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Las Vegas, Nevada

“Son, your father is dying.”

Kyle Gilchrist pulled his cell phone away from his ear, staring at it as if it had grown horns. “Ma. What the hell are you talkin’ about? You’ve always told me I was an immaculate conception. Or that you found me in the cabbage patch. Or that you were hit by a sperm donor truck.”

“Kyle Dean Gilchrist, for once in your life don’t be sarcastic. You need to come back to Wyoming as soon as possible. He wants to see you.”

“Who?” he demanded.

“Your father.”

“All of a sudden I have a father? Who is he?”

“I can’t tell you.” A tiny sigh sounded. “Look. He wants to meet face-to-face. Talk to you in person. Explain a few things.”

Kyle’s resentment flared and he attempted to keep his tone even. “So why didn’t he call me himself if he’s suddenly all fired up to take on his daddy responsibilities to a grown man?”

“He doesn’t feel you two oughta hold this conversation over the phone. Plus, he’s on a respirator.”

“And why should I give two shits about him? Isn’t like he ever gave a damn about me.”

“Believe it or not, he does care about you. He always has.”

“Why should I believe that?” He couldn’t keep the skepticism from his tone.

She blurted, “He’s leaving you an inheritance and he wants to discuss it with you.”

Kyle’s beer stopped halfway to his mouth. “Come again?”

“He’s leaving you everything: the land, the cattle, the buildings, whatever cash is left over. Everything is yours. He had no other children. You’re his only heir.”

His father. An inheritance. This was beyond surreal. And Kyle had thought last night was an epic mindblower.

“Son? You still there?” his mother said, prompting a response.

The hotel door opened and she sauntered in. His pulse skipped a beat, or seven, as it always did whenever he saw her.

She stopped by the bed and asked, “Kyle? Is everything all right?”

He shook his head, still trying to wrap his brain around the bizarre news.

His mother demanded, “Who’s that with you?”

“My wife,” Kyle drawled, keeping his eyes focused on the woman wearing his ring.

“Your wife? Since when do you get married and not tell me?”

“Don’t go there, Ma. Not when you’ve dropped a bombshell about my alleged father.”

“Who is she?” His mother again demanded an answer.

“I’ll make you a deal: I’ll give you her name if you give me my father’s name.”

Silence.

“That’s what I thought. I’ll be in touch soon. Bye.” He hung up and tossed the phone aside, never breaking eye contact with the woman standing next to him.

“You gonna tell me what that was about? Especially blabbing the my wife part to your mother?”

“You are my wife, and it looks like we’re goin’ to meet the family sooner than we expected.”

“Oh no. Oh hell no.” She cocked her hands on her hips and glared at him. “We both agreed this Vegas marriage was a drunken mistake and we’d get it annulled as soon as possible.”

Kyle gave her a very slow, very thorough once-over, letting the heat in his eyes serve as a reminder of their wedding night. “You know, I’ve had time to think, and I don’t wanna get this marriage annulled.” He toasted her with his beer. “So pack your bags, kitten. We’re headed home to Wyoming. Tonight.”
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Twenty-four hours earlier…

Kyle raced down the hospital corridor until he spied the woman pacing across from the emergency room doors. “Tanna?”

She whirled around. “Kyle. Thanks for coming.”

He loomed over her. “Thanks? That’s the first thing you say to me? Jesus. I’ve been out of my fuckin’ mind the last twenty minutes. How could you call me to get my ass to the hospital and not give me a single damn detail about what happened to her?” He had visions of her in surgery or in traction. Bloodied up and unconscious. Broken in body and spirit.

The feisty barrel racer jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “Don’t you snap at me first thing, Kyle Gilchrist.”

“Then start talkin’. Now.”

“I told you on the phone. She fell off a horse.”

Kyle frowned. “Her horse Mickey ain’t even here.”

“Not her horse. A horse. She landed on the steer cockeyed after she launched herself at it. I think she ended up with a hoof or a horn to her head ’cause…ah…there was some blood.”

“What the hell was she doin’ with a goddamn steer?”

“Bulldoggin’.” Tanna’s eyes darted away.

Somehow he kept a lid on his temper. “Still waiting to hear the full story.”

Her defiant brown gaze met his. “You know how Celia is, Kyle. Someone tells her that she can’t do something and she goes out of her way to prove them wrong.”

“Who’s them?”

“A couple of bulldoggers from Nebraska. Cocky bastards, talkin’ shit to us about how easy barrel racin’ is compared to bulldoggin’. The next thing I knew, Celia was ponying up a hundred bucks to prove that steer wrestling ain’t that hard. Then the bulldoggers got permission from the event staff so we could have us a little race.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kiddin’ me. Celia is in the damn hospital because of some stupid bet? Why didn’t you stop her?”

“Because I agreed with her and tossed in a hundred bucks of my own to teach those pompous pricks a lesson,” Tanna shot back. “Celia drew the short straw to ride first.”

Kyle caught a whiff of Tanna’s boozy breath. “Christ. How much had you guys been drinkin’?”

“Some.”

Unbelievable. “How’d you get to the hospital?”

“The bulldoggers dropped us off. Celia said she was fine and walked in on her own, so I don’t think her injuries are life threatening.”

“Celia would tell you that even if she had two broken arms, two busted legs, and her eyes were bleeding. Damn stubborn woman.” But he hoped Tanna’s assessment was right.

The emergency room doors opened and Kyle glanced up as a nurse approached Tanna. “You’re with Celia Lawson?”

Kyle intercepted. “Yes. How is she?”

“She’s had a chest X-ray and a CT scan. You can come back and wait with her if you’d like.”

They followed the nurse to the end of a wide hallway. He stepped around the curtain.

Celia was on her back, her lower half covered with a blanket. Her slim torso appeared fragile, swimming in the floral-patterned hospital gown. Her lips were a flat line. Her eyes were shut. Kyle’s gut clenched when he saw the bandage on the upper left edge of her forehead and the bruises on her cheekbone. His gaze traveled the long, thick blond braid lying beside her on the bed; the end of it brushed the middle of her thigh.

Ridiculous, probably, to watch the rise and fall of her chest to assure himself she was breathing.

On impulse, he placed a soft kiss between her eyebrows. When he lifted his head, he found himself staring into her eyes.

Those smoky gray eyes narrowed very quickly. “Kyle? What the devil are you doin’ here?”

“I called him,” Tanna said, scooting in to squeeze Celia’s hand.

“Why?” Celia demanded.

“Because you asked for him,” Tanna replied softly.

Celia’s startled gaze quickly hooked Kyle’s. When he smirked, she said, “Don’t go getting that look or I’ll wipe it right off your face.”

“Sure, you will.” Kyle smirked again. “Just as soon as you’re not flat on your back in a hospital bed, knocked loopy.”

Tanna laughed. “So how are you feeling, bulldoggin’ queen?”

“Sore. Pissed I lost a hundred bucks.”

“You don’t remember they paid up?” Tanna asked. “I guess if you bleed you win by default.”

Celia snorted.

“Has the doctor been in?”

“To give me stitches and to give me hell,” Celia grumbled. “He poked me, muttered a lot, and then shipped me off to X-ray. I tried to tell him my ribs are just sore, not broken. Guess he didn’t believe me.”

“You’re a few years short of a medical degree to be makin’ a diagnosis,” Kyle said dryly.

“This ain’t my first rodeo,” she retorted. “I’ve been hurt before.”

“What ever possessed you to tangle with livestock when you’d been drinkin’?”

“It wasn’t like we were shit-faced, Kyle. We each had one shot.” She frowned. “No, two shots.”

Tanna held up four fingers.

“Four? Really? Huh. Didn’t seem like that many.”

“How’s your head?”

“Hard, but you knew that. The doc was worried about a concussion, so they X-rayed my melon too.” Once again those icy gray eyes zipped to him. “Not a word about them finding my head empty, Gilchrist.”

He’d had enough of her tough-girl attitude. “Knock it off. I get that you’re scared.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because, kitten, you hiss and claw when you’re afraid.” Kyle picked up her hand, rubbing her cold fingertips against his jaw. “So hiss and claw at me. I can take it.”

“You need to shave,” she snapped, jerking her hand back. “And I’m not scared. I’m annoyed.”

The curtain fluttered and Devin McClain strolled in, although the country music star was barely recognizable in a ratty ball cap and sunglasses. “Hey, brat. Whatcha gone and done to yourself now?”

“Devin? How did you…?” Celia blinked at him in confusion.

“Kyle called me in a complete panic. Had me thinking I’d find you on your deathbed. I wasn’t sure if he wanted me here to hold your hand or his.”

Kyle muttered, “Shut it, asshole.”

Devin raised his eyebrow, peering over his shades at Celia. “Seems you’ve had a miraculous recovery.”

“Why won’t anyone believe that I’m fine? I just got the wind knocked out of me.”

“Darlin’, you were knocked out cold,” Tanna drawled. She offered her hand to Devin. “Nice to finally meet you, Devin. I’m Tanna Barker. I’ve heard lots about you from Celia, bein’s you’re a family friend and a Muddy Gap homeboy.”

“A true pleasure to meet you too, Tanna. Great run last night.”

“Thanks.” She blurted, “Omigod, I can’t believe I’m standing here with Devin McClain! I’m such a huge fan. Your song ‘Chains and Trains’ is one of my all-time favorites.”

“I never get tired of hearin’ that. Thank you.”

When Devin granted Tanna that million-dollar smile, Kyle could have sworn the rowdy Texas cowgirl swooned.

“So what’s the diagnosis?” Devin asked Celia.

“Still waiting for the X-rays to tell us.”

“Have you called her brothers?” Devin asked Kyle.

Immediately Celia grabbed a fistful of Devin’s sweatshirt, grimacing as she pulled herself upright. “No. And I swear to God I will beat you bloody if you do.” She leveled the same venomous look on Kyle. “That goes for you too.”

“But, Celia, they need to—”

“No. Do you hear me? Janie is in the last two weeks of her pregnancy and I won’t upset her or Abe for anything. And Hank and Lainie are leaving for Boulder for the consult for Brianna’s eye surgery. They need to focus on her and each other, not me. Promise me you won’t tell them.”

Surprised by her tears, Kyle bent closer. Sweet, fierce Celia wasn’t upset about being beat to shit; she was just worried about her family’s reaction to it. “I won’t tell them as long as you promise to call them within a day or two.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “No arguing with me? Really? That’s one for the record books.”

“I don’t always argue with you.”

“Yes, you do.”

“No, I don’t.”

“See? You’re still doin’ it.”

“You started it.”

“As much as I’d like to stay and hear another round of your bitchy sexual foreplay—not—I need to get ready to ride tonight,” Tanna said.

“Now that I know you’re recovered enough to bicker with Kyle,” Devin said, “I’ll head back to the event center for final sound check.”

“Would it be too much trouble to drop me off at the arena?” Tanna asked Devin. “I’m without a vehicle.”

“No problem at all.”

“You’re both just leaving me?”

Tanna rolled her eyes. “You keep insisting you’re fine, remember? Besides, Kyle will take better care of you than I have today.” She squeezed Celia’s arm. “I’ll see you later.”

“So, brat, you still comin’ to the concert tonight or what?” Devin asked.

Kyle said no at the same time Celia said yes.

“Good luck with this argument. We’re outta here.” Devin held the curtain for Tanna and they disappeared.

“Don’t give me that look, Kyle.”

Kitten, you’d blush to the tips of your toes if you’d noticed how I’ve been looking at you the last two years.

“What look?”

“The bossy one.”

“Tough, because I have every intention of bossing you tonight.”

The curtain rolled back and a young male doctor stopped at the end of the bed. “Good news. No concussion. No broken or cracked ribs. No ruptured organs. You’ll be sore for a few days, and I imagine more bruises will appear. My advice is to take it easy, alternate ice and heat with the sore spots. But I’m well aware you rodeo-ers don’t often follow medical advice. So the best I can do on a medical front is to prescribe painkillers.”

Celia shook her head. “I hate the groggy way they make me feel.”

“That’s how you’re supposed to feel. Like you oughta be laying down resting,” Kyle pointed out.

“That’s rich coming from the bull rider who’s ridden with a sprained thumb, a sprained wrist, a sprained ankle, a pulled groin muscle, and a mild concussion…all in the last year. You refused pain meds and I didn’t see you resting any of those times.”

He had no response for that. Mostly he was surprised she’d taken note of his injuries.

“I’m writing you a scrip for pain meds. Up to you if you fill it,” the doctor said. “The stitches need to come out in a week. Any other questions?”

“Nope.”

“Good. No more mixing bulldoggin’ with drinking Mad Dog whiskey, okay?”

“If you insist.”

The doctor laughed. “You can get dressed. The nurse will be in with your discharge papers shortly.”

Celia sat up and kicked away the blanket, dangling her legs off the bed.

Kyle’s eyes drank in every inch of those ridged calf muscles covered by smooth, pale skin. His gaze traveled up slowly, stopping at the equally sexy curve of her knee.

“Stop gawking at my legs like you’ve never seen ’em before.”

He didn’t bother banking the admiration in his eyes. “Hard not to stare when you’re sporting such a fine pair.”

“You just noticed that?”

“No.”

The air between them vibrated.

Kyle invaded her space. This close to her he felt that one-two punch of something stronger than lust. “Would it be so bad?”

“What?”

“Letting me watch over you tonight?” An internal debate warred in her eyes. Kyle braced himself for a smart-ass rebuttal.

“Watch over me like a brother would?”

“The last way I think of you, Celia Lawson, is like a sister. And you damn well know it.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “I’m glad you came to Vegas, Cele. I was afraid you wouldn’t show up.”

“Kyle.”

“Mmm?” He placed another kiss on the edge of the bandage.

“Can we talk about this later?”

“Define later.” The skin below the bandage needed a kiss as well.

“Right after we leave here. At my hotel. You need to skedaddle so I can get dressed.”

“In a second.” He smoothed flyaway strands from her face. The honeyed scent of her hair filled his lungs and he seemed to breathe easy for the first time since he’d heard she was hurt. He left one last soft smooch on her lips. It totally flustered her, which was odd, given that it wasn’t the first time he’d kissed her.

“Umm…Hand me my clothes.”

He dropped the pile on the bed. “I’ll be right outside.”

“No peeking,” she warned as he ducked out.

Kyle paced the length of the privacy curtain. On his fifth pass, he heard her gasp. Worried that she’d strained herself, he poked his head back in. “What’s wrong?”

Celia clutched a wad of fabric to her chest. “It was my favorite shirt. My lucky purple shirt. Now it’s covered in blood and completely ruined.” A little hiccup escaped. “I can’t wear this.”

“Are the jeans ruined too?”

“No. Just a few splotches of blood.”

“Tossing that shirt in the trash ain’t no big loss in my mind. I’m thinkin’ its luck ran out. Never looked that great on you anyway.”

Celia lifted her head, probably to snap at him. Before she opened her mouth, Kyle gently wiped her tears. “Come on, kitten, I was kiddin’.”

“Pretty stupid to be so upset over a blouse, huh?”

“Somehow I don’t think it’s just about the blouse. And given that you’re in the hospital, you’re entitled to a few tears. You don’t always have to act so tough, you know.” Kyle popped the buttons on his long-sleeved western shirt. “Although I wouldn’t mind seein’ you in just your sexy bra and them tight jeans, I don’t think you wanna flash the entire ER when I bust you outta this place. Wear this.” He draped his shirt over her pillow and tucked his white T-shirt into his jeans.

“Uh, thanks.”

Interesting that Celia couldn’t take her eyes off his chest. “My pleasure.” Kyle kissed her forehead. Twice.

“What’s with you kissin’ me all the time now?” she asked crossly.

“I hardly think a couple of pecks could be considered me kissin’ you all the time.” His eyes searched hers. “But I could ramp up the kisses to spark your memory from a few weeks back, if you’d like.”

“In your dreams.”

Kyle chuckled. “I’ll be outside if you need anything.”
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Like a total chickenshit, Celia was hiding in her hotel bathroom.

From Kyle.

Kyle. The guy she’d known since she was six years old.

What the hell was wrong with her?

Because the Kyle waiting for you is not the same Kyle you’ve known your entire life.

She dabbed concealer over the bruise on her cheekbone. Contrary to her sister-in-law Janie’s claims, Celia hadn’t been in love with Kyle Gilchrist since her childhood—she’d simply loved to annoy him.

Even when Kyle was a teenage boy, it took a lot to rile him, unlike her brothers, who were easily provoked. Armed with childish logic, Celia made it her mission to get under Kyle’s skin as often as possible.

She’d drawn hearts emblazoned with her name on every one of his school notebooks.

He’d retaliated by stringing up her My Little Pony collection from a tree.

She’d pushed him into the stock tank.

He’d held her down and tickled her until she peed her pants.

She’d put a snapping turtle in his gym bag.

He’d tied her to the tire swing and spun her until she puked.

All harmless pranks that demanded retaliation.

The problem was—Kyle still brought out every combative instinct she owned. Her first impulse was to goad him into an argument, or to fight back when he goaded her, which happened frequently since he’d never outgrown that juvenile behavior either.

But that had all changed three weeks ago with a kiss. An incredible kiss.

Tanna had dragged her to the annual New Year’s bash at rodeo legend Del Montoya’s ranch outside of Stephenville, Texas. Celia hadn’t known many people, so she’d been secretly happy to run into Kyle the first day of the two-day party.

Maybe it was the free-flowing alcohol, but she and Kyle hadn’t sniped at each other once. The lead rope tied around the door handle of Tanna’s horse trailer meant her friend was getting lucky that night, so Kyle let Celia crash in his camper. They’d talked and laughed until the wee small hours.

The next day Kyle and Tanna were competing in the private rodeo, leaving Celia at loose ends. In the late afternoon she’d headed to a small pond to watch the sunset. It’d struck her how alone she felt most the time, no matter whether she was surrounded by people, on the road, or in the arena—or even at home in Muddy Gap.

Kyle had tracked her down and somehow sensed her melancholy. The ease of the previous day’s conversation lingered, especially when they talked of home. Of frigid nights and miles of snow. Of the splendor of orange and purple Wyoming sunsets splashing across a pale gray winter sky.

When she mentioned the New Year’s Eve festivities, Kyle asked, “Have you picked a cowboy to kiss when the clock strikes twelve?”

“I’ve had enough drunken, forgotten kisses to last me a lifetime.”

“If that’s the case, you could always lay a hot, wet one on me,” he’d said silkily. “I guarantee an unforgettable kiss.”

“Like I said, Kyle. Been there, done that.”

“But not with me,” he insisted.

“Been there, done that with you.” Celia locked her gaze on his. “You were the first guy who ever kissed me.”

Kyle shook his head. “Trust me, I’d remember that.”

“Trust me, you forgot. After a night out partying with Hank, you stumbled into my room instead of the guest bedroom. You stripped naked in front of my sixteen-year-old virgin eyes and crawled into my bed. When I tried to move, you grabbed me and kissed me. With tongue and everything.”

He wore an appalled look. “I did?”

“Yep. Then you rolled off me and started snoring. I snuck out and crashed on the couch upstairs. You weren’t in my room the next morning. You never said a word about it, which meant you didn’t remember, because we both know you’d’ve been a total dick if you had. But that doesn’t change the fact you were my first kiss.”

“Jesus, Celia. I don’t remember.”

“It’s not like I could forget. Besides, it’s over and done with.” She tried to turn away but Kyle didn’t allow it.

His hands cupped her face. “Let me make it up to you by kissin’ you at midnight tonight.”

“But—”

“I’ll be totally sober, I promise. And this kiss?” He’d lazily, erotically traced the outline of her lips with his thumb. “Will blow your mind.”

And it had. Holy shit, had it ever.

Celia shivered, remembering being wrapped in his arms. His mouth so sure on hers as the clock struck twelve.

Four loud raps on the bathroom door startled her out of her trip down memory lane.

“Celia? You all right? You’ve been in there half an hour.”

“Yeah. I’m fine. Be right out.”

She exhaled a slow breath and studied her handiwork in the mirror. She’d tried to play up her boring gray eyes, adding black eyeliner, drawing attention away from the bruises that liquid face makeup couldn’t camouflage. Extra blush brightened her pale skin. Bronze lipstick highlighted her mouth. She couldn’t do much about the white bandage on her forehead, unless she gave herself bangs. Since her three and a half feet of blond hair was her best feature, that wasn’t happening.

She popped a mint in her mouth and opened the door.

Kyle turned from the window and inspected her head to toe. When he continued to stare at her, without uttering a word, without a single change in his facial expression, a tiny kernel of dread bloomed in her gut.

“What? Do I look like death warmed over or something?”

“Not hardly.”

“Then why are you staring at me?”

He crossed the room, stopping a foot from her. “Seems I’ve known you forever, Celia. Then other times, I look at you and I feel I don’t know you at all.”

“So I don’t look like a hundred-and-fifty-pound steer got the better of me today?” she joked, unnerved by the male heat darkening his eyes.

“Nope. You ready?”

“For what? The concert doesn’t start for three hours.”

“I meant are you done in the bathroom? I need to get cleaned up. I’m not exactly in concert attire.”

Kyle preferred dressing in traditional western shirts, so his upper-body physique wasn’t obvious…until those long sleeves were stripped away to reveal his muscular arms. His biceps and triceps were beyond simply well defined. Yet his truly spectacular forearms always drew her attention.

“Celia?”

Her gaze met his. Kyle’s eyes were an unusual hue, somewhere between summer-grass green and pine green. With gold flecks that reminded her of dappled sunspots reflecting off a crystal clear mountain lake.

“You feelin’ okay?”

What was wrong with her? Salivating over his arms? Becoming mesmerized by his eyes? Maybe she had knocked a screw loose when she’d smacked into the ground today.

Right. Keep telling yourself that. He’s the reason you came to Vegas. You haven’t stopped thinking about him or what that kiss meant for the last three weeks.

She cleared her throat. “I’m still a little wonky. So if I say anything weird”—like compose an ode to your tight little butt—“chalk it up to a head injury.”

Then he was nose to nose with her. “I shoulda forced a damn pain pill down your throat so you’d be sacked out instead of planning on goin’ out.”

Happy that snappish Kyle was back, she poked his shoulder. “I’m not missing Devin’s concert. I’m not missing the private after party at the casino either. So if you’re determined to be my keeper tonight, Kyle, you’d better keep up.”

“Remember you said that, kitten. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

Yeah, we’ll see about that.

A minute after she heard the shower kick on, she snuck out.
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Kyle couldn’t believe Celia had ditched him.

To add insult to injury…she’d left him a fucking note.

Meet you at the concert ~ C

For chrissake, she shouldn’t be going to the damn concert with ten stitches in her head. He half expected to find the bloody bandage in the garbage.

Reckless damn woman. Made him want to paddle her butt again. But bare-assed this time. Not in a roomful of people either, like last year in Breck’s hotel suite on the eve of Celia’s birthday.

They’d been drinking heavily after the monthly poker game. Some new friend of Breck’s tossed off a nasty comment about women being the weaker sex, which sent Celia into full attack mode. She’d challenged the guy to a wrestling match and the dumb ass had taken her up on it.

She’d had him in a headlock within a minute.

And so it began. The other men wanted a shot at besting Wyoming cowgirl-tough Celia—none succeeding—while Breck egged her on. She’d whipped up on three guys. Then it was down to Breck and Kyle as the only ones who hadn’t answered her challenge.

Breck had refused, claiming he’d never live it down if his girlfriend beat him.

Kyle had refused to tussle with Celia because he’d been pissed about Breck’s treatment of her—like a pet to entertain his asshole friends. But Celia, being Celia, used that smart mouth of hers to question Kyle’s manhood, forcing him to give her the Muddy Gap smackdown.

What the onlookers hadn’t known, and Celia herself had forgotten, was he’d been grappling with her since they were kids. Kyle knew all her moves; hell, she’d stolen most of them from him, and she’d never bested him.

Not once.

In the spirit of sportsmanship, he’d allowed her to believe she’d gotten the upper hand, and then he’d pinned her, demanding her submission.

No surprise Celia had refused to give it.

So he took it.

Her shrieking, thrashing, and threats were to no avail, because Kyle, drunk on victory and cheap scotch, turned her over his knee to dole out the birthday spanking she deserved.

Except during the test of wills, the feel of her muscled flesh warming beneath his stinging hand and the seductive way her body writhed on his lap became an erotic interlude, not a punishment.

Round about spank fifteen, she surrendered.

Round about spank sixteen, Kyle had a hard-on that rivaled steel.

Breck had cracked jokes immediately after Kyle delivered Celia’s last birthday blow. But neither Kyle nor Celia had laughed. They’d barely looked at each other, unsure how to react to the sexual tension arcing between them like heat lightning.

That night Kyle realized Celia’s relationship with Breck wasn’t making her happy. Maybe it never had. He became a man on a mission—getting Celia to see she deserved better than Breck. He’d never suggested becoming her replacement lover, no matter how badly he’d wanted to.

After the breakup, Kyle had seen the suspicion in Breck’s eyes, as if Kyle had encouraged the breakup because he’d wanted Celia for himself.

Which wasn’t entirely inaccurate.

Celia Lawson stirred something inside him. Given their tumultuous past, he’d initially believed the feeling to be frustration. Yes, he’d lusted after her for the past two years, but the pull between them had always been more than merely physical. Everything about her spoke to him on the most basic level. How she could look both innocent and sexy almost at the same time. How she moved both on and off her horse. The fire in her eyes. Her pensiveness. Her sweetness. He’d never cared enough to examine another woman’s body language and quirks so intimately, which spoke volumes about his feelings for her.

Feelings that had her running scared and had him chasing after her.

He’d given her three weeks to think about the next step between them after that life-changing kiss in Texas. Now that she’d shown up in Vegas—as she’d promised—it was time she accepted that this thing between them wasn’t going away.

Kyle intended to pull out all the stops tonight to make her his.
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After spending a few hours hanging out in the casino trying to win a little extra cash and partaking of free drinks, Celia wandered to the event center. She slipped on her all-access backstage pass and headed through the arena to the stage area. Two beefy security guys checked her pass, looked inside her purse, and waved her through. At the next backstage doorway, two more security guards blocked access. They scrutinized her pass, giving her a lewd once-over that suggested a thorough patdown. When thick-necked goon number one asked what had happened to her forehead, she almost said, “Knife fight,” but amended it to “Baking mishap.” Not as much fun, but that response didn’t trigger a strip search.

Celia smiled when Devin approached her. “If it isn’t the superstar man of the hour. How are ya?”

“Damn glad you’re here, brat.” Devin led the way down a long hall lined with people, but no one intercepted him.

“Who are all these people?” she whispered.

“No fuckin’ idea.”

“Why aren’t they talking to you?”

“It’s a stipulation in my contract that no one talks to me for two hours prior to a performance. Unless it’s an emergency.”

“Sometimes I forget you’re this big country music star beloved by millions and not just the meanie who used to hang me upside down from the barn rafters.”

“That was Kyle, not me.”

“You used to hide in the basement closet and jump out and scare me.”

“I had no part in that. Blame—”

“Kyle. I get it. Just a reminder that he’s always been horrible to me.”

“He didn’t seem horrible to you today at the hospital. In fact, he was straight up freaked out when he called me.”

“Guilt, I’m sure. Afraid my brothers would find some way to put the blame on him for my accident.”

“Accident?” He lifted a brow. “That’s stretching it. But you didn’t seem to mind his attentions, Cele.”

Don’t respond. Be cool.

Devin’s private ready room resembled a pricey hotel room, with a plush sitting area and a fancy bathroom complete with a lighted makeup mirror and a stylist’s chair. A small bar dominated one corner. Privacy screens blocked off an area behind the living space. Probably a makeshift bedroom. Guitars, notebooks, water bottles, and articles of clothing were scattered across the sofas, coffee table, and chairs.

Devin plopped down on the couch. “You are coming to the postconcert blowout at the Trade Winds Casino?”

“I guess. Why you having it there?”

“Because it’s a total dive. Cheap drinks, haggard cocktail waitresses, a crummy wedding chapel, a greasy-spoon diner, all with a honky-tonk theme straight from the fifties. It’s perfectly retro and I’m feeling nostalgic.”

Devin grabbed an acoustic guitar and propped his bare feet on the coffee table. He strummed a haunting melody. He’d stop, scribble in a notebook, then pick up where he left off—both the conversation and his guitar playing. He’d always done that, talked while he noodled with the strings and wrote music when it looked like he was screwing around. Sometimes it was hard to reconcile Devin the scrawny, happy-go-lucky kid with Devin the songwriter who penned such dark songs about love, lack of it, and no redemption.

“What’s been goin’ on in your world?” he asked.

“Same old same old. Trying to win enough money in barrel racing to justify doin’ it for another year.”

“What will you do if you don’t?”

“Maybe enroll in trade school and get a degree as a vet’s assistant, since I know a lot about livestock. Fletch has always said I could go to work for him.”

He stopped playing to jot something down. “I take it you’re not going home much?”

“Did Hank or Abe say something to you?” she asked sharply.

“No. I’ve sensed restlessness in you the last couple of times we’ve talked. What’s keeping you from ditching the rodeo life and settling down in Muddy Gap?”

“And do what? I’m the odd one out in the Lawson family. I’ve got no place to live. My brothers are married with families of their own. Harper and Bran are married. My new buddy Tierney married Renner Jackson. Tanna is the exception, which is why she insists I spend my off-tour time with her in Texas.”

“Weren’t you seeing some guy, kinda seriously?”

“Breck and I were hook-up buddies and it wasn’t exclusive.” At least not on Breck’s end. “I’m not looking to get married. What about you?”

Devin snorted. “Not hardly. I don’t lack for hook-up offers, and that’s fine by me. Touring is a bitch. But I ain’t bitching because this career is fickle. I can have a song at the top of the charts, sell out big venues, and the next year won’t land a recording contract. It happens all the damn time, and it will happen to me eventually, so I’m gonna ride this ride as long as I can. Then maybe I’ll find a woman who ain’t impressed with the celebrity and just wants a simple country boy from Wyoming.”

“Tell you what, Dev. If your career hits the skids and I’m still trying to find my place in the world, I’ll marry you. I know you from the days you sported a mullet. I saw you barf after gutting an antelope. And I’m thankful for the cool cred you gave me my first year on the Cowboy Rodeo Association tour when you showed up after an event and whisked me off to dinner in your tour bus.”

“We had fun that night, huh?” Devin gave her a considering look. “All right. If in a couple of years we’re both unhappily single, we’ll tie the knot.”

“Although, sex might be weird. Vaguely—”

“Incestuous,” they finished simultaneously and laughed.

“Not to mention her brothers would fucking kill you,” Kyle drawled behind her, “but it’d probably be worth it.”

Celia whipped around to see Kyle exiting the screened-off area. “Why do you always have to scare me half to death?”

“Like you scared me when I left the bathroom and found a fucking note on the bed?”

Shit.

“At least she left a note,” Devin pointed out.

“I don’t appreciate bein’ ditched, Celia,” Kyle said in that deep, sexy rasp of his.

She stood, hoping neither man noticed her body swaying from the drinks that were catching up with her. “Being forced to hang out with me has to cramp your style, bull rider.”

“That might be true if I had a style. And you can’t force me to do anything. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t wanna be.”

Devin sighed. “No fighting. I need only good vibes in here, okay?”

“We’ll just go over here,” Kyle said, directing Celia to the bar. He filled two shot glasses with three fingers of tequila.

“So we callin’ a truce?” Celia murmured.

Kyle’s eyes pinned hers. “I thought we’d called a truce on New Year’s.”

“Kyle. Don’t. Not now.”

“You promised we’d talk about this and we haven’t. So we’re gonna talk about it now. Why did you come to Vegas?”

“For Devin’s concert,” she said way too fast.

He got right in her face. “Really?”

Stop being such a chickenshit. Celia threw her shoulders back and met his heated gaze head-on. “No.”

“At least that was honest.” Kyle inched even closer. “What are you so afraid of?”

Tequila truth serum had her blurting out, “You. And me. What if that kiss…that weekend we spent together…was a fluke?”

“What if it wasn’t?” he countered softly.

Flustered, she had to glance away.

Kyle tipped her chin up. “Tell me you don’t feel this.”

“I do feel it. I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Give in to it. Just for one night. What’s the worst that could happen?” He held his shot glass up for a toast.

Celia clinked her glass to his and downed the tequila. “Fine. I’ll give in to it. But you’d better keep me from doing anything stupid.”


Chapter One
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Present day

Celia stared at Kyle lounging on the bed, admiring his wedding ring. “Wrong. We are not going to Wyoming. We are marching down to that wedding chapel right now, telling them it was a mistake, and getting an annulment.”

“No.”

“No? I had a fucking head injury yesterday! You cannot believe for one second I was in my right mind when I agreed to marry you!”

“You signed the papers. With little hearts by our names, if memory serves. So some part of you wanted to marry me, Celia.”

Her jaw dropped. He was wrong. Completely, totally, utterly wrong wrong wrong.

Wasn’t he?

His hungry gaze took full measure of her body. “I’ll bet the scent of my cologne is still all over your skin.”

Celia fought the urge to blush because he’d been saying sex stuff like that since the moment she’d woken up. She stubbornly repeated, “I don’t remember a damn thing from last night.”

“Don’t matter. I have this”—he jerked aside his shirt collar to show a small purple hickey—“to prove it.”

Holy crap. She’d done that?

“What’s the last thing you do remember?” he prompted.

She tried to sort through her hazy memories, rattling off, “Us drinking tequila in the cab on the ride to the Trade Winds after Devin’s concert. I went to find Tanna and I took…a couple or three painkillers because my head and ribs hurt.”

Kyle’s eyebrow winged up. “Three painkillers? Did you wash them down with booze?”

“I don’t know.” Man, she’d been full of stupid decisions last night. “So at what point did we exchange vows of eternal devotion and cheap-ass rings?”

“Hey, I checked the receipt this mornin’. The rings were a hundred bucks a pop, so they ain’t completely cheap.”

He had a receipt? “Do you remember everything from last night?”

Kyle leveled that damnably charming smile at her.

Dammit. “Who else knows we had the clichéd, quickie, soon-to-be-annulled wedding in Sin City?”

“Evidently Devin and Tanna were our witnesses.”

Oh fuck. Celia slumped in the chair. This was seriously not good.

“I take it you haven’t talked to Tanna today?”

“No. I was a little busy trying to wrap my head around the fact that I woke up naked, hungover as hell, and wearing your wedding ring!”

His phone rang. He muttered, “I figured she wouldn’t like me hanging up on her.”

Celia had been so concerned about dealing with the bogus marriage issue, she’d lost focus for a few minutes about the terse phone call she’d interrupted. “What did you mean when you said she dropped a bombshell about your alleged father?”

The teasing smile on his face vanished. “That’s exactly it. I don’t know what she meant. She mentioned some kind of inheritance, my father wanting to see me right away, and then she clammed up. When I demanded the full truth, she got pissy. Then I got pissy.” The phone stopped ringing.

“Don’t you want to know what this is about? Obviously she’s anxious to talk to you.”

His eyes were conflicted. “Maybe. It’s freakin’ me out. That, coupled with your near hysteria from last night’s…” He looked away and his jaw tightened. “Never mind. It ain’t your problem.”

Seeing Kyle morph from mocking to morose so quickly triggered an odd need to soothe him. For once Celia didn’t dissect the feeling. She just gave in to it and sat down next to him on the bed. “So make it my problem. Talk to me.”

“You haven’t exactly been civil to me since you woke up at the crack of two this afternoon.”

“Blame it on the shock at discovering I’d been intimately involved in a civil ceremony last night.”

“You’re not blaming me?” Kyle asked skeptically.

“For us getting hitched? Yes, I’m blaming you.” Celia jabbed at him with her finger. “You were supposed to keep me from doing something stupid.”

He studied her. Pointed at her with his beer bottle. “Well, I don’t think it was stupid.”

His calm acceptance caused her to blurt out, “I don’t even know what the hell to say to that.”

The phone rang again.

“We’re in the same boat because I don’t know what the hell to say to her. About my father. Christ.” He chugged the rest of his beer. “Talk about bizarre.”

She patted his thigh. “Kyle. It has to be hard for her too. Talk to her.”

“This oughta be fun.” He answered his phone. “Mom. Yeah, I am sorry. No. I don’t understand. Why now?” After a minute or so, Kyle stood and paced, holding the phone with one hand, gesturing wildly with the other. “If you think I’m gonna haul ass all the way to Wyoming so you can have the dramatic edge of dropping his name on me in person, think again. Either give me his name right freakin’ now or I’m hanging up.”

Kyle froze. Every bit of blood drained from his face. Then he aimed his focus on the carpet, listening to whatever his mother was saying without argument.

Celia watched his hand curl into a fist, his knuckles turning white. She had the strangest compulsion to open that tight fist and thread her fingers through his. To ease his tension. To let him know she was right there if he needed her.

“Yeah. I understand. I’m sure. No. I get it. Probably a few hours. Okay. Love you too. Bye.” Without another word he locked himself in the bathroom.

Great. What was she supposed to do now? Beat on the door and make him talk to her?

Use his distraction to push for an annulment?

Celia’s cell phone vibrated with a text message from Tanna. Good afternoon, Mrs. Gilchrist! Call me. I just hit the road for TX and wanna know your plans.

Tanna could shed light on what had happened last night. Celia put the security latch in the door to keep it from shutting and snuck into the hallway.

Tanna answered immediately, busted out “Single Ladies,” and then laughed. “But that doesn’t fit you anymore, does it, Mrs. Gilchrist?”

“Ha ha, T.”

“Can I just do my I-told-you-so dance? I knew it was only a matter of the right timing before you and Kyle publicly admitted your feelings for each other.”

The right timing? After way too many tequila shooters?

“Despite the fact you were both pretty hammered, it was romantic how he swept you off the dance floor and yelled, ‘I’m marryin’ this woman right now before any of you bastards try to take her away from me’ and then ran with you to the chapel.”

Oh no. Oh no, no, no. Kyle had yelled that? And they’d been dancing?

Tanna kept blathering on, as she was prone to do. “I couldn’t believe you guys already had the paperwork filled out and the rings chosen by the time I tracked Devin down and we showed up to be your witnesses. The whole thing, from Kyle’s declaration on the dance floor to the official pronunciation of man and wife, took twenty minutes tops. And I’m impressed you still had time to write your own wedding vows.”

She’d written her own wedding vows? She sank to the floor in the hallway, tempted to beat her head into her knees, until she remembered she had stitches in her forehead.

“Although your love and dove rhyme wasn’t particularly original, nor was Kyle’s use of ass and class appropriate, the rest was really sweet and heartfelt. Like you’d both been holding your feelings inside for a long time. And that kiss.” Tanna sighed. “It was beautiful, but surprisingly raunchy. I’ve never seen you so happy, Celia. God. You were giddy with joy.”

How was it she couldn’t remember anything? And was it lucky or unlucky that Tanna did?

“Cele? You there?”

“Ah. Yeah.” Celia changed the subject, lest Tanna figure out just how much she didn’t remember from her own damn wedding. “Just wondering what you and Devin did after Kyle and I took off?”

“Drank some. Then two fan-girl chicks horned in and offered to blow him, so the man-whore whisked them to his tour bus. For all I know they might be on their way to Portland with him right now.”

“As you can imagine, I’ve been out of it today. Did you call Lainie and tell her that me and Kyle…?”

“Yes! She’s so excited for you guys. But I made her promise to wait to tell Hank until she got the okay from you two. But I wouldn’t put it past Devin to blab far and wide, so if I were you, I’d start making calls.” She muttered something. “Sorry, C, gotta go. Traffic is a bitch on this road so I need to concentrate on my driving, bein’s I lost my traveling partner to the hottest bull rider on the circuit. Call me later.”

Celia studied the floral-patterned carpet, trying to force any memory at all to the surface. Maybe she was trying too hard. Maybe if she let it…jell, it’d all come back to her.

Her phone buzzed in her hand with a text message. From Lainie.

I can’t believe you and Kyle got married last night! I haven’t said a word to Hank, but this isn’t a secret that’ll keep for long. Be best for your brothers to find out from you. In person, not over the phone. I expect you’ll come home ASAP.

As much as Celia loved Tanna, she’d seriously fucked up this situation by blabbing. Wait a second, Kyle had told his mother too. How many people had she told? How many people had Devin told? In the last thirty minutes Celia had lost any chance of getting a quiet annulment.

What was she supposed to do now? How could she tell Hank and Abe her marriage to Kyle was a drunken mistake? They already treated her like a flighty kid who couldn’t make up her mind. She rolled to her feet, returning to the room to find Kyle gazing out the window. His tension was obvious in the tight set of his shoulders.

“What did your mom say?”

He didn’t respond for the longest time. Then he said, “She told me my father’s name. I’ve been asking her since I was five years old and she finally told me today.” Another long pause. “Marshall Townsend is my father.”

“The name isn’t familiar to me. Do you know who he is?”

“Yeah. I’ve crossed paths with him a couple of times, but it’s not like I know him. The summer after your folks died, this rancher named Marshall Townsend called Hank out of the blue and hired us to hay for him. We both thought it was weird at the time, since he didn’t know Hank or me, but we figured he must’ve known your parents. Anyway, he wasn’t friendly at all. He was cheap. He paid us the bare minimum but promised us hunting rights for the fall. When we tried to collect on the hunting rights, he said he’d changed his mind and chased us off his land.”

“That’s harsh.”

“What an asshole, right? And come to find out, that asshole is my father.”

Her heart broke for him. Celia went to him without thinking. She rested her cheek on his shoulder, hating to hear happy-go-lucky Kyle so resentful, although he had a right to be. “What can I do?”

He stiffened. “Don’t take a shot at me right now, Cele. I couldn’t handle another fuckin’ thing today.”

It hurt that he assumed she’d kick him while he was down, so she stepped back.

He remained quiet for a few moments. Then he sighed. “It’s easier for us to snipe at each other, isn’t it? Here I’ve been telling you it doesn’t have to be that way between us and what’s the first thing I do? Snap at you.”

Slightly mollified, she said, “This news about your father is a big shock for you, Kyle, so I’ll let it slide…this time.”

“So noted,” he murmured.

It bothered her that he hadn’t turned around to talk to her face-to-face, almost like he expected her to get fed up and leave. So naturally, she dug her heels in. “So, what else do you know about him besides his assholish tendencies? Where does he live?”

“West of Rawlins. About thirty miles from your place. As far as what I know about him? Nothin’. Except my mom says he wants to see me because he’s dying.” He shook his head. “He’s acknowledging me as his sole heir on his deathbed? That’s TV-movie-of-the-week bullshit.”

“Kinda like us getting drunk and ending up hitched in Vegas, huh?”

Kyle snorted.

“So what will you do? Blow him off like he’s blown you off?”

“What can he possibly say to me that’ll make any difference now?”

Celia warned herself to be patient with him. He was confused and hurting, and she’d snapped at him plenty of times in the hospital yesterday when she’d been in the same scared and frustrated frame of mind. “Don’t you want to find out? Why slap his hand when he’s finally reached out to you?”

A full minute passed before he spoke. “Pains me to admit you’re right. They’ve only given him a couple of weeks to live at best. So I told my mom I’d go. But…” His sigh was long and loud—a sound of pure frustration. “Fuck. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” He shrugged tightly. “I’m sure I sound like a whiny prick. Forget I said anything.”

“Don’t slap my hand away either,” she said softly.

“I’m not. It’s just…Christ, Celia, I feel like a five-year-old kid. I’m afraid of facing him. What if I walk into the VA hospital in Cheyenne…” That fist clenched again. “Or worse, what if I can’t even walk into the room?”

Hearing the uncertainty in Kyle’s voice broke her heart. “What if I came with you? Would that help you take that first step?”

Kyle slowly turned around. “Why would you do that?”

Because I’ve never seen you like this, so damn vulnerable. Because I have the urge to be there for you the way you’ve been there for me the last year. Because there is something growing between us, something that gets stronger whenever we’re together, and it scares me half to death but I’m not strong enough to walk away from it.

When she didn’t respond, Kyle said, “After all your insistence on getting this marriage annulled immediately, why would you put that aside and come with me to Wyoming?”

She tossed off a breezy, “Because…hello. My ride left and I’m running low on options.”

His face shuttered at her flip response and she felt like an ass for skirting the truth.

Before Kyle retreated, Celia reached for him, running her fingers over the dark stubble coating his jaw and pressing her hand in the center of his chest. “Because I owe you.”

“Because we’re married? It’s not real, as you’ve pointed out. Repeatedly.”

“Will you stop being a dickhead and listen to me?”

Kyle’s eyes flashed remorse. “Sorry. Shit. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today.”

Celia didn’t have to tell him he was lashing out because he was scared. Kyle already knew that, even if he wouldn’t give voice to it—to himself or to her. “I owe you because you were the only one who treated me normally after my parents died. Everyone else felt sorry for me. Felt sorry for my brothers getting stuck raising me.”

“Celia. That’s not true.”

“It is true.” She fussed with the buttons on his shirt. “Everyone treated me like a lost waif. Everyone but you. You riled me. Poked at me. When you found me crying in the shelterbelt, rather than coddling me, you scooped up an armful of wet leaves and kept covering me in a layer of nasty slime until I got mad and started fighting back. I chased you into the bull’s pasture. We ran around until my legs gave out and I fell to the ground.”

“Right into a pile of manure, if I remember correctly,” he murmured.

Celia met his gaze. “That was the first time I felt normal after they died. I’ve never forgotten that. I’ve never said thank you.”

“You said thank you every time you pulled some shitty prank on me. That was when I knew you’d be okay.”

“So it’s time for me to pay it forward. Will you let me?”

He seemed to consider it and abruptly changed the subject as he took a step back. “Who were you talkin’ to a little bit ago?”

“Tanna. She’s on her way back to Texas. She was anxious to recap the events leading up to our nuptials.” Celia paused and cocked her head. “Evidently we wrote our own vows?”

Kyle half squinted at her. “We did?”

His surprise surprised her. “You don’t remember?”

“Nope. To be honest…most of the details are sketchy for me too.”

“But you told me…that we…” Had a smokin’-hot wedding night.

“I was yanking your chain, Celia.”

Completely floored, she said, “Why?”

“Because that’s what you and I do to each other, remember?”

“We’re beyond that juvenile behavior, remember?” she shot back with saccharine sweetness. “Isn’t that what you keep reminding me?”

“Well, us rolling around naked, sucking face like horny teenagers until we both passed out…without having sex on our freakin’ wedding night is sort of an anticlimactic end to the wild-night-in-Vegas tale, don’tcha think?”

She opened her mouth to tell him to quit being an ass, but he beat her to the punch.

“And there I go again, being a dick to you. But, dammit, you oughta know I’m not the kind of man to take advantage of a drunk and injured woman.”

Of course he had to throw in his chivalrousness. So she threw hers right back at him. “I’m not the type of woman to bail on a friend in need either. I offered to go home with you and the offer stands. Since we didn’t consummate the marriage, we can still get an annulment after we deal with your family thing in Cheyenne. Provided…”

His gaze turned shrewd. “Provided…what?”

Provided my brothers don’t kill you. “Okay. Here’s another wrinkle. Apparently Tanna, ah, told Lainie that you and I got hitched last night.”

“Shit. So your brothers know about us?”

Celia shook her head. “Lainie swears that she won’t spill the beans. But I—we—have to tell them. In person before they hear it from anyone else.”

He groaned. “I’m a fucking dead man.”

“Maybe they’ll think it’s funny,” Celia offered. “Especially since we haven’t had sex.”

Kyle scrubbed his hands over his face. “Or maybe they’ll cut my dick off to guarantee that never happens.”

“A bit paranoid, aren’t you?”

“Not after all the times they warned me away from you.”

Celia put her hand on his wrist. “What do you mean after all the times they warned you away from me? When did they do that?”

“When you were seventeen I made a comment about you filling out and I thought Hank was gonna throw me through the wall. Abe basically said you’re their princess and I’m a toad who’s not nearly good enough for you.”

Princess? Yeah, right. They treated her more like a stableboy than a princess.

“And they told me if I ever touched you, they’d string me up. By my toes because they would’ve already cut off my hands.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”

“Completely.”

“Maybe I won’t tell them we tied the knot,” she said with a huff. “Maybe I’ll just tell them that you fuck like a dream and I’m moving in with you until we get sick of nonstop kinky sex.”

Kyle smiled for the first time in an hour. “That works too. We would’ve had to tell them something anyway since we talked about traveling the circuit together. And we sure as hell wouldn’t have been just…friends.”

Unsure how to respond, and feeling strangely shy, Celia sidestepped him and looked out the window to the Vegas skyline.

“I’ll get packed.”

“My stuff is still at my motel,” she reminded him.

A quick zip sounded. “We’ll stop there on our way out of town. But before we leave here you’d better check on the other side of the bed to see if you forgot anything.”

Celia stepped over his bag on the floor and crawled across the mattress. “I doubt there’s anything because I’m wearing—” And she found herself flat on her back, staring into Kyle’s amazing green eyes.

“Thank you, for not running out screaming today. My mood swings, from happy to nasty, from sarcastic to silent, were annoying the piss out of me.”

“Most days you are pretty even-keeled.”

“Except when it comes to you. You make me crazy, Celia. In so many ways I can’t even begin to explain to you.”

Her heart jumped into her throat and she couldn’t speak.

“It’s getting to be a habit with us, sharing kisses one or both of us forgets. But I intend to fix that right now and make damn sure you remember this one. On the bed where we spent our wedding night.”

He lowered his face to hers. But he didn’t swoop in and blow her circuits with a kiss packed with tongue-thrusting power. No. He took his time. Whispering soft breath across her jaw. Letting his full, damp lips barely graze hers. Each almost connection of their mouths increased the rapid beat of her heart. Her breathing became erratic as her lungs emptied of air.

Kyle’s roughly murmured “Breathe” was far sexier, far more in tune with her body’s response to his than she’d imagined.

Then he rocked her to her core with a kiss so hot and sweet, so fierce and soothing, so completely unrestrained. She’d never been kissed like this. With all-consuming hunger. With pure eroticism. With a promise of total sexual fulfillment. Every pulse point in her body throbbed with anticipation.

Kyle used nibbling kisses to ease the disconnection of their mouths. He pushed up and hopped off the bed.

His cocky grin—completely justified—appeared quickly. “Come on, kitten, let’s hit the dusty trail.”

Damn him for acting like he had the upper hand. Damn him for melting her brain and her resistance with those molten kisses.

She slipped her purse strap over her shoulder. “We’re still getting an annulment.”
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Kyle was so lost in thought about Celia’s contradictory actions—reminding him of their friendship in one breath and then taking his breath away with such a passionate kiss in the next, that he didn’t notice Breck and his buddies hanging around the concierge stand until Breck started toward them.

Kyle said, “Let me handle this.”

“I don’t need you to speak for me.”

“Then follow my lead, so we don’t get stuck in a pointless argument with him.” Kyle set his hand in the small of her back and brought her closer, expecting Breck would treat her as roughly as he always did, clamping his beefy arms around her, squeezing her in a bear hug, tossing her in the air like a rag doll. He wasn’t letting that happen.

But Breck stopped five feet from them. His focus was concentrated on Celia’s head. “Sugar pie, what happened to your beautiful face?”

She touched the bandage with her right hand. “Minor mishap with some livestock.”

“But you’re okay? Where else are you hurt?”

“My ribs are sore, but besides that, I’m fine.”

“Good. You still look great.” Probably out of reflex, he reached for her hand. “I miss you.”

“Breck. Don’t.”

Breck only then seemed to realize Kyle was standing next to Celia. “Gilchrist. I’m surprised to see you here, bein’s you didn’t finish high enough in the standings in December to compete in the Country Showdown Expo.”

No surprise Breck tossed out a barbed reminder of Kyle’s lackluster finish in the American Finals Rodeo—AFR—the previous month. “Guess I didn’t know I needed an official invite to come to Vegas.”

Breck’s gaze zoomed between the two of them. As if something wasn’t quite right.

Although Kyle had no idea how this Vegas marriage would play out, he wanted to rub it in Breck’s face that Celia was his, even temporarily.

So he did just that. Kyle used his left hand to brush a hair from Celia’s shoulder. “You’ve got so damn much hair, woman.”

Breck’s eyes narrowed first on the ring on Kyle’s hand and then on the matching band on Celia’s. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.” He looked at Celia. “Say it ain’t so.”

Celia glanced at Kyle. He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her ring finger.

“How long has this been going on? While we were together?” Breck demanded of Celia.

Immediately incensed, Kyle got up in Breck’s face. “Don’t put your shitty morals on her. Celia ain’t like that and you know it. Apologize to my wife, right now.”

“Kyle—”

“He isn’t allowed to insult you, Celia, ever. I’ve watched him do it enough over the last two years and I couldn’t do anything about it then, but I can stop it now.” He didn’t move an inch. “So apologize to her.”

“Jesus. All right, all right, I’m sorry.”

Only then did Kyle back down.

“How long have you two been—”

“Married?” Kyle supplied. “Since last night. We’re just on our way home to Wyoming.”

Breck’s face distorted with an ugly sneer. “Last I knew you didn’t have a pot to piss in. So where are the newlyweds gonna live? In your shitty camper? Or Celia’s horse trailer? Or are you sponging off Celia’s brothers?” He focused on Celia. “I asked you to marry me. And you turned me down for him? A guy who has nothing?”

Jesus. That stung. Was that really how Breck saw him?

Isn’t that how you see yourself?

Celia stomped closer to Breck. “I turned you down because we have vastly different ideas of what commitment means. I’d spent enough nights wondering why you preferred Michael in your bed more often than me.”

Breck glanced around, but Celia had said it in a low tone so no one had overheard. “But Kyle, Celia? Really? One of my best friends? It’s like a knife in my heart.”

“Now you know how I felt every time you were with Michael.”

Breck looked stricken. “But…I never hid that from you, sugar pie.”

“Being honest about the nature of your relationship with Michael didn’t excuse it.” Celia faced Kyle. “We’re done here.”

She definitely didn’t need Kyle speaking for her. She’d proven she could handle herself just fine.

Celia was quiet on the ride to her motel. Kyle didn’t push it—they would have a solid fifteen hours together in the truck, enough time to talk a lot of things through.


Chapter Two
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A knee to the head woke Kyle from a sound sleep. Groggy, he sat up and squinted at Celia. “What the hell?”

“You snore like a freakin’ bear. And you sleep like the dead, which ain’t a fun combination at all.”

He scrubbed his hands over his face. Then he looked out the window. They were on I-80 almost to Cheyenne. He’d slept a solid six hours. “You okay?”

“No. I want a goddamn cigarette. This is why I hate bein’ on the road. I get so fuckin’ bored all I can think about is firing up a smoke. And don’t suggest sunflower seeds. They don’t work.”

“Didn’t for me either. I had to get a big bag of Dum-Dum suckers.”

“Chewing on plastic straws was the only thing that worked for me.” She shot him a sideways glance. “Speaking of chewing…when did you quit?”

“About six months ago. Bet with my mom as an incentive to get her to quit smoking.”

“Did it work?”

“Has so far. We both chewed about a million packs of nicotine gum. Did you use pills or gum or anything?”

“Nope. I quit cold turkey. Three days after I broke up with Breck. Might sound stupid, but I starting smoking with him, so it seemed like I oughta quit when we called it quits. Been a lot tougher to give up than I thought.”

Kyle looked at her. “Cigarettes were tougher to give up? Or Breck was tougher to give up?”

“Cigarettes.” Celia tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “Although there was a lot I liked about Breck or I wouldn’t’ve stayed with him.” She let a beat pass. “Thanks for what you said to him.”

“I meant every word.” It was the perfect opportunity to bring up the marriage issue. “So we’re telling everyone who knows we stumbled down the aisle…that we’re getting an annulment?” He knew his voice sounded disapproving.

“I thought we agreed on that.”

“No, you informed me of your intent to get an annulment. I didn’t argue. But that’s not agreeing with you, Cele. Not by a long shot.”

“Well, let’s compile a list of who knows about us getting hitched. Tanna. Who’s only told Lainie. Lainie, who says she won’t tell anyone. Devin. Who told…who the hell knows all the people he’s told. Breck. Who’s probably told everyone on the damn circuit. Your mom.” She looked at him. “Who all has your mom told?”

“How the hell would I know?”

Kyle’s cell phone rang and they both jumped. “Speak of the devil. Hey, Mom. We’re just starting the descent into Cheyenne.”

“I’ve been trying to call you for the last four hours.”

“What’s up?”

When his mom didn’t answer right away, he knew. He closed his eyes. “When?”

“About twelve hours ago. Right after I told him you were on your way to see him.” She sniffled. “Evidently his death came as a shock even to the staff. Marshall didn’t have anyone listed as next of kin, but one of the nurses after shift change had my number and she called me. I just got off the phone with his lawyer. He’s set up a meeting tomorrow morning at nine.”

Kyle didn’t know what he was supposed to feel in response to this news. He’d been afraid to meet the man and now he would never have the chance. The resentment he’d tamped down earlier reared its ugly head again.

“Are you staying with me and Rick tonight? Because I made up the guest room.”

“No.” He wouldn’t give in to her guilt. “What’s the lawyer’s name?”

“Bill Ruttan. His office is downtown. Do you need directions?”

“I’ll look up the address when I get to the motel. Are you gonna be there tomorrow?”

“No. It’s just supposed to be you.” She hesitated. “And your wife, if you want.”

“Jesus, Mom, you told the lawyer I was married?”

Celia groaned.

“I assumed it was all right.”

He bit off, “Do me a favor. Don’t assume anything. Don’t talk to anyone about any of this, okay? My marriage, whatever the hell this inheritance is supposed to be about. You think you can handle that?”

“Kyle Dean Gilchrist. Stop being an ass.”

“Funny, that’s what my wife says to me too. I’ll call you when we’re done at the attorney’s.” He hung up, mired in that place between regret and anger. Wondering what the fuck happened next.

“Kyle? What’s going on?”

“Marshall died. So there’s no need for us to rush to the VA.”

She covered his hand with hers. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. Pick a hotel you wanna stay at tonight.”

Celia didn’t speak until the truck stopped. “How’s this place?”

Kyle squinted at the sign. Fairfield Inn. “This’ll work.”

As they entered, the front desk clerk was nauseatingly chipper. “Good afternoon. Welcome to the Fairfield Inn. My name is Trudy. How may I assist you today?”

“We need a couple of rooms.”

Celia tapped his shoulder. “Why are you getting us separate rooms?”

“Because I’m in a lousy mood and I want to be alone.”

Her mouth grazed his ear. “Tough shit. You’re stuck with me.” She gave the clerk a cheeky smile. “Sorry. Temporary marital dispute. One room.”

Marital dispute? Was she serious? She was going to acknowledge their marriage…now?

“King-size bed or two queens?”

A challenge floated between them. Kyle said, “Two queens.”

Celia dropped her gaze.

If Kyle hadn’t known better, he’d have said she was disappointed.

Fuck. That was the last thing he needed to worry about: mixed signals from the woman who claimed she didn’t want to be his wife.

After they were settled in their room, Celia said, “I need a shower. Food. And sleep. Food first?”

“Just as long as it’s steak.”

“Deal.”

They opted for Golden Corral. Hitting the buffet line at different times limited their conversation, which suited Kyle fine. Although Celia kept sending him strange looks.

He dropped her off at the hotel. “While you’re showering I’ll track down the lawyer’s office.” And a liquor store.

When he returned, an hour later, Celia sauntered out of the bathroom in a skimpy camisole that matched the silvery color of her eyes and a pair of flannel pajama bottoms that hugged her ass.

Her hair was unbound. A mass of blond that brushed the lower curve of her butt. Kyle had only seen it in a braid the last couple of years. No wonder she always tamed it. With it untamed, she was a goddess. He had the overwhelming urge to bury his face in those fragrant tresses. Feel the silken strands sliding across his skin. Twined around his body. Christ. This was a bad idea. Maybe he oughta sleep in the truck.

“Hey. What’s that?” She peered in the package and her hair brushed his arm. “You bought beer? And whiskey? We having a wake or something?”

His eyes connected to hers. He fought the need to consume her mouth in a heated kiss. But the scent of her, the sight of her, the inability to have her, might just drive him out of his fucking mind.

He turned away, setting the package on the small table. After ditching his boots, he snagged a cup, ripped off the plastic packaging, and poured himself three fingers of whiskey. Grabbing the remote, he flopped on the bed closest to the TV, offering an offhand, “Help yourself.”

Celia took the ice bucket. She returned a few minutes later and poured herself a whiskey on ice before plopping cross-legged on his bed. “So…”

Her shoulder blocked his view of the TV; he shifted to the right.

“Kyle.”

“Hmmm?”

“Don’t you wanna talk?”

“About?”

“Your father dying. How upset you are with your mom. What’ll happen at the attorney’s office tomorrow.”

“Nope.”

Celia tipped her head so it was right in front of the TV.

“What?” he said irritably.

“Talk to me.”

“Don’t got nothin’ to say. Now move. I’m watchin’ this.”

But she didn’t move. “I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

“Why don’t you—”

“Why don’t you understand? It won’t make a lick of difference if we dissect this fuckin’ thing nine ways ’til Sunday. I won’t know anything until tomorrow. For tonight, I wanna forget about it with some bad TV and some good whiskey.” Kyle allowed his gaze to roam over her face, down her chest, and back up to her eyes. “Unless you’re offering another way to make me forget about it, because, kitten, I’m all over that.”

Celia’s skin turned a beautiful shade of pink, from the roots of her hair to the center of her chest. “That’s not what I was suggesting.”

“I didn’t think so. Pity. Now move.”

She flounced off the bed.

Kyle flipped through channels. Poured himself another glass of whiskey. Tried not to stare when Celia braided her hair. Tried not to fantasize about demanding that she unbraid it.

When Celia climbed beneath the covers, he turned the TV down, not off, because he was wired. He downed his fifth shot and he still wasn’t feeling the effects.

His thoughts were a jumbled mess. He just wanted to get some sleep but his damn brain wouldn’t cooperate.

Hours passed. Late-night TV bored him. Tired of staring at the ceiling, he got up and parted the curtains. Great view of the parking lot. The edges were piled high with snow from the last storm. The streets were a muddy gray color that matched the sky. Dreary damn night.

Welcome to January in Wyoming.

“Kyle?” Celia said sleepily, startling him. “It’s three o’clock in the damn morning.”

When he didn’t respond, he heard the swish of bedding, followed by her soft footfalls on the carpet. Her breath teased the back of his neck and her arms came around his waist. She held him for the longest time.

And he let her. He wondered how long she’d stay with him. Would she take off right after they told her brothers about the impending annulment? How soon did she want to meet with Hank and Abe anyway? Tomorrow? Right after they left the attorney’s office? Where would she go? Back to the circuit?

When Kyle sensed her retreat because he hadn’t responded at all to her sweet comfort, he squeezed her hand, then rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “Thanks.”

She murmured, “It’ll be okay.”

“You sure?”

“No.”

No bullshit. That made him smile.

Tiredness finally overtook him after she’d returned to bed. He stripped and crawled between the sheets.
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The smell of coffee brewing woke him. Kyle stretched and whipped back the covers.

“Oh my fucking God, you’re naked.”

He cast a bleary eye at Celia perched on the bed across from his. “Yeah. So?”

“So put that thing away.”

Kyle glanced down at his erect dick and grinned. “Nothing personal, kitten. Just a little morning wood.”

She muttered something about it not being little at all.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”

“You weren’t meant to hear it. For God’s sake, Kyle, cover yourself.”

He didn’t. He rummaged in his duffel bag for clean clothes. Celia averted her eyes pretty damn fast when he turned around. “Need to do anything in the bathroom before I shower?”

“No. Since I’m decent and you’re not, I’ll head down to the complimentary breakfast.”

While he was shaving, trying to get his head in the right place, he realized he hadn’t verified with Celia whether she planned to go to the lawyer’s office with him. He stepped out of the bathroom, in his jeans, his shirt unbuttoned. “I forgot to ask if you wanted to come with me this morning. I’d understand if you don’t, since—”

“God, Kyle, do you have to walk around half freakin’ naked all the time?” Celia marched up to him and started snapping the buttons on his white western shirt. “I swear you’re just strutting around like this to test my willpower.”

Willpower? What the hell? He tried to read her expression, but she was too busy smoothing out wrinkles and straightening the piping alongside the buttons, just like a wife would.

She is your wife.

Feeling an odd sense of possessiveness, Kyle put his finger under her chin, forcing her to look at him.

Pure heat shone in her eyes, turning the soft gray the color of steel. He held her chin, uttering a gruff “Stay still” when she tried to jerk it away.

Celia went motionless and kept her eyes on his.

Interesting how well she responded to commands.

Kyle ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “Little wifey mine, you like what you see when you look at me, don’t you?”

Again she tried to jerk out of his grip. Again he didn’t allow it. “Stay. Still.” Another teasing stroke across her lips. “Answer the question.”

He expected her to lie. To utter a cutting comment. He didn’t expect her to say, “Yes, you are gorgeous and built like a goddamn dream, Kyle, but you don’t need me to tell you that.”

A compliment? That threw him off.

“I’m sure all the bunnies lined up after an event always tell you the same thing,” she added.

And there was the snark. But her sarcasm was covering up something else. Fear? Interest in getting naked with him? Regardless, Kyle wouldn’t let her get away with it. He leaned close enough to feel her breath on his lips. “Makes me all tingly that you see me that way, kitten. Anytime you wanna do more than look? Alls you gotta do is ask.” He smooched her nose and stepped back to tuck in his shirt. “Now back to the other question.”

“Umm. What other question?”

He’d completely flustered her. Good. “Do you want to go to the lawyer’s office with me?”

“I thought I would. Unless you don’t want me to go.”

“I want you to be there. I just didn’t want to assume.” He slipped on socks and his boots. He grabbed his coat and gloves off the chair. “Since my mother told the attorney we recently strapped on that ole ball and chain, we’re gonna have to act like this marriage is real, okay?”

Celia studied him. “Just for today?”

Kyle said, “Yes,” even though he wanted to say he wanted longer than just a damn day with her.

“Deal.” Then she bestowed the sneaky smile that charmed the hell out of him. “But I do believe it’s your husbandly duty to warm up the truck so I don’t catch my death of cold.” She batted her eyelashes.

He laughed. “Nice try. But I’ll make you a deal. If you get overly chilled, I’ll show you all the ways I can heat your body back up.”
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Kyle paced like a caged animal before they were called into the lawyer’s office.

“Kyle?” A woman approached. “I’m Stacy, Bill’s assistant. He’s ready if you’d like to follow me.”

He looked over at Celia. She took his hand and didn’t let go until they were ushered into a good-size office lined with books.

A tall, thin man, probably in his early sixties, offered his hand across the enormous mahogany desk. “Kyle? Bill Ruttan.”

Kyle made introductions. “This is my wife, Celia.”

“Pleasure to meet both of you. Please have a seat.”

They settled into comfortable leather chairs that sat a good foot lower than Bill’s desk.

“I’ll admit this case is out of the ordinary. I’m sure you have many questions, so let’s start with the basics. Were you aware Marshall Townsend was your biological father?”

“No, sir. Not until my mother called me on Sunday.”

“Did your mother tell you about the DNA test, confirming you are Marshall’s son?”

Confused, because it was the first he’d heard of it, he said, “What DNA test? When did she…?”

“The timing of the test was fairly straightforward. Evidently you were in a serious motorcycle accident when you were almost eighteen?”

Celia muttered, “I’d forgotten about that.”

Kyle remembered that after he woke up from surgery he’d asked the doctor if he’d be able to ride bulls again. The rest was a blur. “I was in a lot of pain. They kept me drugged up, and some nurse was always poking me for a blood sample or making me pee in a cup.” He frowned. “That’s when Marshall came forward and demanded a DNA test?”

“Only at your mother’s urging. She wanted to ensure that you received the best medical care, so she contacted Marshall for financial help. He insisted on a paternity test first.”

Kyle said nothing. But resentment flared. Why hadn’t he known any of this? For all intents and purposes he’d been an adult. “Is that why there weren’t any medical bills?”

The lawyer nodded. “I’ve been Marshall’s attorney for twenty years, and he was quite shocked to discover he’d fathered a child. He and his wife, Inez, never were able to have children. At the time I encouraged Marshall to make contact with you. But he…” The lawyer sighed. “I’ll be blunt, Kyle. Marshall Townsend was an odd duck. He did things his own way, in his own time frame. I don’t know what he was waiting for, in regards to contacting you, especially after he changed his will.”

“Changed it how?”

“He’d intended to leave everything to the State of Wyoming as a land trust. But four years ago he came in and named you his sole heir, his sole beneficiary. Because we already had the paternity test results on file, there were no legal issues as far as inheritance because you are his blood descendant, whether or not you knew it.”

Kyle said, “My mom said Marshall left me everything. What does that mean?”

“That you are a very lucky man. I assumed you’d want a list of your current assets.” He passed over a piece of paper.

Kyle’s hand shook so hard he couldn’t read the words. Celia threaded her fingers through his, grabbing the opposite edge to hold it steady.


Land: 7083 acres, detailed in the attached plat, in Laramie County, Wyoming

Dwelling: 1900 sq ft ranch house, and all contents

Outbuildings: 2000 sq ft barn, 3000 sq ft metal bldg, assorted outbuildings

Ranch equipment: detailed on separate page #4a section 1

Livestock: app 170 cow/calf pairs, 12 bulls, 4 horses

Mineral rights: all

Water rights: all

Optional state, federal grazing permits: subject to reapplication

Liquid assets: all bank accts



Bill handed him three other sheets of paper. “These are the most current bank statements. But keep in mind there will be medical expenses to be paid out of these accounts.”

Kyle squinted at the number, then his eyes went wide.

“I’m sure this is overwhelming—”

“You’re goddamn right it is. He left me all this”—he waved the first batch of papers—“and this?” He shook the bank statement. “This says there’s half a million dollars cash in this account. Half a million. Five hundred thousand dollars and change in this account.”

“Yes. And it’s all yours.”

He looked at Celia, utterly dumbfounded.

“It’s okay.” She squeezed his hand and repeated, “It’ll be okay.”

Once he’d collected himself, he glanced at Bill. “What’s the catch? Change my last name to Townsend, or prove my ranching acumen for one year, or some other weird strings?”

Bill shook his head. “It’s really simple. You inherited it. Everything on those lists is yours now.”

This couldn’t be happening. Since the first time he’d set foot on Lawson land at the tender age of eleven, Kyle had wanted a ranch of his own. He’d dreamt of it. Scrimped and saved the last five years to make that dream come true. And now? Everything he wanted—boom!—had just been handed to him?

While he sat there completely poleaxed, Bill began talking again. “As per Marshall’s instructions, there won’t be a funeral, a memorial service, or an obituary. He requested cremation and his remains will be inurned at the Wyoming military cemetery.”

The lawyer continued. “There are two pieces of urgent business. The first being the livestock. Marshall’s neighbor, Josh Jones, has been dealing with Marshall’s livestock the last two months. Calving season is closing in and Josh doesn’t have the manpower to handle additional birthing bovines. So you’ll have to deal with that this week. Second, one of those bank accounts—”

“There’s more than one?” Kyle blurted out.

“Yes. One is earmarked as back pay for child support. But there is a catch. Marshall was very clear on this point. It’s up to you to determine whether your mother receives the money or if you keep it.”

“How much we talkin’?”

“A little over one hundred thousand dollars. Which I believe is what financial experts claim it takes to raise a child to age eighteen.”

“And she’d get it all?”

“Yes. Naturally she’d have to pay taxes on it.”

“She deserves it. After all she’s done for me, by herself.” Even when he was mad as hell at her, he would never have denied her a windfall that she had more than earned. He took a deep breath. “I’ll tell her. But not now.”

“That’s fine. I’ll bring all the paperwork into the conference room and we can get everything changed over into your name.”

Kyle nodded numbly. “Am I allowed to tell people he was my father and that’s the reason for this sudden inheritance?”

“There’s nothing in the language of the will that prevents that. I’d imagine since Marshall left it to you, he was expecting that you would reveal your relationship.” Bill buzzed his assistant. “Will you escort Kyle and his wife into conference room B?”

As soon as the conference room door shut, Celia wreathed her arms around his waist and hugged him.

Kyle held on, letting her anchor him. Once he felt reasonably sure he wouldn’t faint, he released her.

She fiddled with his collar before searching his eyes. “So, wow, huh?”

“Yeah. I’m havin’ a hard time processing anything.”

“I can imagine. Do you think it’ll sink in when you actually see the place that you own it?”

“Probably not. But I’ll admit I’m dying to see it.”

“Me too.”

“So you’re comin’ with me to Rawlins?”

“Of course. I’m your wife. All day, remember?” She grinned. “Plus I’m snoopy as hell.”

Bill entered the conference room with a stack of papers. All of which seemed to require Kyle’s signature. He hoped this lawyer wasn’t some kind of shyster because he merely skimmed the legal jargon. It took an hour to get everything wrapped up so they could leave, but Bill warned he’d have more things to deal with once they were through these initial steps.

The biting cold outside snapped Kyle back to reality. He held Celia’s door open and contemplated his next move as he walked around to the driver’s side.

They’d made it about a mile when Celia said, “I heard your stomach growl, Kyle. You need to eat something.”

“We need to check out of the hotel too.”

“What about your mother? Weren’t you supposed to call her?”

He stared at the red stoplight without answering.

“Kyle?”

“I’ll call her and make up a white lie about the lawyer needing me to inspect the property or something, but I can’t deal with her today.” He looked at Celia. “I know that sounds awful. Ungrateful.”

“I think it’s better to wait. Time to think things through is rarely a bad thing. It lessens the chance you’ll say something to hurt her that you’ll regret.”

His mind was spinning. Neither of them said much of anything until after they’d eaten a quick lunch at the Flying J truck stop and were back on the road heading up the overpass on I-80.

“Do you want me to drive? You were up late last night.”

“I’ll let you know if I get tired.”

Kyle expected Celia would pepper him with questions, but she was oddly subdued.

He’d made this drive a thousand times, but today it seemed longer than usual. Outside Rawlins they filled up the gas tank, grabbed a few grocery items, and put the coordinates into the GPS. Kyle was pretty sure he remembered how to get there, but it’d been fourteen years and the last thing they needed was to drive around Wyoming back roads in subzero weather.

“I sure hope Marshall left the heat on in his house before he went to the hospital. It’d really suck if you had to face frozen pipes.”

He gave Celia a droll look. “Thanks for that.”

Kyle turned off the main highway onto a gravel road. It’d been plowed at least once this winter, and that was saying something in Wyoming. The next turnoff was in three miles. He tried to remember what the house looked like, but drew a blank.

In the last twenty-four hours he’d gone back over the conversations he’d had with Marshall that summer. Nothing memorable came to mind. Marshall had to have known he was his son, since it was the year after his motorcycle accident.

The last time he’d run across the man who’d fathered him was at a bar in Rawlins a few years back. Marshall had been drunker than hell and he’d cornered Kyle, babbling about…the mark of good stock. He hadn’t known what that meant then and it seemed ridiculous to start assigning meaning to it four years later.

Wait. Hadn’t the lawyer said Marshall changed the will four years ago?

What were the odds one random conversation in a bar caused Marshall to rethink his will and sign over everything to a son he refused to publicly acknowledge?

“Whatcha thinkin’ about so hard?”

“How weird it is to be driving to a place I don’t know. A place my father lived most of his life. How bizarre it is to say my father in any kind of context at all.”

“What would you have said to him if he were alive?”

“No idea.”
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