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      “And to my grandsons, I leave Cornerstone Ranch in its entirety.”

      Luke held his head in his hands, unable to lift his gaze to those in the lawyer’s conference room. Each of his brothers sat around the table, making noises ranging from shuffling to the occasional cough.

      The room smelled like musty carpet and freshly lacquered wood. It wasn’t the office of an expensive lawyer, as was evident by the small size. The air felt thinner with each passing second. Hotter too. He couldn’t breathe. He felt tempted to rip off his sports coat and loosen his tie.

      This couldn’t be happening. His grandfather hadn’t been that old. At least it didn’t feel that way. Robert had been the one constant in his life since his parents had died. Since becoming an orphan, Luke had lost far too many important people.

      “Mr. Stone?” The lawyer cleared his throat. “Luke.”

      He lifted his head weakly, finding the lawyer staring at him with concern. The man was about as old as his grandfather had been but not nearly as rugged. He was clean-shaven and wore an affordable blue suit. There was no chance he was getting paid nearly enough, which meant as soon as this reading was over, he’d move on to the next group with little thought.

      “I know this is difficult. For all of you.” He let his gaze sweep through the room, landing on each of Luke’s brothers. “But there are some conditions I have to read in order for you to take over the ranch.”

      Luke nodded. “Sure. Go ahead.” He didn’t care what the conditions were. Cornerstone Ranch had been his home, and he wasn’t about to let it fall into the hands of the bank. They’d worked far too hard to keep it in the family. It belonged to them, and it would stay that way.

      The lawyer nodded and reached for another piece of paper. “There is one condition for the deed to be handed over to my grandsons. They must all agree to work and run the ranch together.”

      Dalton snorted as he slumped back in his seat. “Ha. That just goes to show that Gramps didn’t know us at all.” He glanced around the room with amusement. “There’s no way we’re all going to work that ranch. I can’t remember the last time I rode a horse. Can you?” He tossed his question to the room in general, but none of his brothers responded.

      Despite the fact that Luke and his brothers had cleaned up nicely for this meeting, the lawyer suddenly appeared more uncomfortable than he’d been when the Stones had arrived. The five of them had grown to an average of six feet tall, and the poor lawyer probably felt dwarfed simply by sharing the space with them. He tugged at his tie and shot another concerned look toward Luke. “I’m sorry, but if that’s how you feel about it, then the deed isn’t going to be handed over to you.”

      Luke stared hard at the man, straightening in his chair. “What do you mean the deed won’t be given to us? We’re the next of kin.”

      The older gentleman gestured toward the paperwork. “Just what I said. Your grandfather specifically stipulated that the ranch would be put up for auction and the proceeds would be donated to a charity in Paige’s name in the unlikely outcome that his grandsons refused to take over the property together.”

      Luke shot out of his seat, his fists landing on the table. Six glasses of water shuddered. “That can’t be legal!”

      The lawyer jumped and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose before he settled back in his seat. “I assure you, it is. A man has every right to do with his property what he will. If Robert wanted to give it away to the city, he’d be within his rights to do even that. With his wife gone, these were his wishes.”

      Luke pointed a finger at the man. “I’m going to hire my own lawyer. Something’s not right about this whole thing. You can’t just keep that property from us. We grew up there!”

      “Luke,” Colt murmured quietly, “this isn’t his fault. Gramps⁠—”

      “You can’t possibly believe that Grandpa would do this to us!” Luke whirled around to face his younger brother. “This was our home.”

      “Was,” Colt emphasized. “Cornerstone Ranch was the place we grew up, but then, we all moved away. Even you. Gramps didn’t do anything to us. He probably just thought this was the best way to get us all home.”

      Dalton snorted again, earning a sharp look from Colt.

      Luke raked a tired hand through his hair. “I don’t care what Grandpa was thinking when he did this. But I do care about the ranch, and I know for a fact that not everyone will be on board with this idea.”

      “You got that right.” Dalton got to his feet and yanked his leather jacket from the chair. He smirked at Luke as he shrugged it on. “Gramps didn’t care much for me in his later years. I highly doubt he would want me anywhere near that property. If you guys want to band together and be the perfect little family, be my guest. I did my part. I showed up. Now, I have a plane to catch.” He slipped out of the conference room before Luke could stop him.

      The room was eerily silent. Luke thought for sure the lawyer would have a thing or two to say about Dalton’s comments, but not even he spoke. Luke shot a glance at the remainder of his brothers. Colt wasn’t looking at him. He’d been dealing with his own issues—namely the loss of his wife a mere four months ago. They’d only been married for two years, and dealing with another will reading was hitting him hard.

      Colt’s twin, Wyatt, had been unusually quiet. True to his nature, he was more of an observer. He’d always been really good at figuring out a situation before making a decision.

      Luke gave him a pointed look. “Well? What’s it gonna be? Are you willing to stay and help at the ranch?”

      Wyatt glanced at Colt, who still refused to look anyone in the eye. “I don’t know. It’s like Dalton said. We haven’t exactly been around the horses lately. Do you know anything about running a ranch?”

      “We did well enough when we were younger.”

      Wyatt crossed his arms. “That was nearly a decade ago, Luke. We all have our own lives and different career paths. I’m not just going to leave my job so I can ride horses and wrangle cattle all day.”

      Luke pinched the bridge of his nose. This was like trying to walk uphill on a street covered in grease. He took a deep breath, reminding himself to stay calm and collected—something he’d been finding increasingly difficult. Then, he looked over to their youngest brother. “What about you, Caleb? Are you going to stay?”

      Caleb grinned. “You know I’m always up for anything. It’s not like I have anything better to do.”

      Relief flooded through Luke’s body. He offered the lawyer an uncertain smile. “We have two yeses and two maybes.”

      The lawyer shook his head as he got to his feet. “I’m sorry, Luke. That’s not good enough.” He gathered up the documents on the table. “The instructions clearly stated that all five of you have to agree to running the ranch.”

      Luke snatched the documents the lawyer was about to reach for. “What if we have a majority? I’m sure I can get one or both of them to agree to staying.” He jerked his head toward the twins. “They just need a little convincing.”

      The gentleman glanced at the twins as if considering what Luke was trying to accomplish. Then, he shifted his focus to Luke and once again shook his head. “All five of you. That was the deal. You need to convince Dalton to run the ranch as well.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” Luke’s voice rose again. “You heard him⁠—”

      Colt got to his feet too. “What are the parameters for this agreement? Surely, we have some time before we have to make a decision.”

      The lawyer paused. “You’re right. You have four months to make your decision.”

      “And after that?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Colt gestured to the paperwork. “I’m not so naïve as to believe there isn’t some rule that states we have to work together for a minimum amount of time. It would be too easy for us to accept the terms up front then part ways when we had the documentation.”

      Understanding filled the man’s face. “Of course. Yes, there is another rule.”

      Luke groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “And what is this rule?”

      “You must agree to work the ranch together for five years. After that time, you are free to part ways, sell the property, or do whatever you please with it.”

      “Five years?” Luke demanded. “You can’t be serious. You’re asking us to uproot our lives for half a decade.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Stone, this isn’t up to me. I’m just the messenger your grandfather hired to deliver the information to you. What you decide is purely up to you, and only you could understand where your grandfather was coming from when he decided to give you these options.”

      Luke opened his mouth to argue, but before he could, he felt Colt’s hand on his forearm. He shot his younger brother a warning look, but Colt seemed unfazed by it. Instead, he turned to the lawyer. “Thank you for meeting with us. We have a lot to think about before we make a decision. We’ll let you know when we’ve figured it out.”

      The lawyer’s eyes landed on Luke as if he wanted to say something, but he decided against it. He nodded to the door then addressed the whole room. “You’re welcome to use this space to discuss your plans for the next ten minutes. At that time, I have another appointment, and I’m going to have to ask you to vacate the premises.”

      “Thank you,” Colt murmured. He watched the lawyer leave, shutting the door behind him, before he turned to address his brothers. “I think we all know where Luke stands on the subject. As for Caleb, as he said, he’s up for anything.”

      Caleb beamed at them all.

      Colt turned to Wyatt. “That leaves the two of us.”

      “You can’t be considering walking away,” Luke blurted. “What about⁠—”

      “Look, Luke, I’m not really in the best mindset to run a ranch with the brothers who didn’t really support my marriage anyway.”

      “Hold up,” Luke stammered. “That’s not fair. I supported you⁠—”

      “You told me that I was getting married too young.”

      “Exactly! I never said you shouldn’t marry her.”

      Colt waved a dismissive hand through the air. “That doesn’t matter. Right now, all we need to figure out is if we’re willing to run the ranch together or if we’re just going to let it go to auction.” He gave Wyatt a firm look.

      “What? I said I wasn’t sure. That wasn’t a no. At least I didn’t storm out of here like Dalton.”

      Luke couldn’t control himself. He rolled his eyes as he leaned against the desk with folded arms. “Dalton is just being stubborn. I’m sure we can get him to come to the table if we phrase it in the right way. It’s the two of you that I’m worried about.” His eyes shifted from Wyatt to Colt and back. “You guys are the ones who always ganged up on us.”

      Colt lifted a brow. “Ganged up? I’m sorry, but when did that ever happen?”

      Luke worked his jaw, the tension in the room rising. If there was anything his grandfather was capable of, even posthumously, it was stirring up family drama. The five of them hadn’t exactly been getting along in recent years, and Robert Stone had known that.

      “Look,” Colt muttered, ignoring his own question, “one way or another, we have to make a decision before the four months are up. I say we go our separate ways and think on it. In a couple weeks, we can meet back at the house and make a decision.”

      Caleb hopped out of his chair and brushed off his pants, though there wasn’t any need. “Sounds good to me. I guess I’ll see you all in a couple weeks.”

      Luke watched both him and Wyatt leave the room then turned his attention to Colt. “I never said⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter, Luke,” Colt said wearily as he gathered his belongings. “She’s gone, and I’m never going to get her back. Let’s just drop it and start worrying about what really matters.” He grabbed his baseball cap and pulled it onto his head. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Luke turned his back to his brother, grinding his teeth until his jaw ached. He could already feel the ranch slipping through his fingers.
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      Claire couldn’t believe it. Starlight, Texas, about 25 miles from Cornerstone, looked exactly the same as it had the day she’d moved away. The buildings were the same. The roads were in need of updating. Right along with everything else, her memories came back just as strong as ever.

      A twinge of pain ripped through her chest. This town was where she’d met and fallen in love with Thomas. He’d been the love of her life and the one person she’d thought she’d spend the rest of her days with.

      Now, he was gone.

      What had once been a sharp, excruciating pain had shifted into something duller and more manageable. Thomas had been gone for two years, but it didn’t stop her from feeling the emptiness now more than ever.

      She glanced down at Millie. The four-year-old was already beginning to forget her father. She still asked to see pictures of him, but she’d been so young when she’d lost him that Claire didn’t have much hope of her keeping the memory of him alive.

      That was one of the biggest reasons for moving back to her hometown. Thomas’s folks were still local, and they would be able to fill in a lot of the gaps in Millie’s life.

      Her daughter glanced up at her with a broad smile. “I like it here.”

      Claire let out a sad laugh. “You have only been here for a day and a half. How on earth can you believe that you like it here?”

      She shrugged. “I just do.”

      Claire watched as her daughter let her focus sweep from one side of the moderately empty street to the other. It appeared as though the town was preparing for a farmer’s market, and workers had blocked off the main street.

      They’d just come from a meeting with a realtor regarding a space for a veterinary clinic. Now that they were done with their meetings, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself. Millie hadn’t wanted to stay home with Claire’s mother, so here they were.

      Millie tugged on her mother’s hand. “Can we get ice cream?”

      Claire nodded. “Of course, sweetie. Then, we should probably head back home. I have a few interviews tomorrow that I want to prepare for.”

      She tugged on Millie’s hand, and off they wandered down the street toward the small creamery. The closer they got, the heavier her heart became.

      The creamery.

      The creamery was where she’d gone on her first date with Thomas. That familiar ache in her chest returned despite how much she tried to keep it at bay. Her steps faltered, but Millie kept them both going.

      Out of nowhere, a glass door swung open, and a young man came barreling out of the building to their right. Claire didn’t have much time to react besides pulling Millie behind her. The man bumped right into her, his hands shooting out to grasp her arms to keep her on her feet.

      She blinked several times, her brain attempting to catch up with what had just happened. Then she looked up into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. It took her a long moment to remember who these blue eyes belonged to.

      “Luke?”

      He stiffened, his gaze narrowing. Then his brows shot up, and his mouth hung open. “Claire? Is that you?” His gaze swept over her then darted to her daughter briefly before returning to her face.

      She let out a laugh. “I can’t believe it. I thought you moved out of town.”

      “I did.” He smiled, but it didn’t feel nearly as genuine as she knew he was capable of being. “I’m actually here for business.”

      “Business? What is it you do again?” Claire questioned before he had a chance to ask too much about how her life had turned out. She didn’t have it in her to rehash the past.

      Luke shook his head. “Not that kind of business.” He glanced down at where he still held her arms then suddenly stepped backward. He rubbed his neck and glanced away, his smile faltering. “My grandfather passed away. I was here dealing with his estate.”

      Her lashes fluttered as she blinked rapidly. Emotion burned behind her eyes. Claire remembered all too well what it was like to have to deal with that sort of thing. Her stomach knotted, and her mouth went dry. She knew better than to think she could offer her sympathies. Anything she could say would sound trite and like she was trying too hard.

      Experience had taught her that. There was only one thing she could say that would hold any meaning in this moment. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured.

      “Yeah. Me too.” His eyes widened. “I mean—I’m sorry! I wasn’t able to attend Thomas’s funeral. I swear I was planning on going, but then… an emergency came up… and it was… so far…” His face brightened to a shade of red that didn’t quite seem natural, and he glanced once more at Millie.

      Claire smiled warmly. “I know. It’s fine. I figured you would have come if you could have. Thomas always cared about you so much.” Her stomach knotted once again. Even after two years, she still had a hard time talking about him. It was difficult to bridge that gap from knowing he wasn’t here anymore and feeling as if he could walk through the front door at any given moment.

      They stood in that awkward silence for a few moments, and then she glanced toward the door he’d burst through. “So you were meeting with your grandfather’s lawyer?”

      Luke nodded. “We went over the will.” He blew out a long, slow breath. “You wouldn’t believe what my grandfather had cooked up. It’s insane.”

      She stared at him with wide, curious eyes. Of course, he wouldn’t tell her if he wasn’t up for it. But the sheer fact that he’d brought it up was enough to keep her hoping for something—or anything that would pull her from her own dismal situation. Thankfully, she wasn’t disappointed.

      “So my grandfather left us his ranch⁠—”

      “That’s so generous!” she blurted before he had a chance to continue. She flushed and looked away. “What are you going to do with it?”

      “That’s just it. We can’t do anything with it.”

      Her eyes cut to meet his. “What do you mean?”

      “My grandpa wants us to run the place together—all of my brothers and me.”

      She gaped at him. She didn’t know his brothers well, but she’d heard the stories from Thomas. The five Stone brothers used to be really close, but as soon as they hit their teen years, they seemed to fall apart.

      “Exactly. Gramps wants us to run the place for five years before we have the chance to do what we want with it. It’s like he doesn’t even trust me to take care of it.”

      “I’m sure that’s not what he was thinking when he put his will together,” she said softly.

      “Oh, I know it’s what he was getting at. Because he’s going to let it go to auction if we don’t agree to do it together. All. Five. Of. Us.” Luke let the quiet air between them grow thicker and heavier. He watched Claire with eyes that seemed to penetrate right down to her core.

      “Wow.” The single word was the only one she could bring herself to say. What else was there?

      Luke sighed and stared off down the street. “The good news is that we have four months to make a decision. That’s a long time—and we’re definitely going to need it. Dalton took off before we were even done with the reading, and if I had to guess, I’d say he went straight to the airport to catch a ride home.” Luke shook his head with disappointment. “I just wish that we could get this all hashed out now and get it done and over with. None of them are going to want to let it go to auction, because that would mean we don’t make anything from the ranch.”

      “Is that what you want?” she asked quietly, not expecting him to even hear her over the sound of his own personal tirade.

      But his gaze whipped around to meet hers as he seemed to consider her question. “No. I don’t.”

      “You don’t?”

      He shook his head. “I could care less if the ranch made money—well, except we need the money to keep the lights on and the animals fed. But other than that, I wouldn’t care if I never saw a dime of profit.”

      “But your brothers do? Do you think they’d want to sell the whole place if they were given a chance right off the bat?”

      Luke hesitated, and she could see the frustration flicker behind his eyes. She’d hit a sore spot with that one.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to answer that question…”

      “No. It’s fine,” Luke threw at her. “The thing is that I know Dalton would want the money. He hates the ranch—has hated it since he really had to do chores. I don’t know about the others. Sometimes, I feel like Colt wants to have a place to come home to again…” Luke looked away, only peeking at her when he found his nerve again. “He lost his wife a few months ago.”

      Claire gasped. “Is he okay?”

      “As okay as he’ll ever be. I don’t know if there’s anything we can really do for him at this point. He’s just got to get through it…” Luke’s voice trailed off, and the redness returned to his face. He cleared his throat, and his gaze dipped down once more to Millie. “This must be your daughter.”

      Millie clung to Claire’s leg even more tightly than before. She turned to stare at a spot across the street.

      Claire let out a soft laugh. “This is my daughter, Millie. She’s just turned four years old.”

      Luke dropped down on his haunches and grinned at Millie. “I used to know your father.”

      That captured Millie’s attention, and she stared wide-eyed at Luke. “You did?”

      Luke tossed a quick glance up to Claire. “I did. He was my best friend growing up. Do you have a best friend?”

      Millie shook her head.

      “That’s okay. I’m sure you’ll find one. She’ll be smart just like you.”

      Millie wrinkled her face adorably, causing Luke to laugh. He shifted his focus to Claire as he got to his feet. It warmed Claire to see someone willing to treat her daughter like a person and not a fashion accessory.

      “Look, if you’re not doing anything, I’d love to take you to dinner.”

      Claire froze. While it had been a couple years since Thomas had passed, she hadn’t been asked out to dinner by anyone—probably due to her having a daughter. She forced herself to school her features, offering Luke a smile. This wasn’t a date. Luke was Thomas’s best friend. It was probably customary for him to touch base with the wife after his friend passed. She simply hadn’t been in town long, and this was the first opportunity they’d both had to spend a little bit of time together, reminiscing about Thomas.

      She squeezed Millie’s hand, drawing her daughter’s attention. “I’m sure we’d both love to come to dinner with you.”

      Luke shot a look in Millie’s direction, but Claire couldn’t tell what he was thinking. It would have been nice if she could. He didn’t appear upset by Claire inviting her daughter along. If anything, he seemed intrigued. “Great. How about tomorrow?” He pulled out his phone, presumably to schedule their outing.

      When he paused to look up at her, she nodded with a smile. “That sounds perfect.”
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