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      Misery was his companion. It had seen Colt through the last year of his life, and at this point, he couldn’t see a future without that cold friend by his side. He barely remembered losing his parents when he’d been a child. They had been there one day and gone the next. His memories had long since faded, and all he had were the pictures and video recordings to keep them alive.

      But that was how it went with losing a family member. They were part of your life. You didn’t get to choose them, but you could learn to appreciate them all the same. They had to love you no matter what and vice versa.

      Losing a spouse was different.

      Katelynn hadn’t just landed in his lap, and he’d decided to go with it.

      He could remember the first day he’d seen her as if it was yesterday. He had been a senior in high school, and he’d gone to the rodeo with his grandparents. The crowds bordered on being out of control. No one could move five steps without bumping into someone else.

      And yet he had been able to see her from a quarter mile away.

      Katelynn stood with some other girls on the metal rungs of the fenced-in area, talking to some rodeo cowboys. They laughed, flirted, and smiled like most girls their age did, but all Colt could do was stare.

      Her blond hair had been pulled back into a ponytail, but bits and pieces had come loose and framed her face. Every so often, a breeze would pick up those tendrils and send them floating as if they had minds of their own.

      She never looked in his direction, but he knew that one day, he’d get her attention and make her his. It had taken him a couple weeks to find out who she was and that she was in the area visiting her grandparents. But once he introduced himself, the rest was history.

      A short engagement, followed by the best two years of his life.

      And now, what did he have to show for it? The shadow of what could have been lurking over his shoulder, that was what. Grief, misery, loneliness.

      At least his brothers knew to leave him be. And he’d done his part to hide his true feelings. They didn’t have to deal with him and his attitude. He’d retreated into the shell of what he once was and put on a mask to appease those around him.

      Today was different.

      Today, he was going to allow himself to feel all the feelings.

      Katelynn’s heart had finally given out after the discovery of a congenital heart problem that had only surfaced after they’d gotten together.

      The doctors should never have insisted that she would be fine. They should never have given him false hope.

      Colt stood in the attic, where he’d moved all of Katelynn’s belongings that didn’t fit in his bedroom. There were clothes, books, shoes, and various other items he couldn’t bring himself to get rid of. Disposing of them felt wrong, and donating them meant he had to officially let go. He wasn’t strong enough for either option.

      He glanced over to a box that was labeled “wedding.” His heart constricted. She’d saved some of the most mundane stuff. Napkins with their initials on them. The fake flowers from the centerpieces because she hadn’t wanted to kill flowers for just one day. There were disposable cameras they’d never had the chance to get developed. He’d been through it all, and it still hurt to think about it.

      The only reason he was up here was because today was the anniversary of the day he’d kissed her for the last time and told her goodbye. A machine had been keeping her alive, but he could tell she was ready to let go.

      Colt shut his eyes tight, his hands clenching into fists at his sides, but even his nails digging into his palms weren’t enough to ease the ache in his chest. His own heart had broken that day, and there was nothing any doctor could do to fix it.

      After a few minutes, he took a deep breath and settled onto the floor to go through the things he’d told himself he wouldn’t touch again. He found the box of pictures and shuffled through them. She had been so vibrant. It wasn’t fair that her life had been cut short so quickly. The rate at which she deteriorated had even surprised her doctors.

      He shoved the pictures into their box and pushed it away. He needed to clear his head before he went through anything else.

      Colt slipped out of the house. It was early, and his brothers would be getting up to work around the ranch. If he was fast, he’d miss seeing them, and he could get out to the barn without being seen. A ride would do him some good.

      He hurried across the lawn and toward the barn. But when he rounded the doorway, he stopped cold. His twin leaned casually against the stall door where Colt’s horse was stabled. He glanced lazily over at Colt but didn’t flash a smile like he usually did. Out of everyone in their family, Wyatt was the only one who didn’t push Colt to move on. Whether it was due to their connection as twins or simply because he was the most protective brother in their family remained to be seen.

      “I thought you’d be out here sooner,” Wyatt drawled. “What took you so long?”

      “What are you talking about?” Colt murmured, moving forward. “I didn’t have any plans with you. I took the day off so I could be by myself.” He stopped in front of the stall and flicked his fingers at his twin. “Now, you should probably move so I can get my horse and go for a ride.”

      Wyatt didn’t move right away. The concern shone in his eyes as they penetrated Colt like they’d done numerous times before. “I’m not letting you spend today alone.”

      Colt snorted. “There’s nothing you can really do about it. I have the day off and⁠—”

      “So do I.”

      Colt stiffened. “Luke would never⁠—”

      “Actually, Luke thinks it’s a great idea.”

      “I don’t believe you. There’s too much to do around here.”

      “And everyone is worried you’re going to have some kind of relapse.”

      The frown Colt wore deepened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, little brother, that we have four and a half years left of staying on this ranch together before we reap any of the benefits. If you decide to take off and the lawyer or anyone else finds out, then we’re up a creek.”

      Colt lifted his chin, appraising his twin. “I can’t tell whether to be disappointed or relieved.”

      Wyatt lifted a brow. “About what?”

      “Here I thought you were waiting to help me. But in reality, you’re only here to protect the family ranch.”

      “That’s not what I said,” Wyatt argued, pushing away from the stall and moving toward him. He poked Colt in the shoulder hard enough to cause a bruising pain. “You know well enough that I would never leave you to handle today on your own. I know exactly what you’re feeling, because I feel it too.” He slammed his fist against his own chest. “No one knows why it happens, but it does.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to be such a burden,” Colt muttered, attempting to move past Wyatt and reach for the handle on the stall door.

      Wyatt blocked him. “I get that you’re hurting. I really do. And I’m not here to tell you how to grieve or that you don’t deserve your quiet time. But I’m your brother, and I get to tell you when you’re moving into a self-destructive phase. The longer you linger on these feelings of yours, the worse it’s going to get.”

      Colt glowered at his brother. If anyone else had said those words to him, he might have clocked them, given the way he was feeling in this moment. Fortunately, he knew better than to pick a fight with Wyatt. They might have been twins, but his brother had spent most of his time working on his physique rather than finding love. If they’d gone head to head, Colt would have been down on the ground, calling uncle, in a matter of seconds.

      Wyatt jerked his head down the aisle. “I got my horse saddled and ready to go. I figured you’d want to go for a ride to get out of the house today. I know we can’t exactly visit her grave since she was buried in another state…”

      “It’s fine,” Colt muttered. That fact was the one that disappointed him the most. He didn’t have anywhere he could pay his respects. Her family got to have that privilege. It made him wish he hadn’t agreed to move closer to them when she’d asked.

      He shook off those memories and set to work saddling his horse.

      Wyatt seemed to have figured out that it would be better not to talk anymore after their little conversation. They went for their ride, wandering along trails and even some that hadn’t been made by people. When they got far enough out into the pastures that weren’t as well maintained, they even saw some wildlife. A coyote darted through a fence. Rabbits scurried to a hole beneath a tree. Birds flew.

      While Katelynn had appreciated nature, she’d valued living in the city more. She wanted the easy access to stores and civilization. That was something they’d differed on. Even when he’d moved to the city, he had missed this place. If he were really honest with himself, he would admit that this whole charade his grandfather had cooked up had ended up saving him.

      The truth was, he needed his brothers.

      Their horses plodded along, snapping twigs and branches in their path. He allowed himself to breathe in the fresh early-morning air if only to settle his mood. Katelynn wouldn’t want him to dwell on his loss. She would be telling him to move on. Well, if she wanted that so badly, she could give him a sign.

      If something were to happen in his life that tore him from his despair, he might actually believe she had moved on and wanted him to be happy. Until that happened, he was going to do things his way.

      “We should probably head back.” Wyatt’s quiet voice broke into his thoughts. “We’ve been riding for almost two hours. The horses need a rest.”

      Colt glanced at his brother out of the corner of his eye. “Yeah, okay.”

      “You going to go back to the attic?”

      He shot Wyatt a surprised look. “How did you⁠—”

      “I saw the light on through the cracks of the panel.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “So are you going to get rid of some stuff?”

      “No.” He said it firmly and without apology.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not mine to give.”

      “Colt—”

      “And it’s none of your business what I do with my wife’s things.”

      Wyatt’s jaw tightened, but then he nodded sharply.

      They headed back the way they’d come and arrived at the barn a little before noon. Colt was about to pull the saddle from his horse when Wyatt waved him off. “I’ll take care of it. You do what you need.”

      Colt nodded without a word and trudged toward the house. Just as he got to the top of the stairs, he heard a car coming up the drive. He turned, expecting Claire.

      But he was wrong. The car was a rental. Colt frowned, peering from beneath his Stetson to see who was behind the wheel, but the glare was too strong. Whoever it was parked the car and pushed open the door.

      His heart stopped.

      Katelynn hadn’t had a twin, but she did have a younger sister who could have passed as one. Harper stood straight, her arm resting on the open door as she stared at Colt. Her blond hair fluttered in the afternoon breeze and she flashed him a smile. “Hi, Colt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Harper had rehearsed what she was going to say during the whole trip from Colorado to Texas. On the plane, she’d fiddled with the letter she’d found among her sister’s things from the hospital. Countless times, she had considered opening it despite it being written to Colt. Harper wasn’t even sure how it had managed to get into the items she had taken with her.

      Now, a full year later, she had finally gotten up the nerve to show up here and give it to him. But standing in front of him right now, she couldn’t do it. Terrified. That was what she was. There could be numerous things in that letter, the most unflattering of them about her.

      It was too late to turn back now. Colt had seen her.

      And he wasn’t speaking. That wasn’t good.

      “You gonna say hello? Or just stand there?” Her self-confidence was nonexistent when she was around him. It had always been that way, but she’d been pretty good at hiding it from him. Unfortunately, she was positive that Katelynn had seen right through her.

      Her eyes darted to her purse on the front seat, where that letter had been tucked between her wallet and her phone. She nibbled on her lower lip. There was no way she could give it to him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      She jumped and looked up at where he still stood on the porch steps. “What?”

      “Come on, Harper. We haven’t spoken since the funeral. Your folks don’t even check in more than once every few months, and I bet that’s out of obligation. It’s not like I was part of your family for long enough to form a lasting bond.”

      Harper flinched. “That’s not fair.”

      “You want to know what’s not fair? I lost my wife.”

      “And I lost my sister,” she snapped back. “We both lost someone we loved.”

      “Well, you seem to be doing quite well, all things considered.”

      She scowled at him. He was lashing out at her. That much was clear. He was hurting. Some people had a harder time dealing with a loss of this magnitude, and Colt appeared to be one of them.

      Harper looked away. “Well, I’m not.”

      “What are you doing here?” he asked again. “There’s no reason for you to be here unless there’s something your parents wanted me to have.”

      It was uncanny how close he’d come to hitting the nail on the head. Colt was right. She didn’t have any good reason for being here. She was unwelcome, barely someone he gave two thoughts about.

      And yet she’d come.

      Harper swallowed back the lump in her throat and scrambled for any reason she could come up with to stay. She knew she’d regret not giving him that letter, but with the way he was acting, she couldn’t do it. He needed to be in a better frame of mind—they both did. Clearing her throat, she rolled her shoulders back. “I want my sister’s things.”

      “You… what?” Colt choked out.

      “You heard me. I want my sister’s things. You were only married for two years. I think that if anyone should have a claim on them, it would be me.”

      He shook his head and held up both hands. “Absolutely not.”

      “Colt—”

      “No,” he said firmly. “If she wanted you to have anything, she would have put it in the will.”

      “There wasn’t a will,” Harper shot back. “You know that as well as I do. She didn’t prioritize that.”

      Colt folded his arms, his eyes narrowing. “That’s not my fault.”

      She huffed, her frustration growing. “What do you need with her clothes and jewelry anyway? You can’t wear them.”

      His jaw tightened.

      “I know you’re going to inevitably sell them⁠—”

      “That’s not going to happen,” he ground out.

      “You don’t know that. What happens when you find someone new?” She practically choked out the question, hating how many times she’d thought about that very thing—and wondering what it would be like if he chose her. “One day, you will finally come to terms with her being gone, and you will want to be happy. It happens to everyone.”

      “Not me.”

      She snorted. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Yeah, probably.” He shrugged. “Sorry you wasted the trip. I’m not going to let you take anything, so you might as well go on home.”

      Harper moved out from behind the car door and slammed it shut before she firmly planted her feet on the ground. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Well, you’re not staying here.”

      “What are you going to do? Call the sheriff?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Colt!” Another cowboy resembling a more built version of Colt materialized out of nowhere. Harper jumped and stared at him, still unnerved by how much he looked like his brother. She knew they were twins. She’d seen them interacting at the wedding three years ago. She’d never met him, though. He’d been surrounded by other girls, and as much as she found him attractive, she’d already lost her heart to the man who only had eyes for Katelynn.

      Harper cleared her throat, her eyes following the brother as he marched up to the bottom of the stairs and set a hard look on Colt. “That’s not how we treat guests.” He turned toward Harper and flashed her a smile. “I’m sorry about him. He’s having a hard day.” He moved forward and held out his hand. “I’m Wyatt.” His eyes narrowed slightly, and he tilted his head. “You look really familiar. Have we met?”

      “She’s Katelynn’s sister, you idiot,” Colt snapped.

      Wyatt stared at Harper, understanding filling his gaze. “That’s it. You’re her sister. I only ever saw you at the wedding, but I don’t think we ever talked.”

      Harper shook her head. “No, we didn’t.”

      He continued to smile. “What are you doing here? Don’t you live back in…”

      “Colorado,” she murmured, her focus shifting to Colt before coming back to Wyatt. “I wanted to come look through my sister’s things and see if I can take some back with me.”

      “Of course⁠—”

      “I already told her no, Wyatt.”

      Wyatt jerked around to stare at Colt. Harper couldn’t see his expression fully, but she would imagine by the way Colt glared at his brother that the feelings they shared were mutual. “Why did you go and say a stupid thing like that?”

      “They don’t belong to her.”

      “Katelynn was her sister, Colt.” He groaned, taking off his hat as he raked a hand through his hair. “Don’t you think she deserves to have something to remember her by?”

      Colt wouldn’t budge on the subject. “I’m sure she has plenty. She doesn’t need to come here and bother me for anything.”

      Wyatt turned from Colt to Harper once more. “I’m sorry about him. Like I said, he’s not thinking things through. Of course you’re welcome to stay.”

      “You can’t give her anything. It’s not your place,” Colt continued to argue.

      “Maybe not. But I can give her permission to set up camp here as long as it takes for you to realize that you’re wrong.” Wyatt met Harper’s eyes. “You need somewhere to stay? I’m sure we could find a place⁠—”

      “Wyatt!” Colt snapped, but Wyatt continued.

      “It might not be the Sheraton, but you wouldn’t have to pay for a room if you stay here.”

      She shook her head. “I’m good.”

      “Really.” Wyatt leaned in and lowered his voice. “It’s the least we can do for how Colt has been acting.”

      “My grandparents are letting me stay with them. I’ll be fine.” It was strange that even in the few minutes they’d spoken to one another, she could tell how different Wyatt and Colt were—and it was more than Colt being upset about Katelynn. Wyatt was more outgoing. He had a certain kind of confidence that was off-putting. Harper had dated guys like that. Typically, they were perfect on the surface, but when push came to shove, they usually cared more about themselves than anyone else. Wyatt was being nice, that was all.

      “Well, if you need anything while you’re here, including getting Colt to behave, you just find me.”

      Colt huffed and charged inside. Wyatt and Harper watched him leave then glanced at one another. The silence between them morphed into a sort of awkwardness that rivaled what she’d experienced with Colt.

      While she knew that none of these men could possibly know her real reasons for being here, it almost felt as if this one could see right through her. And if that was the case, then why wasn’t he telling her she should do what she came to do and get lost? She had no reason for being here—no purpose for taking what was rightfully Colt’s to keep.

      She fidgeted with her hands, twirling the ring her sister had given her. “He’s really taking it hard, isn’t he?” she murmured.

      “Yeah, but I’m sure you’re feeling it too, right? She was your sister. You grew up with her. Colt might have loved her, but you were family.”

      She nodded, but deep down, she disagreed. Colt was clearly suffering more than anyone in her family. Her parents had come to terms with losing their daughter. They missed her, but they were healing. Colt wasn’t even coming close.

      She motioned to her car and inched away from Wyatt. “I’m going to head out and give Colt some time to… process.” What was she trying to say? That she was forcing Colt to accept that she was here to take memories of his wife from him? That sounded worse somehow.

      Wyatt moved with her. “He’s going to be fine, I promise. You just have to give him some time to warm up to you.”

      She stopped and faced him, her brows pulling together. “Why do you care?” It was strange that Wyatt was trying to help her. What was his endgame? Why didn’t he just want to keep the peace?

      Because Colt had been the peacekeeper. When Katelynn had gotten into arguments with Harper during the two years she was married to Colt, he’d been the one to help her see reason. Katelynn and Harper were both known to be stubborn. Now, it appeared that Colt had become the stubborn one without Katelynn in his life.

      He chuckled. “Honestly? I know my brother well enough that I could tell the second you showed up that there was a spark in his eyes that I haven’t seen… since Katelynn passed.”

      Harper froze at his words. He wasn’t suggesting that Colt had feelings for her. Nothing could have been further from the truth. The man she’d argued with on the porch was still hanging onto the feelings he had for his wife. If anything, he despised her for dredging up even more memories.

      Wyatt confirmed this when he let out a sigh and dragged a hand down his face. “I’m sorry, but his irritation with you seems to be the thing that has made him wake up a little. I don’t want you to feel like you’re being used, but I really want to see what your being here does to help push him forward.”

      “That’s a terrible reason for wanting to be nice to me,” she muttered.

      He laughed. “Yeah, I know.”

      “You’re basically telling me that you want to make your brother uncomfortable.”

      “For his own good.”

      She opened her car door. “Doing something bad in the name of good isn’t always for the best. It could blow up in your face.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” He waved a hand. “I’ll see you around. And a little bit of advice?”

      Harper paused.

      “Get better at lying.”

      She stiffened. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re hiding something. Colt might not have been able to tell, but I can. Whatever it is, you might want to get a better poker face.”
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      Colt fumed as he paced just inside the house. Every so often, he peeked through the blinds to see that Wyatt and Harper were still speaking. He couldn’t understand what was being said so much as hear their tones.

      Why did they sound like they knew each other so well?

      He stopped and watched her from where he stood. Dang, why did she have to look so much like her sister? If he had been walking down the street and caught a glimpse of her out of the corner of his eye, he would have thought that Katelynn had come back from the dead.

      Her blond hair was just the right length, coming a few inches past her shoulders. It fell in soft waves that looked like they were lighter than air. She had green eyes that could change color with her mood to a more hazel color. It was as if her parents had decided to make a copy of her older sister when they wanted another child.

      Colt flexed his hands, hating how much he wanted to go back out onto the porch and just look at her. From a distance, he could feel as if he had his wife back.

      That wasn’t a healthy way of thinking. Katelynn was gone. Harper would never replace her. And he couldn’t forget the most important reason he needed to stay away from her. He was vulnerable—falling for his wife’s sister was one of the biggest
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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