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CHAPTER ONE
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"Addy, I'm sorry to interrupt, but you have a phone call," the office assistant said after knocking on the treatment room door. "He says it's urgent."

"I'm with a patient. Just take a message," Addy said. The only reason to interrupt a provider who was with a patient was to deliver required medical equipment or drugs or if there was an emergency in the office.

"I tried, but he wouldn't take no for an answer."

"Who is it?"

"He said his name is Hyde Corbett."

"Isn't that the billionaire guy?" Addy's patient, an elderly lady, asked. "He's adorable. Go talk to him. I'll wait."

Addy followed the admin out of the treatment room and into her office. "He's on line three. I'm sorry. I don't know who it could be."

"I thought you said it was Hyde Corbett."

"That's what he said, but do you really think a billionaire is going be make a call to an NP. I mean no offense, but I'm sure he has someone to make all his medical appointments."

Addy motioned for her to close the door, dropped into her chair, and opened the door.

"Hi, Addy. Sorry to interrupt your day, but I need your decision on joining us in Feldspar."

"Hello, Hyde. My office assistant doesn't believe it's you. I thought you told me I had until Friday to make my decision."

"I did say that, but we have a lot of temporary workers in town, and I'm starting to bring in more of my people. More people means more accidents and more sick people. I realize you don't know me well, but I'm sure Ben and Erin will vouch for my legendary impatience."

"Luckily, I've made my choice. While I'd still like to have my lawyer review the practice documents you've put together, I'm in."

"I'd like you here as soon as possible. If there's anything I can do to entice you to speed up your arrival, don't hesitate to let me know. Send me your arrival date when your travel plans are finalized."

"I'll be in touch. Goodbye."

She ended the call and rushed back to her elderly patient. 

"I am so sorry for the interruption," Addy said. "Now, you were telling me about the pain in your knee."

"Did you talk to Hyde Corbett? Are you two dating? How do you know him? Doesn't he live in Boston?"

"Hyde and I have a shared connection. We’re from the same hometown. Although he's a few years younger than me. We have several mutual friends. Again, I apologize for the interruption."

"A younger man and a billionaire and he's so good looking. You're a lucky girl, Addy."

There was really no way to explain the reason for Hyde's call and no need to get into it with her patient. For the rest of the day, she did her best to focus on her patients. After finishing her last appointment, Addy retreated to her office to draft her letter of resignation. While she had enjoyed her time there, she was excited to be going home to Feldspar. 

With envelope in hand, she walked upstairs and knocked on the door of the physician who had recruited her to the practice a few years earlier. While she respected the man, they didn't have a particularly close relationship. 

The conversation was short, and Addy was soon on her way home to make a list of all the tasks she needed to get done before she could load her car and head for Feldspar.
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Ben set the takeout bag from the pub on the kitchen counter and headed to the master bedroom to change. Tomorrow he was meeting with Mel Stone to discuss his business needs to support the expected growth in Feldspar over the next two years. He'd thought about it since Hyde first shared his plans, but in the ensuing months an influx of people had kept him busier than he'd been in years. 

There were lots of things to consider, and he'd put it off until the last minute, forcing him to make some decisions before morning. In preparation for a long night, he picked up dinner at the pub and opened his laptop on the island in his remodeled kitchen.

By the time he finished eating, cleaned up, and made himself a mug of coffee, he had distilled the main decisions down to a choice for the direction of his business—did he want to hire other agents and staff so that he could serve all the real estate needs of the town, or did he want to remain a small firm with just himself and one other agent. If he choose to stay small, another real estate business would be needed to meet the town's needs. That would open his business up to competition. 

There were pluses and minuses to both approaches and all of it had some element of risk, though with the growth headed their way any risk to his business was pretty small.

Ben's sister, Erin, was big on visualizing, so he closed his eyes and tried to call to mind an image of what his life would look like five years down the road. He wasn't a deep thinker by any stretch of the imagination, so it took a while for him to imagine a future five years distant that didn't involve flying cars and food replicators.

Once he dialed back the crazy, the image that came to mind was more than he expected. His office was in a different location he didn't recognize but it felt like it was still Feldspar. He had a receptionist and two other agents that met with him to discuss new listings and the closing schedule. At the end of the day he pulled into the garage of his current house, but there was another car already there. When he walked into the kitchen, Addy was unloading groceries while holding a baby on her hip.

He watched the scene until it faded from view. He shook his head and opened his eyes. "Didn't expect that," he said as he stood up to refill his coffee. 

Technically Addy wasn't the one that got away. They had never dated. Although she was in his class at Feldspar High, she was his sister's friend. Senior year, he'd wanted to ask her out, but Erin warned him off. He wasn't ready for a serious relationship at that time, so it wasn't a big deal to just ignore his attraction to Addy and chalk it up to teenage hormones.

In the name of research he visited the websites of every real estate company in Cottonwood and Edgerton. Then he checked out the real estate businesses in towns that were similar in size to the population projections Mel was using for Feldspar in two years, five years, and ten years. 

The decision was made, he just wanted to feel like he'd really considered the options and made an informed decision rather than doing what he wanted with no real reasoning behind it. 

He never wanted to work in a large firm. If he had, he would have moved to a bigger city and started his career at the bottom in one of those businesses where he could move up the ranks over time. He wanted to work in his own firm. He could deal with a few employees as long as he choose them carefully and they made his life easier not more complicated. 

Surprised at how easy it had been, he remember his vision of the future. He'd have to ask Mel if Addy had accepted Hyde's offer to open a clinic in Feldspar. If she was back in town, that would make it seem like his vision was at least a remote possibility.
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"Did you know about that?" Hyde asked as he looked toward the front door of Mama Luisa's. 

"What?" Mel asked. 

"Hannah just walked in with Cole Adams. It looks like they're on a date."

"She never said anything. She went out with Crow once, but she hasn't mentioned anything about Cole."

Hannah stopped by the booth where Mel and Hyde were having dinner.

"Hello. I guess in a small town with only a few dining options, it's not unusual to run into people you know," Hannah said.

"You get used to it," Cole said after greeting his two friends. "Enjoy your dinner."

Cole ushered Hannah forward with his hand on her back, and Hyde watched them go. 

"Do you think those two are a good match," Hyde asked.

"It's hard to say. It’s an unexpected connection. I haven't gotten that well acquainted with Hannah. She seems nice enough, but we didn't have an instant connection like I did with Cody and even Reed as much as anyone can have a connection with Reed." They returned to their meals for a few minutes before Mel asked, "Are we waiting until Monday to move our stuff into our new offices or did you want to do that over the weekend?"

"Cody said he committed to let the construction crew have the weekend to finish any last-minute touch-ups in our spaces," Hyde said. "I don't really have much to move in anyway. When Kelly's here I'll ask her to clear out my personal stuff from the Boston office. I'll only be there occasionally from now on, and I want this place to be home base."

They talked about the current situation with the burned buildings on Main Street. Now that the investigation was concluded, it was time to determine whether to rebuild the businesses in their original locations or rethink placement.

"Are you up for some late-night whiteboard time after dinner?" he asked. "We could go back to the office."

"Let's take desert and coffee to go," Mel said. One of the things about her relationship with Hyde that she loved was that they enjoyed working on things together—coming up with ideas, figuring things out. That fact also made it difficult to separate their business and professional lives.

XXX

"You've mentioned before that you think Kelly will be one of the ones who may not fit in Feldspar," Mel said as Hyde unlocked the office door and turned off the alarm. "I have the same thought about Evan. How will you manage if neither of them makes the move?" 

"I'm not going to waste any time worrying about it. If they both decide to leave, I'll promote someone or hire someone new. I'm sure I can find someone capable who'd love the chance to live in Feldspar."

"And work with the amazing Hyde Corbett."

After setting out their dessert on the conference room table, Hyde walked to the white board and drew a line of buildings to represent the damaged buildings along Main Street that housed the police station, Rose N Blooms, and Sweet Caffeine as well as a couple of vacant storefronts. While he was at the whiteboard, Mel opened her laptop and pulled up the downtown map she had drawn up. She printed out a couple of copies and handed one to Hyde. 

"We can use this for the overall picture." 

Neither of them knew what was going to happen with Rose N Bloom, the flower shop owned by Harmony's mother, Connie Wilson. Since Connie had been involved the scheme to accept money to help the developer who wanted to build luxury condos on the site, Hyde had withdrawn his offer to help reposition her business for the expected growth. "I'll talk to Harmony, but I think we just need to add a flower shop to the list of businesses we need to bring in regardless of what Connie decides to do."

"Agreed," Hyde said. 

On the whiteboard, they drew and redrew businesses as they worked out the optimum placement. By the time Mel put all their work into her laptop, she was yawning.

"Do you ever get tired?" she asked.

"Not as long as I have interesting things to think about. I get tired when I'm bored. Let's pack up, and I'll take you home."

XXX

Hyde dropped Mel off at home, and it didn't take long for her to take care of her nightly routine and fall into bed. She woke up when her phone rang and looked at the clock. She'd been asleep about 40 minutes before Hyde called.

"How was your night?" he asked.

"Short so far," she said. "How was your drive home?"

"Uneventful."
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Mel pulled into a parking space in front of Dante's garage. She pulled three folders from her laptop bag and walked in the front door. 

Dante stepped into the reception area wiping his hands on a red shop rag. "Morning Mel."

"Morning." She handed the three folders to him. "We've got three good candidates for you. I think any of them would be good, but you'll need to judge their skill levels and see who clicks with you. One of them is local and two are from Cottonwood. Let me know if we can do anything else to help."

"Thanks for this," he said. "I'm going to call and set up interviews with them before I get my hands back in that engine."

"Good. I'm headed to the airport to pick up Hyde's admin assist..."

The bell over the front door rang as Lincoln Branch walked in. He stepped in and hugged Mel. "Is the van ready?" he asked Dante.

"Yeah, I'll just grab you the keys. Enjoy your drive, Mel."

"Where are you headed," Linc asked.

"I'm headed to the airport to pick up Hyde's admin assistant."

Mel's phone rang, and she looked at the screen. "I need to take this," she said, walking away. 

She walked back up as Dante was handing a set of keys over to Lincoln. "Is everything OK?" Lincoln asked when he saw her face. "It's fine. Just work stuff. Too few hours in the day."

"I'm on my way to the airport to get a family a four that was due in yesterday but got delayed. I have enough room in the van to make your pickup for you."

"Are you sure you have room?"

"It's a nine-passenger van. I've got plenty of space for one more and their luggage."

"If you're sure, it would really help me out."

"No problem. Just text me the flight info, name, and where they need to go."

She reached up and kissed his cheek. "Thanks, Linc. I appreciate it. We're moving into our new offices today, so things are a little crazy."

When she got in the car, she sent Lincoln the information he needed to pick up Kelly before she started the car. She drove to the new Corbett Engineering Campus and pulled into one of the parking spots nearest the main entrance. With her purse and laptop bag over her shoulder, she walked toward the main entry. 

The door was locked. She knew Hyde, Reed, and Cody were around because their cars were in the parking lot. She pulled out her phone, but before she could make a call, the door was opened by a security guard. 

"Good morning, Ms. Stone. Did you forget your access card?"

Reed had given each of them a card that would allow them access to the headquarters building on Friday. "I've got it here somewhere," she said, unzipping her purse and pulling out her card wallet. 

When she found the card, she handed it to the guard. He stepped out the door and over to a black box on the wall between the doors. He let the door close before swiping her card. A green light came on, and she heard the click of the door lock. 

"With so few people on site Mr. Adams wants the doors kept locked at all times."

"Of course he does," she said as she followed the man through the door.

She walked into her new office and dropped her bags in the chair before heading to Hyde's office next door. He was on the phone at his desk. He smiled when he saw her. When he finished his call, he stood up and stepped out from behind his desk. He held his arms open, and she stepped into his hug. 

"We are going to do amazing things here," he said. "I can't believe I'm already here, and it's all thanks to you." He squeezed her tight against his chest. 

"Sorry," Cody said as he walked in. 

Mel's instinct was to pull away, but Hyde held her tight. 

"I thought you were on your way to the airport to pick up Kelly."

Hyde let her take a step back. "I was, but I ran into Lincoln at the garage. He was taking the ranch's van to the airport to pick up some guests and said he had room for Kelly. I hope that's OK, Hyde."

"It's great. I'd love to see Kelly's face when cowboy Linc shows up."

Kelly was a big city girl who was not a fan of the move to Feldspar. During one of Mel's recent trips to Boston, she tried to change Kelly's mind, but that task proved more daunting than revitalizing her hometown. Kelly was convinced she'd be bored to tears with Feldspar, and she hated hot weather and dirt. Not a great fit for the desert. The one thing the women seemed to agree on was their respect for Hyde. Unfortunately, it was pretty obvious to Mel that Kelly wanted more than a professional relationship with the boss. It was also obvious that the woman viewed Mel as competition for Hyde's attention.

"I thought we were trying to convince Kelly to make the move sooner," Cody said. 

They each wandered back to their own offices to settle in and get to work.  

Mel had setup her desk the way she liked and wrote her schedule for the week on one of the white boards. It was exciting to be in the new space. She knew this wouldn't be her final office move. The marketing department would be housed on the second floor of building B which was the former elementary school. At some point, her office would probably be located with her department, though she and Hyde hadn't really talked about what her ongoing role would be with CE once the move and revitalization was behind them.
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The flight was annoying in all the usual ways. Kelly impatiently waited her turn to exit. Since this trip was at the request of her boss, it would have been nice to fly out on his private plane. He never offered instead saying he would have someone pick her up at the airport. She knew Mel had flown from Feldspar to Boston on Hyde's plane because she was the one who made the arrangements. 

Now she was going to spend the week, she really hoped it wasn't longer, in this tiny speck of a town in the desert that Hyde was so enamored with from his youth. There wasn't even a proper hotel in the town. She was staying in a vacant house that belonged to one of her recently married co-workers. She hefted her purse onto her shoulder and followed the line into the airport. 

At baggage claim, she retrieved her designer luggage and stood beside the carousel surveying the crowd for a familiar face. There wasn't one. She startled when someone tapped her shoulder. 

"Hello, ma'am," the tall cowboy said. "Are you Kelly Rusk?"

She eyed the man suspiciously. The cowboy hat looked ridiculous on a grown man. 

"And who are you?" she asked without answering his question.

"Lincoln Branch. Mel asked me to give you a ride back to Feldspar. Is this all of your luggage?"

She nodded. Of course this was Mel's doing. The woman clearly had it in for her. The guy would probably get
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