her, and he hadn’t seen it since.
With Addie so strongly on his mind, it didn’t surprise him that he saw her in some tourist when he stopped at Mom and Pop’s. He even glanced twice at the gal with the baseball hat and sandy curls poking out every which way from under it. The gal even had the same figure, but she didn’t move with the confident grace of his Addie. She seemed scared, the stiff way she held herself, with quick furtive movements and the duck of her head, hiding her face under the hat.
Shane stood in the middle of the store, completely transfixed. When the gal completed her purchase and came toward him, he caught his breath. Her chin tilted slightly as she scanned the store, and he saw her face.
“Addie?” he choked out the word.
The gal froze, hiding her face once again.
He closed the distance between them, trying to duck down to see her features. “It is you, isn’t it?”
“I can’t talk now, Shane.” It was Addie, but her voice was strained, thick with emotion, and slightly quivering.
He reached out to offer his support, but she flinched and stepped back. “What’s going on, Addie?” He dropped his hand and shifted his weight.
“No-nothing. I gotta go. I-I’m sorry.” She stuttered out the words and pushed past him, but not before he swore he saw a discolored, puffy bruise under her eye.
He turned to go after her, but she had run from the store. Standing in the middle of the sidewalk, he scanned the area, but Addie had disappeared. The bell chimed as he re-entered the store, and Mr. Montgomery looked up.
“So that was Addie Brown, wasn’t it?” Mr. Montgomery said, peering at him. “I thought so, but she sure was acting peculiar so I didn’t put her on the spot.”
“Was that the first time you’ve seen her?”
“First time in years.” The grocery store owner nodded. “Think she’s in some kind of trouble?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ll find out,” Shane said, stalking to the refrigerated section to get some milk. 
He didn’t drive back to the ranch but straight toward Addie’s grandma’s place. After inheriting it, Addie had rented it out as an Airbnb for the last several years, hiring the local rental agency to take over the managing of it, but there was no other place she could be.
The house wasn’t large, much like Tyler and Megan’s beach house, one of the older places on the lake. A nondescript car was parked in the driveway, and as he went by it, he could still feel the engine’s heat. Yet no one answered when he knocked on the door.
Shane had a good handle on his anxiety. He wasn’t one to react, but right now his blood boiled with the thought of something being wrong with his high school sweetheart. Addie was here. She was hiding and possibly hurt, and not knowing if she was okay was killing him.
“Addie! I know you’re here! Tell me what’s going
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