
        
            
                
            
        

    Regret for the loss of those two carefree kids stabbed him.
“What happened to us?” he whispered.
Rachel turned in surprise to stare at him.
She made a soft sound. Whether it was distress or relief, he couldn’t tell. But he stepped forward and wrapped her protectively in his arms. “Don’t leave me, Blondie. Stay with me a little longer. I’ve missed you so damn much.”
Her head fell to his chest and all the tension left her body as she gave in to the magic of the moment. He kissed her closed eyelids and then her cheeks, lifting away the tears. He moved on to her jaw, and finally her honeyed mouth. And it was like coming home after many long years away….
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Dear Reader,
Welcome to the next installment in the ongoing adventures of the Colton clan! It has been a delight to write about this feisty and fun bunch.
I couldn’t possibly write this letter to you without mentioning the real brown dog that is the inspiration for the canine hero in this story. Some years ago, a stray dog wandered up to our door, starved, injured and so frightened of humans he could hardly bring himself to ask for help. But ask he did. It took us months to touch him and two years to coax him into our house. With plenty of patience and love, he gradually regained his faith in humans.
I’m pleased to report that the real Brownie now lives a life of pampered ease as a member of my family and is known around here as the “love sponge.” He is the most loyal, gentle and grateful dog I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. He had a rough start in life, but with courage and persistence he got his happy ending…just like Finn and Rachel.
May you and those you love be every bit as lucky in your lives.
Warmly,
Cindy Dees
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This book is for all the generous and compassionate people who volunteer in animal shelters, rescue programs and animal protection programs everywhere. I am brought to tears often by your kindness and caring. All of our lives—both human and nonhuman—are made better by your loving work.
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Chapter 1
Rachel Grant sighed down at her chipped and dirt-encrusted fingernails. What she wouldn’t give to be at Eve Kelly’s Salon Alegra right now, getting a manicure and not staring at a shelf of toilet parts in a hardware store. But such were the joys of home ownership on a shoestring budget.
Whoever said that men didn’t gossip as much as women was dead wrong. But they would be right about one thing: Man-gossip left a lot to be desired in comparison to girl-gossip. Floyd Mason, owner of the hardware store, was gossiping with someone whose voice she didn’t recognize the next row over in Paint, and, of course, she was shamelessly eavesdropping. Floyd drawled, “Seems like there’s Colton boys all over town all of a sudden.”
The customer replied, “I hear Damien Colton’s back. The missus sent me over here to get a dead bolt for the back door because of ’im.”
Bless Floyd, for he replied, “Why’s that? Damien didn’t murder Mark Walsh the first time around or else the bastard wouldn’t have turned up dead for real a few months ago.”
“Yeah, but fifteen years in a penitentiary…that’s gotta change a man. Make him hard. Mean. Maybe even dangerous.”
She might have her own bone to pick with the Colton family, but she bristled at the suggestion that Damien had become a criminal. She’d never for a minute thought he was capable of murder, not fifteen years ago, and not now. She had half a mind to march around the corner and tell the guy so.
Thankfully, Floyd drawled, “Ahh, I dunno ’bout Damien bein’ dangerous. Those Colton kids might’a been wild, but they was never bad. At least not that kind of bad.”
“I hope you’re right,” the customer drawled. “Ever since Damien got outta jail, it’s been like old-home week over at the Colton place. Wouldn’t be surprised if they’s all back in town by now to welcome home the prodigal son.”
Rachel’s heart skipped a beat in anticipation and then just as quickly thudded in dismay. Please God, let it not be all of the Coltons back home. She really, truly, never needed to see Finn Colton again as long as she lived. He’d been the best-looking boy in the high school. Maybe the entire town. Smartest, too. Was so effortlessly perfect that she’d fallen in love with him before she’d barely known what had happened to her. Oh, and then he’d broken her heart for fun.
The bell over the hardware store’s front door dinged, jolting her from a raft of old memories. Very old. Ancient history. Water way under the bridge—
“Speak of the devil!” Floyd exclaimed. “Long time, no see, boy! You’re looking great. All growed up…got the look of your daddy about you.”
Rachel glanced toward the front of the store. It took no more than a millisecond for certain knowledge to hit her that a Colton had just walked through that door. The brothers were all tall, broad-shouldered, hard men who dominated any room they entered. And one of them was here now. A wave of loss slammed into her. Its backwash was tempered by bits of humiliation, fear, and a few specks of nascent anger swirling around like flotsam. But mostly, it just hurt.
Rachel ducked, wishing fervently that the shelves were at least two feet taller than their five-foot-tall stacks. Which Colton was it? Several of them had left town after high school and gone on to bigger and better things than Honey Creek had to offer.
It didn’t matter which Colton it was. She didn’t want to see any of them. And she especially didn’t want to see Finn. Her knees were actually shaking at the prospect. Lordy, she had to get out of here now. Preferably unseen. She randomly grabbed the nearest rubber toilet gasket and took off crawling on her hands and knees for the front of the store and the cash register. Pleeease let me make it out of here. Let me be invisible. Let me make it to the front door—
“Ouch!” She bumped into something hard, nose-first, and pulled up short. That was a knee. Male, covered in denim. And it smarted. She grabbed the bridge of her nose, which was stinging bad enough to make her eyes water.
“Lose something?” a smooth voice asked from overhead.
Oh. My. God. She knew that voice. Oh, how she ever knew that voice. It was dark and smooth and deep and she hadn’t heard it in fifteen years. It had gained a more mature resonance, but beyond that, the voice hadn’t changed one iota.
“I asked you a question, miss. Did you lose something?” the voice repeated impatiently.
Her mind? Her dignity? Definitely her pride.
She forced her gaze up along the muscular thighs, past the bulge that was going to make her blush fiercely if she dwelled on it, past the lean, hard waist beneath a black T-shirt, up a chest broad enough to give a girl heart palpitations, and on to a square, strong jaw sporting a sexy hint of stubble. But there was no way her gaze was going one millimeter higher than that. She was not looking Finn Colton in the eye. Not after he’d caught her fleeing the hardware store on her hands and knees.
“Uh, found it,” she mumbled, brandishing the hapless gasket lamely.
“Rachel?” the voice asked in surprise.
Her gaze snapped up to his in reflex, damn it. She started to look away but was captured by the expression in his green-on-brown gaze. What was he so surprised at? That she was crawling around on the floor of the hardware store? Or maybe that she still lived in this two-bit town? Or that she looked like hell in ratty jeans and a worse T-shirt and had on no makeup and her hair half coming out of a sloppy ponytail? Or maybe he was just stunned that she’d dared to breathe the same air as he, even after all these years. She hadn’t been good enough for him then; she surely wasn’t good enough for him now.
Her gaze narrowed. She had to admit Finn looked good. More than good. Great. Successful. Self-assured. The boy had become a man.
For just one heartbeat, they looked at each other. Really looked at each other. She thought she spotted something in his gaze. Longing, maybe. Or perhaps regret. But as quickly as it flashed into his eyes that unnamable expression blinked out, replaced by hard disdain.
Ahh. That was more like it. The Finn Colton she knew and loathed. “Finn,” she said coldly. “You’re standing in my way. I was just leaving.”
With a sardonic flourish of his hand, he stepped aside and waved her past. Jerk. Watching him warily out of the corner of her eye, she took a step. She noted that his jaw muscles were rippling and abruptly recalled it as a signal that he was angry about something. All the Coltons had tempers. They just hung on to them with varying degrees of success. Finn was one of the calmer ones. Usually. He looked about ready to blow right now, though.
Hugging the opposite side of the aisle, she gave him as wide a berth as possible as she eased past. She made it to the cash register and looked up only to realize that just about everyone in the store was staring at her and Finn. Yup, men were as bad as women when it came to gossip.
She had to get out of there. Give them as little fodder for the rumor mill as possible. She was finally starting to get her life together, she had a new job, and she didn’t need some new scandal to blow everything out of the water when she was just getting back on her feet. She fumbled in her purse for her wallet and frantically dug out a ten-dollar bill. The clerk took about a week and a half to ring up her purchase and commence looking for a small plastic bag to put her pitiful gasket in.
She snatched it up off the counter, mumbling, “I don’t need a bag,” and rushed toward the exit. But, of course, she couldn’t get out of there without one last bit of humiliation.
“Miss! Miss! You forgot your change!”
Her face had to be actually on fire by now. She was positive she felt flames rising off her cheeks. She turned around in chagrin and took the change the kid held out to her.
“Don’t you want your receipt? You’ll need it if you have to return that—”
She couldn’t take any more. She fled.
She didn’t stop until she was safely locked inside her car, where she could have a nervous breakdown in peace. She rested her forehead against the top of the steering wheel and let the humiliation wash over her. Of all the ways to meet Finn Colton again. She’d pictured it a thousand times in her head, and not once had it ever included being caught crawling out of the hardware store in a failed effort to dodge him.
Knuckles rapped on her window and she jumped violently. She looked up and, of course, it was him. Reluctantly, she cracked the window open an inch.
“If you’re going to faint, you should lie down. Elevate your feet. But don’t operate a motor vehicle until any light-headedness has passed.”
He might be a doctor, but that didn’t mean he needed to lecture her on driving safety. Sheesh. He didn’t even bother to ask if she was feeling all right! She snapped, “Why, I’m feeling fine, thank you. It was so kind of you to ask. I think I’ll be going now. And a lovely day to you, too.”
She rolled up her window and turned her keys in the ignition. Thankfully, her car didn’t choose this moment to act up and coughed to life. She stomped on the gas pedal and her car leaped backward. Finn was forced to jump back, too, or else risk getting his toes run over. It might have been petty, but satisfaction coursed through her.
She pulled out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires that had heads turning up and down Main Street. How she got home, she had no real recollection. But a few minutes later, she became aware that she was sitting in her driveway with her head resting on the steering wheel again.
Finn Colton. Why, oh why, did he have to come back to Honey Creek after all these years? Why couldn’t he just stay in Bozeman with his perfect job and a perfect wife, two point two perfect kids, and a perfect life? Heck, knowing him, he had a perfect dog and drove a perfect car, too.
All the joy had been sucked right out of this day. And she’d been so excited to cash her first paycheck and have a few dollars in her pocket to start doing some desperately needed repairs around the house. Cursing Colton men under her breath, she dragged herself into the house and got to work fixing the toilet.
The gossip network took under thirty minutes to do its work. She’d just determined that, although she’d miraculously managed to get the right-size gasket, her toilet was officially dead. She was going to have to replace all the tubes and chains and floaty things that made up its innards.
Her phone rang and she grabbed the handset irritably. “Hello.”
“Hi, Raych. It’s me.”
Carly Grant, her sometimes best friend, sometimes pain in the ass, second cousin. They’d been born exactly one week apart, and they’d had each other’s backs for their entire lives. Carly had stuck by her when no one else had after Finn dumped her, and for that, Rachel would put up with a lot of grief from her scatterbrained cousin. Rachel’s irritation evaporated. “Hey. What are you doing?”
“I’m wondering why my home girl didn’t call me to tell me she ran into the love of her life down at the hardware store. Why did I have to hear it from Debbie Russo?”
“How in the heck did she hear about it?” Rachel demanded.
“Floyd Mason told his wife, and she had a hair appointment at Eve’s salon at the same time Debbie was having a mani-pedi.”
Rachel sighed. Telephone, telegraph, tell a woman. Sometimes she purely hated living in a small town. Actually, most of the time. Ever since she’d been a kid she’d dreamed of moving to a big city. Away from nosy neighbors and wide open spaces…and cows. Far, far away from cows.
She’d have left years ago if it wasn’t for her folks. Well, her mom, now that her dad had passed away. A sharp stab of loss went through her. It had been less than a year since Dad’s last, and fatal, heart attack. Sometimes his death seemed as if it had happened a lifetime ago, muted and distant. And sometimes it seemed like only a few days ago complete with piercing grief that stole her breath away. Today was one of the just-like-yesterday days, apparently.
“So. Spill!” Carly urged.
“Finn Colton is not the love of my life!”
“Ha. So you admit that you did see him!”
“Fine. Yes. I saw him. I was crawling on my hands and knees, my rear end sticking up in the air, trying to make a break for it, and he walked right up to me.”
Carly started to laugh. “You’re kidding.”
“I wish I were,” Rachel retorted wryly. “I can report with absolute certainty that his cowboy boots are genuine rattlesnake skin and not fake.”
“Oh, my God, that’s hilarious.”
Rachel scowled. She was so demoting Carly from BFF status. “I’m glad I amuse you.”
“What did he say?” Carly asked avidly.
“Not much. He said my name, and I said his. Then I got the heck out of Dodge as fast as I could.” She added as a sop to Carly’s love of good gossip, “He did knock on the window of my car to tell me that I looked like crap—and that if I was going to faint, I shouldn’t drive.”
“What a jerk!” Carly exclaimed loyally.
Okay, she’d just regained her status as best friend forever.
“You’ll have to fill me in on the details while we drive up to Bozeman.”
Rachel groaned. She’d forgotten her promise to go with Carly to shop for a dress for the big celebration of the high school’s hundredth anniversary, which was scheduled for next weekend in conjunction with the school’s homecoming celebration.
“You forgot, didn’t you?” Carly accused.
“No, no, I’ll see you at three. But right now I have to go back to the hardware store and get more parts for my toilet.”
“Hoping to see your favorite Colton brother again?”
“When they’re having snowball fights in hell,” she retorted. She slammed the phone down on Carly’s laughter and snatched up her car keys in high irritation.

Finn threw his car keys down in high irritation. He remembered now why he hated Honey Creek so damned much.
His older brother, Damien, finished off his sandwich and commented, “Funny how you can want worse than anything in the world to get back home. And then you get here, and in under a week, you’d do anything to get away.”
Finn rolled his eyes. Nothing like being compared to a recent ex-con and the analogy working. Especially since he’d been working like crazy for the last fifteen years to recover the family reputation from Damien’s murder conviction. He dropped a brown paper bag from the hardware store onto the kitchen table. “Here are your fence fasteners. Need some help installing ’em?”
Damien shrugged. “Sure. If you don’t mind getting those lily-white doctor hands dirty.”
Finn scowled. “I grew up working a ranch. I didn’t go completely soft in medical school.”
“We’ll see.”
An hour later, Finn was forced to admit that compared to his massively muscled brother, he qualified as a bonified sissy. But the sweat felt good. They were restringing the barbed wire along the south pasture fence. His hands were probably going to be blistered and torn tonight, but he wasn’t about to complain after the lily-white doctor-hand crack.
Seeing Rachel Grant again had rattled him bad. He needed to get out and do something physical. Something strenuous that would distract him from memories of her. He’d loved her once upon a time. Been dead sure she was the one for him. And then she’d up and—
“Hey! Watch it!” Damien exclaimed.
Finn pulled up short, swearing. He’d almost whacked off his brother’s hand with the sledgehammer.
“How ’bout I take that?” Damien suggested warily. “In fact, why don’t we take a break and go get a bite to eat? Maisie made chili this morning.”
As a bribe, it was good one. His oldest sibling might be nosy and overbearing, but the woman made a pot of chili that could put hair on a guy’s chest. He stomped into the mud room of the main house a few minutes later. The warmth inside felt good after the hint of winter in the air outside.
“Hey, boys,” Maisie called. “Pull up a chair.”
Damien led the way into the enormous gourmet kitchen. “Watch out for him—” he hooked a thumb in Finn’s direction “—Honey Creek’s already getting on his nerves.”
Maisie commented slyly, “The way I hear it, it’s someone in Honey Creek who’s getting on his nerves.”
Finn’s head jerked up. How did she do that? That woman knew more gossip faster than anyone he’d ever met. And she wasn’t afraid to use it to get exactly what she wanted. Or to manipulate and hurt the people around her. She saw herself as the real matriarch of the clan in lieu of their reclusive and withdrawn mother and, as such, responsible for shaping and controlling the lives of everyone named Colton in Honey Creek. Maisie had been one of the reasons he’d bailed out of town as soon as he could after high school.
He moved over to the stove and served up two bowls of steaming chili. He plunked one down on the table in front of Damien and sat down beside his brother to dig into the other bowl.
He heard arguing somewhere nearby and looked up. Damien’s twin brother, Duke, and their father, Darius, were going at it about something to do with the sale of this year’s beef steers. Those two seemed to be arguing a lot since he’d gotten back two days before. Not that he had any intention of getting involved, but Duke seemed to have the right of it most of the time. But then, Darius always had been a dyed-in-the-wool bastard. A hard man taming a hard land.
Maisie sat down across from him. “So tell me. How’d your meeting with that Jezebel go?”
No need to ask who she was talking about. Maisie always had called Rachel “that Jezebel.” He also knew Maisie would badger him until he told her exactly what she wanted to know.
He answered irritably, “We didn’t have a meeting. I bumped into her in the hardware store.” Amusement flashed through his gut at the recollection of her crawling for the door as fast as she could go. Her pert little derriere had been wiggling tantalizingly, and her wheat-blond hair had been falling down all around her face. Which was maybe just as well; it had partially hidden the sexy blush staining her cheeks.
“Come on. You know I’ll find out everything anyway,” Maisie said.
He sighed. Like it or not, she was right. “That’s all there was to it. I saw Rachel, she saw me, she walked out. I bought Damien’s fasteners and came home.”
“You men. No sense of a good story. I swear, we’ll never get on The Dr. Sophie Show unless I do all the work.” She scowled and pressed, “What was she wearing? How did she look at you? Did she throw herself at you? Did she look like she’s still scheming to land herself a Colton?”
Actually, Rachel had looked pissed. Although he didn’t see why she had any right to be angry. She was the one who’d betrayed him and wrecked what they had between them. He supposed he did have Maisie to thank for finding out the truth about her before he’d gone and done anything dumb like propose to Rachel. How could she have—
He broke off the bitter train of thought. Her betrayal had happened a lifetime ago, when they were both kids. It was time to let it go. Beyond time. He was so over her. And as long as he was home in Honey Creek, he damned well planned to stay over her.


Chapter 2
Rachel’s heart wasn’t in shopping today. Not only was she still badly shaken after having seen Finn, but watching Carly spend money when she didn’t have a dime to spare kind of sucked. Edna down at the Goodwill store had spotted a perfect dress for her a few weeks back and had offered to alter it to fit her slender frame, and for that Rachel was grateful. But she didn’t dare dream of a day when she could waltz into a fancy department store like her cousin and buy a nice dress for a party. Not until her mother passed away and the nursing home bills quit coming. And as hard as it was to cover those bills, she dreaded them stopping even worse. Her mother was all she had left.
She felt guilty for secretly counting the days until her mother finally slipped away. But her mom was the only thing holding her in Honey Creek. Ever since they’d found out the summer after Rachel’s sophomore year in high school that her mom had early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, she’d been trapped here. Her dad had already had his first heart attack by then, and there was no question of Rachel going away to college. He needed her to stay home to help out with her mom.
Not that she was complaining. Well, not too much, at any rate. She loved her folks. They’d been a close-knit trio, and she’d been willing to set aside her big dreams of seeing the world for her parents. And after Finn had left, taking their dreams of escaping Honey Creek together with him, it had been easier to reconcile herself to sticking around.
But sometimes she imagined what it would have been like to travel. To see Paris and Rome and the Great Pyramids of Egypt. Heck, at this point, she’d be thrilled to see Denver or Las Vegas.
If only she knew why he’d dumped her like he had, so publicly and cruelly. The worst of it was that everyone else in town followed his lead and blamed her for whatever had broken them up. Nobody seemed to know exactly why Finn did such an abrupt one-eighty about her, but she was a girl from the poor side of town, and he was Honey Creek royalty. Clearly the whole thing must have somehow been her fault.
It was no consolation knowing that it wouldn’t be much longer before she was free to leave. Her mother’s health was fragile, and truth be told, her mother was so far gone into Alzheimer’s she usually had no idea who Rachel was. She could probably leave town and go start a new life somewhere else and her mother wouldn’t know the difference. But she’d know. And unlike Finn Colton, she wasn’t the kind of person who turned her back on the people she loved.
“Oh!” Carly exclaimed. “There it is!”
Rachel looked up, startled. Her cousin was making a beeline for the far display case. Must’ve spotted the perfect dress. Carly might be a ditz, but the girl had impeccable taste in clothes. Rachel tagged along behind, wondering if it were the little black number or the dramatic red dress that had caught Carly’s eye.
Another woman was closing in from their right, and Rachel watched in amusement as both Carly and the other woman reached for the black dress at the same time.
“You take it.”
“No, you take it.”
Rachel finally caught up and suggested diplomatically, “Why don’t you both try it on, and whoever it looks best on can have it?”
Laughing, the other two women dragged her into the dressing room to act as judge. Like she’d know fashion if it reached out and bit her. Her whole adult life had been a financial scramble, first to work herself through college online and have enough left over to give her folks a little money, then to help her folks fix up the house and now to pay for her mom’s medical bills. What clothes she didn’t make for herself she picked up at the Goodwill store, mostly. Of course, because she was a volunteer, she got dibs on the best stuff before it went out on the sales floor. Still. Just call her Secondhand Rose.
Carly disappeared into the dressing room first. The other woman turned out to be the chatty type and struck up a conversation. “Do you live here in Bozeman?”
“No. We live in Honey Creek. It’s about twenty miles south of here as the crow flies.”
“Oh!” the woman exclaimed. “I’ve heard of it! One of the doctors at the hospital is from there. I’m a nurse down at Bozemen Regional.”
Rachel’s stomach dropped to her feet. She had an idea she knew exactly which doctor her impromptu companion was talking about. Desperate to distract her, Rachel asked, “So, what’s the special occasion you’re shopping for?”
“A first date. With this cute radiologist. He just divorced his wife and is very lonely, if you catch my drift.”
Rachel smiled. “Sounds like fun.”
“So. Do you know Dr. Colton? I mean, to hear him talk about it, Honey Creek’s about the size of a postage stamp. He says everyone knows everyone else.”
Rachel nodded ruefully. “He’s right. And yes, I went to school with Finn.”
“Oh, do tell! He’s so private. None of the nurses know much about him. Gimme the dirt.”
Rachel winced. Nothing like being the dirt in someone’s past. “There’s not much to tell.” She paused, and then she couldn’t resist adding, “So, what’s he up to these days? Is he married? Kids?”
“Lord, no. If he wasn’t so…well, manly…we’d all think he was gay. He never dates. Says he has no time for it. But we nurses think someone broke his heart.”
Great. She was dirt and a heartbreaker. But something fluttered deep inside her. He’d never gotten seriously involved with anyone else? Funny, that. She commented lightly, “Huh. I’d have thought the girls would’ve been hanging all over him. He was considered to be a good catch in Honey Creek.”
The nurse laughed gaily. “Oh, he’s got women hanging all over him, and he’s a good catch in Bozeman, too. Thing is, he just doesn’t seem interested. That is, assuming he doesn’t have some secret relationship that none of us know about. But, it’s pretty hard to hide your personal life in a hospital. We spend so much time working together, especially down in the E.R., you pretty much know everything about everybody.”
So. No perfect wife and no two point two perfect kids yet, eh? What was the guy waiting for? He’d talked about wanting a family of his own when they’d been dating. Of course, in his defense, she’d heard that medical school was grueling. Maybe he just hadn’t had time yet to get on with starting a family. Well, she wished him luck. With someone emphatically not her. She’d had enough of Colton-style rejection.
“What do you think?” Carly asked. She came out of the changing room and twirled in the clingy black dress.
The nurse laughed. “It’s not even a contest. That dress was made for you. I’m not even trying it on. I’ll go find another one.”
Carly hugged the woman. “C’mon. I’ll help you. I have a great eye for fashion. I saw a red satin number that would be a knockout with your hair color…”
Rachel sat in the deserted dressing room. A few plastic hangers and straight pins littered the corners. Why was she so depressed to hear about Finn’s single state? Maybe because it highlighted her own lack of a love life. At least he was still a good catch. Truth be told, she’d never been a good catch, and everyone had thought their dating in high school was an anomaly to begin with.
His older sister, Maisie, had called her a phase. Said that Rachel was Finn’s rebellion against what all his family and friends knew to be the right kind of girl for him. Yup—dirt, a heartbreaker and the anti-girlfriend. That was her.
“Raych? You gonna sit there all day?”
She looked up, startled. “Oh. Uhh, no. I’m coming.”
“So when do I get to see this secret dress you’ve found for the homecoming dance?” Carly asked as they walked out of the mall.
Rachel rolled her eyes. “We’re not in high school anymore, you know.”
“Aww, come on. Don’t be a spoilsport. With the hundredth anniversary of the school and all, everyone’s coming back for homecoming.”
Rachel grimaced. At the moment, a party sounded about as much fun as a root canal. She replied reluctantly, “My dress is a surprise.”
“Fine. Have it your way. Maybe if you’re lucky, Finn will stick around long enough to go to the dance.”
“Oh, Lord. Can I just slit my wrists now?”
Carly laughed. “You’ve got it all wrong. This dance is your chance to show the jerk what he’s missing. It’s all about revenge, girlfriend.”
She sighed. “If only I had your killer instinct.”
“Stick with me, kid. We’ll have you kicking men in the teeth in no time.”
There was only one man she wanted to kick in the teeth. And now that Carly mentioned it, the thought of sashaying into that dance and telling him to go to hell made her feel distinctly better.

But by Monday morning, Rachel’s bravado had mostly faded. Another set of bills had come in from the nursing home and she’d had to empty her bank account to cover them. Thank God she’d landed this job at Walsh Enterprises. Craig Warner, the chief financial officer, had actually been more interested in her accounting degree than her tarnished reputation and past association with the Coltons. Her next paycheck would arrive this Friday, and then, good Lord willing, she’d be able to start digging out of the mountain of medical bills.
“Good morning, Miss Grant.”
She looked up as Craig Warner himself walked through the cubicle farm that housed Walsh Enterprises’ accountants and bookkeepers. He paused beside hers. “Good morning, sir.”
“How’s the new job coming?”
“Just fine. I’m so grateful to be here.”
The older man smiled warmly. “We’re glad, too, Miss Grant. Let me know if you have any questions. My door’s always open.”
Enthusiastically, she dived into the financial records of Walsh’s oil-drilling venture. Craig had asked her to audit the account with the expectation that she would take over responsibility for it afterward.
She’d been working for an hour or so when she ran into the first snag. Several of the reported numbers didn’t add up to the receipts and original billing documents. Who’d been responsible for maintaining this account? She flipped to the back of the file and frowned. Whoever had signed these papers had done so in a completely illegible scrawl. No telling who’d managed the account. She flipped farther back into the earlier records. Still that indecipherable scribble. Until fifteen years ago. Then a signature jumped off the page at her as clear as a bell. Mark Walsh.
Walsh, as in the founder of Walsh Enterprises. The same Mark Walsh who’d been found murdered only weeks ago. A chill shivered down her spine. How creepy was that, looking at the signature of a dead man? His hand had formed those letters on this very paper.
She went back to the more recent documents and corrected the error. Good thing she’d spotted it before the IRS had. It was the sort of mistake in reporting profits that could’ve triggered a companywide tax audit. Relieved, she moved on with the review.
By the time she found the third major discrepancy, she was certain she wasn’t looking at simple math errors. Something was wrong with this account. She double- and triple-checked her numbers against the original documents. There was no doubt about it. Somebody had lied like a big dog about how much money this oil-drilling company had made. Over the years, millions of dollars appeared to have been skimmed off the actual income.
What to do? Now that he was tragically dead, was Mark Walsh a sacred cow? Would she be fired if she uncovered evidence that maybe he’d been involved in embezzlement? Who had continued the skimming of monies after he’d supposedly died the first time? Had someone within Walsh Enterprises been in league with Mark Walsh to steal money for him? Had this been where Walsh had gotten funds to continue his secret existence elsewhere for the past fifteen years?
His family had already been through so much. And now to heap criminal accusations on top of his murder? Oh, Lord, she needed this job so bad. The last thing she wanted to do was rock the boat. And it couldn’t possibly help that for most of her life her name had been closely associated with the Coltons. There hadn’t been any love lost between the Walshes and Coltons since even before Mark Walsh’s first murder, the one supposedly at the hands of Damien Colton.
But what choice did she have? She would lose her CPA license if she got caught not reporting her findings. She scooped up all the documents and the printouts of her calculations and put them in her briefcase. Her knees were shaking so bad she could hardly stand. But stand she did. Terrified, she walked to the elevator and rode upstairs to the executive floor. Craig Warner’s secretary looked surprised to see her, almost as surprised as Rachel was for being here. The woman passed Rachel into the next office, occupied by Lester Atkins, Mr. Warner’s personal assistant. Rachel wasn’t exactly sure what a personal assistant did, but the guy looked both busy and annoyed at her interruption.
“Hi, Mr. Atkins. I need to speak with Mr. Warner if he has a minute.”
“He has an appointment in about five minutes. You’ll have to schedule something for later.”
Disappointed, she turned to leave, but she was intercepted by Mr. Warner’s secretary standing in the doorway. “If you keep it quick, I’m sure Mr. Warner won’t mind if you slip in.”
Rachel felt like ducking as the secretary and Lester traded venomous looks. She muttered, “I’ll make it fast.”
Actually, she loved the idea of not getting into a long, drawn-out discussion with Mr. Warner. She’d just float a teeny trial balloon to see where the winds blew around here and then she’d bail out and decide what her next move should be. In her haste to escape Lester’s office, she ended up barging rather unceremoniously into Mr. Warner’s.
He looked up, startled. “Rachel. I didn’t expect to see you this soon.”
She smiled weakly. “Well, I’ve hit a little snag and I wanted to run it by you.”
Craig leaned back in his chair, mopping his brow with a handkerchief before stuffing it in his desk drawer. “What’s the snag?”
“I was comparing the original receipts against the financial statements of the oil-drilling company like you asked me to, and I found a few discrepancies. I’m afraid I don’t know much about Walsh Enterprises’ procedure for handling stuff like this. Do we just want to close the books on it and move on, or do you want me initiate revising the financial statements?”
Craig frowned and she thought she might throw up. “How big a discrepancy are we talking here?”
She squeezed her eyes shut for a miserable second and then answered, “Big enough that the one person whose signature I can read would be in trouble if he weren’t already dead.”
“Ahh.” Comprehension lit Craig’s face. She thought she heard him mutter something under his breath to the effect of, “The old bastard,” but she couldn’t be sure.
The intercom on his desk blared with Lester announcing, “Mr. Warner, your eleven o’clock is here.”
Rachel leaped to her feet with alacrity. Her need to escape was almost more than she could contain. She had to get away from Warner before he fired her.
He stood up. “I’ve got to take this meeting. We’ll talk later.”
She nodded, thrilled to be getting out of here with her job intact.
“And Miss Grant?”
She gulped. “Yes, sir?”
“Keep digging.”
He was going to support her if she found more problems. Abject gratitude flooded her. God bless Craig Warner. Weak with relief, she stepped into Lester’s office. And pulled up short in shock. The last person she’d ever expect to see was standing there. And it was not a nice surprise. “Finn!” she exclaimed. “What on earth are you doing here?”
He arched one arrogant eyebrow. “Since when is what I do any of your business?”
Good point. But had she not been standing well within earshot of her boss, she might have told him to take his attitude and shove it. As it was, she threw him a withering glare and said sweetly, “Have a nice day.” And go to hell, she added silently.
“Finn. Thanks so much for coming,” Craig Warner said from behind her. “I know it’s strange in this day and age to ask a doctor to make a house call—”
Lester pulled the door discreetly closed and Rachel heard no more. Was Craig Warner sick? He looked okay. Maybe he was a little pale and had been perspiring a bit, but the guy had a stressful job. And why call a specialist like Finn? Last she heard, he was an emergency internist—not a family practitioner.
She started back to her desk, her thoughts whirling. Keep digging. What exactly did Warner expect her to find? And why had Finn agreed to see Craig in his office? Why not tell the guy to call his own doctor? Maybe Finn had come over here to wreck her new job. After all, he’d successfully wrecked just about every other part of her life. Without a doubt, the worst part of living in a small town was the insanely long memory of the collective populace. You made one mistake and it was never forgotten, never forgiven.
She worked feverishly through the afternoon and found more and more places where money had been skimmed off of the profits of the oil-drilling company and disappeared. She’d have stayed late and continued working if tonight she hadn’t volunteered down at the senior citizens’ center. It was bingo night, and the retirees didn’t take kindly to any delays in their gambling.

Finn rubbed his eyes and pushed back from the computer. He’d been searching various medical databases for symptoms that matched Craig Warner’s but so far had come up with nothing. The guy was definitely sick. But with what? His symptoms didn’t conform to any common disease or to any uncommon diseases that he could find, either. He’d begged Craig to go to Bozeman and let him run tests there, but Craig had blown off the suggestion. He’d said he just needed some pills to calm his acid stomach and wasn’t about to make a mountain out of a molehill.
But in Finn’s experience, when a non-hypochondriac patient thinks he’s sick enough to seek medical advice, it usually isn’t a molehill at all.
He dreaded going home to face more of Maisie’s grilling over his latest encounter with his ex-girlfriend. For she’d no doubt heard all about it. She had a network of informants the FBI would envy.
It had been a nasty shock running into Rachel like that today at Walsh Enterprises. The woman was sandpaper on his nerves. As if he fell for a second for that syrupy-sweet act of hers. He knew her too well to miss the sarcasm behind her tone of voice. Once it would’ve made him laugh. But now it set his teeth on edge. He’d been prepared to act civilized toward her when he’d come back to Honey Creek, but if she was determined to make it a war between them, he could live with that.
Muttering under his breath, he pushed to his feet and headed out of Honey Creek’s small hospital.
“What’re you doing here, bro?”
Finn pulled up short at the sight of his brother, Wes. It still looked funny to see him in his sheriff’s uniform and toting a pistol. Wes had been as big of a hell-raiser as the rest of the Colton boys. Finn supposed there was a certain poetic justice in Wes being the guy now who had to track down wild kids and drag them home to their parents.
Belatedly, Finn replied, “I was just using the hospital’s computer to look up some medical information on their database.”
“Trying to figure out how to poison certain of the town’s females, maybe?”
Finn snorted. “Yeah. Maisie. That woman gets nosier every time I see her.”
Wes shook his head. “Sometimes I wonder if they switched her at birth and Mom and Dad brought home the wrong baby. I stopped by to see if you’d want to get a bite to eat?”
“Yeah, sure. Lily working late tonight?”
“Mother-daughter Girl Scout thing. I’m baching it for supper. I saw your truck in the parking lot.”
Finn walked out onto the sidewalk with Wes. It was strange enough thinking of his older brother as sheriff. But a family man, too? That was downright weird. It made Finn a little jealous, though. He’d been so sure he and Rachel would have a passel of towheaded ankle-biters by now. Funny how things turned out.
The sun was setting, outlining the mountains in blood red and throwing a kaleidoscope of pinks and oranges and purples up into the twilight sky. His thoughts circled back to Wes’s comment about Maisie not belonging to the family. He commented reflectively, “I dunno. Sometimes I see a bit of Dad in Maisie. The two of them get an idea stuck in their craw and they won’t let it go.”
Wes laughed. “Right. Like the rest of us Coltons aren’t that same way? Stubborn lot, we are.”
Finn grinned. “Speak for yourself, Sheriff. I’m the soul of patience and reason.”
Guffawing, Wes held the door to his cruiser open for him. “Then you won’t mind paying for supper, will you, Mr. Patience and Reason?”
Finn cursed his brother good-naturedly. He didn’t mind, though. He made decent money as a physician, and public servants didn’t rake in big bucks. He did roll his eyes, though, when Wes drove them to Kelley’s Steakhouse, which was without question the most expensive restaurant in town. They ordered steaks with all the trimmings, and then Finn picked up the conversation. “How’s the murder investigation coming?”
Wes shrugged. “Frustrating. There are damned few clues, and everywhere I look I find another suspect with a motive for killing Walsh.”
“No surprise there,” Finn commented. “He wasn’t exactly cut out for sainthood.”
“No kidding. It just stinks that Damien had to pay for something he didn’t do.”
They fell silent, both reflecting on the bum deal life had dealt their brother. Finn had visited Damien regularly in jail and tried to be supportive, but a little worm of guilt squirmed in his gut. Damien had always sworn he didn’t kill Walsh. Turned out he’d been telling the truth all along. They all should’ve tried harder to get him exonerated.
Fifteen years was a hell of big chunk of a person’s life to throw away. It hardly seemed like that long to him, but he imagined it had felt like twice that long to Damien.
It seemed like only yesterday Finn had been in high school, excited to play in the district football championship, dating the prettiest girl in the whole school, and counting the days until he was going to blow this popsicle stand for good. Of course, Rachel had a couple more years of high school to go before she could join him, but then…then they were going to run away together and see the world.
And it had all changed with a single phone call. He’d never forget his sister Maisie’s voice, delivering the news that had shattered his world—
“Earth to Finn, come in.”
He blinked and looked up at his brother. “Sorry. Was just remembering stuff.”
“Yeah, Honey Creek has that effect on a soul, doesn’t it? Want go down to the Timber Bar and get a beer? I’m off duty.”
“Sounds great. But you’re paying, cheapskate.”


Chapter 3
It was nearly midnight when Rachel pulled into her driveway. The bingo had ended at ten, but the usual volunteers who cleaned up hadn’t shown up tonight. Folks knew she was single and had no life of her own, so they didn’t hesitate to recruit her for the crap jobs that required sticking around late. And of course, she was too much of a softie to say no.
She got out of her car and locked it. The weather had turned cold and it felt like snow. Soon, winter would lock Honey Creek in its grip and not let go until next spring. She made a mental note to get out the chains for her tires and throw them in the trunk of her car.
She headed across the backyard under a starry sky so gorgeous she just had to stop and look at it. But then a movement caught her attention out of the corner of her eye and she lurched, startled. That was something or someone on her back porch!
She fumbled in her purse for the can of mace that swam around in the jumble at the bottom of it. Where was that can, darn it? Whoever it was could rob her and be long gone before she found it at this rate! She ought to keep the thing on her keychain, but it was bulky, and this was Honey Creek. Nothing bad ever happened here. Not until Mark Walsh’s murder. Why hadn’t it occurred to her before now that she ought to be more careful?
Whoever was on the porch moved again slightly. The intruder appeared to be crouching at the far end of the porch near the back door.
“I see you!” she shouted. “Go away before I call the police!”
But the intruder only slinked back deeper in the shadows. Her eyes were adjusting more to the dark, and she could make out the person’s shape now. There. Finally. Her fingers wrapped around the mace can. She pulled it out of her purse and held it gingerly in front of her like a lethal weapon.
“I swear, I’ll use this on you. Go on! Get out of here!”
But then she heard something strange. The intruder whimpered. She frowned. What was up with that? Surely she hadn’t scared the guy that bad. She heard a faint scrabbling sound…like…claws on wood decking.
Ohmigosh. That wasn’t a person at all. It was some kind of animal! She was half-inclined to laugh at herself, except this was Montana and a person had to have a healthy respect for the critters in this neck of the woods.
She peered into the shadows, praying she wasn’t toe to toe with a mountain lion. She wasn’t. Actually, the creature looked a little like a wolf. Except he was too fuzzy and too broad for a wolf. They were leaner of build than this guy. Nope, she was face-to-face with a dog.
She lowered the can of mace and spoke gently, “What’s the matter, fella? Are you lost?”
Another whimper was the animal’s only reply.
She squatted down and held out her hand. Okay, so a stray dog wasn’t exactly the safest thing in the world to approach cold, either, but she was a sucker for strays. Heck, she’d been collecting them her whole life. Yeah, and look where that had gotten me, a cynical voice commented in the back of her head.
The dog took a step forward, or rather hopped. He was holding his right rear leg completely off the ground. “Oh, dear. Are you hurt? Let me go inside and put down my purse and turn on a light and then we’ll have a look at you.”
She hurried into the kitchen and dumped her purse and mace canister on the table. She turned on the lights and opened the back door. “Come here, Brown Dog. Come.”
The dog cringed farther back behind an aluminum lawn chair. She squatted down and held out her hand. The dog leaned like it might take a step toward her and then chickened out and retreated even farther behind the chair. If she knew one thing about frightened animals, it was that no amount of coaxing was going to get them to go where they didn’t want to go. Looked like she had to go to the dog.
“Hang on, Brown Dog. Let me get some more light out there and then just have a look at you on the porch. Would that make you feel better?”
She kept up a stream of gentle chatter as she went inside, opened all the blinds and flooded the back porch with light. She stepped back outside. And gasped. The entire far end of her porch was covered with blood. As she watched, the dog staggered like it was nearly too weak to stay on its feet. Even though the dog had a thick, shaggy coat, she could still see hip bones and shoulder blades protruding. The creature was skeletal, his eyes sunken and dull in his skull.
And then she caught sight of his right hind leg. It was a bloody, mangled mess with white bone sticking out of a gaping wound she could put several fingers into. For all the world, it looked like he’d been shot. And the bullet looked to have nearly ripped his leg off.
Oh, God. This was way beyond her paltry skills with antibiotic cream and bandages. The sight of the wound nearly made her faint, it was so gory. She had to call a vet, and now. Dr. Smith, Honey Creek’s long-time veterinarian, retired a few months back, and the local ranchers had yet to attract another one to town. She’d have to call someone in Bozeman. She raced into the house and pulled out the phone book, punching in the first number she found.
“Hello,” a sleepy female voice answered the phone.
She blurted, “Hi. A dog is on my back porch. He’s been shot and he’s in terrible shape. I need a veterinarian to come down to Honey Creek right away!”
“I’m sorry, dear, but my husband doesn’t cover that far away. And besides, he’s out on a call. Said he’d be gone most of the night.”
Oh God, oh God, oh God. Breathe, Rachel. “Is there another vet in the area I can call?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know any small-animal vets who’ll go to Honey Creek. You’ll have to bring the dog up to Bozeman. Can I take your number and have my husband call you? He may have a suggestion.”
No way could she pick up that big dog by herself and hoist him into her car. And even if she did manage it, she suspected the dog on her porch wasn’t going to live another hour, let alone through a long drive over mountain roads. It might be twenty miles as the crow flew to Bozeman, but the drive was considerably longer. Especially at night, and especially when it got cold. Even the slightest hint of moisture on the roads would freeze into sheet ice in the mountains. “Thanks anyway,” Rachel mumbled. “I’ll figure out something else.”
She hung up, thinking frantically. Now what? She needed someone who could handle a gunshot wound. A doctor. Maybe she could take the dog down to the local emergency room—
No way would they let her in with a stray dog carrying who knew what diseases. She swore under her breath. She got a bowl of water for the dog and carried it outside. Tears ran down her face to see how scared and weak he was and how voraciously he drank. He was dying. And for who knew what reason, he’d wandered up to her porch. She had to get him help.
Without stopping to think too much about it, she pulled out her cell phone and dialed the phone number that hadn’t changed since she was in high school, and which she’d had memorized for the past decade and more.
“Hello?” a gruff male voice answered.
She couldn’t tell which Colton it was, but it definitely wasn’t Finn. She spoke fast before her courage deserted her. “I need to speak to Dr. Finn Colton. This is a medical emergency. And please hurry!”
While she waited a lifetime for him to come to the phone, the dog lay down on the porch, apparently too weak to stand anymore. Panic made her light-headed. He was dying right before her eyes!
“This is Dr. Colton.”
“Oh, God, Finn. It’s Rachel. You have to come. I tried to call a doc in Bozeman but he can’t come and there’s so much blood from the gunshot and I don’t know what to do and I think I’m going to faint and please, there’s no one else I can call—”
He cut her off sharply. “Unlock your front door. Lie down. Elevate your feet over your head. And breathe slowly. I’ll be right there.”
The phone went dead.
Why would she put her feet up? Time was of the essence right now. She ran into the kitchen and grabbed all the dish towels out of the drawer. The dog let her approach him and press a towel over his bloody wound, indicating just how close to gone he was. Pressure to slow the bleeding. That’s what they said in her Girl Scout first-aid training about a century ago.
The dog, which she noted vaguely was indeed a boy, whimpered faintly. “Hang on, fella,” she murmured. “Help is on the way.” She stroked his broad, surprisingly soft head and noticed that his ears were floppy and soft and completely out of keeping with the rest of his tough appearance. His eyes closed and he rested his head in her hand. The trust this desperate creature was showing for her melted her heart.
Oblivious to the pool of blood all over her porch, she sat down cross-legged beside the dog and gathered the front half of his body into her lap. He was shivering. She draped the rest of the towels over him and cradled him close, sharing her body heat with him. “It’ll be all right. Just stay with me, big guy. I promise, I’ll take care of you.”
The dog’s jaw was broad and heavily muscled, somewhat like a pit bull. Maybe half pit bull and half something fuzzy and shaped like a herding dog. Underneath the layer of blood he was brindled, brown speckled with black.
“Hang in there, boy. Help is on the way. Finn Colton’s the one person in the whole wide world I’d want to have beside me in an emergency. He’ll fix you right up. You just wait and see.”

Finn tore into his bedroom, yanked on a T-shirt, grabbed his medical bag and sprinted for the kitchen. He snatched keys to one of the farm trucks off the wall and raced out of the house, ignoring a sleepy Damien asking what the hell was going on.
He peeled out of the driveway, his heart racing faster than the truck. And that was saying something, because he floored the truck down the driveway and hit nearly a hundred once he careened onto the main road.
“Hang on, Rachel,” he chanted to himself over and over. “Don’t die on me. Don’t you dare die on me. We’ve got unfinished business, and you don’t get to bail out on me by croaking,” he lectured the tarmac winding away in front of his headlights.
He’d followed her home from the hardware store this morning—at a distance of course, where she wouldn’t spot him. He’d been worried at how she looked in her car in the parking lot. It was nothing personal, of course, just doctorly concern for her well-being. Good thing he had followed her, because he knew where she lived now. Turned out she was living in her folks’ old place. On the phone, she’d sounded on the verge of passing out from blood loss. And a gunshot? Had there been an intruder in her house? An accident cleaning a weapon? What in the hell had happened to her? First Mark Walsh, and now this. Was there a serial killer in Honey Creek?
He’d call Wes, but he’d left his cell phone back on his dresser at home, he’d been in such a rush to get out of there. He’d have to call his brother after he got to Rachel’s place. And after he made sure she wasn’t going to die on him.
“Hang on, baby. Don’t die. Hang on, baby. Don’t die—” he repeated over and over.

In less time than Rachel could believe, headlights turned into her driveway and a pickup truck screeched to a halt behind her car. Finn was out of the truck, medical bag in hand before the engine had barely stopped turning.
“Rachel!” he yelled.
“I’m right here,” she called back more quietly. “No need to wake the entire neighborhood.”
He raced up to her, took one look at the blood soaking her clothes and flipped into full-blown emergency-room-doctor mode. “Where’s the blood coming from? How did you get hurt? I need you to lie down and get these towels off of you—”
“Finn.”
“Be quiet. I need to get a blood pressure cuff on you. And let me call an ambulance. You’re going to need a pint or two of blood—”
“Finn.”
“What?”
“I’m not hurt.”
“Are you kidding? With all this blood? Shock can mask pain. It’s not uncommon for gunshot victims not to be aware that they’ve been shot for a while. Where did the bullet hit you?”
“I wasn’t shot. He was.”
She pulled back the largest towel to reveal the dog lying semiconscious in her lap. “What the—”
“I’m not hurt. The dog was. Please, you’ve got to help him. He’s dying.”
Finn pulled back sharply. “I don’t do animals.”
“But you do bullet wounds, right?”
“On humans.”
“Well, he’s a mammal. Blood, bone. Hole in leg. Pretty much the same thing, if you ask me.”
Finn rose to his feet, his face thunderous. “You scared ten years off my life and had me driving a hundred miles an hour down mountain roads in the middle of the night, sure you were dying, to come here and treat some mutt?” His voice rose until he was shouting.
Oh, dear. It hadn’t occurred to her that he’d think she was shot. And he’d driven a hundred miles an hour to get to her? Something warm tickled the back side of her stomach.
“Finn, I’m sorry if I scared you. I was pretty freaked out when I saw all the blood. I called a vet in Bozeman. But he’s out on a call that’s supposed to take all night and his wife said no small-animal vet would make a house call to Honey Creek anyway. And it’s not like I could take the dog to the Honey Creek hospital. You’re the only person I know of in town who can take care of a serious gunshot wound and make a house call.”
“I’m going home.” He picked up his bag and turned to go.
“Wait! Finn, please. I—” she took the plunge and bared her soul “—I’ve got no one else.”
He turned around. Stared down at her, his jaw rigid. Heck, his entire body was rigid with fury.
“I’m sorry for whatever I’ve done in the past to treat you badly. I’m sorry I did whatever I did that broke us up. If it makes you feel better, I’ll take full responsibility for all of it. But please, please, don’t take out your anger at me on a poor, defenseless animal who’s never done anything to you.”
Finn stopped. He didn’t turn around, though.
“Please, Finn, I’m begging you. If you ever had any feelings for me, do this one thing.”
He pivoted on his heel and glared down at her. “If I do this you have to promise me one thing.”
“Anything.”
“That you’ll never call me again. Ever. I don’t want to see you or speak to you for the rest of my life.”
She reeled back from the venom in his voice. Did he truly hate her so much? “But you’ll take care of Brown Dog?”
His gaze softened as he looked down at the injured animal. “I’ll do what I can.”
She nodded. “Done.”
“We’ve got to get him inside. Although the cold has probably slowed his metabolism enough to keep him alive for now, he’ll need to warm up soon.”
Working together, they hoisted the big dog and carried him inside, laying him on her kitchen table. It made her heart ache to feel how little the animal weighed given his size and to feel the ribs slabbing his sides. He was skin and bones.
Finn gave the dog a critical once-over. “This dog’s so emaciated that treating his gunshot wound is only going to delay the inevitable. I’ve got a powerful tranquilizer in my bag. It should be enough to put him down.”
“Put him down as in kill him?” she squawked.
“Yes. Euthanasia. It’s the humane thing to do for him.”
“Since when did you turn into such a quitter?” she snapped. “Our deal was that you’d do your best to save him, not kill him.”
Finn glared at her across the table. “Fine. But for the record, you’re making this dog suffer needlessly. I can’t condone it.”
“Just shut up and fix his leg.”
“Make sure he doesn’t move while I wash up,” Finn ordered. He moved to the sink and proceeded to meticulously scrub his hands. He hissed as the soap hit his palms and Rachel craned to see a series of raw blisters on his palms. Where had he gotten those?
Finally, he came back and laid out a bunch of stainless steel tools on the table beside Brown Dog. “You’ll assist,” he ordered.
Great. She never had been all that good with blood. A person might even say she was downright squeamish. And surely he remembered that. A suspicion that he was doing this to torture her took root in her mind. But if it meant he took care of the dog, so be it. “As long as I don’t have to look,” she retorted.
“Hand me both pairs of big tweezers.” He held out one hand expectantly.
She gasped as she got a better look at his bloody blisters. “What happened to your hands?”
“I helped Damien string fence today. Wasn’t expecting to have to scrub for surgery tonight. Had to take the skin off the blisters while I scrubbed up so no bacteria would hide underneath.”
She stared. He’d torn up his hands like that for the dog? Awe at his dedication to his work flowed through her.
For the next hour, the kitchen was quiet. Finn occasionally asked for something or passed her a bloody gauze pad. His concentration was total. And she had to admit he was giving it his best shot at saving this dog. He murmured soothingly to the animal, even though it was clear the dog was out cold from the injection Finn had given him.
She couldn’t help glancing at the surgical site now and then. It appeared Finn was reconstructing the dog’s leg. He set the broken femur and then began a lengthy and meticulous job of suturing tendons and muscles and whatever else was in there that she couldn’t name and didn’t want to.
Finally, when her head was growing light and she thought she might just faint on him in spite of her best efforts not to, Finn started to close up the wound. He stitched it shut in three different layers. Deep tissue, shallow tissue, and then, at long last, the ragged flesh.
Her stove clock read nearly 2:00 a.m. before Finn straightened up and stretched out the kinks in his back. He rubbed the unconscious dog’s head absently. “All right. That’s got it. Now we just have to worry about blood loss and infection and the patient’s generally poor state of health. I’ll leave you some antibiotic tablets to get down him by whatever means you can. If he wakes up, you can start feeding him if he’s not too far gone to eat.”
Although he continued to stroke the dog gently, Finn never once broke his doctor persona with her. He was cold and efficient and entirely impersonal. If she weren’t so relieved that he’d helped her, she’d have been bleeding directly from her heart to see him act like this. Again.
She would never forget the last time he’d been this angry and cold and distant. It had been the night of his senior prom. She’d been waiting for him in the beautiful lemon-yellow chiffon dress her mother had slaved over for weeks making. She’d had a garland of daisies in her hair, the flowers from their garden woven with her father’s own hands. Finn had been acting strangely when he came to the door but was polite enough to her parents. Then he’d taken her to the dance, waited until they were standing in front of the entire senior class of Honey Creek High and told her in no uncertain terms how she was worthless trash and vowed he never wanted to see her again.
He’d kept that promise until today. Well, and tonight, of course. Strange how he’d renewed his vow never to see her again within twenty-four hours of seeing her for the first time. She’d never known what had caused him to turn on her then, and she darned well didn’t know why he was so mad at her now. He was like Jekyll and Hyde. But mostly the monstrous one. Were it not so late, and she so tired and stressed out and blood covered, she might have asked him. But at the end of the day, it didn’t matter. They were so over.
He plunked a brown plastic pill bottle on the counter. “Based on his weight, I’d say half a tablet every six hours for the next week or until he dies, whichever comes first.”
She frowned at him. “That was uncalled for.”
“I said I’d treat the damned dog. Not that I’d be nice about it.”
“Well, you got that right. You’re being a giant jerk,” she snapped.
Finn scooped the rest of his surgical instruments into his bag and swept toward the door. “Goodbye, Rachel. Have a nice life.”
All of a sudden everything hit her. The shock and terror of the past few hours, the stress of the surgery and its gory sights, but most of all, the strain of having to be in the same room with Finn Colton. All that tension and unresolved anger hanging thick and suffocating between them. Watching him walk out of her life again. She replied tiredly, “Go to hell.”
She thought she heard Finn mutter, “I’m already there.”
But then he was gone. All his energy and male charisma. His command of the situation and his competence. And she was left with an unconscious dog lying in the corner of her kitchen, a bottle of pills, and a bloody mess to clean up.
So exhausted she could barely stand, she mopped the kitchen and the porch with bleach and water. How Brown Dog had any blood left inside his body, she had no clue. She was pretty sure she’d cleaned up an entire dog’s worth of blood.
Just as she was finishing, he whimpered. Now that his surgery was over, Finn had said it was safe for him to eat. Maybe she’d better start him off with something liquid, though. She pulled out a can of beef consommé that had been in the back of her cupboard for who knew how long and poured it into one of her mixing bowls. She thinned it with a little water and warmed it in the microwave before carrying it over to the groggy animal.
“It’s just you and me now, Brownie boy.”
She sat down on the floor beside him and used her mother’s turkey baster to dribble some of the broth into his mouth. At first he swallowed listlessly, but gradually he grew more enthusiastic about licking his chops and swallowing. By the time she finished the soup, he was actually sucking at the tip of the baster.
“We’ll show Finn, won’t we, boy? We’re survivors, you and me.”


Chapter 4
Rachel came home at lunch to change the newspapers under Brownie, give him his antibiotics and use the turkey baster to squirt canned dog food puréed with water down his throat. He was still too weak to do much but thump his tail a time or two, but gratitude shone in his eyes as she tenderly cared for him.
“What’s your story, boy? Where’d you get so beat up? Life sure can be tough, can’t it?”
She settled him more comfortably in the corner of her kitchen in his nest of blankets and headed back to work. The afternoon passed with her finding more and more discrepancies in the Walsh Oil Drilling Corporation records. She’d be worried about it if she weren’t so tired from last night and so concerned about the wounded animal in her kitchen. So when Lester Atkins called her and asked her to come to Mr. Warner’s office, she merely grabbed her latest evidence of the embezzlement and headed upstairs.
But when she stepped into the office, she pulled up short. Wes Colton, in full sheriff garb, was standing beside Craig Warner’s desk. Wes’s arms were crossed. And he was glaring at her. Good lord. What had Finn told him when he’d gone back to the ranch last night? Had Finn sicced Wes on her to get her fired?
“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” she managed to choke past her panic.
“Have a seat, Miss Grant,” Craig started.
Oh, God. This was an exit interview. Wes was here to escort her out of the building. The sheriff parked one hip on the corner of Warner’s massive desk, but he still loomed over her. The guy was even bigger and broader than Finn.
“How are you feeling today, Miss Grant?” Wes rumbled.
“Tired, actually. I’m sure Finn told you about my rather adventurous evening last night.”
“He did. Any idea who shot your dog?”
She shook her head. “I’ve got no idea. He just wandered up to my porch already shot. I never saw the dog before last night.”
“Kind of you to go to all that trouble to help him,” Wes murmured.
Was that skepticism in his voice, or was she just being paranoid? She shrugged and waited in resignation for this travesty to proceed.
On cue, Craig spoke quietly. “Miss Grant, I’d like you to tell Sheriff Colton what you told me on Friday.”
She blinked, startled. “You mean about the Walsh Oil Drilling accounts?”
He nodded.
Okay. She didn’t see what that had to do with her getting fired, but she’d play along. She turned to Wes. “Mr. Warner asked me to do an internal audit of the financial records of Walsh Oil Drilling Corporation for the past several years. Walsh Oil Drilling is a wholly owned subsidiary of Walsh Enterprises so we have legal purview over—”
Wes waved a hand to cut her off. “I’m not interested in the legal ins and outs of corporate structure. I’m confident that Craig is operating within the law to do the audit.”
She adjusted her line of thought and continued. “Yes, well, I looked at last year’s records first. I compared the original receipts, billing documents and logged work hours against the financial reports. And I found several major discrepancies. Based on that, I started going back further and looking at previous years.”
“And what did you find, Miss Grant?” Wes asked.
“More of the same. Somebody’s been skimming funds from this company over at least a fifteen-year period. Maybe since the founding of the company itself seventeen years ago.”
Wes definitely looked interested now. “How much money are we talking?”
“Millions. As much as two million dollars the year the company made a major oil strike and had a windfall income spike.”
Wes whistled low between his teeth. “Any way to tell who was taking the cash and cooking the books?”
She shrugged. “Mark Walsh himself signed off on the earliest financial reports. If he wasn’t taking the initial money himself, he was certainly aware of who was and how much he was taking. After his first death…” The phrase was weird enough to say that it hung her up for a moment. But then she pressed on: “…somebody kept taking it. I can’t read the handwriting of whoever was signing off on the financial documents, but it appears to have been the same signature for the past fifteen years.”
Wes glanced over at Warner. “You weren’t kidding when you said I’d want to hear this.” To Rachel he said, “Who else knows about this?”
“Nobody. Just me and Mr. Warner.”
Wes nodded, thinking. “I’d like to keep it that way for a while. This may be just the break we’re looking for.”
She frowned. “Huh?”
“In the Walsh murder investigation.”
“You think whoever killed Mark was helping him skim money from his companies and killed him over it?” she asked in surprise.
Wes shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to speculate. I just know that Mark Walsh was damned secretive, and it’s been nearly impossible to learn much about his life over the past fifteen years. If nothing else, you may have just answered how he was able to pay for his ongoing existence without his family knowing anything about it. Can you give me a complete rundown of how much money went missing and when, Rachel?”
He was using her first name now? Was that a good sign? “Uhh, sure. I can have it for you in a day or so. I’ve got a few more years’ worth of records to review and then I’ll be able to compile a report.”
“That would be great. And, Craig, thanks for calling me.”
The two men shook hands and Wes turned and left. Craig sat down quickly, mopped his forehead with a tissue and then tossed the tissue in the trash. He didn’t look good. His skin was pale and pasty and he had that uncomfortable look of someone who was contemplating upchucking.
“Can I get you a glass of water, sir?” she asked in concern.
“Yes, thank you.”
She went over to the wet bar on the far side of the room and poured him a glass of water. She carried it to his desk. “Are you feeling all right, Mr. Warner?”
“It’ll pass. I’ve been having these spells for a couple of weeks.” He smiled wanly at her. “I’m a tough old bird. I’m not about to go anywhere.”
She smiled back at him.
“What’s this about a shot dog?” he asked.
Likely he was just looking to distract himself from throwing up. She told him briefly about Brownie and his injuries and Finn coming over to perform surgery on him. She left out the part about Finn’s bitter anger toward her.
“You’ve got a good heart, Miss Grant.”
She smiled at her boss. It was a rare moment when anyone in this town said something nice to her. She savored it.
“As soon as you’re done with those last financial reports, why don’t you take the rest of the day off and go look after your four-legged houseguest?”
She nodded, touched by his kindness. “Thank you, sir.”
He waved her out of the office. She suspected he was losing the battle with his stomach and wanted a little privacy to get sick into his trash can. Poor man. She hoped he felt better soon.

Finn helped Damien string barbed wire all day. The hard labor felt good and helped him burn off a little bit of the residual stress from last night. He still wasn’t entirely recovered from that panicked call from Rachel Grant. The woman had about given him a heart attack. Good thing she’d agreed to stay the hell away from him forever. He couldn’t take much more of that from her.
“Anything on your mind?” Damien finally asked late in the afternoon.
Finn looked up surprised. “Why do you ask?”
“You’re working like a man with a chip on his shoulder.”
“What? I can’t come out here and help string a fence out of the goodness of my heart?”
Damien cracked a rare smile at that. “Not buying it.”
“When did you get so perceptive?” Finn grumbled.
Damien shrugged. “Prison’s a tough place. Gotta be good at reading people if you want to stay out of trouble.”
Finn was startled. To date, Damien hadn’t said more than a few words about his time in jail. “Does it feel strange to be out?” he ventured to ask.
Damien shrugged. He pounded in a metal stake and screwed the fasteners onto it before he finally answered. “It’s surreal being back home. Didn’t think I’d ever see big open spaces like this again. I missed the sky. It goes on forever out here.”
Finn looked up at the brilliant blue sky overhead. Yeah, he might go crazy if he never got to see that. “How’d you do it? How did you keep from losing your mind?”
“Who says I didn’t lose it?” Damien retorted.
Finn didn’t say anything. He just waited. And sure enough, after two more posts, Damien commented, “About a year in, I beat the shit out of guy who chose the wrong day to cross me. Growing up with all you punks for brothers served me well. I knew how to handle myself in a fight.”
Finn grinned and passed Damien another fastener while he started in on the next post.
Damien continued reflectively. “I got thirty days in solitary. A month in a box broke something in me. It was like I lost a piece of myself. The fight went out of me. It became about just surviving from one day to the next. I played a game with myself. How long could I live in there without losing it again? I made it 4,609 days. And that was when I got word that Walsh had been found dead for real this time and I was going to be released.”
Finn shuddered. “God, I’m sorry—”
Damien cut him off with a sharp gesture. “What’s done is done. If I learned nothing else in the joint, I learned to keep moving forward. Don’t look back. I live my life one day at a time. No apologies. No regrets. It’s over.”
Finn nodded. His brother was a better man than he. No way could he be so philosophical about a miscarriage of justice costing him fifteen of the best years of his life.
They knocked off when the sun started going down. It got cold fast, and by the time they got up to the main house, he was glad for the fleece-lined coat his brother had tossed him across the cab of the truck.
As beautiful as the log mansion their father had built was, Finn was restless tonight. The heavy walls felt confining and the massive, beamed ceilings felt like they were closing in on him. Hell, Honey Creek was closing in on him.
If his old football coach hadn’t extracted a promise out of him to stay for the big homecoming dance this coming Saturday night, he’d be on his way back to Bozeman already. But Coach Meyer was losing his battle with cancer, and he’d asked all his players to come back for one last reunion. It was damned hard to say no to a dying man’s last request.
He had to get out of the house. He grabbed his coat and a set of keys and stormed out. As he stomped through the mud room intent on escape, Maisie’s voice drifted out of the kitchen. “What’s his problem?”
Damien’s voice floated to him as he opened the back door. “Woman trouble.”
Finn slammed the door shut so hard it rattled in the frame. Woman trouble? Ha!

Rachel raced home from the office to check on Brownie. He seemed more alert and had a little more appetite. He even gave several thumps of his thick, long tail whenever she walked into the kitchen. After both of them had eaten, she signed onto the Internet to do some research about care of injured animals. She browsed various veterinary advice sites for an hour or so and then, following the recommendation of several of them, went into the kitchen to check the color of Brownie’s gums. Supposedly, pink was healthy and dark red or pale white was bad.
Gingerly, she took hold of his lip and raised it to take a peek. He pulled his head away weakly but not before she glimpsed pasty white gums. She laid her hands on his side and he definitely felt hot to the touch. Oh, no. Finn had warned her that infection and fever were a major risk to Brownie’s survival.
She headed for the phone and dialed the same veterinarian from the night before. “Hi, this is Rachel Grant. I called last night.”
“Ahh, yes. The injured dog. How’s he doing?”
“I think he’s developing a fever.”
“If you want to bring him up to Bozeman, I’ll meet you at my office.”
She winced. The dog had to weigh seventy pounds, even in his emaciated state, and even if she could lift him herself, she doubted Brownie would cooperate with getting into her compact car. At least not without doing even more damage to his injured leg. “I don’t think I can get him up to Bozemen by myself.”
“You can try giving him some acetaminophen for the fever,” the vet suggested.
She forced the suggested medication down Brownie’s throat and hovered nervously over him for the next hour. He was getting worse quickly. He stopped wagging his tail at her, and then his eyes went dull and finally he couldn’t even raise his head anymore. She eyed the heavy bandage wrapping his leg. Should she take it off and check the wound? Or would that introduce even more chance of infection? If only she knew more about caring for a wound like this!
But she knew someone who did. Small problem: She’d promised never to cross his path again.
Over the next hour, Brownie’s breath grew raspy and shallow. She was losing him. What the heck. Finn could get over it. She dialed the Colton phone number. The good news was that Duke answered the phone and was reasonably pleasant with her. The bad news was that Finn wasn’t home and Duke didn’t know where he was. But he did give her his missing brother’s cell phone number. Finn was going to have a fit when he found out Duke had done that.
She hung up and dialed Finn’s cell phone.
“Yeah?” he shouted. From the noise in the background, it sounded like he was at a party. Or maybe a bar.
“It’s me. Brownie’s got a bad fever and he’s struggling to breathe.”
“Tough shit.”
Rachel gasped. “Do you torture small children, too, Doctor?” she asked sharply. “This dog has never done anything to hurt you, and you’d turn your back on him?”
“He’s just some mutt.”
“Oh, and he’s not worthy unless he’s a purebred? Kind of like being a Colton or a Kelley or a Walsh in this town? The rest of us are lesser life forms to you purebreds? Is that it? You know, I’m glad whatever happened between us happened. You really are a bastard.”
She slammed her phone down and took deep satisfaction in doing so. What a jerk. She glanced down at the dog suffering in the corner. “I’m sorry, boy. I may have just driven away your best chance at pulling through.” There had to be something she could do. This was the kind of stuff her mother had always been able to handle. Think, Rachel. What would Mom do?
Her mother probably would have trotted down the street to visit old Harry Redfeather. He was some sort of medicine man among the local Lakota Sioux. As soon as the idea occurred to her, Rachel knew it to be a good one. If nothing else, the man had a lot more life experience than she did. Maybe he knew of some remedy for a fever.
She grabbed her down ski jacket and gave Brownie a last pat. “Hang in there, buddy. We don’t need any nasty old Coltons anyway.”
She jogged three houses down to Harry’s place and banged on the front door. He was known to be a little hard of hearing. After a minute, his front door opened.
“Rachel, come in and be warm by my fire. Old Man Winter’s blowing in tonight. Snow before morning.”
She frowned. “I don’t think any is in the forecast.”
He smiled serenely and said nothing.
“Harry, a dog showed up on my back porch last night. He was starving and shot and half dead. Finn Colton operated on his hind leg to remove the bullet, but tonight the dog’s got a terrible fever. Do you know of anything I can do to bring his temperature down? He’s burning up. I’m worried that he’s got an infection.”
Harry nodded. “Come. You can help get my herbs.”
He led her to a disreputable-looking wooden shed out behind his house. She ducked inside the low door after Harry and was surprised to find it stuffed with dried plants hanging in bundles from the nearly every square inch of the walls and rafters.
“Get me a sprig of that one over there.” Harry pointed at a bundle on the wall. She did as he instructed, pulling various branches and bundles of herbs down for him. “And one stalk only of that one with the purple flowers.”
“What is it?” she asked as she handed him the stem of dried flowers.
“Wolfsbane,” Harry muttered as he ground leaves together.
She frowned. “Isn’t that poisonous?”
“Yes. But a little of it will strengthen the spirit of your dog.” In a few minutes, Harry handed her a plastic bag full of ground herbs. “Steep a spoonful of this in warm water and pour the tea down his throat every hour until his fever breaks. And burn this smudge stick around him to help cleanse his spirit. Do you know how to do that?”
Rachel nodded. Ever since she’d been a little girl, she’d seen Harry light up the tightly tied bundles of herbs and waft the smoke around with his free hand. She took the medicines and headed back to Brownie. Over the next several hours she dutifully fed the dog the healing tea. He didn’t seem to get any better, but he didn’t get any worse, either.
As the hour grew late, the wind began to howl outside, sweeping down out of the high Rockies. She set an alarm for herself and laid down on the couch under a quilt to rest until it was time for Brownie’s next dose. It certainly did feel like snow in the air.
She’d dozed off and was warm and cozy when a loud pounding noise dragged her unwillingly from her nap. She glanced at her watch. Not time for the next dose. She rolled over to go back to sleep when the pounding started up again. And this time it was accompanied by shouting. What the heck?
She stumbled upright and headed for her front door. She pulled back the lace curtain to peer through the glass. Her jaw dropped. She had to be hallucinating.
A massive eighteen-wheeler was just pulling away from the curb in front of her house, and a man was standing at her door. Stunned, she opened the front door on a gust of frigid air and icy particles that stung her skin, and the storm blew Finn Colton into her living room.


Chapter 5
Finn didn’t know what the hell he was doing standing here, freezing his butt off. But he’d been drinking and chewing on Rachel’s phone call ever since he’d gotten it. Despite his tough words to the contrary, he really was worried about that damned dog of hers. He always had had a big soft spot for animals. Truth be told, he’d wanted to be a veterinarian and not a human doctor. But when Damien went to jail, his father got all obsessive about redeeming the Colton name and had pushed him mercilessly to become a physician.
Finn was royally pissed when Rachel called him. She’d broken her promise, and after a few more beers that had ticked him off worse than the fact that she’d called him. Not to mention she’d accused him of being cruel to animals and small children. He was a doctor, for God’s sake. A healer.
One thing had led to another, and he’d moved on to slamming down shots of whiskey. Somehow a trucker at the Timber Bar had volunteered to drive him over to Rachel’s place, and he’d actually taken the guy up on the offer. The last time a woman had driven him to drunkenness at the bottom of a bottle, it had been Rachel, too. At least he was fairly sure he was drunk. Why else was his head swimming and his feet not attached to his body?
“What on Earth?” Rachel exclaimed. “Where’s your coat?”
“What? My…I dunno.” He’d remembered to grab his medical bag out of his truck but apparently not his coat. Must be drunker than he’d realized.
“Oh, get in here before you freeze to death.” She closed the front door behind him.
With the amount of alcohol in his blood, he doubted any part of him would be freezing anytime soon.
“What are you doing here, Finn?”
He squinted at her, trying to make out her facial features in the dark. “The dog. Came to see the dog. I don’t torture little kids, you know.”
She frowned for a moment. “Are you fit to see a patient?”
He gave her a bleary glare. “I can do a fever in my sleep. I think I have treated ’em in my sleep.” He strode past her toward the back of the house. “Where’s my hairy patient?”
As toasted as he was, something made him pause in the kitchen door and proceed more quietly. He moved slowly over to the corner and knelt down beside the motionless dog. “Hey, old man,” he murmured. “I hear you’re feeling a little under the weather.” He stroked the dog’s thick fur gently and came away with a handful of dry, coarse hair. The dog was burning up. It didn’t take a fancy medical degree, human or otherwise, to know that this animal was in big trouble.
“Get me a bunch of towels and fill your sink up with cold water.” He dug in his medical bag and came up with a vial and a syringe. Doing the math on a dosage started a faint headache throbbing at the back of his skull. He did the math a second time to be sure and pulled the antibiotic into the syringe. The dog’s skin was dry and pinched as he injected the medication into his unprotesting hip.
“Here they are,” Rachel panted. She sounded out of breath like she’d sprinted full out for the towels. The girl sure did seem attached to this mongrel for only having known him a day. Almost made a guy a little jealous.
“Soak those in the sink and then lay them over the dog. Keep his bandage dry.”
Rachel followed his directions, bending over so close to him he could smell her vanilla perfume. He remembered the scent well and drew in an appreciative sniff of it. Nothing and no one else in the world smelled quite like that intoxicating combination of homey sweetness and Rachel.
In a matter of seconds the towel was warm to the touch. He passed it up to her and took the next one. They worked for close to an hour in silence. The edge of his buzz was wearing off and he moved automatically in fatigue. And then the dog started to feel a little cooler.
“The fever’s breaking,” Finn murmured.
Rachel sagged, supporting herself against the edge of the sink. He thought he spied tears tracking down her face.
“Without getting another lecture on my lack of concern for animals and children, why are you so attached to this beast?”
Rachel turned, dashing the tears from her cheeks. “He came to me for help, and that makes me responsible for him. Unlike some people in this town, I don’t leave my own behind.”
He flared up. “We did what we could for Damien. But there wasn’t enough evidence to clear him once he was convicted.”
Rachel shrugged. An awkward silence developed between them. He spent it checking the dog’s bandages. “What are you calling this mutt, anyway?”
“He started out as Brown Dog. Then it became Brownie Boy and now it’s just Brownie.”
Finn frowned. “He’s a big, macho dog. That’s too girly a name for him.”
“He chose a girl’s porch to nearly die on. He’s stuck with whatever name I give him.”
“Were you always this bitchy?”
She glared at him. “No, it’s your special talent to bring out this side of me.”
“Figures. You got something to drink?”
“I’ve got coffee or water for you. Oh, and milk.”
He scowled. That wasn’t what he had in mind. If he was going to have to deal with this woman, he definitely needed alcohol and lots more of it. Barring that, he had to find some way to shut her up. The sound of her voice was doing weird things to his gut, and he had to make it stop. He didn’t want to feel this way. It was too damned much like old times. Like before she ripped his heart out, when things had been so sweet between them that the joy of it had been nearly unbearable.
She took him by the elbow and steered him into her living room. The light from the kitchen was dim in there and the room was wreathed in shadows. Their silhouettes danced upon the walls, ghostlike. Maybe it was the booze, or maybe it was being up half the night last night and working hard all day today, but the years fell away from him and the two of them were sneaking into her parents’ house late from a date, he eighteen, she barely sixteen, both of them innocent and crazy in love.
Regret for the loss of those two carefree kids stabbed him.
“What happened to us?” he whispered.
Rachel turned in surprise to stare at him. The line of her cheek was as pure and sweet as ever. He reached up to touch that young girl one more time before she slipped away from him into the mists of time and bitterness.
She made a soft sound. Whether it was distress or relief, he couldn’t tell. But he stepped forward and wrapped her protectively in his arms, hushing her in a whisper.
“Don’t leave me, Blondie. Stay with me a little longer. I’ve missed you so damned much.”
Her head fell to his chest and all the tension left her body as she gave in to the magic of the moment. He touched her chin with one finger and raised her face to his. He kissed her closed eyelids and then her cheeks, lifting away the tears. He moved on to her jaw and finally her honeyed mouth. And it was like coming home after many long years away. His relief was too profound for words, his only thought to wonder if this was how Damien had felt when he’d walked out of that prison a free man.
And then she kissed him back. Like always, she was shy at first. But he was patient and slowly, gently, drew her out of herself and into the moment. Before long her slender arms came around his neck and her graceful body swayed into his. And then they were really kissing, deeply, druggingly, with heat building between them that would drive back the night outside and chase away all the old hurts.
He ran his fingers through her silky hair, still as golden and blond and full of light as it had always been. Her skin was still smooth, gliding beneath his fingertips like satin. And that little noise she made in the back of her throat—part moan and part laugh—was exactly the same. Everything about her, how he reacted to her, how he felt about her, was exactly the same.
The realization was like the sun rising in his unguarded eyes, blinding him with its undeniable presence. He turned, spinning her with him on invisible currents of air and light and carried her down to the couch, pulling her down on top of him as he sprawled. The sofa creaked and he chuckled as he threw aside a bunched quilt. And then he kissed her until he thought his heart might burst with the joy of it. His whole world spun around him dizzily and he laughed up at her.
“It’s not just me, is it?”
She looked at him questioningly.
“How good this feels. As good as it ever did. We were great together. Could be great together again.”
She stared at him in undisguised shock. Finally, she announced, “You’re drunk.”
“Yup. Ain’t it grand?”
She smiled, although regret was thick in her sad gaze. She shook her head. “Mark my words. You’re going to regret this in the morning.”
“What the hell. You only live once. Damien’s a good case in point. You never know what’s going to happen tomorrow, so you’d better enjoy today.”
“I’ll be sure to tell your hangover that,” she commented wryly.
“Kiss me some more.”
“How about I go get you that cup of coffee so you can make an informed decision here?”
“Stay.”
But she nimbly disentangled herself from his clumsy embrace and disappeared. He kicked off his shoes and stretched out, deliciously content. Damn, life was good. He’d have to thank that dog in the morning for getting sick and forcing him to come over here…

Rachel stood over the couch, coffee mug in hand, and looked down at Finn sleeping like a baby on her couch. And now the $64,000 question was, how much would he remember in the morning? How much did she want him to remember? Her rational self prayed he had a total blackout. But something tiny and stubborn in the back of her head wished that he would remember it all.
His kisses had brought it all back. Everything. How desperately she’d loved him. How they’d planned their escape from Honey Creek, sure they’d be together forever. How innocently and completely she’d given him her heart.
For a little while there, he’d kissed her like he remembered it all, too. They really had been great together. Right up until the moment he turned on her.
She covered him with a quilt, stunned at the direction his thoughts had gone when his inhibitions were removed by the Johnny Walker Red she’d tasted on his mouth. He’d wanted her. Asked her to remember how good it had been between them. Had even suggested they’d be that good together again. For a moment there, he’d been her old Finn. The one she’d never really gotten over. Who was she kidding? No matter how mad at him she’d been for dumping her and treating her so badly, there was still something about him…something irresistible between them.
And those kisses of his! Her toes had yet to uncurl from them. If he’d acted like a drunken lout and pawed at her and tried to shove his tongue down her throat, it would have been easy to resist him. But, no. He had to go and be all gentle and tender and caring, like she was made of fine porcelain and was the most beautiful and fragile thing he’d ever seen.
She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to suppress a sob. Nobody had ever made her feel like that since him. And that was a big part of why she was still single and heading fast for a lonely middle age. Damn him! Why did he have to go and ruin her for anyone else? Worse, he had the gall to come back to Honey Creek and remind her why she couldn’t settle for anyone less than him.
She turned and ran for her bed. Her lonely, cold bed. But at least it had fluffy down pillows into which she could cry out all her grief and loss and remembered pain. She’d thought that part of her life was over. She hadn’t thought there were any more tears left to shed for Finn Colton. But apparently she’d been wrong.
When the alarm clock dragged her from sleep two hours later to check on Brownie, she stepped into the living room gingerly. Had it all been a dream? An exhaustion-induced hallucination, maybe?
Nope. A long, muscular silhouette was stretched out under her grandmother’s quilt, one arm thrown over his head. She paused to examine his hand. A surgeon’s hand with long, capable fingers. And then there was the fresh row of blisters not quite scabbed over on his palm. She tucked the quilt higher over his shoulder and tiptoed into the kitchen.
Whether it was Harry Redfeather’s tonic or Finn’s antibiotics or the cold towels, or some combination of the three, she didn’t know. But Brownie seemed to be sleeping more comfortably and even thumped his tail a little for her. She changed the newspapers under him and tucked a blanket around him more securely. She even managed to get a little liquefied dog food down him. Miraculously, he seemed to have turned a corner for the better.
She stood up and reached out to close the kitchen blinds. An odd light was streaming through the window, too bright for moonlight. She stared in delighted surprise. Snow was falling. Big, fat, lazy flakes, drifting down in silent beauty. The entire world was blanketed in white, fresh and shining and clean. She loved new snow better than just about anything on earth.
How appropriate for this night. Brownie had been given a new chance at life. And her and Finn? She didn’t have a clue what had happened between them, but it was certainly new and different. Tomorrow morning would tell the tale, she supposed.
She closed the blind quietly and reached down to pet Brownie. “Sleep tight, fella. Enjoy being warm and dry and safe, eh?”
It must’ve been a trick of the moonlight because for a moment she could swear he’d smiled at her. Then he shifted and settled down, deeply asleep once more.
Yes, indeed. The morning would tell the tale.

Finn blinked awake into light so blinding he thought for a moment he was lying on a surgical table. “What the hell?” he mumbled.
His feet were hanging off the end of his bed, which was barely wide enough to hold him. Something heavy and warm lay across him. Where in blue blazes was he? He squinted and sat up, swinging his feet to the floor. A living room. On someone’s sofa. Man, he must’ve really tied one on last night. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that. He was the respectable Colton. The good son. He didn’t go out and get ragingly drunk.
He did vaguely remember being severely pissed off at something. No, someone. He’d tossed back a whole lot more whiskey than he usually did. And then…he frowned. He remembered a semitruck. And getting a ride to somewhere. But where?
He looked around and spied lace curtains at the windows. He reached up to rub his face and caught a whiff of something familiar on his shirt sleeves. Vanilla. This was Rachel’s couch!
It all came back to him, then. The dog. She’d chapped his butt but good for failing to help her dog get over his fever. He’d tried to drink away the memory of the animal’s sad brown eyes and failed. Not to mention the dog’s new mistress. He’d ended up piling in that truck and hitching a ride over here while some trucker laughed at him the whole time about being in love. He was not in love with Rachel Grant!
He remembered her letting him inside and the two of them working on the dog together for a long time until the fever had finally broken. He frowned, glancing down at the couch, and the rest of it came rushing back. He had pulled her down on top of him and kissed Rachel’s lights out…or maybe more accurately they’d kissed each others’ lights out.
And he’d said he missed her. That they’d been good together. Could be good together again.
He swore long and fluently. That was possibly the dumbest thing he’d ever done in his entire life. And he’d done some pretty stupid things over the years. He vowed then and there never to mix booze and women again as long as he lived. He should probably be grateful he’d only ended up on her couch and not in her bed. Talk about complicating things!
But then insidious images of what she would look like and feel like, naked and silky and willing in his arms, invaded his mind. His body reacted hard and fast, pounding with lust. Damned, traitorous flesh.
“Hi, there. I thought I heard you moving around,” Rachel said from the doorway.
He yanked the quilt across his lap to hide his reaction to thinking about being in bed with her. “G’morning,” he grumbled. “How’s the mutt?”
“The mutt is doing great. He went out in the backyard under his own steam to pee and hopped back inside all by himself.”
“Could you dial down the chipper meter a bit?” he groaned.
“Headache, pukey gut, or both?” she asked sympathetically.
“If the guys jackhammering my eyeballs out of my skull are a headache, let’s go with that.”
“A pile of aspirin coming right up.” She brought the pills along with a big pitcher of cool water. He drank several glasses down, and although his head still throbbed, the jackhammers went on break.
She asked sympathetically, “Do you think you could eat? You might feel better if you got some food into your stomach.”
“Something starchy, please.”
“Pancakes?”
“Perfect.”
“If you want to take a shower while I make you a stack, that’s okay.”
He nodded wearily and hauled himself to his feet. He glanced across the living room at the shadow he cast on the far wall. Memory of a slender, feminine shadow moving sinuously there last night came to mind. He ought to apologize. Tell her it had all been a terrible, alcohol-induced mistake. But his throat closed on the words and his tongue stayed stubbornly silent. He shook his head to clear the memory—and groaned. Big mistake. It felt like he’d just thrown his brain in a blender. Ugh.
He made a beeline for the bathroom and the hottest shower her house could serve up.

Rachel looked up from the table where she was just setting down two glasses of orange juice and was mortified to see Finn holding the mystery piece from her latest attempt at toilet repair.
He said casually, “You didn’t need this, so I took it out and hooked up the handle properly. You’re flushing like a champ, now.”
Her face heated up. “Surgery on my dog and now surgery on my toilet. How will I ever repay you?”
He grinned, a self-conscious little thing that looked strange on him. Was he actually embarrassed? About what? She was the one who couldn’t fix a toilet. He slid into the chair across from hers, and suddenly her kitchen shrank from cozy to itty-bitty.
He bit into the pancakes cautiously. She hoped it was because he was being respectful of his stomach’s propensity to revolt and not because he thought her cooking was that bad. In fact, she was a pretty decent cook when she bothered to do it. It was just that she lived alone and most of the time it was easier to toss something into the microwave.
“Mmm. Good,” he murmured.
Relieved, she dug into her own breakfast.
“Don’t you have to be going to work?” he asked.
“I have an appointment this morning,” she replied. With his brother. To turn over the copies of the financial records Wes had asked for. The same records he’d asked her not to talk to anyone about. So of course, Finn asked the obvious question.
“Who’s the appointment with?”
“Nobody,” she answered evasively.
“Nobody who? Must’ve moved into town after I left.”
“Ha, ha. Very funny.”
“Who’s it with?” he pressed.
She sighed. “You’re not making it easy to tell you tactfully that it’s none of your business.”
The open expression on his face snapped into something tight and unpleasant in the blink of any eye. Dang it! And they’d been getting along so well.
She frowned. And she was desperate to get along with him well, why? She was the ex. The very-ex ex. There was no way he’d ever contemplate getting back together with her. At least not sober. He’d had going on fifteen years to get around to it and never had. Last night had been a whiskey-induced anomaly. Nothing more. She could only pray that the fact he hadn’t mentioned their kiss this morning meant he didn’t remember it.
He pushed his plate back. “Thanks for breakfast. I seem to have left my cell phone in my coat pocket, and I have no idea where my coat is at the moment. Could I use your phone to call a cab?”
“I’ve got some time before my appointment. I can drive you wherever you need to go.”
“I’ve put you out too much already.”
She rolled her eyes. “You saved my dog’s life. I definitely owe you a ride. Is your truck over at the Timber Bar?”
“Not anymore. Damien and Duke picked it up last night so I wouldn’t try to drive it drunk.”
“So you need a ride to the ranch?” Internally, she gulped. It was bad enough having to face him again. But the whole Colton clan? Yikes!
He sighed. “I can see from your face you’re not thrilled at that prospect. Really. I’ll call a cab.”
“Really. I’ll drive you home.” He glared, and she glared back. The same fire that had zinged back and forth between them last night flared up again, and her kitchen went from itty-bitty to minuscule. Even Brownie lifted his head in the corner to study them.
“I’m calling—”
She cut him off. “I’m not some impressionable fifteen-year-old sophomore that a big, bad senior can push around anymore. I’m taking you home and that’s that. Now hand me your plate.”
A grin hovered at the corners of his mouth as he passed her his plate in silence. She rinsed off the syrup quickly and popped the dishes and utensils into the dishwasher. Maybe later she’d take them back out and put her lips where his had been. Goodness knew, she was all but drooling over him already.
Finn surprised her by going over to Brownie and squatting down beside him. He held his hand out and let the dog sniff it, then scratched him gently under the chin.
Whoever said men weren’t capable of being as tender as women was dead wrong. And furthermore, it was as sexy as hell when a man was gentle and sweet. Her racing pulse was proof enough of that.
Finn murmured to the dog, “How’re you feeling this morning, buddy?”
Brownie whimpered as if in response.
Finn glanced up at her. “Sounds like he’s conscious enough to be in pain, now. We’ve got some tramadol out at the ranch I can give you.”
“What’s that?”
“A painkiller. Wouldn’t want the big guy to be uncomfortable now, would we?”
The whole time he spoke, Finn was petting the dog easily, trailing his fingers through the dog’s thick coat. Rachel could hardly tear her eyes away from the magic his hand wove. What would it feel like if he did that across her skin? The idea made her shiver.
Finn glanced up and caught her red-handed staring at him like he was a two-inch-thick, sixteen-ounce prime rib cooked to perfection. She ripped her gaze away hastily. “Uhh, ready to go?” she mumbled.
He stood up leisurely, which put him about a foot from her in her little kitchen. “Yeah,” he murmured. “I’m ready if you are.” His voice rolled over her, smooth and masculine. And it didn’t sound at all like he was talking about leaving. He sounded distinctly like he was talking about staying.
Her breath hitched. Then her heart hitched. And then her brain hitched. Was it possible? In a fog of lust and disbelief, she grabbed her keys and her briefcase and led the way out the back door. Last night’s snow was mostly gone, but patches of it remained in the grass.
“Winter’s coming,” Finn commented.
“My favorite time of year,” she commented back.
“I remember that about you. You like the holidays and curling up under a blanket with a cup of hot chocolate and watching it snow.”
She all but dropped her keys. He remembered that about her? After all these years? What did it mean? In a lame effort to cover her shock, she said, “Yeah, but now that I have to drive in it, the romance of snow has worn off somewhat.”
He grimaced at her compact car. “You need to get yourself something bigger and heavier. With four-wheel drive. You live in Montana, after all.”
Like she could afford something like that. Maybe in a year or two after she’d dug out from under the bills. Finn looked comical folded into the passenger seat of her little car. The roads in town were wet, and as they headed east into the hills toward the Colton spread, the pavement started to get slippery.
To distract herself from visions of driving off the side of a mountain and killing them both, she asked, “Did you get roped into going to the Honey Creek High anniversary celebration next Saturday?”
“Only reason I’m sticking around town this week. Couldn’t let Coach Meyer down.”
Rachel swallowed hard. She should’ve put it together that he’d be at the dance. The daring gown that was being altered for her right now flitted through her mind. Ohmigosh. She’d fallen in love with the dress precisely because it was a defiant statement of sensuality. She’d tried for years to be the person everyone in Honey Creek wanted her to be, and the gown was a big, fat announcement that she was done chasing respectability—or paying penance for a crime they’d never bothered to tell her about. If they thought she were a tart, why not be one? Surely tarts had more fun than she’d had for the past fifteen years.
Maybe she could find a burlap sack at the Goodwill store before Saturday.
Or maybe she’d just skip the dance. Although she’d promised Carly she’d go. No way would her cousin let her back out of it without raising a huge stink. Crud.
She fell silent, contemplating ways to duck both the dance and Carly but coming up empty. Finn stared out the window as the mountains rose around them. The high peaks wore their first caps of snow and wouldn’t lose them again until next spring. As the roads grew narrower and steeper, she concentrated carefully on her driving. She might not have a fancy truck like Finn, but she knew how to handle winter road conditions. She took it easy and finally turned into the familiar driveway. The big, wrought-iron arch over the entrance still held up the elaborately scrolled letter C. Yup, the Coltons were royalty in this town.
A wash of old memories swept over her: amazement that someone who lived in this palatial place could be interested in her; the excitement of imagining herself a member of the Colton clan someday, dreaming of living in the magnificent log mansion that sprawled forever along a mountaintop; her intimidation at meeting Finn’s parents for the first time. She’d so wanted to make a good impression on them. But then Maisie had been nasty to her, and she’d gotten tongue-tied and ended up standing in front of Finn’s family red in the face and unable to form complete sentences. It had been the most humiliating experience of her life…until the night of prom, of course, when Finn had dumped her.
“Pull around back by the kitchen entrance,” he directed.
She nodded and to make conversation added, “This place is still as beautiful as ever.”
He shrugged. “It’s a house.” She didn’t think he was going to say anything more, but then he added, “You know what they say. A house isn’t necessarily a home.”
“Your home’s in Bozeman for good, then?”
Another shrug. “I haven’t found a home yet.”
Now what did he mean by that? She was fairly certain he wasn’t talking about finding a house. Her impression was that he was talking about having found love. Companionship. Family. Roots. Her father might be gone and her mother gone in all but body, but at least they’d been a close family. They’d stuck together through thick and thin and been there for each other. Heck, they’d had fun together.
Finn interrupted her thoughts. “Come in while I get the pills for you.”
“No, that’s okay. I’ll wait in the car.”
His head whipped to the left. “You scared, Blondie?”
Her spine stiffened. “No, I’m not!”
“Yes, you are. You’re chicken to face my family,” he accused. He looked on the verge of laughing at her.
“Wouldn’t you be?” she shot back.
That wiped the grin off his face. “Yeah, I suppose I would be.”
“All right then. So, I’ll come inside and show you I’m braver than you ever were. I’m not scared to face the mighty Coltons.”
Except she was scared. And for some reason, Finn went grim and silent as he climbed out of the car. Had he caught her veiled barb about being afraid to stand up to his family? She didn’t like the practice of taking pot shots at other people, but it was hard not to take a swipe or two at him after all the years of pain and suffering he’d caused her. Vaguely nauseous, she marched toward the back door behind him, praying silently that none of the other Coltons would be around.
Her prayer wasn’t answered, of course. Finn held the back door for her and she stepped through a mud room the size of her living room and into a giant rustic kitchen that could grace the pages of a home-decorating magazine. A big man sat on a bar stool with his back to her, hunched over a mug of something steaming. He turned at their entrance and she started. Although he’d changed a great deal, he was still clearly Finn’s older brother.
“Hi, Damien. Welcome home,” she said.
“Thanks,” he muttered.
“It’s good to have you back,” she added sincerely.
He glanced up again, surprise glinting in his hard gaze for a moment. “It’s good to be back.”
“I’ll go get the drugs, Rachel. Stay here,” Finn ordered. He strode out of the kitchen for parts unknown in the mansion.
“You two dealing drugs now?” Damien asked wryly.
“Yup. Thought we’d corner the market on doggie painkillers.”
“Come again?”
Rachel grinned. “A stray dog wandered up to my house night before last. He’d been shot and was bleeding and half starved. I couldn’t get him to a vet, so Finn came down to town to help him. Did surgery on my kitchen table to remove the bullet and repair his leg.”
“Finn did that for you?” Damien asked in surprise. She nodded and he gestured at the bar stool beside her. As she slid onto it he asked, “Coffee?”
“Yes. Thanks.”
He poured her a mug and sat back down beside her. Great. Now what were they supposed to talk about? The guy had never been the chatty type, even before he went to jail for half his adult life. She resorted to, “Finn says you’ve been doing a lot of work around this place.”
He shrugged.
“Do you know what you’re going to do next?”
He looked at her questioningly.
“I mean, are you planning to stick around Honey Creek long term?”
He raised his mug to her. “You’re the first person with the guts to ask me that outright.”
“It’s not about guts. I’m just interested. I can speak from experience that it sucks to be an outcast among people you thought were friends.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” she replied, warming to the role of advice giver about something she was an expert in. “You stick by your guns, Damien, and do exactly what you want to do. Ignore the funny looks and snarky comments. I wish I had done it sooner.”
He surprised her by mumbling, “Do they ever stop? The looks and the comments?”
She looked him dead in the eye and answered candidly, “I’ll let you know when they do.”
He grunted. She wasn’t sure what the sound meant. Maybe agreement. Maybe disgust.
She said reflectively, “The thing about small towns is no one ever forgets.”
He muttered into his mug, “Don’t need ’em to forget. Just need ’em to forgive.”
She laid her hand on his arm and it went rock hard under her palm. “You don’t need anyone’s forgiveness. You did nothing wrong. You hold your head high in this town, Damien Colton.”
“Maybe before I take off I’ll stick around long enough to see Walsh’s real killer caught.”
“I sincerely hope Wes catches the killer for you. And soon.”
An actual smile lit Damien’s eyes. “You’re not so bad, you know. Finn was a fool to—”
A female voice cut sharply across his words. “What in blue blazes are you doing in my house? We don’t cotton to white trash sluts around here.”
Rachel looked up, stunned at the attack, and her heart fell to her feet. Maisie. The woman had always hated Rachel’s guts for no apparent reason.
Damien surprised her by cutting in. “Don’t be a bitch, Maisie. Rachel brought Finn home.”
“Are you telling me he was with her all night last night?” Maisie screeched. “Just couldn’t wait to get your hooks back into him, could you? After all these years you still don’t get it, do you? You’ll never be good enough to be a Colton, missy. You leave my brother alone. You broke his heart but good the last time, and I’ll not stand for you doing it to him again, you hear me?”
Rachel eyed the back door in panic. If she was quick about it, she could make the mud room and be outside before the other woman could catch her.
Damien spoke up mildy. “Shut up, Maisie. What Finn and Rachel do or don’t do is none of your business.” There was steel behind his words, though. Rachel blinked. At the moment, he didn’t sound like a guy she’d want to cross in a dark alley.
“Here they are—” Finn burst into the kitchen, took in the scene of Rachel eyeing the back door, Maisie glaring at Rachel and Damien glaring at Maisie, and fell silent.
Hands shaking, Rachel took the brown plastic bottle from Finn and slid off the stool. “Thanks for everything, Finn. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” How she got the words out with any semblance of composure, she had no idea.
“Any time,” he replied. Whether he actually meant that or just said it out of automatic politeness, she had no idea. If only she could get out of here without any more collateral damage from Maisie Colton. Folks in Honey Creek were about equally split over whether she was just a spoiled bitch or a little bit crazy. Either way, Rachel usually steered well clear of her. And it was time to do that now.
“Nice talking with you, Damien,” Rachel said.
“You, too.”
She didn’t know how to say goodbye to Finn, so she just nodded at him and turned to leave.
“Be careful driving home, Blondie,” he murmured quietly enough that she doubted Maisie heard.
For some inexplicable reason, tears welled up in her eyes. She just nodded mutely and fled like the big, fat chicken she was. So much for being braver than Finn Colton.


Chapter 6
The next few days were busy ones for Rachel. She visited her mother at the nursing home and cried in her car afterward at how delighted her mother had been that the nice young woman had brought her a cup of chocolate pudding. Her mother was continuing to lose weight and looked so frail that a strong wind might blow her away.
Rachel did a volunteer shift at the Goodwill store and was dismayed to discover the place was plumb out of burlap sacks. It didn’t even have any conservative dresses that would remotely fit her, either. She was stuck with the one Edna was nearly done altering.
At work, she commenced revising the Walsh Oil Drilling financial statements, a job that was going to take her weeks to complete. Craig Warner was out of the office for a couple of days but had stopped by to say hello to her on Thursday morning. She took that as a sign that maybe she wasn’t going to lose her job over exposing the company founder’s embezzlement, after all. At home, she slept and ate around caring for Brownie, who was gradually recovering. She thought he might be putting on a bit of weight, too.
The weather was strange all week. After the snow, the next day the temperature went up to nearly eighty degrees. Mother Nature was as unsettled as Rachel felt.
She didn’t run into Finn around town again, but she was vividly aware of his presence. It was as if she felt him nearby. Every now and then she got a crazy notion that he was within visual range. But whenever she turned to look for him, he wasn’t there. It was probably the lack of sleep making her hallucinate. Either that, or she was as big a lovesick fool as she’d ever been. She tended to believe it was the latter.
Her rational mind argued that she was insane to entertain any thoughts of Finn at all. Maisie was right. Hadn’t she learned her lesson the first time around? She would never be good enough to be a Colton. But her heart stubbornly refused to listen to reason. She dreamed of him. The kinds of dreams that made her wake up restless and hot and wishing for a man in her bed. Finn Colton, to be exact.
Why, oh why, did he have to come back to Honey Creek?
She rushed home after work on Thursday to take care of Brownie and change clothes. Walsh Enterprises was throwing a barbecue to kick off the centennial homecoming weekend celebration, and as a Walsh employee, she was invited.
She’d never been out to the Walsh spread other than to drive by at a distance. It looked homey and charming from the main road. The Walsh house turned out to be deceptive, though. It looked like a fairly normal country-style home with a broad front porch and dormer windows in the steep-pitched roof. But when she stepped inside, she was startled at the size of the place. Nothing but the best for one of the town’s other royal families, she supposed. These people lived in a world different from hers entirely.
Lucy Walsh, who was only a couple of years older than Rachel, ushered her out back to where easily a hundred people milled around the swimming pool balancing plates of food and drinking tall glasses of beer from the Walsh brewery.
He was here. She knew it instantly. Finn’s presence was a tingling across her skin, a sharp pull that said he was over by the bar. She looked up, and there he was. Staring across the crowd at her like he’d felt her walk into the party the same way she’d felt him.
He was, of course, the only Colton at this Walsh barbecue. Frankly, she was surprised he had come. The two families weren’t exactly on friendly terms. But then, Finn always had been the good Colton. The diplomat. The one who smoothed things over.
He wore a pale blue polo shirt and jeans and looked like a million bucks. It was all she could do to tear her gaze away from him. But in a gathering like this, she dared not look like she bore any interest at all in him. The rumors would fly like snowflakes in January if she did.
In fact, she assiduously avoided him for the next hour. Thankfully, Carly arrived and took her in tow. Her cousin was outgoing and popular and made lively conversation with dozens of people. It allowed Rachel to nod and smile and act like she was having fun, when mostly she was concentrating on keeping tabs on Finn and forcing herself not to look at him. When the strain became too much for her, she went inside in search of a restroom and found a long line of people waiting to use one.
Jolene Walsh, Lucy’s mom, stopped to speak to Rachel in the hall. “Why don’t you go upstairs, dear? There are several bathrooms, and you won’t have to wait.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Walsh.”
“Call me Jolene, dear.”
She thought she detected a hint of sadness in the woman’s voice. She’d had a rough go of life, too. It was no secret that Mark Walsh had cheated on his wife and been a rotten husband until his first death. By all accounts, Jolene had kept to herself for years afterward and let Craig Warner mostly run Walsh Enterprises. Then Mark had shown up dead for real and plunged Jolene into yet another scandal. Poor woman.
“Thanks, Jolene,” Rachel murmured. She headed upstairs and went in search of a bathroom. She ducked into a bedroom and saw a door that looked promising. She headed toward it and started when it opened.
Finn stepped out.
“Oh! Hi,” she murmured, flustered.
“Hi. Enjoying the party?” Finn asked. He glanced warily toward the open bedroom door.
“Uhh, yeah. Food’s great.”
“How’s Brownie?”
“Getting better slowly. He’s started trying to put weight on his leg, but he cries every time he tries it.”
Finn frowned. “Femurs are intensely painful bones to break in humans. I suspect it’s similar in dogs. Let me know if the pain doesn’t seem to subside in a few days.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
He took a step closer and asked quietly, “How are you doing, Blondie?”
She looked up at him, startled. “Tired, actually. Taking care of Brownie around the clock is hard work.”
He nodded and reached out to trace beneath her eye with the pad of his thumb. She froze, stunned that he would touch her voluntarily. “Get some rest. He’s depending on you.”
She nodded, her throat too tight to speak. He was talking about the dog, right?
Finn took a step forward, his fingers still resting lightly on her cheek. His head bent down toward hers slightly. Ohmigosh. He was going to kiss her!
Someone burst into the room in a flurry of noise and movement. “Finn, come quick! We need a doctor—” Lucy Walsh broke off, looking back and forth between them. “Oh!”
Finn jumped back at about the same instant Rachel did, but he was first to speak. “What’s wrong?”
“Craig has collapsed. Hurry!”
Finn spared Rachel an apologetic glance, then raced out of the room after Lucy. Rachel sat down on the edge of the bed, breathing hard. Holy cow. Finn Colton had been about to kiss her. And he wasn’t drunk this time. At least, she was pretty sure he wasn’t.
As worried as she might be about her boss, she couldn’t exactly go busting downstairs immediately after Finn with her cheeks on fire. Not if she didn’t want to be the stuff of gossip for weeks to come. She stumbled into the bathroom and splashed cold water over her face until her cheeks had returned to a normal pink in the mirror. Her brown eyes were too big, though, too wide, and her hands were shaking. There was no way she was going to hide the fact that something had happened between her and Finn up here.
Crud. She seemed to have a knack for doing practically nothing yet managing to put herself into prime rumor position. She really wished she would stop doing that. Reluctantly, she walked downstairs. An ambulance siren screamed in the distance. Oh, dear. Craig must be seriously ill. She hoped it was nothing like a heart attack.
She stepped out onto the back patio. A crowd of people was clustered around the far end of the pool, and she spotted Finn kneeling next to a prone figure. At least he wasn’t doing CPR on Craig. That was good news, right? A pair of paramedics raced around the side of the house, pulling a stretcher. She watched in dismay along with everyone else while they loaded Craig onto it and, with Finn jogging beside them, rushed Craig out to the ambulance.
Lucy Walsh, who happened to be standing next to Rachel, turned blindly to her, her face pale. “I’ve got to take my mom to the hospital. She’s too upset to drive. Could you keep an eye on things around here? Everyone can stay if they like, but we’ve got to go.”
Rachel nodded, stunned. In moments, the Walsh party was nearly devoid of Walshes. Lester Atkins made an announcement that people should feel free to stay and enjoy the barbecue. But the life had gone out of the evening. People trickled out steadily over the next hour until the place was deserted.
Rachel stepped in to supervise the caterers when Lester got a call from the Walshes and had to race off to the hospital. That couldn’t be a good sign. She said a prayer for Craig and turned to the daunting task of cleaning up after two hundred people. After all, she was the town’s resident pitch-in-and-volunteer girl. Thankfully, the caterers were efficient, and it only took an hour or so for them to pick up the mess, pack the tents and tables and leave the remaining food in coolers in the kitchen.
Rachel climbed into her car a little after midnight and started the long drive back to town. Finn was a great doctor and he was looking after Craig. Everything would turn out okay. Except an ominous rumbling in her gut said that everything was not okay in Honey Creek.

Finn parked his truck behind his family’s mansion and sat there for a while staring at nothing. What on earth was wrong with Craig Warner? He understood why the local chief E.R. doctor had recruited him to consult on this case. But even as a specialist in gastrointestinal disorders, he was stumped. He’d seen a lot of strange cases in emergency rooms before, but this one was baffling. He’d ordered up a raft of tests, but the nearest lab was in Bozeman and he wouldn’t have any results on most of the lab work until morning. He’d considered ordering a helicopter to transport Craig up to Bozeman, but frankly, he didn’t think the man would survive the flight.
Damn it, the guy couldn’t die on him! Besides the fact that he took pride as a physician in hardly ever losing a patient, how ironic would it be for one of the mainstays of the Walsh family to die on the watch of a Colton?
He climbed out of the truck, shrugging deep into the jacket he’d snagged from the mud room earlier. He didn’t feel like going inside. The weather had swung back from summer warm to cold tonight, and the temperature fit his mood. He strolled out toward the back acreage and spied a light on in the main barn. What was going on out there? He headed for the light.
The dew soaked through his docksiders and the night air bit sharply at his nose. The warmth of the barn was tangible as he stepped inside. A rich smell of cattle and disinfectant washed over him. This always had been his favorite place on the whole ranch. Damien leaned against a stall door at the far end of the cavernous space.
He joined his brother and glanced into the stall. A cow lay on her side, straining in the distinctive spasms of delivering a calf. “Everything okay?” Finn asked.
Damien shrugged. “First calf. She’s struggling with it. Thought I’d keep an eye on her in case she needs help.”
“Late in the year to be calving, isn’t it?” Finn murmured.
Damien shrugged. “I wasn’t around ten months ago to know how she got in with the bull.”
Finn fell silent. They watched the cow stand, pace around a bit, then lay back down and strain again. Finn asked, “You check the calf’s position?”
“Yeah. Presentation’s normal.”
Funny how both of them had been gone from the ranch for over a decade, but the knowledge of ranching and cattle husbandry came back unbidden. The rhythm of life out here got into a man’s bones and never left him.
Damien commented, “I figure we give her another push or two, and if she doesn’t make any progress, we go in and help.”
“Want me to call a vet?”
Damien replied, “I hear Doc Smith retired. There’s no vet in town these days, so we’re on our own. But you’re a doctor. Some of that fancy medical stuff has to apply to cattle, doesn’t it?”
Finn nodded. Something in his gut ached with longing to go to veterinary school and take Doc Smith’s place as the local vet. But, no. He had to become a “real” doctor. Respectable. Successful. Distinguished.
Damien looked over at him with that disconcertingly direct stare he’d developed in prison. “What brings you out here at this time of night? I thought you were going to the Walsh barbecue.”
“I went. Craig Warner collapsed and had to be rushed to the hospital. I spent most of the evening in the emergency room with him.”
“He gonna be okay?”
Finn shrugged. “Don’t know. We can’t figure out what’s wrong with him. He’s in critical condition.”
Damien frowned. “Can’t say as I wish anyone associated with the Walshes well, but I don’t wish death on the guy.”
Finn nodded. Once upon a time, Damien had been crazy in love with Lucy Walsh until her father ran Damien off. That was what the prosecutors used as Damien’s motive for supposedly murdering Mark Walsh. Women. The root of all evil.
“You think?” Damien murmured in surprise.
Finn glanced over at his brother. Had he said that out loud?
“You got woman trouble, Finn?”
He frowned. Did he have woman trouble? He wasn’t sure. He’d been on the verge of kissing Rachel again at the barbecue before Lucy burst in to announce that Craig had collapsed. And that would’ve been a colossal mistake.
“Only trouble I’m having with women is staying away from them. Or rather getting them to stay away from me.”
“Rachel’s not stalking you, is she? She didn’t strike me as the type.”
“Hell, if anything I’m the one stalking her.” He jammed a hand through his hair. “But I know better. The woman’s poison. She reeled me in the last time and then betrayed me.”
“You mean back in high school?” Damien asked. He sounded surprised again.
“Yeah,” Finn answered impatiently.
“You still carrying a torch for her after all this time?”
“I’m not carrying a torch for Rachel Grant!”
“Dunno. From where I stand, it sure looks like you are. Helping her with that dog and spending the night at her house. Were you really only on her couch?”
Rage exploded in Finn’s chest. It boiled up within him until his face was hot and his fists itching to hit something. What the hell? He checked the reaction, stunned at its violence. Where had that come from? Was he really so defensive of Rachel? Or was it maybe that it just pissed him off to have someone else see the truth before he did?
The cow laid down abruptly and commenced another contraction.
“Crap,” Damien exclaimed softly. “The calf has turned. Those aren’t front hooves.”
Finn followed his brother into the pen. “I’ll hold her down. You’re stronger than me. You pull the calf.”
They went to work quickly. Finn put a knee on the cow’s neck, leaning on it just enough to keep her from getting up. As another contraction started, Damien wrapped a towel around the calf’s back legs, braced himself with his boots dug deep into the sawdust and commenced pulling for all he was worth.
“Ease up,” Finn said as the contraction ended. Damien and the cow had the calf’s entire hind legs out. Damien tore back the silver-white amniotic sac to get better purchase on the slippery calf.
“Big calf,” Damien commented, breathing hard.
“Here comes the next contraction,” Finn replied.
Damien nodded and commenced pulling again. It took maximum effort from cow and human, but a few moments later, the calf popped out in a rush of fluid. Finn and Damien pulled the sac back from the calf’s face and cleaned out its nose. The calf shook his head and snorted, breathing normally. The cow lowed to her baby and after passing the afterbirth got to her feet to examine her offspring. While mother administered an energetic bath to her baby, Finn got a barn shovel, took the afterbirth out of the stall and checked it make sure it was intact and whole.
He and Damien leaned on the stall wall and watched as the calf started struggling to get to its feet. Mom’s enthusiastic licking wasn’t helping, and she knocked the little guy over a few times. There was something miraculous to watching new life unfold like this. It put everything else in the world into perspective.
Damien murmured, “Rachel seems like a decent woman. Why is it you hate her guts, again?”
Finn was startled. Why had Damien circled back to this subject? “You know why. She slept with some other guy. Hell, she ripped my guts out and stomped on them.”
Damien shrugged. “Yeah, yeah. I remember. I was there when Maisie told you.” He paused. “But it’s been fifteen years. That’s a long time. People change.”
“Yeah, but just because people change, that doesn’t mean it’s always for the better.”
“They don’t always change for the worse, bro.”
Finn looked over at Damien in surprise. “When did you become such an optimist about the human race?”
“I’m no great optimist. It’s just that…” Damien seemed to search for the right words and then settled on “…life’s too short. You gotta do what makes you happy. If you want to give things with Rachel another go, then you should do it.”
Finn reared back. “I don’t want to give things with Rachel another go!”
“Why the hell not? She’s a beautiful woman, and she’s plumb tuckered in love with you. If I had a woman like that who wanted me like she wants you, I wouldn’t think twice about going for it.”
“In love? With me? You’re nuts. She hates my guts!” His outburst startled the cow into turning defensively and banging into her calf, who stumbled and fell over.
“Shh,” Damien hushed him. “You’re upsetting momma and interfering with junior’s first meal.”
Finn subsided, but his brain was in a whirl. Why on earth did Damien think Rachel still had a thing for him? She might have turned to him for help with her injured dog, but she’d made it plenty clear that she wished he’d leave town and stay gone. Except she’d kissed him back last night when she thought he was too drunk to remember the kiss today. And earlier this evening at the barbecue, she’d definitely leaned toward him when he’d leaned toward her—
Cripes. Was he so desperate that he was analyzing leaning, now?
The sound of sucking pulled his thoughts back to the moment. He smiled as the calf butted his mother’s udder and sucked some more.
“Nice-looking calf,” Damien commented. “Maybe I’ll ask the old man to give him to me as a starter bull for my new ranch.”
“You still planning to move to Nevada and start your own place?” Finn murmured.
“Nothing to hold me around here anymore,” Damien retorted. “Just a whole lot of bad memories and bad blood.”
It hurt to hear the pain in Damien’s voice. The guy’d been through so much and gotten such a raw deal. Finn really wished there was something he could do to put a smile back into his brother’s eyes.
“Things sure didn’t turn out how either of us planned, did they?” Finn muttered. “I thought I was going to marry Rachel, go to vet school and live happily ever after, and you were going to run the ranch and marry Lucy.”
Damien’s gaze went glacial. Finn froze as actual violence rolled off his brother’s massive shoulders. For the first time since he’d gotten home, Finn was a little afraid of his older brother. By slow degrees, Damien’s bunched muscles relaxed and the violence pouring off of him ebbed. Finn released a slow, careful breath.
Damien glanced wryly over at Finn. “It’s not too late for you. You can still have it all.”
Finn wanted to shout that he didn’t want Rachel Grant, but once again, the words wouldn’t come out of his throat. They stuck somewhere in his gut and refused to budge.
Damn, that woman messed him up like no other female ever had. Coming back to Honey Creek had been a big mistake. A huge one. To hell with the homecoming dance. He’d pay his respects to Coach Meyer in the morning and get the hell out of town.


Chapter 7
Rachel dragged herself into work the next morning as exhausted as she’d ever been in her life. Brownie had been restless and uncomfortable last night, and what with worrying over Craig Warner and replaying that almost-kiss with Finn Colton over and over in her head, she’d barely slept at all.
After hours and hours of wrestling with the decision, she’d determined that no matter how much attraction still lingered between the two of them, she and Finn were better off going their separate ways and living their own lives. Too much time had passed and they’d both changed too much. Even if they had been wildly attracted to one another as kids, teen lust was no basis for a long-lasting relationship.
Only a few minutes after she’d sat down at her desk, Lester Atkins summoned her to his office. Alarm coursed through her. What could he possibly want with her? As Craig’s personal assistant, he had a great deal of unofficial power at Walsh Enterprises. And some of his power was entirely official. She gathered from her coworkers, for example, that he had the power to fire people at her pay grade.
Craig Warner’s secretary wasn’t at her desk when Rachel got to the woman’s office, so she stepped through into Lester’s. He wasn’t there. Strange. She glanced into Craig’s office and was startled to see Lester sitting at Warner’s desk. His palms were spread wide on the leather surface, and a look of satisfaction glutted his features.
Rachel stepped back hastily into the doorway to the secretary’s office and cleared her throat loudly. Lester came out of Warner’s office immediately, the look in his eyes one of suspicion now.
“Ah. There you are, Miss Grant. I have some paperwork I need you to take over to the hospital and get signed.”
“Does that mean Mr. Warner’s doing better?” she asked hopefully.
“No. He’s still in critical condition. I need Mrs. Walsh’s signature.”
Rachel frowned. From what she gathered, Craig Warner and Jolene Walsh had quietly been an item for the past year or two. She hardly imagined that Jolene would want to deal with business matters when her lover was fighting for his life.
Lester must’ve caught the frown, because he snapped, “I wouldn’t bother her with trivial matters. This paperwork is vitally important and has to be signed right away.” He picked up a thick manila folder off his desk. “I’ve marked the spots that need signing with sticky notes. Jolene doesn’t need to read any of it. You can tell her I’ve reviewed it all and she just needs to sign it. Bring it back to me when she’s done it.”
Rachel nodded and took the file he thrust at her. As she drove to the hospital, she couldn’t get the sight of that gloating pleasure on Lester’s face out of her mind. She glanced down at the folder resting on her passenger seat several times. What was he up to? She pulled into a space in the hospital parking lot and turned off the ignition. It was none of her business. But the Walshes were bound to be distracted. And she neither liked nor trusted Lester. She picked up the file.
There had to be a hundred pages of dense legal papers in the folder. She tried to read the first few pages but got bogged down in the language so fast that she shifted into merely scanning the pages superficially.
And then the words Walsh Oil Drilling Corporation, leaped off a page at her. She stopped and went back to it. She appeared to be in the middle of some sort of contract. She backed up a few pages and read more closely. The contract appeared to be fairly innocuous. Walsh Oil Drilling was leasing mineral rights to several large tracts of land on the West Coast for exploration and possible development. The other party in the deal was a corporation she’d never heard of before—Hidden Pines Holding Company. She plowed through a dozen pages of clauses before she reached the end of the agreement and a sticky note marking where Jolene was supposed to sign the contract.
Rachel jolted as she looked down at the signature blocks on the page before her. She recognized one of the signatures of a Hidden Pines official. Or, more accurately, one of the illegible scrawls. It looked an awful lot like the scrawls on the fraudulent Walsh Oil Drilling financial records she’d been poring over for the past week. She studied the scribble. It had a different loop at the beginning and trailed off a little more horizontally than the one on the financial records, but the rest of it—the way it floated above the line, the aggressive slash of it—was nearly identical.
She needed to show this to Wes Colton. Except Lester would get suspicious if she didn’t get Jolene’s signature and bring it back to the office right away. Not only would Wes not want the guy involved with this, but Lester had the power to fire her, and she really couldn’t afford to lose this job. Maybe she could find a copy machine in the hospital and make a copy of the page.
Who was the owner of Hidden Pines Holding Company? And how was he or she involved with skimming Walsh Oil Drilling monies? It seemed awfully fishy that the two companies were doing business together like this.
She closed the folder and headed into the hospital. It wasn’t a big place and she had no trouble finding the Walsh clan. They all but filled the main waiting room.
Jolene Walsh greeted her warmly, if wanly. “Rachel, dear. How kind of you to stop by.”
“How’s Mr. Warner? He’s been so kind to me.”
“There’s no change. Finn says that’s good news. He went down fast last night, but he seems to be holding his own now. He’s still having trouble breathing, though, and they can’t make heads nor tails of his blood work.”
Rachel expressed her sympathy and prayers for Mr. Warner’s recovery. Then she winced and said, “Actually, Mrs. Walsh. I’m here on business. Lester Atkins sent me over with some documents for you to sign. But I need to make copies of them before you do.”
“Oh!” Mrs. Walsh looked surprised.
Rachel added hastily, “If you’d rather wait on signing these, I’ll be glad to tell Lester that. Really, this is no time to be thinking about contracts and the like.”
Mrs. Walsh blinked and then examined Rachel more closely. For a moment, Rachel got the impression of acute perceptiveness behind the woman’s gaze. Like she’d heard the layers of hidden warning behind Rachel’s words. “Yes. Yes, you’re right. Now’s not the time. Who knows what I might end up signing. Tell Lester I’ll take a look at the documents in a few days, when Craig’s feeling better.”
Rachel nodded, deeply relieved, and turned to leave. And she all but ran into Finn Colton’s chest. She didn’t need to look up to know those broad shoulders, even if they were covered in a white lab coat this morning.
“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I was just leaving.”
“Hey,” he murmured. “Aren’t you even going to say hello?”
Her gaze snapped up to his. “In front of all these people?”
“There’s no reason for us not to act civil to one another in public,” he replied evenly.
It wasn’t the civil bit that worried her. It was the incendiary attraction that flared up between them any time they got into close proximity that had her nervous. It was flaring up, now, in fact, if the heat in her cheeks was any indication. She took a step back from him. “Uhh, hi, Finn. I was here on business, but I’m just leaving. Unless you can tell me where to find a copy machine in this hospital.”
“Try the nurse’s station. They handle massive amounts of paperwork.”
“Thanks.” She turned and walked away from him even though every fiber in her body wanted to turn around and fling herself into his arms. But when she heard him murmur, “The blood work is coming back from Bozeman, and it’s not good,” she did turn around.
Mrs. Walsh collapsed into a vinyl-covered chair and Lucy sank down beside her, holding her mother’s hand.
Finn continued gently. “His liver is failing. We don’t know why. It seems to be accumulating toxins at a rapid rate, and they’re poisoning his body. I’m going to start him on a course of chelation using specially engineered cell salts.”
“Cell salts?” Jolene Walsh repeated faintly.
Finn explained. “It’s an experimental treatment. I’ll introduce specially designed salts into Mr. Warner’s body. If all goes well, the salt molecules will bind to the toxins in his liver. And because the body readily flushes salt out of itself, the idea is for his body to flush the salts and take the poisons with them. But we don’t have time to do lengthy studies and create a salt specifically for the toxins in Mr. Warner’s system. We’re going to have to make our best guess at which salt complex to use.”
Rachel was impressed by Finn’s reassuring calm with Jolene. His explanation had also been clear and easy to follow. Who’d have guessed that the fun-loving teenager she’d once known would have developed into a doctor like this? Of course, the wild recklessness wasn’t entirely gone. It had been dangerous in the extreme for him to contemplate kissing her at the Walsh barbecue.
Finn was speaking again. “…need your signature on some releases before we start the treatment, since it’s still experimental.”
Jolene glanced up at Rachel, and she smiled at the older woman. These were the sorts of things she needed to be signing right now. Not oil-drilling contracts for Lester Atkins. And on that note, Rachel slipped quietly from the waiting room.
When she approached the nurse’s station, the place was in chaos, with nurses rushing every which way. Apparently, there’d been a car accident outside of town and several victims were in the midst of being admitted. Rachel decided to go to the library and make her copies there. She started toward the parking lot but stopped in surprise as she spied Wes Colton standing in front of the hospital. Alarm jangled in her belly. Did his presence have something to do with Craig Warner’s mystery illness?
She walked up to him and waited while he finished a call on his cell phone.
“Hi, Rachel. What can I do for you?”
“It’s what I can do for you. I’ve found something I think you might want to take a look at.”
“Regarding?”
“Those financial records I gave you. I may have found another place where that one mysterious signature was used. Recently.”
“How recently?”
“It’s dated two days ago.”
Wes glanced around the parking lot and then leaned close to murmur, “Meet me in my office in an hour. And don’t say anything about it to anyone.”
She nodded, feeling very James Bond-like, and headed for her car. She used the hour to run home and check on Brownie. He was still restless, and she gave him another dose of the painkiller Finn had given her.
Wes was waiting when she arrived at his office. She opened the folder and showed him the signature, and he pulled out his copies of the financial records and compared the two.
“Good eye, Rachel. I’ll send these off to a handwriting expert and see what he can make of it.”
In short order, Wes had copied the contents of the entire file. As he handed the documents back to her, he asked, “Atkins likely to hassle you over not getting these signed?”
She looked up at Wes in alarm. “I hope not.”
“If he gives you any trouble, you let me know. Jolene won’t stand for an employee being fired for looking out for her best interest. I’ll have a word with her if Lester tries to mess with you.”
She smiled her gratitude at him. Who’d have guessed a Colton would look out for her like this? And with a Walsh, no less. Too bad it wasn’t Finn showing such concern.
As she stood up to leave the sheriff’s office, the bell on the outer door rang behind her. A large, familiar shadow filled the doorway. Her heart tripped and sped up.
“Finn!” Rachel exclaimed. “Are you following me?”
“Gee. I was just about to accuse you of the same thing,” he retorted, grinning.
Wes looked back and forth between them shrewdly. Rachel squirmed. At this rate, everybody in town would know there were sparks flying between the two of them. But nobody seemed to believe her avowal that even though there might be sparks, she had no intention of starting any fires.
Wes gathered up the papers on the desk. “Let me just put these in the safe and then I’ll be ready to go.”
Rachel picked up her briefcase and headed for the door. Small problem: the only way out of the sheriff’s office was right past Finn. And he wasn’t moving. She approached him warily. “Any change in Craig Warner’s condition?”
Finn shrugged. “We’ve started the cell salt therapy. It’s too early to tell if it’s going to do any good.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
Finn’s jaw tightened and he didn’t answer. Which was answer enough.
“I’ll say another prayer for him.”
“Thanks, Rachel.”
“How are you doing? Did you get any sleep last night?”
He shrugged. “Medical school teaches you how to go without sleep. I’m okay. I just wish—”
“Wish what?” she asked quietly.
“I just wish I knew what in the hell is wrong with Craig,” he burst out.
“You’ll figure it out. I know you will.” On impulse, she laid a hand on his chest and sucked in her breath at the heat and hardness of him. She’d meant the spontaneous gesture as a sympathetic one, but in the blink of an eye, tension thrummed between them, hot and thick. She glanced fearfully toward Wes’s office and very carefully removed her hand from his chest. Whoa. Note to self: do not touch Finn even under the most innocent of circumstances. Not unless she had a burning desire to scorch herself silly.
Finn let out a slow breath. He tried to smile, but the expression seemed more of a grimace to her. “I’ll do my best not to let the Walsh family down.”
If he could manage normal conversation, she could, too. “Take care of yourself, okay?”
She felt anything but, normal, though. Her stomach was by turns heavy and floating, and her entire body tingled. Why did she only feel this alive when she was around him? Should she ride the wave and enjoy it while it lasted, or maybe she’d be wiser to try to wean herself off the addiction now before it got too bad.
She moved to pass him, but he reached out and stopped her with a hand on her arm. “I—”
She froze, waiting to see what came next.
“I’m sorry we didn’t get to finish our conversation at the Walsh barbecue.”
She stared, shocked. Okay. Not what she’d been expecting. He wanted to finish that kiss they’d almost started but had never gotten around to? Her gaze ducked away from his. “I’m, uh, sorry, too.”
“Give me a rain check?”
“Uh, sure.” Positively stunned now, she stumbled as she heard Wes coming back out into the main room. Finn steadied her, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
“Thanks,” she mumbled. And then she all but ran for the door, her cheeks on fire.

“She okay?” Wes asked.
Finn looked up at his brother, doing his damnedest to hide how shaken he was. He couldn’t even be in the same room with Rachel without thinking about pulling her into his arms and kissing her senseless. Who was he kidding? He wasn’t leaving town on her account anytime soon. And then she had to go and lay her hand on his chest. He’d thought he was going to come out of his skin when she touched him like that.
Belatedly, Finn answered, “She’s great. She just doesn’t know it yet.”
“Huh?”
“Never mind.”
“You thinking about getting back together with her?” Wes asked as they headed out the front door and Wes locked up.
Finn opened his mouth. Shut it. His first impulse was to reply that hell yes, he was getting back together with Rachel. But the inevitable reaction he would get from Wes made him pause.
It was a stupid idea. Hooking up with Rachel would bring him nothing but trouble. If he knew what was good for him, he’d leave well enough alone. Hell, if he really knew what was good for him, he’d get out of Honey Creek as soon as possible. Except he couldn’t walk out on Craig Warner right now. No, he definitely had to stick around town until the crisis passed for Warner one way or the other. He didn’t know whether to curse the man or bless him.
Rather than try to field any more uncomfortable questions from Wes that had no easy answers, Finn guided the talk into safer waters. “Any progress on the Walsh murder?”
“Maybe.”
“Can you talk about it?”
“Nope.”
Finn eyed his brother speculatively. Did Rachel have anything to do with the possible break in the case? Why else would she be in the sheriff’s office? What did she know? He asked abruptly, “Is Rachel in any danger?”
Wes glanced over at him, startled. “Why do you ask that?”
“Umm, well, with that dog showing up on her porch shot and all…” It was a lame response but the best he could do on short notice.
“Nah. The dog’s just one very lucky mutt to have found someone as soft-hearted as Rachel.”
“What about whoever killed Walsh?”
“I don’t think we have a serial killer on our hands, if that’s what you’re implying. Whoever killed Mark Walsh wanted him dead and him alone.”
Finn exhaled heavily. “Maybe not.”
Wes looked over sharply. The squad car slowed and Wes guided it over to the side of the road. When it was parked, he said, “You never did tell me why you called me earlier. That’s why I swung by the hospital. But you were tied up with Warner. So talk. Now.”
Finn frowned. “There’s a chance—a small one, but a chance—that Craig Warner is the victim of foul play.”
“How’s that?”
“It’s too early to be sure, but I’ve ruled out just about everything else. I think it’s possible that Craig has ingested poison.”
“Have you got any evidence?”
“Not yet. I wouldn’t have said anything at all if you weren’t my brother, and I know you won’t go off half-cocked.”
“When will you be able to say for sure?”
Finn shrugged. “I’ve sent blood and tissue samples to the crime lab upstate to look for various toxins. It may be a few days before all the results come back.”
“Let me know what you find. And I’m saying that in my official capacity.”
Great. Another reason he was trapped here in town with Rachel. Part of him was secretly thrilled, and part of him hovered between dismay and disgust. Finn nodded unhappily as Wes muttered to himself. “Different M.O. than the Walsh murder…but, the second Walsh father figure…who’d want to see the head of the family dead?”
Finn had a bad feeling in his gut. First Walsh and now Warner. What was going on in Honey Creek?


Chapter 8
Rachel stared at herself critically in the mirror, remembering another night long ago standing in front of this mirror preparing carefully for prom. The butterflies in her stomach were the same, the nervous anticipation, the worry that she had put on too much makeup and then that she hadn’t put on enough—all of it the same. Even the man on her mind was the same.
Finn. Just thinking his name made her sigh. Although she couldn’t say exactly what the sigh meant. Maybe it was nostalgic, maybe wistful. Surely it didn’t have anything to do with being love struck, though. She knew better. Right?
Twelve years ago, she’d piled her hair on top of her head in a mass of curls and worn a coronet of daisies. Tonight, she pulled it back into a loose French twist that was more sophisticated. More appropriate to her age. After all, she was thirty years old now—a mature woman. She snorted. More like a desperate one settling unwillingly into spinsterhood.
Her prom dress had been a frothy yellow affair with ruffles and bows. This gown, although yellow as well, was anything but little-girly. Edna had done a magnificent job on it. The pale yellow silk draped around her in a smooth sheath, melding with her skin and hair tones until it was barely there. Whisper light, it moved like water against her skin. The long skirt was slit practically to her hip, so its narrow, hourglass cut didn’t impede her movement at all. She slipped on the gold and crystal strappy high heels that completed the ensemble. She wore no jewelry at all. The dress didn’t need it.
The doorbell rang. That would be Carly, but Rachel couldn’t help the moment of flashback as she remembered how excited she’d been the night of prom. She’d had a surprise for Finn. She’d decided she was ready to make love to him, and that night was the night. He’d been sweet and patient and never pushed her, but she knew he’d be thrilled to take their relationship to the next level.
Finn had even hinted that he might be asking her to wait for him while he went off to college, and he’d even not so subtly found out what her ring size was. Had he planned on asking her to marry him? Her heart had told her that was exactly what he had in mind. And the thought made her so happy she could barely contain the joy bursting out of her. She would graduate and join him in college, and then the two of them would start a new life far away from this tiny corner of nowhere. Ha. How terribly wrong she’d been.
She picked up the crystal-encrusted clutch that had come with the shoes and headed for the front door. She flung it open and Carly stepped inside.
“Oh my God!” Carly exclaimed. “You did it! You finally picked out an outfit all by yourself that I approve of!”
Rachel laughed. “You like it?”
“Like it? I love it! You look practically naked! Finn is not going to be able to take his eyes off you.”
“That’s not the point,” she protested. But then her conscience kicked in. Okay, so that is secretly exactly the point.
“Regardless. Every man in the room’s going to be drooling over you, girlfriend. Hoo wee! Honey Creek isn’t going to know what hit it!”
“Carly, I’m not trying to look like a slut. Be honest. Do I look cheap?”
Carly answered with uncharacteristic seriousness. “Rachel, you look like a million bucks. Honest. I’ve never seen you look more beautiful or classy.”
She hugged her cousin. “You look pretty terrific yourself.”
Carly twirled in the black cocktail dress and the skirt flared out. “Like it?”
“Yeah. Expecially the part where you twirl and flash your panties at everyone.”
Carly grinned. “Not wearing any.”
They headed out the front door and Rachel looked up. “You’re going commando?”
“I’m thonging it. Makes me feel daring and naughty. How ’bout you? Is there any room under that dress for lingerie?”
Rachel laughed across the top of Carly’s red Mustang. “I could never go out in public without underwear.”
“Chicken.”
“Tart,” Rachel retorted as she slipped into her seat.
Carly kept glancing over at her as they headed for the high school. Finally, Rachel asked, “What’s wrong with me? Do I have lipstick on my teeth?”
Carly laughed. “No. I’m just thinking about walking into that dance with you. This is going to be fun.”

Tonight was going to suck rocks. Finn glared into the mirror as he tied his tie. No way to get out of it, though. The whole Colton clan was going to the dance. Even his younger brothers, Brand and Perry, were going to be there. Darius had decreed it. Only Damien had been excused from the edict to go. He didn’t need to become a circus sideshow in front of the entire town. Not to mention Darius had always been so hellbent on Colton respectability. The old man surely wouldn’t want to parade his ex-con son in front of everyone. The young doctor in the family, though—that was a different matter. Finn had a sneaking suspicion he’d be on display tonight like some kind of damned trophy.
He shrugged into his suit coat and tugged it into place. An image of prom night all those years ago flashed through his mind. He’d had an engagement ring in his pocket and had been positive that Rachel would say yes. Sure, they were young. But true love was true love. From the moment he’d first laid eyes on her in biology lab, he’d known. She was the One.
He supposed she’d be at the homecoming dance tonight. No reason for her not to be there. But he mentally cringed at the idea. Another dance. The high school gym. Him and Rachel. Both there. But thankfully, not together this time.
Yup, tonight was definitely going to suck.

When they got to the high school, Carly declared the parking lot not full enough for their grand entrance and took a lap around town before coming back to the dance. Rachel’s nerves, which were stretched thin already, didn’t need the delay. As she glanced down at her gown’s plunging neckline and the way her push-up bra all but dumped her out of the top of it, she began to think better of this getup. She’d been feeling unappreciated and defiant the day the dress had come in to the Goodwill store and she’d impulsively bought the thing. But maybe that hadn’t been such a good idea. She had the black dress she’d worn to her father’s funeral at home…
“I can’t do it, Carly. Run me home fast, will you? You can drop me off and come back here while I change.”
“Change? Whatever for?” Carly squawked.
“I’m chickening out.”
“Oh, no you’re not, young lady.” The Mustang swung into the high school drive and Carly accelerated threateningly. “You’re going into that dance just as you are even if I have to drag you in there by the hair.”
Rachel grimaced. She knew her cousin well enough to take the threat seriously. “This is a bad idea.”
“This is a great idea. It’s high time Finn Colton realized what he’s missing. And when he begs you to take him back, you take that stiletto heel of yours and stomp on his heart. You hear me?”
Rachel winced. She hadn’t been exactly forthcoming with Carly about her recent encounters with Finn. Carly wasn’t known for her ability to keep a secret, and Rachel really hadn’t wanted to be the gossip topic of the whole town again. As it was, enough people were throwing her and Finn speculative looks that rumors had to be swirling behind her back.
“Want me to drop you off in front?” Carly asked.
“No!” Rachel blurted. She flashed back to standing under the porch outside the gym, waiting for Finn to park his truck. He’d been so handsome striding toward her in his tux she’d actually cried a little. He’d been wearing a strange expression as he’d joined her that night, but she had put it down to his nerves at proposing to her. She couldn’t have been more wrong!
Carly shrugged and pulled into the parking lot. “There’s one of the Colton trucks over there. I wonder how many of them showed up tonight.”
“Oh, Lord. If you’re trying to make me run screaming from this stupid dance, you’re doing a great job.”
“C’mon, Raych. Let’s go show all those fuddy-duddies just how amazing we Grant women are.” Carly linked an arm through hers and marched toward the gym in a fashion that gave Rachel no choice but to go along.
This was dumb. Really dumb. She was going to walk in there and cause a scandal she’d spend another fifteen years living down. What had she been thinking to choose this dress? The doorway loomed and two ridiculously young-looking teenaged boys reached for the double doors.
“I can’t do this,” Rachel wailed in a whisper.
The doors swung open before them.
“Too late,” Carly announced cheerfully. “Smile.”
What the heck. If she were going to go down in flames, she might as well pretend to enjoy the ride. Rachel pasted on a smile and stepped inside. The wash of memories that came over her was almost unbearable. A mirrored disco ball spun slowly above the dance floor, and she swore the exact same hand-painted banners and crepe paper streamers decorated the walls. Even the bunches of helium balloons were the same.
She glanced around the room and was shocked to realize that it did, indeed, appear that she had stopped the dance. Every face in the room was turning her way, with varying degrees of amazement and appreciation painted upon them all. She spied the cluster of Coltons in the corner but didn’t see Finn among the broad-shouldered group.
Her stomach fell. But then relief kicked in.
“C’mon. Let’s turn this town on its head,” Carly murmured, dragging her forward into the room. They just about reached the mob of people dancing in the middle of the gym floor when Rachel felt a presence behind her.
She paused. Half turned. And stared.
Whoever said men didn’t know how to make a grand entrance had obviously never seen Finn Colton walk into a room. In a tuxedo. With one hand carelessly in a pants pocket like an Italian model. Or a movie star.
He stopped just inside the door, much as she had. And likewise, every head in the place turned his way. But then his gaze locked on her, and everything and everyone else in the room faded away. His gaze traveled slowly down her body to her toes and all the way back up to her face. It was hard to see his eyes in the dim half-light, but the expression on his face came darn near to open lust.
Carly cackled beside her. “Take that, Finn Colton! Now go for the kill, cuz.”
“Uhh, how exactly do I do that?” Rachel mumbled back. Not only was her entire face on fire, but it felt like her neck, shoulders and arms were blushing, too.
“Easy. Flirt with him like crazy. Then leave with another guy. He’ll never live it down.”
“Another guy?” Rachel squeaked. “I don’t do that sort of thing. My reputation would be ruined—”
“Like it’s not already?” Carly shot back.
Her cousin’s flippant remark stopped her cold. Sometimes she forgot what everyone else in town thought of her. She supposed they must be right if they all still believed she was a coldhearted heartbreaker after all these years. After all, she had managed to drive Finn away from her even though he’d been crazy about her.
Rachel’s gaze slid in his direction whether she willed it to or not. He had just reached his family and turned. And, oh Lordy, he was looking back at her, a tea cup of punch paused halfway to his mouth. She tore her gaze away from him hoping desperately that the move looked casual. Disinterested.
“Wow!” A male voice exclaimed from nearby. “You two look hot!”
Rachel glanced over at a cluster of young men who didn’t look to be much older than college age. As a group, they were big and burly. Had to be some of the recent football players back in town for Coach Meyer’s last hurrah.
Carly purred and preened as several of them came over to introduce themselves. Rachel nodded and smiled but couldn’t have repeated any of their names if her life depended on it. One of them offered to go get her a drink and she nodded numbly.
A disk jockey was on a platform at one end of the gym spinning a combination of old and new music, most of it with a good dance beat. Back in the day, Rachel had loved to dance. The last time she’d danced in this room, Finn had held her in his arms…and called her the worst kind of human being. Loudly. In front of everyone. And then he’d walked out on her and left her standing in the middle of the dance floor with the whole school staring at her. And then, as she’d stumbled off the floor in a flood of tears that nearly blinded her, they’d laughed at her.
“Here’s your punch,” one of the nameless college students announced cheerfully. “We spiked it for you, seeing as how you’re of legal drinking age.”
She smiled ruefully. “Do I look that old?”
The young men laughed. “You look fantastic,” one of them retorted. It was gratifying when the others nodded vigorously in agreement.
“You guys are good for a girl’s ego,” she teased.
“Wanna dance?” one of them asked.
“Will you tell me if I look dopey? It has been a while since I’ve done it.”
“I’ll teach you all the latest moves,” the one who’d brought her the punch promised.
“You wish,” a smooth, deep voice muttered from behind her.
Rachel turned fast and nearly killed herself as she pivoted on the tall heels in her narrow skirt and proceeded to lose her balance. Strong hands caught her and steadied her. Hands whose touch thrilled her to the marrow of her bones.
She murmured to Finn, “It’s not nice to sneak up on someone from behind and startle them.”
“Sorry.”
“Hey, buddy. She and I were just going out for a dance,” the college student complained.
Finn sent the kid a quelling look that had the student slinking away in a moment.
“Finn! I was going to dance with him and you just chased him away!”
“He’s too young for you.”
She stood up to her full, heel-enhanced height. It still was only enough to bring her up to approximately his chin. “Are you calling me old?”
“No. I’m calling you a gorgeous woman in her prime, and he’s a snot-nosed kid who wouldn’t have the slightest idea what to do with a woman like you.”
“Oh, and you do?” Rachel couldn’t help retorting.
Finn’s gaze went dark and lazy and smoky. “Yeah, I do.”
She actually took a step back from all that sexual intensity rolling off of him. “It just so happens that that boy promised to teach me some new dance moves. And I plan to take him up on the offer.”
Finn stepped closer and murmured, “Over my dead body. I’m not letting anyone else—boy or man—lay a hand on you, with you looking like that.”
Rachel glanced down at her gown in surprise. Everything was where it was supposed to be. “What’s wrong with my dress?” she asked defensively.
“Nothing. You look sensational. And that’s the problem.”
She gazed up at him steadily. Despite Carly’s advice to stomp on his heart, she spoke gently. “You’re not in any position to dictate who I do or don’t dance with, Finn. I don’t belong to you.”
His jaw rippled and frustration glinted in his eyes.
She continued lightly, “In fact, you made that crystal clear to me in this very room. Or don’t you remember?”
“I remember it perfectly well,” he gritted out from between clenched teeth.
She nodded and smiled politely at him. “If you’ll excuse me, then, I’m going to go collect my dance lesson.”
It was hard—really, really hard—but she turned away from Finn and strolled across the room to where the college gang had congregated near the hors d’oeuvre table. And that was how she ended up spending the next hour dancing with a series of college students ten years her junior while Finn furiously avoided looking in her direction. Her heart broke a little every time she spied him across the gym with his back stubbornly turned to her.
The whole Colton clan had come to the dance, with one exception. There was no sign of Damien. Too bad. He was her favorite of the lot of them. But she could see how he might not like a gathering like this, where he might very well become a spectacle. Oh, wait. That was her job.
Another hour later, Rachel was running out of steam at keeping up the charade of enjoying herself. Were it not for the fact that Carly was her ride home, she’d have left already.
As if she wasn’t miserable enough, the DJ got the bright idea to ask for all the former homecoming kings and queens to come out onto the dance floor for a spotlight dance. Rachel moved to the side of the room along with everyone else, relieved to get a moment to herself to hide in the shadows.
Then the cursed DJ announced, “Okay, kings and queens. Look around the room. If your date from homecoming is here, go get them and bring them out onto the dance floor. Don’t worry spouses…you get the next dance.”
Amid the laughter, Rachel’s gaze snapped to Finn in horror. He’d been the homecoming king his senior year. And she’d been his date. She shrank back behind the biggest of the college students and did her best to fade into the wall. But it was no good. Finn, grim faced and tight jawed, was looking around the room for her.
She swore under her breath as he strode purposefully in her direction. He’d spotted her. In seconds he loomed in front of her. Rachel dimly noted silence falling nearby as locals watched with avid interest to see what happened next between the two of them.
“Well?” Finn muttered, looming in front of her. “Are you going to dance with me or not?”


Chapter 9
Finn was appalled by the look of horror on Rachel’s face. Did she despise him so much? He’d thought they had something between them. Had felt it. But she looked as if she’d rather face a firing squad than dance with him.
“C’mon,” he said. “People are starting to notice your hesitation. Let’s just do this and get it over with.”
She squared her bare, slender shoulders…which he’d give a year’s salary to kiss right now. Damn, she looked incredible in that gown. She’d been wearing yellow the night of prom, too. It had suited her sunny personality. He’d never believed it possible that she would betray him so completely like she had. He’d loved her, for God’s sake. Been sure she felt the same way about him. How could she have cheated on him with some other guy? And then, as if that wasn’t bad enough—
“All right. Fine. Let’s just get this over with.” Rachel stepped forward resolutely.
He held out his forearm to her automatically and led her onto the floor.
The flood of memories was overwhelming. High school dances with her. Looking up into the stands at football games and wanting to play his best for her. Meeting her in the hallway between classes to steal a quick kiss and put a fiery blush on her cheeks. God, the laughter. She’d made him so damned happy. They’d been the two halves of a whole. When he was down, she’d cheer him up. When she was upset about something, she came to him to make it right. And he always did. They’d been magic.
The music wailed around them and she swayed in his arms, bringing back another entire flood of memories. Imagined mostly, but vivid nonetheless of what it would be like to finally make love with her, to become one body and one soul for real. He’d thought about it a lot when they’d been dating but had never pushed. After all, they’d had all the time in the world. The rest of their lives together. No matter how bad he’d wanted to be with her, she was worth the wait.
And then that last night had happened. That last dance. Images came rushing back unbidden, a bitter dessert that ruined the rest of the meal of memories and left a terrible taste in his mouth. His hurt. His disbelief. And ultimately his fury. He must have tensed because Rachel murmured, “Never fear. It will be over soon.”
“You don’t have to make it sound like I’m torturing you,” he muttered back.
“You have no idea,” she retorted.
He frowned down at her and words sprang from his lips before he could think better of them. “You could do a whole lot worse than me, you know.”
Her gaze snapped up to his. “Is that an offer?”
“I—uhh—” Her question took him completely by surprise. His mind went blank. Was it an offer?
“Please don’t hold me so close,” she murmured through a patently plastic smile.
He loosened his arms fractionally. “Why? Do I make you uncomfortable? Remind you of how things used to be between us?”
Her light brown eyes went dark. Troubled. “You can’t have it both ways, Finn. You can’t flirt with me and try to get into my bed while you continue to throw the past in my face.”
That made him pull back. Sharply. “I’m not trying to have it both ways. I’m here for a few weeks to welcome my brother home and then I’m leaving again. And in the meantime, I figured we might as well act civilized with each other.”
“Is that what the other night in my living room was? Civilized?”
Ah-ha. So their kiss had had as big an effect on her as it had on him! He studied her closely. “I’m not sure that’s the word I’d use to describe it, but it wasn’t bad, was it?”
“I think I’d better not answer that question.”
He glanced up and wasn’t surprised to see that they were the center of attention. And then he spied his family. His brothers mostly just looked concerned. Maisie looked about ready to march out here and commit murder. But it was his father’s expression that stopped him in his tracks. The man looked nearly apoplectic. Of course, Maisie and his father knew the whole story of what Rachel had done to him. They were the only ones who did. He’d made them swear fifteen years ago never to tell a soul what they’d learned about Rachel. He might have hated her for her betrayal, but he’d still loved her enough not to want to see her reputation publicly dragged through the mud. To his knowledge, neither of them had ever broken their promise.
But they were a stark reminder of just how treacherous a woman Rachel Grant truly was. Her right hand rested on his shoulder, and her left hand rested lightly on his waist. Where a moment ago her touch had felt like heaven, all of a sudden, her arms felt like a spider’s web, sucking him in, luring him into her trap. Again. All the old hurt and betrayal flared up anew. She’d ruined all his dreams for the two of them. And damn her, she seemed to have ruined him for any other woman.
In all the years since he’d left Honey Creek, he’d never been able to trust another woman enough to give away his heart. What if someone else hurt him like she had? He didn’t think he could stand it a second time.
They had finished another slow revolution and his family was about to come into sight again. His family, who’d stood by him when he’d wanted to turn down his college scholarship and just run away from Rachel, who’d kept him from falling into a bottle to drown his sorrows. The Coltons might have their problems, but at least they’d stuck by him when his life had fallen completely apart. Or, more accurately, when Rachel Grant had blown it completely apart.
He was being torn in two. And it was killing him.
“You’re right,” he announced abruptly. “I can’t have it both ways. And I don’t want it both ways.” His arms fell away from her. “I’ll never forget or forgive what you did to me, Rachel. No pretty dress or demure charm or injured dog is going change that. I can’t do this anymore.”
He pivoted on his heel and strode off the dance floor. He headed for the door and some cool air outside. He felt like she’d stuck a knife in his chest all over again. He’d known coming to this dance was a bad idea. That it would dredge up too many old memories and open up too many old wounds.
He burst outside into humid night air that clung heavily to his skin. He tore off his tie and shrugged out of his jacket, but he still felt like he was about to suffocate. He had to get away from there. From her. Far, far away. He’d head back to Bozeman this very minute were it not for Craig Warner lying near death in the hospital. Damn him.
But he could get away from Rachel. He fished the keys out of his pocket and marched into the parking lot. He climbed in his truck, hit the gas and peeled out of the parking lot as fast as he could.

Rachel stood in the door of the gym, tears flowing down her face, and watched him go—again. And he never looked back—again.
“Oh my God. I can’t believe he did that to you!” Carly exclaimed. “Let’s go to his house and trash his truck.”
Her cousin’s arm went around her waist; but like the last time Finn had humiliated her and abandoned her in this very spot, Rachel dared not accept the comfort. If she did, she would shatter into a million pieces. She had to hold it together until she could get out of there. Go somewhere far away by herself. And hide. And cry. And if she were lucky, she wouldn’t get to the raving and screaming part until she was safely alone.
“Take me home, Carly,” she ground out.
“I don’t think you should be alone right now. Besides, I think you should go back in there and show them all that he doesn’t—”
“No!” She cut off her cousin sharply.
“Rachel. Do you still have a thing for him? After everything he’s done to you? Are you nuts?”
“No!” she snapped a second time. “Of course I don’t have a thing for him. I know better than to want Finn Colton. He’s poison.”
But a poison she was addicted to as surely as she was standing here.
“C’mon, Raych. We’ll go to your place, open up a bottle of wine, and drink to what bastards men are!”
“No, thanks. Just take me home,” she replied tiredly.
“You sure?”
Sympathy was something she couldn’t handle right now. Carly’s concern was threatening to break down her last remaining ounce of strength. “Let’s just go.”
It took determined effort on her part; but when they got to her place, Rachel managed to send Carly on her way without the threatened bottle of wine and man-bashing session.
Finally alone, she hung up the disastrous yellow gown carefully in her closet—no sense taking out her grief and anger on a dress, and besides, she could probably sell it for a little money in Bozeman. She checked in on Brownie, who looked alarmed and licked her hand in concern. Intuitive creatures, dogs.
“Don’t worry about me, boy. You just get better. At least you’re on the mend. I got one thing right this week at any rate.”
The dog whimpered quietly as if mirroring her distress.
She lay down in her bed but felt numb. She paced her bedroom for a while and experienced alternating bouts of grief and humiliation. She kept waiting for the storm of tears, but it wouldn’t come. Shockingly, what finally came was not self-pity at all. It was anger. She was even forced to move her pacing to the living room where she could work up a good head of steam.
She could not believe he’d done it to her again. He’d walked out on her in front of the whole town and left her standing all alone in the middle of the dance floor again. She supposed she ought to be grateful that this time he hadn’t reamed her out before turning on his heel and marching away from her. But it was hard to work up much gratitude for that. Her current frame of mind hovered closer to homicidal.
She was a grown woman. She lived a decent life. She was a nice person. There was no reason for her to put up with anyone treating her like this. She’d pack up her things and leave this two-bit town tomorrow were it not for her mother. As soon as Mom passed away, she was out of here forever.
But the moment the thought entered her mind, she shoved it away in dismay. She loved her mother. No reason to wish for her mom’s death out of her own selfish anger.
How dare Finn act like that? She hadn’t asked him to come back to town. To come to her house and kiss her and make her think they might actually have a chance. He had no right to play with her heart like this!
Who was he to judge her anyway? Just because he was a Colton didn’t give him the right to treat other people like dirt. And especially when he couldn’t even be bothered to tell them what they’d done to deserve it!
Why had he walked out on her tonight? She went over and over what they’d said; and while she’d called him on his mixed messages, that wasn’t the sort of thing that made a person storm out of a room like he had.
And speaking of storming out of gyms, she was sick and tired of him accusing her of all sorts of bad things but refusing to tell her exactly what those bad things were. The guy had owed her an explanation for fifteen years and never had bothered to give it to her. After this latest fiasco, she expected it would be at least fifteen more years before he bothered to show his face around this town again. And by God, after waiting that long already, she wasn’t about to wait that long again for some answers!
She was going to go out to that cursed ranch and demand some explanations once and for all. She had grabbed her car keys and stepped out onto the back porch before it dawned on her that it was three o’clock in the morning. Okay, fine. She’d go out there and demand answers when daylight broke.

But when daylight came, she was passed out across her bed, sleeping off the exhaustion and emotional rollercoaster of the night before. It was close to noon before she woke up, and were it not for Brownie whimpering to go out, she might have slept longer.
She stumbled into the kitchen and opened the back door for the dog. A wave of muggy warmth hit her in the face. Indian Summer was late this year. The air was turbulent, and ominous clouds were already building in the west. Looked like a storm brewing. Perfect weather to fit her mood.
Grimly, she fed the dog and moved his bed out to the back porch so he could enjoy the day’s unseasonable warmth. She dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, stomped into a pair of cowboy boots and threw on a little makeup for confidence. Her eyes snapping and her cheeks unnaturally ruddy, she headed for the Colton ranch and a showdown with Finn. If she’d owned a six-shooter gun, she’d have strapped it onto her hip in her current state of mind.
Her bravado wavered as she turned into the Colton drive and passed under the big arch, but she took a deep breath and wrapped her righteous indignation more closely around herself. She drove around to the back of the main house.
She knocked on the back door.
No one answered. Cursing under her breath, she knocked again. Still nothing. She looked around for any sign of humans and noticed a barn door open up the hill. She headed for it. She was not leaving this place until she found out what in the hell was going on.

What in the hell was going on? Finn stared down at Craig Warner’s latest blood work in dismay. The cell salts had been working. The guy was getting better. He’d even kept a little food down last night. And then this morning he had crashed worse than ever. His heart had stopped an hour ago, occasioning the call from the E.R. asking him to come in to the hospital to watch Warner so the on-call doctor could cover the emergency room.
“Get me a list of everything he ingested last night,” he told the nurse hovering beside him.
“Already got it,” the woman replied grimly.
Obviously, her thoughts were running in the same direction his were. He smiled his appreciation for her efficiency and took the sheet of paper she thrust at him. Four ounces of chicken broth. Five saltines. Two ounces of strawberry gelatin. Seven ounces of apple juice. Nothing there to explain Warner’s cardiac arrest and respiratory distress.
“Double the cell salts,” he told the nurse quietly.
“You already have him on a pretty high dosage.”
“He’ll die if we don’t do something.”
“Yes, sir.”
He jammed a hand through his hair in frustration. What was he missing?
Missing? That would be Rachel.
Oh, for God’s sake. He was not missing her. He’d done the right thing. Protected himself from another disaster at her hands. If they had gotten together, how long would it be this time before she turned to someone else? Before she broke his heart for good?

Rachel paused in the dim doorway of the barn while her eyes adjusted. Down the broad alley she saw a big, male figure enter a stall. She marched toward him, battle ready.
She got to the stall and looked inside. A man squatted in the corner, holding a bottle for a red-and-white calf who was noisily and messily drinking from it. He glanced up. Damien. Disappointment coursed through her.
“Hey, Rachel. What brings you out here? Looking for Finn?”
“Looking for answers,” she replied grimly. “And Finn’s the one who can give them to me, yes.”
“He’s not here. He got called to the hospital a while ago. Craig Warner had a setback, apparently.”
“Oh. Too bad. He’s a nice man.”
Damien shrugged.
“Well, I’ll be going, then.”
“Before you leave, could you pass me that second bottle and the bucket on the floor beside the door?”
She looked down at her feet at a mash that looked like cracked-wheat cereal in a bucket. “Sure.” She picked up bottle and bucket and opened the stall door. She eyed the momma cow warily. “She going to be okay with me?”
Damien glanced up at the gigantic creature casually. “Yep, she’s pretty mellow for a first-time mom.”
Despite his assurances, Rachel still gave the cow wide berth as she moved slowly across the stall to Damien’s side. “What’s the mash for?”
“Trying to get this little fella to start eating some solid food.”
She gave the calf a critical glance. “He looks a little young for that.”
Damien shrugged. “His mother’s not making enough milk. Probably the weird time of year he was born. Mother Nature is telling her to preserve energy to get through the winter herself, and she can’t spare much for junior. I’m bottle-feeding him until I can get him eating solid food, and the sooner I can do that, the better for his health.”
She watched as the calf butted at the nearly empty bottle. “He’s a cutie. Looks like he’s playing you to get you to give him more milk.”
“Animals are honest. They don’t play games with you.”
Rachel snorted and the cow flung her head up in alarm. “Sorry, momma,” she murmured.
“Who’s playing games with you?” Damien asked quietly.
“Your brother.”
“Finn? That’s never been his style. ’Course, I’ve been gone a long time, and maybe he’s changed.”
Rachel replied bitterly, “He did the same thing to me fifteen years ago. He hasn’t changed his stripes at all.”
Damien took the bottle away from the calf—much to its displeasure—and substituted his fingers, dipped in the mash, in the calf’s mouth instead. The little guy sucked for a moment but then spit out Damien’s fingers in disgust.
Rachel smiled. Damien patiently repeated dipping his fingers in the mash and putting them in the calf’s mouth. “You’re good with animals,” she commented.
He shrugged. “Finn’s the one with real magic where animals are concerned. Too bad he never followed his dream to become a vet. He’d have been a great one.”
“At least animals would’ve forced him to be honest with them.”
Damien glanced over at her. “You need me to beat him up for you?”
Startled, she looked at him full on. Humor glinted in his eyes. “No, but I’d sure as hell like you to tell me what happened fifteen years ago that turned him against me so suddenly and completely.”
Damien blinked, startled. She swore that was guilty knowledge flashing in his gaze before he looked away, busying himself with feeding the calf.
“You know, don’t you?” she accused.
He offered the calf the bottle once more and the hungry baby latched on, sucking eagerly. At length, he looked up at her grimly. “Yeah, I know what happened.”


Chapter 10
Finn turned at the sound of a male voice calling his name. Wes. “Hey, bro. What brings the sheriff to the hospital on a Sunday morning?”
“How’s your patient?”
Finn shrugged. “Had a setback between last night and this morning. Crashed on us about two hours ago. It was a near thing to get his ticker going again.”
Wes lowered his voice. “Any idea what caused the crisis?”
Finn frowned. “No. He even was able to eat a little last night. We’ve tested for food allergies, and nothing he ate should’ve caused him to nearly die on us this morning. His blood stats are as bad as they ever were, too.”
Wes lowered his voice even more. “Who was with him last night? Particularly at or near the time he was eating?”
Finn blinked. “You think one of the Walshes is trying to poison him? A business associate?”
Wes shrugged. “I need a nurse to pull the visitor logs and see who visited Craig last night. Can you arrange that?”
“Yeah, sure,” Finn replied, startled. Wes wasn’t kidding. He seriously seemed to think one of the Walshes might have poisoned Craig. Why on Earth would one of them do that? Craig was practically a member of the family. He and Jolene were obviously deeply in love, and her kids treated him like a father.
Wes murmured, “Are those blood tests we talked about back yet?”
“Yeah.” Finn grimaced. The results weren’t going to please his brother.
“And?”
“His arsenic levels are through the roof,” Finn said quietly. Wes stared, and Finn continued, “I’ve ordered another round of tests to determine if his body has been storing up too much of it for a very long time for some reason, or if he has recently ingested massive quantities of the chemical—either by accident or foul play.” As his brother’s frown deepened, Finn reminded Wes, “It’s possible he was exposed through some natural source, like a tainted water source at his home.”
“But not damned likely,” Wes muttered grimly.
“No. Not likely,” Finn agreed. “I’ll let you know what the tests show. The tox panel should be back in a day or two.”
“Ever heard of an outfit called Hidden Pines Holding Company?” Wes asked abruptly.
“No. Should I have?”
“No.” Wes shrugged. “I’m working on a subpoena to get the state of California to release the names of the company’s officers to me. In the meantime, if you happen to overhear any of the Walshes mention it while they’re hanging around here, let me know, okay?”
Finn frowned. “You want me to spy on a patient’s family?”
“I want you to assist me in a murder investigation and a possible attempted murder investigation.”
“I don’t think there’s anything in the Hippocratic oath to prevent me from doing that.” Finn sighed heavily. “All right. I’ll do it.”

Rachel followed Damien out of the stall like a burr stuck to his back. No way was he getting away from her without spilling his guts. He went to a work area and rinsed out the bottles and bucket, and she waited nearby. Finally, he turned to face her.
“Why are you asking me about all this?” he murmured. “You know what happened as well as I do.”
“All I know is that the boy I was crazy in love with turned on me for no reason, dumped me, humiliated me, and didn’t come back to town for fifteen years. And I never found out why.”
Damien blurted, “The abortion, of course.”
Rachel stared. “What abortion?”
“Your abortion.”
“What?” Her mind was a complete blank. What on Earth was he talking about? “You mean me? An abortion? I’ve never been pregnant, let alone had an abortion. Who are you talking about?”
Damien frowned. “I was there. I heard it all.”
“Heard what? Tell me what happened, Damien.” An awful suspicion was taking root in her head.
He exhaled hard. “It was the night of Finn’s senior prom. I was just coming into the kitchen when Maisie told Finn about it. She saw you in Bozeman at an abortion clinic. You were terribly upset. She went in and told them she was your friend who’d come up to be with you. They said you were in having the procedure done, but she could wait for you. She didn’t stick around.”
“And then she told Finn I’d had an abortion?”
“Yeah.”
Rachel didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Good God, Damien. I was still a virgin the night of prom. I couldn’t possibly have had an abortion.”
Damien frowned. “Maisie took a picture of you there in the clinic with the snazzy digital camera she’d bought that day. She showed it to Finn.”
Rachel frowned. How could that be? She thought back to the spring of her sophomore year in high school. That was right about when her mother was first diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Her mom had only been in her mid-forties and the diagnosis had taken the doctors a while to make. They’d told the family that early-onset Alzheimer’s had a tendency to be inherited and had offered Rachel genetic testing—
And then it clicked in her mind.
“Of course. That must have been the day we went to the pregnancy counseling center in Bozeman to get me genetically tested for early-onset Alzhemier’s. My mother has that, you know. I had a fifty percent chance of having it, too. And I wanted to know…for my own peace of mind and because of Finn…didn’t want to saddle him with me if I was going to lose my memory young…but I don’t have the gene and everything was okay…” She trailed off.
Damien stared at her. “So there was no abortion?”
“No.”
Eventually he murmured, “Accused of something you didn’t do. Been there, done that. It sucks.”
“Ya think?” she retorted. Panic was starting to build somewhere deep inside her. Finn had believed all these years that she’d had an abortion? And then the other shoe dropped in her mind. She and Finn had never slept together. They’d agreed to wait until she felt ready. But if he thought she’d had an abortion, he also thought she’d slept with some other guy!
“How could he think that of me?” she exclaimed.
Damien shrugged. “If a woman were carrying my baby and got rid of it without even talking to me, I’d be pretty pissed off.”
No kidding. “Not to mention he thinks I slept with someone else. I loved him with every bit of my being. I was dead sure he was my soul mate! Heck, I told him so over and over. How could he possibly think I would have betrayed him?”
“You’d have to ask him that.”
Her gaze narrowed. “I will. He’s at the hospital?”
“Yeah,” Damien answered cautiously. “Should I call him and warn him you’re coming down to kill him?”
“Nah,” she retorted sarcastically. “It’ll be more fun if I surprise him when I do the deed.” She spun and headed for the exit with long, angry strides.

Finn frowned at his cell phone as he put it away. That had been a rather strange phone call from Damien. His brother had mentioned in a weird enough tone of voice that Rachel was coming over to the hospital to talk to him that it almost sounded like a warning. And then Damien had dropped that random comment about listening to people with an open mind. What the hell had that been all about?
As if that wasn’t enough, Damien had ended the phone call with some cryptic remark about how he felt a storm coming. A big one. Had the guy been talking about the weather or Rachel? Finn couldn’t tell.
He glanced out the window. The sunny day had gone an ominous color outside. He stepped closer to the glass to peer out. Thunder clouds roiled on the horizon, black and menacing. They blocked enough sunlight that the day had taken on a premature twilight cast, but not the cast indicating the serene ending of a day sinking into night. Rather, this greenish twilight presaged violence. Chaos. Storms, indeed.
Everything was big in Montana, including the weather. And it did, indeed, appear that they were in for a severe late-season thunderstorm. He went over to the nurse’s station. “If we lose power, I’ll need you to check Mr. Warner’s ventilator immediately to make sure it switched to the backup power source.”
The nurse glanced toward the windows across the waiting area and nodded. “Looks like we’re in for a bad one.”

Rachel was furious and growing more so by the second. She kept having to take her foot off the accelerator as her speed crept up again and again on her way down the mountain. Oh, yes. She was going to kill Finn. Slowly. And painfully.
The sky overhead grew darker and darker until she was forced to turn on her headlights to see the road. Bizarre. It was still late afternoon. She glanced up at the sky and gasped at the ugly mass of clouds overhead. It was a sickly counterclockwise swirl of purple and yellow, like a spinning bruise. Not good. Her gut told her to get down off this mountain fast and seek shelter before the full fury of this storm broke. As the road straightened out close to town, she stepped on the accelerator. Trash blew in front of her as the sky grew even darker and more ominous. Branches whipped and the trees swayed, groaning, as she entered Honey Creek. People scurried here and there, securing awnings and bringing in outdoor furniture. Leave it to Montana to have snow and then turn around a few days later and have a violent springlike thunderstorm in October.
She parked in the hospital parking lot and ran for the building. It wasn’t raining, but the wind was lashing her hair against her face so hard it stung. She ducked into the front lobby. The relative calm was a relief after the violence of the coming storm. She headed for the ICU, where she was bound to find Craig…and Finn.
Finn was at Craig’s bedside when she arrived, and she spotted him through the glass wall immediately. Glaring daggers at him, she parked herself next to the nurse’s station to wait for him. One of the nurse’s cell phones rang behind her.
Then the nurse announced, “My husband says they just issued a tornado warning for Honey Creek. Somebody turn on the local news.”
The low drone of the television mounted high in the corner of the waiting area was turned up and tuned in to a Bozeman television station. The meteorologist was speaking with contained urgency: “…take cover immediately. Doppler radar indicates rotation in this cloud five miles west of Honey Creek. A weather watcher reports seeing a funnel cloud forming moments ago. Even if a tornado does not fully form, residents of Honey Creek should expect damaging wind gusts of up to seventy miles per hour and tennis ball-sized hail. The storm is moving east at fifty miles per hour and should reach Honey Creek in the next five to seven minutes. Residents are urged to take cover inside a sturdy building and stay away from windows and doors.”
Rachel glanced outside in alarm. The daylight had taken on a strange, green-yellow cast she’d never seen before. A phone rang behind her, and a few seconds later a nurse announced, “All nonessential personnel are to take shelter in the basement.”
A nurse beside Rachel grunted. “We’re all essential personnel.”
Finn’s voice spoke up from behind her. “Rachel. What are you doing here? You need to get out of here. Head home and take cover.”
“I don’t think there’s time for that, Dr. Colton,” the nurse beside her replied. “Look.”
Rachel looked where the woman pointed outside and gasped in dismay. A thick column of spinning cloud snaked down toward the ground no more than a mile away. That window faced west. The storm was moving east. Crap. That tornado was coming straight at them.
Finn ordered sharply, “Get Mr. Warner ready to move. Get all the ambulatory patients down to the basement. Get the nonmobile patients away from the windows and into an interior hall. Cover them with blankets so they don’t get hit by flying glass. Move!”
Rachel ran after the nearest nurse. “What can I do to help?”
“Take these blankets. Wrap the patients in rooms two and four in them and pull their beds out into the hall. Hurry!”
Rachel took the pile of blankets the woman thrust at her and scrambled to do as ordered. One of the patients was either sedated or unconscious and wasn’t difficult to wrap up and roll out into the hall. But the other patient, an elderly woman, didn’t seem to understand what was happening and kept pulling the blanket off herself. Rachel dragged the heavy hospital bed out into the hall.
The lights flickered and went out and the hall plunged into darkness. Only the faintest light came from the window in the waiting area down the hall. An emergency floodlight came on somewhere in the other direction, sending enough light toward them to see, but not much more.
“Rachel, get the hell out of here!” Finn snapped as he helped her drag the bed across the hall.
“Too late. The storm’s almost here, and you guys need the extra hands.”
She darted off to help a swearing nurse who was having trouble getting a bed through a door. They wrestled the bed into the hallway and tucked blankets over the frightened man’s head.
Rachel noticed Jolene Walsh farther down the hallway tucking more blankets around Craig Warner with all the tender concern of a mother for a child—or a woman for her lover. No doubt about it. Those two were in love. Good for them.
She took a step toward Jolene to help her, but then she heard it. A roaring, tearing sound. Huh. The twister really did sound like a freight train. Coming down a set of tracks straight at her at high speed. She glanced out a window as she ran past an open door and gasped. The entire window was filled with a whirling mass of debris, barely on the other side of the hospital parking lot. Shocked into frozen awe, she stared at the monster coming for her.
And then something big and hard and heavy slammed into her.
“Get moving,” Finn barked. “Come with me.” He dragged her along by the arm until she started to run under her own power. They raced behind the nurse’s station and he shoved her down under the tall desk that formed the front of the station.
He wrapped his arms around her as she spread the last blanket she had around them. He grabbed one end of it and tucked it beneath his hip. The other end he wrapped tightly around them both and over their heads. It was hot and stuffy under the blanket. This was surreal. She was not about to face death, not with Finn Colton’s arms tight around her and his cheek pressed against her hair.
“Are we going to die?” she asked blankly.
“Not if I can help it!” he shouted over the roaring wind. “Hang on to me with all your strength!”
That was not a hard command to follow. Her terror was beyond anything she’d ever experienced. But then, as glass shattered nearby, a strange thing happened to her. A calm came over her at all odds with the violence erupting around them. If this were it, so be it. Living or dying was out of her control now. It was up to Fate or God or whatever force controlled such things in the universe. And in the meantime, she couldn’t think of another person in the whole world she’d rather spend her last few moments on Earth with.
She might be furious with Finn for believing the worst of her and never giving her a chance to defend herself, but as debris struck her back through the blanket and Finn wrapped his entire body around her protectively, a single stark fact came into crystal-clear focus. She loved Finn Colton. No matter what he’d done in the past. Against all reason, against her better judgment—heck, against her burning desire not to do so—she loved him.
The roaring got louder and the building shook around her. More glass shattered and the wind shrieked its fury, yanking at her with a violence that was stunning. Her eardrums felt like someone was trying to suck them out of her head. She pressed her right ear against Finn’s chest and hung on for dear life as the tornado did its damnedest to tear them apart. And wasn’t that just the story of their lives? Everyone and everything around them trying to keep them from each other.
Finn squeezed her suffocatingly tight against his chest. All hell broke loose then. Crashes and ripping sounds joined the banshee wail of the tornado as the hospital was literally torn apart around them. The screams of the wind were so fierce she thought the sound alone might kill them. The blanket tore away from them. She clung to Finn with all her strength in the madness, as desks and chairs and computer monitors flew past.
Something hit Finn’s shoulder and he grunted in pain. She’d have spoken to ask him if he were okay, but all the air had been sucked out of her lungs. She tried as hard as she could to pull in a breath, but she couldn’t manage it. She couldn’t breathe! Panic hit her. She started to struggle, but Finn’s crushing embrace held her still. Something about him conveyed an assurance that he would take care of her. That she would be all right. That he was in control of this madness and would see her through it safely. Her heart opened even more as the love she’d held at bay all these years flooded through her.
All in all, it wasn’t a bad way to die. In the arms of the one man she’d ever loved wholly and without reservation.
The moment passed and she dragged in a lungful of air. The noise was still horrific, but mostly paper, leaves and light debris were flying around now. And then even that settled. The roaring faded as the tornado passed, and a strange stillness settled around them. And then, as quickly as the silence had come, it shattered with nurses yelling for help and doctors yelling back instructions and patients moaning and crying. Someone screamed, but the noise cut off abruptly.
Finn looked down at her like he was as surprised as she was that they were still alive. “You okay?”
“Shockingly, yes. You? Something hit you.”
“It was nothing. I’ve taken worse hits in a football game.” He looked around them and then back to her. “Gotta go do the doctor thing now.”
“We need to talk—” she started.
Finn jumped to his feet and held a hand down for her. For an instant his gaze met hers, naked and unguarded, and maybe a touch shell-shocked. The tornado had been a profound moment for him, too, apparently. “Later,” he bit out. “I think I’m going to be busy for a while.”
She took one look down the hallway at the mess and knew that for the understatement of the century that it was. She prayed that the residents of Honey Creek had heeded the tornado warnings and taken cover and that no one had been seriously hurt or killed. But if the destruction here was any indication, the town probably wouldn’t be so lucky.
She pulled out her cell phone, but it had no signal. The tornado must’ve wiped out the cell phone towers. Scouring the corners beneath a blizzard of paper, she spotted a desk phone and plugged its cord into an outlet she found low on a wall where a desk used to stand. Miraculously, the thing still worked. Quickly, she dialed the nursing home. It was on the other side of town. She hoped it had been completely out of the path of the twister.
“Hello?” someone answered in a completely distracted voice.
“Hi, this is Rachel Grant. I’m just calling to check on my mother. Are you folks okay?”
“Yes, we’re fine. We hear the hospital got hit, though.”
“It did. I’m there now. The building’s standing, but there’s a lot of damage and debris inside.”
“Well, we’ve got our hands full over here calming down the residents and assessing the damage.”
Rachel wished the woman luck and hung up, so relieved she was faintly ill. She stumbled into the hallway and asked the first nurse she saw what she could do to help. For the next hour she moved robotlike through the motions of helping to clean up the worst of the debris and helping see to the most immediate nonmedical needs of the patients. Carrying her telephone from room to room, she made a number of phone calls for patients so they could reassure their families.
All the while, she felt like she was wading through syrup. Maybe was in a little shock. But then, she’d just lived through a tornado, both the physical and emotional kinds.
Eventually, a horde of medics and firemen, volunteers from several nearby towns, descended upon the hospital and her services were no longer needed. Someone suggested she go home and get some rest and make sure her place was okay. And that was when memory of leaving Brownie out on the back porch broke over her in a wash of horror.
She raced outside into the parking lot and stared in dismay at the flattened remains of her car. It was upside down on its roof and stood no more than two feet tall. No time to stand around mourning the remains of her little clunker, though. She had to get home. Make sure Brownie was okay. She took off jogging toward her place, but even that was a slow proposition as she dodged fallen trees and a variety of mangled debris ranging from entire trees to furniture to giant slabs of roof.
The swath of destruction was neither long nor wide, but within it, the mess was breathtaking. She supposed people would say Honey Creek had been lucky, but it was hard to believe as she wended her way home through the main path of the storm.
She turned onto her street and breathed a massive sigh of relief to see that her house was still standing. A tree in the next door neighbor’s yard had fallen over and lay mostly in her backyard, and trash littered her front lawn. It looked like she’d lost some roof shingles, and the bathroom window next to where the tree had fallen had taken a stray branch and was broken. But that looked to be the worst of it.
She made her way around the tree, discovering as she did so that it had wiped out the three-foot-tall hurricane fence along one side of her backyard. Annoying, but not particularly expensive or difficult to repair.
She picked her way through the broken branches to the back porch and looked around. Where was Brownie? The porch didn’t look bad. Her lawn furniture and grill were still there. Even Brownie’s blanket was still in its original spot. But the dog was definitely missing.
“Brownie!” she called. “Here, boy!”
But he was not forthcoming. She knelt down to see if he was hiding under the porch perchance. No luck. A frisson of panic started to vibrate low in her gut. She stepped out into the backyard and shouted again. Nothing. Where was he?
Had he made a run for it after the fence came down? He couldn’t have gone far on his bum leg. He’d been limping around on his cast a little better last night and hadn’t been whimpering every time he put weight on the leg, but still. He couldn’t exactly have headed for the hills on it.
He was still taking antibiotics and painkillers, and he needed both. She had to find him. She set off down the street, yelling for him as she went. But before long she got sidetracked into helping her neighbors as they called out to her. Harry Redfeather’s herb shed had been blown over and he was picking through it, trying to recover what supplies he could. He was too old and frail to be climbing all over the unsteady pile of broken wood, and she shooed him away from the remains of the shed and took over the job. But all the while, she kept an eye out for a flash of brown fur.
To their credit, most of the citizens of Honey Creek who hadn’t been hit by the tornado turned out to help those who had been unlucky enough to fall in its path. Chain saws roared and portable generators rumbled all through the several-block-long and -wide area. By nightfall, huge piles of tree branches and debris stood along the affected streets. Blue plastic tarps were tied down across damaged roofs, and lights began to flicker on in areas that had lost power during the storm.
But Rachel couldn’t bring herself to go home. She wandered up and down the streets of her neighborhood long after dark, calling for Brownie. It was all to no avail. There was no sign of her injured dog. Finally, exhaustion began to overwhelm her panic. She hadn’t eaten since noon and was getting shaky and light-headed.
Desolate, she turned her dragging footsteps toward home. The prospect of facing her empty little house alone was almost too much to bear. In desperate hope that Brownie might have come home in her absence to the dishes of food and water she’d left out for him, she picked her way around the stacked woodpile in her yard that had been her neighbor’s tree and headed wearily for her back porch. She rounded the corner of her house and her heart leaped in anticipation as she spotted movement at her back door.
But in an instant, she realized she was not looking at a canine form. The shadow crouched over her kitchen doorknob was too big, too vertical for a dog. That was a human. And he looked to be breaking into her house.
“Hey!” she shouted.
The form straightened abruptly. A shadowed face turned her way and then the guy bolted, vaulting the rail at the far end of the porch and taking off around the far end of her house. She might have given chase in her initial outrage that someone was trying to break into her place, but her legs were just too damned wobbly and she was too exhausted to run a single step.
She sagged against the woodpile and dug out her cell phone. Thankfully, it was operational now. She dialed the police station.
“Sheriff Colton,” a male voice answered at the other end of the line.
“Hi, Wes. It’s Rachel Grant. I just startled someone trying to break into my house. I don’t think he got in, but I’m not sure.”
“Anything of value in your place missing?”
“I didn’t go in. But given that I’ve still got those contracts I showed you in my briefcase inside, I thought you might want to know.”
“Where are you?”
“Standing in my driveway.”
“Are you alone?”
“Yes.”
“Go to a neighbor’s house. Now. Get inside and with other people. You hear me? Don’t stop and think about it. Just get moving. Stay on the phone with me until you’re with someone. Okay?”
Sheesh. Whoever said men didn’t overreact in a crisis was dead wrong. It wasn’t as if she were about to die. The would-be intruder was already long gone and probably more scared than she was. Nonetheless, she walked around the woodpile and dutifully knocked on the Johnsons’ front door. Thankfully, a few lights were on in their house, powered by a generator she heard rumbling out back like a car with no muffler.
Bill Johnson looked mighty surprised to find her standing there. She spoke into her phone. “Okay. I’m with Bill Johnson. Now what?”
“Stay with the Johnsons until I send someone over to check out your house. I don’t want you going into your place alone. Understood?”
Definitely overreacting. “Yes, sir.”
“I’ll have a deputy out there shortly.”
Her neighbors were understanding, and Mary Johnson fed her a ham sandwich at the kitchen table while they waited for Wes’s man to arrive. About halfway through the sandwich the delayed reaction hit her and her knees began to shake. That had been really stupid to charge, shouting, at the intruder like that. The guy could’ve been armed and shot her dead for all she knew. Why on earth would anyone want to break into her house? She didn’t have anything of any great value to steal. Her first impulse had to be the correct one: the guy had been after those damning papers from Walsh Oil Drilling. Had Lester Atkins sent someone to get the contracts from her before she had a chance to read and study them? She chided herself for her suspicions. Just because she didn’t like the guy didn’t mean she had to assume he was a criminal.
And then the rest of her horrendous day hit. The shocking discovery of why Finn had dumped her all those years ago. The terror of nearly dying. The stunning realization that her feelings for Finn were still there. The worry for her mother. The loss of her dog.
She didn’t know whether to cry or scream or just go completely numb. She was saved from having to choose, however, by the Johnsons’ front doorbell ringing. She flinched, her nerves completely frazzled. Bill waved her to stay where she was and went to answer the door. She heard a murmur of male voices and then Bill stuck his head into the kitchen.
“Deputy’s here.”
Rachel murmured her thanks to the Johnsons and stepped out into the front hall. And froze. “You? Since when are you a sheriff’s deputy?”
Finn shrugged. “Since a tornado came through town and Wes had to draft every able-bodied man he trusts to help keep order. C’mon. I’ll take you home.”


Chapter 11
Finn’s knees were shockingly wobbly. Thank God Rachel was safe. When Wes had called and told him to get over to the Grant place, he’d felt like someone had knocked his feet out from under him with a two-by-four. He hadn’t had a moment to slow down since the tornado and to process what it had been like to nearly die with Rachel in his arms. But he needed to at some point. And in the meantime, the idea that something else might have happened to her, when he wasn’t around to protect her—it was nearly as bad as that frantic phone call she’d made that had led him to believe she’d been shot.
“You gotta quit making me think you’re dying, Rachel,” he muttered as he ushered her out of the Johnson house.
She frowned up at him. “Wes knew I was fine. He made me stay on the phone with him until I was with the Johnsons.”
“Yeah, well, he didn’t share that with me when he told me to get over here as fast as I could because someone had been seen breaking into your house.”
Rachel blinked up at him, looking surprised. “Sounds like your brother was pulling your chain.”
Now why would Wes do something like that? Finn scowled. Either Wes was trying to give his little brother heart failure or make the point that Finn’s old feelings for Rachel were still alive and well. Wes had laughed his head off when he heard the story of Rachel’s phone call about Brownie that’d had Finn tearing down the mountain thinking she’d been shot. Bastard.
Without any real heat, Finn murmured, “Remind me to kill Wes next time I see him.” He took Rachel’s elbow to steady her as they picked their way around the pile of smaller tree limbs left over from a tree that had been blown over by the tornado. The big branches and the trunk had already been cut up into neatly stacked cord wood. Nobody in Honey Creek was going to run out of firewood this winter.
“I checked out your house,” he told her. “It’s all clear.”
“How did you get in?” she blurted.
“The back door was unlocked.”
That made her frown. “I wonder if the intruder was breaking in or letting himself out, then.”
“Your place isn’t messed up like someone tossed it, looking for valuables. At a glance, it didn’t look like anything obvious was missing, like your computer or your television. Did you have cash or jewelry in the house? Something small that someone might have known about and gone in specifically to steal?”
Rachel rolled her eyes at him. “Are you kidding? I’m broke. My mom’s medical bills are taking everything I’ve got and then some.”
A stab of desire to make it all better pierced him. He could afford her mom’s bills, no problem. If they were married, she wouldn’t have to worry about—whoa. Married? Not a chance. He could never trust her not to betray him, and he wouldn’t survive losing her a second time. He could never go down that road with her.
“You’re sure it’s safe to go inside?” Rachel asked in a small voice as they stepped up onto her porch.
“Want me to go first?” he offered.
“If you don’t mind.” Damned if that grateful look she threw him didn’t make him feel like some kind of hero. No wonder Wes liked being sheriff so much. He got to rescue people and get looks like this every day.
Finn stepped into the kitchen and flipped the light switch. Nothing happened. “Looks like you don’t have electricity back, yet. Electric company’s working on the downed power lines now. Wes expects everyone to get power back by morning.”
He felt Rachel’s shiver behind him. Since the evening was still unseasonably warm and muggy, he gathered the shiver was less about temperature and more about not being thrilled to spend a night involuntarily in the dark. “Come with me. I’ll show you there’s no one here.”
She tagged along behind him reluctantly as he pointed his flashlight into every room again, looked behind every door and under her bed again and checked in all the closets. She made a little sound of relief when he shined his light on her briefcase standing unopened beside her nightstand. Finally, as they stood back in her living room at the end of his second search, she let out a long, slow breath.
“You gonna be okay now?” he asked.
“Not hardly. But I’ll survive.”
His eyes were pretty well adjusted to the dark and Rachel looked just about done in. He frowned. Whether it was his usual physician’s compassion kicking in or specific concern for Rachel, he didn’t know and couldn’t care less. Either way, that haunted look in her eyes goaded him to action. He asked, “How can I make it better?”
A frown gathered on her brow. “Now’s probably not the time…”
“For what?” he prompted.
“You’re a deputy. You probably have other people to go save from the boogey man.”
“Actually, I was on my way back to the ranch when Wes called me. Things have pretty much settled down around town for the night.” Which was to say, he didn’t have anywhere he needed to be right now, and frankly, he’d be glad for some excuse to spend a few more minutes with her. He didn’t know what in the hell had happened to him during that tornado, but he did know his compulsion to be with her was stronger than ever.
She shook her head. “We’re both wiped out, and I’ll say something I’ll regret.”
Alarm lurched through him. Regret? Was she going to break things off between them for good? Had nearly dying put her life into some new perspective that didn’t include him at all? The thought made him faintly nauseous. Why did he care if she didn’t want him in her life? After all, he knew better than to make her part of his life. Although, a tiny voice whispered in the back of his head, a little fling wouldn’t be such a bad thing, would it? Maybe he ought to scratch the itch she’d been to him for most of his adult life. Maybe it would get her out of his system once and for all.
But then his better self kicked in. He didn’t go to bed with women just to get them out of his system. Regardless of what she’d done to him, it was beneath him to sleep with any woman for purely selfish reasons. Better for her to end it now between them once and for all. He sighed. “Go ahead and say it, Rachel.”
Except she didn’t say anything at all. She took a deep breath. And another. And then her shoulders started to shake. And then…oh, for crying out loud…those were tears on her face. With deep alarm, he spotted their glistening tracks streaking her cheeks in the dim night.
He didn’t stop to think. He merely stepped forward and swept her into his arms. “Hey, Blondie,” he murmured. “What’s wrong?”
“Everything’s wrong,” she mumbled, sniffing.
“You lived through the tornado. Your house wasn’t blown over. It doesn’t look like anybody got into your place, after all. There’s nothing to be scared of.”
But in spite of his comforting words, she cried all the harder. He tightened his arms around her. He shouldn’t be enjoying the woman’s distress, but darned if she didn’t feel like a slice of heaven in his arms. “Hey, honey. It’ll be all right.”
Another burst of tears. Maybe he shouldn’t try to say anything soothing to her. Flummoxed, he tucked her more closely against him, pressing her head gently down to his shoulder. Their bodies fit together as perfectly now as they had fifteen years ago. More so. Her teenaged skinniness had filled out to slender curves any man would drool over.
He’d buried his nose in her hair and was already kissing it lightly before he realized what he was doing. It might be madness, but what else could he do? It wouldn’t be gentlemanly to turn away a damsel in distress.
Her arms crept around his waist as she cried out what was undoubtedly the stress and terror of an awful day. And something moved within him. Deep and fundamental. Profound. Who was he kidding? This was his Rachel. He’d always looked after her. Taken care of her. Comforted her when she needed it. He could no more walk away from her when she needed him than he could order himself to quit breathing. Like it or not, she was a part of him. Weird how his head could be so opposed to being with her, but his heart could be so completely uninterested in what his head thought.
“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I’m getting your shirt all wet.”
“No worries. It’s better than some of the stuff that gets on my shirts at the hospital.”
That got a little chuckle out of her.
“What’s on your mind, Rachel?” Crap. The question provoked another flood of tears. Must not have cried out all the stress yet. He guided her over to the sofa and pulled her down into his lap. He maybe should’ve thought better of that idea before he did it, but it was what he’d always done with her and it had just come naturally to do it. Just like when they were kids, she curled into his lap like a kitten finding its perfect nest, her cheek resting in the hollow of his shoulder. And it felt like…home.
How long she cried into his collar, he couldn’t say. But he did know that every minute of it was sheer bliss. And sheer torture. He wanted this woman so badly he could hardly breathe. And yet with every breath he took, he knew it to be a colossal mistake to even consider making her his.
“I’m so sorry, Finn—” she started.
“I think we already covered the 'no apologies needed' bit,” he replied gently. “I’m still waiting for the part where you tell me what’s wrong so I can fix it.”
He felt her lips curve against his neck into a tiny smile. The feel of it instantly had him thinking thoughts that had nothing whatsoever to do with comfort and everything to do with hot, sweaty sex.
Finally, she mumbled, “Brownie’s missing.”
“I thought you’d taken him to a neighbor’s or something.”
“I left him out on the back porch this morning. He—” her voice hitched, but she pressed on “—he loves to lie in the sun. The Johnsons’ tree knocked over my back fence, and when I got home he was gone. Oh, Finn, he must be scared. And he needs his antibiotics. And he doesn’t have his painkillers. He must be hurting so bad after walking around on his leg this long…”
Finn’s gut twisted, too, at the idea of her having lost the mutt. Brownie kind of grew on a person. More important, Rachel loved him, and if he was being honest with himself, he’d grown a little attached to the critter, too. “He’s a smart old dog. He’ll have found somewhere safe and dry to hunker down for the night. He’ll show up tomorrow morning bright and early wanting to know where his breakfast is.”
“I left his supper out for him, but he didn’t come home to eat it.”
Finn shrugged. “He might still have been too scared after the storm. Give him overnight to come to his senses. Trust me. When he gets hungry enough, he’ll come back to you.”
“If he can. Oh, I hope he wasn’t hurt or killed in the storm. Something could’ve fallen on him. Or he could’ve reinjured his leg and not be able to walk. Or coyotes—”
Finn kissed her. He didn’t know what else to do. But he knew Rachel would work herself up into a state of hysteria if he let her. She was exhausted and distraught and in no mood to listen to reason. Not that he blamed her. She’d had a hell of a day. They all had.
At first, his goal was simply to silence her and distract her. And those were accomplished in the first moment of their kiss. Why he kept on kissing her after his initial missions were accomplished…well, he’d rather not examine that too closely. He really ought to stop this insanity—
And then, oh Lord, she kissed him back. So much for logic and reason. His hand went to the back of her head lest she consider escaping this kiss any time in the next century, and then he let go of everything else. All of it. The restraint and control and sensible arguments against having anything to do with her. The long years of wanting and wondering what it would have been like between them. His ethics and values and codes of personal conduct. His obligations to his family, of his sense of responsibility, of always being the Colton to do the right thing.
He was Finn. She was Rachel. He wanted her. And apparently, she wanted him. It was a miracle. And he wasn’t about to walk away from it. To hell with his head and every cursed reason why he shouldn’t do this. He’d missed her like a desert missed the rain, like a new shoot missed the sun. She was his life. And for now, that was enough.
He slanted his head to kiss her more deeply, and she met him halfway, her mouth opening and her tongue swirling against and around his as if she were starving as badly for him as he was for her. She moaned deep in her throat and the sound resonated through him more forcefully than the tornado.
“Rachel.” He sighed. “My Rachel. Always mine.” He kissed her eyelids, her brows, her jaw, every part of her lovely face. Her hands splayed through his hair as he shifted, lowering his mouth to her neck. He lapped at the hollow of her collarbone, then kissed his way up to her earlobe, which he sucked into his mouth and scraped with his teeth lightly, but with enough emphasis for her to know he was marking her as his. She threw her head back, and her thick, honey hair spilled over his hand, cool and silky. He reached for the first button of her shirt and popped it open, baring more of her shoulder to him. His lips encountered the satin of a bra strap, and the sudden need to have it off of her, to have no more obstacles between him and all of her, surged through him. He worked his way down the row of remaining buttons quickly, all but tearing the cotton off her body.
White lace. As demure and sexy as she was. He smiled and lowered his mouth to the valley between her breasts. “My God, you’re perfect,” he muttered.
She replied breathlessly, “Lucky for me the power’s out and there’s no way you can see how wrong you are.”
“You’ve always been perfect, Rachel. At least to me.”
Her answering laugh was breathless and maybe a little sad.
“I’m not kidding,” he insisted. “I’ve never met another woman like you. You’re absolutely perfect.”
“And that’s why I snap at you and lose my temper and—”
“That’s my fault. I can be an insufferable jerk sometimes.”
“Can I quote you on that?” she replied humorously.
“Sure, if you’ll keep on kissing me.”
Her hands closed on either side of his head and raised his mouth to hers. “Oh, Finn.” She sighed. “This is crazy.”
“I know.”
Thankfully, she kissed him then and said no more. Her mouth was sweetness itself against his. The shy little girl had grown up into a confident woman, but her essential femininity was still the same, still intoxicating, still entirely irresistible. Her tongue explored his mouth, and she sipped at him like he was nectar from the gods, but he knew the truth. She was the true gift from heaven.
She threw a leg over his hip and straddled his lap in her impatience to kiss him more deeply, and he shifted beneath her until her core was nestled against his groin so tight and hot that white lights exploded in his brain and stringing words together into thought became nearly impossible.
“Clothes. Off…” he gasped out.
She laughed, a throaty purr that all but had him coming undone. “I thought you’d never ask.” Her hands worked at the buttons of his polo shirt, and then her fingers were hooking under the garment’s hem. She tugged at it and he raised his arms for her. Her hands ran up his ribs, across the ticklishness that was his underarms, then up the length of his arms, which were corded with muscle from the strain of not grabbing her, pulling her beneath him and ravishing her on the spot.
“You’ve gotten bigger since high school,” she murmured.
He groaned. She had no idea what all had gotten bigger, but it was straining with eagerness to feel her flesh.
“Do you still work out?” she asked.
He struggled to focus. Work. Out. “Uhh, yeah. Weights. Run. Swim some.”
“Mmm,” she murmured as if he were a tasty treat. He about leaped out of his skin as she leaned forward and—merciful heaven—licked his chest. And then her hands were fumbling at his belt and he was pretty darned sure he was going to explode.
“Let me get that,” he rasped.
But she pushed his hands away and insisted on doing it herself. His belt slithered slowly from around his waist. He’d swear she was teasing him, drawing it out until he couldn’t take a proper breath. And then his zipper started down, one tantalizing tooth at a time. Oh, yeah. She was messing with him.
“Payback is a bitch,” he managed to grit out from between his clenched teeth.
Damned if the little tease didn’t grin back at him. “I’m counting on it,” she murmured.
He lifted his hips so she could push his pants down, and she hooked his boxers on the way. He kicked the tangle of fabric off his ankles. “What’s wrong with this picture?” he asked up at her, his fingers hooked in the top of her jeans.
She sighed. “You always were a little slow on the uptake. You have to keep up here, Finn.”
He laughed darkly and hooked a finger under the front of her bra, popping the sassy little catch there. And all of a sudden, her breasts were spilling forth in all their glory, pale and shapely. He inhaled sharply. They fit perfectly in his hands, smooth and firm, and one hundred percent Rachel. He closed his eyes. Opened them again. Nope. Not a dream.
He leaned forward slowly, giving her time to reconsider. But she didn’t stop him, and his mouth closed upon her breast. She arched sharply into him, and he took more of her into his mouth. His tongue laved her nipple and she cried out. The sound made him freeze in pure wonder. He licked again, and again she gifted him with a cry of pleasure so intense that it sounded like it almost bordered on pain.
He turned his attention to her other breast and was rewarded with gasps that quickly turned into pants of desire. He surged to his feet, pulling her with him, and stripped her jeans off of her in a single powerful yank. She got tangled up in the legs of the jeans and stumbled into him laughing. He bent down and lifted first one slender foot, then the other, and pulled the slim pants off of her. He kissed her hip and then worked his way over to her soft, flat belly. How he got to his knees in front of her, he wasn’t quite sure. But he kissed his way down her abdomen while his hands slid up the back of her thighs. His fingers tested the warm crevice of her buttocks, holding her still while his kisses became more intimate.
He felt the moment when her legs went weak and caught her easily. He shifted back to the couch and pulled her down on top of him, savoring the silky glide of her naked body against his.
“Do you know how many times I imagined getting you naked on this couch?” he murmured.
She lifted enough to gaze down at him. “How many?”
He grinned up at her. “At least twenty times a day. And getting you naked in the my truck. And in the hayloft. And under the stars. And in the boys’ locker room—”
“The boys’ locker room?” she exclaimed.
“Well, not when anyone else was there. But yeah. In the showers. I had some pretty creative ideas about what I could do in the weight room with you, too. Oh, and the biology lab…”
She laughed, and he could swear she was blushing. “Okay, I confess. I had some rather…steamy…thoughts that involved those big lab tables, myself.”
“Ha!” He rose up beneath her to capture her mouth with his. To capture all that joy and laughter and draw it into his soul. “Maybe I’ll get the key to the high school from Wes and you can show me your ideas.”
“Don’t you dare, Finn Colton!”
He pulled her down to him an inch at a time, abruptly serious. “I’d dare just about anything with you, it seems.”
“Oh, Finn—”
Alarmed at what she might say next, he closed the remaining distance between them. “Kiss me,” he commanded.
Her arms looped around his neck and he held her tightly around the waist as he rolled off the couch in a controlled move, lowering her to the floor beneath him. He propped an elbow on either side of her head. Her eyes opened and she gazed up at him, her eyes wide and serious. He gazed into their depths, letting everything he felt for her show in his eyes. For once, he held nothing back from her.
And then he nudged her thighs apart with his knees, positioning himself so she was wide open beneath him. It was all he could do not to plunge into her and take her like a mindless animal.
“You’re sure about this?” he asked tightly.
Her answer was no more than a sigh. But it fell on his ears like a blessing. A benediction. And then he did plunge into her in a single strong, steady stroke that left her no room whatsoever to change her mind.
His eyelids wanted to drift closed, to lose himself in the pure wonder of the moment, in the excess of sensation flooding through him. Rachel. Tight. And hot. And wet. And clenching him so tightly he was about to go over the edge this very second. But he forced his eyes to stay open. To continue gazing into her eyes. To see the matching wonder exploding in her gaze. The limpid delight, the spreading, languishing pleasure rolling over her.
The building wonder in her eyes was astonishing to watch. In a matter of seconds her breathing had shifted, becoming shallow and rapid, little gasps of pleasure that ravaged his soul. Her internal muscles pulsed spasmodically, and before his very eyes, she climaxed. Her gaze went unfocused and stunned but never left his.
It was the most incredible, vulnerable, intimate thing he’d ever experienced. And she’d shared it with him. Him. He was profoundly humbled by it. Something moved deep in his heart that he couldn’t name. But he knew without a shadow of a doubt that he would never forget that moment for as long as he lived. Hell, he suspected that when he died, it would be the last thing he ever thought of.
The joy in his chest expanded and built until he couldn’t contain it any longer. He began to move within her, slowly at first, his strokes lengthening and growing in power like a force of nature, wild and uncontrollable. Rachel found the rhythm with him, her breath quickening once more. She arched up suddenly, crying out and then shuddering beneath him in abandon. He drank in her cries but never stopped driving into her. Something within him wanted to make her go completely out of her mind with pleasure.
Her eyes went dark and wide and a smile curved her lips. And still, their gazes remained locked together. They stared deep into each other’s souls as their bodies became one and galloped away with both of them.
He felt his own climax start to build within him, his entire body beginning a slow and exquisite implosion that grew and grew and grew. Amazement widened his eyes, and triumph glittered in hers. And then his entire being clenched. For an instant, everything stopped and even time was suspended. He might have been afraid of the power of it, but Rachel was there with him, her arms and legs clinging desperately to him, her soul completely naked before him.
And then the entire universe exploded. He shouted his release and surrendered every last bit of himself to her as he emptied body and soul into her in an orgasm of such power it drained his being. Disbelief shone in Rachel’s eyes, and he mirrored the feeling in his own stunned mind. Never, ever, had he given himself to a woman in even remotely that way. But, Rachel…Rachel took it all. And in return, she’d given everything to him of herself down to the very last dregs.
There were no words. He panted as he tried to catch his breath and pushed the damp hair off her forehead. And still they stared at one another. A world of silent communication passed between them. So much that he didn’t know how to catalog it all.
He was quite simply…amazed. He’d always known it would be good between them, but he’d never dreamed it could be like this with anyone, let alone her. What was it about her that drew so much out of him? Was this the difference between sex and making love? Or was it a simple matter of them being soul mates, like it or not? Why on earth had they waited this long to find this?
Rachel was the one to finally break the silence. “Wow,” she said on a breath.
He laughed, still a little out of breath. “Yeah. Wow.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. And thank you.”
She smiled up at him. Silence fell between them again.
“Are you uncomfortable? The floor must be hard.”
“I hadn’t noticed,” she murmured.
Laughter bubbled up in his chest again. Or maybe it was just that he couldn’t ever remember being this happy. “How about we adjourn this to your bed so you’re not too bruised in the morning?”
“The damage is already done,” she replied, smiling.
“Yes, but the next time I may not be so gentle.”
Her eyes widened at that, and her body went languid beneath his. Yup, the lady liked that idea. He pushed up and away from her and reached down to scoop her in his arms.
“Who knows?” she murmured, looping her arms around his neck. “Maybe I’m the one who won’t be gentle with you.”


Chapter 12
When Rachel opened her eyes in the morning to bright sunshine, she was pretty sure she was hallucinating. Finn Colton was actually asleep in her bed beside her. It hadn’t been a spectacular dream after all. Sleepy and content, she lay there, remembering the magic of it. At some level, she’d always known it would be like that between them. They were the two halves of a whole and knew each other better than anyone else in the world. No surprise, then, that they were such a perfect match in bed. They could anticipate the other’s desires and pleasures at some instinctive level that transcended conscious thought.
At least, that was what it felt like Finn had done with her. At one point, she’d asked him if they taught students how to be fantastic lovers in medical school, and he laughed heartily at that. Finally, he’d murmured that what they had between them had nothing to do with medical school and everything to do with fate.
Whoever said making love with a man couldn’t be absolutely, magically, fairy-tale perfect was dead wrong. Obviously, they’d just never found their true soul mate. Or, let fifteen years pass to build the anticipation to epic proportions. The thought made her smile.
A hand passed lightly over her tangled hair. “Good morning, Blondie.”
She turned her smile lazily to Finn. “Good morning. Sleep well?”
His smile widened. “I didn’t sleep much, but it was the best rest I’ve had in years. Maybe ever.”
“Feeling rested, are you? Maybe I’ll have to do something to change that,” she teased.
He rolled onto his side and gathered her close. “Don’t change a thing, Rachel. You’re perfect just the way you are.”
She inhaled the spicy smell of him and couldn’t resist dropping a kiss on his chest.
He shifted and his mouth was there all of a sudden, capturing hers and drawing her up higher against him. Their bodies fit together like two pieces of a puzzle, and she sighed as their legs tangled together familiarly.
“Sore?” he murmured.
She was a little, but she wasn’t about to admit it. She wouldn’t trade this morning’s soreness from last night’s magic for anything in the world. She merely smiled invitingly. “Why? You all tuckered out?”
He grinned. “Not hardly. I’ve waited fifteen years for you.”
A shadow passed over her heart and she frowned. But then Finn was there kissing her so she couldn’t talk and then until she couldn’t think at all. Their lovemaking this morning was slow and lazy and exquisitely intimate. Finn looked deep into her eyes again as they made love, and it went beyond personal, forced her to completely open her soul to him, and he to open his to her. If she thought she’d known him well before, it was nothing compared to now that they’d given each other these intensely private pieces of themselves.
She reveled in the slow, powerful glide of his body upon and within hers. He knew just how to draw her out, to steal her breath away, to take her to heights of pleasure she’d never dreamed existed. She clung to his muscular shoulders and shuddered her release to the sight of a smile unfolding on his handsome face.
“You’re magnificent,” he murmured. And then he shuddered with pleasure into her arms.
When they’d both caught their breath, they lay side by side, gazing at one another. And that was how she saw the moment when the first frown crossed his brow.
“What?” she asked, trying to mask the frisson of alarm streaking down her spine.
He swore under his breath. “We didn’t use any protection. I didn’t even think about it. I don’t do this sort of thing often, and I didn’t expect to end up in bed with you last night…” He swore again. “I’m a doctor, for God’s sake. I’m supposed to think about these things. I’m sorry, Rach—”
She pressed her fingers to his lips. “I didn’t think about it, either. And we’re both adults, here. I’m as much to blame as you are. But for what it’s worth, I haven’t slept with anyone in a few years, so I highly doubt I have any contagious diseases.”
His frown deepened. “I was more worried about pregnancy—” He broke off abruptly. Oh. Pregnancy. The word thudded between them heavily. It was like someone had punched her in the stomach. Hard. Everything from yesterday came crashing back in on her. For a brief, shining moment, she’d managed to hold all the rest of it at bay. But no more. A new day had dawned. The magic of the previous night was over.
She closed her eyes and released a long, slow breath.
“Please look at me,” Finn murmured.
She opened her eyes, but the link between them was broken. They were strangers once more with all their ugly history hanging between them. Amazing that a single word had the power to do that. Pregnancy.
“About that,” she started. She took another deep breath for courage and then plunged ahead. “You and I need to talk.”
“So talk,” he muttered grimly.
“Not like this.”
“Why not like this?” he retorted. “It’s not like either one of us can deny that last night happened.”
But it was just so darned…vulnerable…lying here naked beside him. She had nowhere to hide. Maybe he was right, though. Maybe it was time to quit hiding from him. From their past. “All right, then,” she answered. “Here goes. Would you mind telling me why you walked out on me night before last at the homecoming dance? Again?”
He blinked and looked startled, but she waited resolutely.
“Seriously?” he muttered.
“Yes. Seriously. I’ve spent the last fifteen years wondering what in the hell happened on prom night, and I’m not about to spend another fifteen wondering what the hell happened Saturday night.”
His brow knitted into an ominous expression that hinted at surfacing anger. But he answered evenly enough. “I left the homecoming dance because I couldn’t stand to be with you any longer.”
Stunned, she exclaimed, “And yet you spent most of last night making love to me?”
“My family was at the homecoming dance.”
She frowned. “What the heck do they have to do with anything?”
Finn struggled for words, but then he blurted, “They haven’t exactly been your biggest fans over the years. And they were all standing there glaring daggers at me for being dumb enough to have anything to do with you. They reminded me of why I can’t ever be with you. Of how you betrayed me and broke my heart. I don’t think I could survive it if you did that to me again. You all but killed me the last time.”
Rachel stared at him. After everything they’d shared last night, after all the intimacy and honesty and heartfelt sharing, he could still say that? Tearing pain bubbled up from somewhere deep inside her. But along with it came a generous measure of anger.
“Speaking of this supposed betrayal, I had a rather enlightening conversation with your brother yesterday before the tornado.”
“With Damien?” Finn asked.
She nodded, her fury gathering a head of steam. “I went out to the ranch to confront you. But you weren’t there. I cornered your brother in the barn and forced him to tell me why you dumped me the night of prom.”
Finn’s eyes went dark. Closed. Angry. “Surely you knew I’d react like that when I found out. You knew how much I cared about you. Hell, I was planning to ask you to marry me.”
Something sick rolled through her. Oh, God. He had been planning to propose. They could’ve had it all. All those years of blissful happiness and sharing life’s joys and sorrows…
“Here’s a news flash for you, big guy. Maisie was wrong.”
He stared at her blankly. Finally he said in a strangled voice, “I beg your pardon?”
She couldn’t stay in bed with him any longer. She had to get away from him. To get dressed. Cover herself and her pain from him. It was too raw like this. She rolled away from him and, horribly self-conscious all of a sudden, reached into her closet for a robe. She flung it about herself and knotted the belt jerkily. When she turned around, Finn was sitting on the side of the bed, a quilt thankfully pulled across his lap.
“Would you care to explain exactly how Maisie was wrong?” he repeated tightly.
Rachel jammed her hands into the robe’s pockets, her hands tightly fisted. “I was at a pregnancy counseling center in Bozeman the morning of prom. But not to have an abortion. My mom had just been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s, and I was there to have genetic testing done to see if I had inherited the gene or not.”
Finn was staring at her as if he didn’t comprehend a word she’d said.
She continued doggedly. “I was not pregnant. Heck, I’d never had sex.” She turned and paced the length of her bedroom and back. “You know what’s really ironic? I had decided that I was ready to make love with you. That I wanted you to be my first and only.”
Finn sat completely still. He might as well have been a marble statue for all the reaction he was showing to her revelations.
She flung a hand at the bed. “I knew it would be like that between us. And I wasn’t wrong, was I? We were made for each other. But you had to go and believe a lie. Why didn’t you at least give me a chance to defend myself? If you had bothered to ask me about it, I would’ve told you. The only reason I was in Bozeman having that stupid test done was because I wanted to marry you and spend the rest of my life with you, but I was afraid that I might get Alzheimer’s at age forty like my mom did.” She paced another lap of the room before adding, “And I loved you too much to saddle you with a burden like that.”
Still, Finn said nothing. She paused to glance at him on the next lap, and he looked pale, maybe a little ill, even.
He mumbled, “She’d bought a digital camera that day. She used it to take a picture of you in the clinic. She showed it to me,” he finally said. He sounded almost…confused.
“Maisie? I’m sure she did. She’s quite the interfering bitch, you know. And I was, indeed, at that clinic. For blood testing. Finn, I was a virgin. I never slept with any other guy, and I bloody well wasn’t pregnant. Besides, I would never have had an abortion—and certainly not without talking to you about it, your child or not. I love kids. How could you have thought any of that of me? I loved you.”
He opened his mouth to speak twice but closed it both times.
She couldn’t take it anymore. She was going to shatter into a million pieces, and she darned well wasn’t going to do that in front of him. Not after what they’d shared last night. Not after finally knowing the true measure of just what they could’ve had. Sleeping with Finn Colton had been the dumbest thing she’d ever done in her entire life. Now she would have to live out her remaining years knowing what he’d cost them. It had been so much better merely wondering what it could’ve been like between them. At least then she’d had the comfort of the possibility that they wouldn’t have suited one another at all.

She turned on the shower and was thrilled to feel hot water coming out of the tap. The power had come back on sometime in the night, apparently. She stepped under the pounding stream of water. And as she scrubbed the feel and taste and smell of Finn off her skin, she cried her heart out.
The water was starting to go tepid when she finally turned off the shower and stepped out onto the cold tile floor. Shivering, she dried quickly and jumped into the clothes she’d had the foresight to grab before she’d retreated in there.
She opened the bathroom door. Her bedroom was empty. Finn was gone. Her bedroom, her house, her life was the back the way it had been before last night’s crazy magic. Some of the light went out of the bright morning, and the colors of her grandmother’s quilt seemed a little duller.
The sense of loss within her was every bit as heavy and suffocating as the day her father had died. Something inside her shut down. Grief. She knew how to do that. One foot in front of the next. Make lists. Force herself to do each thing on the list. Sleep. Eat now and then. And eventually, after a very long time, the pain would begin to ease. A little. But maybe not in this case.
First, she had to take a step. Kitchen. She’d go in there. Make herself something tasteless to choke down. Feed Brown—
A new wave of grief and loss slammed into her. Her dog was gone, too. Her desire to do something nice for Brownie had backfired, and his pleasant afternoon on a sunny porch had turned into a disaster. She seemed to have a knack for doing that with the men in her life, apparently.
She turned the corner into the kitchen and stopped, startled. Finn was there. Cooking something on her stove.
“Scrambled eggs okay?” he asked.
“What are you doing here?” she asked blankly.
“We’re not done talking.”
She frowned. “Yes. We are.”
“I haven’t apologized yet. I’m not sure how I’m going to be able to apologize adequately for being such a colossal idiot, but I’d like to give it a try.”
She sat down at the kitchen table. “It’s not as simple as an apology, Finn.”
“Okay, so I’ll have to find a way to make it up to you.”
Pain rippled through her almost too intense to stand. As it was, she had trouble breathing around it. He took the eggs off the stove and shoveled them onto plates beside slices of toast. He set them down and slid into the chair across from her.
“I’ve just found you, Rachel. I don’t plan to lose you again.”
She closed her eyes in agony. She couldn’t believe she was going to say what she was about to. But for the first time in her life, she knew what she had to do about Finn Colton. “Finn, you never had me to lose. Last night was an anomaly. You and I both know it. It doesn’t change anything.”
Something dark flickered through his gaze, but he answered steadily, “I disagree. I was wrong to break up with you at prom. You never betrayed me. If I got into a relationship with you now, I could trust you. Don’t you see? That changes everything.”
It was a struggle to keep her voice even, but she did her best. “Maybe that changes things for you. But not for me. The fact remains that you were all too willing to believe the worst of me. You never gave me a chance to explain myself. You judged me without ever hearing me out. And I have a problem with that. You didn’t trust me or our love. And I have a bigger problem with that.”
Finn stared at her incredulously. “So what was last night, then? Revenge sex? You knew you were going to rip my heart out and shred it this morning, so you jumped into the sack with me to make sure the destruction was complete?”
“There you go again,” she said miserably. “Making assumptions about me. If you really think I’m capable of such cruelty, then clearly we have no business being together.”
He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers. Then he said more calmly, “You’re right. I apologize. But please understand, this has been an incredibly stressful morning for me. I tend to lash out when I’m this confused and upset and angry at myself. It’s one of my worst flaws.”
She almost wished he would shout and rant and lose his temper. This tightly controlled, polite version of Finn was painful to see. It was all so civilized, and yet her world was crumbling all around her.
She took a wobbly breath. “I’m sorry, too, Finn. But I just don’t see how it could work between us. I’ve spent most of the last fifteen years hating myself for driving you away from me, even though I didn’t have the faintest idea what I’d done wrong. And then I found out yesterday that I hadn’t done anything wrong at all. And I realized that I had been far too willing to believe the worst of myself. How can I expect anyone else to love me, or for me to love anyone else in a healthy way, if I can’t love myself?”
“So that’s it?” he murmured. “It’s over?”
She couldn’t bring herself to say the words. She looked down at her hands, clenched tightly in her lap, and nodded. His chair scraped. She felt him stand up, towering over her, but she couldn’t look up at him. Her eyes were filling up fast with tears, and they’d spill over if she moved a millimeter.
“I’m sorry, Rachel. For last night. For everything.
Goodbye.”
And then he was gone.


Chapter 13
Rachel stepped out onto her back porch to see if Brownie had come back for his breakfast like Finn had predicted. But the food in the bowl was untouched and his bed of blankets wasn’t disturbed. And that was when the last spark of light in her world went out.
She visited her mother after breakfast because it was on the list of things to force herself to do today. Her mom was agitated and upset after the tornado, and for a little while, Rachel was glad of the wet blanket of grief smothering her emotions. Otherwise, the visit would have been deeply upsetting.
She got to Walsh Enterprises a little before lunch to find the place in an uproar. Although the tornado hadn’t hit the Walsh building, the hail and flying debris had knocked out a row of windows on the third floor. The accompanying rain had caused a fair bit of water damage on the second floor where she worked. As she picked her way past the mess and the cleanup effort, she was vaguely relieved that her cubicle was on the other side of the floor.
Until she reached her desk. Or rather the remains of her desk. A massive steel pipe lay diagonally across a pile of kindling and plastic that had once been her desk and chair.
“What happened here?” Rachel gasped at the man examining the wreckage. “Who are you?”
“Roger Thornton. Building inspector in Bozeman. Got sent here by the county to help check out structures in town. Make sure they’re safe.”
“Well, that doesn’t look very safe to me,” she said in dismay as she edged into her office and peered up into the dark cavern of the ceiling space overhead.
“I’ve never seen a plumbing main come down like this. Should’ve been bolted to the ceiling with steel bands. But it looks like they were never installed or were removed for some reason.”
“You mean the tornado didn’t do this?” she asked, aghast.
He shrugged. “Seems like it’s gotta be the twister. But I just don’t see how. Good thing you weren’t sitting at your desk when it came down. Thing would’ve killed ya if it landed on yer head.”
She stared at the pipe, horrified. “When did it fall?”
“Folks say it came down about an hour ago. I got here a few minutes ago.”
An hour ago? Had she not swung by to visit her mother first, she’d have been sitting at her desk when that pipe fell. She stared in renewed horror at her mangled chair. “Have you called the police?” she demanded.
“Why? It’s a structural failure caused by the tornado. It’s Walsh’s insurance company somebody oughta call.”
Rachel nodded warily. She might have argued with him that he shouldn’t rule out foul play so quickly, but Lester Atkins spoke from behind her, startling her. “Rachel. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off? It’s going to take the cleanup crew a while to clear this out. You do have most of your work stored in a backup file or hard drive of some kind, don’t you?”
“Uhh, yes. I’ve got it all in my briefcase.”
He glanced at the case she clutched in her hand. “Perfect. Go home. We’ll see you tomorrow when we’ve got you a new desk and computer set up.”
She wasn’t about to argue with the uncharacteristic kindness from the man. But the idea of going to her lonely home and its painful memories was too much for her. She went over to the senior citizens’ center and spent the afternoon helping with the cleanup there. After eating a tasteless dinner, she went out and wandered the streets of her neighborhood, looking fruitlessly for a brindled brown dog with a limp.
Over the next few days, life went nominally back to normal. She got her new desk and computer and started working on the payroll audits Lester had assigned her to. She had to finish the Walsh Oil Drilling audit in her evenings at home. But that was just as well. It gave her something to do besides stare at her walls and slowly go crazy. The final tally for all the embezzled funds over fifteen years ran to in excess of ten million dollars. Mark Walsh must have lived nicely off of all that money.
She printed off a final copy of her report and put it in her briefcase. At lunchtime, she left the building and headed for the sheriff’s office. She parked down the street and took a careful look in the parking lot beside the building to make sure Finn’s truck wasn’t there before she got out of the rental car her insurance company had provided her until she could buy a new car. When she was going to find the time or energy to head up to Bozeman and take care of that, she had no idea. She’d put it on her list of things to make herself do soon.
She stepped into the sheriff’s office to the tinkle of the bell over the door.
“Hi, Rachel. How are you doing?” Wes asked warmly as he came out of his office.
She shrugged, dodging his question. It was easier than trying to lie about being just fine, thank you. “I’ve got the complete, revised Walsh Oil Drilling financial report. I thought you might want a copy.” She held the thick file out to him.
He took it and laid it on the counter. “Thanks.” He studied her closely enough that she had to restrain an urge to squirm.
“Any word on who might belong to that signature?” she asked in a blatant effort to distract him.
“The State of California claims it can’t find the Hidden Pines incorporation documents. I’m going to hire a private investigator to look into it. He might contact you, and I’d appreciate it if you could give him any help you can.”
“Of course,” she replied. She probably ought to say something chatty along the lines of how strange the weather had been, but she just didn’t have the energy for it.
She started to turn to leave, but Wes reached out and touched her arm. “Rachel. How are you really doing?” She frowned.
Wes continued, “I wouldn’t have sent Finn over to your place if I’d known how much it would upset you.”
Oh, Lord. What had Finn told his brother about their torrid night together or their disastrous argument the next morning?
“For what it’s worth, he’s a wreck,” Wes commented.
Vague sorrow registered in her heart that Finn was hurting. She couldn’t find it in herself to wish this sort of misery on anyone.
“Is there anything I can tell him for you?” Wes pressed.
She blinked, momentarily startled out of the fog that enveloped her life. “Uhh, no. No message.”
“Don’t be a stranger, Rachel. If you ever need anything, or you need to talk…”
She glanced up at him, surprised.
He shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “Just take care of yourself, okay?”
“I will.” She left the office, bemused. What was that all about? Was Wes feeling that guilty about throwing her and Finn together, or was there more to it than that? What was going on with Finn?
She knew from the grapevine at Walsh Enterprises that Finn was still in town caring for Craig Warner, who was improving slowly. Apparently, no one but Jolene Walsh was allowed in to see Craig yet, though. Rachel certainly wanted the best care for her boss, but she couldn’t help counting the days until Craig left the hospital and Finn left Honey Creek.
She’d done the right thing, darn it. She had to learn to like herself. To come to terms with the fact that she hadn’t done anything wrong all those years ago. It was a lot to absorb. She was going to be mature, darn it.
A few days more after her disastrous night with Finn, the fog enveloping her was interrupted once more by Lester Atkins calling her into his office, which was actually Craig’s office, which Lester had appropriated while his boss was out sick.
“Rachel, you didn’t get Jolene’s signature on those documents, like I asked. You’ve interfered with a very important business deal.”
Fear blossomed in her gut and the usual litany started in the back of her head. She couldn’t lose this job. She couldn’t lose this job….
“I’m sorry, Mr. Atkins. Jolene was too busy signing medical release forms for treatments for Mr. Warner to look at the papers. She said she’d take a look at them later, when Mr. Warner was out of danger.”
She thought Atkins might have sworn under his breath, but she didn’t quite hear what he mumbled to himself. Then he said abruptly, “I want those documents back. I’ll get her to sign them myself.”
“Of course, sir. They’re at my desk. I’ll go get them now.”
When she brought the thick file back to Lester, he snatched it out of her hands and immediately thumbed through the stack of documents. She thought he might have slowed down in the middle of the pile, right about where the Hidden Pines drilling contracts were, but she couldn’t be sure.
“Did you look at these?” he demanded abruptly.
Startled, she stammered, “Uhh, no, sir.”
He glared at her suspiciously. She was such a lousy liar. She felt the heat creeping up her neck against her will. Cursing her fair skin and telltale blush, she mumbled, “I’d better be getting back to work. I have a lot to do.”
Still giving her a damning look, he waved her out of his office. She wasted no time leaving and went back to her desk and resumed plowing through the tall pile of tedious payroll records for Walsh Enterprises. Interesting how Atkins had pulled her off the Walsh Oil Drilling records practically the moment Craig Warner had gone into the hospital.
It was dark when Rachel left the Walsh building that evening. She’d stayed late to catch up on the mounds of work Atkins had heaped upon her in what she suspected was an attempt to keep her so busy she wouldn’t go anywhere near the Walsh Oil Drilling records again anytime soon. She probably ought to mention it to Wes. But in her dazed state, she was having trouble working up the energy to get around to it.
The warm spell that had spawned the tornado had passed, leaving the night air bone-chillingly cold. It always took her a few weeks to acclimate to the winter’s cold each fall, and she wasn’t there yet.
As had become her habit, she didn’t drive directly home. Rather, she drove slowly down streets along the edge of town, peering into the night for a glimpse of a brindled brown dog with a limp. She figured by now he’d chewed the cast off his leg.
She approached a dark corner behind a row of warehouses, and maybe because her attention was focused on the tall weeds of an empty lot to her right, she didn’t see the other car coming from her left. She started out into the intersection, and before she knew it, something had crashed into her car, sending it careening into a spin that threw her forward into the exploding airbag, which slammed her back in her seat, pinning her in place and blinding her to the other car.
Shockingly, the vehicle sped away into the night. By the time the airbag deflated enough for her to see around it, she caught only a glimpse of red taillights disappearing in the distance. Fast.
Stunned, she sat in the car, replaying the last few moments. And something odd occurred to her. The other car hadn’t had its headlights on when it barged out into the intersection. Given that it was pitch black out here, that was really strange.
Her brain finally kicked in and she fished her purse off the floor where it had fallen in the collision. She pulled out her cell phone and called the sheriff’s office.
“Sheriff Colton.”
“Hi, Wes. It’s Rachel Grant. I’m sorry to bother you, but I was just in a car accident.”
“Are you hurt?” he asked in quick alarm.
“No. Just shook up. The airbag deployed.”
“Where are you?”
She gave him a rough description and he said he’d be there in five minutes. She was to lock her door and not move a muscle in the meantime. Sighing, she leaned her head back against the headrest to wait. Wasn’t it odd for him to tell her to lock her door? Shouldn’t she unlock it in case she passed out or something? That way he or a paramedic could get into the car easily to treat her. Did he think she was in some kind of danger? The guy who’d hit her had taken off. She wasn’t in any danger if he’d fled the scene, was she?
Wes was the sheriff. Probably just erring on the side of caution. It was his job to be paranoid and protect everyone, after all.
Someone knocked on her window and her eyes flew open in fright. Wes. She unlocked the door and started to open it, but he stopped her.
“Stay right there. I want a doc to look at you before you move. He’s right behind me. While he’s checking you, I’m going to take a few pictures of your car.”
On cue, another vehicle pulled up to the scene, a heavy-duty pickup truck. A silhouetted figure climbed out and strode over to join Wes, who was just finishing up. Her heart sank. Finn.
Darn that Wes. Why couldn’t he leave well enough alone? Whoever said men weren’t nosy matchmakers would be dead wrong. They were as bad as any interfering auntie or momma impatient to be a grandma. Men were just clumsier about it than their female counterparts. The two men strode over to the car.
It was as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice water over her, shocking her system fully awake for the first time in days. She shivered, stunned at the intensity of the emotions coming back to life within her. Who was she kidding? She was as in love with Finn Colton as she’d ever been. But loving someone doesn’t necessarily mean he’s good for me.
Finn had believed the worst of her, and she’d let him. That last part wasn’t his fault. It was hers. And until she knew she would never lose her sense of self-worth again, she dared not engage in any romantic relationships.
Her door opened and Finn’s achingly familiar voice said, “Don’t move. Let me have a look at your neck first.”
Oh, for crying out loud. She glared at Wes as Finn reached into the car to slide a big, warm hand carefully behind her neck. “My neck is fine. I’m fine,” she groused.
“Why don’t you let me be the one who decides that,” Finn murmured back, his concentration clearly on examining her vertebrae. “Does this hurt?” He pressed two fingers gently on either side of her spine.
“A little.”
“Describe the pain.”
“Like a sore muscle getting poked.”
“Any nausea? Headache? Blurred vision? Tingling in your hands or feet? Numbness anywhere?”
“No to all of the above.”
“Slowly tilt your chin down and tell me if it hurts.”
She did as he directed. “It hurts a little. Like I’ve strained my neck and it doesn’t want me to move it.”
“I’d say that’s a pretty fair description of your injury. You can get out now.” Finn held a hand out to her. She would have to shove past it to get out of the car without accepting the offered help anyway, so reluctantly she took his hand and let him half lift her out of the vehicle.
She turned around to survey the damage. The rental car’s entire left side was caved in and had a huge, black scrape down its white side. “I guess the car that hit me was black, then?” she said drily.
Wes nodded. “Yup. Nailed you pretty good.”
Finn commented grimly, “If he’d hit her much harder, he’d have rammed her car right over that embankment.”
Rachel glanced behind her car and gulped. Only a few feet beyond its rear tires was a steep drop-off, at least twenty feet. At the bottom lay a double set of train tracks. If she’d gone over the edge of that, she could’ve been seriously hurt, or worse.
“What can you tell me about the car that hit you?” Wes asked grimly.
“Not much. I was looking off to my right. Although I did notice its headlights weren’t on.” An awful thought occurred to her. “Ohmigosh. Did I run a stop sign?” She looked back over her shoulder in alarm.
“No. In fact, the other guy was the one with the stop sign.”
Rachel frowned. “He must have run it then, because he came at me way too fast to have been stopped a moment before.”
Wes nodded. “Given how far your car was pushed beyond the point of impact, I’d estimate he was going fifty miles per hour or so. So there’s nothing you remember about the car, Rachel?”
“Nothing. I never really saw it. I was driving along here slowly, looking into the weeds, and then all of a sudden he was coming at me and there was nothing I could do. Then the airbag inflated and I couldn’t see a thing.”
“Thank goodness for the airbag,” Finn muttered fervently enough to make her turn her head and look at him. Come to think of it, he didn’t look all that great. “Are you feeling okay?” she asked.
He scowled at her. “I swear you’re going to give me heart failure if you keep having these near-death experiences.”
She rolled her eyes. “I was in a little car accident. It was hardly a near-death experience. Now, that pipe falling on my desk at work—that could have been a near-death experience.”
Wes asked sharply, “What pipe?”
“The one that fell out of the ceiling at Walsh Enterprises and smashed my desk to smithereens. The building inspector said it was a good thing I wasn’t sitting at my desk or I’d have been crushed.”
The two men traded glances. Wes looked grim and Finn looked furious. “All right, all right,” Wes muttered. “So someone is trying to hurt her.”
Rachel spun to face him. “I beg your pardon?”
Finn answered for his brother. “Wes let you get mixed up in the Walsh murder investigation by having you give him all those financial records. I told him he was going to draw the killer’s attention to you.” Finn made a sound of disgust.
Wes asked, “Have there been any more accidents or incidents in the past few days like the pipe or this hit-and-run?”
“You don’t think the driver hit me intentionally, do you?” she asked, aghast.
Wes frowned. “I can’t be certain until I analyze the crash scene fully, but yes. Basically, I do think someone crashed into you and hoped to shove your car over the embankment.”
Rachel stared. He had to be kidding. This was Honey Creek. The world capital of “nothing ever happens around here.” Oh, wait. Until Mark Walsh was murdered.
Finn shook his head. “First Walsh. Then Warner. And now this. Someone’s trying to hide something over at Walsh Enterprises. And it’s too damned dangerous for Rachel to be involved anymore. I’m calling an end right now to her snooping around there for you.”
Wes sighed. “You may be right. I may have to go ahead and talk to Peter Walsh. See if he might be willing to poke around the company. He is a private investigator, and he’s also a Walsh. He ought to be able to have a look around without arousing too much suspicion.”
Rachel interrupted. “Wouldn’t it be some sort of conflict of interest to let him help investigate his own father’s murder?”
Wes exhaled hard. “Yeah, that’s a big problem. It’s why I haven’t hired him already. And the district attorney would probably have my badge if I did. But I don’t know how else I’m going to get inside that place and figure out exactly who’s hiding what.”
Finn stepped closer to Rachel. And if she wasn’t mistaken, he’d gone all protective and he-man on her. It was kind of cute, actually. Well, actually, it was totally hot. “And in the meantime, she’s not staying alone. Until you catch the bastard who’s pulling this stuff on her, I’m not leaving her side.”
Rachel gaped. Not leaving— “Oh, no you’re not!” she exclaimed. An unreasonable terror of being alone with Finn swept over her. It was hard enough to resist the pull of him when she didn’t have to see him at all. But if she was with him 24/7, no way would she be able to control her urges. And she positively knew that that would be a disaster.
Finn gave her a stubborn look she knew all too well and announced, “I’m not arguing with you about this. End of discussion.”
Her gaze narrowed. “I’ll remind you one more time, Finn. I am not fifteen and willing to be bullied by you. I’m an adult, and no way will I stand for you hovering over me day and night.”
“Then act like an adult and make a sensible decision,” he snapped.
Wes murmured, “Let me handle this, Finn.”
Rachel turned to Wes for support. “They were accidents. Who in their right mind would remove the supports holding up a giant pipe exactly over my desk? And as for the guy tonight, he probably just didn’t expect there to be any cars out in this part of town at this time of night.”
“What were you doing in this area, anyway?” Wes asked.
“Looking for Brownie,” she answered miserably.
“Who?” Wes echoed.
“Her mutt,” Finn replied. “No luck finding him?” he asked her sympathetically.
“No.”
“I’m sorry.”
Tears threatened to fill up her eyes. Since when had she turned into such a baby? She sniffed angrily. She was not going to cry in front of Finn. But at least it looked like she’d distracted him from his harebrained scheme to become her personal bodyguard.
But then Wes had to go and say, “I have to agree with you, Finn. I’d feel better if Rachel wasn’t alone until we figure out who’s behind these accidents of hers.”
“Wes Colton, you can stop trying to play matchmaker right this—”
He held up a hand. “I’m speaking as the sheriff. And Finn’s right. This is not open to discussion. I’m worried about your safety. Either you let Finn stay with you or I’m taking you out to my family’s ranch to stay until I catch your assailant.”
“The Colton ranch?” she squeaked.
“Yes,” Wes answered, crossing his arms over his chest resolutely.
She glanced over at Finn, who was gaping at his brother. Crap. He thought Wes was serious, too. She glared at both of them. “Wild horses couldn’t drag me out to that ranch. And no power on Earth is making me stay there.”
Wes’s eyebrows went up and he looked prepared to demand to know why. But Finn intervened hastily. “And that’s why I’m going to stay with you until this guy’s caught.”
Rachel glared. “I don’t like it.”
“Do you have a better idea?” Finn demanded.
“Sure. Hire Peter Walsh to keep an eye on me. He’s a trained private investigator. They do that sort of thing, right?”
Thunder gathered on Finn’s brow. “Rachel, we need to talk.”
She scowled back at him. “No, we don’t. We said everything we had to say to each other the last time we talked.”
“No, you said everything you had to say. I didn’t say everything I wanted to by a long shot.”
Alarm skittered through her. The man did not sound happy.
“Uhh, okay then,” Wes said uncomfortably. “It sounds like you two have some stuff to work out. Finn, you take Rachel back to her place and don’t let her out of your sight until we talk again.”
Finn nodded briskly and took Rachel by the arm.
“I am not a sack of potatoes to be hauled around wherever you want,” she barked.
“Fine. Then walk over to my truck and get into it of your own volition like the adult you claim to be. Otherwise, I’m going to throw you over my shoulder exactly like a sack of potatoes and haul you over there.”
Oooh, that man could be so infuriating! And it didn’t help one bit that a creeping sense of relief was pouring over her like warm water.


Chapter 14
Finn’s big pickup wouldn’t fit in Rachel’s driveway with the giant pile of fire wood taking up most of it. Nor could he park in front of her house, given the pile of stacked debris awaiting removal. Honey Creek was mostly cleaned up from the tornado, but pockets of town, like this street, weren’t quite back to normal. The guys at the landfill had been working around the clock all week to get caught up.
He ended up parking a few houses down on the street and walking Rachel back to her place. For her part, she’d been silent and sullen on the ride back to her house. And frankly, he didn’t give a damn. No way was he leaving her alone to face whoever was out to hurt her. An itch to get his hands around the guy’s neck and snap it came over him. He took her elbow as she climbed the steps onto her front porch.
“I can go up a few steps by myself, thank you,” Rachel muttered.
“Get used to it. I’m not leaving your side.” Not ever, if he had his way. But one step at a time. First he had to make her safe. Then he’d move on to the subject of their future.
“Really, Finn. Did you have to go all caveman on me? I’ll be fine. I’ve been…distracted…since the tornado, and it’s made me accident-prone.”
Since the tornado, or since their mind-blowing night together? He didn’t voice the question aloud, however. No sense provoking open warfare with her if they had to be together for a while. He followed her into her living room and sighed with pleasure as its homeyness wrapped around him like a blanket. He’d always preferred her family’s cozy home to his family’s cold mansion. They’d been happy together, the Grants.
“I always envied you for having the parents you did,” he commented.
“Really?” she asked, surprised, as she set her briefcase down and shrugged out of her coat.
“You were a real family. We Coltons never were.”
“I don’t know about that,” she disagreed. “You guys seem to stick together pretty close.”
“My old man is a big believer in survival of the fittest. He saw it as his mission in life to toughen us all up. To make ‘men’ out of us.”
“While his methods might leave something to be desired, I’d say he didn’t do too bad a job all around. I don’t know your younger brothers all that well, but Duke and Damien and Wes all turned out pretty good.”
He shrugged. Maybe. But he was inclined to believe it was in spite of his father and not because of him. “Stay here. Let me have a look around the place and check for bad guys under your bed and in your closet, okay?”
He hated the fear that flickered across her face. Thank God he was here to look out for her. The house checked out fine and he returned to her in the living room. She’d turned on a lamp, and in its warm light he got a good look at how pale and drawn she looked. Her skin had gone almost transparent, and violet smudges rested under her eyes.
His doctor side kicked in. “When’s the last time you ate?”
She frowned, thinking, and that was answer enough for him. He headed for the kitchen. “And when was the last time you got a decent night’s sleep?” he called over his shoulder.
Her sharply indrawn breath was answer enough to that question, too. It was the last decent night’s sleep he’d gotten, too. He considered the odds of them spending tonight in each other’s arms again and decided regretfully that it would be too much too soon. He had a lifetime with her to consider. He could behave himself for a few more nights.
Her kitchen was shamefully bare of food, but he found eggs, some cheese and the remnants of a few vegetables in the refrigerator and whipped up omelettes for them. Over the meal, she kept sneaking looks his way that looked like a mixture of disbelief and relief. He’d take that as a good sign.
After supper, he ordered her into the bathroom for a long soak in the hottest bath she could stand. In particular, he wanted her to soak her neck and try to keep the muscles from stiffening up too badly after her car accident. As it was, he suspected she’d be pretty sore for a few days.
She emerged a while later, rosy pink, wisps of her hair curling around her face, wearing a pair of fuzzy pink pajamas that made her look about eight years old. He was ready and waiting with the next salvo.
“Here.” He held out two pills in his hand with a glass of water.
“What are those?” she asked.
“Muscle relaxants. Consider them a preemptive strike against the discomfort to come from your wrenched neck.”
She took the pills without argument. Must already be starting to feel a little creaky. He held out the mug of hot chocolate he’d made for her next.
That, she was suspicious of. “What’s going on here, Finn?”
“I’m trying to make you as comfortable and relaxed as possible before we talk.”
“Oh.” Caution blossomed in her eyes as she studied him over the rim of her mug.
“Sit down,” he ordered gently. He noted wryly that she chose her father’s old armchair across the room from the sofa, which was left for him to occupy.
“Finn—”
He raised a hand. “Please, Rachel. Hear me out. I think you owe me that much. I heard you out the other day.” She subsided.
He took a deep breath. He’d been rehearsing this speech for the past several days. But now that the moment was here to deliver it, fear twisted in his gut. So damned much rode on him getting it right.
“Rachel, I love you.”
She lurched at that and he thought she made a tiny sound of distress, but he pressed on. “I always have loved you. And I expect I always will love you. You’ve been part of the fabric of my life forever. You’re a part of me.”
She shifted restlessly and he waited for her to settle once more before continuing. “I fought that fact for a long time. But it was no use. I love you and nothing’s going to change that.”
“But, Finn, I already explained that love isn’t always enough.”
His jaw clenched, but he forced it to relax. “Yes, you did. You also said you had to learn to love yourself before you could love anyone else or let anyone else love you. And I can see where you might feel that way. I happen to agree with you, in fact.”
That sent her eyebrows up behind her hot chocolate.
“And I’m willing to wait for you to work through that.”
“But I have no idea how long it might take.”
He shrugged. “Take as long as you need.”
“But you can’t know that you won’t meet someone else in the meantime. Or maybe you’ll lose patience or just…get over me.”
He laughed, but there was no humor behind it. “I can assure you, I’ve tried everything to get over you already. That’s not happening.”
“So even you agree that we’re not good for each other, then?” she challenged.
“When I thought you’d betrayed us, I might have agreed with that. But now that I know what really happened, I’m convinced we’re perfect for each other. Admit it. You know I’m right.”
She stared into her cup for a long time. Then she raised sad eyes and said, “Love isn’t the only requirement for a relationship to work. The timing has to be right. The right place, the right time in life. And then, of course, the love itself has to be healthy and good for both people involved.”
“How can love not be good for a person?” he exclaimed.
“Trust me. Loving you over the past fifteen years all but destroyed me.”
Pain sliced through him. “Rachel, there was a terrible misunderstanding. That’s resolved now. Our love doesn’t have to hurt anymore.”
She sighed. “Along with love’s power to make people feel good comes great power to harm another person. Can you honestly say you’ve felt great this past week? Wes said you were a wreck. Love did that to you.”
“I’ll admit, love is a risk. Maybe the biggest risk any person ever takes. But that doesn’t mean we should run away from it.”
He barely heard her whisper, “But I’m not that brave.”
That pulled him up off the couch and across the room to kneel in front of her. “You’re one of the bravest people I know. You’ve faced the loss of your dad, taking care of your mom, being alone, financial burdens, taking care of this place by yourself—heck, you’ve faced the whole damned town of Honey Creek and not flinched.”
“Oh, I flinched, all right. I just didn’t let anyone see it.”
He smiled gently at her. “Let me help you. Let me shoulder some of the burden for you. No, with you. I want to be there for you, Blondie.”
“But you don’t even live in Honey Creek. You’re a busy doctor. Your patients need you. Let’s be real, Finn. You can’t commute between me and your real life in Bozeman. Besides, you hate this town. You and I both were desperate to get out of Honey Creek. I couldn’t ask you to come back. And I can’t leave. Not until my mom—” Her voice broke.
“We’ll work it out. Just tell me you’re willing to give it a try.”
“I—” She fell silent. Eventually, she murmured, “I can’t make you any promises.”
It was better than the outright rejection he’d expected. He took the mug out of her grasp and set it aside. He took both her hands in his and captured her gaze, gently forcing her not to look away.
“Know this, Rachel Grant. I’m not going anywhere. I’m here to stay in your life. I’ll wait for you as long as it takes for you to be ready to love me. I love you, and we are going to be together.”
“Are you planning on stalking me?” she asked with patently false flippancy.
“Nope. I’m not getting far enough away from you to follow you. I’m going to be right here.”
She frowned skeptically.
That, he’d expected from her. He’d laid down the gauntlet. Now it was up to him to follow through on his big words and show her just how much he loved her.
“You probably ought to crawl into bed, sweetheart. You look like you could use the rest. I’ll be on the couch tonight, and I’m a light sleeper. No one’s getting past me to bother you. Okay?”
She nodded thoughtfully and retreated to her bedroom.

Rachel slept deeply that night, although she figured it had as much to do with the pills Finn had given her as it did feeling safe for once. When she woke up in the morning, delicious smells were coming from her kitchen. That man was going to fatten her up but good at this rate. She realized she was smiling for the first time in a long time.
So. Finn was planning to wait for her, was he?
One part of her was deeply skeptical. That would be the part that remembered him abandoning her without so much as giving her a chance to explain herself. But another part of her, a tiny kernel deep inside her heart, was…hopeful. If only he were telling the truth. She’d give anything for that to be the case.
When she strolled into the kitchen a few minutes later, Finn was dishing up biscuits and sausage gravy and a fresh fruit compote that looked scrumptious. “Where did all this food come from?” she exclaimed.
“I made a quick run to the grocery store before you woke up. I had Wes come over and sit in front of your house while I was gone.”
Horrified that he’d put the sheriff out like that so she could have a nice breakfast, she opened her mouth to protest, but he waved her to silence. Frustrated, she sat down and dug into the delicious fare. She insisted on doing the dishes after breakfast and shooed him out of the kitchen to go take a shower. She opened her refrigerator to put away the leftovers and was stunned to see the thing jammed with food. Suspicious, she opened the pantry. It was fully—fully—stocked. Finn must have bought her three months’ worth of food.
Bemused, she let him drive her over to the nursing home to visit her mother, as was her daily habit before work. He let her go in alone to see her mother, which was probably best. Strangers seemed to bother her mother, who worried that she was supposed to recognize them and didn’t.
When Rachel came out to the front desk to rejoin Finn, the nurses were all smiling broadly. Clearly, he’d been working his considerable charms on them.
The floor supervisor handed her a sealed envelope, and Rachel winced. This month’s bill for her mother’s care. At least she would get her second paycheck from Walsh Enterprises today, and it should cover this bill plus a little.
She tucked the envelope in her purse and let Finn escort her out to his truck and drive her to work. He’d tried to talk her out of going to Walsh Enterprises, but she wasn’t hearing of it. She needed the paycheck too much.
“Don’t be alone and don’t leave the building unless I’m with you, okay?” he asked.
“Really. You don’t have to—”
He waved a hand. “No arguments. Not until the bastard’s caught.”
She sighed. Okay, so it felt nice knowing that someone big and strong was looking out for her.
“Are you busy for lunch? I have an errand I need to run and I thought you could come along if you like,” he suggested casually. “Uhh, okay.”
“I’ll be here at noon,” he said. Something thawed a little in her heart. He did, indeed, seem committed to being around for her as long as it took to prove that she could count on him not to leave again.
When she got to her cubicle and bent down to put her purse under her desk, the nursing home bill fell out. She picked up the envelope and opened it idly. And stared. There must be a mistake. The outstanding balance on the account was zero. Zero. It should be close to fifty thousand dollars. She picked up her desk phone.
“Hi, Jason. It’s Rachel Grant. I think there’s been a mistake on my mother’s bill.”
The floor supervisor at the nursing home laughed heartily. “I was wondering when you were going to open that envelope. It’s no mistake.”
“I don’t understand.”
“While you were in visiting your mom this morning, Finn Colton paid off your mom’s account.”
Rachel gasped. “But it was thousands of dollars!”
“He stood right here and wrote a check for the whole amount. Must be nice to have that kind of money, huh?”
Rachel mumbled something and hung up the phone, stunned. It was too much. She dialed Finn’s cell phone.
“Hi, Blondie,” he answered cheerfully.
“You shouldn’t have, Finn. I’ll pay you back. I insist.”
“Ahh. The nursing home bill. Marry me and we’ll call it good.”
“Finn!” she said on a gasp. “You can’t buy me like that!”
“I know I can’t. But I told you I was going to help shoulder your burdens. Get used to it.”
“We’re going to talk about this when we get home tonight.” she said darkly.
“I like the sound of that. When we get home. Let’s do that every night.”
“Finn Colton, you are the most exasperating man on the planet.”
“Yup, and you love every bit of me.”
“I—” She opened her mouth to deny it, but the words wouldn’t come out.
“You’re welcome,” he said gently. “It was my pleasure to pay your mom’s bill. She was more of a mother to me over the years than my own mother. It was the least I could do to repay her for her kindness.”
Rachel stared at the wall of her cubicle. What was she supposed to say to that?
“Have a nice morning, and I’ll see you at noon. Lunch. Don’t forget. I love you,” Finn said.
She hung up, stunned. Her mountain of debt. Gone. Just like that. The load off her shoulders was unbelievable. She’d had no idea how much it was weighing her down until Finn had lifted it away from her. She was going to find a way to pay him back, though. She hated the idea of being beholden to anyone like that, even if it was Finn, and even if he did have a great explanation for his act of generosity.
Craig Warner’s secretary delivered a mountain of payroll records to her from Lester Atkins with instructions to report to him by the end of the day with an audit report. She spent the morning digging through the dust-dry records, sure that the assignment was petty revenge from him for her not getting his precious contracts signed.
The clock registered five minutes till twelve and her stomach started to flutter. She left her desk a few minutes early and headed downstairs to the front door. Sure enough, Finn’s pickup truck was there and he was leaning against its side, tall and rugged. Lord, he was handsome. Smiling, she stepped out into the brisk sunshine.
He leaned down to kiss her cheek and her pulse leaped as he held the passenger door open for her. He pointed his truck toward the highway and she frowned. “Where are we going?” 
“Bozeman.”
“What for?” she asked.
“I have to check in briefly at my hospital. It won’t take more than five minutes. But I have to let them know I’m extending my leave of absence for a while. And then I have another errand.”
The drive to Bozeman was pleasant. The easy camaraderie they’d shared all those years ago when they’d been young and in love came back to them, and they fell into their usual pattern of fun banter and wide-ranging discussions. She enjoyed his quick mind and his knowledge of seemingly everything under the sun.
The staff of the Bozeman emergency room eyed her speculatively enough that she grew uncomfortable, and Finn didn’t help matters when he looped an arm around her shoulders and dropped an absent kiss on top of her head while they waited for his boss to leave a patient to speak with Finn.
As advertised, the stop didn’t take long. Finn’s boss commented that he was glad Finn was finally taking some of his accumulated vacation time and to go with his blessing.
They got back into Finn’s truck, and Rachel frowned at his palpable excitement. “Where are we going?”
“To pick up something I ordered this morning,” he answered mysteriously.
“What have you done now?”
He merely grinned…and turned into a car dealership.
“Finn…”
“Shared burdens, kid. Deal with it.”
And before she knew it, the keys to a brand-new loaded-to-the hilt, four-wheel-drive SUV were handed to her. And, no surprise, the title was handed to her as well. The vehicle was paid in full, of course.
“I’m going to kill you, Finn,” she muttered direly.
“I look forward to you trying,” he grinned back unrepentantly. “I’ll follow you back to Honey Creek. And I’m still meeting you when you get out of work to follow you home.”
“After this long lunch and given the amount of work on my desk, I’ll be late tonight.”
“What time should I be there?” he asked.
“Say, six-thirty?”
“Done.”
Shell-shocked, she got into her brand-spanking-new SUV and headed back to Honey Creek. The vehicle drove like a dream. It was smooth and powerful and wrapped around her as comfortably as the man who’d bought it for her. She was not letting him buy her affections, darn it. She’d find a way to pay him back for this, too, she vowed grimly.
True to his word, Finn watched her walk into the Walsh building and blew her a kiss when she turned around to wave goodbye. As campaigns went to blow her away, his was proceeding very nicely. And that alarmed her. Things were moving too fast for her to process. He was intentionally sweeping her off her feet, not giving her any time to think. The man was a bulldozer. A really, really sexy, thoughtful bulldozer. But still.
She dived into her work with a vengeance but it was still nearly six o’clock before she finished the report Lester had requested. She printed it off on her computer and grabbed the papers. If she were lucky, he’d already left for the day. She’d just put the thing in his in-basket and pack up to meet Finn. Darned if her tummy didn’t go all aflutter at the thought of seeing him again. After she kicked his butt for all the things he’d done for her today, she was imagining all kinds of ways to demonstrate her gratitude.
A smile on her face, she passed the empty desk of Craig Warner’s secretary. Drat. A light was on in Warner’s office. She sighed and knocked on the door.
“Who is it?” Atkins’s voiced called out.
“Rachel Grant, sir. I’ve got your payroll report.”
“Come in.”
She stepped into the office. Lester wasn’t sitting at the desk like she’d expected. He was standing over by the wet bar. One hand was awkwardly behind his back and he had a strange look on his face.
“Lay it on my desk,” he directed.
She crossed the room while he watched and did as he’d ordered.
“Turn around,” he barked, startling her.
She whirled to face him. What was wrong with him? And then she saw it. The gun pointed at her. Terror erupted in her gut and her knees all but collapsed out from under her. Belatedly, Finn’s warning never to be alone came to mind. Of course, she wasn’t alone now. Apparently, she was in the company of a certified lunatic.
Atkins ranted, “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? Finding those discrepancies in the Walsh Oil Drilling documents. And then you had to go and tell the damned sheriff about them. Ruining all my plans, are you? Well, I won’t have it. I won’t stand for that. I’ve worked too hard for too long to let some filthy little slut like you wreck it for me now.”
She stared. What on earth was he talking about? Was he the insider behind the embezzlement after all?
“What’s going on with the Hidden Pines deal?” she blurted. “Are you involved with that in some way?”
He jolted and the gun wavered dangerously. Yikes. Maybe bringing up Hidden Pines hadn’t been such a great idea. But if she could get him talking…keep him talking…she glanced at the clock on the wall—6:02. Lord. Almost a half hour before Finn was supposed to pick her up. Could she keep Lester occupied for that long?
“Tell me about Hidden Pines,” she demanded.
“I have a better idea. Come over here, bitch,” Lester snarled.
She walked as slowly as she could toward him. He sidled away from the bar toward the window, staying well out of her reach. Although it wasn’t like she was about to jump an armed and clearly crazy man.
“Drink that,” he ordered.
She looked down at the bar and noticed a glass with a few ounces of clear liquid in the bottom of it. “What’s that?” she asked.
“Drink it, or I’ll kill you here and now. Everyone’s left the building. I’ve made sure of it. It’s just you and me.”
She recalled the rows of empty and half-dark cubicles she’d walked past on her way to his office. He was right. Panic skittered down her spine.
“Drink it!” he repeated more forcefully. The barrel of the gun wavered and then steadied upon her, deadly and threatening.
She reached out to pick up the glass and noticed her hand was shaking. She sniffed at the glass. It didn’t smell like anything.
“Drink!” he shouted.
She tipped the glass and took a sip. Oh, God. It was bitter.
“Drink it all or I’ll shoot!” he screamed.
Terrified, she tossed down the entire contents of the glass. At least she didn’t immediately start choking or convulsing or anything. She turned to face Lester. “Okay, I’ve drunk whatever that was. Now you can tell me. What was in that? Did you just poison me?” Visions of her future with Finn danced through her mind’s eye. They’d been so close to having it all. Had this madman just taken it all away from them? Panic and grief and rage swirled within her at the thought.
“Craig’s the only one I poisoned,” Lester answered slyly. “Slipped it into his drinks a little at a time. Idiot never had a clue. Just got sicker and sicker. And then that damned doctor had to come along and figure it out.”
Finn. He was talking about Finn. Her head was beginning to swim a little. The lights overhead were swaying slightly. Or maybe that was her doing the swaying. “What did you give me?” she asked thickly.
His gaze narrowed. “You’ll feel it soon enough. Stupid bitch. Had to go and try to ruin everything my associate and I have worked so long and hard for.”
She tried hard to concentrate. He’d said something important. An associate. He wasn’t working alone. “Who’s your associate?” The word came out closer to “ashoshiate,” but it made him scowl either way.
“Do I look dumb? Do I look like I’d tell you something like that?”
“Uhh, I guesh no’…” She’d passed through woozy to stoned in about two seconds flat. She was having trouble following anything the guy said.
Only snatches of his next words registered with her: “…get you out of here…can’t kill you here…too messy…find somewhere to stash you first…then kill you…”
The lights spun crazily overhead, and then everything went dark.


Chapter 15
Finn looked at his watch—six forty-five. It wasn’t like Rachel to be late. But she had said she had a lot of work to do, and he’d kept her out of the office for nearly two hours at lunch. The look on her face when the salesman had handed her the car keys had been priceless. He’d never forget the wonder and delight in her eyes. He wanted to put that expression there every day for the rest of their lives.
He shouldn’t bug her. But worry niggled at the back of his mind. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed hers. It went straight to voice mail. That was strange. He dialed it again and got the same result. Somebody had just turned off her phone.
He leaped out of his truck and hit the ground running. Something was wrong. Very wrong. He reached the Walsh building and yanked on the front doors. Locked. He swore violently. He punched another number into his cell.
“Wes, it’s Finn. Get over to the Walsh Enterprises building right away.”
“I’m on my way, bro. Talk to me.”
Finn heard a siren go on in the background and an engine gun. “I was supposed to pick Rachel up at six-thirty. When she didn’t come out I called her cell phone and somebody turned it off. The Walsh building’s locked up tight. Do you have a key or can I break in now?”
“Bust the door. I’ll be there in five minutes,” Wes replied sharply.
Finn had already checked her cubicle and found her purse under the desk by the time Wes came storming inside. They searched the building by floor and found nothing until they reached Craig Warner’s office. Over by the wet bar, Finn found several printed papers scattered on the floor and—oh, crap—one of them had Rachel’s signature on it. The document was dated today.
“She’s been in here,” Finn bit out.
Wes glanced at the document and then at the bar. “That glass still has a little fluid at the bottom of it. Someone’s been here recently.”
“Then where is she?” Finn demanded.
“Hang on. We’ll find her. We’ve been watching this place.” Wes had his phone out and was dialing a number. Finn listened as the panic mounted in his gut.
“This is Sheriff Colton. I need you to run back the surveillance tapes of Walsh Enterprises for the past hour. And pull up the entry and exit logs for the security system. Who’s gone in and out of the building since, say, six o’clock?”
Finn waited in an agony of impatience for Wes to get off the phone. “Well?” he demanded when his brother ended the call.
“Lester Atkins is the only person to leave the building since six o’clock. And the security cameras at the rear of the building show him carrying a large cloth-wrapped object outside.”
“The bastard’s got her,” Finn rasped.
Wes was already on the phone again, ordering police units to Lester’s home.
Finn paced. Nothing could happen to her. He’d promised her he’d keep her safe! They were going to live happily ever after with each other. Have a home together. Kids. Grandkids. This couldn’t be happening.
“He won’t be at his house,” Finn announced, certain deep in his gut that he was right. “Atkins is too smart to go there. He knows that’s the first place we’ll look for him.”
Wes nodded, thankfully not arguing. “Lester must have figured out that she stumbled onto the embezzlement and the Hidden Pines deal. He needs to get her out of the picture. Silence her.”
“My God. He’s going to kill her!” Finn gasped.
Wes frowned, working through the logic. “Looks like your suspicions that he was the one to poison Warner were right.” Finn looked over at the empty glass standing on the bar. Atkins had access to Warner’s office. It would have been an easy matter to slip a little arsenic into all of the man’s drinks.
Wes continued, “Good news is he didn’t try to kill Warner outright. He used indirect means. Assuming he’s behind the attacks on Rachel, he didn’t use direct means on her, either. He sabotaged the pipe over her desk and then hit her with a car.”
“And that’s important why?” Finn asked impatiently.
“He’s not a naturally violent criminal. He’s probably going to have to work himself up to the idea of killing Rachel outright. I think we’ve got a window of time before he actually kills her. He’s careful. A planner. He’ll want to know where he’s going to stash her body. How and where he’s going to kill her. I think maybe he grabbed her today on impulse.”
“Rachel told me he’d given her a pile of work to do today and wanted a report on it by close of business.”
Wes frowned. “Then snatching her today might have been a premeditated act after all. C’mon. Let’s head out to his place and see what the boys find.”
But even as Finn rode out to Lester’s home on the outskirts of Honey Creek, he knew the visit would be fruitless. He racked his brain for where he’d take someone if he wanted to kill a person neatly and quietly. But his panic for Rachel was too much. He couldn’t think past it.
A half hour later, Wes stood beside Finn in Lester’s living room, swearing under his breath. “Nothing.”
“What now?” Finn asked, barely containing himself from tearing the room apart.
“Helicopters are searching the surrounding area and the state troopers have set up road blocks for sixty miles around town. We’ll find her.”
Yeah, but would they find her in time? Or would they find a corpse? Unfortunately, because of his medical training, he knew all too well what a corpse looked like. And the idea of his Rachel blue and still and lifeless made him want to throw up.
“Let’s head back to Walsh Enterprises,” Wes said. “It’s where the trail starts. There has to be a way to track her, damn it.”
“Has anyone local got a tracking dog?” Finn asked hopefully.
“A pair of police bloodhounds are on their way down from Butte, but it’ll be midnight before they get here,” Wes replied.
Finn’s gut told him they didn’t have that much time.
“Go home, Finn. You can’t do any good here. Let us do our job. I’ll call you if there are any developments.”
Because he couldn’t stand here any longer without exploding, he did as he brother suggested. He blinked when his truck stopped in front of Rachel’s house, though. Her place was already “home” to him, and in his distraction and terror, he’d driven here. He got out of the truck and went inside.
His knees all but buckled when he stepped into the living room and smelled the vanilla scent that always pervaded the place and reminded him so much of her. He couldn’t fall apart. He had to hold it together for her. He tried to sit. To turn on the television and watch the news segments the Bozeman channels were breaking in with to cover the search for a missing woman in the Honey Creek area.
But his agitation was too great for stillness. He straightened up the already neat living room and moved into the kitchen with the intent to eat or maybe clean the sink. Something, anything, to keep his hands busy so he wouldn’t tear his hair out.
Where are you, baby? Talk to me!

Rachel regained consciousness slowly, registering small things first. She was cold. And she was lying on dirt. The air was perfectly still around her. And it stank. Something rustled nearby. She wasn’t alone, then. She kept her eyes closed as her mind slowly started to work again. Her wrists were tied behind her back. And her ankles were tied together. Her left arm was asleep. She would roll off of it except the movement might alert her captor that she was awake. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she slitted her eyes open. A dark figure moved in the near total darkness, maybe a dozen feet away from her.
It looked like she was in some sort of cave. Slowly, she turned her head a little to look out of the opening. A mountain loomed in front of her at close range. It was oddly colored, a speckled white in the darkness. And strangely symmetrical. Its sides were smooth and its slope consistent. No trees or gullies marred its side. Odd. Too bad the night was cloudy and no moon shone to illuminate it more clearly.
And why would a cave opening be facing a mountainside like that? Wouldn’t a cave open up out of the side of a mountain so she was looking down into a valley. In this area, caves didn’t form at the bottom of valleys. She was too groggy to make sense of it, though. Dang, her arm was killing her.
Killing. Was that what Lester had in mind for her? She vaguely remembered hearing him say something to that effect before she passed out. Terror, sharp and bright and sudden, pierced her, doing more to wake her up than a bucket of cold water in the face.
She was not going to go down without a fight, damn it. She and Finn were just finding each other again, and she wasn’t about to lose him now.
Lester, silhouetted in the cave opening, tipped a bottle up to his mouth and took a long drink. He shuddered as if the liquid burned. Oh, God. He was getting drunk to work up the courage to kill her.
Finn, where are you? Find me, please. And hurry.

Urgency rolled through Finn. Rachel didn’t have until midnight for the tracking dogs to arrive. He knew it as surely as he was standing there breathing and sweating bullets. There had to be something he could do. But what? He finished emptying the dishwasher and turned to stare out the back window into the blackness of the night. The woman he loved was out there somewhere. But where?
He took a step forward and kicked something metallic with a clang that startled him. Brownie’s food dish. Too bad the mutt wasn’t here. Maybe he could track down Rachel. Lord knew, the dog adored her.
It was a thought. If he could find Brownie, maybe the dog could track her. But Rachel had been looking for Brownie for a week to no avail. And Finn had only a matter of hours at most to find the dog and find her.
Think. Brownie had left during or immediately after the tornado. No one had seen hide nor hair of the mutt since, which meant he’d either died or gone somewhere with few or no people. And given the animal’s general terror and state of abuse when he’d come to Rachel’s porch, it was a good bet the beast had headed away from humanity.
He refused to believe Brownie had died from exposure or coyotes or the like. The animal’d had enough common sense and survival instinct to drag himself to Rachel’s porch for help. He was still alive, damn it.
Okay. People-hating dog. Bum leg. No way could he have gone far on that broken femur. He would need food and shelter. Finn racked his brains on where the dog could find both within a few miles of Rachel’s house.
And he hit on an idea. The landfill. It was about a mile from here. Outside of town. Good pickings for a scavenger like a dog. It was a long shot, but chasing it down was better than sitting around here staring at the walls and losing his mind.
He drove to the landfill and got out to examine the chained gates. He was startled to see the chain was merely looped around the gates and wasn’t locked. He opened the gates and drove through. The stench was thick enough to stand up on its own and slug him in the gut. He climbed toward the symmetrical mountain of trash and trudged up the rough road carved into its side by the garbage trucks coming up here to dump their loads. A pair of bulldozers were parked on top of the acres-wide mound, quiet and dark in the cloudless night.
“Brownie,” Finn called. “Here, boy.” He strode across the landfill, calling as he went. He had no way of knowing if the dog would come to him or run for cover from the human who’d caused him pain. He would like to think the dog knew he’d been helping to heal his broken leg.
A cloud of seagulls flushed up in front of Finn, startling him badly. Their cries grated on his already raw nerves.
“Brownie!” he called again. “Come here, boy. Rachel needs you.”
He’d reached the far edge of the mountain and had turned around to hike back when he thought he heard something. A whimper. He turned sharply. “Brownie?”
A shape, low and broad, moved in the darkness.
“Is that you, boy?” he asked gently.
Another whimper. The dog always had been talkative with Rachel.
Urgency rode Finn hard. He squatted down patiently, though, and held out one of the dog treats he’d grabbed from the kitchen before he left the house. “Are you hungry? I brought your favorite snack.”
A furry shape sidled forward. The fur resolved itself into speckled brown, and the familiar gray muzzle took shape. “Hey, buddy. How are you? Miss Rachel and I have been plenty worried about you.”
The dog inched forward, sniffing at the snack. Finn didn’t rush the dog but let him come in his own time. Brownie finally took the bone and Finn reached out slowly to scratch the special spot on the back of the his neck. Brownie still had his collar on. Finn held it lightly while he pulled a leash out of his pocket and snapped it onto the collar.
He gave the leash a gentle tug and the dog went stiff. Finn swore under his breath. Lester Atkins could kill Rachel any second. Improvising, Finn pulled out Rachel’s nightshirt that he’d stuffed inside his jacket and held it out to the reluctant dog. Lord knew if Brownie could smell anything but trash out here, but it was worth a try.
“We’re going to find her, buddy. You’re going to help me. Let’s go get in my truck and head over to Walsh Enterprises. And if the gods are smiling on me and Rachel, you’ll pick up her scent and lead us to her in time to save her.”
His voice broke. No way was this harebrained scheme going to work. But he had nothing else. And he couldn’t just give up hope. He loved her too damned much for that.
Brownie sniffed the nightshirt deeply and wagged his tail.
“That’s right, buddy. We’re going to find her, you and me.”
Brownie whimpered and danced a little with his front feet as if he were excited at the prospect.
“C’mon. Let’s go.”
But the big dog balked. Finn swore aloud this time. He didn’t have time for this. Rachel didn’t have time for this. He pulled harder on the leash. “I’m sorry, but you’ve got to go with me. Rachel’s life depends on this. I swear, I’ll make it up to you later. Just help me now, dog.”
But Brownie set his feet and yanked back. Finn watched in horror as the collar slipped over the animal’s broad head. Crap! The dog turned and took off running, a limping half skip that was faster than Finn would have thought possible. He took off after the dog, frantic to get him back. Everything depended on catching him!
The dog scampered across the landfill, moving rapidly back toward the rear of the massive hill. Finn stumbled in the uneven landscape of garbage bags and dirt, cursing grimly. He couldn’t lose Brownie!
The dog started down the steep slope at the back of the fill, which was blessedly covered with dirt and weeds. White plastic bags and bits of trash speckled the hillside, but it was smoother going for Finn. The incline gave the injured dog some trouble, though, and Finn closed the gap quite a bit. Brownie reached the bottom of the hill and paused to sniff the air. The act struck Finn as strange. But at the same time he was grateful for the extra yards the dog’s pause had given him.
“Brownie!” he called with frantic, fake cheer. “Do you want another snack?’
The dog looked over his shoulder once, almost as if to check that Finn was still following him, and then took off running again.
Damn, damn, damn.
Brownie ran along the gully at the back of the landfill for a few moments and then veered away from the trash heap and up an uneven dirt slope. It was dark, and boulders littered this side of the narrow valley. Finn lost sight of the dog and darted forward urgently. He had to get that dog back!
There. He caught sight of a dog shape disappearing into an inky black shadow. What the hell? Was that a cave? Maybe Brownie’s hideout since he’d run away? Huffing, Finn followed. If he was lucky, the dog had just cornered himself.

Rachel started as a dark shape hurtled forward into the cave low past Lester’s legs. What the heck?
Lester swore and dropped his whiskey bottle, grabbing for the pistol jammed in the back of his waistband.
And then the shape was headed for her. Rachel recoiled in terror. Had they invaded the cave of a coyote or a pack of wolves who’d come back to reclaim their home? Was she about to be torn apart? She’d almost prefer being shot to that.
“Hold still, you damned wolf!” Lester shouted.
Her wish to get shot looked like it might just come true as the beast closed in on her rapidly and Lester pointed his gun at both her and the beast. And then she heard a familiar whimper.
Oh my God. Brownie. How he’d found her or what he was doing here, she had no idea. But Lester was about to shoot the dog!
“Hey!” she shouted sharply at Lester. “Stop that!”
The gun wavered as she startled him. He was just drunk enough to be a little confused by an outburst from the supposedly unconscious prisoner.
“Put that gun down!” she ordered.
But unfortunately Lester wasn’t that drunk. He snarled. “You wish, bitch. That your dog?”
It was kind of hard to deny belonging to Brownie when the dog had closed in on her and commenced licking her face.
“I love you, too, buddy,” she whispered, “but you have to get of here. Go away, boy.” When he merely wagged his tail enthusiastically, she said more sternly, “Go on. Shoo!”
Lester laughed. “I was going to kill just you, but now I’m going to shoot your dog and let you watch him bleed first. And then, after you’ve suffered for a while, then I’ll kill you.”
She didn’t waste her time trying to argue with him. He was obviously crazy as a loon. She’d never done a darned thing to hurt him. There was no reason for the man to want to make her suffer. But every minute she could delay him killing her was another minute for Finn to find her. She had faith that their love had to count for something. It had to be of some help in locating her.
“Go on, Brownie,” she murmured. “Run, boy!”
Lester was no more than five feet away now, squinting down at her and the dog.
“Lester, who are you trying to kid? You’re not going to get away with this. You’re not a killer,” she said with desperate calm. Anything to distract him. To give her an extra few seconds to convince the dog to leave. The idea of watching poor old Brownie suffer again broke her heart almost worse than the idea of dying.
He laughed wildly, and his words were vaguely slurred when he retorted, “I got away with poisoning that bastard, Warner. Almost killed him, too. One more good dose of arsenic would’ve had him. And I got away with setting up fake contracts at Walsh that will net me millions. No one’s ever going to find your body way out here. In another year or so, this hillside will be covered up with trash and you’ll rot beneath it for all eternity.”
“Just put the gun down, Lester,” she said patiently.
“Not only no, but hell no!” he exclaimed.
And then a new voice came out of the darkness by the cave opening. “I’d do what the lady says, Lester.”
Rachel’s heart leaped first in jubilation at the sound of Finn’s voice, and then in terror as Lester spun, gun and all, to face the man she loved.
“He’s got a gun!” she shouted.
Finn’s silhouette charged forward and went airborne, flying toward Lester. From beside her, Brownie growled and charged as well, going low.
Bang!
The sound of the gunshot inside the stone walls of the cave was deafening. She screamed, but her ears were too full of the report of the gun to hear herself.
All three shadowed shapes fell to the ground. They rolled around for a few moments, and then became still.
“Finn! Oh, God. Finn!” she cried.
“I’m fine, Blondie,” he grunted. “You okay? Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine,” she answered breathlessly. Please, God. Let it be true. Let Finn be unharmed. She loved him more than life itself.
“Just lemme tie up Lester here, and make a quick phone call to Wes,” Finn said. “Then I’ll come over and untie you.”
“Is Brownie okay?”
Finn laughed. “Yeah. I owe the mutt one. He bit Lester’s leg and made the guy jerk just as he pulled the trigger. At this close range, I expect the mutt saved my life.”
“Good boy, Brownie,” Rachel called out. The dog whimpered happily and came over to her to lick her face. Laughing, she tried to dodge the persistent tongue but failed.
It took a few minutes, but then Finn was there, his hands deft and gentle on the knots holding her wrists. Her bonds fell away. She started to move her shoulders and then cried out in pain.
“Easy. Don’t try to move all at once,” Finn directed. He probed her shoulder joints gently, no doubt checking for injuries, and then apparently finding nothing, rubbed her shoulders lightly. Pins and needles exploded from her neck to her fingertips as her circulation gradually returned to normal.
She wasn’t thrilled when Finn passed her the gun and left to guide Wes to the isolated cave. Thankfully, Lester chose to sulk in silence.
But as Wes slapped handcuffs on Atkins and hauled the man to his feet, Lester screamed, “I’ll kill you!”
Finn wrapped her in a protective embrace. “Don’t worry. He’s hog-tied and not going anywhere anytime soon. And I’ll take his gun back.”
Rachel sagged in relief, and Finn murmured, “It’s over, baby. You’re safe. Brownie led me right to you.”
“I guess we both owe him our lives, then,” she mumbled against Finn’s chest.
“Yup. That dog’s earned being spoiled rotten for the rest of his life. He can even sleep on our couch if he wants. But you and I get the bed all to ourselves.”
Wes dragged Lester out of the cave and it wasn’t until Atkins’s complaints and threats died away that the significance of Finn’s words sank in. “Our couch?” she echoed.
“Well, unless you just want chairs in our living room, I suppose,” Finn replied. “I’ll leave the decorating of our home up to you if you don’t mind. I’m no good at that design stuff.”
“Our home?” she repeated.
Whoever said men weren’t dense at times would be dead wrong. But then, sometimes women were dense, too. And she was feeling decidedly dense at the moment. “Did I miss something here?” she asked.
Finn held her far enough away from him to grin down at her. “We are getting married, right? I almost lost you tonight, and I’m not taking any more chances with losing you again. I’ll still wait for you to work out whatever issues you want to work out. But sooner rather than later, I plan to make you my wife and spend the rest of my life adoring you.”
Rachel blinked, shocked into a stillness that went all the way to her soul. “Well, then. I guess you’ve got it all planned out, don’t you?”
He laughed and gathered her close. “Not hardly. Life with you is going to be one surprise after another, if I don’t miss my guess. But I can’t wait to see what happens. How about it? Will you make me the happiest man in the world and marry me?”
“Oh, Finn.” She couldn’t help it. She burst into tears and promptly soaked his shirt through.
He stiffened, alarmed. “What does this mean? Are you crying because you’re saying yes and you’re overcome with joy, or are you saying no and crying because I’ve made you so unhappy?”
“Of course I’ll marry you,” she answered through her tears.
Brownie whimpered and pushed between them, and they both bent down to pet him. The dog wasted no time licking the salty tracks off her cheeks. Finn and Rachel laughed. “Guess I’ll have to get used to sharing you with the mutt,” Finn commented.
“Do you mind?” she asked.
Finn laughed. “Hell, no. Brownie brought us together in the first place and then saved us both tonight. He can be the best dog at our wedding if he wants.”
“That sounds perfect.” Rachel sighed.
“It will be,” Finn replied softly. “No matter what happens in our lives from now on, we’ll have each other. And I can’t think of anything in the world more perfect than that.”
Whoever said men weren’t capable of being as tender and romantic as women would be dead wrong. Obviously that person had never met Finn Colton. But for her part, Rachel counted herself the luckiest woman alive to not only have met Finn Colton but also to have won his heart.
She opened one arm and Brownie stepped eagerly into her embrace, warm and fuzzy and wiggly. Finn laughed and kissed Rachel over the dog’s head. “Find your own girl to kiss, mutt,” he muttered.
Rachel smiled against Finn’s mouth. Yup, life was just about perfect.



Special thanks and acknowledgment to Cindy Dees for her contribution to The Coltons of Montana miniseries.
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