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Outside the Law

When law school sweethearts Tanner Cohen and Sydney
Braswell witness their perfect plans for career and family fall
apart, they vow never to look back. Now, years later, they’re both
assigned to the same federal task force—Tanner as an FBI agent and
Sydney as a special prosecutor—and they must work together if they
want justice to be served. The obstacles that forced them apart
still exist, but their strong connection cannot be denied. Will
they embrace their second chance to be soul mates, or will their
dedication to duty deny them happiness forever?

 

In this final installment of the Lone Star Law
Series, the federal task force encounters their biggest challenges
yet as they confront enemies on both sides of the law.


Reviewers Love the Lone Star Law Series

Letter of the Law

 

“Fiery clashes and lots of chemistry, you
betcha!”—The Romantic Reader Blog

 

 

Above the Law

 

“[R]eaders who enjoyed the first installment will
find this a worthy second act.”—Publishers Weekly

 

“Ms Taite delivered and then some, all the while
adding more questions, Tease! I like the mystery and intrigue in
this story. It has many ‘sit on the edge of your seat’ scenes of
excitement and dread (like watch out kind of thing) and drama…well
done indeed!”—Prism Book Alliance

 

 

Lay Down the Law

 

“Recognized for the pithy realism of her characters
and settings drawn from a Texas legal milieu, Taite pays homage to
the prime-time soap opera Dallas in pairing a cartel-busting U.S.
attorney, Peyton Davis, with a charity-minded oil heiress, Lily
Gantry.”—Publishers Weekly

 

“Suspenseful, intriguingly tense, and with a great
developing love story, this book is delightfully solid on all
fronts. This gets my A-1 recommendation!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews


Praise for the Luca Bennett Mystery Series

Switchblade

 

 

“I enjoyed the book and it was a fun read—mystery,
action, humor, and a bit of romance. Who could ask for more? If
you’ve read and enjoyed Taite’s legal novels, you’ll like this. If
you’ve read and enjoyed the two other books in this series, this
one will definitely satisfy your Luca fix and I highly recommend
picking it up. Highly recommended.”—C-spot Reviews

 

“Dallas’s intrepid female bounty hunter, Luca
Bennett, is back in another adventure. Fantastic! Between her many
friends and lovers, her interesting family, her fly by the seat of
her pants lifestyle, and a whole host of detractors there is rarely
a dull moment.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 

 

Battle Axe

 

“This second book is satisfying, substantial, and
slick. Plus, it has heart and love coupled with Luca’s array of
weapons and a badass verbal repertoire…I cannot imagine anyone not
having a great time riding shotgun through all of Luca’s escapades.
I recommend hopping on Luca’s bandwagon and having a
blast.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 

“Taite breathes life into her characters with
elemental finesse…A great read, told in the vein of a good old
detective-type novel filled with criminal elements, thugs, and
mobsters that will entertain and amuse.”—Lambda Literary

 

 

Slingshot

 

“The mean streets of lesbian literature finally have
the hardboiled bounty hunter they deserve. It’s a slingshot of a
ride, bad guys and hot women rolled into one page turning package.
I’m looking forward to Luca Bennett’s next adventure.”—J. M.
Redmann, author of the Micky Knight mystery series


Praise for Carsen Taite

A More Perfect Union

 

“Readers looking for a mix of intrigue and romance
set against a political backdrop will want to pick up Taite’s
latest novel.”—Romantic Times Book Review

 

“This is a fabulously written tightly woven
political/military intrigue with a large helping of romance. I
enjoyed every minute and was on the edge of my seat the whole time.
This one is a great read! Carsen Taite never disappoints!”—The
Romantic Reader Blog

 

 

Sidebar

 

“Sidebar is a love story with a refreshing
twist. It’s a mystery and a bit of a thriller, with an ethical
dilemma and some subterfuge thrown in for good measure. The
combination gives us a fast-paced read, which includes courtroom
and personal drama, an appealing love story, and a more than
satisfying ending.”—Lambda Literary

 

“Sidebar is a sexy, fun, interesting book
that’s sure to delight, whether you’re a longtime fan or this is
your first time reading something by Carsen Taite. I definitely
recommend it!”—The Lesbian Review

 

“This book has it all: two fantastic lead characters,
an interesting plot, and that sizzling chemistry that great authors
can make jump off the page. While all of Taite’s books are
fantastic, this one is on the next level. No critiques, no
criticism, you only need to know one thing…this is a damn good
book.”—The Romantic Reader Blog

 

 

Without Justice

 

“Carsen Taite tells a great story. She is consistent
in giving her readers a good if not great legal drama with
characters who are insightful, well thought out and have good
chemistry. You know when you pick up one of her books you are
getting your money’s worth time and time again. Consistency with a
great legal drama is all but guaranteed.”—The Romantic Reader
Blog

 

“All in all a fantastic novel…Unequivocally 5
Stars…”—Les Reveur

 

“This is a great read, fast-paced, interesting and
takes a slightly different tack from the normal crime/courtroom
drama having a lawyer in the witness protection system whose case
becomes the hidden centre of another crime.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 

 

Reasonable Doubt

 

“I was drawn into the mystery plot line and quickly
became enthralled with the book. It was suspenseful without being
too intense but there were some great twists to keep me guessing.
It’s a very good book. I cannot wait to read the next in line that
Ms. Taite has to offer.”—Prism Book Alliance

 

 

Courtship

 

“The political drama is just top-notch. The emotional
and sexual tensions are intertwined with great timing and flair. I
truly adored this book from beginning to end. Fantabulous!” –
Rainbow Book Reviews

 

“Carsen Taite throws the reader head-on into the
murky world of the political system where there are no rights or
wrongs, just players attempting to broker the best deals regardless
of who gets hurt in the process. The book is extremely well written
and makes compelling reading. With twist and turns throughout, the
reader doesn’t know how the story will end.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 

“Taite keeps the stakes high as two beautiful and
brilliant women fueled by professional ambitions face daunting
emotional choices…As backroom politics, secrets, betrayals, and
threats race to be resolved without political damage to the
president, the cat-and-mouse relationship game between Addison and
Julia has the reader rooting for them. Taite prolongs the
fever-pitch tension to the final pages. This pleasant read with
intelligent heroines, snappy dialogue, and political suspense will
satisfy Taite’s devoted fans and new readers alike.”—Publishers
Weekly

 

 

Rush

 

“A simply beautiful interplay of police procedural
magic, murder, FBI presence, misguided protective cover-ups, and a
superheated love affair…a Gold Star from me and major encouragement
for all readers to dive right in and consume this story with
gusto!”—Rainbow Book Reviews
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“As you would expect, sparks and legal writs fly.
What I liked about this book were the shades of grey (no, not the
smutty Shades of Grey)—both in the relationship as well as the
cases.”—C-spot Reviews

 

“Taite keeps you guessing with delicious delay until
the very last minute…Taite’s time in the courtroom lends Beyond
Innocence a terrific verisimilitude someone not in the profession
couldn’t impart. And damned if she doesn’t make practicing law
interesting.”—Out in Print

 

 

The Best Defense

 

“Real life defense attorney Carsen Taite polishes her
fifth work of lesbian fiction…with the realism she daily encounters
in the office and in the courts. And that polish is something that
makes The Best Defense shine as an excellent read.”—Out &
About Newspaper

 

 

Nothing but the Truth

 

“Author Taite is really a Dallas defense attorney
herself, and it’s obvious her viewpoint adds considerable realism
to her story, making it especially riveting as a mystery. I give it
four stars out of five.”—Bob Lind, Echo Magazine

 

“Taite has written an excellent courtroom drama with
two interesting women leading the cast of characters. Taite herself
is a practicing defense attorney, and her courtroom scenes are
clearly based on real knowledge. This should be another winner for
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itself, but a number of secondary characters…add substantial color
to romantic inevitability”—Richard Labonte, Book Marks

 

 

It Should Be a Crime

 

“Law professor Morgan Bradley and her student Parker
Casey are potential love interests, but throw in a high-profile
murder trial, and you’ve got an entertaining book that can be read
in one sitting. Taite also practices criminal law and she weaves
her insider knowledge of the criminal justice system into the love
story seamlessly and with excellent timing. I find romances lacking
when the characters change completely upon falling in love, but
this was not the case here. I look forward to reading more from
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“This is just Taite’s second novel…but it’s as if she
has bookshelves full of bestsellers under her belt.”—Gay List
Daily
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Chapter One

Special Agent Tanner Cohen blinked several times,
but her eyes weren’t the problem. Sydney Braswell, the love of her
life—make that former love, former life—had just strolled into the
briefing and slipped into a seat at the back of the room.

Ducking her head to keep from staring, Tanner stole
a few glances at Syd, drinking in the sight of her long legs, trim
figure, and the waves of auburn hair that used to fan out on the
pillow next to hers. Damn, she’d aged well. Tanner shook her head
to scatter the memories bubbling to the surface. She hadn’t seen
Syd in forever, but staring at her now, the years slipped away.

Tanner felt a sharp jab in her side and Assistant US
Attorney Bianca Cruz shot her a quizzical expression. She looked
from Bianca to the front of the room at AUSA Peyton Davis, who was
running the briefing, and back again, slowly realizing everyone was
waiting on her, but she didn’t have a clue why. “I’m sorry, can you
repeat that?”

Peyton looked deferentially at her boss, US Attorney
Herschel Gellar, and then at Syd. “Agent Cohen, would you like to
fill us in on the recovery of Queen’s Ransom?”

Tanner felt like she’d missed something. She and the
rest of the rogue task force had been contacted by Gellar’s
secretary over the weekend and told to meet at the US attorney’s
office first thing Monday. Tanner had reached out to Bianca, who
didn’t know much more than she did about the purpose for the
meeting, but the consensus was that their activities the week
before, although putting them within striking distance of arresting
the fugitive drug lord Sergio Vargas, had also exposed that they’d
been running an operation they’d been told to shut down weeks
ago.

She figured they’d been called in for a dressing
down, but that didn’t explain what Syd was doing here and why had
no one said anything when Syd, a total stranger to everyone but
her, had walked into the room acting like she owned the place.

Filing away the slew of questions for later, Tanner
cleared her throat and focused on a bare-bones recitation of the
facts. “The horse, Queen’s Ransom, was exactly where Razor, uh,
Enrique Garza, said he’d be, in a stable on a piece of property
about an hour west of Denton. Like the barn where Lindsey Ryan was
held when she was kidnapped, the property was listed for sale and
the owners haven’t been there in months.” She paused before
offering up the piece of information she knew everyone wanted to
know. “There was no sign of Sergio Vargas anywhere on the
property.”

Gellar pushed up from his seat and strode over to
edge Peyton from the podium. “And I’m hearing you people offered
Mr. Garza witness protection in exchange for Sergio Vargas’s
location? Looks like you screwed us over.”

Tanner started to object, but Peyton beat her to it.
“Giving us the location of the horse was his good faith overture.
The next step is ours. We give him immunity and protection, and he
delivers Sergio.”

“Except the deal is off.”

Tanner whipped her head around at the eerily
familiar sound of Syd’s voice, and watched her stand and walk
toward the front of the room. All these years later, but it was
like no time had passed between them. Syd was as beautiful as ever
and her confidence was one of the sexiest things about her. Except
it was completely out of place here, in this room. She watched in
disbelief as Syd took Peyton’s place next to Gellar, and she found
a spot on the wall to keep from making eye contact.

Herschel Gellar practically drooled as he introduced
Syd to the rest of the group. “I’d like you all to meet Sydney
Braswell,” he said, licking his lips. “She’s here from Main
Justice, appointed by the attorney general to oversee this task
force.” He stopped to wag his finger at the assembled group of
agents and attorneys. “Everything you’ve done so far is being
called into question because of various conflicts of interest, and
don’t think I don’t know about them.”

He turned to Syd. “Ms. Braswell, I run a tight ship,
but in my focus on certain aspects of the case, this task force has
run roughshod over the rules by which we conduct our
investigations. I went as far as disbanding them last month, but
I’ve recently found out they have been working on the case behind
my back. I appreciate your help in getting this investigation back
on track, and I assure you everyone here will give you their full
cooperation.”

Tanner shot a look at Peyton, who had moved to a
seat next to DEA Agent Dale Nelson. She raised her eyebrows in
question, but she got nothing in response from either Peyton or
Dale, who remained characteristically stoic. Something wasn’t right
about all of this. Just a few days ago, they’d been talking about
contacting the Department of Justice to investigate Gellar. Had he
beaten them to the punch?

And then there was the whole Syd thing. Her last
memories of Syd included Syd yelling words like “partner track,”
“civil litigation,” and “annual bonuses,” none of which had
anything to do with a job at the Department of Justice. But if Syd
was really assigned here by the attorney general to oversee an
investigation, she had to have some significant experience with the
department. Definitely not the direction Syd’s fast track had been
headed when they’d parted ways.

Bianca poked her in the side again, and she did her
best to focus on the front of the room, while trying to look
nonchalant doing it.

“As I said,” Syd continued, her voice strong and
confident, “the deal with Mr. Garza is off. He hired an attorney
and he’s filed a motion to suppress any statements his client gave
us while he was in the hospital.”

“Damn.” Tanner shook her head vigorously, angry
Razor had turned on them. She thought she’d been very convincing
when she’d spoken with him in the hospital.

“Agent Cohen, you have something you’d like to
say?”

Tanner looked up and met Sydney’s deep blue eyes
square on. “We had a deal.”

“He says you forced his confession.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” Tanner scoffed, more pissed at
Razor’s about-face than uncomfortable about this little one-on-one
with Syd in front of her group. “And how exactly did I do
that?”

“He says you threatened to kill him.”

 

* * *

 

Syd watched Tanner stalk out of the room with the
young Latina woman who’d been seated next to her following fast
behind. She wanted to follow them and say or do something to make
up for this stormy first meeting, which was not at all how she’d
envisioned their reunion, but a room full of people was waiting for
her to finish talking. Plus, she had a role to play.

After outlining the gist of the motion Razor’s
attorney had filed to suppress his client’s confession, she
instructed the group she’d be meeting with them individually to
discuss their work on the case and to determine the plan going
forward. Gellar, letch that he was, tried to corner her before she
could leave the room. She dodged him with a promise to join him for
lunch, but by the time she made it to the hallway, Tanner appeared
to be long gone.

“Shit.”

“What kind of language is that for a big-shot
attorney from DC?”

Syd smiled at the sound of the familiar voice and
turned to see Peyton Davis smiling at her. She started to respond,
but Peyton placed a finger over her lips and pointed down the hall.
“My office, this way,” she said.

When they were safely behind closed doors, she
settled into a chair in front of Peyton’s desk. “Do you think he
bought it?”

Peyton laughed. “Gellar thinks he’s the center of
the universe, but it would never occur to him that he’d be the
center of your investigation. He bought it all right.”

Syd relaxed into her chair. She trusted Peyton’s
judgment. They’d worked together for several years at the
Department of Justice, and she knew she could rely on Peyton to
shoot straight with her. For a second, she considered returning the
favor and telling Peyton about her history with Tanner, but it was
one thing to reconnect with a former colleague and quite another to
unload a bunch of personal crap. Processing her unexpected reunion
with her first love would have to wait until she could grab a few
hours alone.

“So, what do you recommend next?” Syd asked.

“We’ve been using my family’s ranch as a meeting
place. I think we should convene a meeting tonight and let the rest
of the crew in on our plan. Things will go a lot easier on you
around here if they don’t think you’re on a witch hunt.”

“Can everyone be trusted? If Gellar gets wind of
what we’re up to, I’m not going to be able to offer
protection.”

“If they couldn’t be trusted, they wouldn’t be
working with me.”

Syd nodded, needing no further assurance than
Peyton’s word. “Well, if you don’t need me here, then I’m going to
check into my hotel before I have to endure a meal with the
monster.”

Peyton stood. “Need a ride?”

“I’m just down the street, thanks. Wish me luck.”
She strode out of the office and walked briskly out of the suite,
relieved that she didn’t run into anyone from the morning’s meeting
on the way. Once out of the building, she walked back to the
Adolphus Hotel where she’d dropped off her luggage that
morning.

Her room had all the modern amenities, but the
refined leather and wood furnishings were in keeping with the
grande dame status of the historical venue. When she’d checked in
late last night, the talkative desk clerk had told her all about
the hotel’s recent remodel, pointing out many features she
seriously doubted she’d have time to use. She’d barely listened
anyway, since all she’d really cared about was getting some sleep
before she had to face Tanner this morning, and now that she’d seen
her, Syd was drained. Thinking she couldn’t remember the last time
she’d spent any time in a hotel by herself, she crawled onto the
plush but firm king-sized bed and leaned back against the
fluffed-up pillows, taking a moment to savor the luxury since it
was the only redeeming thing about this assignment.

Sometime later, a maid’s voice in the hallway woke
her, and Syd crawled her way out of a cloud of sleep and wiped
drool from the edge of her mouth. A glance at the clock on the
nightstand told her she’d been asleep for thirty minutes. She
lifted the phone, placed an order for coffee, and walked to the
bathroom to freshen up.

She dreaded meeting with Herschel Gellar, but
thankfully, the appointment involved lunch since she was starving.
What she’d much rather be doing was finding a moment alone with
Tanner to break the ice. She’d received Peyton’s email with the
notes about the case just before she boarded her flight and had no
idea until she was midair that Tanner was living and working in
Dallas, let alone assigned to the task force working the Vargas
brothers case. If she had known, would she have agreed to this
assignment?

She wasn’t sure of the answer, and she wouldn’t be
sure until she faced Tanner alone. Only then could she determine if
they could put their past aside and work together. If their
encounter this morning were any indication, it wasn’t looking
good.

She freshened her makeup and looked in the mirror to
check the result, knowing full well she was mostly interested in
seeing what Tanner had seen. She definitely wasn’t the same young,
third year law student who’d pledged to spend the rest of her life
with fellow student Tanner Cohen, but Syd was proud of how she’d
aged. A rigorous workout schedule kept her in shape, and the tiny
lines that were starting to creep up around her eyes could easily
be written off as laugh lines.

Tanner, what she’d managed to see of her anyway
before she stalked out of the briefing, had aged well too, and Syd
couldn’t help but wonder if Tanner had someone special in her life.
Maybe she’d called that person after she left and bitched about her
ex who’d traveled back in time to chastise her in front of her
peers. Or maybe that someone was the Latina woman who’d rushed
after her when she’d left the meeting.

The idea of Tanner with someone else left Syd with a
dull ache, but she wasn’t sure if the feeling had anything to do
with Tanner or if it was a reflection of her own empty personal
life. Someday Syd hoped to find someone special to share her life,
someone she could call when she need to decompress.

She reached for her phone to see if Gellar had
called and saw she had a new text. It wasn’t Gellar. She pressed
the number, deciding to call back instead of text because she
needed to hear a familiar voice.

“How’s my favorite legal eagle?”

Syd sighed at the sound of her friend Kate Johnson.
She and Kate had started at the Department of Justice at the same
time, and they formed a fast friendship. Kate knew about Tanner,
the details having been divulged during a late, too much wine
girls’ night out where they’d swapped stories about the ones that
got away. They’d woken up the next morning, both resolved to
embrace the lives that allowed them to focus entirely on work.
Remembering their pact caused Syd to hesitate about sharing the
news that her new assignment had placed her in close proximity to
Tanner, but the pause didn’t last. “Tanner’s here.”

Silence. Syd waited for a few beats before venturing
a cautious, “Did you hear me?”

“I heard you. I’m processing. She’s the one,
right?”

“She was. And then she wasn’t.”

“And when you say she’s here, you don’t mean
standing right there next to you while we’re having this surreal
conversation, right?”

Syd laughed. “God no! She’s here in Dallas. She’s
working with Peyton’s task force.”

“Holy shit. What are you going to do?”

Good question. Syd pondered her options. She’d
traveled to Dallas, and she’d made a commitment to Peyton. If she
left, she’d have to come up with some plausible explanation for her
abrupt departure, and “I don’t want to face my past” seemed more
than a little chickenshit. So, she’d do what she always did, no
matter how much focus it required. “My job. I’m going to do my job.
And then I’m going to get the hell out of here.”

 

* * *

 

Tanner sank into a bench in the park across from the
courthouse and wished the world away. A few days ago, she’d managed
to turn a major player in the Vargas organization, and the
anticipated next step was taking the entire operation down. Enter
Sydney Braswell, and now not only was her achievement at risk and
her badge on the line for making it so, but her heart, which she’d
managed to keep on serious lockdown, was pulsing with unwanted
anticipation.

Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she couldn’t
deny Syd looked amazing. Sure she’d aged, but time had been kind,
adding only the most subtle signs of maturity.

“Giving up police work to commune with nature?”

Tanner looked up at Bianca, who’d managed to sneak
up on her and was staring at her with a concerned expression.
“Maybe.”

Bianca shoved her over and slid into the space
beside her, placing a hand on her thigh. “You did what you did in
that hospital room because I asked you to. If you think I’m going
to let you get in trouble for it or let it keep us from nailing
Jade’s asshole uncles, you don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

Tanner couldn’t help but smile at the fierce tone
from her petite friend as she reflected on her one-on-one with
Razor in the hospital. He’d been shot after having stabbed Jade
Vargas, who’d stopped him from harming Bianca’s daughter. He knew
where his fugitive boss, Sergio Vargas, was hiding out with Jade’s
prize stallion, Queen’s Ransom. Bianca, distraught about her
daughter’s close brush with danger, confessed to Tanner that she
was in love with Jade and begged Tanner to do whatever it took to
retrieve Jade’s horse and bring her uncles to justice. Tanner had
actually enjoyed watching Razor’s face as she pinched the IV drip
to rob him of relief while she described telling his bosses that
he’d cooperated with the FBI whether he did or not. She’d do it all
over again. “It was my decision, not yours. I can take the
consequences.”

“We’ll see. I’m going to talk to this new chick. I
mean, where does she get off coming in here acting like we’re a
bunch of rubes?”

This was the moment. Tanner should tell Bianca about
her connection to Sydney, but what exactly was she supposed to say?
Being vague on details would only draw questions. If she told
Bianca even a little about their past, she knew Bianca wouldn’t let
it go until she told her everything, and it was too complicated.
Her personal life wasn’t something she’d ever shared on the job—not
that she had much of one—and everything about Syd was personal.
Besides, she hadn’t seen Syd since they’d graduated from law
school. Did she really even know her anymore?

Tanner decided to hedge. “Any idea who called her
in? Gellar’s acting like it was him, but it seems like a weird move
for him to cede territory to anyone else.”

“Did you see those legs? Gellar’s a pig, and when it
comes to a beautiful woman, he stumbles all over himself. You
should’ve seen him the first time he met Lindsey,” Bianca said,
referring to Dale Nelson’s girlfriend, a renowned international
journalist.

Tanner didn’t want to think about Gellar drooling
over Sydney, so she changed the subject. “You have any cases on the
docket this afternoon or do you have some time to go over the
evidence again?”

“That’s what I came out to tell you. Peyton wants to
see us out at the ranch tonight.”

“She thinks that’s wise with all of us under
scrutiny?”

Bianca shrugged. “Wise or not, she called the
meeting. You want to ride out there together?”

Tanner grinned. Bianca’s little Miata didn’t do so
well on the gravel drive. “Sure, I’ll pick you up.” She stood. “I’m
going to take a walk. Thanks for checking on me.”

Bianca stared hard before she finally waved and
headed back to the courthouse. Tanner knew she should follow, but
she wasn’t in the mood to do anything related to this case,
especially not if Sydney was going to be involved. Maybe Peyton
would have some insights about why she was here. Whatever the case,
she’d find out tonight, but in the meantime, she needed a break.
She fished her phone out of her pocket and called Dale. When Dale
answered, she launched right in. “Wanna take a ride with me? I’ve
got a few ideas.”

Dale laughed. “Guess they didn’t bench you after
all.”

“Not yet. You still at the courthouse?”

“On my way downstairs.”

“Pick you up out front in five.” Tanner disconnected
the call and started walking to the parking lot down the street
where she’d parked her car that morning. She’d planned on spending
the entire day in the war room they’d created at the US attorney’s
office, but the idea of spending any time at all within spitting
distance of Herschel Gellar was more intolerable than ever. If
Sydney was teamed up with him, that only made things worse. No
matter what Gellar and Sydney had planned, she’d weather Razor’s
allegations. All she had to do was keep a low profile and steer
clear of her past, and her future would work out just fine.


Chapter Two

Sydney drove down the dusty drive toward Peyton’s
ranch, the Circle Six, and wondered what she’d gotten herself into.
She remembered Peyton fondly discussing her family’s quarter horse
breeding farm, but it was still hard to reconcile the
career-focused woman she’d met in DC with the sprawling acreage,
stables, and ranch house.

She was having similar troubles with Tanner. The
last time she’d seen her was a month after they’d graduated from
law school, both of them still nursing the wounds of their recent
breakup. Sydney had come home from her bar review course to find
Tanner packing a box with a few of her last remaining
belongings.

 

“I’m sorry,” Tanner said, keeping her head ducked
low. “I didn’t think you’d be home.”

Sydney bit back a bunch of potential responses, most
of which were guaranteed to land them back in the middle of the
argument that had broken them up in the first place and settled on,
“I would’ve packed those for you.”

“I didn’t want to ask,” Tanner said, hurt shading
her voice.

And those simple words summed up pretty much
everything that had gone wrong between them. Deciding there wasn’t
any point rehashing it all, Sydney strode toward the closet. “There
are a few things in here. I set them aside in case…in case you
wanted to go through them.”

Tanner stopped what she was doing and walked over to
stand next to her, and Sydney pointed out the small box on the
shelf, just out of her reach. She’d had to use a ladder to push the
box high up on a shelf, far away from her everyday gaze. Tanner
reached up and pulled it down, hugging it to her middle as she
scanned the contents. It was a mishmash of memories, none
particularly valuable, but each item painful for the sting of
recollection it evoked, which was why Sydney had stuck them up high
and out of sight. She was sorry now she pointed them out to Tanner,
who sifted through them like sands of time.

“I remember these,” Tanner said, holding up a
pair of ticket stubs to the Beyoncé Experience. “Fred gave us these
because of his fear of crowds.”

Sydney managed a smile. “Right. I predict he’ll make
a wonderful securities lawyer, locked away from all meaningful
human contact.” As the words “human contact” left her lips, she was
acutely conscious of how close Tanner was standing to her. No
amount of emotional strife could negate the pull that had always
existed between them. She wanted to slip her arms around Tanner’s
waist and slip back into the comfort of her arms, but it wasn’t
safe and it wouldn’t last. The comfort wasn’t real. Each day since
Tanner had moved out had been easier, but seeing her here, now, the
conflict came roaring back. Would they ever be able to get past the
chasm between them?

 

A loud rap on the window jerked her from the memory.
Peyton was standing outside her car window, a puzzled expression on
her face. Sydney shook off her reverie and climbed out of the
car.

“Are you okay?” Peyton asked.

“Sure. Fine.” She brushed out the wrinkles in her
suit. “Just tired. Long couple of days.” And a complete
inability to speak in complete sentences, apparently.

Peyton motioned for her to follow as she walked
toward the house and grinned when her heel got wedged in the
gravel. “You’re not really dressed for a ranch, you know.”

“About that.” Syd pointed at the house. “I kind of
imagined more Dallas and less Rawhide. Is this really
where you live?”

“It is indeed.” Peyton held out a hand. “Come on,
city girl. We even have electricity.”

Sydney followed her up the steps, onto the porch,
and into the large, rustic house. Did Tanner live in a place like
this? The Tanner she’d known had definitely been a city girl. But
then again she’d only thought she’d known her. Maybe Tanner
secretly loved nature and horses and the great outdoors.

When they walked inside, Sydney was struck by the
homey feel. Rough-hewn beams framed the tall ceilings, and the
walls were lined with family photos and other memorabilia. She
caught sight of a stack of bridal magazines on the coffee table and
pointed. “Are those yours? Because if they are, then ranch air
changes a
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