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  Chapter one

“Rains of change rolling in like a steam engine tonight.” 
Taylor looked up at the old man perched near the dusty window at the back of the barn. The one that was so caked in years of dirt and grime that it wasn’t even transparent anymore. With a glance up at the ceiling, he noted that the usual leaks were dry at the moment, and when he listened, it was only the familiar sound of aging wood creaking around them. “How’s that, now? Rains of change?”
Jim’s shrewd eyes slid over to meet Taylor’s, a slight crinkling at the corners as, sure enough, the first telltale pitter-patters of rain sounded on the roof, confidently building to a cacophony that Taylor couldn’t ignore. 
“The rain today. Unusual for this time of year. Means something.”
Taylor mulled that over for a minute, his stare finding a patch of peeling paint on the wall beside Jim’s head, the burgundy hue pulling away to reveal a white that blended with the full head of hair the old man somehow held on to even into his eighties. 
Rather than asking Jim how he knew the rain was coming, Taylor settled for inevitable acceptance. Asking his former boss to explain those feelings he got every now and then did about as much good as trying to understand them. Better he leave that mystery right where it was.
Either way, it was raining.
“It’s spring in Michigan. What else would it do?” Taylor turned back to raking out the straw he’d hauled over from the stables, making a bed for the newest and most inexplicable member of the Weston Horse Ranch family: a two-hundred-pound pig named Pickles. 
“It's raining sideways. And there’s no thunder. It only rains sideways when there’s a storm.”
Taylor glared at the straw, biting his tongue against a very valid argument that storms had nothing to do with sideways rain. 
And the even better argument that there was no way Jim could know it was raining sideways. The window was that dirty.
But the old man didn’t get over to the ranch much since he’d retired and moved up the road. Which meant Taylor saw less and less of the person who was the only mentor he’d had since Taylor’s own father passed when he was just a kid. There was no point in wasting time on an argument he didn’t have a prayer of winning, logical or not. Better he enjoy the time they had together while they had it.
Because if there was one lesson life taught him more than once, it was that you only got a certain amount of time with the people you loved, and once they were gone, there was no getting that time back.
“Sideways rain means change, huh?” Taylor asked, dragging his rake through the straw once more.
“The signs are all there.” Jim nodded, his focus fixed somewhere beyond the window as fat raindrops pelted the roof, the moisture surely pooling up there and fueling the wood rot that had already started. Until recently, the barn stood empty for years, its weathered and decaying form more of a landmark than something that saw any action. 
Enter Pickles.
Taylor glanced at a small hole in the roof, knowing his next task would be to throw a tarp up there until he could repair it. 
Wouldn’t want Pickles getting wet.
As it was, that damn pig had bigger accommodations than he did, and he’d been living on the ranch for twelve years. 
“The signs being the sideways rain?” he asked, looking down just in time to stop a raindrop from landing squarely in his eye. Instead, it fell inside his collar and rolled down his back, the cool water sending a chill up his spine as he dug in for more straw.
“That, and the car,” Jim said absently from the window.
Taylor paused, resting an arm atop his pitchfork and regarding the old man skeptically. “Car? No. You cannot see a whole car through that murky window.”
“Mm. Real shiny one. Been sitting up near the house for, oh, twenty minutes now. Drove up just after I got here. Not one of ours. Doesn't belong on a ranch. Last time we saw a car like that…”
“Melody,” Taylor filled in with a laugh, recalling the day his current boss pulled up on the ranch in a pristine sedan that hadn’t lasted six months before the suspension lost the will to live. 
Mel drove a Jeep now. 
“Funny how the rains of change didn’t think to show up the day she did. Would’ve been nice to get a warning of things to come,” Taylor mused, eyeing the darkening clouds outside the doorway and deciding the tarp wasn’t happening in time. 
Pickles would have to deal. 
Jim shot him a look but didn’t respond, and Taylor watched him a moment, worry a vise in his chest as he wondered at how many more evenings the two of them would get like the one they shared now. Having him back on the ranch, even if only for an hour or two, was a blessing Taylor knew better than to take for granted. 
The inevitability of time pressed on his shoulders with a firm weight, almost as though the strong hand of his father was there with him, preparing him for what was to come.
“How you been, old man?” Taylor asked, clearing his throat and trying to shrug off the sudden chill running through his bones.
“I get by.” 
It was his standard response, and though it offered no actual information, there was something oddly comforting in the predictability of it. 
Finally, Jim tore his attention from whatever had his attention outside and slid his gaze back to Taylor. “How’ve you been, son?”
Taylor offered him a smile, digging into the pile of straw again, the fresh scent tickling his nose and stinging his eyes. “Oh, I get by.”
“You sure about that?”
The smile faded from Taylor’s face as he looked up. “What do you mean?”
Jim nodded past Taylor’s shoulders toward the doorway behind him. “Judging by the look on Jason’s face, seems to me you might have some apologies to make.”
Taylor turned to find his best friend—also his boss—scowling at him from the doorway, rain dripping from the brim of his hat and pooling at his feet.
“How can you tell?” Taylor called over his shoulder. “Looks the same as he always does.”
Jim let out a chuckle and stood, leaning heavily on his cane as he shuffled over and gave Taylor a pat on the shoulder. “I’ve known the two of you since you were kids. I can tell when you’re about to dig in. Something is up around here. Rains of change and all.”
Taylor resisted the urge to roll his eyes and turned his attention from Jim to Jason. “Well. Let’s have it, then.”
Jason planted his hands on his hips, all six feet of him scowling. “You first. Anything you want to tell me?”
“Sure. Lots of things. Mostly about that pig over there. But you could save us all some time and give me a hint.”
Taylor and Jason went way back—were like brothers even—but they had entirely different ideas on how to get the most out of life. Jason handed down more than one lecture about Taylor’s choices in that regard over the years until Taylor finally got smart and stopped telling him all the things that would only get him into trouble. 
Bottom line, he knew better than to offer incriminating information blindly.
“I don’t know,” Jason said with a sarcastic tilt of his head, causing all the collected water in his hat to splash to the floor and onto his boots, seeping through that fresh straw Taylor was still fighting with. “Maybe something that slipped your mind for the past decade? Something life-altering? I’m giving you a chance here, brother. You should take it.”
“I would if I had any idea what you’re talking about,” he said with a shrug, deciding quickly that playing a guessing game of all the things Jason might disapprove of would be one of those things that fell under the category of plain stupid. Especially if they were including an entire decade in the selection pool. “Can’t say I’ve done much by the way of life-altering since we’ve met. Not even before—unless you count being born.”
“I don’t.”
“Well, there you go.”
Beside him, Jim chuckled, his slender shoulders trembling with mirth. “I can see this will take all night. I’ll see you later, boys.”
He hobbled toward the door as Jason finally shifted his focus from Taylor to his uncle-in-law. “Give me a minute to deal with this, and I’ll drive you home.”
“Drove myself here, son,” Jim said, every bit the grouchy old man they knew and loved. “I can drive myself home.”
“Melody won’t like you driving in this weather, and I’ll catch hell when I get back if she finds out I let you do it. You’d be doing me a favor.”
Taylor pressed his lips together against a smile. Jim Weston was as stubborn as they came, and more than once, it took a damn near intervention to get the man to see what was good for him. But Jason had known Jim a long time, and though the two of them officially became family through Jason’s wife, Jim was as good as a father to him from day one. If not in blood, then in every other way that mattered. Jason might shift the burden and blame of worry to Melody, but no doubt, the words he spoke came straight from his own heart. 
Even so, Jim relented more quickly than usual. “All right. If only to save you some grief.”
“I appreciate it,” Jason replied with a tip of his hat. 
Jim threw one last glance over his shoulder at Taylor. “Steady there, son.”
Taylor lifted a brow. “How’s that, now?”
“Last time we saw a car like that show up on this ranch, rain or no, everything changed.”
“Seems to me you played a pretty big part in that one, though. Anything you’d like to share with the class there, boss?”
“Keep a wary eye out.”
Taylor glanced at the water dripping from the roofline just past the doorway, and as much as he wanted to dismiss Jim’s words as nothing more than the musings of an old man, he couldn’t ignore the weight that shifted in his chest when he spotted the car parked outside Jason and Melody’s place. 
When he looked back, Jim was gone, and Jason had resumed scowling. “Who is that up at the house, anyway?” He jerked his chin toward the driveway. “And don’t they know not to bring something like that out here when the weather’s like this? This rain keeps up, they’ll end up stranded.”
Jason planted his hands back on his hips, watching Taylor so closely it made him squirm. “Seems like something the person she came to see ought to have filled her in on.”
“I figured it must be a friend of Melody’s.”
The slow shake of Jason’s head had that weight on Taylor’s chest growing heavier by the second, but seeing as how they didn’t appear to be getting anywhere with the conversation, Taylor did what he did best and attempted to make a tense situation lighter. 
“Sure, this is a fun game. Let’s see. Friend of… yours? Hell, that’s not Vanessa’s car, is it? Wait—no. That’s not my final answer. Let’s see…”
“Friend of yours,” Jason filled in, laser focused on Taylor’s face. “Or so she says. You got your driver’s license on you?”
Taylor shook his head in confusion. “Friend of mine? Who?”
“Damnit, Taylor. Hand it over.”
With a huff, he dug into his back pocket and fished out his wallet, flipping it open and relinquishing his license. “I gotta say, Jase. This cryptic stuff isn’t really working for me. You wanna tell me who’s up there and why you suddenly need proof of identity from me?”
But Jason wasn’t listening. Instead, he was gazing at Taylor’s driver’s license as though it’d just told him how the whole damn world would end. 
Tomorrow.
Taylor stepped forward, dipping his head to catch Jason’s eye. “What. Is. Happening?”
Jason looked up, a war of shock and betrayal playing out on his face. “She’s telling the truth.”
“Who? You don’t get to cut off the game just to take away the reveal.”
Jason shook his head, tossing Taylor’s ID back at him. “You never told me you’re from Iowa.”
Taylor fumbled with his wallet, nearly dropping it into the straw as his stomach pitched. Stupid. He’d forgotten the address listed on his license. He’d only ever shown it once on the ranch to get hired in, and back then Jim hadn’t asked questions, so he hadn’t had to come up with a story. 
“I’m… not. It’s complicated,” Taylor told him, walls flying up faster than he could process what was happening. The Iowa story wasn’t one he shared, and not because he had something to hide, but someone to protect. He’d never told anyone other than his mother. The more people who knew the truth, the messier the whole thing became. 
But that wasn’t the worst of his worries at the moment. Because if someone was up there at the house telling people he was from Iowa… well, there was only one person it could be.
“It’s not a story I’m looking to tell,” he added belatedly, tension throbbing between his temples, just like it always did when she popped into his life again. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter.”
“It doesn’t matter?” Jason echoed, disbelief clear on his face. “You’ve been hiding a wife for the past decade. I’d say that matters.”
For what felt like seven excruciating hours, Taylor could only stare at his friend, trying and failing to fill in the missing information for both of them. “Sorry. Did you say wife? I don’t have a—aw, hell…”
Kellie.
“Figure out your story quick, Nolan,” Jason drawled. “Because there’s a woman in my living room who’s here for her husband, and the man she’s looking for is you.”






  
  Chapter two

Who in their right mind would marry a train wreck like you? 
Closing her eyes against the echo of a memory, Kellie peered without fear into the storm brewing on the other side of the window. Water pelted the glass, relentless as the first rumbles of thunder sounded in the distance, and a far-off lightning bolt illuminated the horizon for a split second in time.
The rain was angry.
As if Mother Nature or the sky or whoever controlled those sorts of things knew exactly what she was there to do and why she was there to do it, and was preemptively punishing her in the only way it could.
She’d gotten stuck no less than three times on the way out to the ranch before the downpour started, her tires sticking in leftover mud until she revved her engine to what should have been the point of no return. Determination at her back, she freed herself each time, only to become lodged in a mud pit no amount of sheer force of will could defeat. 
And so, with a dead phone battery and a lone house in sight, she walked. Stomping through the deluge until even her bones shivered, and she was sure she’d meet her fate long before she met her... fate.
Some people might have taken it as a sign.
And Taylor would have killed her if he witnessed how she’d treated that car.
But Kellie Wilson was nothing if not stubborn.
Besides, he’d probably kill her anyway once he found out why she was there. Bringing up the car would only add fuel to an already inescapable fire.
Kellie tapped her fingers anxiously against the warm mug in her hand, the remnants of the hot chocolate she was pretty sure she’d turned down more than once sloshing around the bottom as she bounced her leg against a plush armchair. The simple silver ring she’d chosen, still foreign and uncomfortable on her left hand, clinked against the ceramic. The sound was quiet, but in the stillness of the living room where she’d found refuge, it may as well have been an alarm ringing out in the dead of night.
And if it wasn’t, it should have been. Because after what she’d done to a perfectly decent man, they ought to tattoo liar in big bold letters straight across her forehead so everyone knew to stay far away.
He may never forgive her, but the certainty of it was she’d never forgive herself.
“Are you really married, or is this a way of getting his attention?”
Kellie stopped her clinking and looked up at the blonde who’d greeted her at the front door a half hour earlier. “Sorry?”
Melody Weston gave her a shrug, taking a seat in the oversized chair on the other side of the room, wholly cozy and at home while Kellie was anything but. “No judgment. I’m wondering, is all. Lord knows Taylor could use a little drama in his life, and sometimes you have to hit him over the head to get him to acknowledge what’s right in front of him.”
Kellie bit back a laugh but didn’t bite.
By all appearances, Melody was the typical, if not overly friendly, small-town housewife Kellie grew up surrounded by. But there was something else about her. Something that told her instinctively the woman in front of her knew a lot more than she was saying. She understood a lot more, too. It was all there behind her eyes. Waiting, assessing. It was the same expression Kellie had seen in Larissa Almac’s icy stare about five minutes before she fled the scene of the crime.
That expression lived freely in her brain and was one she’d revisited in her nightmares more than once since that night. It was a reminder. Trust wasn’t a thing she could afford at the moment. If it ever had been to begin with.
She offered what she hoped was a friendly yet standoffish smile. “If it’s all the same to you, I don’t really make a habit of discussing my personal life with strangers.”
Melody nodded, pursing her lips a bit before placing her own mug on the aged coffee table between them.
Aged was putting it nicely.
The poor thing looked like it had been lit on fire and lived to tell the tale. 
“Sure. But…”
Kellie lifted a brow as Melody trailed off. “But?”
“It’s none of my business, but Taylor’s a friend. And meaning no offense to him, if you’re running from something, he might not be the best person to… help you?”
The corner of her mouth twitched, but she hid her smile. Little did Melody know, Taylor was quite literally the only person who could save her now. “What makes you say that?”
“He’s… free. You know? Doesn’t take life too seriously. Or very seriously at all. I’m not sure he’d know what to do with someone who had real problems.”
Pressing her lips together, Kellie nodded. “I can understand why you’d think that.”
“But if you need help…”
“I don’t.”
“But if you did,” Melody continued, entirely undeterred as she pushed the hair back from her forehead. “I know a thing or two about running from my problems. It’s pretty much the whole reason I’m here on this ranch. So if you want to talk, I can listen.”
Kellie couldn’t imagine wanting to talk about anything less—especially since she’d known the woman sitting across from her for all of thirty minutes, and they’d spent most of those minutes arguing over whether Kellie wanted hot chocolate.
If anything was clear in that moment, it was that Melody wasn’t someone who was ready to take no for an answer, and one way or another, she’d get what she wanted. It was all there, from the first questioning look as she answered the door, the silent perusal of Kellie’s entire being as she sent her husband out to find Taylor, to the way she’d hovered ever since, always observing.
“Seems like you have a pretty good thing going for you in this place, even if you had to run here to find it,” Kellie prompted, sipping the last of the chocolate from the bottom of her mug before setting it beside its partner on the table.
The corner of Melody’s mouth turned up, but she waited a good five seconds before responding. “Running only forced me to face my problems in a different location.”
Kellie glanced around the room as she processed that, searching for any sign of a person who had a real understanding of what it meant to live their life looking over their shoulder. She took in the various knickknacks cluttering what would otherwise be a modern and pristine living room, frowning at their out-of-place presence in a home that was clearly on the newer side of young.
No, this wasn’t a person who was ready to grab her bag and leave at a moment’s notice. There were roots here.
“You have a beautiful home.”
“Thank you,” Melody said, glancing up at the clock and then out the window. Probably wondering what was keeping her husband and Taylor.
That made two of them.
Kellie wanted to encourage her new babysitter to go about her business because, really, she didn’t need a witness to her inner turmoil. In fact, what she needed was some time to herself to go over—for the hundredth time—how she was going to break the news to Taylor.
She should have gone to the bunkhouse like she’d planned. But soaking wet and on the verge of hypothermia, Kellie saw Melody’s front porch as salvation in the storm, and it took about two seconds of pondering to abandon her bunkhouse plan and hope for the best.
“My husband built it,” Melody blurted through the silence, calling Kellie’s attention back to her. “The house.”
“Oh. Wow. He did… great.” Because what else was she supposed to say to someone she didn’t know and didn’t want to talk to but was most definitely stuck with for the immediate future? “That’s really impressive.”
“He had help from some of the guys and an exceptionally gifted carpenter by the name of Alana. I’m surprised Taylor hasn’t mentioned it, seeing as how he complained about helping with it enough. He lives down in one of the cabins now, by the way. Taylor, I mean. But then, I’m sure you already knew that. I imagine that’s where you were going when you got stuck.”
Nope. “Yep,” Kellie said, brain moving sluggishly to keep up with the conversation while making a mental note not to assume she knew anything about anything while she was on the ranch.
“Sedans are useless out here. I learned the hard way. Also, you missed the turn to the cabins. Easy to do in the rain, I guess.”
Kellie blinked, marveling at the way Melody’s brain seemed to move at about a million miles an hour, hopping from one subject to the next without pausing to give anyone other than herself time to process the connection. “I’ve figured that out, yes.”
“I’m surprised Taylor didn’t mention you should bring something a little more… four-wheel drive.”
And there it was. The circle back to gleaning information. If Kellie wasn’t so out of sorts from the drive and her less-than-ideal circumstances, she might even admire the tenacity. “Trust me, I know better than to drive out here in something like that. But aside from renting a truck, which felt like throwing away money, I didn’t have any options.”
“I can’t believe Taylor wouldn’t pick you up. Even if he was busy, we could’ve sent someone into town to get you. I really do feel bad about your car.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Taylor leaving you to fend for yourself, or the car?”
Kellie pressed her lips together, sensing her tenuous grasp on controlling the situation slipping swiftly from her fingertips. “Both. I’ll deal with the car when the ground is a little less… mud. And as for Taylor, he’s not expecting me,” she admitted, figuring it was probably obvious at that point, anyway. “No question. He would have picked me up otherwise.”
Melody nodded. “That’s why he didn’t mention you coming.”
“Surprise,” she said, trying to keep the cringe out of her voice and off her face.
“Still, I can’t help but question why he’s never mentioned you at all.”
Inwardly, Kellie bristled at the comment, but on the outside, she remained cool. You didn’t spend five years working at a casino and not pick up a thing or two when it came to maintaining a poker face. Still, the knowledge that Taylor hadn’t so much as mentioned her in passing at any point in the decade he’d spent on that ranch chaffed a bit.
“Sorry,” Melody said, rubbing her palms against her jeans. “That sounded… harsh.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I hope you can understand our confusion,” she went on, much in the way Kellie was thinking she always did. “Taylor is a good friend to me, and he’s like a brother to my husband, and neither one of us has ever heard anything about you. How can that be?”
“You’d have to ask him,” Kellie told her, turning her attention back out to the rain and praying for any sign of the man she was waiting for.
“Oh, I will. But—”
The hollow thud of boots on the porch cut her off, and Kellie leaped from her chair in anticipation. Ready or not, and she was most definitely not, her temporary reprieve was up. When Taylor walked through that door, she’d put her future in his hands and pray he still liked her enough to handle with care.
“Thank you,” she squeaked, turning back to Melody in a hurry as her heart threatened to pound straight through her still-damp T-shirt.
Melody gaped back at her as if she’d grown horns. “For what? Interrogating you?”
“The hospitality,” Kellie filled in at a much more respectable decibel. “You could have left me out in the rain. I am a stranger, after all. And I suppose I deserve a little interrogation with the way I showed up here.”
Melody searched her face for something Kellie hoped she wouldn’t find. “You’re not a stranger if you’re his wife.”
That if was a big one. And in that moment, the real magnitude of her lie settled over her shoulders. This wasn’t a “what they don’t know won’t hurt them” situation for innocent bystanders. This was Taylor’s life. And if he went along with what she was asking of him, he’d be betraying the people closest to him. Because of her.
Swallowing hard against the bile rising in her throat, she offered the smallest smile in the history of smiles. “A stranger, nonetheless.”
She and Melody stared at each other in silence as the sound of deep voices from the porch filled the living room in a way the two of them hadn’t managed to throughout their entire exchange. Those voices, though, they didn’t sound friendly.
She hadn’t even seen him yet, and she was already causing trouble.
But they wouldn’t be them if things worked any other way.
Giving Melody one last nod, she made for the door but stopped three steps away as it swung open before her, and through it walked the man she’d met earlier, Melody’s husband.
And he didn’t look happy.
Behind him, definitely older, but still blessed with that same boyish charm she’d hoped he’d never lose, stood Taylor, the familiar sight of him comforting and thrilling all at once. But as soon as he turned his focus on her, that charm she loved so much disappeared into the muggy air like a fading dream. He watched her with unfiltered accusation from the threshold, water dripping from the brim of his hat, and his jeans thoroughly soaked through.
She offered him a wobbly smile, giving him a little wave and immediately regretting the gesture as her hand stilled midair.
“Hi-ya, handsome?”
For the longest moment, he stared back at her, gaze fixed on her face and nothing else. But then it flicked to the people who presumably still stood behind her, and he sprung back to life as though someone poked him in his backside with an exceptionally sharp stick.
And in all the scenarios she’d imagined in her mind, all the ways their long-awaited reunion could go, the edge in his voice and the hardness in his expression was the one she’d hoped to avoid.
Taylor was always friendly. Laid-back. Easygoing. As Melody said, he never took life too seriously.
It was one of the things Kellie loved most about him.
But that Taylor wasn’t the man standing in front of her now.
And when, impossibly, with his jaw locked firmly in place, he finally spoke, his words told her in no uncertain terms he wasn’t interested in playing whatever game she had in mind.
And that small, guilty part of her couldn’t blame him.
But the bigger, desperate part of her knew that was also too bad. She needed him, now more than ever, and she wasn’t leaving until he at least heard her out.
“Kellie,” he said, her name like gravel in his throat. “What have you done?”






  
  Chapter three

“Maybe we should give these people their home back and talk someplace else?” Kellie asked, hope shining in those bottomless chestnut eyes he knew all too well. 
Taylor glanced over her head at Jason, who was watching them both way too carefully, and then at Melody, who was pretending to have found something fascinating in the nearest cupboard but was without a doubt listening as closely as her husband.
Subtlety had never been Jason’s strong suit, and unless Taylor wanted to explain a whole lot of things he wasn’t ready to explain, somewhere else was probably a good idea.
With a jerk of his head, he motioned for Kellie to follow him out onto the front porch, not bothering to acknowledge the two people who would hunt him down for answers soon enough.
Luckily, the rain was letting up, and the porch had a roof, meaning Kell wouldn’t walk away from whatever conversation they were about to have shivering and drenched. Unfortunately, that ship had already sailed for him. And judging by that apprehensive look on her face, he’d be taking a little emotionally battered and bruised to go right along with his soaked-through jeans.
Because whenever Kellie swept into his life, there was no doubt he’d be nursing a heartache soon enough.
As she breezed past him through the doorway, he caught the scent of the coconut shampoo she’d been using since high school, her familiar auburn hair shining under the porch light as a wave of nostalgia slammed into him so hard, he had to grip the doorframe to keep himself upright.
No.
He wouldn’t let her do it to him again. Burst into his life like she was going to stick around for a while, make him fall harder than ever before, only to leave him reeling when she eventually did just that. Leave.
Kellie. Always. Left.
And he needed to remember that.
Jerking the door firmly shut behind them, he led her to the furthest corner of the porch. For a moment, he didn’t do anything but breathe. And then he looked at her.
“So?” he said, folding his arms over his chest and leaning back against the railing to distance himself from whatever torture she had in store for him next. “Heard you got a new husband.”
She bit her bottom lip, her gaze darting to the pasture behind him, squinting slightly as if to peer through the darkness while an unforgiving wind whipped around them both. “Straight to the point, huh? I guess we’re not playing catch-up.”
“I’m wet, I’m tired, I know I’ve got a world of trouble staring me down right now, and, more than anything, I want to figure out whatever this is so I can move on with my life. You want to play catch-up? Then catch me up by telling me in what world are we married?”
“We could be in this one, you know?”
He raised a brow, shutting down all smart-ass remarks about her having to stick around long enough in order for them to manage something like that, and instead—and against his better judgment—took the bait. “I don’t seem to remember either of us getting down on one knee.”
She smiled a little, that playful, rueful grin of hers stirring something in his chest he’d put under lock and key a long time ago. “Is that really a requirement, though?”
“In my world, it is. Along with a couple of rings, a marriage license, and some sort of official person to make it legal. From what I’m told, those are sort of key parts.”
“Not when you have a common-law marriage.”
He blinked. Then he blinked again. Because she’d come up with a lot of wild ideas in her lifetime, but never anything so outrageous as a phony marriage. Shaking himself, he reinforced that wall around his heart even harder. One no smile from her could knock down.
She grew serious, the corners of her mouth tipping downward in a way that, ten years ago, would have had him reaching out to her.
But it wasn’t ten years ago. And he wasn’t the same person he was back then.
Neither of them was.
“Kellie. What have you done?”
“Hang on. Can we circle back to the part where you’re not even a little happy to see me after all this time?”
“I’ll be happier when you tell me this isn’t as serious as it sounds. I mean, a fake marriage? Really? What could you possibly get out of pretending to be married to me?”
“A common-law marriage isn’t fake, Taylor. It’s very valid.”
“Not in this state, it isn’t.”
Her gaze found his, hesitant and searching. “It is if it originated somewhere else. And you and I, we don’t really live here, do we? Unless you’ve changed your address since the last time we saw one another?”
He recognized the question for what it was: a plea for faith. She wasn’t asking where he lived. She was asking whether he still cared enough to keep up the lie they’d started telling years ago when they both had more hope for the future than they should.
And damnit, he did.
Taylor cleared his throat, throwing a glance toward the front door on the off chance he’d catch a certain blonde head peeking out. Thankfully, he found nothing but the freshly painted trim and quiet. Meaning Jason wasn’t as mad as he let on and hopefully talked Melody into giving them some privacy.
It was a pathetic little ray of hope in his otherwise cloudy sky, but it was all he had, so he’d hold on to it for dear life.
Looking back at Kellie, he clenched his fists under his folded arms. “I take it Iowa is one of those states where common-law marriage is a thing?”
She nodded, taking a step forward, moonlight landing on her face and showing him exactly how serious she was. “I need your help, Taylor.”
“I figured that much, yeah.”
A noise from inside the house caught her attention, and Kellie glanced to the window warily, staring at her reflection in the glass as she spoke. “Is there somewhere else we could have this conversation? Someplace a little more private?”
He wanted to tell her no. Shoot her down and tell her whatever game she was playing this time, she’d have to take it elsewhere.
Except that was the problem. In all the years he’d known her, he’d never figured out how to turn her down.
Wasn’t sure it was possible, even.
“Yeah,” he said, pushing up from the railing. “Let’s go to my place.”
She followed him down the porch steps, her boots creating empty thuds against the floorboards and letting him know she was right behind him, even if he couldn’t see her. The rain had all but vanished, but the air was still overflowing with the suggestion of it. He breathed it in, filling his lungs and hoping the pure nature of it all might soothe his Kellie-tortured soul. When he made a sharp left and headed for the trail that led toward the living quarters, she caught up and walked next to him, her energy warm and inviting, even in the chilly night air.
“So,” she said, sticking her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and staring at the ground as she walked. “How’ve you been?”
He shot her some side-eye before returning his attention to the trail ahead. He’d walked it a million times before, but when it was fully dark, all bets were off. It’d be too easy for one of them to stray a little and take a rock to the ankle or a tree branch to the head.
“Really?” he asked, weaving around an unruly shrub and sounding more exasperated than was probably necessary. “You show up here telling me I married you against my will at some point in my life, and then you ask how I am? I’m not great, Kell.”
She bobbed her head back and forth a bit as if she were weighing the viability of his answer before, eventually, she nodded. “’Kay. How were you before I showed up? Everything good down home on the ranch?”
He bit his tongue against the urge to give into her teasing, reminding himself once again that nothing was like it was before, and if he wanted to make it out of whatever this was in one piece, he needed to keep his guard up. “Before you showed up? Yeah.”
She paused, turning to face him, and he had no choice but to stop with her; otherwise, she might try to catch up and end up sliding into a mud pit.
“Is there no part of you that is even a little glad to see me? We’re that far gone?”
He tried to figure out if she really didn’t see what was happening. Hoping somehow, she’d understand without him laying it all out in the most pitiful way possible. “You showing up out of the blue like this? Makes me feel like I’ve got nothing but trouble headed my way.”
She chewed her lip, eventually giving a firm nod and carrying on down the path. He kept his strides short to match hers, even though all he wanted to do was haul her over his shoulder and sprint down the path to get whatever was happening over with as soon as possible.
“You paint me like a villain,” she said after a while. “I’ve asked you for help one other time. And isn’t that what friends do? Help each other out?”
Deciding he wasn’t going to respond to that, he lifted a brow.
“I still care about you, Taylor,” she went on. “And it’s not like I’m the only one who hasn’t reached out. Or are you telling me they don’t have phones here on the ranch?”
He worked his jaw as they rounded the last group of trees that would lead them back to his cabin. “Service is sketchy.”
She stopped again, gaping at him through the darkness. “Service is sketchy? And what? You never go to town? Don’t have a single way of communicating with the outside world while you’re here? You’re telling me this place, this business, runs without phones and internet? Even so, you could have written me a freaking letter if you wanted. You’ve always known where to find me.”
She had him there. Not that he’d give her the satisfaction. “Didn’t seem like you wanted to hear from me.” He gestured up the path toward his cabin, ready and waiting at the end of the trail.
Reluctantly, she marched forward, but not without a well-placed glare at him as she passed by. “What in the world would make you think I wouldn’t want to hear from you? Until about five minutes ago, I thought I was your best friend. Just like you're mine.”
“I’m a means to an end for you.”
She turned on her heel, facing him with an expression full of indignation as she hovered over him from the second step of his front porch. “That might be the most hurtful thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“Because it’s true?”
“Because it’s not. Whether or not you want to acknowledge it, Taylor Nolan, I mean it. I care about you very much.”
He scoffed as he moved past her. “You’ve sure got one hell of a way of showing it.”
After slipping his key into the lock and pushing the door open, he stepped aside to let her pass, and she did without hesitation. Meaning whatever she needed, she needed it bad enough to put up with his shit. Which was saying something.
He swallowed the bile that rose in his throat at the implication as she stopped inside the door, taking in his one-room cabin with surprise clear on her face.
“Problem?” he asked, tossing his hat onto the one chair he owned and raking a hand through his hair.
Her gaze swam over his body then and reminded him of all the ways being alone with her was a terrible idea. “I guess I assumed you had a bunk bed situation going on with some other person who works here.”
“When you have family or seniority, you get first dibs on private lodging.”
“And you have seniority,” she said with a nod.
He laughed. “From the way you tell it, I have family.”
She breathed deep, pursing her lips as he watched the rise and fall of her shoulders, something about it soothing the raging emotions inside.
“Do many people have families here?”
“Does it matter?”
“I’m making conversation.”
“That’s not the conversation I want to have right now.”
She watched him for the longest moment, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. “Fine. I suppose it’s time for me to explain.”
“Seems like it,” he told her with a nod, leaning back against the far wall and crossing one ankle over the other as he shoved his hands into his pockets and waited.
She smiled in the way she did when she wanted to get out of doing something. “I guess it’s not enough to ask you to trust me and pretend for a while? It might be easier.”
He lifted a brow, uncrossing his ankles and moving across the room, stopping only a heartbeat away from her. “You show up here unannounced, get me in trouble with my bosses, lie to the people I care about, want me to pretend like I’m your husband for a while, and you think you’re not going to have to give me a valid reason, or hell, any kind of reason at all for it?”
“I guess we really aren’t that close anymore.”
He shook his head slowly, folding his arms and looking down at her with a steely determination that, this time, he knew she wouldn’t break. Once upon a time, he might have gone along with it, no questions asked. That’s how he ended up with Iowa on his driver’s license, after all.
But he wasn’t a lovesick kid anymore.
“Honey, I’m not playing this game with you based on trust alone. I’ve learned my lesson on that one all too well. So, the way I see it, you’ve got two choices here.”
Lifting her chin in defiance, she met his stare with her own brand of determination and willpower. That same look that used to drive him wild back when he didn’t know any better. “Oh yeah? And what are my choices, Taylor?”
He reached out, brushing her hair back over her shoulder before sweeping his fingers along her jawline, capturing her chin in a light but firm grip. “Start talking, Kell. Or start walking.”






  
  Chapter four

Taylor is just a boy, and he’ll move on from you soon enough. He’ll find someone better. They always will. Why would any of them stay? 
Pushing her stepfather’s words from her mind, Kellie reminded herself that anyone else would have kicked her out without the opportunity to explain.
Taylor was more than just some boy she’d befriended in another life. He was giving her a chance, and it was one she had to take.
Still, she stepped out of his reach and backed into the wall with her arms folded, needing that extra barrier between her, the man currently staring her down, and the guilt ripping through her chest. She couldn’t think straight with him watching her like that, and more than anything, in that moment, she needed her head clear. “First off, I never agreed to anything.”
He lifted a skeptical brow. And it was so devastating to her nervous system that she had to remind herself that what was happening there in that room was nothing more than an agreement between friends. Because Taylor looked good. Too good. In that way certain men aged so well, and it wasn’t fair to everybody else. 
His hair was longer now, with a hint of sun-streaked lightness highlighting those golden-brown locks. He had deeper wrinkles around his eyes, too, and a shadow of a beard that gave his appearance a darkness that completely clashed with his personality. Not to mention the layer of muscle that had settled in the place of the lean teenager he used to be.
No, the man in front of her was just that. All man. Irritated man, at that, and in the three heartbeats it took for him to walk across the floor to meet her, she’d seriously considered scrapping the whole plan and dealing with the fallout if only to save herself from what was surely not her best friend.
“You never agreed to anything.” He repeated it slowly. As if he could pick out the meaning behind her words without her saying anything else. His eyes narrowed, searching her face as barely a hint of concern showed on his features.
With a sigh, she moved his discarded hat to the bed and took a seat on the chair in the corner. Worn and springy, it cut into her thighs a bit, but after an evening of getting soaked to the bone and put through the emotional wringer, it was good enough.
Taylor leaned against the far wall again, between the dresser and the small table she could assume saw no use, seeing as how she was occupying the sole chair in the room. It was fitting—her on one side, him on the other. There were probably about fifteen feet between them total, but boy, did those feet stretch like miles.
What was worse, the whole place smelled like him. All woodsy and cozy. It was the same scent that comforted her on so many painful
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