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DEDICATION

 

To Jan

You have shown me for forty-plus years that no matter how long things take, how much I fret, worry, try to give up, and whine—you’ll stick with me. And things usually turn out pretty well!

Love you forever.

 


Praise For the “Seven Brides” Series

 

Betting On Paradise

5-Star Crowned Review, InD’Tale Magazine and

Winner of – Minnesota Library Foundation’s “Best Indie-Published Adult Fiction Book”

 

“Lizbeth Selvig has been added to my "must read" list of authors! She writes such outstanding stories…” 

 

“Lizbeth has a deft touch with characters, creating believable, relatable people in true-to-life settings. Grace and Ty were perfect for each other, and Lucky is adorable.”

 

“Lizbeth has done it again! Another inspiring book I couldn't put down. I love her characters and they come alive as I read the book. Her family values are amazing”

 

The Bride Wore Starlight

“Not often, if ever, have I had a contemporary romance book not only entertain, but make me try to be a better person too.” 

 

“Amazing story of love despite all odds. Joely and Alec are my new favorite couple…I loved the ending for these two. It was amazing and beautiful and exactly what a HEA should be.” 

 

The Bride Wore Red Boots

“Lizbeth Selvig has proven twice over that she's able to create individual love stories for each sister while still being able to keep the theme of family an integral part of it.” – Bookaholics-Not-So-Anonymous

 

“Lizbeth Selvig writes great dialogue and wonderfully realistic characters that will have you turning pages through twists and turns you cannot put it down until the end.” 

 

The Bride Wore Denim

“The story line was beautifully written, and was really easy for me to connect to, and just fall right into and enjoy.” – Red’s Romance Reviews

 

“The Bride Wore Denim is an outstanding novel, a beautiful romance, and a touching emotional odyssey.” 


 

 

 

 

HEATING UP PARADISE

 

Kelly Crockett longs to be known for her culinary skill. But achieving her dream seems impossible when Fate insists on sabotaging every idea for transforming her award-winning Denver coffee-and-sandwich shop into a top-tier restaurant. 

 

Kelly’s life’s-a-party attitude helps her stand out from her triplet sisters, but it’s useless when a fire at her restaurant sends her appearance on a career-building cooking show up in flames. Devastated, she heads home to vast and beautiful Paradise Ranch. While helping in her sister’s new restaurant, she conceives a bold plan for rescuing her dreams. But Fate isn’t done throwing obstacles in her path, not the least of which is a gorgeous but troubled man who’s all wrong for her.

 

Damien Finney believes that after three years as a firefighter, two tours in Afghanistan, and one year in PTSD therapy, he’s ready to leave hell and start the next chapter of his life. After rigorous training, he’s earned a spot on an elite smokejumper crew. Then a failed jump lands him right back on the Devil’s doorstep. 

 

After Afghanistan, Damien found healing at Paradise Ranch in a program that paired veterans with wild mustangs. With his smoke-jumping career in jeopardy, he returns to the ranch and the horses, seeking a miracle cure to save his future. The last thing he needs is a bubbly extrovert-of-a-woman invading his refuge and throwing his plans off course. 

 

Although they fight it, the heat between Kelly and Damien’s opposite personalities builds, but there’s trouble in Paradise: Kelly’s plans cause strife with her sisters. Damien’s past haunts him. And when wildfires threaten the land they both love, each must decide if the heat will forge a new future or tear them apart. Are they brave enough to see that buried beneath the dreams they hoped for is the dream they actually need—one that’s theirs together?


 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE
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“ALL YOU HAVE to do is jump into hell, get the devil’s attention, kick him in the ass, and get out before he grabs your soul.” 

So went one saying every smokejumper rookie took to heart. Experienced jumpers loved to brag that hell was no big deal. In truth, however, jumping into a remote forest fire was one of the hardest jobs in the world, and only the bravest—probably the craziest—men and women on the planet could pull it off. It been drilled into Damien Finney’s rookie head that to be a smokejumper, you had to hate the devil fire almost more than you loved your own life. 

Despite all he knew, his knee jiggled fitfully and his stomach churned as he stared at the floor of the DH-6 Twin Otter plane that had started the tell-tale bouncing warning the six men and two women they were over the fire site. Hot air streamed upward from the orange dragon Damien knew was below, meeting the cool air of fifteen-hundred-feet, and the resulting turbulence started his adrenaline flowing. Less than ten minutes to fly time.

“Ready, Shark? Fifth jump’s a milestone.” 

A hard clap on his back pulled Damien out of his mental prep, and he looked into the ebony eyes of their crew leader.  

Captain Stone Rayburn was nobody’s idea of a pushover, yet he was a loyal friend and compassionate leader when he wasn’t being a genuine hero. 

“Sure thing, Cap.” 

Damien was the only rookie from his Montana-based company on this crew. Three others—the captain, Forty Juarez, and Ace West—were seasoned veterans with almost seventy-five years’ combined experience. The other crew members were newer firefighters but had at least two years each under their belts. Damien wiped his hands on his thighs, troubled by his leg’s restless, double-time bounce. He pressed down on his knee with both hands to stop the old tic-like sign of impending panic—a sign he hadn’t experienced in nine months. It had disappeared after he’d been accepted into the smokejumper program and hadn’t returned once, even during the intense training period. With gratitude and a sense of blessed relief that all the intense therapy after his time in Afghanistan had done its job, he’d allowed himself to believe the warning sign had permanently faded. Ever since this take-off, however, he hadn’t been able to halt its unwelcome reappearance.

He couldn’t figure out the difference in this mission. He remembered with crystal clarity the rush of his first real fire jumps—the exhilaration of abandoning gravity and expertly navigating the air currents, the utter relief upon a safe landing followed by the immediate, adrenaline-fueled charge of fighting against a power as destructive as fire. And when the fight was won, there was the exhaustion—soul-deep but so satisfying he couldn’t wait to fight again.

He’d made four of those successful real-fire jumps since gaining his place on the crew, each granting him more battle hardness and pride over his hard-won spot in a profession only three-hundred people in the country held. He was about to take on fire number five—and Cap was right. He should be jubilant, charged, more ready than ever. He wanted to jump. This regression was out of the blue.

“Okay, we’ve got the go,” Cap called. “Final gear check, boys and girls. Order of exit: Ace, Forty, Snake, Texaco, Poppy, Hermione, Shark, Stone. You’ve all studied the terrain—heavy tree line to the west, a ravine well to the east but not out of range should you hit a bad current. We’ll be a quarter-mile south of the leading edge. See you on the ground.”

Through the wide-open jump door, they saw the smoke. Though they couldn’t smell it yet, within fifteen minutes, every orifice and wrinkle of fabric would be clotted with it.

Anna “Hermione” Swenson, an eight-year veteran, had gotten her nickname because she’d been the “smartest witch of her age” her rookie year. Damien hadn’t jumped with her before and was looking forward to it. Her reputation was stellar. She took her place in front of him and fingered a photo she held in one hand. He swallowed, shrugging his shoulders to ward off the uncomfortable hitch in his heartbeat. She’d shown him the picture on the way onto the plane.

“Adrenaline levels always jump twenty points right about now, don’t they?” she asked with a grin that said she wouldn’t have it any other way. 

Damien’s adrenaline levels always skyrocketed the moment the plane took off and didn’t approach normal until after he’d jumped and landed. 

“Adrenaline is a gift from the gods.” He forced a cheerful response. “Numbs the bad, heightens the good. Best drug ever.”

“Good one! I’m stealing that.” She laughed and turned the photo for him to see again. Two kids around seven or eight. “Maybe I’ll use it with these guys when they get older.” 

“Your boys,” he said dully. 

“I put them in my pocket every time I jump. Reminds me who I’m doing this for.”

The picture had weirdly unnerved him the first time, and at her words, an alarming chill, unlike anything he’d ever felt before, blasted down his spine. A flash of memory he couldn’t quite grasp slipped in and out of his brain, followed by ghostly words: Don’t look down. 

He blinked at the phantom voice in his mind and staggered one step back, confused by the anguish swirling in the memory. He strained to place the voice, but as eerily as they’d come, both the memory and the voice slithered away, leaving hollow sickness behind. All he held in his mind was the wavery image of Hermione’s two boys.

What the actual fuck?

Swallowing again against a tightening throat, he adjusted his pack, fastened the final straps, checked his rigging, and blew out his breath to shake off the remnants of the bizarre sensation. 

“Tracer’s away,” the jump master called. “Looks perfect. Go, go, go.”

Ace West stepped into the blue-gray sky, and Damien watched as one by one his fellow crew members followed. 

Finally, Hermione stepped to the door and flashed him a thumbs-up, and that’s when it happened. Damien’s stomach rolled as if he’d been pierced in the belly by a guided missile, and his eyes blurred so badly he had to reach a gloved finger behind his goggles to wipe them. He could make no sense of the symptoms and fought to shake them off. Then Hermione was away, and Damien stood at the doorway, looking not into a clearing far below but into a whirling void. A pit of blackness. 

Don’t look down.

“Shark!”

Nothing registered except the sharpness of Captain Rayburn’s voice in his ear. 

“Dammit, Shark. Go.” Stone nudged him, but Damien stood, frozen solid as death. He was scared, but numbly so, and he had no explanation other than the image of a swirling black hole before his eyes. 

A sudden jerk on his arm yanked him away from the door so hard he stumbled and landed on one knee. Stone peered down at him, an unreadable expression in his eyes.

“I don’t know what the hell is happening, Damien, but you just put our lives in danger. I’m out of here. You have ten seconds after that to get your ass out of this plane or you’re going back with the flight crew, and we have a serious problem.”

His captain was gone seconds later, and Damien’s head spun in confusion. He stumbled to the door again and looked out. This time he could see the ground, see his crew members’ ’chutes opened below him, snaking in precision toward a swirling vortex in the middle of the landing area. Only then did the full-body fear hit—as if an earthquake fissure had opened directly beneath his feet. With a groan, he staggered backward and gripped the grab bar above his head like a lifeline.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1


[image: ]



 

 

THE FIRE’S AFTERMATH was clear enough in Denver’s orange-and-yellow August dawn. Nobody needed a professional film crew’s unforgiving lights to add harshness to the sad scene,  yet the cameras rolled, ten feet behind her, and Kelly Crockett hunched her shoulders to ward off the brightness. She stared at her restaurant’s scorched façade, her mind numb despite the shock buzzing through the rest of her system on live-wire nerves. 

Rivulets of water-logged soot lined Triple Bean’s eaves-to-sidewalk picture window, and half the shingles on the blackened roof curled in on themselves like dead autumn leaves. Through the smeared plate glass, she could see Triple Bean’s interior had escaped total destruction, but one wall sagged pitifully, and she didn’t need the results of an investigation to tell her the smoke damage would be disastrous. 

	Standing on the boulevard across the street from their restaurant, Kelly wrapped an arm around her sister’s waist. Raquel stood statue-straight, regal and sad as a queen in mourning. Triple Bean was as much her domain as it was Kelly’s. Neither of them wept—yet. Tears would come later. When it all finally felt real. When they could be alone.

At the moment, they were anything but alone. Beside them, along with the film crew and the unwelcome lights, Marley Beckham, host of one of the most popular food shows on television, murmured directions to her production team. The team that was supposed to be inside Triple Bean interviewing Kelly and Raquel for Undiscovered Gourmet, a show that introduced locally popular chefs and their establishments to the world. Kelly should have been on camera, creating two of her signature dishes, while Marley highlighted the fact that in six short years, triplet sisters had created an award-winning bistro and coffee shop. Instead, the crew was filming the aftermath of an overnight blaze in the bookstore adjoining the Crockett sisters’ restaurant. 

Raquel shifted and startled them all with a first break in the somber silence.

“Say something funny,” she said, her eyes fixed on the last fire crew, packing away hoses and equipment.

Kelly swiveled her head at the absurd command. “Say what?”

“Something funny. You’re the funny one, and we need...” Raquel trailed off. She didn’t look at Kelly, but the barest hint of a tremble in her lower lip showed the first crack in her tough exterior. 

 Kelly swallowed and slowly shook off her brain fog. Raquel was wrong; she wasn’t funny. Funny took intellect. A good stand-up comic was funny. What humor Kelly did possess relied on the ridiculous, cheeky, and irreverent. And the snarky—she could do snark on autopilot. 

Under normal circumstances. 

She almost told Raquel not to be insane, but when she took in her sister’s stoic, pale profile, arrows of pain pierced her heart. The two of them had been at serious odds for the past ten days, but Raquel was clearly traumatized enough to put not only their disagreements aside but to make this ridiculous request. Normally, Raquel’s most positive response to Kelly’s irreverence was a censoring scowl. Kelly drew in a breath and squinted at the mess across the street. The words came without effort.

“See that smoke smudge above our name on the window? It looks like a giant weasel on a bicycle.” 

Marley Beckham choked.

Raquel covered a snort with both hands, and her first tears leaked free. “Oh, lord, it does.”

“And the bike has a flat tire,” Kelly added. “It looks…melted. Maybe from a fire or something?”

Marley—tall, black-haired, and built a little too much like Halle Berry for Kelly not to be jealous—beamed with delight. “And there it is. The famous Kelly Crockett wit everyone we interviewed mentioned.”

If she considered that wit, Marley Beckham needed some serious humor therapy. A Jim Gaffigan marathon maybe, or a Schitt’$ Creek watch party. 

“What do you think?” Marley asked, her smile a notch past brilliant. “Are you feeling up to that quick interview yet? A couple of questions and I can get out of your hair.”

An interview? Now?  

No. 

She didn’t answer out loud, although the request dragged at the curtain of privacy she wanted to draw over herself. Even though Kelly normally loved the spotlight. Even though the host was only doing her job—one she’d literally been asked to do when they’d applied to be on Undiscovered Gourmet in the first place. It wasn’t Marley Beckham’s fault that the wiring in their neighbor’s business had picked a piss-poor time to short out. 

Kelly grabbed her sister’s hand and tugged gently until they stood eye-to-eye. She looked deeply into the face that mirrored her own. For twenty-seven years, it had been second nature to see herself in the faces of Raquel and their third identical sister, Grace. Right now, however, the image she saw disconcerted her. Sad circles beneath Raquel’s eyes had turned puffy with unshed tears, although she blinked hard keeping them at bay. If she, the one they called Rocky for a reason, looked like she’d been on an all-night bender, Kelly, the party girl with no trace of a party to bolster her, couldn’t possibly look any better. Out of the corner of her eye, she spied Anya Patel, the owner of Magic Pages Bookstore, moving to stand on the curbside a few feet away.

“Sure, Marley,” she said, not looking away from Raquel. “Give us a minute to check on the bookstore owner and make sure she’s okay.”

“That’s fine. We’re in no hurry. Tell me when you’re ready.”

“And could I ask a favor? Don’t film us talking to her.  Maybe turn off the lights for a moment? I’m pretty sure she won’t want to be on camera.”

“Of course.” Marley smiled in acquiescence. 

Even though Marley and company had arrived the night before, gotten a start on background footage, taste-tested some of the restaurant fare they were supposed to film the next day, and then been awoken in the middle of the night just as the girls had to the news of the fire, the gorgeous cooking show host looked fresh as the gentle morning breeze. She truly seemed like one of the nicest people—not remotely conceited or celebrity-like—and still, in this tired, disheveled moment, Kelly wanted to dislike her for her perky calm. 

She blew her unkempt hair—assuming her style more-or-less matched Raquel’s—out of her face and gathered the shoulder-length strands into a ponytail, holding it off her neck while she turned and took Raquel gently by the hand so she could follow.

They could put aside their quarrel for one moment.  

Watching Anya Patel survey the remains of her bookstore shook Kelly to her core. At twenty-five, Anya was two years younger than Kelly and her sisters, but what she’d accomplished in two years with the bookstore she’d inherited from her grandfather matched anything the Crockett triplets had accomplished with Triple Bean. It was a source of joy to have her as a neighbor, another young entrepreneur in a once up-and-coming area of unique shops and fun eating establishments. 

Now, three-quarters of the businesses had moved away from the block, and one of those remaining had been reduced to a brick shell filled with thousands of dollars’ worth of precious inventory turned to ash. 

“Anya?” Kelly said softly and put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “You must be exhausted.”

Their friend turned, her features tired, her eyes calm but filled with uncertainty, and gave them gentle smile. “I admit it. This is draining. It’s sadder in the light of day.”

Raquel nodded. “I’m so sorry, Ani.”

Their friend let out a wavery sigh and shrugged. Then she turned and gathered Kelly and Raquel both into a hug, bending to make up the five-inch difference in their heights. At five-foot-two, Kelly was used to being shortest among her friends, but Anya wore her height with pride—like a taller, more elegant version of Raquel. She released the embrace and straightened, forcing cheerful words through the tears clogging her throat. 

“Even when things are darkest, you guys have always known how to fill my days with sunshine. Thank you. I made some decisions overnight.”

“Decisions?” Kelly frowned.

“I have to move on. I’ll miss you both so much, but there’s no other way.”

Kelly’s heart fell in a turmoil of understanding, despair, and a little guilt. Raquel shook her head vehemently. 

“No! You cannot give up, Anya. All of us here will help you. We’ll rebuild.”

It was a kinder, gentler version of the lecture she’d been giving Kelly for nearly two weeks.

Anya smiled sadly. “You are the best business neighbors I ever could have hoped for. You’ve given me so much help and you’ve become the best friends, but you know as well as I do there aren’t enough of us left on this street to help rebuild anything. Four shops out of nine? Now three? The streets will be closed for the redistricting projects another year.”

And that was a version of the same argument Kelly had been giving Raquel. The dilemma in a nutshell.

“I know it feels that way,” she said softly.

“I can’t replace my inventory even with insurance money.” 

A tear traced down Anya’s soft brown cheek. Kelly pulled her sweater sleeve over her hand and wiped it away. “I do hear you. I don’t want you to quit. You’re a phoenix, Ani, I believe that with all my heart,” Kelly said, even as a wave of despair washed over her looking at her own damaged property. “I do hear you, though.  In some ways, if the restaurant had gone, too, it would have made things easier.”

“Hey!” Raquel pulled back, her eyes sparking. “Don’t you bring all that up now. This is a convenient enough disaster.”

Kelly stared, heat rising in her cheeks. “What, exactly, is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. I’m sorry.” Raquel looked away.

Tears beaded in her own eyes. Few people knew what a perfect storm this truly was; she didn’t look forward to the next big conversation she would be having with her sister. 

“Come on, Rocky,” she soothed and held back her sadness. “This is all so awful, everyone is on edge. I only meant if Anya goes, that leaves Triple Bean, the antique store, and Walt’s tobacco shop on a street no one can access without a flipping safari guide. We’ve gone into the red ourselves for the past three months. I’m not sure we’re in a great position either.”

Raquel took a step back her eyes filled with angry despair. Kelly’s heart sank. Fighting with her sister had been unheard of until recently. The entire past year had been fraught. But she loved her lookalike best friend and business partner. She might think of Triple Bean as her restaurant because she was the chef, but the business had been Raquel’s brainchild. Without her, and without Grace, to be honest, there never would have been six years of success and awards. 

“I’m sorry, Rocky. Really. This is a terrible time to talk about business.”

“You’re right.” Her sister’s words, sharp and brittle, drove home the depth of her hurt. “It’s an even worse time for you to play the pessimist card. Or is it easy because you’re leaving anyway?”

Stung, Kelly’s mouth opened soundlessly. A week-long trip to San Francisco to meet with her old mentor did not constitute “leaving,” but Raquel refused to look at it that way. The sad thing was, Raquel had always been the steady Crockett triplet, the smart one. Since Grace’s departure, however, she’d been distant. Seeing her so lost and angry at this new disaster threw Kelly’s world even more off-kilter than it already was. Her own preferred coping tools were parties and humor, but even she was resorting to doom and gloom.

“We have a lot to decide,” she said simply. “I won’t abandon you.”

Raquel let out a wavering sigh and clutched at Kelly’s hand. “Sorry. Sorry. Forget it. Nothing comes out the way any of us means it.”

With a manufactured smile, Kelly wrapped Raquel’s upper arm in a hug. “Except that the spot really does look like a weasel.”

Raquel punched her upper arm lightly. “You’re not well.”

“That is my superpower.”

Kelly tried to gather strength from the brief lightness—to collect her thoughts and form them into some kind of a plan. Or into words that could be used for the slightest comfort. But that was neither her forte nor Raquel’s. That was their sister’s. 

“I wish Grace were here,” Raquel spoke the exact thought in Kelly’s brain. 

Kelly stared, although the mind-reading phenomenon wasn’t unusual. “I was just thinking she’d have the right words.”

Raquel allowed a slow, dejected half-smile. “She’d just tell us it’s all in God’s hands.”

Kelly sighed. “Never thought I’d miss her endless Sunday School wisdom as much as I do.” 

Grace was the nice triplet. And a year ago, she’d been the first to leave the restaurant all three had founded and strike out on her own. Nothing had been the same since she’d moved back to Paradise, the family ranch in Wyoming. 

“Once we do Marley’s interview, let’s all go get coffee.” Kelly took Anya’s hand. “Come along; we all need a break.” 

“Thank you,” Anya said, “but I have a meeting with the fire marshal in about fifteen minutes. You two go. My parents will be here within the half-hour, and I can use is a few minutes alone to prepare for them. They’ll be devastated. Magic Pages was my grandfather’s pride and joy.”

Anya’s mother had emigrated from India at age three and was a dedicated teacher who’d grown up in her father’s bookstore.  Her father, a software engineer, had been born in Colorado and never left the state he loved. They’d been so proud when their entrepreneurial daughter had jumped at the chance to run Magic Pages books. This would devastate Mr. and Mrs. Patel as much as it had Anya. 

“All right.” Kelly offered her another huge hug. “You have our numbers. If you need anything, just call.”

“I’m sorry.” Anya brushed away tears.

“What on earth for?”

“This started in my shop. I feel so responsible.”

“Stop it. They already say they think it started near the circuit box. This is a terrible accident.” Kelly fixed her with stern eyes. “Ac-ci-dent.” 

Anya nodded. “Thank you.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine. I promise.” 

They hugged again, and Kelly turned reluctantly toward Marley and the crew. Closing her eyes, she groaned. “This sucks.”

“I agree. It’s not a good time to do an interview.”

“Marley Beckham’s show would have gotten publicity for us, but it is built on a lot of hype, and now I don’t know what to expect from her. She could turn this into a huge sob story that will overshadow everything about the food.”

“It’s not just about the food, Kel.”

She sighed. Raquel was all about entrepreneurship and promoting the uniqueness of three identical sisters starting a business. It could have been a clothing store, a paper clip factory, or a gas station, and Raquel would have used their triplet-ness for promoting it. Contacting Marley Beckham had been her idea.

“It’s a restaurant. She focuses on food.”

“Of course. But it doesn’t matter now anyhow, does it? We’re stuck talking about the future, and who knows what you want that to be.”

“Not fair. You know I love Triple Bean and I’ve always wanted to grow it into a proper high-end restaurant, but you’re right; the fire makes a lot of things unclear. Tell you what, you do the interview. Say whatever you want.”

Raquel laughed without humor. “Now that’s funny. The people-person trying to palm off an interview to the introvert?”

“I have no idea what to say to the woman. I’ll just get it wrong.”

Raquel straightened beside her and seemed to gather resolve. “No. You’ll do fine. Off-the-cuff is your wheelhouse, big sister.”

“Bigger by four minutes, and only because you probably had your nose stuck in a book you wanted to finish in utero.”

“Yeah, and that joke never gets old.”

Kelly gripped Raquel’s arm again firmly. “I’ll start, but you got us into this, so you’re staying right here. I’ll let you elbow me and take over if I say something stupid.”

“Well, there’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Let’s go.”

Kelly smiled, and for that moment, she felt in sync with her sister. 

It didn’t last long. 

Marley showed her easy interviewing skill from moment one. They sat on tall, director-style chairs, once again in front of the unforgiving lights, and chatted like best friends—Marley filled with sympathy and concern, and Kelly, despite her protests, falling into the conversation the way she always did: enthusiastically, letting talk fill her with energy. Raquel filled in details, turning to facts for comfort. Kelly forgot to begrudge the host her cheeriness and perfect Halle Berry allure even though it was barely seven in the morning when Marley’s questions turned out to be kind, her sincerity genuine.

Do you know how the fire started? No. The inspectors are still investigating.

Was anyone hurt? Thankfully not.

Any idea yet how much damage was done? The fire started in the adjacent bookstore and the shared wall is destroyed. Since that’s at the end of the restaurant where the kitchen is located, it’s hard to know what might have been lost. There’ll be significant smoke and water damage.

Raquel shared stories about the history of the restaurant and answered questions about the massive rezoning and reconstruction project that was sending the old neighborhood into near-isolation and the businesses toward financial crises. Kelly’s thoughts, way more scattered than usual, drifted to Anya’s announcement that she was not rebuilding the book store. It made sad sense. Raquel, with her business degree, was the numbers person, but Kelly wondered if their own insurance would fully cover repair and replacements on their elderly building. 

Maybe Anya did have the right idea…

“And Kelly.” Marley jerked her out of her internal musings. “Raquel is optimistic. Tell me your thoughts about the future. Does adversity make you more creative as a cook? Will you and Triple Bean come back better than ever?”

She sat silent for a long moment, her brain racing with the question she’d just been asking herself. Absolutely she wanted to come back better than ever. But as Triple Bean? What could she say out loud right now about the dreams burning deep inside of her that Raquel didn’t seem to understand anymore? Raquel’s eyes were fixed on her, and Kelly felt waves of confusion flow from her sister. She could hear the worried question:  Why are you hesitating? Tell her. Tell her we’re going to be fine.

“We will come back,” she said at last. “There’s a lot to think about because of all the difficulties in this part of the city. But here’s something. I’m about to go meet with Chef Landon O’Keefe in San Francisco. Your viewers will know him as the owner of the Michelin three-star restaurant Bayvio. I spent a year working at his restaurant after I graduated from culinary school, and I’m looking forward to getting some ideas from him. Especially now that we’re more or less at a crossroads. Maybe we start Triple Bean 2.0 right here, or maybe we’ll start all over in a new location. You’ll have to watch and see what comes next.”

Raquel’s quiet gasp told Kelly she’d let more than she should have out of the bag. None of her statements had been definite, but she knew Raquel loved this location and loved what they’d created. To even muse on such major changes when they’d barely been discussed would seem disloyal. 

Yet voicing her dreams didn’t feel wrong. 

“Well, that’s a teaser if ever I heard one!” Marley rubbed her hands theatrically, like a child anticipating offered cookies. “I promise we’ll stay in touch and follow Triple Bean’s progress and resurrection. Or…will we have a big surprise?”

She left her question hanging, gave a smile to her camera, and then indicated the crew could cut. As soon as Marley relaxed back in her chair, Raquel shot out of hers, the full-fledged fury in her eyes slamming Kelly as physically as a slap.

“Want to tell me what exactly that was all about?” She might as well have been a steam train bearing down for all the hiss accompanying her words.

“That was wonderful, girls!” Marley interrupted the scene with genuine warmth and praise. “You two are great interview subjects. I think we’ll generate a lot of interest and sympathy with your spot. And anticipation, of course.”

Kelly’s heart lifted a little. She hadn’t promised or announced anything official, and Marley was right. Their unknown future would be good publicity in the long run. She didn’t blame Raquel for being sensitive—this was a huge trauma for them both. But it would be all right. 

“Thank you.” Raquel’s reply came out as tight and high-pitched as an overwound violin string. “Please excuse me, Marley. I see the fire chief across the street, and I want to talk to him before he leaves.”

She walked away, shoulders nearly at her ears, arms rigid as sticks. 

Then again, maybe it would take some smoothing over to convince her everything would be fine.

“Yes.” Kelly looked away from Raquel’s retreating form and took the hand Marley offered. “It was really good of you to stay and do this even though it wasn’t what you came to do. I hope you really will stay in touch.”

“I absolutely will.”

“Forgive me, I should go see what the chief has to say, too.”

“Of course. We’re going to start packing up now anyway. If you learn anything important, let us know before we leave.” 

“I will.”

She made her way to Raquel, who wasn’t talking to the chief at all, but staring again at the ruined bookstore and the restaurant that only looked sadder as the morning grew brighter. 

“Rocky, I—”

She spun, her eyes still spitting hot despite fresh tears dripping from their outside corners. “You what? You’re still going to meet with Landon and actually consider leaving for some crazy new internship after this? You’d abandon me with a mess like this?”

A wave of Kelly’s anger crested at the unfair charges. 

“Who said I’d abandon you? Who said our dreams had to die just because of some bad luck? From the day we first opened this place, we planned on turning it into more than a coffee-and-sandwich restaurant. Yes, we were going to give it ten years and it’s only been seven, but Grace leaving made a difference, and now this fire makes a difference. I have a chance to meet with one of the top chefs in the world. What can it hurt to pick his brain—especially now? What if this fire is a sign it’s time to move on?”

“Because after something like this, it’s pie in the sky, Kelly. We can’t possibly move on until we’re re-established. We can’t sell before Triple Bean is rebuilt. Nobody will loan us expansion or start-up capital when we’re in the shape we’re in; you said so yourself. As for you, you’ve been itching to leave ever since Landon O’Keefe came by out of the blue and said you were wasting your life here. If you leave, you leave for good.”

“Wait. What? Is that some kind of threat?”

“Of course not! It’s a prediction. You’ll want to stay in San Francisco.”

“You know nothing of the sort.”

“You’re bored here. You’ve been telling me so in a hundred ways since Grace left. We live in each other’s heads. Don’t try to deny it.”

Kelly looked around at the firemen dragging equipment, at the gawkers starting to get bored and drift away, at Marley’s crew suddenly busy as rock band roadies packing up all their equipment. She didn’t want to have this argument here, but nobody was paying attention to two pathetically bedraggled women.

“I’m a better cook than one who makes up one new sandwich a month to put on a menu. Yeah, I want more. I want people to know I can work with more than mayo and mango chutney. Once, you wanted more to manage, too. Or were you simply nodding and smiling to appease me when we planned to strive for a Michelin star in a bigger city? If so, when were you going to tell me?”

They stared at each other for a long, silent moment until Kelly dropped her gaze to the ground, hating the argument even more.

“How about we don’t talk about this here?” she asked when Raquel didn’t answer. “Let’s go do what we always do when we’re stressed. Check out a new restaurant. That place over by the botanical gardens has some crazy jungle theme. We can call Grace. We can make a real plan." 

She willed her sister to catch a little of the optimism she herself felt peeking through the sorrow at the thought of starting fresh, but Raquel didn’t soften. All their lives, the family had joked the triplets were permanently synced on the same page. Raquel was not only far from on the same page, she was reading from an entirely different book.  

“Maybe this isn’t a sign we should move on but that we need to re-focus on the basics and get our ducks back in a row before taking on ideas we can’t possibly afford. Isn’t that what my role in this business is? To know when hard financial decisions need to be made? Maybe you need to stop being so immediately focused on becoming the next Gordon Ramsay and be practical.” 

That arrow couldn’t have been sharper or struck more deeply than it did. Never had either of her sisters said anything that hurt as much. But before she could regroup and reply, the fire chief appeared before them. 

“Miss Crockett?” He looked directly at Kelly. “I’m afraid I have some bad news about your building.”

“What?” Raquel spoke first.

“The wall you shared with the bookstore is unsalvageable. The wiring throughout the building was destroyed, and the plumbing into the kitchen area is badly damaged. You wanted to know if it would be possible to be cleaned up and running soon, but I’m so sorry; you’ll be looking at major renovations. Of course, that’s simply a place for your insurance people to start. Those are just my preliminary findings.”

“But you still think it was an accident?” Raquel asked.

“We’ll have an arson investigator on-site when everything’s fully cooled down, but I don’t believe she’ll find anything suspicious. These buildings are close to a century old.”

Kelly sagged, her flicker of optimism fading as Raquel asked a few more questions. The perfect storm. Everything had been well choreographed, like a play. Once Marley had agreed to feature the restaurant, Kelly had formulated the plan. Grab the spotlight on Marley’s national stage; the exposure would bring an influx of customers to Triple Bean; lenders would be impressed with the success and happily grant them a small business loan so they could expand. She’d meet with her old mentor, which would lead to a short refresher stint as a three-star sous-chef, then Triple Bean’s enhanced reputation would ensure it could be sold within the year, and two months later Kelly would have her own new, high-end restaurant with Raquel as her brilliant business partner. She’d get her name known in the world of serious restauranteurs. They’d get their names known. 

Then had come the call in the middle of the night. Fire. Not even a fire in their own building, but next door. It shouldn’t have derailed everything, but it had.

The fire had scuttled Kelly’s timeline, but that could be rewritten. Far worse, the fire had cracked open Raquel’s true feelings about Kelly’s ambitions the way a wildfire forced open lodgepole pine cones to release the seeds. The seeds of Raquel’s anger and unhappiness couldn’t be gathered back together—they were in the air to spread. Seeing the damage to the restaurant wasn’t a fraction as painful as Raquel’s barbed accusation.

Maybe you need to stop being so immediately focused on becoming the next Gordon Ramsay…

She didn’t want to be Gordon-flipping-Ramsay. She wanted to be herself. She wanted her own signature fame. Raquel knew this. 

Her sister turned from the fire chief and Kelly knew they reflected each other’s hard, glassy-eyed-with-shock stares. 

“We need to talk,” Raquel said. 

“Do we? It seems you have the answers already.”

“Not fair.”

“This whole thing isn’t fair.” Kelly shook her head. “We can talk, but this is my part of the conversation in a nutshell. You figure out the financing. I’m going to San Francisco the day after tomorrow. We’ll rebuild the restaurant if it makes sense. Then we’ll decide what’s next.”

“Kelly, I—”

“Don’t apologize.” Kelly looked away, anger giving way to a soul-deep sadness mixed with her resolve. “I heard you, and you don’t have to worry. It isn’t Gordon Ramsay I’m chasing.”
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THE INSTANT DAMIEN stepped from the car in front of Paradise Ranch’s main house, he felt better than he had in nearly two weeks. With the first breath of Paradise air, a slight weight lifted from his mind, if not from his soul. He could escape here for the few days he planned to visit, even if bubbles of joy weren’t part of the respite. Feeling “better” was a relative term.

After Damien’s disastrous, aborted jump twelve days earlier, Captain Rayburn had been sympathetic. He knew Damien’s history with PTSD and had supported him fully during the past year of training, praising him for the effort he put into getting past old traumas. Since the jump, Stone had given every bit of help he could—offering retraining, talks with the base doctor, all to no avail. Damien hadn’t even been able to manage training jumps attached to zip lines. Whatever had injured his brain while serving his country was not healed. Whatever had scared the living shit out of him—and there were so many things he’d talked about over the past two years that he couldn’t imagine there was anything more to be exhumed from his subconscious—wasn’t going to let him go. The black abyss his mind saw from the precipice of every jump remained.

Finally, Stone had authorized four weeks of medical leave and required more counseling. Damien had a month to figure himself out—to find out what truly lived in that swirling black hole in his brain. 

He’d spent the two years before joining smokejumper training around the people and the land of Paradise, and it was as close to a home to return to as he had these days. When he’d asked if he could stop for a visit, the Crocketts had welcomed his request with happiness. 

“You know you can come home anytime.”

“We love having you here.”

“We can’t wait to see you. We missed you!”

Their genuine warmth was a form of love, he knew, but in some ways, it made coming back harder. It was hard to accept their love when he’d failed so utterly. 

Damien closed the door of his black CRV and eased his back into a stretch. He’d only stopped once on the eight-and-a-half-hour drive from Missoula to Jackson. With a grunt of relief, he straightened and gazed past the house to the enormity of the view behind it. The sky curved  toward the horizon, a rich, robin’s egg blue decorated with the kind of scallop-edged clouds a child would have drawn. Eighty-odd miles away, across a landscape of swelling hills, expansive pastureland, and sweet, clear air, stood Grand Teton, its cocked-hat silhouette greeting him like a welcome home gesture. Although he’d been born a city slicker in Pennsylvania, his small family had moved to eastern Wyoming when he’d been in junior high school, and he’d never looked back. His mother still lived in the Big Horns south of Sheridan. Since his tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, however, Damien had fallen in love with the wilder, mid-Rockies country of western Wyoming. 

He turned back to the house the Crockett family called “Rosecroft.” The massive log home had always been intimidating, with its front porch big enough to host most peoples’ weddings, its two stories of windows, and overflowing gardens surrounding every side. Damien never felt worthy of being in the big main house, and yet he knew  it was one of the warmest places he’d ever find. 

As he neared the first of the wide porch steps, a sharp burst of frenzied barking stopped his progress, and he looked left as a black-and-white bullet of energy raced around the corner of the house. A border collie. In general, he wasn’t much of a dog person, but he knew this pup.

“Asta?” he called. He swore if anybody didn’t believe a dog could smile, they hadn’t seen this one. 

“Damien!” A tall teenage girl trotted into view behind the dog. 

She wore jean shorts and a purple T-shirt with white lettering that read “All I care about is my horse… and, like, maybe 3 people.” Damien chuckled for the first time in a week. 

“Well if it isn’t the one and only Skylar Thorsen. I figured you’d be long gone and running your own business somewhere by now.”

She ran at him and unabashedly threw her arms around his waist. He’d come back here for three things, and Skylar was one of them. He and Skylar, the ranch foreman’s daughter, had become friends when she’d helped him learn to ride during hours on the trail—the crazy veteran and the rebellious teen. 

“When Gabe told me you were coming home, I couldn’t believe it. I’m so glad you’re here. Pan will be, too.”

Gabe Harrison, the man who’d invested so much in Damien’s healing after Afghanistan, was the second reason Damien was back. But the first was, without question or guilt, a gray-and-black mustang mare named Pan. 

Panacea, the Greek Goddess of healing. 

He’d named the horse himself in a fit of optimism back when he’d gotten involved in Gabe’s program here at Paradise, pairing wild horses with injured vets. There was not a single doubt in his mind that, more than all the therapists and doctors in the world, he owed his sanity to the little grulla mare. All eight of the men in that inaugural program had found healing with the mustangs they’d adopted. A couple of them, like Damien, still owned their horses. He had no idea, however, if any of them believed as he did that the horses had chosen them, not the other way around. Nobody would ever convince him that his opinionated, stubborn, beautiful mare hadn’t looked him in the eye and, magically or otherwise, given him no choice but to pick her out of the herd. If anyone was going to work as a therapist now, it was Pan.

“And Apollo,” Skylar added. “He’s so big you won’t know him.”

Pan’s colt, now a year and a half old. Damien patted Skylar’s back and closed his eyes. People, animals, and endless memories  bombarded him in a rush, and Skylar’s heartfelt welcome lightened his load the tiniest bit more. 

“I’ll bet he’s grown,” Damien said. 

“He’s so big. Bigger than Pan. And he’s really smart.”

“He was born smart. And speaking of grown—check yourself out. You got taller.”

She was sixteen now, a young woman, no longer the little kid he’d first met two years earlier. He held her at arm’s length, assessing her with a teasing smile.

“Don’t you start,” she said, her voice as sassy as ever. “Why is it when you turn sixteen you suddenly have to act like an adult and be a lady and all polite?” Her voice lilted in a slightly snarky, sing-songy voice as if imitating someone who’d annoyed her. 

Skylar’s father, Bjorn, was foreman as his father, Leif, had been before him, and ranch life was all Sky knew. For as long as Damien had known her, the girl had spoken her mind, gotten her way by working out every angle of a problem, and generally kept her parents on their toes. She also had the biggest heart of any kid Damien had ever met. Not that he knew all that many. 

“Poor Skylar. Life is tough in Paradise.”

“That’s a really tired joke.” 

“I’ve been gone a while. I don’t have any new stuff yet.”

“Yeah well, nothing’s new around here, so don’t worry. You’ll still fit in.”

He laughed humorlessly at that. He didn’t much fit in anywhere right now. 

“I’m sure a lot has changed. There’s a new baby I haven’t met yet.”

Her demeanor changed instantaneously. “Oh, well, yeah, Baby Sadie! She is pretty awesome. She’s why I’m up here, actually. I’m coming to babysit.”

Gabe’s daughter had been born a few months after Damien left for rookie training. His old mentor had sent pictures, and the child was as pretty as any baby, Damien supposed, but he knew fewer babies than he did kids.

“And one of the sisters got engaged.”

“Grace. She and Ty are getting married just before Christmas. It’s still over four months away. Oh, and Kelly is coming home tomorrow. That’s what’s got everyone’s panties in a twist. Guess there was some kind of fire at the restaurant she owns and she took a trip to California and now is coming home for a visit. Remember Kelly? She’s the coolest.”

His heart gave a little stutter. Or maybe it was closer to a shudder. He remembered Kelly Crockett all right. One of the triplets. The one who’d never given anyone a moment’s peace with her chattiness and questions and perpetual sunniness. If ever there was a person he’d found to be oil to his water…  Still, a fire? Just what everyone here needed. Two fire victims. 

He calmed his racing mind. He was only staying a week. He’d survive Kelly. He’d survive talk of fire. He’d get through as he always did. He took a step back from Skylar and gave her a teasing scowl.

“I remember her. So, in other words, you lied. There’s plenty new around here.”

“It’s just another wedding and another sister.” Skylar wrinkled her nose at him. “There are a ton of both around here. I mean, weddings are fun and all, but everyone’s doing them.”

“Not you, I hope.”

She curled her lip as if he’d offered her a spot in a raw liver eating contest.

“I’m never getting married. I’m living with my horses.”

“A wise woman.”

The border collie had evidently had enough of waiting aroundand jumped up against Damien’s legs, yipping for attention. He gave the dog a cursory pat on the head and pushed it gently down. 

“Asta, get down,” Skylar said. “You know better. Damien’s not a dog person.”

“Aw, she’s okay. She’s just saying hello.”

“Sorry. She’s always loved you.”

“If I were ever to want
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