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      Bitter, angry clouds rolled across an expansive Texas sky, threatening to unleash a catastrophic torrent and an end to a devastating two-year drought. Under normal circumstances, rain would be welcomed. But this storm wasn’t the way to go about replenishing the earth. Besides, all Birdie West could focus on was the fact she would soon lose the grandmother she loved.

      Tears threatened to fall at the thought of losing her only family. She blinked away the water welling in her eyes, causing the road to blur. She’d only passed two vehicles on the two-lane highway in the past forty-five minutes. Her trip to Lone Star Pass, Texas, wasn’t a vacation or an escape. This trip was a favor to the woman who’d helped raise her. How the news she was about to bring to light would be received was anybody’s guess. Who knew what kind of reception she would receive when she showed up at the Firebrand Ranch with a will in hand that left her grandmother—Meg as she preferred to be called—with enough money to pay for the care she needed and be more than comfortable for her remaining days.

      Producing the will had been a last resort for Meg. Did she fear putting Birdie in the middle of a fight? The resignation in Meg’s eyes when she stumbled over to the bedroom safe, a safe that had been well hidden for countless years, and produced the legal document had been apparent. So had the pain.

      The sticky part was that if rich had a category, the Firebrands would be well above it. They would also have fancy lawyers that might tie up the money in court for years like Anna Nicole Smith experienced with her eighty-nine-year-old husband. Meg had never mentioned Marshall Firebrand to Birdie, so she had no idea what their relationship had been. The two could have been friends, except that didn’t explain the large sum of money involved. All Birdie knew for certain was the man had wanted to leave a million dollars to someone he must’ve viewed as close to him at one time.

      Then again, it was possible he’d fallen in love with Meg’s art. At one time, she’d been one of the most prominent artists in Texas. Meg often teased that if she’d known she would live this long, she would have saved for retirement. Meg had saved. Then, she’d been deceived and wiped out by a man she’d trusted.

      The two of them had been getting by okay once Birdie moved in. She’d been working two jobs to make ends meet. But this last medical setback was too much.

      A crack of thunder shook the earth. A fawn bolted across the street. Birdie gasped, slammed on the brake, and cranked the steering wheel to the right. The hatchback missed the fawn but landed bumper down in a ditch.

      Heart thundering, Birdie jumped into ‘go’ mode. Throwing her shoulder into the door as she pulled the handle, she practically fell out of the vehicle. The step down wasn’t a good sign for being able to back her car out easily. She walked around the powder blue vehicle that she’d nicknamed ‘Blue Jay.’

      The way her bumper was wedged into the ditch left all four tires dangling in the air. There was no way she was going to be able to back out of this mess. Not ready to give up just yet, she opened the trunk to see if there was anything she could use.

      There was a crowbar—which she grabbed—and for whatever reason, there was a blanket. It was far too hot to need a wool cover this time of year in Texas. Then she remembered using it for a picnic at the lake New Year’s Eve, and a date that had ended a three-year relationship. As the saying went, out with the old. At least, that had been Ethan’s motto. After three years together, he finally confessed that for the past twelve months he’d been in love with someone from work. How great was it that he’d strung her along while he was courting another woman?

      The thought still burned. Looking back, she should have seen the writing on the wall. All those times he’d had to stay late at work. Then, there were the last-minute canceled plans. His sudden reluctance to plan a vacation together should have been a big clue. But she’d trusted Ethan. She’d believed him when he’d told her that starting a new job as a financial advisor meant he needed to work long hours. She’d supported him, told him how proud she was of his commitment to a new career path.

      And then he’d paid her back by sleeping with an intern while she’d been watching shows like Say Yes To The Dress. To be fair, she’d never been the type to dream of her wedding day. At least, not until she’d seen an engagement ring tucked inside a box in his backpack when he stayed over Thanksgiving. Christmas had come and gone, along with the day she thought he would propose. After, she’d decided the ring would be unboxed at New Year’s.

      Nope. Turned out, the ring wasn’t meant for her. Ethan had planned to propose to his girlfriend Isabella, or Izzy to her friends. Okay, so Birdie had gone down a rabbit hole and stalked Izzy’s social media after a second glass of wine on New Year’s Day. Then, she’d told herself to move on.

      When she got out of the ditch, she made a mental note to burn the blanket. In the meantime, she needed to see if there was anything else she could use inside the vehicle. As she walked around the back of Blue Jay, she saw a truck headed her way.

      Birdie stepped up to the small shoulder of the paved road. She could only hope the driver of the truck wasn’t a maniac or rapist, considering she was stranded on the side of the road.

      The engine hummed, and she heard a door open and close.

      “How’d you manage that?” A tall, muscled stranger lifted the ballcap he was wearing enough to air out his head as he stood on the side of the road next to his truck, emergency flashers blinking a staccato rhythm.

      A wise guy?

      “This? Figured I’d measure the ditch. See how deep it was, so I drove it right in,” Birdie shot back, gripping her cell.

      “Good thinking,” he said, turning around like he was about to leave the scene without so much as offering a hand. Seriously?

      It was fine, or would be fine. She didn’t need his help anyway. She’d been in worse pickles than this and figured a way out. Still, it galled her to think he wouldn’t at least offer.

      “Nice. Go. I got this,” she mumbled under her breath. She threw her hands up in the air without tossing her cell phone away, and said, “Unbelievable,” before returning a balled fist to her hip. Let the man go on his way.

      This was the point where she needed to call in a tow truck, but it galled her to have to spend money she didn’t have to spare. At least, not yet. Once she laid claim to the Firebrand inheritance on behalf of Grandma Meg, there would be plenty of money to go around. Of course, Birdie didn’t care about taking someone else’s money.

      She kicked her back tire. The lack of rain made for dry dirt, but the way her car was wedged in the ditch would make it impossible shift into reverse and drive out. The skies threatened to open up any minute now. Wouldn’t that be icing on the cake?

      The truck didn’t pull away, as expected. What was this guy doing? She reached inside her vehicle to locate her cell as the sound of his voice traveled over and through her, creating an unexpected warmth in her.

      “Yes, it’s me. Fallon.” He paused a beat. “I know. It’s been a long time. I’m coming home now, though.” Another pause. “Yes, for good this time.” More silence. “I’m not kidding. I’m done with the service.”

      He walked around the back of his truck and then leaned against the bumper. The fact he’d been in the military explained his tight clipped haircut and the way he stood with his back ramrod straight. Don’t get her started on his muscles. Those proved he held himself to a higher standard than most when it came to working out. The five o’clock shadow on his chiseled granite face had thrown her off. But it was, in fact, close to dinner time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Any chance you can swing by and help?” Fallon Firebrand asked Bronc Harris, who was on the phone. The ranch foreman had worked for the Marshall for years. The last time Fallon had seen Bronc, he’d been in his late fifties with weather-worn skin and a permanent tan.

      “Give me the location and I’ll head on over,” Bronc said, a strain in his voice. He’d always been a worrier and it was reassuring that not everything had changed. Losing his employer must have been a huge hit.

      “Hold on a sec.” Fallon checked GPS on his phone, took a pic of their location and sent it over. He had to love technology. “Should be arriving in your text messages any sec—”

      The delivered notification cut him off.

      “Got it,” Bronc said. “I’ll head on over.”

      “I appreciate it,” Fallon said, figuring there’d be time for explanations and reunion talk later.

      “It’s good to have you home,” Bronc said.

      “Good to be back,” Fallon admitted before ending the call. Granted, he wasn’t exactly home yet, but he’d made it to Lone Star Pass and that was pretty much the same thing. The minute he drove through town, he was hit with a bout of nostalgia.

      Fallon grabbed a stack of cones from the back of his new truck. He’d ordered the pickup and a few supplies so he’d have a few basics. He had very little in the way of belongings. Pretty much everything he wanted to bring back fit inside his duffel. Once a rancher, always a rancher and that meant being prepared for almost anything. In his former line of work ‘almost anything’ had an annoying habit of showing up at the most inconvenient times. In the military, he was almost guaranteed it would.

      He placed cones on the road, spacing them three feet apart. This way, anyone speeding down the road would have a heads-up to slow down. Folks sometimes confused themselves with Indy drivers on this stretch. He wanted them to be warned of possible dangers ahead in time to find their brakes.

      When he was done, he joined the driver. Since he didn’t see another vehicle around, he needed to see if she slurred her words or seemed to be on any type of medication that might have caused her to veer off the road.

      The woman stood there with her arms folded across her chest, staring at her vehicle from various angles. Her stiff posture gave him the impression she needed a minute. She looked to be in her late twenties with auburn hair that had black tips that fell soft around her face and barely touched her shoulders. Her hair reminded him of everything he loved about fall color. Big brown eyes that made him think of autumn leaves were hooded by thick lashes. She had full, pink lips that begged to be kissed. Lips he had no business letting his gaze linger on.

      “Birdie West,” she said, spinning toward him and then sticking her hand out between them. She wore a tank top, jean shorts, and boots.

      “Fallon.” He took the hand being offered and shook, ignoring the trill of electricity that shot through him the minute they made physical contact. His reaction caught him off guard.

      “Are you from around here?” he asked, already breaking a sweat and he hadn’t done any heavy lifting yet. The humidity was off the charts despite the fact not a droplet of rain had fallen so far. The threat was certainly there. Mother Nature needed to get it together.

      “You got a last name?” Birdie asked with a small head shake. Her pulse thumped at the base of her throat, and she seemed nervous. She brought her hand up to cover her neck, a sure sign she was feeling vulnerable. Then again, she was alone and stranded on a country road. Was she afraid of him?

      To ease the tension, he took a few steps toward the vehicle and dropped down on one knee like he was examining the ditch situation. He remembered the threat to the ranch and decided against revealing his parentage for the time being. “Just Fallon. Is Birdie a nickname?”

      “No. I’m just Birdie,” she said.

      “Well, Birdie, help is on the way,” he stated, making himself as small as possible, which was difficult for a man of his size to do. “I called a friend.”

      “I heard,” she said. “Thank you.”

      The fact she hadn’t stopped him from making the call made him believe she wasn’t from these parts. She would have already made the call herself if she was. She would have waved him on and told him someone was on the way to help. Her eyes were clear and her speech seemed fine. All good signs this was an honest mistake.

      “Mind if I ask where you’re from?” He was mostly making small talk, except a part of him wanted to know if he had a chance of ever seeing her again once she was out of the ditch for reasons he couldn’t explain.

      Maybe it had to do with the fact that she was new in town and after talking to Eric, Fallon realized how much everything had probably changed. It might be nice to have someone he could talk to who didn’t have any involvement with his family.

      “South of Austin,” she said. “Small town.”

      “We had a friend who moved to Austin after she graduated high school. I heard she’s doing great things in country music lately,” he said for lack of anything better. He was normally a better talker than this but Birdie had his tongue-tied. This seemed like a good time to remind himself he was no longer an awkward teenager. He’d grown tall in middle school, but it had taken a while to fill out his frame. His brothers and cousins bulked up long before Fallon, but he’d grown into his frame during his military service.

      “Isn’t Raleigh Perry originally from these parts?” The disbelief in Birdie’s voice made him smile. He also realized he’d just found common ground. Talking might help Birdie relax. It bothered him that she could possibly feel physically threatened by him.

      “That’s who I’m referring to,” he said.

      “You know her?” Birdie’s face twisted up. “I don’t believe you.”

      Her reaction made him chuckle. Plus, he’d known Raleigh forever and hadn’t seen her in longer than that, so it was impossible to think of her as some superstar.

      Birdie seemed offended. “What?”

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve been home or seen anyone from here but, yes, I’ve known Raleigh since we were both this high.” He held his hand up to around the waistband of his jeans.

      “Seriously?” she asked, far more impressed now. “She has this amazing song…” She snapped her fingers together and then started humming.

      “Are you talking about The Loft?” he asked, recognizing the tune.

      “Yes, that’s the one. You know it?” she asked, and he could almost see the neurons firing in her brain.

      “It’s my personal favorite,” he admitted. “That one made it all the way overseas with my unit, which is where I’ve been for more than a decade.”

      “Thank you for your service,” Birdie said, those blue eyes studying him like she was trying to figure him out.

      “You’re welcome,” he said. His response was almost autopilot, but he meant it every time.

      “Then you must be from around here originally,” she noted.

      “This is my childhood home,” he said before walking around the perimeter of the hatchback to start coming up with a plan to get this baby out of the ditch and back on the road once Bronc arrived. Of course, a piece of him didn’t mind sticking around and talking to Birdie despite the near-oppressive heat. It had been worse where he’d been stationed overseas. He would think he would have gotten used to it by now.

      “Are you visiting relatives then?” she asked.

      “More like coming home for good.” He stepped in the ditch so she would be looking down at him from where she stood. She’d gotten herself in an interesting position as she’d driven almost straight in, perpendicular to the road. Now, that she seemed to be more comfortable with him, he figured it was safe to ask about the accident without her shutting down. “Mind if I ask what happened here?”

      “Did you hear that thunder boom earlier?” she asked.

      He nodded. It had practically rocked the road. “The one that felt more like an earthquake?”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “A fawn shot of nowhere because of it. I slammed on the brakes and turned the steering wheel a little too hard. Went straight in and left myself no feasible way to get out without a tow truck.”

      “Looks like the fawn lived.” He glanced around.

      “Thankfully,” she said, then motioned toward the hatchback. “Blue Jay didn’t do so hot.”

      He shook his head and pursed his lips together to keep from commenting on the name she’d given her vehicle. It was kind of adorable, and he didn’t want to like this stranger any more than he already did.

      “Are you passing through town or planning to stick around?” he asked, searching for good attachment points on the vehicle for when Bronc showed. The trick to successfully recovering a stuck car was finding good attachment points.

      “I have business here,” she said. “Only planning on staying long enough to settle it, which hopefully won’t take much time.”

      “What kind of business?” he asked.

      “Personal. I’m on a mission for Meg…” She seemed to realize he would have no idea who that was. “My grandmother.”

      “She couldn’t come with you?” he asked, and then regretted the question almost as soon as it came out of his mouth when he saw her body tense up like she’d just taken a punch. He’d clearly struck a nerve. “You don’t have to answer that.”

      “She isn’t well,” Birdie said with a frown that nearly cut his heart out of his chest. She quickly recovered. Then, said, “You never said your last name.”

      No, he hadn’t. And he had no plans to, so he needed to think his way out of this real quick. A crack of thunder caused them both to duck and think about running for cover. The sky rumbled, creating the distraction he needed. But was it enough to keep his identity a secret a little while longer?
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      “Do you want to sit inside my truck until Bronc gets here?”

      Birdie nodded, figuring this guy couldn’t possibly be a serial killer or he would have made his move by now. They were alone on a stretch of road that didn’t seem like it had a whole lot of traffic. He’d already called for help and, besides, there was something honest about his eyes.

      He opened the passenger door, so she thanked him and climbed inside. It was the neatest cab she’d ever sat in. There were no fast-food wrappers. The dashboard was impeccable. The floormats looked brand new.

      Oh, right. Military.

      When she really thought about it, the tidiness made sense. One of her friends from high school had served, and she’d noted how the kid who used to be a slob suddenly took care of everything, including himself, differently after his release.

      Lightning lit the dark gray sky in an electric show that looked a whole lot better from inside a vehicle where she couldn’t get zapped. Still, no rain.

      “Are you staying in town overnight?” Fallon asked, and then put a hand up like he realized how that might sound. “All I was going to suggest is that you stay at Conley Inn. It has a lot of fresh flowers and lace everywhere and Mrs. Conley cooks up some pretty mean waffles.”

      “I didn’t see it when I checked online,” she said, with an awkward shrug. “Sounds nice.” And expensive. She hadn’t bothered to do a thorough search. Her next-to-nothing budget would have her sleeping at a campground in her vehicle tonight. It was only for one night. She hoped.

      He grabbed his cell phone and pulled up the map feature. His eyebrows drew together.

      “Guess I haven’t been home in a while. The Conley Inn closed three years ago,” he said on a sharp sigh. “Shame.”

      “The waffles sounded pretty amazing. Too bad,” she said. The place would most likely have been out of her price range anyway, despite Meg being the soon-to-be beneficiary of a million dollars. Plus, it wasn’t like the money was in hand, or potentially ever would be. Meg had warned Birdie the family was powerful and might not be thrilled about Meg’s relationship with Marshall. Birdie was willing to roll up her sleeves for a fight if it was fair. Sometimes, walking away was the only logical option.

      Meanwhile, she considered herself more the living paycheck-to-paycheck type. Staring down her thirtieth birthday this year was a real wake-up call. It made her realize she wasn’t where she thought she would be at this age. What was it about those birthdays ending in a zero that caused people to reevaluate their life choices?

      Granted, she’d been helping Meg financially instead of building her own nest egg. Actually, she’d wiped out her savings and the hope of starting her own small business before age thirty while trying to keep up with the cost of Meg’s prescriptions, co-pays, and random medical bills. But Birdie would do it all again if it made her grandmother more comfortable or bought more time, no questions asked.

      “Yeah, I guess a whole lot has changed around here,” he said and there was a melancholy note to his voice.

      “Seems like a nice enough place,” she offered. “And I know a thing or two about change.”

      “Life is full of unscheduled right turns,” he stated, and then seemed to realize the reference fit a little too well in her circumstance.

      “Tell me about it,” she said with a smile. Then, she laughed. She couldn’t help it. All the tension that had been coiled inside of her for days—weeks?—released with an exhale as she laughed harder. “Sorry. Nothing about this situation is funny. It’s just sometimes the only thing left to do is laugh.”

      He chuckled and it was a low rumble from deep in his chest. He had the kind of deep timbre that traveled over her and through her, surprising her. There was something about this man that made her feel chaotic and calm at the same time. Like a storm was brewing inside her but she was somehow in the eye. He stirred up feelings she’d shelved after Ethan, figuring she wouldn’t be going down that road anytime soon. Ever? And yet, this felt different. Different from her ex. Different from anyone in her past
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