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            Prologue

          

          Two Years Earlier

        

      

    

    
      He’d felt pain before, but nothing like this.

      Colt Boone stood at the gravesite, wishing he were anywhere else. The pitying looks and mindless platitudes people kept giving him were getting irksome.

      His wife was dead. His life lay in ruins. He wanted this thing to be over and for everyone to leave him alone. Especially those who seemed to think this was the right time to tell him he’d meet someone else. They probably meant for it to be comforting, but it only pissed him off.

      There wouldn’t be anyone else for him. She’d been it. Nobody could ever replace her. It felt like he was seconds from shattering into thousands of tiny pieces. Only anger and sheer determination kept him from falling apart. He’d be damned if he’d risk going through this hell again.

      Colt tugged at the collar of his black western shirt then popped the top button. Today, the shirt seemed to be strangling him despite being one of his most comfortable.

      He’d had no choice but to wear his Sunday best. It bothered him, but by the time he rolled into town this morning, it’d been too late to hunt down a suit. As it was, he’d needed to drive nearly straight through to get here in time for Sarah’s burial. When he’d arrived at the graveyard, several attendees—his in-laws loudest of all—whispered snide comments about his apparel. Not that he cared. Sarah would have understood why he wasn’t wearing a suit, and only her opinion mattered.

      The minister leading the funeral service motioned for him to step up to the podium, but Colt couldn’t get his feet to respond. His limbs were heavy as if filled with lead. The eulogy he planned to give felt hollow. Lacking. He wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her. Never would be. Maybe that explained his reluctance to speak.

      He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and started forward. He’d barely taken two steps before he paused again to gather himself.

      A familiar hand clapped down on his shoulder. “You good?”

      Colt glanced sideways at his best friend, Cash West, and jerked his head in affirmation.

      Cash studied him for a moment, a mixture of concern, compassion, and disbelief clear as day in his vivid green eyes. “You sure? You don’t have to speak. I’m sure nobody would hold it against you if you didn’t.”

      That’s where Cash was wrong.

      Sarah’s parents had never liked that their daughter fell for a rodeo cowboy, and they never let Colt forget it. Not even today. Days ago, they’d gone so far as to immediately reject everything he’d told them of his wife’s funeral wishes. They’d had the audacity to claim he was lying. As if he’d lie about something like that. Only the knowledge that Sarah wouldn’t want them bickering—again—made him hold his tongue and hand over the reins.

      He’d never been good enough for her in their eyes, but he’d loved their daughter even more than he’d ever loved rodeo, and that was saying something.

      No, his wife’s family would condemn him if he didn’t say at least a few words. Of course, they probably would regardless.

      It didn’t matter. After today, he’d never cross paths with them again. Not willingly anyway. Still, he needed to say something. He owed it to Sarah.

      She’d always supported him. Encouraged him to chase his dreams. And he’d done the same for her. In spite of how her parents felt about him, his and Sarah’s marriage had been nearly picture perfect. The sort people dreamed of having.

      And he’d killed her. Nobody would ever convince him otherwise.

      His gaze locked on the casket that held his heart within it, and he swallowed hard.

      Rather than answering Cash, Colt forced himself into motion and stepped up to the podium. The expectant gazes of everyone gathered landed on him.

      How the hell was he supposed to give a eulogy when his tongue felt thick in his mouth?

      He cleared his throat and struggled to get his voice to cooperate. “Thank you all for coming.” The hoarseness tinting his deep voice bespoke the turbulent emotions he struggled to hide. “We’re here today to say goodbye to my wife, Sarah.” He smiled sadly then took a deep, hitching breath. “I remember her finding a kitten during our honeymoon and insisting we sneak it on the plane with us when it was time to come home. She made security chase us through the airport for⁠—”

      A lump lodged itself in his throat at the memory, and wouldn’t clear no matter how many times he swallowed.

      It’d taken close to an hour for security to get her to tearfully relinquish the kitten. He and Sarah nearly missed their flight; if he hadn’t insisted on getting to the airport early, they probably would have. He’d taken her to the animal shelter to pick out a cat the moment they returned home.

      “She was a hell of a woman. Generous. Kind. Beautiful. You could count on her to always be there for you, no matter what.” He swallowed thickly. “She wasn’t just my wife; she was my best friend. I loved her more than I can find words to say. I’ll miss everything about her, especially her big heart.” His chin quivered. “Without her, I’m a broken man,” he croaked out.

      His gaze swept over the people gathered around the gravesite. Besides both of their families, several of Sarah’s friends had shown up. Quite a few of his own had come to pay their respects as well, their black jeans and cowboy hats looking just as out of place as his own amongst the sea of dresses and suits.

      A shudder rippled through him in the wake of the memories cascading one after the other through his mind. They seemed intent on torturing him.

      Sarah racing down the stairs to fling her arms around him the second he returned home from the rodeo circuit. Her beaming up at him, her hazel eyes so filled with life and love.

      Colt rubbed at the ache in his chest. He’d never again feel the warmth of her embrace. Never taste her kiss or see that smile. She was gone.

      Fuck. The finality of it all hit him hard.

      He should never have let her go the last time he’d held her in his arms.

      “She was my whole damn worl—” His voice cracked, rioting emotions threatening to engulf him. His gaze dropped to the podium as his vision blurred. “I’m sorry, I can’t—” He snapped his mouth shut and hurried away.

      Colt rubbed at his burning eyes while his mother-in-law, Claire, stepped up to the podium and took over. After the last conversation he’d had with her, it wouldn’t have surprised him any if she’d left him to flounder. When Claire called him several days ago to tell him about Sarah’s car accident, she’d accused him of indirectly causing her daughter’s death. It was the first, and only, thing he and Claire had ever agreed on.

      A hand landed on his shoulder. His gaze swung over to see Cash standing beside him with a grim expression. No further words passed between them. None were necessary. If one person here could understand at least some of what Colt was going through, it would be Cash—the man had suffered more than his fair share of loss as well.

      Colt’s eyes landed on the casket in front of him as Claire continued droning on.

      How was he supposed to live without Sarah? How was it possible she was really gone? It didn’t seem real.

      He took a shaky breath and blew it out slowly.

      Mere minutes later, the service concluded and some of the crowd dispersed. Only Colt, a handful of his friends, his parents, and Sarah’s family remained.

      Two graveyard workers silently approached, their faces solemn. Colt tensed as the workers began lowering his wife into her final resting place. His chest constricted painfully.

      This was it.

      He tore his eyes away from Sarah’s gradually disappearing casket, unable to watch any more.

      “I’ve got to go,” he gasped to Cash then bolted for his truck.
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        * * *

      

      Colt sat on a barstool in the only bar in town, staring blankly down at the tumbler of whiskey he held.

      He’d have to call his parents later. No doubt they’d be worrying about him, considering the way he’d run from the graveyard. Especially his mother—she’d always been a worrywart when it came to him. They would understand why he’d needed to leave.

      Cash sat to his left; two of Colt’s other close friends—Dusty McCoy and Brody Emerson—to his right. The three fellow bull riders had followed right on Colt’s heels when he’d hightailed it from the graveyard. It didn’t surprise him any. Whenever one of them was going through shit, the others rallied around him. It’d been that way for all the years they’d known each other.

      The quiet presence of his friends filled him with gratitude. There was nothing anyone could say to make this situation better, and they seemed to recognize that.

      “Thanks,” Colt muttered, feeling as though he should probably say something.

      “Hey, man, don’t mention it,” Cash replied.

      Dusty and Brody nodded in agreement.

      Colt rolled his glass between his palms for a moment, then took a small sip. Though he wanted little more than to get blackout drunk right now, he couldn’t. There were too many things he needed to take care of at the ranch he’d shared with Sarah. Things he should probably be sober for.

      He’d need to pack up her things and figure out what the hell to do with them. Maybe it’d be best to drop her clothes off at a woman’s shelter. She’d approve of that. Then he’d need to rehome her horse, along with her cat. It’d be too difficult having them around, too much of a reminder she was gone.

      Shit, what about the ranch? Should he keep it? Sell it? He had no real desire to be there without her. The place held too many memories.

      A wave of guilt washed over him as he considered their home.

      He should have been with her that night; Claire was right to blame him. Sarah’s death was his fault. If he hadn’t been off chasing his third National Bull Riding Championship title, he wouldn’t be feeling like the Grand Canyon had opened where his heart should be right now. She’d still be alive.

      Had he been home, where he’d belonged, she wouldn’t have ended up on that lonely stretch of highway—dealing with a flat tire. The bastard who’d hit her would never have crossed paths with her that night. With no witnesses, there wasn’t even a way to hunt down the hit-and-run driver to get any sort of justice.

      Colt may not have killed her with his own hands, but she was dead because of him.

      Sarah’s best friend, Katie, told him they’d met up at the sports bar the next town over to watch him ride on the big screen there. If he hadn’t been riding, there wouldn’t have been a reason for Sarah to go.

      It was his fault. All his fault.

      She’d asked him to stay home for the first time in ages, but he’d gone anyway. She’d said she had a bad feeling about him riding that weekend. But, after a string of bad rides days before, he’d needed the points to recover his spot in the standings too much to stay home. He’d been so focused on earning that next championship title. Too focused.

      And now, she was dead. All because of him and his damned career.

      Jesus, he needed to stop thinking about it before he completely lost his mind.

      “Have you thought about when you’ll be coming back to the circuit?” Brody asked, breaking the heavy silence that had fallen between the four friends.

      Colt shook his head. “I’m not coming back. I’m done.”

      All three of his friends looked at him as though he’d gone nuts, but he ignored them—or, tried to.

      “What? Are you crazy?” Cash asked.

      Colt shrugged. “Never been sane. You know that better than anyone.”

      Cash widened his eyes, disbelief written all over his face. “You’re one of the top fifteen riders in the nation already this season! I thought you wanted another title. You’re seriously giving it all up?

      “There’s no point to anything anymore. One of you guys take the title this year and every year after that. I’m just done.” Colt grabbed his glass and tossed back its contents in a single swallow.

      Cash shook his head. “Why? What the hell are you going to do if you’re not riding bulls?”

      Colt didn’t know how to explain the chaos in his mind. All he knew was he needed a break from everything, especially the guilt and regret eating at him.

      Too bad neither seemed to be going anywhere.

      “Don’t know what I’ll do. Don’t much care either. Maybe I’ll get a real job.”

      Brody’s head jerked up, his brows snapping together over moss-green eyes. “Riding bulls is a real job!” he sputtered. “How can you imply it isn’t?” He sat up a bit straighter and squinted at Colt.

      “His wife just died, man.” Dusty shot Colt a look filled to the brim with compassion and understanding before he narrowed his dark brown eyes at Brody. “Leave him alone.”

      Brody glanced at Dusty then exhaled a long breath and gave his head a small shake. “I know that, but retiring? Permanently? That seems a bit rash. Riding might be a good distraction.”

      “Or might cause me to join her in the grave real quick.” Colt leveled his gaze on Brody. “How the fuck am I supposed to ride when I can barely breathe? You know how dangerous not being completely focused is. Shit, it’s dangerous enough as it is.”

      Brody grimaced and rubbed a hand over his ribs, probably thinking of his last buck-off. A wreck. It hadn’t been pretty, and he’d ended up with three busted ribs for his trouble. All because his thoughts had been on something going on back home instead of the bull beneath him.

      “We’re worried about you,” Cash said quietly. “If you need a break, take it, but don’t quit.”

      Colt ignored him and stared into his empty glass. He knew his decision wasn’t one that any of the other men could understand. Not even Cash. Bull riding was more than a career. It was life. Walking away from it was unthinkable to them. It had been that way for him too until now.

      He got to his feet and tossed a few bills on the bar before turning to look at his friends. How could he explain that even thinking about riding again heaped so much guilt on his shoulders that it made it difficult to stand? Riding was why she was gone.

      “Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I’m done. I need a break. A long one. Maybe someday I’ll come back, but for now I’m out.”

      He heaved out a weary breath.

      This was harder than he’d expected—walking away. Not as much from the sport itself, but from his friends. Who knew when he’d see any of them again. The uncertainty of it made the ache in his chest expand. He missed them already. Sure, they could keep in touch, but it wouldn’t be the same as hanging out with them nearly every day.

      He couldn’t stay on the circuit, though. It hurt too much.

      “Thank you guys for coming out,” Colt said. “It means a lot for you all to have been there today. Tell the other guys I said thanks too when you see them next.”

      He didn’t wait for a reply; he turned on his heel and left the bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Colt stared at his reflection in the cracked bathroom mirror, hating the sight of his own face. This wasn’t living. In the two years that’d passed since he quit riding bulls for a living, he’d bounced from one ranch to the next more times than he could count. He rarely stayed at any one place longer than a week or two.

      Sure, he made good money as the ranch foreman of Crooked Creek, but he detested nearly every moment of the work. It was too repetitive. Dull. He missed the adventure following the rodeo circuit brought with it. The adrenaline rush. The freedom. Never having to ask permission for anything. Never having to answer to anyone, except maybe his fans on occasion.

      He never had been good with working under someone else. It chafed being told what to do and when to do it.

      If it weren’t for how much his boss, Jesse Smith, paid him, Colt would have put this ranch firmly in his rearview mirror by now too.

      Paid well or not, he wouldn’t be staying much longer. After a month of hard work and long hours for little thanks, along with being frequently hit on by Jesse’s adult daughter, Tiffany, Colt was ready to get the hell out of here. He just needed to figure out where to head next.

      This wasn’t what he wanted to be doing with his life. Sarah wouldn’t want this for him either. She’d want him to be chasing his dreams, not helping Jesse chase his.

      It’d been a mistake to quit riding bulls. Still, he couldn’t deny that he’d needed the time away to clear his head.

      Too bad it hadn’t helped.

      Most days, he felt more dead than alive, like they’d buried some vital part of him alongside his wife. The last time he chatted with his parents, his mom insisted it was well past time to forgive himself and consider moving on from Sarah. While he’d admit it could be possible his mom was right, he doubted he’d ever be able to do it.

      No point thinking about it. He couldn’t do anything to change what happened.

      He slapped on the faucet and rinsed off what shaving cream remained on his face. He had too much to do today to be standing around in his tiny cabin, beating himself up for shit long in the past.

      Colt blinked as he stepped outside into the blinding sun moments later. He tugged his hat lower to better shade his face. Tiny beads of sweat popped out across his forehead as the sun began baking him. It was unseasonably warm for April. Today would be another hot one. Why couldn’t Kansas have a normal weather pattern?

      Two ranch hands, Lucky and Alex, leaned against the fence of the closest pasture. Both men were supposed to be repairing the fence, not using it to prop themselves up. The duo slacked off more than they worked. They were lucky he liked them, and that Jesse was content to let Colt handle dealing with the hired hands. Jesse’s lectures were far from joyous to endure.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be fixing that instead of gabbing?” Colt asked as he headed for them.

      Lucky’s head snapped toward him.

      Nobody knew Lucky’s real name, and while it’d piqued Colt’s curiosity some back when they’d been introduced, he hadn’t cared enough to question him.

      The lanky cowboy flashed a grin, displaying his yellowed, crooked teeth. “Getting around to it, Boss. Me and Alex were just deciding whether to go to the rodeo a few towns over tonight.” He tilted his head while squinting his eyes. “Didn’t you used to rodeo? Broncs or something?”

      Memories flooded back to Colt. The feel of a pissed-off bovine between his thighs, all raw power and danger. The crowd cheering his name, and the rambling of the announcer.

      A heaviness settled into his chest. He never should have quit.

      He crossed his arms over his chest and nodded slowly. “I rode bulls.”

      “Yeah, thought so. Want to come? Maybe see if we can pick up any of the hotties that follow you guys around?” Lucky laughed, sounding a bit like a sick donkey braying. “Think I picked the wrong occupation. Sure aren’t any chicks worth chasing here.”

      Colt wondered if any of his friends would be there. Fuck, he missed them. Especially Cash. The man was more like a brother to him than merely his best friend. A pseudo-brother Colt hadn’t spoken to in nearly a year.

      Colt was a shit friend. It’d be a miracle if any of them would even be willing to talk to him after how he’d ghosted them.

      “Wish I could,” Colt answered, surprised to discover how much he meant it. The prospect of seeing his friends, even just for the evening, tugged at him. “Can’t tonight, though. Boss man needs me to head to a stock auction for him today. I’ll probably be gone until late. Maybe next time.”

      “Shame,” Lucky said. “Maybe if you went and found yourself a girl, Tiff would stop chasing you around like a hound dog after a rabbit.”

      A loud laugh burst from Colt. Most days, it seemed like he spent more time fending off Tiffany’s advances than getting anything done. It grated on his nerves.

      “Yeah, fat chance of that happening. Maybe if one of you guys hooked up with her instead, she’d leave me alone. Might distract her long enough for me to get some work done for once.”

      “Hell no!” both Lucky and Alex said in unison.

      Tiffany was attractive with her long blonde hair, baby blue eyes, and smoking hot body, but her looks were the only appealing thing about her. She was so much worse than most of the buckle bunnies—rodeo groupies always up for a good time and a roll in the hay—Colt had known in the past. At least most of them had backed off immediately if he said no. Even at twenty-three, Tiffany didn’t seem to know the meaning of the word.

      It didn’t help matters he knew she wouldn’t be happy with a casual fling with him. She’d demand a relationship, and that was something he would never give her. Wouldn’t give any woman. These days, all he offered anyone was a one-night stand. Getting attached to someone else—letting his heart get involved—was too damn risky. He wouldn’t do it. Never again.

      Sarah had been the first and last to hold his heart.

      Alex screwed up his face while making a cross with his fingers as though warding off a vampire. “She’s a snooty, spoiled pain in the ass. Don’t got time for that.”

      “Can’t blame a man for trying,” Colt said with a chuckle. “Don’t let Jesse hear you talking about his precious baby girl like that either. You know she can do no wrong in his eyes.”

      “Shit, man, how do you think she got like that?” Alex asked. “He coddles the hell out of her.”

      Colt shook his head. “Who knows, maybe she’ll take up with that new guy. What was his name? Wyatt? William?” He waved his hand. “Whatever. She seemed pretty damn interested in him when Jesse introduced them yesterday.”

      “Poor bastard.” Alex laughed. “Better him than any of us, though.”

      There’d been a noticeable decrease in how many times she’d come around to bug Colt since then too. That seemed promising.

      “True,” Colt said.

      While he sure wasn’t interested in Tiffany any more than Alex and Lucky were, her constantly wayward fingers reminded him of how long it’d been since he’d last had a woman beneath him. Nine months? Ten? Too damn long, but the guilt that followed each encounter made it difficult to drum up the interest anymore. It felt too much like he was cheating on Sarah, even after all this time.

      Colt glanced at the time on his phone. “I should get going. Never going to get any cattle bought if I don’t get over there.” He nodded toward the fence. “That better be done by the time I get back. No skipping out to the rodeo with it still half-assed. I’m not in the mood to get chewed out by Jesse again tonight.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lucky smirked while giving Colt a mock salute.

      Colt shook his head and headed for his truck.
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        * * *

      

      Colt pulled his truck and the largest of Jesse’s stock trailers into an open parking spot and stepped from the cab. The sounds of the auction floated to him: the low drone of the auctioneer somewhere in the distance, the lowing of cattle, the scattered whinnies of horses. A faint undercurrent of excitement hung in the air. It almost reminded him of the rodeo. Almost. It was close enough to send a fresh wave of nostalgia skittering through him.

      He shoved the feeling away and headed for the registration booth.

      A short time later, a pudgy cowboy urged a group of eight black Angus cows into the sales ring. They mooed loudly, protesting as the gate clanged shut behind them.

      Colt leaned forward to study the milling animals with a critical eye while the auctioneer told the crowd about them. The cows had good weight and decent conformation. This bunch would do nicely with the bulls Jesse already owned.

      The moment the bidding opened, Colt waved his paddle to place the opening bid. These would be the last ones he needed to buy today. Combined with the two he’d won earlier, the trailer would be nearly full.

      Within minutes, he was the new owner of the tiny herd of cattle. Well, his boss was, technically. Now he needed to go pay for them, and he could get out of here.

      Colt had just stood to leave when an auction worker rode a pretty jet-black horse—with a sock on its right hind leg and a big star on its forehead—into the ring. The horse couldn’t possibly be more than fifteen hands high, with a beautiful smooth stride. The auctioneer stated that the animal was a seven-year-old Quarter Horse mare as her rider whirled a loop above his head and loosed it toward a roping dummy another worker hurriedly placed in the ring. The moment the rope settled around the plastic horns of the dummy steer, the horse immediately sat back on its haunches, pulling the rope tight.

      A roping horse then, and a decent one at that if she responded the same when roping a real calf or steer. She’d be sure to help catapult someone to the top of the standings for whatever roping event they competed in.

      A weird feeling came over Colt, and he sat back down.

      This was stupid. He didn’t need a horse, didn’t even want one, and he sure as hell wasn’t interested in doing any roping events. He had no ranch, no horse trailer, and no desire to stay at his current job long enough to buy either of them. Nonetheless, he couldn’t bring himself to stand up and walk away.

      His breath caught when the bidding began absurdly low. She was too lovely to sell for so little. Colt found himself raising his paddle to place a bid on the animal. It wasn’t like he couldn’t afford it. The sale of his and Sarah’s ranch had left his wallet feeling a whole lot heavier, and he’d hardly touched that money. Most of the work he’d been doing provided lodging and food, so there’d been little to spend it on. Until now.

      But what in the hell was he doing?

      There was no good reason for him to engage in a bidding war for this little mare, but he raised his paddle again and again to outbid the others vying for her, determined to win. The singular explanation he had was the strange feeling he needed her. It might not make sense, but he’d learned long ago to not ignore his gut about things. After all, if he’d listened to his gut a couple of years ago, he’d probably still have his wife.

      Shit, this was a bit hairier than expected. Should he drop out? That one balding guy seemed to really want her. It’d probably be wiser to let the man win. It wasn’t like Colt had any use for a horse anyway, especially not one like her.

      The lingering feeling gnawing at his insides became more insistent. Colt sucked in a breath and raised his paddle yet again.

      The tension gripping him finally eased when the bidding concluded with him as the winner. With luck, he’d be able to figure out later what the hell he was going to do with the mare. Right now, he didn’t have a clue.

      He glanced at his phone as he pushed to his feet and headed for the exit. If he hurried, he might be able to join Alex and Lucky at the rodeo. If any of his friends were there, maybe he’d be able to hang out with them for a while. Catch up a little.

      Shit, if he got there in time, perhaps he’d see if there was late entry and climb his ass back on a bull for the first time in ages. See if he still had what it took.

      Colt rushed from the building, half running as he wound his way through the throng of people separating him from the payment booth at the front of the auction grounds.

      He was so wrapped up in his thoughts he didn’t notice the woman who’d stepped into his path until he collided with her and nearly knocked her to the ground. With a muttered curse, he caught her by the shoulders to keep her from falling.

      The apology he’d been about to utter died on his lips when she turned her startled gaze up to him. His mouth went dry, and his breath caught in his chest as her eyes hit him like a bolt of lightning. They were the eyes of a siren. Ice blue, with a slight upturn at the outer edges, and fringed with long lashes. They stood out in sharp contrast with the mane of silky-looking black hair that hung in soft waves past her slender shoulders.

      He didn’t dare look lower than that.

      His gaze slid over her face, taking in high cheekbones, a faintly upturned button nose, and attractively full lips. Lips that parted slightly as she seemed to study him in return. Her features had an elegant air, like some fairytale princess.

      Realizing he was staring dumbly at her, he licked his lips with uncharacteristic nervousness. Heat shot through him, and he abruptly released her.

      “Uh, sorry about that,” he stammered and forced his feet back into motion before she could respond.

      He felt her gaze following him as he walked away and clenched his jaw against the urge to look back at her. The temptation to turn around and talk to her was strong, but he refused to give in to it. The last time he’d found himself so instantaneously attracted to a woman, he’d married her. He wasn’t doing that shit again. Not ever.

      He rubbed a hand over his mouth, attempting to force his focus back to the job he was here to do. What he needed to do was get the animals he’d won paid for and loaded so he could get out of here. He didn’t need to be obsessing over a chance encounter with a pretty face.

      Shit, a woman as gorgeous as that one probably already had someone anyway.

      Shaking his head at himself, he continued to the payment booth at a slower pace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Colt stood in his boss’s office, hat in hand, and waited for the older man to acknowledge him. The sooner he got this over with, the sooner he could retreat to his cabin and relax.

      After getting caught in a traffic jam on the way back to the ranch, then having issues unloading the animals, it was far too late to meet up with Lucky and Alex now. It was probably for the best.

      Somehow, Colt figured Jesse had never seen a day of hard work in his life. His hands were smooth as a baby’s bottom—a sharp contrast to Colt’s calloused ones. Jesse ran the ranch almost exclusively from this huge, luxurious office. In the month Colt had been at Crooked Creek, he couldn’t recall seeing the overweight, balding man do anything more than talk on the phone for hours at a time, whine about getting mud on his boots, and yell at his employees.

      When Jesse finally looked up at him, Colt hastily spoke. “Most of the cattle there were junk, but I found a few gems. I won ten Angus cows for your herd. According to the information the auction provided, all of them successfully calved last spring. They all have nice toplines and are well balanced. They should pair nicely with your bulls.” He hesitated a beat. “I also bought a Quarter Horse mare for myself. It was kind of spur-of-the-moment. I don’t have a place to put her yet, but I should be able to figure something out in a few days. Would you mind me keeping her here until then? She’s in the round pen at the moment.”

      “Hell, I don’t care, Boone.” Jesse’s voice was surprisingly high-pitched for such a big man. “We have open stalls; you know that. You can keep her here as long as you need.”

      Thank fuck. Colt had suspected it would be alright, but Jesse was difficult to predict at times. At least Colt wouldn’t need to scramble to find somewhere else to keep her.

      “While you’re here…” Jesse continued. “There’s a cookout at Daniel Sullivan’s old place tomorrow. Used to be Pine River. Maybe you’ve heard of it before. I think Dan raised a few broncs back in the day.” Jesse paused and waved a hand. “Anyway, the couple who bought it last year have done a hell of a good job restoring the old place. They invited Tiffany and me to attend, but I have other obligations.” Jesse smiled. “I want you to go in my stead and take Tiffany with you. She’s very excited to meet the new neighbors.”

      Colt stifled a groan. He’d been having such luck avoiding her lately too. He doubted Tiffany was excited about anything other than having another opportunity to pester him some more, but he would never tell her father that. “Why can’t she drive there herself?”

      Jesse widened his stance and puffed out his broad chest. “No sense in her wasting gas when you’re going too. Besides, she says her car’s check engine light is on, and you know she won’t drive any of the ranch trucks. The invitation was for both her and me. I’m sending you as my representative, but she needs to go as well. She represents Crooked Creek too.”

      Unless he quit, Colt saw no way around it. Attending the cookout wasn’t a problem—free food was never a hardship to accept. It was being required to take Tiffany along that grated. “Fine, but just this time.”

      To his surprise, Jesse laughed. “Yeah, okay. Whatever. Now, get out of here.”

      Colt settled his hat back on his head, gave Jesse a curt nod, and hastily complied—all too happy to leave the room.
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        * * *

      

      Colt stretched out on his bed in the foreman’s cabin and stared up at the ceiling as he thought back on the day. He groaned out loud and scrubbed his hands over his face as his mind immediately jumped to the woman he’d nearly run over at the auction. For whatever reason, he couldn’t stop thinking about her for very long. Every time he cleared his mind, she popped right back to the forefront within minutes. It was damn frustrating. Why hadn’t he at least gotten her name? Maybe stayed and chatted with her for a bit?

      Dammit. He didn’t need to know her name or anything else about her. It was unlikely he’d ever see her again. Even if she were single, by some unlikely miracle, he didn’t need to get involved with anyone. It wasn’t as though he’d be in the area much longer anyway. Sure, she was the first woman to cause even a flicker of interest in ages, but still. This preoccupation with her had to stop. He growled at himself and shoved all musings of her away again.

      Colt turned his ruminations to the little mare he’d purchased. It was still a mystery to him exactly why he’d felt so compelled to buy the animal. Nothing about his situation was likely to change, yet here he was anyway—the owner of a horse. One he didn’t know what to do with now that he had her.

      Maybe one of his friends would have somewhere he could house her until he got his shit figured out—if they were inclined to talk to him.

      There was one way to find out.

      He glanced over at his phone where it sat on his makeshift nightstand and grabbed it. Cash would probably be the best person to start with. He quickly dialed his best friend’s number.

      Even if Cash didn’t have a way to help him, maybe he knew someone who could. As he waited with bridled impatience for his friend to answer, he realized it was late enough that Cash would probably be at his motel by now.

      “Colt?”

      Relief rolled through him. It didn’t sound as though Cash had been sleeping, and from the lack of annoyance in his best friend’s voice, he likely wasn’t with a woman at present either.

      “Yeah, man. It’s me. I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

      “Nah, what’s up? It’s been a long time since I heard from you.”

      That was an understatement. “Yeah, I know. I’ve been shit about keeping in touch. I’ve been…busy. I’m sorry.” Colt sighed.

      Cash grunted. “Don’t need an apology, man. You’re my best friend. Shit, may as well be my brother. You needed time alone to get your thoughts and shit together. I get it.”

      “Thanks, dude.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Cash said. “So, what’s got you calling?”

      “Uh, well, I was wondering would you, or any of the other guys, have anywhere I could keep a horse for a while until I figure out what to do with her?”

      “A horse?”

      Colt chuckled. “Yeah. I had to go to an auction for work today and ended up buying myself a mare I don’t need. She’s trained to rope. I don’t even have a trailer to haul her with, so I guess I’ll need someone to come pick her up too.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I know it’s a big ask after I’ve ghosted all of you guys most of this past year.”

      Cash laughed hard enough to make Colt frown. “A roper? What the hell did you go and buy a horse like that for? You don’t rope.”

      “I’m aware,” Colt said dryly. “Honestly, I don’t know why I bought her. I just felt like I needed to.” He shrugged, even though Cash couldn’t see it. Colt didn’t have the foggiest idea how to explain why he’d felt like he needed to buy the animal. He hadn’t even figured out the reason himself yet. “So, do you know of somewhere I could keep her? It’d just be for a month or three.” He hoped.

      “Fuck, man.” There was a long pause before Cash continued speaking. “Yeah, I know where you can keep her. I have a ranch in Wyoming; I bought it about six months ago. You can keep her there as long as you need.”

      “You bought a ranch? Why? You thinking about finally finding a girl and settling down?”

      Cash made a sound of disgust. “Hell no! I’m never settling down; you know that. I bought it to earn some extra money. Beef prices are up, and I got the place for a steal. Two horses and three hundred head of Herefords came with it. I figured it made a wise investment. I’ve been thinking about renting out the house or something. I’m rarely there, but I have a decent foreman and a few hands to look over my beef herd. They’ll take care of your mare. I can send someone to pick her up if you tell me where the hell you are.”

      “I’m in Kansas, at a place called Crooked Creek. I’ll text the address to you when we hang up. Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” That took care of figuring out where he was going to keep his new horse once he moved on. “I’m sorry I haven’t been a better friend.”

      Colt felt like he’d missed so much of his friends’ lives. He’d tried to keep in touch—he truly had—but the jobs he’d been working often kept him so busy he barely had time to think. Which had been exactly what he’d wanted. What he’d needed too. But fuck, he missed his friends.

      Regret stabbed him in the heart. They’d all moved on while he watched their lives from a distance. And here he was, still standing in the same figurative place they’d left him. Fuck, he was pathetic.

      “So, how has it been going?” he asked. “I’ve followed the standings. I saw that you’re in the top twenty already. Not bad.”

      “Yeah, I guess I’ve been doing alright. Been winning some, getting bucked off the rest.” Cash paused for a long moment. “It’s not the same without you. Have you ever thought about coming back?”

      Colt tensed. At least at the rodeo, he’d always felt like he belonged—unlike at the string of dead-end jobs he’d been working. He missed riding bulls more than he’d thought possible. He missed his friends even more.

      Colt blew out a breath. “Yeah, I have from time to time. Been thinking about it a lot today, actually. And I’ve missed you too, man.”

      “So do it. Come back.”

      Colt hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ve been away so long I doubt I even have what it takes anymore. Shit, I haven’t been on a bull since that 93-score ride.” That was a ride he tried not to remember very often. It was the last one Sarah ever watched. It felt like a lifetime ago and yesterday simultaneously.

      “Oh, bullshit. You’ll have us all regretting my talking you into coming back in no time. Come on, Colt. You know you want to. Come back.”

      Cash sounded so hopeful that Colt couldn’t help but smile slightly.

      He glanced at the window, though he couldn’t see anything through the dirty glass.

      Go back? Was he ready for that? He wasn’t sure. One thing he was certain of was that he was tired of working for guys like Jesse. Shit, he was tired of living like this, period. But could he really just go back to the circuit? He’d walked away from the sport for a reason. The guilt still weighed on him, but it’d eased over the years.

      Could he? He wanted to. He wanted to so damn bad. Shit, he dreamt of riding more nights than not. What would it hurt to give it a try? He’d walked away once; he could do it again if it turned out riding was no longer for him.

      Fuck it. It was time to move on from this job anyway, and the pull to return to the rodeo was far too strong to resist. “Fine.”

      Cash whooped loudly enough to nearly deafen Colt.

      “I have a cookout to go to tomorrow for work,” Colt continued once Cash quieted. “Then, I can meet you guys wherever you are. I’m sure my boss will be fine with me keeping my horse here until your guys arrive.”

      “We’re in South Dakota. I’ll text you our schedule for the next four or five stops, and you can meet us at one of them when you’re able.”

      Guess that answered whether his buddies had been at the rodeo Lucky and Alex went to. Big fat no there.

      “Sounds good. I guess I’ll see you soon, then. Thanks again for the help with my horse.”

      “Don’t mention it. I’m happy to help. See you soon.” Cash’s voice was more cheerful than Colt could remember it sounding.

      He hung up and rapidly tapped out the address to Crooked Creek in a text to Cash, then sat the phone back down on the nightstand.

      Was he making the right decision by going back? Sarah would be happy that he was. She knew how much he’d loved riding bulls, how big a part of him it was. If she’d been watching from heaven— or wherever she was now—she was probably sorely disappointed with him for having walked away at all.

      It was about time he made things right with her memory.
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      “Babe, get me another beer!”

      Grace Parker paused in the process of leaving the kitchen as her boyfriend, Flint Michaels, called to her from the living room. She’d been running non-stop since just after daybreak, preparing for the cookout they were hosting this afternoon.

      It was all his idea. He’d said a cookout would be a good way for them to officially meet their new neighbors and show off the renovations they’d made to their ranch. That might be true, but when she’d agreed to it, she hadn’t expected to be the only one doing all the work.

      She should have known better. He’d roped her into similar things many times over the course of their relationship and rarely lifted a hand to help. Why had she dared to hope that this occasion would be any different?

      Why did he get to sit on his ass all the time while she ran around frantically, making sure everything that needed doing got done? How was that fair? He took her for granted.

      She had half a mind to tell him to get his own damn beer. He had two working legs. Her jaw ached as she clenched her molars together. She should never have agreed to move to Kansas with him. What had she been thinking? Her friends had told her not to do it, that there was something off about Flint, but she hadn’t listened—thinking they were jealous. The truth made her want to laugh now. It was obvious they’d seen the glaring red flags she’d been blind to. Now, it was too late. She was stuck.

      Grace shifted the serving platter she held in her hands. Damn, this thing was heavy. Who knew burgers and hotdogs could weigh so much? She still didn’t understand why Flint demanded she prepare all of the food in advance. It didn’t make a lick of sense to her, but she’d gotten it all done in record time regardless. The homemade coleslaw and potato salad already waited outside on the long white tables she’d set up earlier.

      “I’ll be there in a sec,” she called back. “I need to run this food outside real quick.” She started toward the back door.

      “No, get it now!” Flint’s slightly nasal voice cracked like a whip through the otherwise quiet house.

      Her eyes widened, her gaze darting toward the other room as she froze mid-step.

      “Now, Grace.”

      The threat of violence lacing his voice spurred her back into motion. While he’d never raised a hand to her before, she was no longer sure of anything where he was concerned.

      Their relationship was in a downward spiral, and had been for some time now. The longer they were together, the more unpredictable and volatile Flint became. The three holes he’d recently punched in the living room wall were a testament to that fact.

      Was the volcano he’d become the real him or just another mask? He sure hadn’t been like this when she met him. She wished she knew what caused him to change so drastically. No matter how many times she thought back over their time together, she couldn’t pinpoint a specific event that could have done it.

      She swiveled on her foot and sat the platter on the kitchen counter. Nothing good would come from pushing him.

      Grace grabbed a beer from the fridge, opened it, and hastily delivered it.

      “Lazy bitch,” Flint muttered under his breath as he snatched the bottle from her hand.

      The slur failed to wound her. He’d called her that—and worse—more times over the past year than she could keep track of. While being spoken to so harshly stung at first, it barely even registered with her now. He did it far too frequently. The time she’d finally had enough and asked him why he kept speaking to her so cruelly, he’d told her he’d been joking around. When she confessed how much his words hurt her, he’d gotten mad and screamed in her face that she was being an oversensitive harpy, then stormed out of the house. He hadn’t come home until well after midnight.

      That’d been months ago. It was obvious now that he’d never been joking at all. Not that she’d ever believed he had been.

      The sound of his voice grated on her nerves. There were days she wondered what she’d ever seen in him. He wasn’t her usual type at all. She’d always gone for the cliché tall, dark, and handsome guys before. Flint didn’t check any of those boxes. Just two inches taller than her own five foot five, he was stocky and a bit soft around the middle. Probably from all the beer he drank. His strawberry blond hair was almost always slicked back with a ridiculously expensive pomade. If it weren’t for how charming he’d been when they first met, she doubted she’d have even looked at him twice.

      She wished she’d listened to her gut and walked away when she’d had the chance.

      Flint took a sip then glared up at her with disdain. “Don’t know why I even had to ask for another. You should be checking to see if I need one.”

      Grace sucked in a deep breath and dropped her gaze to the plush carpet covering the living room floor. Resentment burned in her gut, but she fought hard to hide her ire from him in hopes of avoiding another fight. She simply didn’t have the energy for another argument. Not today.

      “I’m sorry,” she said carefully. “I haven’t had time. I’ve been busy getting everything ready for this cookout you insisted we should have. I’ve barely had a moment to sit down in days.”

      Flint scoffed. “You’ve got an excuse for everything.” He returned his gaze to the television. “Why are you just now making the food anyway? People will be here any second; you should have had the food done already.”

      Grace bit down on her tongue to keep from snapping the retort that bubbled to the surface, then took another calming breath before answering, “I do have it done. The burgers and hot dogs were in the oven to keep warm, and the rest is already outside. I could really use your help.”

      He grunted in response and took another long swig of beer, then waved a hand dismissively. “I’m watching the game. Quit your whining and get out of the way. I can’t see the TV with you standing there.”

      Grace shook her head and left the room without another word.

      Never again. The next time that damn man had a grand idea for something like this, he could do it all on his own.

      She was weary of the way he treated her.

      What happened to the sweet man she’d first met? For the first year of their relationship, he’d been gentle, kind, even doting. She’d been immediately smitten. He’d clearly fooled her, considering his behavior changed after they’d bought this ranch and moved in together a little over a year ago.

      It happened slowly at first. Just little things, initially. A backhanded compliment here. A not-so-funny joke about her there. Hidden barbs intended to wound her in the most insidious ways and make her seem like the oversensitive harpy he so often accused her of being. He grew mean so slowly that she hadn’t realized how bad things had gotten until recently. Now, she wanted out.

      He had her trapped and seemed to know it. Maybe that’d been his intent when he talked her into moving here—to Nowhere Special Kansas, away from all of her friends back home in North Dakota. They’d probably given up on hearing from her by now. Since moving, he’d made her block their numbers and monitored her phone calls. Cut off from her friends, and with her parents—both birth and adoptive—passed on, she was alone.

      All alone.

      Grace retrieved the serving platter from the kitchen. She sat it on the table outside then stood back to survey the backyard once more. Flint would probably find something wrong with it; he always found fault with everything she did.

      She sank into one of the lawn chairs she’d set up for their guests and closed her eyes. This damn cookout hadn’t even begun yet, and she was already exhausted. At this rate, it’d be a long afternoon.

      She hadn’t even been sitting for five minutes when the first of their guests arrived. Grace shoved herself to her feet, pasted on a smile, and went to play host. Mere seconds later, people began pouring into the backyard as though the floodgates had been opened.

      Flint came out of the house, a broad smile spreading his thin lips, and acted like a social butterfly as he worked the crowd. Grace had to stifle the urge to roll her eyes.

      The gentle breeze carried his voice over to her. To listen to him talk, he’d toiled for hours and hours on this cookout. Anger churned in her stomach at his words. He was taking all the credit for her hard work again. She wondered what everyone would think if they knew he hadn’t even grilled any of the food.

      Grace bit her lip and reloaded the cooler—nestled in the grass at the end of one table—with cans of soda and bottles of water.

      “You’ve done a great job with this old place. It looks great!”

      Grace swiped her sweat-dampened hair out of her eyes as she straightened then glanced over at the woman who’d spoken. “Thanks, it’s been a lot of work.” Most of which she’d done on her own while Flint sat on his ass.

      The blonde woman chuckled. “Oh, I bet! The old owner, Daniel Sullivan, really let this place go. Last time I was out here, it was a real mess. It looks wonderful now. I like the improvements you’ve made.” Her dark blue eyes widened. “Oh! I should probably introduce myself, huh?” She thrust her hand at Grace. “I’m Sissy Marsh. My husband, Jeremy, and I live about five miles down the road.”

      Grace smiled and shook Sissy’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Sissy. I’m Grace Parker.”

      “Oh, I know, honey. Everyone in town has been talking about you and your husband since you two bought this old place. Flint, is it?”

      Grace’s shoulders stiffened. “Boyfriend,” she corrected softly.

      Once upon a time, she’d dreamed of marrying that man. He’d used the promise of them getting married to talk her into so many things she now regretted, like putting her paycheck in his account instead of opening her own. Now, it was a relief that he’d never proposed. She didn’t even want to think about the fit he’d throw if he ever did and she told him no. There was no way she’d ever agree to marry him. He’d lied about so much.

      What had once seemed like a daydream was now a living nightmare.

      A smile curled on Sissy’s lips. “Oh. Shows me for assuming. Sorry about that.”

      Grace gave her head a slight shake and waved off the apology. “So, what is there fun to do in this town? Please tell me there is more than endless cookouts and gossiping, or I might go crazy. Between working on things here, and my job, I’ve been so busy that I haven’t had time to explore.”

      Sissy laughed. “There’s plenty of shopping downtown too. Oh, and there’s the rodeo. We have a small one in the summer and a bigger one in the fall.”

      “I’ve heard about the rodeo. I’m a sports journalist for Rodeo Unlimited. I have always loved the sport. Back in high school, I used to do breakaway roping. Man, that seems like ages ago now!”

      Grace couldn’t even remember the last time she sat on a horse. It had probably been years. Well before she met Flint, for sure. He’d never let her ride, or do much of anything he suspected brought her joy.

      “You’ll have to come to the next one, then. You can sit with me. It’d be great to have female company. My husband used to do a bit of team roping back before we got married, so we always go. Sometimes, I think…”

      Grace nodded absently as her gaze snagged on the tall cowboy who’d entered the backyard. A willowy blonde clung to his arm.

      She recognized him as the man who’d nearly run her over at the stock auction she and Flint attended yesterday. Thankfully, Flint had come home without any of the cattle he swore he wanted to raise. The poor animals deserved a better owner than him.

      Her eyes slid over the cowboy, taking in every detail. He was as good-looking as she remembered. His dark blue western shirt strained over broad shoulders as the muscles hidden beneath it bunched and flexed with every movement he made. He had to be at least six feet tall and, from what she could see, was built more athletically than most of the other men she’d seen in the area.

      Was he a hired hand somewhere near here? A local rancher? Who was the woman he was with?

      Her heart rate kicked up a notch as he swaggered through the crowd. He turned slightly, giving her a good view of his profile. A faint shadow of stubble covered a strong jawline. His nose seemed vaguely crooked, as though it’d been broken a time or two. With as rough-and-tumble as cowboys were, it probably had. Rather than detracting from his appearance, it gave him a somewhat rugged, all too appealing look. Dark brown hair—long enough to tempt a woman to slide her fingers through it—peeked out from beneath his black cowboy hat.

      She remembered his eyes were a bright shade of blue, reminiscent of the ocean on a sunny day. They had held a prominent part in her dreams last night. A girl could absolutely drown in them. Sadness had lurked deep in their beautiful depths. That hint of pain had spoken to her own, and made her want to know what put it there and take it away somehow. Too bad she couldn’t see his eyes from where she stood.

      Her gaze drifted lower to his narrow waist. He wore a trophy buckle on his belt, but from this distance, she couldn’t make out what it was for. As he walked further away, she struggled to keep herself from gawking at the way his worn Wranglers molded themselves to his ass. It wasn’t the easiest endeavor—it was a really great ass.

      When had she ever seen a more gorgeous man?

      A flicker of guilt sparked. She had a boyfriend; she shouldn’t be finding this man so damn attractive and difficult to look away from. There was no way she should have dreamt about the guy either, or woken up from that dream needy and aching like she had.

      The pretty blonde hanging on his arm said something and tugged him toward a small group of people Grace hadn’t met yet.

      “That’s Colt Boone.”

      Grace jumped. She’d been so focused on the cowboy that she’d completely forgotten Sissy was still standing beside her. Warmth flooded her face as she turned to look at the other woman; it was probably a bright shade of crimson by now. The knowing gleam in Sissy’s eyes made Grace’s face heat even further.

      “He sure is easy on the eyes, isn’t he? If I were a single woman, I’d try my best to rope that man.” Sissy laughed. “It’s hard not to stare at him.”

      Had Grace been staring at him? Geez, she hoped not. “Is he a local?” She allowed her gaze to drift back to the man in question.

      “No. He blew into town last month. He’s the foreman over at Crooked Creek. That’s Tiffany Smith, his boss’s daughter, with him. Horrible woman. I pity the man for having to deal with her.”

      Grace glanced at Sissy, half hoping she’d continue talking about Colt. She was unquestionably far more interested in learning more about him than she should be.

      What she should do was change the subject to something safer before Flint overheard their conversation. He would kill her if he knew she was eyeballing some other man. It wouldn’t matter that she had no intention of even saying hi to the guy. Flint’s jealous streak had to be at least ten miles wide. If she had a dollar for every time he accused her of cheating, she’d have more than enough money to move somewhere far, far away from him by now.

      Her gaze traveled over to her boyfriend of its own accord, and she barely concealed a wince. From the thunderous way Flint was glowering at her, she surmised he’d seen her watching Colt.

      Great. Was it too much to hope that he’d forget about it before the cookout ended? Probably. She really didn’t have the energy to deal with his jealousy tonight.

      It wasn’t as though looking was a crime anyway. There was no harm in it. Considering Flint often actively hit on other women right in front of her, he didn’t have room to talk. Regardless, an anxious sensation spread through her. She looked away and dropped her gaze to the grass at her feet.

      “Rumor has it Colt was a bull rider on the pro circuit until a couple of years ago. Our summer rodeo is coming up; if the rumor mill is right, maybe he’ll ride in it.”

      A bull rider. Well, that explained the buckle.

      “Supposedly, he retired when his wife died in some sort of accident.” Sissy paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face.

      His wife died? Grace sucked in a breath at that news, and her heart clenched. No wonder there’d been such pain lurking in his eyes. She couldn’t even imagine. How awful! It made her want to hug him. Not that she would. Flint would likely lose his mind if she even said hello to the man as it was.

      “Hey, would you want to go to lunch tomorrow?” Sissy asked. “My treat! I can show you around town and fill you in on more gossip.”

      Grace lifted her eyes back to Sissy and forced a smile. She could still feel Flint’s glare boring through her. Her stomach quivered. If he didn’t forbid her from going, hanging out with Sissy for a while would be great. Who knew, maybe she’d even end up with a friend here.

      “Sure, that sounds fun,” she answered. “Where should I meet you?”

      Sissy waved a hand dismissively. “Pfft, I’ll come pick you up. No sense you wasting your gas.” She smiled brightly. “Around ten sound okay to you?”

      “Sure, that’ll be great.”

      “Awesome! Well, I had better go save your boyfriend from my husband. Jeremy will talk his ear right off his head. I’ll see you tomorrow!”

      A smile twitched on Grace’s lips as Sissy hurried away. It’d been so long since she’d last had someone other than Flint to hang out with.

      Her eyes drifted back over to Colt before she could stop herself from looking. He glanced up right at that moment, and their gazes collided.

      Her heart leaped in her chest then beat faster. Recognition sparked in the blue depths of his eyes, and one corner of his mouth tilted upward. Her breath caught. Oh, that smirk was dangerous. He was good-looking to begin with, but that smirk made him doubly so. Grace’s lips curled into a small smile of their own accord as she nervously ran a hand over her hair. Her stomach quivered.

      All too aware of Flint standing nearby, his heavy gaze still on her, she yanked her eyes away from Colt’s and busied herself with making up a plate of food, trying her best to keep from looking at him again.
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        * * *

      

      “You cheating on me?”

      Grace whirled around to face Flint, her eyes widening. The dish she’d been washing nearly slipped out of her hand.

      Where had he even come from? She certainly hadn’t heard him enter the kitchen, and the moment the cookout ended, he’d disappeared.

      That’d been nearly three hours ago. It
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