
  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Barb Han

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Furthermore, no generative AI was used in the making of this book nor can be trained on the copyrighted work.

      

      Cover Design:  Jacob’s Cover Designs

      Proofreading: Judicious Revisions

    

  

  
    
      To Brandon, Jacob, and Tori for being the great loves of my life. I don’t know how I got so lucky to have each of you in my life but I know how truly blessed I am. To Babe for being my hero, my best friend, and my place to call home. I love you with all that I am.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Texas Cowboy’s Protection

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        
          Texas Cowboy Justice

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

      
        
          Texas Cowboy’s Honor

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

      
        TEXAS COWBOY DADDY

      

    

    
      
        Author’s note

      

      
        Also by Barb Han

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Texas Cowboy’s Protection

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Regina Anderson tucked her earbuds in, tied off her running shoes, and pushed off her front porch. She turned up the volume on the heavy metal rock band music she played. Mornings sucked. Running sucked. Loud music sucked. The ritual kept Gina, as everyone but her mother called her, from taking her anger out on the world.

      The loose, wet gravel on the drive of the fishing cabin caused her foot to slip as she rounded the corner onto the familiar country road. A couple extra forward steps righted her as she struggled to find her pace. Those first few steps were always the hardest to take, she reminded herself. Nothing in her wanted to do this.

      The morning air didn’t help matters. With every breath, she felt the crisp edge to the frigid temperature burning her lungs. The simple act of taking in oxygen was the equivalent to painful stabs at her rib cage.

      Gina pounded the pavement with her feet. The stress of a major move with a baby, even though she was moving back to the small town where she’d grown up, had given her a tension headache.

      It was early. Six a.m. was an ungodly hour.

      Head throbbing, what she really wanted was caffeine. Big cup. Quiet room. The quiet room was a fantasy once her daughter, Everly, woke but the coffee was realistic.

      The sun beat down on a spot at the crown of Gina’s head. April weather in Gunner, Texas, was unpredictable. Today, the sun was out and the temperature was expected to hover around forty-seven degrees. This time of year, days could be swallowed up with thunderstorms and the kind of lightning that raced sideways for miles across a dark sky. Much like the thunderstorm from last night, but Gina didn’t mind. That kind of weather matched her mood.

      At thirty-two-years-old, she was a single mom to a little girl who would never know her father, a man who’d been so anxious for his daughter’s arrival he’d painted her room pink the day a sonogram revealed her sex. Little did Gina know it would be the last day she’d ever see her husband again. Their daughter, Everly, would never meet her father.

      The music matched the level of her anger at losing a decent man who would’ve been a great father. The things she would go back and do differently if she could. The regret that filled her chest and hardened her heart toward the world, but not towards Everly, was heavier today.

      Bright sunny days just soured her. The run gave her a sense of normalcy in a world that had turned upside down. She’d stayed in Dallas for the rest of her pregnancy; bringing her baby home to the house she’d shared with Des had been important to her. After all the work he’d done on the nursery, she wanted baby Everly to spend her first year there. It only seemed right to Gina, a small way to honor Des.

      Gina’s mother had put up a strong argument for her to move home to Gunner so she would have help with the baby. Gina loved her mother, don’t get her wrong; the woman was a saint in many ways. But she just hadn’t been ready to love her mother full-time. Mom was a little too free with advice about pretty much every aspect of life and a little too needy when it came to attention.

      Growing up, it had only been Gina and her parents. There’d been no siblings or cousins around, no extended family. Gina had always wondered what it would be like to be surrounded by a large family. Big holiday gatherings with all the trimmings. Boisterous laughter around a table brimming with every food a kid could imagine. Kids running around wild and happy. Her parents had been busy with the restaurant, or too tired from it to do anything but relax after work, and so she’d been left to her own devices for much of her childhood.

      Mom had been right about one thing, though. Everly needed as much family to surround her as possible, even if it was down to an overbearing mother and her friends.

      Thinking about the piles of unopened boxes lining the walls of the family’s cabin on the lake, Gina already felt defeated. She would get there, she reminded herself on almost an hourly basis. It had become her mantra.

      The boxes would eventually be unpacked. She’d make the two-bedroom cabin feel like home. It might take some time, especially considering she had a little one to care for and was starting right in with the family restaurant tomorrow, but the work would get done. It always did.

      It was good to remind herself of her other favorite mantra in moments like these. Chin up. Smile on. Power through. God, she was so damn tired from ‘powering through’ the past year-and-a-half.

      Plus, she’d always planned to come back and take over the family business at some point. It’s what her mother had done. And her grandmother before that. The restaurant had been operating in Gunner for three generations already. Gina would be number four and she hoped Everly would want to carry on the tradition someday. But only if she wanted to. Gina wouldn’t force her daughter into a life she didn’t want.

      For Gina, the restaurant gave her a connection to family. There was so little of that left. Another benefit now that she was a single mother came in the form of extra time with her daughter. A breakfast-only job would make Gina more available to Everly and after losing Des so suddenly, she was never more aware of just how precious time could be.

      Those thoughts were too heavy for this early in the morning. She cranked up the volume but even the loud drum banging and screech of a metal guitar couldn’t distract her today. She hated days like this where missing Des was an ache. There were too many days she didn’t want to get out of bed. In times like these she felt the dark clouds hanging over her head might never clear.

      The sun comes out in every season, even spring. How many times had her mother repeated the mantra? It obviously gave her mother great comfort. For Gina, not so much. The only bright spot in Gina’s past year was asleep in a crib while her new babysitter hovered.

      Gina rounded the corner onto a country road and finally hit her stride. At least her run was working for her this morning. The runner’s high kicked in, temporarily abating her need for a caffeine IV, although she wouldn’t turn one down. The move had brought on plenty of additional stress. Then there was leaving her job—a job that had been her lifeline in recent months.

      The heavy metal band, RockSlam, pounded her ears, penetrating her thoughts, numbing her. A half hour into her run and it had finally hit. This was the point that made the whole get-out-of-bed early bit worth it. The point when she took control of her thoughts and could bury the heartbreak. The moment when she believed she’d actually be able to get through the day and maybe somehow be okay.

      Her thighs no longer burned and her head stopped hurting for a few glorious minutes that, when she was lucky, turned into hours. It wasn’t exactly peace, but her brain was still. And that was the best she could hope for under the circumstances.

      Rounding the next bend, she was in top form. She let go of the belief she was crazy for forcing herself out of bed. She let go of all the thoughts that constantly churned in her head. She just let go.

      And then something hit her, knocking her out of her rhythm. An awful smell blasted her nostrils. At the rate she was breathing, it hit hard. She coughed hard enough to break her stride.

      The acrid smell could only come from a dead animal. Out at the lake, that wasn’t uncommon. Whatever it was, it must’ve been dead for hours or days. Gina pulled the collar of her cotton T-shirt up and over to cover her nose and mouth. A few more steps in and her gag reflex engaged.

      A side cramp stopped her, doubling her over. She took her earbuds out and glanced around, searching for the cause of the stench. She could make a call to animal control if she could figure out where the smell came from.

      Checking underbrush, she heard a sound—like a dog whimpering—to her left. She steeled herself for what she might find and headed toward the noise.

      Yesterday’s rain had everything soaked. Her running shoes were swamped with mud as she pushed closer to the wounded animal. And then she saw something move under a scrub bush. As she got closer, she saw a black Labrador retriever on his side.

      Gina made slow and deliberate movements toward the animal. “You’re okay, buddy.”

      The dog cried as he rolled onto his belly and tried to crawl toward her. She could see his tail wagging. He was friendly. Someone’s pet?

      Gina had only moved in two days ago. She hadn’t had five minutes to introduce herself to the neighbors. Being on acre lots made privacy even easier and that was part of the reason she’d taken over the family cabin. That, and the fact rent was affordable. The restaurant did okay, but there was just enough money to set her mother up with retirement and give Gina enough of a salary to raise her daughter.

      “You’re a good boy.” Gina bent down, making herself as small as possible so the dog wouldn’t see her as a threat. He hadn’t give her any indication that he would bite. At least not so far. Still, a wounded animal could be unpredictable.

      Labradors were great dogs, though, and he seemed to know on instinct she was there to help. He moved again and that’s when she saw the blood. A lot of it. Gina moved to his side and smoothed her hand along his body.

      And then she found it. Bullet hole. Who in God’s name would hurt such a beautiful animal? And how could she live right down the street and not hear it? The storm. Thunder pounded last night. It must’ve muffled the noise. “Hold on, buddy. We’ll get some help.” Anger raged through her as she pulled out her cell.

      Gina took off the jacket tied around her waist and put pressure on the spot where the animal bled. Her first call was to her mother. The woman had half the town on speed dial. She knew everyone. Gina quickly explained where she was and what she’d found. The second call was to her babysitter to let her know she’d be running late.

      The dog stirred. He was trying to get up.

      Stroking the animal’s fur, tears blinded her. Who could be so cruel?

      And then it dawned on her. The acrid smell. It wasn’t coming from the animal. She cursed.

      He kept trying to get up. Was he trying to take her to his master?

      From out of nowhere, Gina heard a twig snap right behind her. She made a move to whirl around. The strike to the back of her head barely registered. Everything went black.
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      Gina blinked blurry eyes open. Her head pounded and she felt an overwhelming urge to vomit. Her stomach roiled as she bounced up and down. Panic gripped her. Her first thought was Everly. If something happened to Gina, what would happen to her daughter?

      Moving was next to impossible. She struggled to gain her bearings. It didn’t take long for her to figure out she was in the back of a vehicle. Some kind of SUV. The driver was speeding, too. A getaway?

      Her wrists hurt and so did her ankles. She was bound in some way. The cold metal cutting into her wrists gave her the answer. Cuffs.

      The dog. Her heart ached for the Labrador she’d been trying to save. Was he just left there to die? That poor animal. A sob escaped against the tape covering her mouth. Gina stuffed her panic down deep. Call it survival instinct. She’d gotten good at denying her emotions in the last eighteen months. Hell, she could go further back than that, but Des was gone. She was a widow. There was no use thinking about the shortcomings in their marriage now.

      Right now, all she cared about was getting home to Everly. Determination welled inside her as she took a mental inventory. Hands tied behind her back. On her side. She maneuvered, slipping her hands around her legs and in front of her without drawing attention.

      Then she paused, listening for any clues about who was in the vehicle with her. From what she could discern, there was only one person in the car. She didn’t want to think about what that meant for the Labrador who’d been left all alone. She couldn’t think about that right now if she wanted to live. And she needed to live.

      Was there anything inside the vehicle she could use as a weapon?

      Gina tried to twist out of the metal cuffs. They were generic, the kind anyone could buy off the internet so she doubted the man driving was in law enforcement. She managed to squeeze the left cuff off her wrist and then the right. Her hands immediately flew to her ankles.

      No such luck there. Those weren’t coming off so easily.

      At least her hands were free. She had no idea how long she’d been out of it. The sun was still rising, so she couldn’t have been out for long. She flattened her palm on the floorboard and felt around. There had to be something she could use against her assailant.

      Cell phone.

      She felt around in her pockets and then remembered she’d had it out after calling her mother. Since it wasn’t on her person, she figured it was probably back in the mud.

      Bouncing around, she did her best not to make a peep. Her skull felt like it had been cracked open. She felt around and winced when her fingers landed on a lump the size of a golf ball.

      Where was she? In town? She’d only been back in Gunner for two nights but she’d grown up here and visited often. There wasn’t much about the area that could throw her for a loop. Could she risk a glance without giving herself away?

      The main thing she had going for her right now was that the driver had no idea she was awake and alert.

      The SUV slowed to a stop. A stop sign? A red light?

      With her hands in front of her and the cuffs off, she could open the emergency hatch. She’d read somewhere a long time ago that if someone was abducting her to make the biggest racket as fast as she could. Lying low was a bad idea. If the person got her to a different location it would be secure and would drastically cut her chances of survival or escape.

      The thought of being stuck in a home or building with no escape, no chance to see her daughter hit Gina hard. This was not happening. This could not happen. Everly was not losing both of her parents.

      Determination fueled her next bold move. She popped up, saw the dark-eyed man’s gaze grow wild in the rearview mirror. She pulled the trunk latch and the door opened. A beeping sound alerted the driver. He already knew.

      Those dark eyes of his burned into her memory as his gaze bore into her. He turned his head to one side and she caught the outline of his profile through the ski mask. She focused on details. Hooked nose. Long chin. Tall forehead.

      He stomped the gas pedal. She tucked and rolled out the SUV.

      The hard concrete pounded her shoulder. She tucked her chin to her chest to keep her head from slamming the pavement. Sheer luck and good timing had her out the back before he could speed up enough to cause severe damage to her when she exited the vehicle.

      Brake lights filled her vision as she looked back.

      She heard him shift into reverse.
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      The SUV came speeding toward Gina in reverse. At the intersection, a blue king cab truck roared through the red light. Pain shot through her left ankle as she pushed to her feet.

      Sheer will power kept her upright as she hopped sideways to avoid colliding with the SUV. At the same time, the truck rocketed toward her. The driver swerved before hitting her, using the massive truck to block the SUV from careening into her.

      The truck took impact before the driver in the SUV must’ve jammed the gearshift into Drive. He sped off.

      Ankles still cuffed together, Gina tripped and fell. Her left side screamed at her. The pain so great her breath came out in bursts. She’d hit the pavement hard, same side as before. Her head felt like it might split open even though she’d managed to keep it from smacking the ground. She was certain she’d sprained her wrist in the fall while trying to catch herself. But she’d escaped her abductor. She was alive.

      The driver shot out of the vehicle. All she could see was a mass of muscle and determination racing toward her. The sun was to his back, making it difficult to make out who he was.

      And then his face came into focus. Isaac Quinn? It took a second to register. Last she’d heard he was still overseas, serving his country. Her heart hammered at the sight of him. She chalked it up to the fact he’d just saved her life and not their past that inconveniently came roaring back. Memories flooded her of the unbreakable bond they’d had as teenagers. The attraction that not one man could measure up to since. And the way he used to look at her, like she’d been the missing piece to his complicated life.

      “What happened? Are you hurt?” At six-feet-four-inches, Isaac towered over her. Recognition seemed to dawn as he took a knee beside her. Those serious blue eyes of his felt like they saw right through her. Black irises surrounded by the kind of pale blue that could only be found on a perfect cloudless summer morning. “Jesus, Gina. Is that you?”

      She nodded as she brought her hands up to remove the tape covering her mouth. He helped her peel it off.

      “What’s going on? What just happened?” It was probably the fact that she’d almost died today but Isaac’s strong male voice wrapped around her. His gaze intensified on her. “Do you know that jerk?”

      “No.” Her mouth hurt. Her ankle throbbed. She tried to catch her breath through the sobs. “That man. I don’t know what happened. He came out of nowhere. There was a dog. A Labrador retriever. He’d been shot or stabbed. Then, I heard someone behind me and…”

      She had to take a moment to breathe. The urge to cry was a tsunami building in her chest. Let the flood gates open and there’d be no stopping the waterworks. She refocused her attention to slow the wave of emotion building.

      Normally, she wouldn’t notice how blue her rescuer’s eyes were or how carved-from-granite his jawline was while she was in the middle of an emergency. But she needed a distraction to stop her emotions from overflowing, and that’s all this was. Nothing else. Besides, it was difficult to ignore those intense blue eyes when they were focused on her no matter what else was going on, especially when they belonged to Isaac Quinn.

      “Did you get a good look at him?”

      “No.” She tried to sit. Moving hurt. “What time is it?”

      “Six forty-five.”

      Relief flooded her. Only a few minutes had passed. At least she hadn’t been knocked out for long. She skimmed her body. All her clothes were intact. Running shoes still on. She shivered at the thought of what her assailant could have done to her and was damn grateful the opportunity had presented itself to escape. Having Isaac show up when he did was nothing short of a miracle.

      “I’m calling Griff.” Isaac’s soothing timbre washed over her, settling her nerves a notch below panic. His cousin, the sheriff, would need information from her to investigate the case and stop the jerk who’d abducted her from hurting another soul.

      “Yes. Call 911. Get help. Please. And a vet. Someone needs to get over to the Labrador.” The words rushed out and she winced in pain as she tried to stand. Moving was a bad idea.

      “Jesus. What did that bastard do to you?” Fury radiated from Isaac as his gaze skimmed over her. “Never mind. That’s not important right now. You need medical attention.”

      “I’m okay. I just want to go home to my daughter.” Trembling, she hated how shaky her voice sounded. Granted, she’d just been through an ordeal like nothing she’d ever experienced. It would be too easy to give in to the terror threatening to overtake her. Being afraid would give that jerk too much power over her. She did her level best to tamp her fear down.

      “It’s not a good idea for you to go anywhere until you’ve been medically cleared, and Griff needs to know what just happened.” Isaac’s gaze surveyed her and she could tell he was assessing her injuries.

      “What if he comes back?” Saying those words out loud caused her body to shiver.

      “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. He’d be stupid to challenge me.”

      She glanced around. They were in plain sight. Helpless against a bullet. “Can I sit inside your truck? I’m not comfortable being out in the open like this.”

      “I’ll help you up.” He wrapped his arm around her waist to support her. She leaned some of her weight on him. Warmth shot through her and electricity pinged at contact. Isaac had grown into one hell of a man. He’d filled out, too. She didn’t want to notice how his muscles stretched and released underneath the thin cotton material of his shirt. Or how strong he’d become. Or how much that masculine voice of his affected her.

      How long had it been since she’d seen him? More than ten years. Too long, an annoying voice in the back of her head chimed in.

      A lot had changed since high school. But some events would always stay with her. Her first crush. Her first kiss. Her first rejection.

      Cell phone to his ear, Isaac said the words that made this nightmare feel even more real. “This is an emergency. We need an ambulance right away.”
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      Isaac stood, arms folded over his chest, watching as the EMTs worked on Gina. He’d already given his statement to Griff.

      Right now, all he could think about was Gina and what had happened to her. Seeing her again, all glittery green eyes and full cherry lips, had him remembering times better left forgotten. Isaac shouldn’t have to remind himself she was the widow of one of his friends from high school. And he certainly shouldn’t have to remind himself that what she needed right now was him focusing on what had happened to her, as opposed to her lips.

      Des Anderson had been a decent-enough guy. Isaac owed it to his high school friend to make sure Gina was okay.

      “Did you get a description of the assailant?” Griff asked her as the EMT covered the cuts on her wrists with ointment.

      “No. He had on a ski mask that covered most of his face, but I saw his eyes through the rearview. They were brown. And when he turned his head, I saw that his nose was hooked. He had a long face, which probably describes half the male population in the county.”

      “Everything you can remember helps. What about height or weight?” Griff took a few notes.

      “I’m not sure. He was sitting in the driver’s seat of the SUV. The chair blocked my view.”

      Griff asked other routine-sounding questions she didn’t seem able to answer. The whole idea a man would come up from behind her while she helped an animal in trouble shot fire though Isaac’s veins.

      “What about you? What did you see?” Griff asked Isaac.

      “I didn’t get the whole license plate. Just the first three letters. B-D-Z.”

      “Let me text this to Sherry so she can run it through the database.” Sherry Arnold was his secretary and right hand. According to his brothers, the sixty-eight-year-old had been threatening to retire for the past six years. She wasn’t the type though; Sherry got bored taking vacation days.

      “Someone needs to get to the dog.” Gina’s wrists were red. Rubbing them made it look worse.

      “Your mother called a while ago. Said she spoke to you. I sent someone over to pick up the Labrador.”

      “Right. I remember that now. I’d forgotten all about speaking to her.” She blinked. She’d taken a blow to the head, which could cause temporary memory loss. Then again, this had been one helluva traumatic event. She might’ve blocked out events leading up to the attack. Most civilians weren’t prepared for violence. “How bad were his injuries?”

      “Michael is assessing him now,” Griff said. Michael Black was the best vet in the county. “Seems whoever did this shot the animal either to stop him from attacking, or to keep him quiet. The person must’ve figured him for dead.”

      Isaac had never met an unfriendly Labrador. More of that anger surfaced, igniting sparks in his chest. “Do you know who the dog belonged to?”

      Griff tucked his phone in his pocket. Before he could answer the question, his cell buzzed. He locked gazes with Isaac before fishing it out and checking the screen. “We got a hit. An SUV with the first three letters B-D-Z on its license plate was stolen from the Big Mart store parking lot at four p.m. yesterday.”

      “That’s plenty of time to make it over here. And then some.” The store was in Tarrytown, two cities over.

      Griff studied a spot on the ground before lifting his gaze. “As for the Labrador, his owner was found dead in the cabin.”

      Gina covered her gasp. “Oh, no. I can’t remember the name of the couple who owns that cabin.”

      “The Trapp’s. It wasn’t one of them.” First, he made eye contact with Gina and then with Isaac. “We knew her. We all went to high school together. It’s Brittany.”

      This time, Gina didn’t bother to cover her shock. The next few words came out low and under her breath. She seemed to be talking to herself mostly. “No. How can that be? We’re supposed to have lunch tomorrow.” Shock widened her eyes. It was easy to see she was trying to process what couldn’t be real.

      “Brittany Darden from high school?” Isaac needed to make sure he was hearing correctly. Hearing someone had lost their life, especially in a senseless act of violence, never got easier. He’d been in situations overseas where death was all around him. And yet, there was something different, strange about this happening in Gunner.

      Griff locked eyes. Isaac saw the pain. Murder in Gunner was difficult enough to comprehend. Add to the fact it was someone they knew, and no one’s mind seemed able to go there.

      A few choice words came to mind about the bastard who would do something like this but Isaac settled on saying, “Why would someone hurt Brittany?”

      “That’s a good question. And an answer I intend to find.”

      “What about a boyfriend?” Isaac had been around law enforcement enough to know the biggest threat to a woman was the person who was supposed to be closest to her, a boyfriend or spouse.

      “She wasn’t seeing anyone that I know of. Again, Brittany played her cards close to her chest. I’ll interview Mrs. Stanley⁠—”

      “Don’t you mean Mrs. Darden?” Gina corrected.

      “Brittany’s mom got remarried last year.” Griff kept tabs on the people in Gunner. He took their personal safety to heart.

      Gina’s brow shot up. “Really? Is he someone from around here?”

      “Bo Stanley is his name. The two met when she was visiting relatives in Austin, hit it off and got married six months later. He’s a small-time real estate developer who mostly works small commercial properties.”

      “We’ll check her computer for e-mails and her social media accounts, cell phone records.” Griff was close in height to Isaac. T.J.’s sons had dark hair while his brother’s boys were more of the sandy-blond variety. Same chiseled jaws, or so they’d been told.

      “I’m out of the loop.” Isaac had a lot of catching up to do in Gunner. Then again, he didn’t plan to stick around.

      An EMT interrupted. “Ma’am, can I see you for another minute?”

      She nodded and followed him a couple of steps away.

      Griff returned his gaze to Isaac. “I don’t think I gave you a proper welcome, cousin. Good to have you home.”

      “Thanks, Griff.” It had been a strange homecoming so far. He’d landed earlier this morning and had yet to see any of his brothers. He and his identical twin had kept close contact up until about a year ago. Then communication had fallen off. Liam had moved to Colorado and stopped answering calls.

      “Thank you for your service.” Griff’s sincerity hit Isaac in the chest. He could tell his cousin meant every word. It was strange being stateside again but Isaac figured there was a lot he needed to get used to. Wearing jeans and a regular shirt were the tip of the iceberg after spending almost a decade and a half in fatigues.

      “You’re welcome.” Isaac meant it. He’d been honored to serve the past fourteen years. He’d entertained a long-term career in the military, then one day, he woke up and knew in his heart he was done. There wasn’t one last mission that got to him, one last scene that would replay in his mind and haunt his thoughts. Isaac had always known somewhere deep down that he’d never been able to leave Texas permanently.

      He got tired of the constant moves, of never feeling like he had roots. So, when his time to renew had come up, he’d shocked his SO and opted out.

      Isaac could only hope that coming home to Gunner hadn’t been a mistake. There was the issue of his father, T.J., to deal with. Being a grown man should change the father-son relationship. Now, Isaac could fight back.

      “Will you keep me posted on what’s happening with the case? I need to get Gina home to rest that ankle.” He looked over to where she was standing with the EMT. From where he stood, he could already see the swelling in her ankle but what struck him most was the strength in how she was handling what had happened.

      Griff nodded. “This one hits close to home. I plan to find this bastard and nail him.”

      “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.” Isaac meant every word.

      Griff acknowledged with a nod. “Seems like yesterday we were all in high school. Everything’s changed now. People are married. Have kids of their own. Two of our friends are…gone.” He glanced toward Gina and Isaac instantly realized the other person his cousin referred to was Des.

      “When the hell did we get so grown up?”

      Griff half-smiled, breaking some of the tension. “You and me were born older.”

      “Can’t argue that point. But then we always had responsibility for the ranch. A Quinn didn’t have time for silly games.” How many times had T.J. said that? Isaac’s father was as old school as they came. The senior Quinn had built a successful ranch from nothing. He’d acquired thousands of acres across three states; the man was one of Texas’s most successful cattle ranchers. Ranching, he was good at. Family, not so much.

      T.J. might be one helluva rancher and businessman but he’d been a terrible father. Isaac could remember a time when his father had been happy. The death of Isaac’s mother had broken everything that had been good about their home. She’d been the warmth and love that had held the family together and grounded their father. In her absence, T.J. had hardened his own heart toward everyone, including his seven children.

      Gina was standing now with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and an EMT tending to the last of her wounds. “Can I go home now?”

      “Ma’am, my advice is for you is to go to the hospital,” the EMT said.

      “Sorry. There’s no way. I have a daughter.” She looked like she was winding up for a panic attack, so Isaac moved to her side and looped his arm around her waist to hold some of her weight. He chalked the electricity humming underneath his fingertips to residual attraction. The two of them had been a thing a long time ago and he hadn’t seen her in almost a decade and a half. There couldn’t be more to it.

      “Be sure to lock your doors day and night.” Griff’s warning caused her shoulders to tense.

      “Are you saying he might come back?”

      “Until we know what we’re dealing with I’d like you to be overly cautious. Everything you’ve learned about keeping yourself safe, use.” Griff’s cell buzzed again, drawing his attention toward the screen. He read the message with a frown.

      “What’s wrong?” Isaac asked.

      “Coroner’s preliminary examination says the style of killing was very personal. Whoever did this had a gun in his possession but decided not to use it on her.” He flashed his eyes at Isaac before continuing, “The victim died of strangulation. There are multiple stab wounds. That’s all we have to go on for now. My deputies and I will be looking into Brittany’s personal life, looking for a trail there.” Griff’s voice was a reverent whisper but he could’ve shouted for the effect his words had on Gina. She sank to her knees like she’d been standing on rubber bands.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone.”
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      “Based on the report, Brittany must’ve known the person who did this to her. Right?”

      Gina thought she might be sick. Her mouth felt like she’d licked a glue stick. She swallowed to try to ease the dryness in her throat. Ever since she’d heard the news about Brittany, she battled against losing it. And Brittany had died in such a brutal manner.

      “That’s usually the case in a crime of this nature.” Griff’s normally calm demeanor was replaced by deep grooves in his forehead.

      “How can that be? We were supposed to have lunch tomorrow.” A life cut short so young…Gina couldn’t go there in her mind. There was something about someone suddenly passing that hit her in a dark place. Yes, she’d lost Des way too young. They’d grown up on the same street and had known each other for most of their lives. They’d been close when they were younger, but he changed over the years and became more distant. It became harder to break through his walls and get him to talk about anything real.

      “When did the two of you make plans for lunch?” Griff asked.

      “About a week ago. The past few weeks of getting ready to move have been hectic. The baby is teething and learning to walk. So, I don’t ever get to sit down. Forget about a warm meal.” She wouldn’t trade any of that for Everly, don’t get her wrong. But sleep and a hot meal would be a nice change of pace. None of which mattered after hearing the news about Brittany. First Des and now Brittany. Gina was reminded even more how precious life was.

      In that moment, her mind snapped to her daughter. Her arms ached to hold her precious little girl.

      She glanced at her watch and realized it was already past eleven. Everly would go down for a nap soon and she wanted to be the one to put her daughter to bed.

      “I’ll be in touch. Let me know if you remember anything else, okay?” Griff asked.

      “I will.” Isaac helped her to his truck. The damage from the van wasn’t enough to keep him from driving it.

      “Thank you for everything you’ve done today, Isaac. I can’t even think what would’ve happened if you hadn’t come along when you did.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He waved his hand like it was nothing but it was everything. She wouldn’t be going home to her daughter right now without him.

      “I didn’t know you were visiting Gunner. When did you get here?” Gina pinched the bridge of her nose to stem off a headache as she asked the question. She’d had a few humdingers lately and they nearly knocked her out when they came. It was all she could do to take care of Everly when a headache struck. Specialists couldn’t find the cause. After running more tests than she could afford, the consensus was the same. The pain was stress-related. Turned out, losing her husband and being suddenly faced with bringing up a child on her own was bad for her health.

      Isaac glanced at the clock on the dashboard and smiled. “Now.”

      “Today? Or like, right this minute?”

      “I was on my way home when I saw you, so I’m here now.”

      “Oh, no. Your family must be worried sick. When was the last time you saw them?”

      “It’s been a hot minute.” She saw the duffel covering the backseat of the king cab truck for the first time since getting inside the vehicle.

      “This is awful.” Tears welled and she had to fight them back. “I’m keeping you from⁠—”

      “No, you’re not. I didn’t even realize it was you at first. Your face was blocked and you’re the last person I expected to see in Gunner.”

      “I could say the same thing about you. Wasn’t it you who said hell would freeze over before you’d live here again? I’m guessing that’s your plan. Right?” The unexpected hit to Gina’s solar plexus struck out of nowhere. This whole morning had her off balance and seeing Isaac out of what felt like nowhere had tipped her world on its axis. Not that she’d had her footing yet anyway. She was pretty certain she was still in shock and all she wanted to do was hold her baby in her arms, make sure her little girl was okay.

      “I haven’t decided my next move.” Isaac white-knuckled the steering wheel. “Sorry about Des. I meant to call.”

      “Why didn’t you?” She surprised herself with the question.

      “For one, I was overseas and didn’t always have access to a phone.” Of course.

      Gina leaned her head back against the headrest. “I didn’t expect to hear from you. Honestly, we were friends a long time ago.” Friends was a light word for what she’d felt back then. High school. Everything had felt more dramatic back then.

      “How often did you talk to Brittany?” The change in subject was a welcome break in the sudden tension filling the cab. Was it from guilt? Des and Isaac had been friends once. Their friendship had ended in a heartbeat and then Isaac had joined the military. Des had refused to talk about it. Based on Des’s reaction when she’d mentioned Isaac’s name, she figured the two had had a fight.

      “Never. She reached out to me after my mother told her I was moving back.”

      “Did she seem upset or under any kind of pressure?”

      “We spoke through texts. Said we’d catch up at lunch. Her texts didn’t seem anything out of the ordinary; it was just like, hey, your mom said you were moving back. We should reconnect.”

      “Were you two friends after high school?” He seemed just as confused as she’d been when Brittany had first reached out.

      “Not then and not now. I just figured we’re all adults now. People change. Did you know she had a baby?”

      “No. I didn’t. I’m the last one to have news from home.” The statement shocked Gina.

      “You don’t talk to your brothers? Or your cousins?” She didn’t hide the surprise in her voice.

      “Not much. We’re all busy⁠—”

      “Not even Liam?” Isaac and his twin had to have kept in touch. Of anyone in the family, Isaac had always been closest to his twin brother.

      “We keep in touch. I hate to break the news to you, but men don’t talk about other people. We tease each other about our favorite sports teams, send the occasional text about ranch or family business. That’s the extent of our conversations. And I haven’t spoken to him in a while. Figure we’ll catch up at some point now that I’m stateside.”

      His answer was brief, but she knew there was no question any Quinn would be there for another, be it brother or cousin, in a heartbeat. No questions asked seemed to be the family motto when it came to backing each other up. She’d witnessed it firsthand for most of her life, before Des decided the two of them needed a fresh start and relocated them to Dallas.

      Looking back, she wasn’t sure why she’d let Des make that call for them both. As with most of his decisions, she’d gone along with it. His argument of following his job had made sense at the time. And then, it had seemed easier not to make waves. Des’s career had always come first. She’d reasoned that eventually she’d come back to Gunner and run the restaurant. She could work any job in the meantime, whereas he’d always wanted to work law enforcement in a major city.

      Even though Houston and San Antonio were closer, his heart had been set on Dallas.

      Now, as a thirty-two-year-old single mother and head of household, Gina couldn’t fathom making those same decisions. Then again, Des had always wanted to be the breadwinner of the family. A piece of Gina wondered why she’d ever agreed to those terms. Or had she? His vision for their life had been so strong. She’d often joked he was in the driver’s seat and she was along for the ride.

      Not finishing college seemed like a bigger mistake now. Not standing up for herself when she’d hesitated to start a family while she lived so far away, seemed like too much of a compromise now. Not putting her foot down seemed like living by default to her now.

      “Did she say who the father was?”

      “Not to me. But, like I said, she and I were supposed to catch up at lunch.”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd she reached out to you after all this time?”

      She shrugged. “Honestly, I didn’t think much about it at the time. Getting ready to make a major move with my daughter has occupied most of my thoughts. Coming back home. It’s kind of⁠—”

      “Strange, right?”

      “Good word. I love Gunner and the people here, don’t get me wrong. It’s a great town and part of me didn’t want to leave years ago…”

      “Then Dallas became home to you. This feels like returning to a past life.”

      “One where I don’t know where or if I fit in anymore. You know?” One look at him said he understood perfectly.

      “I’ve been home for the holidays. I’m in and out in a flash.” He snapped his fingers. “I never stuck around after.”

      “It’s pretty much the same for me. When Des was alive he usually had to work holidays. When he died, my mom came to visit as often as she could. And then my dad got sick. You know, with Dad gone it’s been hard for her to get away from the restaurant.” Des never had been able to hire on with Dallas PD. He’d taken a private security job in a wealthy suburb instead.

      “What about after he died? Did you spend time in Gunner?”

      “I thought if I came here I’d never go to my own home. Des had spent so much time painting our daughter’s bedroom pink. I wanted her to come home to the room he’d prepared for her. He and I didn’t always agree on everything but he would’ve been an amazing dad. Is it weird that I stayed in a city I wasn’t in love with?”

      “Not at all. You had to get your bearings. Life dealt you a crap hand and you did the best you could with it. I’d say you dealt with it a hell of a lot better than most would.”

      “I felt like she was closer to him in Dallas. I swear the pregnancy caused me to be all hormones and waterworks. I cried at the drop of a pin. Des died early on in my pregnancy. I was three months along when he went into the neighbor’s burning house to save their pet. The fire seemed to overtake the place in seconds. Everything happened so fast I could barely process it. My brain was in a fog for days afterward.”

      “It happened in a fire? I heard he died of a heart attack.”

      “A widow maker. Too much smoke inhalation. I wasn’t prepared for just how much my life was about to change.” Here it was changing again. This time, Gina wanted the changes to be permanent. She wanted to put down roots for her daughter in a town where she could feel safe. It had seemed possible until this morning. Now, she wasn’t sure.

      “It’s strange to lose someone who is in his or her prime. Des was young and healthy. I’m sure not much changed since high school in his fitness routine. The man was a machine back then. He needed to work out every morning before school just so he could sit in the classroom all day.”

      Gina agreed. She hadn’t thought about how Des had been when they were in high school in a long time. That had seemed like a lifetime ago. After a few months of marriage, he’d settled into his own routine. There were times that she wondered if he noticed she was in the room; he’d be so into watching a football game. “He kept up with his workout routine.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “The family was out safely when he went back in. Rhonda and Jermaine had two beautiful daughters, ages four and six. The girls used to bring cookies over for us. They were such a sweet family. Jermaine got called in to work early that night. Rhonda fell asleep on the couch and forgot the iron was still plugged in. The whole house went up so fast. Des helped Rhonda get the kids out as I called 911. Their six-year-old got a kitty for her birthday. She loved that cat. So, Des went back in for it. He found it in the laundry basket hiding inside her room.”

      “Sounds like something Des would do.”

      She smiled at the memory. “Lucy, the cat, survived. Des walked out fine, at first. I mean, he was coughing but firemen arrived and pretty soon after he was being wheeled away on a gurney and tucked in the back of the ambulance. The EMTs had me ride in the front seat. I thought it was all precautionary.”

      “Too much smoke inhalation.”

      “On the way to the hospital, everything looked fine. The driver seemed calm, relaxed.” Reliving the memory caused her chest to squeeze. She took a minute to breathe and gather her thoughts. “I didn’t notice the activity when it started behind me. I couldn’t see or hear back there anyway. Next thing I know, the driver picked up the pace. That was my first indication something was going wrong. Even then, I never once thought Des was in real danger…”

      “I’ve heard of it happening.” His voice was low, reverent and it was balm to an aching heart.

      “I had no idea. It took me by complete surprise. One minute, Des was fine. He had a cough, sure, I thought he’d get better when they gave him oxygen. Next thing I know…” A few rogue tears sprang from her eyes.

      A year-and-a-half later, talking about what happened still made the air thin.

      “I’m sorry, Gina. I really am. That’s unfair. Life can deal crazy blows at times.” She shouldn’t allow those words to comfort her as much as they did. It was probably her and Isaac’s shared history giving her the first sense of not being alone in longer than she could remember. Even when Des had been alive, she’d felt on her own. He’d worked the late shift. Days off were reserved for football in season or hanging out with friends in his man cave. A few months into their marriage, Gina had joked they were already an old married couple. Separate sleeping schedules. Sometimes separate rooms. Once a month date nights. She’d kept hoping the two of them would find a rhythm together. It never came. Des seemed perfectly happy with setting aside one night a month for her.

      “Thank you.” Isaac had the power to make her feel connected again. “Life can be strange. I never expected to do all this on my own. Look where I am.”

      He pulled the truck in front of the cabin and parked.

      “I’m used to it now, don’t get me wrong. And I love that little girl more than I thought I could love anyone or anything in my life. Being a single mom is all I’ve ever known with Everly. But when I think about the future, about doing all of it alone, it can be a little overwhelming. This was never the plan.”

      “Did your blueprint ever involve moving back to Gunner?”

      “Des didn’t want to. He thought our life was in Dallas.” She glanced over at Isaac and caught a confused look on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      “You always talked about carrying on the tradition in your family and taking over the restaurant someday. It seemed like a big deal to you when we were kids.”

      “I guess life has a way of taking us in new directions.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Isaac didn’t comment. It wasn’t his place to, and the last thing he wanted to do was call out a dead man. Isaac had too much respect for Des’s memory. He didn’t like the fact she would so willingly give up her family tradition—a tradition that had seemed so important to her at one time—so she didn’t make waves in her relationship.

      Plus, what kind of spouse would expect the other to walk away from their history?

      Figuring it was none of his business, Isaac kept a zip on his lips as he opened the door for Gina. He helped her climb out of the cab and held onto her arm when her ankle gave out.

      “Sorry.” She winced.

      “For what? Being in pain? It’s okay, Gina.” It was past lunch time and she had to be starving by now.

      Isaac focused on the two-bedroom cabin that had been in her family for years. He and Gina had created memories there that he had no business thinking about under the circumstances. Being there again felt a little too right. He shouldn’t let himself get too comfortable. Isaac had no plans to stick around Gunner after he found out why he’d been summoned in the first place. He was still trying to figure out why he’d shown, considering the poor state of his relationship with T.J.

      “Ready?” He turned to Gina.

      “As much as I’ll ever be.” Isaac helped Gina navigate finding her keys and unlocking the door.

      The minute she walked inside, Mrs. Weber rushed over and pulled her into a hug. “Everly just went down for a nap. I’d ask how you are but that’d be a dumb question.”

      “I’m okay. Really.” Gina frowned.

      “How could you be? With everything you’ve been through today. And you’ve only been home a few days.” The retired seventy-year-old had the spunk and wit of a woman half her age. She also had the fiery red hair to match her temperament. The hair color made Mrs. Weber and Gina look like they could be related even though he knew better.

      “I know Everly is perfectly fine and asleep in the next room. Gina stepped back from the hug. “I need to see her with my own eyes anyway.”

      The older woman nodded before her blue gaze landed on Isaac. She let out a yelp. “How long has it been since I’ve laid eyes on Isaac Quinn? You’ve grown up, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Isaac smiled. She’d always been able to tell him and Liam apart. In all these years since he’d been gone the woman hadn’t changed. There was at least one constant in Gunner. “But you haven’t aged a day.”

      “I’ve certainly grown sideways.” She motioned toward her hips and clucked her tongue.

      Gina returned, still favoring her left ankle as she entered the room.

      Mrs. Weber turned to Gina, worry lines scored the older woman’s forehead. “Did they catch him?”

      Gina shook her head. “Griff said he’d keep us posted.”

      “He’s a great sheriff. He’ll put that awful man behind bars by nightfall.” Mrs. Weber made a tsk noise. “I made soup and sandwiches. Thought you might be hungry when you got home. I’ll just heat⁠—”

      “You’re a saint. You’ve been so kind already. Go home to your husband. You already missed your show because of me. Weren’t you two binge-watching one of those dramas?”

      “It’s no trouble. That’s what people do. They pitch in and help each other out when needed.” Mrs. Weber waved her hand in the air like she was swatting a fly. “I figured it would be best if I stay for a while. My husband doesn’t mind. We agreed it’s best if you’re not alone right now. A baby can wear a person out on a good day⁠—”

      “I appreciate the offer. I do. So, please don’t take this the wrong way. I’m not alone.” Gina’s eyes shot toward Isaac in a plea for help. He nodded.

      “That’s right,” Isaac said. “I’ll heat up the soup.” Before Mrs. Weber could put up an argument, he added, “Military taught me a thing or two about being in the kitchen.”

      She put her hands up in defeat. “I’ll go. I can see you two have it under control.” She fixed her gaze on Gina. “Call if you need anything. I don’t mind coming back later.”

      “I will. Thank you. But I’ll be fine. All I can think about is holding my daughter when she wakes.”

      Mrs. Weber smiled. A look passed between them that only a mother would probably understand. Something Isaac had no personal knowledge of. His mother had died a long time ago.

      But, her neighbor had made a good point. Gina shouldn’t be by herself. Isaac had a niece and nephew but no children of his own. During his trip home a year ago, he’d seen what a handful his nephew could be. He’d been surprised at how something so little could require so much constant care.

      And his brother? Damned if Eli didn’t look exhausted at the end of a day. He’d marveled at how a tiny carpet crawler could take a grown man down.

      Eli never went out anymore. Okay, that Isaac could give him. But he didn’t go out after dark anymore, it seemed. More reason why he’d decided a long time ago kids weren’t his scene. Becoming a father wasn’t high on his list of life goals.

      Then again, neither was finally letting his guard down and falling for someone who’d ended up with a terminal diagnosis. Life had a twisted sense of humor.

      “I’ll walk you outside.” Isaac followed Mrs. Weber to the door and stood on the porch until she pulled away in her sedan. He walked back inside before closing and locking the door.

      “You don’t have to stay.” There was a distant look in Gina’s green eyes that she seemed eager to cover up. She excused herself to check on her daughter and returned a moment later looking satisfied the little girl was safe in her crib.

      “I’ll go if you tell me to. No question there. But if it’s okay with you, I’d like to stick around.” Mrs. Weber was right. Gina didn’t need to be alone right now. She might still be in shock after this morning’s events and she might not want a guy she had a past with as her comfort. If she kicked him out, he’d convince her to let someone come and stay with her. “I understand if you don’t want me here.”

      “It’s not that.” She seemed to pick up on him alluding to their past at the cabin. He didn’t want his presence to add to her discomfort. She’d been through enough already. “I don’t want to be a burden to you, Isaac.”

      “You couldn’t be.” If that was the case, he wasn’t worried. Rather than debate the merits of him sticking around, he said, “Are you hungry?”

      “My stomach feels queasy. I’m not sure I could eat anything to be honest.”

      “I’ll heat up the soup. It might help settle things down.” He knew his way around the place. Nothing had changed. He waited for Gina’s approval before making a move toward the kitchen.

      “That might work.”

      “Let’s see what Mrs. Weber cooked up.” The open concept living room and kitchen made it easy to keep an eye on Gina as she limped over to the couch and settled down on the cushion. He walked past the row of unpacked boxes lined up like soldiers. A TV sat against one wall, unplugged. A tangle of wires next to it. “When did you move in?”

      “A few days ago. Between caring for Everly and having my phone stuck to my ear while opening and closing accounts, I haven’t had much time to get this place set up.”

      “That explains all the boxes.”

      “Unpacking has been low on my list of priorities. I’d forgotten how big of a job moving was. Forget trying to move with a little one. But, hey, I might have this place put together in time for her to go college.” The attempt at humor wasn’t lost on him.

      He smiled. “While I’m here, I could help out with a few things. At the very least get your TV hooked up.”

      “You don’t have to do that. You’ve already done so much.”

      “I want to.” Isaac wasn’t avoiding going home exactly, but seeing his old man wasn’t high on his list. He certainly didn’t mind delaying his homecoming a few hours. “Besides, it’ll give me something useful to do.”

      He heated up the soup and cut the sandwich in half, figuring he’d be doing well to get her to eat a few bites.

      “Is all this for me?” She eyed the plate with the loaded sandwich and the full bowl of soup as he set the food on the coffee table. “I can’t eat all this. You should get some for yourself. Take the other half of the sandwich. The least I can do is feed you.”

      This wasn’t the time to think about how many meals they’d shared here in this very spot. Or the fact they’d shared their first kiss right here. “I ate on the plane.”

      “At least get something to drink.” She started to get up.

      “I got this, Gina. You don’t have to move. You should rest that ankle.” He hoped hospitality was the reason she’d sprung up from her seat so fast and not something else, like he made her uncomfortable in some way. The other possibility worth considering was Des. Had he expected her to jump every time he spoke? Des had a reputation in high school for smothering his girlfriends. A few had complained he’d become too controlling.

      Gina had always been so strong-willed, Isaac figured she could handle herself with Des. If Isaac could go back, would he have made the same choice?

      Regret was as useful as an ice tray in Alaska. He moved to the fridge. “You want something? Water? Tea?”

      “Water sounds good. But, I⁠—”

      “Don’t have to lift a finger right now if you don’t want to.” He could appreciate her stubborn nature. He was guilty of the same.

      “I should. You’re a guest in my home.”

      He shot her an offended look. “I’d like to think we’re friends.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Sure.” He dragged out the ‘r’. “It’s fine. Mind if I make coffee? I could use a cup.”

      “Go for it. That is unpacked. There are supplies right there on the counter.”

      He popped a pod into the machine and then brought her a water bottle. Isaac didn’t want to notice how much more beautiful Gina had become. Motherhood looked good on her. She’d filled out a little more, had curves she didn’t used to in high school. Her new look fit her five-feet-six-inch frame perfectly. He didn’t want to notice how creamy her skin was or remember how much he’d liked kissing those cherry-colored lips.

      “It’s good to see you, Isaac. It’s weird because I didn’t expect you back in Gunner.” Her voice sounded relaxed for the first time since seeing her this morning. It was probably being here with her daughter and not because of him. Although, part of him wanted to believe he had something to do with it.

      “Yeah?” He picked up the fresh mug of coffee and took the first sip. Damn fine brew.

      “You were always set on living as far from here as you could get. That’s all you ever talked about.”

      “I think I accomplished that pretty well.” He chuckled as he claimed a spot on the loveseat in the living room next to the sofa. “A lot has changed since then anyway.”

      “You seem so different now. So grown.”

      “I could say the same.” She’d been married. Had a child. It didn’t get much more grown up than that.

      “Nothing stays the same forever. I guess we were bound to become adults at some point. Contrary to what Mr. Henson believed about us junior year.” Their history teacher had given them a stern lecture that ended with a rant on his concern for the future of the country if this group would be in charge one day.

      “He gave us quite the pep talk about life. He missed his calling. He should’ve been a motivational speaker.” Isaac cracked up. He couldn’t keep a straight face and listen to those words come out of his own mouth.

      Gina laughed. Her face broke into a smile.

      Pride swelled in his chest that he could make Gina smile again after the day she’d had. As impossible as it sounded, even to him, she was even more beautiful when she smiled.

      “What about you? What made you come back to Gunner?”

      “I was summoned.”
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      “Your father?” Gina stretched her leg out, gingerly placing her bad ankle on the coffee table. She leaned on the armrest. It felt good to laugh today. It had been a really long time since she’d laughed.

      Isaac nodded.

      “Does this mean you’re not moving back?”

      “Nothing has been decided.” It wasn’t the definitive answer she’d hoped for. Seeing him again, being here in the cabin with Isaac brought a flood of memories. It was probably too much to hope the two of them could be friends again. Deep down, she’d missed him more than she ever let herself own up to.

      It was the quiet comfort she felt in his presence that she missed the most. The ease in the way they could talk to each other. Gina could be difficult to get to know. Her personality had a lot of layers and most people never got past the surface. She just never felt comfortable with others enough to let them see the real her.

      Did she think they’d judge her harshly? Gina couldn’t answer that one way or the other. She’d been shy growing up. The nose-in-book type. Isaac, although very sharp, had always been athletic and popular like his brothers. He was from a large family that seemed to stick together thicker than thieves.

      It was common knowledge the Quinn boys didn’t always see eye-to-eye but mess with one and they all came running. Gina could only imagine
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