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            Chapter 1

         
         Ridge Lockhart was three years old when his mother abandoned him on the doorstep of the second-richest man in Jeff Davis County.

         
         His father.

         
         It was his first clear memory. The forever event stamped on the retina of his life.

         
         Midnight. Or so it seemed to a kid. Late. Way past his bedtime. Deep dark in far west Texas, except for the glittering stars
            overhead.
         

         
         Desert sounds. Coyotes howl. Hoots of a night owl. Whispers of wind blowing across sand.

         
         Mommy left the car parked at the gate, crawled over the cattle guard, carried him and a small duffel bag stuffed with his
            things thrown over her shoulder. Stumbling the half mile hike to the big house in pink cowgirl boots. She was humming a lullaby
            and crying. Crying so hard he patted her face to comfort her.
         

         
         “Don’t cry, Mommy. Don’t cry.”

         
         “Shh,” she cautioned.

         
         The odor of a burnt-out campfire, barbecue and beans, filled his nose. His stomach growled because he was hungry, and there
            was nothing to eat but the stale graham cracker clutched in his fist.
         

         
         She reached the front porch, and set him down.

         
         He wore Mutant Ninja Turtle house shoes and Batman pajamas. She let the duffel bag fall off her shoulder, dropping it onto
            the cement beside him. Thump.

         
         A strand of blond hair fell across her face. She did not push it back and he could not see her eyes, but he could see her
            breasts pushed up high against the low neck of her tight blouse. She smelled like vanilla and sadness.
         

         
         He tried to press his head against her chest but she yanked back.

         
         “No.”

         
         His hands shook and his tummy turned upside down. What had he done wrong?

         
         She pulled a square white envelope from her purse with one word written on the front and fastened it to the front of his pajamas
            with a safety pin, right through Batman’s head.
         

         
         He tugged at the envelope.

         
         “Leave it,” she said, moving his hand away.

         
         He stared at her, the funny feeling in his tummy wriggling into his throat. “Why?”

         
         “Because I said so.” She took a deep shaky breath. “Okay now,” she muttered. “Ridgy, you can count to ten, can’t you?’

         
         He bobbed his head. He could. She’d taught him. He held up his fingers one by one. “One . . . two . . . free . . .”

         
         “Good boy. Good boy.” She patted his head. Her lipstick was smeared and there were tears in her eyes. “Listen to me.”

         
         He cocked his head sensing something big was happening. Biting his bottom lip, he nodded again.

         
         “Be my big brave boy and count to ten. When you get to ten, you ring this bell right here. See it? Press right here.”

         
         Ridge reached up to press the button glowing orange in the porch shadows, but she snatched his hand back.

         
         “No. Not now.”

         
         Tears burned his eyes. He’d made her mad. He hated to make her mad. “Sowwy.”

         
         “It’s okay. But you must wait until I hide. Wait until you count to ten and then press the bell. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “Uh-huh.” The funny feeling in his throat and tummy slipped down to his knees. Mommy’s gonna leave me. He was scared. Scared all over.
         

         
         “It’s a game.” She laughed but she didn’t sound happy.

         
         “Like hide-and-seek?” His tummy felt better and his knees stopped shaking. He loved when she played hide-and-seek with him.

         
         “You smart boy.” She kissed his forehead. “So smart. You stay here and count while Mommy goes and hides.”

         
         He studied her. He wanted to play, but this felt wrong. Why were they playing hide-and-seek in the dark? In a strange place?
            Why did he have to push the orange button? He didn’t like it.
         

         
         “Give me a head start before you start counting. Understand?”

         
         “No, no.” This wasn’t right and he knew it. He wrapped his arms around one of her legs.

         
         “Ridge,” she said in her mad voice. “Let me go.”

         
         He clung tighter.

         
         She pried his fingers open, peeled him off her leg, gripped him by the shoulders, sank her thumbs into his skin, shook him
            gently. “Close your eyes now.”
         

         
         His entire body trembled, and he felt like he was gonna throw up. “Mommy?”

         
         “Close your eyes.”

         
         Slowly, he closed his eyes, heard the scoot of her cowgirl boots against the sidewalk. Scoot, scoot, scooty-scoot. Going fast,
            then faster.
         

         
         His tummy hurt really badly. He didn’t want to play hide-and-seek anymore. But he’d promised her he would count, and then
            ring the bell. So he counted. Got mixed up at seven. Started again.
         

         
         When he reached ten he opened his eyes. Mommy was gone. Everything was dark except for the glowing orange button by the front
            door.
         

         
         “Mommy?” he called.

         
         Only the coyotes yipping and howling answered him. Goose bumps spread shivers over his arm. Where was Mommy hiding?

         
         Remembering what she’d told him, he pushed the orange button. Heard a loud ding-dong from inside the house.
         

         
         Ridge jumped back. A light came on above him. A light so bright it hurt. He put his hand up to shield his eyes.

         
         The door opened, and a pretty brown-faced woman who looked kind of like his babysitter, Carmen, peeked out. Her long dark
            hair was in braids and she wore a yellow housecoat and had round little glasses perched on the end of her nose. She blinked.
         

         
         “Who are you?” she asked in a soft voice.

         
         He was so scared. He wanted to run into the dark and find his mommy, but he raised his chin. “Ridge.”

         
         “Who is it, Anya?” another woman’s voice called.

         
         Anya shook her head, and before she could say anything, the other woman appeared, holding a baby in her arms. This lady was
            blond like his mother, but not as pretty and not as young. She peered over Anya’s shoulder, and she too blinked at Ridge as
            if he was a strange zoo animal.
         

         
         “What’s this?” the woman asked.

         
         “A boy,” Anya answered.

         
         “I can see that.” The woman sounded like a buzzing mosquito, mean and mad. The baby in her arms swiveled his head to stare
            at Ridge. “But who is he and why is he here?”
         

         
         Anya shrugged. “The answer could be in that envelope.”

         
         “I don’t like the looks of this,” the woman mumbled.

         
         “What do we do?” Anya asked.

         
         “Bring him in,” the blond woman snapped. “We can’t very well leave a toddler standing on the front porch.”

         
         “Mr. Duke’s name is on the envelope.”

         
         “I can see that too.” The blond woman’s voice got tighter, higher, stringier. “Here.” She shoved the baby at Anya. “Take care
            of Ranger while I get to the bottom of this.”
         

         
         Anya nodded, took the baby, and skittered away.

         
         Leaving Ridge facing the mean lady.

         
         She crooked a finger. “Come here.”

         
         He shook his head.

         
         Snorting, she reached out, snaked her hand around his wrist.

         
         “Mommy!” he screamed, and jerked away. “Mommy, help!”

         
         She grabbed for him, missed, but snagged the envelope and used it to yank him toward her.

         
         He fell backward.

         
         The safety pin holding the envelope ripped, tearing a hole where Batman’s head had once been.

         
         Ridge lay quivering on the porch, tears burning his nose.

         
         The woman tore open the envelope, read the note. “Oh no she did-n’t!” The woman howled louder than any coyote.
         

         
         Ridge rolled into a tight little ball, tried to make himself really small. Willing himself to disappear the way he did when
            his mommy took him to the club and he fell asleep on the pool table.
         

         
         “You’re coming with me.” The lady snatched him off the porch, dragged him inside the house. He dug his feet into the floor,
            trying to stop her, but couldn’t.
         

         
         She towed him after her into a living room with animal heads on the wall staring down at him with glassy eyes and sharp horns.

         
         A dark-haired man sat in a recliner in front of a really big TV. Ridge had seen him before at the club, and sometimes at his
            mother’s house. He wore a black T-shirt over arms as big and hard as rocks. And he had a thick bushy mustache that hid his
            upper lip. There was a can of beer on the table beside him and a big fat brown cigar smoldering in an ashtray. The smell burned
            Ridge’s nose.
         

         
         The blonde woman had the envelope balled into her fist and she raised it at the man. Called him a bad name.

         
         “This!” The woman snatched Ridge up by his arm, yanking him off his feet, dangling him in front of the man’s face. Shook him
            hard. “This is your mess!”
         

         
         Pain shot from his shoulder, spread out in two directions, up his arm and down his side. Ridge’s heart thumped so hard he
            could hardly breathe. He wanted to cry, but he promised Mommy he wouldn’t cry.
         

         
         The man said nothing, did nothing, just glared at Ridge with angry eyes as if this was his fault.

         
         “Clean it up!” The woman let go of Ridge’s arm, and he tumbled to the rug, falling facedown at his man’s feet. “Clean this
            up or I’m leaving you!”
         

         
         The man stood up calmly. “Sabrina, calm down.”

         
         “The boy is your son, and his mother is leaving him with us.”

         
         “That’s bullshit.”

         
         “Are you denying he’s your son?”

         
         “No,” the man said. “But that was before I married you and settled down. She’s not going to get away with dumping him on us.
            I’ll take care of it.”
         

         
         “You son of a bitch,” Sabrina screamed at him. “People warned me about you, but I wouldn’t listen. Stupid. So stupid.”

         
         The man glared hard. “That’s enough, woman. Hush.”

         
         “I’m not raising this kid. I won’t.” She walked back and forth across the room. “I’ve got my own son to raise. Your legitimate son.”
         

         
         Ridge cowered against the couch, rubbing his shoulder. It still hurt from where the woman had jerked him up. He was scared
            and hungry and had lost the graham cracker.
         

         
         Then in the middle of the yelling and crying, Ridge heard sirens outside the house—sirens, strobes of flashing red and blue
            lights, a hard knock at the door. Men in boots and Stetsons and silver stars pinned to their chests marching into the living
            room.
         

         
         Stern faces. Low voices. Serious tones.

         
         Single-car accident. Excessive speed. Missed the turn. Hit the cement wall at the cemetery entrance outside Brooklane Baptist
               Church.

         
         And Ridge never saw his mother again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Twenty-nine years later

         

         For the first time in a decade Ridge Lockhart was coming home.

         
         He circled his Evektor Harmony over Silver Feather Ranch—the hundred-thousand-acre spread sprawling across Jeff Davis and
            Presidio counties—that had been in his family for six generations.
         

         
         A cheery sun peeped over the horizon, greeting him jovially. Hey buddy! Good morning. Welcome back to the fifth circle of hell.

         
         His jaw clenched and his stomach churned and the old dark anger he thought he’d stamped out years ago by working hard and
            making his mark on the world came roaring back, leonine as March winds.
         

         
         He was in town for one reason and one reason only. Do the best man thing for his childhood buddy, Archer Alzate, and then
            get the mothertrucker out of Cupid, Texas.
         

         
         ASAP.

         
         Ridge took his time coming in, buzzing the plane lower than he should have. Taking stock. Sizing things up. No matter how
            you sliced it, this was where he’d been hatched and reared. He could not escape his past.
         

         
         Miles of desert stretched below his plane, land so dry a man got parched just looking at it. Land filled with cactus and chaparral
            flats. Land teeming with rattlesnakes, horned toads, and stinging insects. Land that claimed lives and crops, hopes and dreams
            in equal measure.
         

         
         This land was a far cry from the cool, green country where he lived in Calgary. But damn his hide if he hadn’t missed it.
            The Chihuahuan Desert. The Trans-Pecos. Cupid. Silver Feather Ranch.
         

         
         Home.

         
         And that was his personal curse. To hate the very place that called to his soul, the place where he did not belong, but secretly
            yearned for.
         

         
         Throat tight, tongue powdery, he reached for the gonzo-sized energy drink resting in the cup holder and guzzled it.

         
         Ah. Much better. Thirst quenched. Caffeine buzzed. Cobwebs chased.

         
         Ready or not, here I come.

         
         His chest knotted up like extra string on a wind-whipped kite. He dipped the plane lower, coming in, coming down.

         
         Their paternal grandfather, Cyril, had left all four Lockhart grandsons two-acre parcels of land on each four quadrants of
            the ranch, with the stipulation that none of them could sell their places without approval from the entire family. Which was
            the only reason Ridge had held on to his house.
         

         
         To the north, he spied Ranger’s place. His brother had built an ecofriendly, solar home out of reclaimed wood and recycled
            everything.
         

         
         Out of the four Lockhart brothers, he and Ranger were closest in age. Ranger was thirty-one to Ridge’s thirty-two, but they
            were as different in temperament as wind and earth. Maybe it was because they had different mothers. Maybe it was because
            Ranger was a brainy astrobiologist and Ridge was an act-first-ask-questions-later entrepreneur. Or maybe it was because Ranger
            was a legitimate Lockhart, whereas Ridge was the bastard.
         

         
         His two other younger brothers, Remington and Rhett, had the same mother. Lucy Hurd had been his father’s second wife and
            the closest thing to a real mother Ridge had ever had. He’d been devastated by kindhearted Lucy’s death from ovarian cancer
            when he was in junior high.
         

         
         Army Captain Remington was twenty-eight and currently deployed in the Middle East. He had stuck a travel trailer on his parcel
            of land on the west side of the ranch for a place to stay when he was home on leave, but hadn’t bothered to commit to construction.
            And the youngest, Rhett, was a PBR bull-riding rodeo star. He had built a rustic log cabin on the south end of the ranch in
            Presidio County.
         

         
         Ridge flew over their places, taking it all in, but resisted the urge to buzz the east side of the ranch where his house stood.
            The house he’d built, but had never lived in. The house he hadn’t seen in ten years.
         

         
         Up ahead, in the dead center of the ranch, lay the landing strip put in for crop dusting planes. Around the landing strip
            were stables, bunkhouses, three barns, numerous sheds, the foreman’s farmhouse where Archer lived, and at the top of a small
            hill, the extravagant mansion where Ridge had once stood on the front porch and rung that orange bell.
         

         
         The mansion where his father lived with his third wife, Vivi.

         
         Yep. Gossip of the decade. Vivi Courtland. Ridge’s onetime girlfriend was now his old man’s spouse.

         
         His stomach churned and deep-rooted resentment covered him, thick as the hard pack soil. Back. All the useless feelings he
            thought he’d conquered were back, as layered and nuanced as ever.
         

         
         Anger. Shame. Fear. Guilt. Disgust.

         
         “Damn it,” he muttered, settled a straw Stetson on his head, and climbed from the cockpit, an unwanted lump in his throat
            and the morning sun in his eyes.
         

         
         He forced himself to breathe. In. Out. Smooth and steady. Nothing disturbed him. He was the boss. In control. In charge. Tough.

         
         Ridge pocketed the plane’s key remote control, turned to the cargo hold to get his gear, and . . .

         
         . . . that’s when he spied her.

         
         Lumbering up in a battered, blue, Toyota Tundra extended-cab pickup truck and parking catawampus beside the tallest barn on
            the ranch.
         

         
         He cocked his head. Who was she?

         
         The woman hopped from the tall truck with the fluid grace of a playful water sprite more at home underneath a cascading waterfall
            than smack in the middle of the Chihuahuan Desert.
         

         
         She wore faded blue skinny jeans that fit like spray paint, cupping rounded hips and a firm lush fanny. A neon-pink, V-neck
            T-shirt showed off a hint of sweet cleavage. Her flat-heeled cowboy boots were scuffed and dusty. From this distance, it appeared
            as if she didn’t have on a lick of makeup, and her thick dark hair was pulled into twin braids. A gust of hot, lazy June air
            blew across the sand, and her nimble fingers reached up to tuck a tendril of loosened hair behind one ear.
         

         
         Ridge had a startling vision of easing the elastic bands from her hair, undoing the braids, and watching that tumble of hair
            fall over his hand soft and smooth as liquid silk.
         

         
         What the hell? Why the instant lust? Normally, he went for tall willowy blondes like Vivi. Not petite, shapely brunettes.

         
         Why?

         
         That was easy enough to answer. A) The brunette was smoking hot. B) There was something familiar about her, something warm
            and cozy and inviting. C) He hadn’t had sex in so long he’d almost forgotten what it felt like.
         

         
         Hope cut into him, gutted him open, leaving him raw and hungry. Hey, who knew? There was a wedding this weekend—alcohol, food,
            music, slow dancing. Maybe they’d hook up.
         

         
         Easy Lockhart, getting ahead of yourself.

         
         He didn’t even know her name, or if she was involved with someone, or if she’d even been invited to the wedding.

         
         No, but that didn’t stop steamy sexual fantasies from unspooling inside his head. Nor could he shake an odd feeling that he’d
            gone fishing for shad and managed to hook a mermaid instead.
         

         
         The woman opened the extended cab’s passenger side door and bent over, butt wiggling as she ducked her head inside to retrieve
            something from the backseat. That round wriggly rump robbed the air from his lungs, highjacked his brain as effectively as
            a gun-toting bandit.
         

         
         As the owner and CEO of Lock Ridge Drilling, he made snap decisions on a daily basis and he’d honed the skill of sizing up
            people at a glance.
         

         
         From the click-quick snapshot trapped in that breathless time of his mind, Ridge knew she was the spunky girl-next-door type.
            Able to climb trees, make chicken soup for a sick neighbor, organize a charity drive, spike a witty barb at smart-ass-know-it-alls,
            passionately root for her favorite sports team complete with face paint and logo jerseys, park her butt in the church pew
            every Sunday morning, and cheerfully answer three a.m. phone calls from friends in need.
         

         
         She was, in fact, everything Ridge was not—perky, happy-go-lucky, laid-back, a rule-following, people-pleasing team player.

         
         Not his type. Not in the least.

         
         Which probably explained the pounding lust. He had a knack for picking women who were all wrong for him.

         
         At this distance, with the width of the landing strip between them, he hadn’t gotten a clear view of her face, but his initial
            impression was that she was more pretty than beautiful, while her body language exuded a come-sit-by-me friendliness that
            drew him. She was curvy enough to let him know that she enjoyed a good splurge meal now and again, but she was also healthy
            and fit. Her skin was tan and supple, her eyes soft and bright, her teeth straight and white. She took good care of herself.
         

         
         But it was the way she carried herself that totally wrecked him. Confidence mixed with humility. She had an authentic stride
            full of wholehearted openness. The last person he’d known who’d possessed that special combo was Archer Alzate’s kid sister,
            Kaia.
         

         
         He hadn’t seen Kaia face-to-face since she was sixteen and she had attended his and Archer’s graduation from the University
            of Texas. But two years ago, Archer called him to tell him that while working on her doctorate in veterinarian medicine at
            Texas A&M, Kaia had been in a terrible car accident and fractured her pelvis. Ridge had flown straight to College Station
            to see her only to discover she was in a medically induced coma.
         

         
         The waiting room had been packed with her family and friends, and no one noticed him standing in the doorway. After so much
            time away he’d felt awkward and misplaced, an outsider. Not wanting to turn Kaia’s accident into a stage for his return, he’d
            slipped quietly away without speaking to the family.
         

         
         But later he texted Archer to meet him in the parking lot to get an update on Kaia’s condition. Archer gave him the rundown,
            including the fact Kaia had such a high medical deductible he didn’t know how she was ever going to afford to finish her degree.
         

         
         Once Ridge knew she was stable and going to pull through, he went to the business office, anonymously paid the fifteen-thousand-dollar
            deductible toward her medical bills, and swore Archer to secrecy.
         

         
         Later, when she was out of the coma, he sent flowers and a card and he’d gotten back a kind thank-you note, and their correspondence
            had ended there. Archer kept his word and Kaia never knew Ridge had come to see her or that he was the one who paid her deductible.
         

         
         Ridge slipped off his sunglasses for a clearer look at the provocative woman. From the back seat of the Tundra, she extracted
            an oversized present wrapped in gold foil. The package was so big and the backseat so small. How she’d managed to cram it
            in?
         

         
         She tossed her head, a triumphant smile on her face, and turned in his direction. Their gazes met across an empty desert.

         
         For a split second, his heart stopped.

         
         Her obsidian eyes arrested him, a mysterious color that suggested hot summer nights and low, deep-throated whispers. Ripples
            of recognition jolted his nervous system, both shocking and exhilarating. He knew her.
         

         
         Kaia Alzate.

         
         Freakadilly circus, he’d been lusting after little Kaia Alzate. Hot for the girl he’d once dubbed the Braterminator.

         
         Ridge coolly slipped his sunglasses back down over his eyes. She’d pestered the hell out of him and Archer when they were
            kids. Tagging along everywhere they went, tattling if they stepped out of line, and generally being a run-of-the-mill pain-in-the-ass.
         

         
         He might have hidden his eyes from her, but he couldn’t hide the goose bumps spreading over his skin, pushing an insistent
            heat into his bloodstream as he watched her from behind the safety of the polarized lenses of his aviator Ray-Bans.
         

         
         Her snapping black eyes sparkled with glee, as an enthusiastic grin split her mouth wide. She had recognized him too, and
            she looked more than happy to see him.
         

         
         His gut dove the way it did whenever he’d practiced a stall in pilot training, spinning, whirling, and hurtling headlong toward
            the earth.
         

         
         Thank God her hands were full because he had the distinct impression that if she’d been empty-handed, she would have come
            flying across the tarmac to hug the stuffing out of him.
         

         
         He didn’t mean to do it, told himself he wasn’t going to do it, but damn if he couldn’t help sliding his gaze over her body.
            After all, she had no idea what his eyes were doing behind the sunglasses.
         

         
         Thank you, Ray-Bans.

         
         She moved toward him, arms strapped around the oversized present. Stopped. Cast a glance over her shoulder at the main house.
            Swung her gaze back to him. She wanted to come over, but didn’t seem to know what to do with the package.
         

         
         He kept his face unreadable, but gave her a respectful nod. I see you, but no need to rush or gush or make a fuss.

         
         Deliberately, he turned away, telling himself it was to chalk the plane’s tires, and it had nothing to do with the fact his
            chest was tight and his head fuzzy. And a smile he could not stop was pushing across his face.
         

         
         He was happy to see her too. So happy it freaked him out.

         
         Once the chalks were in place, and he reined in his galloping pulse, Ridge raised his head, ready to dish up a slick greeting.

         
         But she was gone.

         
         Yay. Great. Perfect. He’d avoided her exuberant hug. Good work.

         
         Why then, did he feel so bummed?

         
          

         Holy tidal wave!

         
         It was Ridge Lockhart, and he was more devastatingly gorgeous than ever.

         
         Of course, Kaia had known he was coming home for Archer’s wedding. She expected to see him. Thought she was braced for it.

         
         Fat chance!

         
         What she hadn’t expected was that he’d be so damned sexy.

         
         Her initial impulse had been to run to him and fling herself into his arms and tell him how thrilled she was that he’d come
            home. But she wasn’t eight years old anymore, and he was no longer that lanky boy who’d yanked her braids and called her irritating
            names.
         

         
         Her heart jackhammered, and she clutched the oversized wedding present tighter and hurried up the stone walkway to the mansion
            where the wedding party was assembling before the rehearsal. Instead of the traditional rehearsal dinner, Casey Hollis, the
            bride-to-be, had decided on a rehearsal brunch. As soon as everyone arrived, they would all head out to the cowboy chapel
            to rehearse.
         

         
         Ridge included.

         
         Kaia’s pulse gave another sharp hop.

         
         The gift was a crate for the German shepherd puppy that Archer and Casey were adopting from the shelter when they returned
            from their honeymoon. But ugh. She hadn’t fully thought it through. Per usual, excitement had swept her away.
         

         
         Then again, she’d used the gift as a shield against Ridge’s steely gaze. It provided a great excuse not to talk to him until
            she was prepped.
         

         
         Seriously? She was not a silly teen with a monster crush on her big brother’s best friend. Why did she need to prep to speak
            to the man?
         

         
         Why?

         
         Because just seeing him standing there in the sunlight sent her blood swirling the way it always had.

         
         Darn it. Shouldn’t she be over puppy love by now?

         
         There ought to be a law. No one man had a right to look so handsomely heartbreaking.

         
         The past decade had been kind to him. More than kind. He’d grown from the lean, skinny kid into full-blown manhood. Big-framed.
            Rugged. Untamed as ever.
         

         
         He moved with the predatory grace of a mountain lion on the hunt. Intent, alert eyes and muscles, but with loose limbs and
            fluid joints. He looked like he should be on a high mountaintop staking in a pennant flag, claiming his territory.
         

         
         Dressed in jeans, Stetson, suit jacket, tie, aviator sunglasses, and lizard-skin boots, he was part businessman, part pilot,
            part cowboy, and one hundred percent alpha male. Muscular fingers and scarred knuckles hinted at his roughneck past.
         

         
         He was both rawboned and polished. Cheeks and jawline sharp, primal. Nose perfectly straight. Eyebrows orderly. It was a dizzying
            combination of refined poise and rough-edged virility.
         

         
         Everything about him caused her insides to quiver and her heart to flush. She couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d unearthed
            pirate treasure in the desert.
         

         
         Oh no. Oh damn. She was in trouble. Felt the truth of it overtake her. Nothing had changed. She still pined for him. How could
            she not even know it until now?
         

         
         Stop it. Just stop it.

         
         She was letting her imagination run away with her. All she had to do was steer clear of him until he went back to where he’d
            come from, and that would be that.
         

         
         Turmoil over. Crisis avoided.

         
         Except that she had to be around him for the wedding. He was her older brother’s best friend and the best man and she was
            a bridesmaid. There was no way she could avoid him completely.
         

         
         Chillaxe. No need to flip out. He would only be in town for three days. She could keep her hormones in check. All she had
            to do was make sure she was never alone with him. Considering all the people who’d been invited to the wedding, that should
            be a piece of cake.
         

         
         Armed with a plan, Kaia chuffed out a relieved breath, kicked on the front door with the tip of her boot in lieu of knocking,
            and called out, “Open up. It’s me, Kaia. I come bearing gifts.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Some days hovered over the desert like God’s fist, big and omnipresent, pressing heat into the barren earth until the ground
            burned with low, undulating energy. Steady as a locust buzz, squirming circuitously across the Trans-Pecos.
         

         
         Ridge looped his thumb in his waistband, raised his face to the wide expanse of hot blue sky. He could smell the sun.

         
         Relentless.

         
         A pizza oven that blazed mad mirages until the soil smelled of it too, leaving the plants withered and crisped, lizards darting
            for shade in the cracks, tears drying long before they hit cheeks. The desert had the power to strip a man of everything,
            even his right to grieve.
         

         
         An involuntary shudder ran through him and instead of immediately heading into the mansion, Ridge wandered the grounds, stalling.

         
         This wasn’t like him, avoiding problems, but here he was, loping along, checking out what had changed, and what hadn’t. Looking
            for Archer, and putting off facing the people inside of the house for as long as possible.
         

         
         Christ, he’d had ten years. What was it gonna take? Truth? He could have a century and never belong here.

         
         He walked around, impressed by the improvements. He spied a fleet of ATVs in the barn, gassed up and ready to go. Archer had
            told him the ranch used ATVs now for herding instead of horses, cheaper and more efficient, but it felt wrong somehow. The
            end of an era.
         

         
         The ranch hands in the barn greeted him as Mr. Lockhart, so they knew who he was, but he didn’t know any of them. They’d always
            had a big turnover in staff. While the old man paid well, he was notoriously hard to work for. Ridge had no idea how Archer
            had lasted so long as the Silver Feather’s foreman. When he asked his friend about it, Archer would say, “You just gotta know
            how to sweet-talk him.”
         

         
         Yeah, about that, Ridge refused to kiss the old man’s ass. Why should he? He had nothing to apologize for, and no desire to
            pump up the old man’s ego.
         

         
         Although to be fair, Duke Augustus Lockhart was a smart sonofagun with a masterful ability for making money.

         
         Duke had taken the modest Lockhart fortune he’d inherited, invested heavily in real estate during the boom, and managed to
            get out just before economic sands shifted and things collapsed on Wall Street. With that move, he’d become the richest man
            in Jeff Davis County, finally surpassing the privileged Fants.
         

         
         The Fants had come from Baltimore old money and had a family history that harkened back to British royalty, and at one time
            had rubbed elbows with the likes of Wallis Simpson and Prince Edward.
         

         
         The Lockharts had none of that pizzazz. Their pedigree was hard work, dogged tenacity, and Texas-sized chutzpah. Levi Lockhart,
            Ridge’s three times great-grandfather had come to the Trans-Pecos in 1852 looking to strike it rich at silver mining.
         

         
         From all accounts Levi had been a persistent cuss, part outlaw and part idealist, with a grand imagination and even grander
            schemes. Although many pronounced him a damn fool for daring to encroach on territory claimed by the fearsome Mescalero Apaches.
         

         
         Levi not only managed to survive with his scalp intact, he also gained the lands that became the Silver Feather and a personal
            truce with the natives when he found a young Apache brave wounded in the desert.
         

         
         Rather than leaving the teen to die, Levi nursed him back to health. The young brave turned out to be the tribal chief’s son.
            In gratitude for saving the boy, the chieftan presented Levi with a silver hawk feather and a solemn vow that the Apaches
            would forever leave Levi and his family in peace.
         

         
         That framed silver feather hung in his father’s mansion.

         
         While Levi did settle the homestead in the town that later become Cupid—so dubbed because of a stalagmite found in the local
            caverns that resembled the Roman god of love—he never did find the silver he came looking for. That discovery went to Levi’s
            oldest son, Malachi, who took up his father’s quest, staked a claim, and in 1884 founded Lockhart Silver Mining Company.
         

         
         Stalwart ancestors, peace treaties with the Apaches, ranching, and silver mining cemented the Lockharts’ legacy deep in the
            history of the Trans-Pecos. Ridge had a huge birthright to live up to and he did not take his responsibility lightly. He was
            the oldest son, of the oldest son, of the oldest son all the way back to Levi.
         

         
         Never mind that he was illegitimate. Each subsequent generation of high achievers kept raising the bar.

         
         The urge to prove himself to Duke drove Ridge. He was as good or better than any other Lockhart, and he would do whatever
            it took to show them all up.
         

         
         Drive gnawed at him like hunger pangs. Spurred his galloping ambition. Dreams mattered. Success mattered. Money mattered.

         
         The urge to excel colored everything he did. And that went for the best man duties he’d signed on for. If Ridge promised something,
            he delivered.
         

         
         Always.

         
         Where was Archer and why hadn’t he come out to greet him?

         
         Probably wrapped around his fiancée’s little finger. The way the man talked about Casey made Ridge’s teeth ache. He didn’t
            mean that in a disparaging way. He liked Casey. Archer had brought her to Calgary to meet him at Christmas, and they’d gone
            skiing at Banff. She and Archer had cuddled and canoodled and got along like two peas in a pod.
         

         
         It was just that . . . well . . . Ridge didn’t much believe in all that sappy romance stuff. It colored people’s reasoning
            and judgment. He knew that falling in lust could make for some pretty bad decisions.
         

         
         He passed through the stables, rounded the corner of a stall and boom!

         
         There was Duke, saddling up a mature stallion named Majestic, a horse that was once so untamable that only a rare few dared
            ride him. Was he still as wild? Or was he age-mellowed?
         

         
         Involuntarily, Ridge’s gut clenched and for a whisper of a breath, he was that three-year-old kid again, snatched up by his
            arm and dangled in Duke’s face. This is your mess. Clean it up.

         
         Majestic whinnied at the sight of Ridge. His gut loosened, and his heart swelled, and his pulse broke like floodgates.

         
         Duke had bought the stallion for Ridge as a college graduation present, and he had loved that horse. But he’d left Majestic
            behind when he’d fled the ranch after catching Duke in his bed at his house with his girlfriend.
         

         
         Ridge ground his teeth. Ancient history. Let it go.

         
         His father raised his head, met Ridge’s eyes. Grunted. “Son.”

         
         “Duke.”

         
         The old man had aged in a decade. Wrinkles lined his sun-weathered face and his hair was thinner, his moustache grayer. His
            father made an I-suppose-I-deserve-not-being-called-dad sound. Not an actual admission of guilt or regret, but it was something.
         

         
         What had he expected? That his father would hug him and beg his forgiveness? The prospect of hell icing into a frozen Arctic
            skating rink was far more likely.
         

         
         Duke Lockhart did not apologize. Ever. In all honesty, neither did Ridge.
         

         
         Ten years had passed since they’d seen each other. They were standing four feet apart, the smell of hay and horse manure in
            the air. Staring at each other as if they were strangers.
         

         
         Weren’t they? Truly, had he ever really known the man?

         
         “You made it,” Duke said mildly.

         
         “Archer’s my best friend.”

         
         “Whom you rarely see.”

         
         “We talk.” Which was more than Ridge and his father did. “And text.”

         
         “Well there’s that.” Sarcasm pulled his voice down into a yeasty dark brew of contempt. Ah, there it was. Duke’s real feelings.

         
         Showdown at the Silver Feather Corral, and Ridge wouldn’t have been half surprised to see pearl-handled pistols sticking from
            Duke’s waistband.
         

         
         Neither of them blinked.

         
         A column of silence marched between them, tension stretching long and flammable. Picking up on the tension, Majestic tossed
            his head.
         

         
         “You look good,” Duke said finally, his tone softening, but his eyes stayed flinty, unrelenting.

         
         “Wish I could say the same for you.”

         
         “You always were a little bastard,” Duke said, but there was affection in the word and the tension thawed. Not much, but a
            little.
         

         
         “Where you going?” Ridge nodded at the saddle in his father’s hand. Duke’s forearms bunched and corded from the weight of
            it. He was still strong as an ox.
         

         
         “Chapel. To turn on air conditioning before the rest of them get up there and start squawking about the heat. Casey’s folks
            are city sissies.”
         

         
         “Vivi doesn’t much like the heat either, if memory serves.”

         
         At the mention of Vivi’s name, his father’s pupils dilated and the pitch of his tone lifted. “She is a rare flower, our Vivi.”

         
         Our Vivi. Jab. Stab. Take that Oedipus. Daddy’s still in charge.
         

         
         Ridge raised his palms. Not a gesture of surrender, more like not-my-circus-not-my-monkeys-don’t-drag-me-into-it. “Hey man,
            she’s all yours. You claimed her. You’re stuck with her.”
         

         
         Duke settled the saddle on Majestic’s back and the stallion gave a kick just to let them know he stayed spicy.

         
         “Why are you taking Majestic?” Ridge nudged his Stetson back on his head.

         
         “He doesn’t get ridden enough.”

         
         “You’re taking that horse around a bunch of people he doesn’t know?” Ridge pressed his mouth flat in a you’re-a-dumbass expression.
            “Playing with fire.”
         

         
         “You haven’t seen the horse in ten years and you’re making judgments? Telling me about my own horse.”

         
         “I know Majestic. He was my horse.”

         
         “Until you ran off and left him. He’s aged.” Duke jutted out his chin.

         
         “Has he?” Ridge hitched his thumbs through his belt loops. They were no longer talking about the stallion.

         
         “If you came home once in a while you’d know things.” Duke’s bushy eyebrows pulled into a glower.

         
         “Some things aren’t worth bothering about.”

         
         “Meaning me?”

         
         “Take it any way you like, old man.”

         
         Duke shifted his weight, rocking onto the balls of his feet, sinking his hands on his hips, spreading out, making himself
            look bigger, fiercer.
         

         
         Ridge knew the ploy. Expand your body; expand your territory. Taking control. Taking over. Man-spreading.

         
         But Duke was already in control here. It was his home. His place. No need to expand. Unless . . .

         
         Was his father feeling insecure?

         
         Ridge smiled big as Dallas. Had his arrival thrown Duke? Hmm. He liked that idea. Liked it a lot.

         
         Their gazes locked, and Ridge did not have a key. They stared at each other until all he could see was Duke’s chocolate eyes
            and he supposed that all Duke could see of him where his navy blues.
         

         
         Yeah, okay, he’d admit it. He’d gotten his stubborn streak from the old coot.

         
         Another five seconds of staring each other down and they would have gone to fisticuffs. He could feel it in the air, his own
            body, in the way Duke sank his feet solidly into the ground. Bracing.
         

         
         They’d been here before. Just like this. More than once. He didn’t want to fight an AARP member, but he wasn’t afraid to defend
            himself if Duke made the first move. The old man had a right hook like a bulldozer, the kind that could knock a son out with
            one clean snap.
         

         
         It would be like old times. Ridge felt his fists bunch, and his body loosened with readiness. If that’s where this was going,
            so be it.
         

         
         Majestic snorted and tossed his head, ready for action. That broke the stare down. Duke was the first to drop his gaze, and
            he mumbled, “We’re going to use it.”
         

         
         Huh? Ridge blinked, confused. “Use what?”

         
         “At the mine. The Lock Ridge drilling method.”

         
         Knock him down with a feather duster.

         
         “Everyone in silver mining will be using it,” Ridge said without a trace of ego. It was a fact. If you mined silver and you
            weren’t using the Lock Ridge technique, you were squatting behind a giant financial eight ball with spurs on. Only a dumbass
            would ignore that, and Duke was anything but dumb.
         

         
         “Saw that write-up on you in the Wall Street Journal.” Duke cinched the saddle on Majestic.
         

         
         Ridge raised an eyebrow, waiting for a tart rejoinder.

         
         “You didn’t mention a word about me,” Duke said.

         
         “I did not. Why should I? I made it on my own. Besides, Bridgette Alzate taught me that if you can’t say something nice, don’t
            say anything at all.”
         

         
         Duke snorted again.

         
         Anger heat pushed its way up Ridge’s neck. Do not rise to the bait. He’s an alligator waiting to attack. Anything you say can and will be used against you. “Got something to say?”
         

         
         “Gave you my DNA. You’re welcome.”

         
         “If I could give it back, I would.”

         
         Duke laughed a fat, wet sound like mud sucking around bogged work boots. “I imagine you’d like to shove it down my throat.”

         
         “The thought has occurred to me.”

         
         “Congratulations.” Duke bobbed his head up and down once, as if he were reluctant and rusty at praise. “You took my DNA and
            ran with it. You achieved what you set out to do.”
         

         
         Ridge cocked his head, closed one eye against the glare of the sun coming through the open stable door, and gauged his father.
            Tried to puzzle out his angle.
         

         
         “How’s Vivi?” he asked, poking the bear.

         
         Duke tightened his lip. “All in a fluff over this weddin’.”

         
         “Archer told me you built a wedding chapel on the east forty.”

         
         “Vivi’s idea. Renting the chapel out for weddings brings in more money than hunting leases. Who knew?”

         
         “You’ve stopped the leases?”

         
         Duke rolled his eyes. “Vivi’s liberal claptrap. Don’t kill Bambi, wah, wah.”

         
         “And you went along with it?”

         
         “Some things ain’t worth getting in a snit over.”

         
         Ridge couldn’t help grinning. Duke was bending over backward to please his trophy wife. “Hey, keeping her happy must be working
            for you. You’ve managed to hang on to her the longest of all your wives.”
         

         
         “It ain’t all gumdrops and roses, but this one’s gotta stick. I’m too old to start over.”

         
         “What? No tick-tock of her biological clock? She’s thirty-two. There’s gotta be a countdown. Ready to become a daddy again?”

         
         “Hush it.” Duke’s eyebrows bunched together above his hawkish nose. “Last thing I need is another squall bag.”

         
         “You should try for a girl,” Ridge teased, enjoying watching his father squirm. “I always did want a little sister.”

         
         “You’re enjoying this.”

         
         “Immensely.”

         
         “Gloatin’ bastard.”

         
         “Yep.”

         
         “I need to get up to the chapel.”

         
         “Turning on that air conditioning and all.”

         
         Another long stretch of silence, but this one was less tense than before. Something had shifted.

         
         Duke grunted. “Good to have you home.”

         
         This was as close to saying I’m sorry for stealing your girl as Duke was ever going to get. Good enough.
         

         
         Hey, shocker of shockers, coming home didn’t feel as bad as he’d feared. But he didn’t trust this feeling or his father.

         
         Not by a long shot.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         “You’re late,” Mom hollered above the beehive hum of female voices gathered in the mansion’s enormous kitchen.

         
         “You said to be here at seven,” Kaia hollered back, looking for a place to set the doggie crate. There wasn’t a spare scrap
            of real estate unoccupied by gifts or brunch fixings or purses.
         

         
         Her mother pointed at the clock. Seven-ten.

         
         Kaia offered up an apologetic smile. “I almost died, remember.”

         
         Mom sank her hands on her hips. “That was two years ago. You need a new excuse.”

         
         “But you’re really, really happy I didn’t die.”

         
         Mom came across the immense kitchen to wrap her in a hard hug while Kaia was still holding on to the package. “I’m really,
            really happy you didn’t die.” She rested her chin on Kaia’s shoulder. “Did you bring the hash brown casserole?”
         

         
         Kaia cringed. Oh crapple. “I left it on the counter. I’m sorry. You want I should go back for it?”
         

         
         “We’ve got more food than we can eat,” Casey, the bride-to-be said. She was standing at the island folding breakfast sausages
            into triangles of crescent roll dough for pigs in a blanket, and looking gorgeous in a short blue cotton dress with Van Gogh
            sunflowers on it.
         

         
         “I really don’t mind,” Kaia offered.

         
         “No worries. Do not go back for it. The minister will be here at eight for the rehearsal and it will take us that long to
            get everyone up to the chapel.” Casey piled a freshly wrapped sausage on a platter.
         

         
         “Ridge is here,” Kaia blurted.

         
         Those three words brought the entire room silent.

         
         “What?” Casey said.

         
         “His plane just touched down.”

         
         “Bury the lead, will you?” Kaia’s youngest sister, Aria said. At five-seven, Aria was the tallest of the four Alzate sisters.
            She’d just graduated from Texas Tech and was back home for the summer.
         

         
         Someone, Kaia wasn’t sure whom, but she suspected it was Ridge’s stepmother, Vivi, said, “Baa baa black sheep has finally
            returned.”
         

         
         “How does he look?” Tara, Kaia’s next-to-the-oldest sister asked. “Still handsome as ever?” Tara was a nurse who worked at
            Cupid General Hospital in obstetrics.
         

         
         “Where can I put this?” Kaia asked, wishing she hadn’t brought up Ridge’s name, and shot Casey a get-me-out-of-this look.

         
         Before Casey could answer, a toothy toddler in blue jean shorts and cowboy boots tackled her around the knees. Kaia grunted
            at the exuberant impact and ruffled the kid’s hair.
         

         
         “KiKi!” squealed the toddler, who happened to be Casey’s three-year-old nephew, Atticus, and the ring bearer at the wedding.
            He had a thing for Kaia, probably because she usually had an animal or two with her for him to play with.
         

         
         “Kitty kitty?” he asked, cocking his little head to one side.

         
         “No kitty,” she told him. “Not today.”

         
         “I’ll take that,” said Lynne, Casey’s older sister and Atticus’s mother, and took the unwieldy wedding gift off her hands,
            leaving Kaia free to swing Atticus onto her hip, lift his shirt and blow a raspberry against his round little belly.
         

         
         Atticus shrieked with joy and planted a wet kiss on the end of her nose.

         
         Mom leaned over to pinch Atticus’s cheek. “When are one of you girls going to cooperate and give me one of these?”

         
         Simultaneously, all three of Kaia’s sisters, Ember, Tara, and Aria, rolled their eyes.

         
         “Hey,” Kaia said. “Don’t look at me. Ember and Tara are first in line.”

         
         “Go ahead.” Tara groaned. “Throw us under the bus just because we were born before you.”

         
         “I might be the oldest,” Ember said. She was the only sister who’d taken after Mom’s Irish side of the family, and her flame-red
            hair matched her name. “But clearly you’re more maternal. Go for it, Kaia.”
         

         
         “I would love to have one of these someday.” Kaia tickled Atticus making him giggle like the Pillsbury Doughboy. “But first
            things first. Gotta finish up vet school, and oh yeah, find a husband.”
         

         
         “You don’t need a husband to get one of those,” Aria said. “All you need is a visit to a sperm—”

         
         “The Song of the Soul Mate,” Granny Blue Alzate interrupted, her voice wrapped with the earthy tones of her Comanche ancestry.

         
         Granny Blue sat at the kitchen table chopping up mise en place for the omelet buffet. She was petite, eighty-three, and sharp
            as a hawk. Her dark eyes, deep-set into a wrinkled face, missed nothing and she did not put up with bullshit. But it was just
            as easy to earn her smile as her rebuke.
         

         
         “Need a hand, Granny?” Kaia asked, passing Atticus to Lynne, who’d come back into the room. She bopped over to the kitchen
            sink, washed her hands, plunked down beside her grandmother, and started julienning red bell peppers.
         

         
         “I have a question, Mrs. Alzate,” Casey said.

         
         “Please, you’re part of the family now.” She slid pieces of diced ham from a cutting board into a small bowl. “Call me Granny
            Blue.”
         

         
         “Granny Blue.” Casey smiled an I’ve-got-the-world-on-a-string smile. “What is this Song of the Soul Mate stuff?”
         

         
         Granny Blue shot Kaia a glance that said, how do you explain the inexplicable?

         
         Kaia shrugged. She had no idea. She’d never experienced it. Didn’t know if she believed in the legend.

         
         “It’s something that happens to the women in our family when they fall in love,” Granny Blue explained.

         
         Casey took the chair across the table from Granny Blue, leaned in. “Tell me more.”

         
         “Anyone want a Bloody Mary?” Aria interrupted from where she was standing beside the Vitamix.

         
         “Me! Me!” Tara and Ember waved wildly. Kaia raised a hand as high as her shoulder.

         
         “Not now.” Mom frowned. “Those are for brunch. We don’t want you girls half-in-the-bag for the rehearsal.”

         
         “Why not?” Aria said. “Being half-in-the-bag is what makes it fun.”

         
         “Father Dubanowski will be there.” With a stern finger, Mom waggled for Aria to put the pitcher down.

         
         “He’s Episcopalian—he drinks.”

         
         “About this soul mate thing . . .” Casey leaned forward, propped her elbows on the table, and sank her chin into her upturned
            palms, getting closer to Granny Blue.
         

         
         “If we’re going to talk about that silly old myth, we definitely need alcohol. How about mimosas, Mom? Champagne versus vodka?”
            Aria made teeter-totter, weighing-it-out motions with her hand.
         

         
         “No hooch.” Mom shook her head.

         
         “Bummer.” Aria sank her butt against the kitchen counter, folded her arms over her chest. Looked defeated.

         
         “Cheer up,” Ember said, bumping Aria with her hip. “In a couple of hours you can have all the Bloody Marys and Mimosas you
            want.”
         

         
         “Within reason,” Mom added.

         
         “Are you guys purposely trying to stop Granny Blue from telling me about the legend?” Casey asked.

         
         “Pay no attention to them. They’re skeptics,” Granny Blue said. “Scared of what they do not understand.”

         
         Kaia finished up the bell peppers, reached for the porcini mushrooms, and started chopping. She was on the fence about the
            family legend. She didn’t believe it, but she wanted to.
         

         
         “Well,” Casey said. “I want to understand. Tell me.”

         
         Granny Blue stacked her palms on the table in front of her. “It is simple. When the women from my bloodline kiss their soul
            mate, they hear a soft, but distinct humming at the base of their brains.”
         

         
         “That’s just tinnitus,” Vivi said. “Ringing in the ears. I hear it after I listen to loud music on my headphones.”

         
         Granny Blue stared at Vivi until she sheepishly glanced away. “It is not ringing in the ears.”
         

         
         “That’s wacky. I mean, c’mon,” Aria said. “How could kissing someone make your head hum?”

         
         “Wish fulfillment?” Lynne asked, bouncing Atticus on her knee, playing giddy-up horsey. “Power of suggestion?”

         
         “I do not know the answer to the mystery,” Granny Blue said. “I only know that it is so.”

         
         “Too bad the rest of us don’t have such a clear-cut signal,” Vivi muttered, and everyone turned to look at her. “What? I’m
            not allowed to question my choices?”
         

         
         No one was touching that with a ten-foot pole. The entire town had questioned Vivi’s choice when she threw Ridge over for
            his father.
         

         
         “Mom,” Ember said. “Do you hear humming when you kiss Daddy?”

         
         “I’m not from your granny’s bloodline,” Mom said, trying to look neutral. Kaia already knew Mom thought Granny Blue’s head
            humming tale was bunk, but she respected her mother-in-law too much to say so.
         

         
         “Is it a Native American thing?” Casey asked.

         
         Granny shrugged, a casual gesture that said she didn’t care if anyone believed her or not. “It is a family thing.”
         

         
         “But only for the women?” Casey asked.

         
         “Only for the women.”

         
         “That hardly seems fair.”

         
         “Fair has nothing to do with life,” Granny Blue said sagely. “It just is.”

         
         “So there’s no way to know for sure if I’m Archer’s soul mate.” Casey pouched out her bottom lip in disappointment. “No song
            for us.”
         

         
         “My granddaughters are lucky to have an undeniable way to know if they’ve found their true loves.” Granny Blue leaned over
            and placed a wrinkled hand on the left side of Casey’s chest. “But anyone can know for certain if they just get quiet, be
            still, and listen to their hearts.”
         

         
         Casey locked gazes with Granny Blue. “Archer is my soul mate.”
         

         
         “And so you know.” Granny Blue smiled. Straightened. “You are smarter than all four of my granddaughters put together.”

         
         Tears formed in Casey’s eyes. “I know.”

         
         “Did Casey just dis the shit out of us?” Aria asked.

         
         “Language!” Mom scolded.

         
         “Sorry.” Aria did not look the least bit contrite.

         
         “I didn’t mean I was smarter than you,” Casey apologized. “I meant I knew for sure that Archer is the one I’m meant to be
            with.”
         

         
         “That’s good.” Ember crunched a carrot. “Seeing as how you’re about to marry him and all.”

         
         “Just like I knew about Armand,” Mom murmured, and a dreamy smile came over her face.

         
         “Ooh,” Lynne said. “I’ve got a question. What if you were already happily married, and then you kissed someone else and heard
            the humming? What then?”
         

         
         Casey whipped her head around to stare at her sister. “Why would you kiss someone else if you were happily married?”

         
         “Not me,” Lynne said. “But someone might. Just saying. Mistletoe at a drunken Christmas party or something.”

         
         Everyone looked at Vivi again.

         
         “What?” Vivi glared. “Am I officially the town ho’ bag? It was ten years ago, people. Let it go.”

         
         “Thank you for hosting the brunch, Vivi,” Casey said. “It was very nice of you to offer. I know this can’t be easy.”

         
         Vivi fluffed her hair, looked appeased. “You’re welcome.”

         
         “Granny B,” Aria said. “I’ve got a question. If it’s true that our female DNA has a built-in soul mate detector, then why
            haven’t any of us girls experienced it?”
         

         
         “She makes a good point,” Tara chimed in. “Between the four of us, we’ve kissed a lot of guys and none of us have ever heard
            the humming.”
         

         
         “That’s because you have not found your soul mate,” Granny Blue said.

         
         “We’re getting a little old,” Ember said. Ember had even been married once, but no one ever brought up that ill-fated union.
            In fact, everyone pretended it had never happened. “You’d think one of us would have found our mate by now.”
         

         
         Granny Blue smiled slyly. “You can’t hurry true love, as you found out the hard way.”

         
         Aria grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl, pretended it was a microphone, and started singing the Supremes’ song.

         
         Tara and Ember both grabbed bananas and joined Aria.

         
         “Me too!” Kaia said.

         
         Then all the women in the room were on their feet, bananas in hands, dancing around the room, singing a heartfelt rendition
            of “You Can’t Hurry Love.” Even Granny Blue and Atticus joined. The toddler was wriggling and jumping, throwing himself fully
            into the endeavor. The women surrounded the boy, everyone singing to him about being patient for love.
         

         
         That’s what they were doing when Ridge sauntered into the kitchen.

         
         Everyone froze. And it was like that ominous moment just before a tornado hits when everything goes utterly quiet.
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