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Country singer, Lincoln Best had made a name for himself playing sold-out stadiums across the US. But no matter how successful he became, his life lacked the important things like love. Fearful, he’s lost his roots, Linc helps a stranger and takes a job as a ranch hand, hiding his fame.

Alyssa Beach needs to win the barrel racing championship or else she’ll lose another piece of her family’s legacy. Alyssa’s determined to save the only home she’s ever known, no matter the cost. When she brings home a drifter, she is oblivious to the star in her life. 

Will the secret between Lincoln and Alyssa detonate their beginning romance, or will love find a way to bring both their dreams to reality?

––––––––
[image: image]


COME VISIT COPPER MILLS, Arizona—a small town with a heart as big as the wide-open spaces and a long history of making dreams come true.
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To all the readers who have been struggling this year. I hope you find the peace and blessings you deserve.

And as always to my super husband who has given me more than he can ever know—the freedom to pursue my dreams and the help when I stumble. 
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The pyrotechnics exploded on stage, sending sparks crashing to the floor. With his trademark smile in place, Linc continued his country-pop song to the delight of the 30,000 fans screaming his name. Nod, smile, and strum. The actions had become second nature to him. 

A searing pain climbed up the back of his left leg. One of the sparks must have caught the fringe decorating his pants on fire. “Shit,” he muttered, not wanting his curse word amplified to the audience. Although, if push came to shove, he’d stop singing rather than risk becoming a human torch. Standing on one foot, Linc used the boot to hit the back of his leg as he tried frantically to get the fire out before it spread. “Crap.” Smile, stupid, don’t let them know you are in trouble. Missing two bars in the song, he finally got the fire out then continued his song. Rolling his eyes, he hoped no one noticed his mistake or the fire. 

The encore light show got bigger each stop on the tour. What used to be a fun event, playing for his fans, had turned into a monkey show. And he was the biggest monkey of all. How he’d let his manager talk him into the larger events, he wasn’t sure. At first, it was about pleasing more fans then it grew to be less about the music and more about the flash. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d put pen to paper, writing anything, or felt the thrill of climbing on stage in front of the crowd. Burned out at thirty-three? God, he hoped not.

With the final notes of his song, Linc raised his guitar and bowed to the audience. Rowdy applause filled the stadium. “Now the gauntlet to the bus,” he mumbled as he disconnected from the sound system. With a final wave to the fans, he ran off the stage. 

Two bodyguards caught up to him as he deposited his guitar and the sound cords with a roadie. The applause continued to pound backstage. For a moment, he paused and let it sink in. Lincoln Best, small-town country boy, had just played at Mile High Stadium. The cheers and clapping were for him and his band. A boy who’d struggled to find his place in Amherst, Ohio. Between his family’s lack of money and his lack of interest in schooling, Linc had been voted most likely to go to prison by his classmates. Ha, if they could see him now. 

“Good show, Mr. Best.” One of the security guys slapped him on his back. “We’d better get you on the bus so you can rest.”

Linc nodded. He certainly could use a cold drink and was ready to change out of these sparkly doodads. With one guard in front and the other behind, he wound his way through the stadium tunnels. The cool air and soft light soothed him. Putting on a show burned a lot of calories and was hotter than heck. Once more, he longed for the simpler life when he could sit on stage in jeans and a T-shirt. 

As they neared the exit, the group paused. “Mr. Best is ready to leave. Keep the fans back,” the guy spoke into his mic then pushed open the metal doors. The screams and press of bodies shocked his system. What a change from the peacefulness of the tunnels. 

“Lincoln!” 

“Over here.”

“I love you!”

“You’re my favorite!”

“Sign my poster!” the voices demanded. So many people, he could hardly latch onto an individual face. A gauntlet. The Iroquois Native American tribe had forced their prisoners to run such a line, being struck by the tribal members. Those who made it through were adopted into the tribe. Those who fell never got up again. Frankly, Linc would rather face angry natives than the female fans who grabbed and groped. 

Spotting a small boy holding a baseball cap among the crowd, Linc strode toward him. He crouched, getting face-to-face, cringing in pain from the burn on the back of his calf. Quickly replacing his grimace with a smile, he pushed past the uncomfortable sensation and trusted the bodyguards to do their job and keep the rest of the people away. “Hey, buddy, what do you have there?”

“A hat. Will you please sign it, Mr. Best? You’re my favorite.”

“I’m flattered. What’s your name?” How long had it been since Linc had such passion for another person? Dating? Forget it. Women only wanted to be able to say they bagged the famous Lincoln Best. He longed for someone who looked beyond the flash and glitz, seeing the real man. The only friend he had was the drummer from the band. The two of them had toilet papered houses together. The stuff of small-town rambunctiousness. Their friendship went way back. Cord was the only person he trusted. 

“Name’s Jimmy. I’m learning to play guitar just like you, sir.” 

“Good job, son. I hope you’ll come audition for my band when you get a little older.” Linc held onto the boy’s hat and signed it with the kid’s marker. He handed them both back to the boy then ruffled the little guy’s hair. “I’ll see you around. Keep practicing.”

Stars shone in the boy’s gaze, and a big toothy grin filled his face. “Oh, I will, Mr. Best. Thanks!”

Brushing past the screaming and gropey women, Linc ambled through the crowd toward his escape...his bus. I need to get a look at my leg. He’d wanted it to be simply the heat, but the ache told him it could be more serious. As the group reached the parking lot perimeter, the guards stayed with the crowd, keeping them from entering the cordoned-off area. Spotting his manager leaning against the bus, he clenched his fists, holding back from giving Doug Holden the broken nose he deserved. The forty-year-old had grown up in neighboring South Amherst, although a few years ahead of Linc, where Linc’s grandparents lived. They’d connected one night after playing at Ziggy’s. Doug had big dreams and worked hard getting Linc’s band the play it deserved. Ten long years later they’d hit the big time, selling out arenas, releasing number-one singles. But, somewhere along the way, Doug’s dreams had begun to eclipse Linc’s. Now he was simply a trained monkey, performing Doug’s visions each night. 

“Hey, buddy. Great show! The best! The crowd loved it.” Doug slapped him on the back, causing Linc to wince.

“Back off. Your big plans nearly caused a major fire. As it was”—he lifted his pant leg—“I was burnt.”

Doug bent over. “I can’t see much out here. Let’s get inside.” 

Linc was glad to hear concern in his manager’s voice. He’d believed the man wouldn’t care. The two entered the luxury home on wheels. Linc unbuttoned his pants and dropped them to his ankles before leaving them on the floor. Sitting at the dining table, he lifted his leg, laying it across the laminate.

“Whew. Looks not too bad.” Doug wiped his hand over his forehead.

“Not bad?” His calf was red with small blisters along the back just above his ankle. “Aren’t blisters second-degree burns?”

“I’m not a doctor. Let me call and get someone here.” Doug pulled a walkie-talkie from his belt. “Get a doctor to Lincoln’s trailer, right away.” He strode toward the fridge and pulled a beer out. “You want one?”

“Not a good plan if the doctor’s coming.” He studied his leg. “Doesn’t hurt much. Only when it brushes against something.” Linc turned his gaze to his friend. “This has to stop. One of the sparks caught my pants. Luckily I got it out before I went up in flames.”

“Man, thankfully nothing major, right?” He took a swig from his bottle. “The packed house was there to see a show. They aren’t interested in seeing you sit there. They want bigger and better displays.”

A knock sounded on the door then Doug trotted over and opened it. “Hey, the doc is here.”

“I’m really an EMT.” The tall blond man corrected as he climbed into the bus. “I hear there was an accident.” His gaze moved between Linc and his manager.

Nodding, Linc pointed toward the burn. “It’s me. A spark caught my pants on fire. I was pretty quick to put it out.”

The EMT laid his medical case on the table then bent over to examine Linc’s wound. Gently, he lifted Linc’s leg then returned it to the table. “The burn is not too severe. I have some silver nitrate cream that should fix you up in a jiffy.” He opened his case and rummaged around before pulling out a small white-and-blue tube. 

“Make sure your hands are clean then apply a light coating of this to the burn twice a day. If you notice any increase in redness or additional pain, contact your regular physician.” The man put on gloves then applied the cream. It immediately soothed the pain, but now Linc’s leg looked like he’d been painted. “You’ll need to allow the area to dry and try not to let clothes or boots rub against it for a few days.” The EMT handed over the tube then discarded his gloves in the garbage.

Linc reached out to shake the guy’s hand. “Thank you. I appreciate you stopping by. Can I give you tickets to an upcoming show or some merchandise?” 

The young man shook his head. “No, thanks. I like your music okay, but this is what the job entails. The stadium contracts a few of us in case any fans get sick or injured.” His gaze turned sheepish. “But if I can have an autograph for my wife? She loves your latest single. It’d make her day.”

Linc waved his hand at Doug. “Grab a CD from the cabinet over there. You’ll find a marker as well.” His manager laid them on the table. “What’s your wife’s name?”

“Mary Louise.” 

Putting his name on the CD liner, Linc personalized it with a witty saying. This was what he enjoyed about being famous, the way he could make someone happy with such a small thing. He handed the music CD to the young man. “Again, thank you for your assistance tonight.”

As he gathered his box, the EMT flashed a smile. “Stay away from the sparks. You got lucky. Your polyester slacks could have melted on your skin, causing worse burns.”

Linc chuckled. “Going to have a word with my manager about those pyrotechnics. Have a good night.”

After the young man left, Doug slammed his beer bottle on the table. “The fire wasn’t my fault. We’ve done this show over twenty-six times with no problems. Tonight was simply a freak accident.” His gaze turned speculative. “Maybe it was you at fault. You weren’t on your mark, so the spark landed on your pants rather than the floor.”

Biting his tongue, Linc longed to snap at his manager. While tonight had been a simple accident, the over-the-top shows had worn on him. Using a much calmer voice than he wanted, he was determined to get his point across. “No matter who’s at fault. I’m done with the big productions. I didn’t sing for a bit, and no one noticed. The fans can’t hear me over the music and screaming. You could put a monkey in my outfit, and no one would be wiser.” 

Doug lifted the bottle and downed the last of it then dropped the empty bottle in the garbage can. “Take a few days. We have a show in Phoenix in three
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