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      For my family. I’m so fortunate to get to do life with each of you. My love for you has no bounds and I count my blessings every day.
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      Phoenix Quinn jammed his truck’s gearshift in reverse and spewed gravel underneath his tires as he backed up, not caring about the dust storm he was kicking up. All he cared about was putting Casa Grande in the rearview.

      One of his brothers, Isaac, bolted out the front door and came running toward him.

      Phoenix stomped on the brake and hit the button that rolled his window down. Agreeing to dinner with his family had been the worst of bad ideas. Don’t get him wrong, he loved his brothers. There were seven boys in total, four now living full-time at Quinnland Ranch. The problem was their father, T.J. Quinn. He might be one of the wealthiest cattle ranchers in Texas, but Phoenix didn’t trust T.J. as far as he could throw him. Period. If his brothers didn’t mind getting caught up in their father’s machinations that was on them. He’d warned them after speaking his mind. And he was out of there.

      Isaac ran to the driver’s side and put his hands on the window frame. “Hey, don’t leave like this.”

      “I can’t stick around and listen to this BS.” Phoenix’s temper was running hot. Talking when he was this angry had never led him down a good path.

      “You don’t have to. Your old room is made up. Stay the night and see how you feel in the morning. I’d like to have a beer with my baby brother.”

      As tempting as it sounded, Phoenix couldn’t stick around and pretend everything was hunky-dory. He wasn’t built that way. Growing up on this ranch had given him a work ethic like nobody’s business, but that’s all it had been to him. Work. Discipline. And a daily reminder he’d been the one to take everything good away from his brothers. “I have my own business to run, Isaac.”

      “Understood. I’m damn proud of you and so is every other Quinn⁠—”

      “Except him.” Phoenix didn’t have to say the word father out loud for Isaac to know who he meant.

      Isaac locked gazes. “I won’t make excuses and I won’t try to convince you of something the rest of us are still trying to figure out.”

      “You mean why he’s suddenly interested in our lives?” Phoenix should’ve stopped there. He didn’t. Like he mentioned, he was running hot. “Because I’ve lived twenty-five years without him just fine. In fact, the worst times in my life all have to do with him.”

      Isaac put his hand up in the surrender position. “Exactly why I won’t try to convince you he’s changed. Or tell you that what he did in the past was okay.”

      “This has nothing to do with how I feel about you or the others.” Phoenix stared into his brother’s eyes for a long moment. The Quinn brothers looked so alike it was scary but Isaac and Liam even more so, considering the two were identical twins.

      “I know.” His brother’s response was swift and came with sincerity. Phoenix appreciated it.

      “He’s been manipulating our emotions our entire lives. He won’t change because he’s not capable of it. He’s been too committed to his lifestyle. He might seem different right now but he’ll go back to his old ways the minute he gets what he wants from us and that’s a fact.”

      The brief look of disappointment in Isaac’s eyes was quickly recovered. “You’re probably right.”

      It was a concession and Phoenix wanted to spew a few curse words, none of which had anything to do with his brother. Isaac was trying to be supportive and damned if Phoenix hadn’t seen hope in his brother’s eyes earlier. Hope that T.J.’s changes would stick wasn’t something Phoenix could afford.

      “Have you asked Marianne what’s going on?”

      Isaac shook his head. “If she knows, she’s not talking.”

      “You have a beautiful family, Isaac. You and Gina are a perfect couple.” The change in topic didn’t go unnoticed by his brother.

      Isaac paused. Words seemed to be forming on his lips. And then he seemed to think better of voicing them when he said, “It’s all her. She makes my life work and Everly is the most amazing kid.”

      “Congratulations, man. I couldn’t be happier for you and Gina. I never thought the two of you should’ve broken up in high school.” The light jab was met with a smile.

      “But then we wouldn’t have Everly.”

      “True,” Phoenix conceded.

      Isaac took a step back and saluted. His brother seemed to know when a battle had been lost. “Catch you later?”

      “I’d like that.” Having a family of his own was about the last thing on Phoenix’s mind, but it sure as hell seemed to be working for Isaac.

      Phoenix waved through the rearview as he drove down the lane. The drive back to Austin felt longer than it should have. He thought about what he’d said to his brother. Phoenix’s sour mood wasn’t entirely T.J.’s fault.

      Phoenix’s thoughts zeroed in on the mess he’d made of his personal life. Call him a glutton for punishment, but he hadn’t been able to get Kaylee Kirkpatrick out of his mind since their breakup.

      Instead of going home like he probably should, he found himself pulling onto her street. What had transpired between them had been his fault. Her cutting him off and not taking his calls were his just due, he thought, as he sat in his pickup across the street from her house like some crazed stalker. And since he wasn’t, he shouldered open the driver’s side door and sidled up to her porch. He took the couple of steps in a quick stride and found himself, left fist in the air, ready to knock until second thoughts crashed his confidence.

      She’d been pretty damn clear about where they stood. He’d messed up. Big time. She was done with him. Logically, he should walk away. Phoenix’s left hand seemed to have a mind of its own. It started to knock without his permission. He took a step back, tucked his hand in his pocket, and contemplated his next move.

      Hell, who was he trying to kid? He had no right to plead his case after the way he’d treated her. She had every right to push him away and not look back. His heart wanted to argue but those were the facts.

      Taking a few more steps back, he also realized all the lights were out at her place. It was half past nine o’clock, barely dark this time of year. She most likely wasn’t home.

      The thought of her being on a date with another man was a gut punch he deserved. Phoenix reminded himself that he’d lost the right to be jealous when he walked out of her life for Naomi Hodgins.

      Slowly, Phoenix made his way back to his pickup truck. He fished his cell phone from his pocket and then hopped into the driver’s seat. Staring at her name in his contacts, his heart took another hit.

      Damn.

      The word mistake didn’t begin to cover how he felt about the way he’d handled his relationship with Kaylee. Missing her put a hole in his gut and an ache in his chest. And even though they’d only dated for a few months, he realized early on that their connection was different than anything he’d ever experienced before.

      The word pissed didn’t begin to describe the look on her face or her reaction when he’d delivered the news his ex had come back, and he needed to give her another chance.

      The word stupid didn’t begin to describe his decision when he let Naomi waltz back into his life. Even though he realized his mistake almost instantly, had broken it off with Naomi within days, Kaylee was done with him.

      Phoenix tapped her name on his cell phone contact list. He put his phone to his ear. The line rang one time before a prerecorded message came on saying the number was out of commission. Odd, he thought. She couldn’t have changed her cell number because of the breakup. Crazy on the timing, though.

      This change had to be more than bad blood. Now, he was concerned.

      Tapping his finger on the steering wheel, he contemplated going back up to the door and knocking. Logic won out. She probably wasn’t home. Since the condo she rented had a garage, there was no way to check and see if her car was even there.

      A group of college students walked past, and he realized how strange it might look for him to be sitting in his truck doing nothing. Since he didn’t want to be confused for a weirdo or stalker, he started the engine and pulled away.

      Phoenix went home, took a shower, and then turned on his laptop. He grabbed his cell phone from the counter and checked it just in case she reached out. Stupid on his part, but, hey, he was racking up stupid decisions lately.

      The only messages he had were from his brothers, checking to make sure he was okay after the way he’d left things at Casa Grande.

      He appreciated the concern. He texted Noah to let the family know he was back in Austin and had no plans to come back to Gunner anytime soon. He left out the part about having had enough ranching to last a lifetime.

      After staying up long past midnight working on balance sheets and reviewing supplier contracts for his successful Burri-to-go franchise, he eventually conked out.

      The next morning, he was up earlier than usual. Growing up on a ranch, his wake-up time had been four a.m. Now, if he saw four a.m., it was from the night before. Most mornings he woke up by eight; he’d check in with his managers to make sure they had everything they needed to start the day and then he’d swing by the market and pick up fresh supplies for the food truck he personally worked, before business opened at ten-thirty sharp.

      Phoenix had started with one food truck on Congress Avenue in downtown Austin. In seven years, his business had grown to twenty-one trucks in three cities; Dallas, Houston, and Austin.

      Branching out into Dallas over the last two years had given him precious little time for anything besides focusing on growing his business. And he made the best damn burritos in the state.

      He’d introduced them at the Texas State fair two years ago, and Dallas had gone crazy for them. At twenty-five-years-old, Phoenix was already a self-made man. He’d grown his business through hard work, ingenuity, and dedication. And by pretty much giving up most fun for seven straight years. So, the fact that he had a reputation as a ladies’ man made him chuckle.

      One-night stands had never been his thing. He preferred serial monogamy. One woman at a time. He was well aware of his playboy reputation, but that was almost laughable. A curse that came with bearing the last name Quinn. His family was one of the wealthiest cattle ranching families in Texas, thanks to his father’s hard work. But that’s where respect for the senior Quinn ended.

      Phoenix threw on a pair of jeans, slipped into his boots and put on a black T-shirt. He ran a comb through thick black hair that he’d been told was always in need of a haircut. He didn’t mind the waves.

      He’d woken up thinking about Kaylee. Not exactly unusual, and he’d almost convinced himself he thought about her this much because of the way he left things. In truth, he missed her. But something else was bugging him. The fact that her cell had been cut off told him she might be in financial trouble, though it was probably just his bruised ego that told him the only reason he wanted to find her was to check on her and make sure she was okay.

      After throwing back a cup of coffee, he grabbed his wallet and keys from the side table next to the door and headed out to his pickup. A piece of paper had been folded over and tucked into the window sill on the driver’s side. He opened it and recognized the handwriting immediately. Naomi.

      Hey, cowboy, I thought we had some pretty good times. You know my number if you ever want to talk. Call me, Phoenix. I know I’ve screwed up in the past but people change.

      Her note was pretty much code for Let’s get back together. He and Naomi went way back. They reached all the way back to high school and had been involved in a yo-yo relationship ever since. There’d been a time when he thought she might be the one. He’d told her that he loved her. She moved to California two days later without a word.

      Naomi had been drifting in and out of his life for as long as he could remember. He’d convinced himself their history deserved one last chance when she’d waltzed back into his life. A piece of him wanted to know if the two of them could make it long-term. That was a fool’s thinking.

      Thinking like that had caused him to break it off with the one person he could truly care about. Now, she wouldn’t have anything to do with him.

      Phoenix tried to convince himself that he was going to swing by her work out of concern for her, and not because it had been so damn hard not seeing or talking to her for the past couple of weeks. It had been like going from basking in the warmth of the sun to being thrust into the deepest, darkest and coldest cave.

      He’d given her the space she requested. It had been the right thing to respect her wishes, but it sure felt like a mistake not to let her know how much he cared about her first.

      Mistakes were racking up. But if he had the chance to do right by her, even if it was something as simple as making sure she was okay, he’d jump at the chance.

      Phoenix parked in the flower shop parking lot. Kaylee’s pink two-door sedan was nowhere to be found. However, her boss, Truman, was outside watering tulips.

      Shoving his disappointment down deep, Phoenix exited his pickup and approached Truman. The man was in his mid-forties and had the sun-worn skin of a rancher. Owning a nursery and flower shop would do that to a person.

      Truman must’ve caught Phoenix out of the corner of his eye because he didn’t look up. “She doesn’t work here anymore.”
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      “What happened? She quit?” More of that niggling feeling that something was out of whack struck Phoenix. Kaylee had loved her job at the nursery.

      “Worse than that. Just stopped showing up.” Truman shrugged his shoulders, made a tent over his eyes with one hand and glanced up at Phoenix.

      “When did this happen?” Phoenix hadn’t been around in the past two weeks after she’d asked him to give her space.

      “Last time I saw you here was her last shift.”

      Damn.

      “She didn’t give a reason?” Phoenix knew that she had a lot of respect for Truman. He had a young family and she often mentioned how nice he was to work for. So, it really caught Phoenix off guard that she would abandon her job and leave her boss in a lurch.

      “Not one word.” Truman went back to watering. “I thought it was strange then and I’m even more concerned now that you’re here.”

      “We stopped seeing each other about three weeks ago.”

      Truman shook his head in an a-ha moment.

      “It’s not like that. I don’t think our breakup had anything to do with her not showing up for work.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Truman pushed to standing and walked over to the water spout. He twisted the knob, shutting off the flow of water.

      Phoenix didn’t have a good reason. All he had was gut instinct. She wasn’t the kind of person to up and disappear on someone she cared about. That much Phoenix could say with certainty. But, he was concerned that maybe she’d gotten herself into some trouble. It was probably an overactive imagination coupled with the fact that Phoenix’s uncle had been the sheriff for most of Phoenix’s life, and the fact that five of his cousins worked in law enforcement today, but his mind went to a dark place.

      “I just feel like I knew her better than that.”

      “How long were the two of you dating?” At Truman’s full height he was half a foot shorter than Phoenix.

      “Three months, give or take.”

      “I’ve been married to my wife for ten years now. We have two daughters, ages seven and four. We’ve been through childbirth classes together. Seen each other through more colds and stomach bugs than I care to count.” Truman paused. “I thought I had a good handle on who she was. Then, the other day that same woman looked at me and said she needed a purse that had the price tag of a used car. The woman I married, who I dated three years before we tied the knot, has always been the most practical and grounded woman I have ever known in my life. And then she goes asking me for a three-thousand-dollar purse. And I just stood there staring at her like I was standing in the room with a stranger.”

      Phoenix couldn’t say he particularly knew what a long-term marriage looked like. His mother had died in childbirth after having him. His father had become one cold bastard. Phoenix and his brothers had learned to rely on each other.

      He couldn’t think of a good comeback and it wouldn’t matter anyway, Truman seemed to have made up his mind. So, Phoenix settled on, “You’re probably right. She most likely flaked.”

      Truman pursed his lips, fisted his hands and planted them on his hips. “Doesn’t sound like her. Does it?”

      “Not to me. But what do I know?” He was certainly no expert when it came to dealing with women. “I’ll let her know you’re concerned about her if I catch up to her.”

      “Now that I think about it, I should’ve seen it coming. She’d been distracted the last couple of days on the job.”

      “Like how?”

      “A couple of guys about the same age as y’all showed up in a blue Mustang. She started acting weird. Looked a little scared.” Truman shrugged. “She hightailed it to the stockroom and hid out until they left. She was a little jumpy for the rest of her shift. I just assumed it was an ex-boyfriend that she’d rather not see anymore.” Truman flashed his eyes at Phoenix. “Goes without saying she’s a beautiful young woman.”

      “No argument there.” The man wouldn’t get any disagreement from Phoenix.

      “The stranger part was that she never said anything about it. She just went back to work and avoided the subject. I left it alone. Figured the case was closed and if she wanted to talk about it she would.”

      “Understandable under the circumstances. Most people don’t want to talk about their romantic relationships with their boss anyway.” The niggling feeling that something was wrong grew. Phoenix didn’t like it. “Any other strange happenings or things out of the ordinary?”

      Truman stood there, fists on his hips, staring at the blue sky like he might find the answers there. And then it seemed like something dawned on him. “You know, a woman came to see Kaylee now that you mention it. A knockout brunette. She pulled up in an old convertible.”

      “Did you happen to catch her name?” Phoenix sure as hell hoped Naomi hadn’t paid Kaylee a visit. Although, it could explain some of the degree of cold shoulder he’d received. Naomi was about a subtle as a bull in a glass factory when she went after something.

      “Nah. We didn’t speak. She saw Kaylee and immediately made a beeline for her. I thought maybe she was a repeat customer until I saw the look on Kaylee’s face once the brunette started talking. It was pretty clear Kaylee wasn’t thrilled with the conversation, but before I could intervene the brunette stomped off.”

      Phoenix didn’t like the sound of that. It would be just like Naomi to want the last word and he’d seen a mean streak in her lately that caused concern. Was it too much to hope Kaylee had pushed him away based on something Naomi said to her instead of how much of a jerk he’d been?

      And damn, he’d been a class-A pain in the backside.

      That niggling feeling? It was beginning to grow limbs inside him.

      “I’m guessing Kaylee never brought up the brunette after.”

      Truman was already nodding. “It seemed like Kaylee was jumping at her own shadow. Now, I’m starting to get worried about her.”

      “You and me both. I’ll let you know whatever I find out.”

      “Can I give you my cell number?”

      “I don’t see why not.” Phoenix entered Truman’s name as a contact and input his phone number, figuring information could flow both ways. “I’m texting you now.” Phoenix fired off a message. “That way you have my info as well. It’s really important that you contact me if she shows up. I’ll do the same for you.”

      “You got it.”

      Phoenix shook Truman’s hand before heading back to his pickup truck. Once inside the cab, he called his friend, Leo.

      “Hey, bro, what can I do for you?” Leo picked up on the first ring.

      “I need a favor.”

      “Anything.”

      Phoenix wasn’t used to handing over the reins to his business. “I need someone to open my truck for me.”

      Leo coughed. “Hold on a sec. “Did I just hear you right?”

      “I think you did.”

      “Are you all right, bro? You’re not like really sick or something, are you?” The concern in Leo’s voice stopped Phoenix from making a snappy comeback.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I just have some personal business to take care of. I need help with the truck. And you’re the only one I trust.”

      “That means a lot, bro. You know I have your back. It’s just not like you to take a day off let alone two in a row.”

      Since Phoenix couldn’t exactly tell Leo that he was about to search for Kaylee and that he thought she was in trouble, he decided on, “I have some unfinished family business.”

      That answer seemed to satisfy Leo. “Take as long as you need, bro.”

      “I appreciate you.” Phoenix ended the call, promising he’d take Leo out on the fishing boat that he rarely ever had a chance to use before putting the gearshift in drive and navigating out of the parking lot. He circled back to Kaylee’s house. This time, when he lifted his balled fist, he knocked on the door three times.

      Had there been signs that she was in trouble before the breakup? Phoenix could admit to being so focused on building his business and then expanding the franchise that he let his personal life slip through the cracks. It had been easy to do when he was in his on-again-off-again relationship with Naomi. She had a habit of breezing in and out of his life, demanding very little of him. Everything about Kaylee had been different.

      Phoenix thought about her quick wit and heart-stopping smile. Her silky shoulder-length auburn hair hung in waves and she had the prettiest green eyes he’d ever seen. He missed that single dimple in her right cheek that only appeared when she really smiled. Then there was her laugh. Damn that she had a laugh as light as a breeze in springtime.

      He stood toe to the door and knocked again. It should come as no surprise there was no answer. Stupidity had him hoping this was all some crazy mix up. He thought back to past conversations, trying to pick out clues and couldn’t think of a single thread that foretold she might be in trouble. And what kind of trouble? Trouble was the only explanation for someone up and quitting a job they loved, and cutting cell service.

      Taking a seat on her porch, he watched as college kids passed by. The UT shuttle stopped at the end of the street and came every twenty minutes. He should know. He’d sat there long enough to memorize the cycle.

      Reaching back in his thoughts, he tried to pull out a place she might hide. He ran through some of her favorite places. Sadly, they’d spent the most time together at his house. She’d called herself a homebody and said her favorite
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