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      Should she have come here alone?

      Celeste wrapped her hands around the leather cover of the steering wheel of her inappropriate sports car, chewing on the inside of her cheek as she looked over the mess in front of her.

      Rows of rusted automobiles and tractors were parked haphazardly along a jagged treeline. An enormous pile of peeled logs hulked beside them. Appliances, old bathtubs, and boxes of unknown items lay strewn in front of the vehicles and the logs, grass growing up between it all.

      The perfect place for a murder, and endless places to stash a body.

      Lucas told her that the place Wade Hicks had taken over was not only an eyesore, but a hazard. His father had been a hoarder who believed that every box of junk he found at an auction was precious. He had also thought he could do something with every car he could find.

      Apparently, along with the log-home building business Wade had inherited, he now had ownership of his father’s stash. However, she didn’t need to wander through the cluttered yard.

      She just needed to talk to the guy she now saw striding across the yard, hefting a piece of lumber.

      Celeste paused a moment, watching him, sifting back through her memories. Wade and his family had lived in Aspen Valley until he was sixteen, and Celeste remembered Wade too well. He had been four years ahead of her in school, and his quiet, serious demeanor held a curious appeal.

      She’d had an outsize crush on him. If her brothers had known, they would have taunted and teased her endlessly.

      As they had with any guy she had dated once she turned sixteen.

      Now Wade Hicks was back in Aspen Valley. The skinny teenager had filled out, but he was still lean and muscular. Three days’ worth of scruff accented his narrow features. He looked hard and tough and even more crush-worthy, as RayAnn would say. Not that Celeste was looking. She only needed one thing from Wade Hicks – his log-building expertise.

      As she got out of the car, he turned toward her, still holding the piece of wood, and she had to suppress a gasp. Bright red blood drifted from a wound on his temple, accentuating an expression that shifted from grim to grimmer at the sight of her.

      “Help you?” he called out.

      Man of few words. Again, she’d been warned.

      “I hope you can,” she replied, plastering on her best ‘Have I got a deal for you’ smile as she walked toward him.

      He kept staring at her, his eyes like chips of ice fringed with dark lashes, his blonde hair falling over his forehead, framing his forbidding features.

      “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Celeste Prins. We went to school together.”

      He frowned, still said nothing. Still looked at her like he wished she were gone.

      But she wasn’t allowing herself to be fazed by his antagonism. Maybe he was just tired. Maybe she was catching him at the wrong time. She hadn’t scrabbled her way through the thickets of the financial world by being put off by antagonistic males.

      “I heard that you moved back here not long ago,” she continued, twisting her mouth into a polite smile. Wondering if she should point out the blood on his forehead.

      Maybe not.

      His only reply was to lower the piece of lumber to the ground, still supporting it with his gloved hands.

      How could this guy keep this up? Even the most hardened CEOs would’ve said something by this time.

      Never mind. She was here on a mission and wasn’t leaving until she got what she wanted.

      “My brothers told me you build log homes, like your father and uncle did.”

      This netted her a quick nod.

      “Burke, Lucas, Liam are my brothers, in case you didn’t know,” she continued. “I believe you went to school with them as well.”

      He doesn’t need your family bio. Zip it.

      Her bright chatter didn’t get her anything more than a blink of his eyes.

      “Anyhow, I heard you and Vince Kaplan were continuing your father’s log-home business,” she continued, trying not to feel intimidated by the man. “And I would like to hire you to build a log home for me.”

      Wade set the board down, looking at her as if he was trying to figure her out.

      “Can’t do it.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Yeah. Just like that.”

      His sentences grew longer, but his glower was growing deeper. What was with the guy? It was as though he disliked her on sight.

      Not something she was used to.

      Instead, she tossed her head, determined not to be back down. “I know you’re busy with the cabins for Walter Crawford, but I was hoping you could build my house after that.” It wasn’t an ideal situation, but she could wait. For now, she was living at the main house with Burke, Karissa, and the siblings that still lived at home, RayAnn, Roxie, and Jacob. It was a chance for her to get her feet under her, as well as catching up with the family and all things Aspen Valley. She’d been living away so long, it would take time for that all to happen.

      Besides, Karissa didn’t mind the help in the house.

      But Wade shook his head. “I’m leaving after that job’s done.”

      This surprised her. “I thought you had just come here? Thought you were staying to run your father’s business?” At least that’s what her brothers and some old friends had told her.

      “Heard wrong. I’m leaving.”

      His terse replies grated on her, but she still held out some hope she could convince him to do the job. She didn’t get to the top of her marketing firm by being beaten down by momentary setbacks.

      “Leaving? Where are you headed?” If she had more information, she might plead her cause.

      But his frown deepened, and she sensed she had stepped over some invisible boundary.

      “I was just asking because if you could squeeze working on my house in before you go…” she let the sentence trail off, in the slim hope he would be interested in the job.

      “Can’t squeeze in building a log house.”

      “Okay, maybe wrong choice of words.” She chuckled, waving her hand as if making her last words disappear. “But could you? Build it? Before you go? It would be on an acreage just down the lake. I bought it from Arnold Whitman.”

      “Nice place.”

      It had better be, she thought. She’d paid enough for it. Burke had offered to subdivide an acreage off one of their quarter sections of land, but none of the quarters were on the lake.

      Which is exactly what she had always wanted.

      “So, you know how amazing a log house would look there,” she pressed, taking advantage of his interest.

      His expression didn’t shift as he shrugged.

      “The trees and the opening overlook the water.” She figured she may as well carry on while it seemed he was still listening to her. “It would be perfect. And building this house would be good advertising for you. I could get a quality photo made of it you could use on a marketing brochure.” She stopped herself knowing she was slipping into the hard sell she used as a last resort at the financial firm where she had worked. Work that had made her enough money to come home to Aspen Valley and settle here.

      “Brochure? Marketing?” The harsh tone of his voice revealed what he thought of her suggestion.

      Right. This was Aspen Valley. Word of mouth was the biggest advertising tool available to most businesses. That and contributing to any fundraiser, like the upcoming community play, for example. Which she had.

      “Anyhow, it would be good word of mouth.”

      “Don’t need it.”

      He was getting positively loquacious; and the harsh look in his eyes combined with his tone told her there was little wiggle room left for her.

      She dug around in her brain, trying to find something, anything, to change his mind. Back to hard sell. She had nothing to lose, it seemed.

      “Well, that’s too bad. You’ll miss out on a chance to build a once-in-a lifetime home. I’ve got some intriguing ideas for the house. My brother Drake had to cut down this huge elm with branches that have an unbelievable spread that I was going to use as a feature in the main part of the house. We’ve got the bark peeled, and it’s drying. Plus, a fireplace made of river rock we gathered from the Aspen River. The one that flows into the lake.”

      She caught a faint spark of interest in his eyes, but then he blinked, and it was gone. His gaze swept over her face and once again, his eyes narrowed.

      “Gotta get going.” He picked up the lumber again and, without another word, he walked away.

      It took her a moment to realize what had just happened.

      Then Celeste a face at his retreating back.

      “Jerk,” she muttered.

      “Heard that,” he called out without turning around, his voice echoing over the yard.

      Which didn’t help her already hopeless cause.

      She flushed but kept her head high, just in case he also had eyes lurking under that thick mop of tangled hair covering the back of his head.

      He disappeared into another decrepit building.

      She waited a few more moments, but then heard a hammer ringing as it pounded nail after nail.

      That was that, she realized, huffing her breath out in an exasperated sigh. She spun on the heel of her designer boots and strode back to her car.

      As she reversed, she shot another look over the yard. For a moment, she understood why he couldn’t help her. Even if he didn’t have this other job to do, cleaning up this yard would take months.

      But still…she had really hoped to get someone competent to build her house.

      And she really wanted Wade Hicks to do it.
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      Wade rolled his neck, easing the kink out. It had been a long day of frustration and irritation. The lawyer called at least four times, needing yet another piece of information from him concerning the last details on his uncle’s estate. The accountant had called almost as often. He had accomplished only half of the work done he set out to do this morning.

      Yesterday wasn’t much better. He wanted to be done with the disaster that was his uncle’s business. The sooner the better.

      It was bad enough that he had to deal with the mess his father had left him when he died a year ago, and then just as he was getting a rhythm going, this gorgeous woman sweeps onto his yard, demanding that he build her a log home.

      Well, demanding might be a stretch, but he doubted she had expected the “no” he gave her.

      She hadn’t been far off when she called him a jerk. He knew he hadn’t shown his best side, whatever that looked like lately.

      Because when she’d stepped out of her car, ice had flowed through his chest.

      She looked so much like Kaylee that it created a visceral reaction.

      Anger. Frustration. Betrayal.

      All emotions he thought he had left behind when he moved away from Fort Andrew, months after Kaylee had left him.

      Even the way she spoke resurrected memories of the way Kaylee would smirk at him, as if laughing at some private joke.

      Thank goodness he had a solid excuse to refuse to take the job for Celeste. It would be annoying to be reminded every day of his old fiancée. He had no desire to constantly recall the day, only weeks before his uncle died, when Kaylee had visited him in his cabin and left the engagement ring on the counter. She had told him she couldn’t be engaged to someone who was partners with a crook. His sorrow over the breakup was swallowed by his anger.

      Anger that she believed the lies swirling through the town about his uncle’s business practices. He didn’t want to be connected to someone who didn’t trust the man who had given him a home and work after his father had sunk into his depression following Wade’s mother’s death.

      Wade took the ring to a pawnshop, then used the money to pay for the surfing trip he was going on in a few months.

      To escape the gossip and lies, he moved back to Aspen Valley to clean up his father’s place, sell it, and move on. But to get the best value for his dollar, he knew he would have to clean up the junk his father had always loved.

      That same junk had been a bone of contention between them while Wade was growing up. He was always so ashamed of his father and the place they lived. Though he helped his father in the business, when Uncle Tyson offered him a well-paying job and a chance to partner with him, Wade jumped on it. His uncle was a successful businessman. Someone who made good money.

      Wade saw the offer as his chance to leave the scraping-by that was life with his father. He and his uncle worked well together, and Wade admired Uncle Tyson’s hard work ethic and ability to make money.

      Wade had settled into life in Fort Andrew. Saved money. Met Kaylee.

      Then things went south when his uncle took on a job with Frank Dillon. False rumours about him cheating Frank started small. A comment here, a nudge there, a joke there. But somehow, they took on life and grew almost as quickly as the large inn they were building did. Wade was furious and challenged anyone who said otherwise. He knew Uncle Tyson was dependable. Solid. Thanks to his uncle, Wade had a place to invest his money – their joint business. He was able to plan a future that didn’t include worrying about how to support a family.

      But now, his uncle was dead as well. Killed in a single-vehicle car accident a couple of months ago. As a partner, Wade was named the beneficiary of the business. However, this dropped him neck-high into a complicated estate, which he needed to settle. So he’d returned to his father’s place, which he had also inherited two years ago.

      As he surveyed the acres of junk, he remembered why he had left. The house was barely holding together, the yard a reminder of his shame. He was selling it and all the log-building equipment his father had gathered over the years.

      Then a local contractor, Vince Kaplan, stopped by.

      Vince was a local carpenter interested in expanding into building log homes. He knew Wade had the skills, and his father still had the equipment. He had proposed that they work together.

      Wade had wanted to refuse, but the money he had saved up was tied up in his uncle’s business, which was tied up in probate. And he needed cash to pay for the cleanup to make this place more worthwhile. So, he agreed.

      Working through his father’s junk, though, made him relive a past he couldn’t leave behind fast enough, forcing him to relive the shame he always felt whenever anyone he knew saw where he lived. He’d just been cleaning up yet another unfinished project, smacked his head on a timber that fell, and then, to add a delightful plot twist, Celeste swooped onto the yard in her fancy little car, reminding him of Kaylee.

      Celeste was persuasive; he had to give her that. As she talked about the elm tree and the river rock fireplace, she kindled a tiny yearning inside him to build that house. He’d learned so much from his uncle and, if he were honest, his father about log-home building. It was still his first love.

      But…but…there were so many reasons to not take on this project. Time. Reality. Facing the reminder of his humiliation each time he saw her?

      No thanks.

      He was looking forward to getting this place cleaned up and moving on.

      He stretched his arms over his head, trying to ease the kink in his back.

      He had spent the entire day hauling junk around and rearranging it into piles.

      He had a “Junk” pile, a “Really-Junk” pile, and a “What-was-my-Dad-Thinking” pile, wondering again why his father had attended every single auction sale in the surrounding area, bringing back all the stuff no one else wanted. Eight bathtubs, fifteen old cars without tires, twelve refrigerators, four stoves, and endless boxes of parts and pieces of stuff he couldn’t even bother to identify. And that was only this week’s haul.

      Then his phone rang, startling him.

      He was tempted to ignore it, but saw it was Vince.

      “How’s the junk sorting coming along?” Vince asked, coming to the point when Wade answered.

      “Slow. Won’t get rich selling it.”

      “You might be surprised. One man’s junk…”

      “Is another man’s treasure,” Wade finished. He’d heard that too many times as he and his father drove back from yet another auction sale.

      “Anyhow, I’m calling to see if I can stop by tomorrow. Have to go over a few things with this cabin project.”

      “I’m headed to town tomorrow. I could meet you somewhere.” He needed groceries. Much as he hated to go, he was down to cold cereal and milk three days past its “best before” date. Time to put on his big boy pants and leave the yard.

      “What? You’re willing to get out of your coffin and make an appearance?”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “Dude, the only time I’ve seen you in town was when you had a flat tire on your truck, which you couldn’t fix yourself.”

      “I hate going out.”

      “Sorry, that doesn’t work for me. How about the day after?”

      Two days into town in a row? He knew he couldn’t put off buying groceries for another day.

      “We can meet at the Pasta Place.” He could grab dinner that way and be done for the day.

      “Sure. Sounds good.”

      “Can you give me a heads up on what we’re meeting about?” Wade frowned, wondering what Vince could want. They weren’t due to start on the cabins for a week yet.

      “You heard anything from Walter Crawford the past while?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither. I’m sure it’s fine, but I was thinking of changing the floor plans, just to make things more efficient. I wanted to go over it with you before I present it to Walter.”

      “We’ll talk the day after tomorrow.”

      Wade shoved his phone in his pocket, hoping Walter wasn’t flaking out on them. For a slight moment, he wondered if the rumours swirling around his uncle had filtered back here to Aspen Valley. Then he shook off his paranoia. He had to work to do for the yard clean up. Once his uncle’s estate was settled, he was headed for an all-inclusive scuba diving trip off the coast of Costa Rica.

      And after that, well, he’d figure out where life took him. He didn’t want to make plans that far in advance. He’d seen firsthand how life could spin out of control when that happened. How much a person could lose when invested in the future.

      No way was he putting himself through the disappointment of commitment again.
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      “What’s the story with Wade Hicks?” Celeste asked as she stabbed her fork into the pasta Karissa had made for supper.

      The family was gathered in the old farmhouse for dinner. Celeste had moved into the family home when she arrived three weeks ago and was still getting used to the idea of Burke and Karissa sitting at the places that had always been reserved for their parents.

      “Why do you want to know?” Burke teased, sprinkling parmesan cheese on his pasta.

      “I’m just curious.” She hadn’t told anyone about her idea to build a log house. She preferred to keep her plans close until she knew the outcome, a habit she had cultivated working as a financial advisor. One that stood her in good stead when she broke away from the company that had initially hired her and went on her own.

      “You won’t find a portfolio on him, if that’s what you’re looking for,” Karissa said.

      “Hey, this is Aspen Valley. What I don’t know, someone else does.”

      “Talk to the Coffin Cheaters at the Grill and Chill,” Roxie put in. “They know everything. His dad used to join them occasionally when he was in town. Heard his place is a disaster.”

      “That it is.” Celeste muttered as she handed the salad to RayAnn.

      “What is in here?” her sister asked, a peeved tone in her voice.

      “Healthy food.”

      “It looks kind of not good.” Jacob leaned over the bowl, making a face.

      “No fussing. Take at least a small bite,” Burke said, his tone serious as he addressed their younger siblings.

      “I really like it.” Celeste gave Jacob an encouraging smile. “Try it.”

      Jacob sighed heavily as RayAnn put some salad on his plate, then her own. So dramatic. She felt sorry for Karissa and Burke trying to feed and raise this bunch.

      After their parent’s death, Celeste and Burke’s sister, Shelby, had been in charge of the kids. Burke moved back when Shelby and Klint got married, and when he and Karissa did the same, they took over the care of the younger siblings. It worked better for Burke, as he was the point person on the farm. Now Lucas was back, helping on the farm as well, and also engaged. Drake was married and a father.

      While Celeste was happy for her siblings, she was still smarting from the treacherous scheming of her ex-fiancé. She was perfectly content being on her own. Making her own plans. Keeping her heart safe.

      “At any rate, he’s changed a lot since I saw him last.”

      “I would hope so. He left Aspen Valley when he was about sixteen,” Burke put in. “Quit school to go work for his uncle in Fort Andrew, near as I heard.”

      “A very gangly sixteen, from what I remember.” Karissa grinned at the memory.

      “You remember him?” Burke gave her a nudge.

      “Yes, I do. He was kind of cute. I always felt sorry for him after his mom died, and his dad seemed to fall into a depression.”

      “Well, he’s beyond cute now,” Roxie added.

      Celeste bit back a comment. She had forgotten how scattered conversations with her family could be. At least not everyone was at the table tonight. It was hard enough to wrangle people back to what she wanted to find out with only five of the siblings around the table. She remembered too well what it was like when all nine siblings and her parents were seated around the table. Conversation would ping-pong, overlap, blend, and whirl.

      Chaos.

      Home.

      “Why do you want to know about the guy?” Rayann asked, nosey as always.

      Celeste shrugged, about to make a lame comment, but then realized they would find out eventually.

      “I was hoping he could build me a house.”

      “You want to put a log house on your property?” Burke frowned at her.

      “I think it would fit perfectly.”

      Jacob reached past her for the salt.

      “Hey, buddy, what do you say to Celeste?” Burke reprimanded.

      Her younger brother muttered a faint “excuse me,” which netted a warning look from Burke.

      “I’ve seen Wade a couple times in town. He is a real hunk,” Roxie asserted, obviously willing to come back to the topic at hand.

      “Is that the word we’re using these days?” Celeste teased, giving Roxie a gentle poke in her side.

      “Ouch, my ribs!” Roxie complained.

      Celeste wasn’t falling for it. “That accident was more than a couple months ago. I’m sure your ribs are fine by now.”

      “But they’re still tender.” Roxie gave her a dark look, pulling away.

      Celeste bit back a comment at her sister’s reaction. The twins had been young when she left home at the exceedingly, to her, mature age of eighteen, off to make her fortune. She got a job with an investment firm and then went on her own. She had parlayed some smart investments into a lucrative portfolio that she managed, as well as taking care of a few choice clients. It wasn’t the large fortune she’d hoped for, but it was enough to give her a comfortable living.

      Away from San Francisco.

      But it also meant that she hadn’t been a part of the twins’ lives for quite some time. She felt as if they were still getting to know each other.

      RayAnn snorted, “Your ribs are always an excuse to try and get out of dishes.”

      “And I’m not doing them,” Jake put in, looking up from his own plate of food. “I did them yesterday.”

      “Yeah, we got that,” Burke said. “Gotta keep the timesheet balanced.”

      “I don’t know how balanced it is,” RayAnn grumbled. “I don’t think Roxie helping with the play should be considered working.”

      “You know it’s part of my community service,” Roxie frowned, and Celeste guessed it was time to switch to a less divisive topic of conversation.

      The accident that had injured Roxie’s ribs and broken her leg had happened while she was driving recklessly, which caused her to hit her future sister-in-law Aubrey’s vehicle. Roxie had initially blamed Aubrey for causing the accident, which had created problems between Aubrey and Liam, who had been dating at the time.

      Thankfully all of that had been sorted, but they were all still dealing with the fallout.

      “When is this play happening?” Celeste asked, latching onto a less embarrassing topic, and giving up on finding out more about Wade Hicks. Not that it mattered. He seemed adamant that he wouldn’t be swayed by a smile and a swish of her hair.

      “The notice in the newspaper said three weeks from now.”

      “I sure wish I could’ve gotten tickets,” Celeste lamented with a sigh. “I heard it was sold out already.”

      “Don’t worry, we got you covered there,” Burke assured her. “Karissa bought enough tickets to fill half the theater.”

      Karissa gave her husband a nudge with her elbow. “If you didn’t have such a big family, I wouldn’t have to buy so many tickets.”

      Burke rubbed her shoulder, adding a grin. “I know you love this tribe,” he teased.

      “I sure do.” Then Karissa turned to Celeste. “So, you’ve got tickets. And I’m glad to hear you’re settling down here.”

      “I am too.” Celeste gave her sister-in-law a smile and ignored the huff from Roxie. “But it will be nice when I have my own place all set up.”

      “That’s for sure,” Roxie muttered.

      Celeste forced a smile, choosing to ignore her little sister’s comment.

      When she had a moment, she would have to pull the girl aside and have a little “chat” about her attitude. Like it or not, this was Celeste’s home too, and she was their sister.

      “Why a log house?” Burke asked, circling back to one of the other topics of conversation. “A stick frame is quicker. Us guys could help you with that. I don’t know anything about log homebuilding.”

      “Even if I built a stick-frame house, I would still hire that out,” Celeste said. “I want to be able to boss around the help, and I know I would get as much attitude from you as I do from the twins.”

      She couldn’t stop the little dig and didn’t look over to see how it was received.

      “At least you have a place here until that happens.” This time Celeste caught her brother leveling a warning glance at Roxie, who just rolled her eyes.

      Celeste bit back a sigh. Either things would have to improve here, or she would have to figure out where else she could stay.
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      Wade pulled his truck into the parking lot of the grocery store and blew out a heavy sigh.

      He disliked going to town, and he especially hated going to the grocery store. In Fort Andrew, it entailed the potential of running into people he knew, ignoring the frowns and veiled comments of the people who were convinced Wade was as guilty as his uncle was of cheating them. But this wasn’t Fort Andrew, and he was out of milk, cereal, and Eatmore bars, three of the staples in his pantry.

      Sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do, he told himself as he grabbed a cart from the cart corral by his truck and headed inside the store. Inside the door, he immediately stopped, confused at what he saw.

      Right. Not the same grocery store as the one where he always shopped in Fort Andrew.

      He looked around, trying to orient himself, then guessed he would have to utilize the “seek and ye shall find” method his dad had always used. His father could never remember where things were, so Wade often did the shopping.

      He wandered around and grabbed a couple packages of mac and cheese, then turned down another aisle in the frozen-food section. He pulled some premade entrees off the shelf because, well, vegetables.

      He flirted with the idea of getting some ingredients for a salad.

      Nah. Too much prep time.

      Thankfully, the next aisle held his beloved cereal, and he saw milk at the end. Eatmore bars he might be able to grab at the checkout counter, which was his next stop.

      “Hey, Hicks.”

      A harsh voice caught his attention, and despite knowing this wasn’t Fort Andrew, he still couldn’t help feeling an unwelcome jolt in his chest. A shiver of cold raced down his spine.

      He stopped, releasing a sudden death grip on the grocery cart.

      “Got a bone to pick with you, Hicks,” the burly, dark-haired man said as he approached Wade. He wore a hard hat and stained coveralls, with a wrench still sticking out of the pocket.

      Wade’s heart slowed as he recognized one of the men he had hired to help haul the junk off his uncle’s yard.

      “Sorry?” Wade responded, not sure what Gill expected.

      “You asked me to come and clean up, but you haven’t paid me yet.”

      This was what it felt like to swallow a stone. Wade’s throat tightened, and he wanted to sink down into the floor as other people in the store slowed down, watching them.

      “I mailed you a check.” He knew he had; he remembered putting it in the envelope and dropping it in the mailbox in town.

      Gill frowned, shaking his head. “A check? Who does that?”

      “I do.” He knew that mailing someone a check wasn’t as common as e-transferring money, but it was how he preferred to pay his bills.

      “Guess I should check my mail.” The frown turned into a grin, and the horrible clench in Wade’s stomach eased. “You still want me to come next week?”

      Wade had to take a slow breath, hoping he didn’t sound as breathless as he felt. “I should have enough stuff sorted by then.”

      “See you then, and sorry about the mix-up. I’ll check my mailbox.”

      He gave Wade a grin, then left.

      It took Wade a few moments to pull himself back together. To erase other memories of coming to town and having people frown at him, then move away, muttering under their breath.

      When it first started, he’d asked his uncle what was happening, and he’d been given a quick side-hug and told not to worry. His uncle was juggling a few bills. It would all work out. As always, thoughts of his uncle brought about twin emotions of sorrow and frustration. The job his uncle had been working on had been put on hold when Uncle Ted crashed his car. He was killed instantly.

      Wade had been left to deal with the fallout. Now the estate was tied up as Frank Dillon, the man they were working for, insisted on having a forensic accountant comb through the books. Dillon had accused Uncle Tyson of grift. Wade had brought up his concerns with the lawyer, but Dick waved them off. A formality, he assured him.

      Wade pushed aside the dark thoughts. It will all work out, he assured himself as he pushed his cart to the lineup at the only open checkout counter. Then, as if to remind him once more of his past, he ended up behind Kaylee’s doppelgänger, Celeste Prins.

      She glanced back at him once, then did a double take.

      “Hello, Mr. Hicks,” she commented, with a faintly mocking tone in her voice.

      Wade wasn’t sure where that came from, but he simply acknowledged her comment with the tilt of his head, preferring not to make small talk.

      “How’s the cleaning up going?” she asked, clearly not the least bit intimidated by his terse signal to leave him alone.

      “Piece by piece,” was all he managed. He had to say something.

      “Well, that’s three words,” she teased. “I’m sure that yard will keep you busy with that for a while. But you know, what I think would give you more satisfaction is building me a log home.”

      “I got that.”

      “Perceptive,” she returned, her throaty voice creating further anxiety.

      She not only looked like Kaylee, but she also sounded like her.

      “What will you be doing after you finish building the cabins?” she pressed.

      Seriously, she was more persistent than the terrier his father used to own.

      “Traveling.”

      “Really? Where to?”

      She sounded genuinely interested, though he couldn’t guess why. Then, as her smile became a touch calculated, he sensed what she was up to. She was trying to find the tiniest crack in his plans and defenses, so that she could poke a stick in and pry some time out of him. Celeste resembled Kaylee more than he realized.

      “Surfing.”

      “Sounds amazing. I love surfing.”

      He couldn’t see her doing that. Not dressed the way she was right now.

      “I can guess what
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