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Chapter One


The Last Stand Saloon was a town institution, the actual spot where the settlers of Last Stand had made their last stand and the locals took a lot of pride in that. The original saloon and bar were still there, along with a bullet that had been fired during the battle.

Coming back to Last Stand felt like a huge step backward to Marine PFC Lancey Maverick. It wasn’t that the town wasn’t nice or that she didn’t have roots here. It was simply that she’d seen herself elsewhere. The Maverick women had a long history of being left behind as their men went out to fight wars, stop outlaws and inevitably never returned. Lancey had always wanted to break that streak.

Yet here she was, in the saloon with her two best friends…drinking too much and for the first time in her life, ready to make a bad decision.

She had made it a rule to stay away from playboys like Finn Delaney. The NASCAR superstar lived his life on and off the track at three hundred miles per hour. He pulled into the pits for a gas-up and tire change during his races on Sundays and she couldn’t help thinking that tonight, at the Last Stand Saloon, he was doing the same thing, only tonight, he was recharging his personal batteries. He was too cocky, too arrogant, but also too damned sexy in his faded jeans, worn straw cowboy hat and smoky come-hither eyes. Finn had dark brown hair that he wore longer on the top and close cropped in the back. His muscled frame filled out the T-shirt he wore and his jeans fit him like a second skin.

She’d been lusting after Finn Delaney since she was fourteen. He’d been sixteen, and driving too fast through town, giving Police Chief Highwater a weekly migraine.

A bad boy.

She couldn’t help it. She might be a good girl and a rule follower, but in her secret heart, she’d always wanted to be with one.

But her opportunities were slipping away. She’d returned to Last Stand to share custody and help raise her orphaned nephew, Lane. That didn’t leave a lot of time to let her wild child loose.

Lancey saw him slide into the booth near the back of the saloon, across from her old friend Red Aldean.

She was tired, and really sad. And she just wanted to forget, if only for a few hours, that her life—her perfectly planned, neatly ordered, military life—was ending, and she was about to embark on a new venture in something she was completely unprepared for—raising her three-year-old nephew.

So, when Finn caught her eye and crooked his little finger at her, beckoning her closer to his table in the corner, she decided to go for it, to do something that would make her feel good. Finn was a rolling stone. He wouldn’t want anything beyond a night, which made him the perfect guy to get a little crazy with. He’d leave and she’d settle into her new small-town life, just like every Maverick woman before her. Raising the next generation and living life on her their own terms.

“Lancey, dang girl, you look good tonight. I think I’ve gotten so used to seeing you in fatigues with your hair pulled back that I forgot you were a woman.”

She gave him the finger, took his low-ball glass full of tequila on the rocks and sat down next to Red Aldean, instead.

“I think all that time in the pits smelling gasoline and burning rubber has melted your brain, son,” Red said. “Lancey, you always look fine to me.”

She smiled over at Red who had been in her grade going through school and had been her best friend for longer than either of them could remember. “Thanks, Red.”

“Just stating the facts.”

“Just trying to get laid,” Finn said.

“If that was the result you wanted, you should have tried flattery,” Lancey said.

Red spit out the swallow of beer he’d taken, and Finn gave a shout of laughter.

“What’d I miss?” Braden Delaney put another glass of tequila in front of Finn and took a seat. Unlike his middle brother, Finn, Braden wore glasses and had a sophisticated look befitting the COO of Outlaw Tequila. He wore his brown hair in a neat cut that was trimmed in the back and longer in the front. “Lancey, nice to see you.”

“You too,” she said. “Your brother was trying to be charming.”

“Oh, Lancey, sweetheart, when I decide to be charming there won’t be any try. You won’t be able to resist me.”

“I’m not sure how you’re able to race every week. Does that big head of yours fit in a helmet?”

“Dang, girl, I guess you’re lethal. Would it help if I said I’d meant my comment as a compliment?” Finn asked.

“Not particularly, since you pretty much confessed you thought I was a dude most of the time,” she responded, taking a sip of the tequila and settling back in the bench seat next to Red.

The crowd was building even though it was a Thursday night, but that was to be expected in a small town like Last Stand. She’d grown up in town, living in a rented house off Main Street with her mom and her brother. Back then, they’d never have ventured to the saloon since that was, as their devout mama used to say, where all the sinners hung out. But Lancey had lived a pretty straight and narrow life up until this year, and she wasn’t exactly feeling like it had brought her any rewards.

Her baby brother, TJ, and Rose Delaney had been killed back in April in a car crash, along with a friend of theirs, leaving her nephew orphaned. Cal Delaney, the eldest of the Delaney clan, was looking after little Lane, but now that she’d been honorably discharged from the Marines, she’d come back to take custody. Leaving the Marines hadn’t been a part of her plan, but she was the only family that little Lane had left—at least, on the Maverick side—and she wanted to help raise him. Though Lane was incredibly close to his Delaney uncles and to Cal’s fiancée, Amelia Corbyn, Lancey had felt strongly that Lane needed to know the Maverick side of his family as well. She’d had a long talk with Cal and Braden, and they’d been happy to hear she was going to be part of Lane’s life.

“Did you hurt your head in the crash?” Braden asked, turning to look at his brother. “Lancey always looks like a lady to me.”

She smiled to herself. Red Aldean—who owned Red’s Outdoor Outfitters and spent most of his days on the spur of the Pedernales that ran through Last Stand, fishing and charming the tourists with his aw-shucks attitude—and Braden Delaney—COO of Outlaw Tequila—were two of her closest friends. They always had her back, no matter what.

And though she was interested in Finn, she knew a relationship with him couldn’t go anywhere. It wasn’t that she had a ‘no dating brothers of her friends’ rule as much as she had a ‘no dating men who lit out of town faster than the tourist buses at 5:05 p.m.’ practice. Besides, she and Finn were too different. Finn lived life at full speed and she was more of a grunt, marching along with the pack. But damn, the man made a pair of tight-fitting faded jeans look good.

“Shut it, Bray,” Finn said. “I gave her a compliment. She just took it wrong.”

“Try it again so I can be the judge of that,” Braden said.

Finn suddenly looked like he wanted to start something with his brother. For some reason, Finn had always been the Delaney who settled things with his fists. They’d all been surprised when he had started driving go-carts and winning races, but it seemed that speed settled some of that aggression deep in his soul.

“Dance with me, Braden. This is a favorite of mine,” she said. Van Morrison’s ‘Brown-Eyed Girl’ blared from the jukebox. “My daddy used to say it was my song.”

“Yes, ma’am, happy to oblige.”

Braden slid away from the table, but Finn hopped out, put his hand on the small of her back and nudged her toward the dance area. “I’ll do it. Apparently, I need to prove to you that I’m not a d-bag.”

“I’m not sure the song is long enough for that, Finn,” Braden said.

Finn flipped him the bird. “I don’t know how you can be friends with such a pain in the ass,” he said, turning to Lancey.

“At least, he always knows I’m a girl,” she said.

“Sweetheart, I have never been confused about that,” Finn admitted, pulling her into his arms and swaying with her to the rhythm.

She put one hand on his shoulder and the other on his hip and moved along with him. She was having fun sparring with Finn, but then, she’d always liked flirting. Normally, she wasn’t the kind of woman to go for a good-time guy like Finn, but tonight, he seemed to be exactly what she needed—someone to let off steam and have a bit of fun with. And if there was anyone in Last Stand who was just about fun, it was Finn.
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Finn didn’t like being back in Last Stand. He wasn’t even going to pretend that he was like Cal and Braden, who’d always liked the small town and the roots their family had here. For Finn, being back felt like a noose around his neck, and the longer he was home, and the more he hung around people who’d known him since he’d been born, the tighter that noose got. Coming back for Rose’s funeral had ripped a hole in him that he hadn’t been able to fill.

And it got worse from there. He’d just been diagnosed with deep vein thrombosis—something he thought only the elderly could get. But he had it and it was a dangerous thing for a driver to deal with. He had a blood clot that was ‘a concern’—that was how his NASCAR doctor had put it. Finn had reacted as expected, with his temper getting the better of him and his team boss, Larry Herminster, had told him to go home for a while and consider his options.

Options?

What the literal f—? He didn’t want options. He wanted to drive. But his body was saying that he might not be able to. There was a chance the clot could move into his brain while driving, which would not only put him at risk, but everyone else on the track as well.

He would never do that.

But facing a future where he couldn’t do the one thing that was as much a part of him as breathing was leaving him feeling…restless. And for a Delaney, that was never a good thing.

His crew chief said he was driving too recklessly on the track, but he couldn’t help that. He needed to put distance between himself and the sadness and guilt that had been dogging him since that fateful day in April. He knew the fact that he’d been the one to teach Rose to drive—and the fact that she’d died behind the wheel—weren’t linked in anyone’s mind except his. But they were. He couldn’t help wondering if he’d been more serious, maybe given her some extra defensive driving tips, maybe…she’d still be here. It was June and NASCAR was on one of the long breaks that had enabled him to come home. He’d been playing with Lane, making sure his nephew knew how wanted and loved he was. It was something that Finn remembered his mama doing for him and his brothers. But it wasn’t his mom who’d made him want to leave. It had been his father.

Tonight, though, he didn’t give a rip about any of that. Lancey Maverick looked hotter than he’d ever seen her look before. Every time she laughed, he couldn’t help watching her, noticing the way her hair fell over her shoulders and the irresistible length of her neck. She sang along in a voice that was sweet and slightly off-key and he wanted to pull her closer and kiss that sassy mouth of hers. She noticed him staring and quirked one brow at him.

“Got another sort-of compliment for me?”

He shook his head. “You have the most kissable mouth I’ve ever seen.”

Her eyes went wide, and she licked her bottom lip. “I’m not sure what to say to that.”

“‘Thank you’ or ‘Kiss me so you can be sure it is.’”

She shook her head. “I know you’re popular with the ladies, Finn, but it is a mystery to me how you manage it.”

“I’m rough around the edges. That appeals to a lot of women,” he said.

“I guess so,” she said. The song ended, but he kept his hands on her hips. She didn’t move either.

The next song was ‘God Blessed Texas,’ which garnered a big whoop from everyone in the bar. The dance area was suddenly full as everyone got up to celebrate their home state. Even Braden came and joined them. Red, who never danced, brought his beer and stood next to their group, swaying and drinking.

When the chorus came on, everyone yelled ‘God Blessed Texas’ and continued dancing. Lancey was singing again at the top of her lungs like many of the others and Finn felt a gut punch of desire go straight through him. She smiled as she leaned in, lowering her voice on the lead-in to the refrain. Braden came by, pulling her into his arms and did a sort of country waltz around him, but Finn cut back in, shoving his brother a little bit.

Lancey was his.

At least, for tonight. It was the kind of hot, Texas night that made him feel edgy and restless. So much of his life was uncertain at this moment, but a hot woman and this kind of attraction felt…well, like exactly what he needed.

She shook her head, but put her hand on his waist, allowing her fingers to hook into his belt loop as they danced. When the song ended, there was lots of applause and they went back toward the table.

“Thank you for the dance, Finn,” Lancey said.

“You’re welcome. I hope I made up for my earlier comment,” he said.

“You’re good. I know better than to take you seriously,” she said.

He pulled her into his arms again, turning away from the other guys and everybody who was walking past them on their way to the bar. “I’m not like that with you. I don’t want you to think that I’m just trying to get you to hook up with me.”

“Are you trying to hook up with me?” she asked, tipping her head to the side as she reached up and took his straw cowboy hat from his head and put it on hers.

“Maybe,” he said. He’d never been one of those guys who pretended he wasn’t after a woman. And Lancey was different tonight but she was also linked to him by tragedy and of course, their shared nephew. They were going to be in each other’s lives for a long time. He needed to make sure he didn’t do any damage that couldn’t be repaired.

Lane meant the world to Finn, but he’d never been anyone’s idea of a role model, so he’d been reluctant to spend too much time alone with his nephew. He didn’t want to chance doing anything to hurt the little guy’s feelings with his short temper. Besides, he was a bad influence.

“Maybe? That hardly sounds like you, Finn.”

“How do you know?”

“Braden has been telling me about your escapades since you made out with Peggy Martin in eighth grade.”

Braden had a big mouth. But he remembered how much Bray had looked up to him back then, and how bragging about getting to second base when he’d been thirteen had made him feel like a man. Times sure had changed, he thought leaning down to steal a kiss from Lancey, but she pulled back, putting his hat back on his head.

“Not so fast, hot stuff,” she said walking away from him. And all he could do was watch the way that flirty little dress of hers swayed as she left.
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Dang, that had been close. Deciding she needed something to shake up her life was one thing. Actually kissing bad boy Finn was something else. She’d chickened out at the last second and was booking it back to the booth where Red and Braden sat—as if she had seen an IED on the side of the road and was anxious to avoid it.

Actually, she realized she’d rather face an IED than kiss Finn. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She wanted the kiss. But having the guts to take it, that was another story.

She’d never thought of herself as a coward, but maybe she was.

Red had managed to get a girl into the booth with him, though the way he had his arm slung around her as he talked to Braden told Lancey her friend wasn’t serious about the woman. They both looked up, seemingly surprised to see her back.

Which sort of made her feel both better about the decision not to give in to Finn, and worse, because she realized no one was going to think badly of her if she had. Sometimes Red said she had an outdated set of morals. It was a by-product of having grown up going to church twice a week. Once on Wednesday night and then again on Sunday. She’d liked the routine of it, though. And there was nothing wrong with wanting to live her life a certain way.

“I need a drink. You guys want another?” she asked as if that was the reason she’d made her way back to the table.

“Yes, ma’am,” Red said. “Beer for me. What about you, honey? Want a beer?”

“Sure,” the woman said.

Lancey knew by the way he’d addressed the woman as ‘honey’ that he’d already forgotten her name. She shook her head at him and turned to Braden.

“Uh-huh,” Braden said, but he had his eyes on the door. She looked and saw that Lea Dunwoody had just walked in. Braden had had a ‘thing’ for her for a long time, but he hadn’t done anything about it yet. He said she was still getting settled, trying to get her pet bakery up and running. She didn’t have time for a guy. But Lancey knew better. She’d just run away from a kiss she’d been craving since she’d walked into the bar tonight, so she recognized Braden’s fear. It was close to her own.

“Come help me, will you, Braden? I could use an extra hand,” Lancey said, figuring her friend was going to just keep watching the woman he wanted from the corner of the saloon. One of the things that had made the three of them such good friends was that they were quite similar. They were all fairly conservative, liking to stay on the sidelines, while things went on around them. But now, Braden could use a shove to go and meet the girl he’d been dreaming about for too long.

“I’ll come with you,” Finn said.

Finn put his hand on the small of her back and a zing went straight down her spine to her center. And she realized that instead of trying to help her friend out, maybe she should lead by example, the way her CO was always advising them to do. But this was Finn Delaney. And she had to be careful about what she was doing with him.

One night. That’s all it could be—all she could allow it to be—and then she’d move on and deal with the rest of her life.

Lancey leaned in close to Finn. “Braden needs to come with me. He’s sitting here by himself, but he likes Lea, who is over by the bar.”

“Then I’ll take my brother and get the drinks,” he said, smacking her on the butt as he turned away. “Come on, Bray. Let’s show the lady that Delaney men can be gentlemen,” Finn said to his brother.

Braden scooted out of the booth and before Lancey slid in, Finn caught her around the waist and pulled her against him, whispering in her ear, “Which one is Lea?”

She hardly comprehended his words, the feel of his body pressed against her back distracting her for a moment. Then she put her hand on his jaw and tipped her head back. “Brunette with the pixie cut, wearing the black Outlaw Tequila tee and denim shorts.”

Finn turned, found the object of his brother’s attention, and then nodded. “Braden has good taste. I’ll be right back.”

The two Delaneys made their way to the bar as Lancey slid into the booth across from Red and his date. “I was just saying I will be glad when the rodeo leaves town,” Red said, turning to her. “There have been too many folks out on the river fishing. I like it better when it’s just me and Duke.”

“I know you do, but it’s got to be good for your business,” Lancey said. Making conversation with Red was easy since he was usually talking about Last Stand Expeditions, sometimes referred to as Red’s outdoor outfitters to locals, his outdoor company.

“It is. So I know I shouldn’t complain, but come summer I’m ready for some quiet,” Red said.

“My place is quiet,” the girl said, squeezing up against Red’s side.

“I bet it is. But I’ve got another beer coming,” he said.

“What is it you do? I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name,” Lancey said as she smiled at the other woman, but watched out of the corner of her eye as Finn and Braden made their way to the bar.

“I’m Lucy. I’m from Whiskey River and work at Kelly Boots,” she said as Red turned his back to them to talk to some people he knew at another table.

Lucy sort of sighed and Lancey just shook her head. “I love Kelly Boots. I’m hoping to be able to get a pair of the Christmas special issue this year. Do you ever get a heads-up on what they’re going to look like?”

“I wish. But no,” Lucy said.

The jukebox at the saloon was always changing and when ‘Kiss Me Deadly’ by Lita Ford came on, Lancey looked over at the woman Red was ignoring. “Want to dance? This song is one of my favorites.”

“Yeah, I do.”

She nudged Red out of the way and the two of them made a beeline for the dance floor, which was quickly filling up with women. She found herself dancing next to the Corbyn sisters—known collectively as the Beauty, the Brain and the Bitch around town. She danced until she was sweating and when she glanced back at the table, she saw that there was a female crowd around Red, Braden and Finn.

“I’m going to call it a night,” she said to the other women. Lucy nodded, then turned and went back toward Red’s table.

In less than an hour, Lancey had managed to talk herself into—and out of—a fling with Finn. Now she realized that leaving with her dignity intact was the only option.


Chapter Two


Finn cursed as Amelia came over to their table with his older brother. His mother was babysitting Lane tonight to give all of them a chance to enjoy the fine summer evening. Only he wasn’t cursing because his brother and his fiancée had joined them, but because over Amelia’s shoulder, he could see Lancey Maverick heading out the door.

Emma and Delilah Corbyn had joined them and the table was starting to get a bit crowded. He’d already decided that he was going home with Lancey, so hadn’t been flirting. He knew who he wanted. But to be honest, he’d been thinking with his dick and not his head. Lancey would be a complication, and right now, with his future in NASCAR up in the air, he shouldn’t be adding anyone like her to the mix.

But then, when had he ever done the smart thing?

He’d always been more into doing what felt right and taking what he wanted. There was always tomorrow to deal with the consequences.

“Take my seat, ladies. I’ll see y’all tomorrow,” he said, getting up and making his way through the crowded bar.

It took longer than he anticipated when he saw some fans, ones he’d had a drink with earlier, trying to wave him over. He shook his head and pointed to the door. There wasn’t anything that was so urgent that he had to discuss it on a Thursday night in June.

He stepped outside and the full force of Texas summer heat was waiting. It fell over his shoulders like a warm blanket. Even the breeze felt hot, brushing over his already aroused senses and carrying the scent of lilacs on the wind. It was the same fragrance that Lancey had been wearing and he turned to see her sitting on the weathered horse hitching post that had been there for longer than he could remember.

She was staring up at the sky. Maybe the music and the crowd had gotten too much for her. The sounds of the night were a welcome relief to the cacophony of the saloon.

“Hey, Lancey,” he called. “I thought you were going to have another drink with me.” He’d never seen her quiet like this. She was always serious and fierce. He’d even been there to witness her losing her temper more than once. But tonight, she was different.

“Yeah, I was, but then I changed my mind. I was feeling wild,” she admitted. “But as soon as I started thinking…”

“You wised up?” he asked.

“Something like that,” she said as she stood. “But I’ve had a few drinks, driving home is out. I was debating whether to call for a ride or walk.”

“If you don’t mind the company,” he said, “I’ll walk with you.”

She tipped her head to the side. “I was serious about what I said, Finn. I’m not going to sleep with you.”

“Uh, when did you say that?” he asked.

“I told you I wasn’t feeling wild anymore. I don’t want you to think I’m offering something—”

“Other than friendship? Because that’s all I’m interested in tonight. Sure, I want you. I think you look damned sexy in that dress, and the way your hair hangs around your shoulders makes me want to touch it and see if it’s as soft as it looks. But I also think it’s time you and I became friends. We’re in each other’s lives now,” he said. And that was true. Every damned word of it. He might not care to dwell on how he felt, but he had no problem admitting to the physical stuff. She was hot, he wasn’t going to deny it. But he also liked her. The sassy way she’d teased him had been fun. Most women weren’t. Oh, they flirted and all that, but he could never be sure how much of it was because he was Finn Delaney, NASCAR Cup driver, and how much was because he was Finn—somewhat surly, charming Texan.

“Fair enough,” she said. “Between the women in this town and Braden, I’ve heard a lot of stories about you. Let’s just say that if half of them are true, you’re a legend.”

He shook his head. “Don’t believe all that. Braden exaggerates to make himself look better, but he’s no slouch when it comes to women.”

She stepped off the sidewalk and started walking across the empty street toward the park. He followed her. “What happened with him and Lea?”

“Nothing. He chickened out as soon as we got to the bar. He said he didn’t want to come on too strong.”

“So he went back to the table with the twins, then. He does that all the time. What is it with you Delaneys and commitment?”

“Uh, Cal and Amelia are engaged,” he added. What could he say? Everyone knew about the family curse—no Delaney wife or daughter ever lived past the age of thirty. Most of them believed it was because of their outlaw past. But Finn wasn’t buying it, even though he saw his dad turn into a different man once his ma died. He’d become the kind of man that Finn sometimes was—a rough man who was easily angered and used to either punching his way out of emotional situations or getting into his car and driving away as fast as he could. Still, it was hard to go on, wondering if any woman he brought home might not be there for long.

“Yeah, they are,” she said. “Somehow, I always saw Cal as the golden boy.”

Finn laughed. “You’ve got that right. He’s always managed to get out of any scrape still smelling like a daisy. He was a hell of a big brother to try to live up to.” And if anyone could break the curse, it would be him.

“I guess I was lucky to be the oldest,” she said.

“Yeah. But you were probably an even tougher sibling for TJ to have.”

“You think?” she asked. “We were so different. I don’t think he ever compared himself to me.”

“You’re tough, Lancey,” Finn said. “You can handle everything, while TJ was still trying to figure out who he was. I bet seeing you—”

He broke off. He couldn’t say that he thought that her successes in the military intimidated TJ. Even though the kid had lived out at the ranch for a year before he’d died in April, Finn hadn’t been around enough to really get a chance to get to know him.

“I hope he knew I loved him,” Lancey said. “Our last conversation still haunts me. I told him not to screw up again.”
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She kept trying to tell herself that TJ would have forgiven her for her words. If she’d ever guessed what would happen, she would have said something softer, nicer. As it was, her last words to him—’I’m not bailing you out again’—still rang in her head.

Then again, she wasn’t so sure. She’d never been one to sugarcoat the truth. It only led to mistakes and disappointment. No one benefited from that.

“Oh, darling, don’t beat yourself up about that. TJ knew you loved him. He told me more than once that he wanted to make you proud,” Finn said.

She wanted to believe Finn, but he was the kind of gentleman who wouldn’t hesitate to try to make her feel better about this. There was no way to confirm what TJ had thought, because he was dead.

“Stop trying to decide if you should believe it. I’m not lying to you. That’s not my way. In fact, I’ve gotten in trouble more than once for being too blunt.”

She nodded. “It’s just hard to think of him as being gone. He was so young, and I sometimes caught a glimpse of the man he’d become, you know?”

Finn rubbed the back of his neck and turned away from her. “I do know. I still can’t talk about the accident.”

She hadn’t forgotten that Rose had been in the car, too. And she knew that all of the Delaney brothers were still finding their way of dealing with it. Braden would talk to her about Rose from time to time, but she didn’t tend to talk about her brother. She was the last Maverick…well, except for little Lane.

“Okay. When do you go back to racing?” she asked.

“If the doc approves me, I go back for the road race in Sonoma next weekend,” he said.

“Why wouldn’t he? Is there a reason you aren’t racing right now?” she asked. “You didn’t say anything earlier.”

“I have a blood clot. If I sit for any length of time—like the time it would take to finish a race—it could get worse. So I’m on medication that will hopefully clear it. With any luck, it should be sorted out soon,” he said.

She had the feeling she wasn’t going to get much more out of him, so she let it drop. “I’m sure it will be. I hope it all works out the way you want it to.”

“Thanks.”

They walked a few more minutes in silence, neither of them saying a word. She knew she should try to get some conversation going but for the life of her, everything she’d come up with in her head sounded lame. She wanted to ask if he was going to the rodeo, but what was the point? Everyone in town did.

“Is that it?” he asked. “Have we exhausted every topic of conversation?”

“I guess so. I’m not sure what else to say. We could talk about Lane. He showed me the replica of your car that he has. He drove it in circles in my backyard and said he only knew how to make left-hand turns.”

“That’s Cal’s doing, the bastard. He said it to needle me. And the little imp repeats it all the time.”

She started laughing. She liked how close the Delaney brothers were. She wished she’d had those kinds of ties with someone, but the closest she’d come was with her two best friends, Braden and Red. No one was surprised that a tomboy like her would be friends with two guys. She just wasn’t girly. The only reason she was wearing a dress was because it was hot, and the dress was the coolest thing she owned.

“Did TJ ever do things like that?”

She started to shake her head, but then remembered how he used to call her Sarge, and salute her each time she entered and exited the room. “He did. He could be quite the smart-ass when he wanted to be.”

She smiled, remembering it and her brother. She missed him a lot.

“I like it when you smile.”

“Thanks,” she said, because she wasn’t sure how else to respond.

“You’re welcome,” he said. “What are you going to do, now that you’re back in town?”

“I haven’t started looking for a job but I need to soon. Braden said I could work in the retail shop at Outlaw Tequila until I find something, but that’s not going to be a long-term solution.” She didn’t tell him that she was hoping to go over to the police chief’s office and see if she could get some work as a K-9 officer. She’d worked with a K-9 unit in the Marines and she missed it, and her dogs. They’d become like her family…and she could use that kind of support again. Originally, she’d thought about becoming a regular cop after she got out of the Marines, but now that she was sharing custody of Lane, she couldn’t risk it.

He’d had too much loss already in his short life. And now that he was going to be living with her, she wouldn’t risk him losing someone else.

“What do you want to do?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said.

He stopped walking and pulled her to a stop by grabbing her hand. “I don’t know you well, but I am aware that you’re not the kind of person who doesn’t know what you want. Is it that you don’t think I’m serious or that I’ll be a jerk about it?”

She shook her head. “No, that’s not it. Honestly, I am not really sure right now. I want to do something close to law enforcement, but not in any capacity where I’d be at risk. I was thinking about helping train with the canine unit. If not here, then maybe over in Austin.”

She shook her head. “For the first time in my life, I don’t have a plan. I don’t know what’s next and I’ll be honest, I don’t like it.”

“I can see that,” he said, pulling her closer to him but she wedged her hand between them, feeling the heat of his chest and the steady beat of his heart underneath her touch. “That’s when the best things happen.”
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This situation with Lancey reminded him of times when he ended up at the back of the pack by qualifying poorly for a race. He always knew he could get to the front and he might have to drive rough to do it but he could win. Still, there was a chance he’d hit other drivers and someone might get hurt along the way, so he usually decided against it, promising himself he’d work harder during the next qualifying round.

It was the same thing going on now. He knew if he pushed, he could have Lancey tonight, but that would be it. One time.

But afterward, she’d never trust him again. She was at a crossroads and she had no idea where to turn next. Damn if he couldn’t understand that. He’d spent most of his life thinking he was on a path that would lead somewhere, only to find himself making a bunch of left turns and going in circles. But as they stood there on the corner of Ash and Main, under the cover of one of those big old oak trees, it was hard for him to stop. Her face was tipped back and her hand was on his chest.

She was keeping him from getting any closer and yet at the same time, her forefinger was stroking him. Just tiny movements over the cotton T-shirt he wore. Standing this close to her, the smell of lilacs surrounding them and the heat of summer pressing down on them, he didn’t want to make the ‘right’ choice. He didn’t want to deny himself this woman. But he also didn’t want to add to her pain.

He’d heard it in her voice when she mentioned TJ. He knew that raising Lane was going to be a struggle—not just for Lancey, but for all of them. And the only way they were going to be able to do it was if he didn’t f—things up by talking her into his bed for a one-night stand.

Her other hand came to rest on his hip, and she tilted her head to the side, looking up at him. “When I was about seven, my granny Maverick told me that when the moon was full, there was magic in the air, that no one could control themselves because the moon wanted them to have the freedom they couldn’t have during the day. I wanted to believe her and not just because I’d drawn on the living room walls with my Magic Markers,” Lancey said. “So I asked her if those things people did when the moon was full, did they have consequences?”

“What’d she say?” he asked, half holding his breath as he saw the wildness return to her eyes and knew that she was teetering on the edge of what she wanted, and what she knew she should do.

“She said yes they did, but that they also got to experience pure joy,” Lancey said. “Pure joy. I didn’t have a clue what she meant. And honestly, I still don’t. Coloring on the walls was fun, but I don’t know that it brought me that much happiness.”

“What are you trying to say, darling?” he asked.

“I’m feeling odd tonight,” she said. “And I want to do something that I might regret in the morning.”

He leaned in closer, putting his hand on her waist but that was it. Just that one touch, so she’d know that if she needed to back away, she could. “How about if we make this something without consequences? We just do what we want and tomorrow we go back to being friends.”

She nibbled on her bottom lip and he could tell she wasn’t sure she believed him. But he could also see something else—that wildness he’d seen all too often in her brother TJ’s eyes. And he realized that there was a hell of a lot more to Lancey Maverick than he’d realized.

He immediately regretted his suggestion because he wanted to know more, to know her better, but he’d said tonight. One night only.

“We don’t even know if this is just alcohol or if we have real chemistry,” she said.

“I know,” he said, pulling her closer to him and lowering his head. He took his time and the first brush of his lips against hers made his pulse roar like he’d fired up his car on the starting line at Daytona and was waiting for the flag to drop.

Her fingers on his waist tightened and she pulled him closer to her, coming up on her tiptoes as her tongue brushed against his and the heat of the night suddenly seemed a bit chilly compared to the heat she generated in him. He sucked her tongue deeper into his mouth and lifted her off her feet.

She held on to him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, and he knew that for tonight, he’d taken a turn at the crossroads and he was heading straight toward Lancey Maverick. He hadn’t expected this and maybe like her granny Maverick had said, it was that big summer moon tempting him into something. But a part of him knew better as he set her on her feet and took her hand, walking at a quicker pace toward her house.

He knew that what happened tonight wouldn’t be due to the summer heat or the fact that he was home, waiting to get back in the driver’s seat. He knew that it was Lancey Maverick with her sweet smile, sexy legs and sassy mouth who had brought him to this moment. For one night, he was going to let go and just enjoy every damned second he had with her.

“This is my place,” she said when she stopped in front of a Queen Anne-style farmhouse. The gingerbread lattice above the porch had some chipped and peeling paint. The house had seen better days.

“I know. Have you changed your mind?”

“No. Have you?”

“Hell no,” he said.


Chapter Three


Lancey had left the front porch light on when she’d decided to go. And she sort of regretted it when she saw her house reflected in the light. She could imagine what he thought. Her place was old and needed remodeling, but she’d been away from home for a long time, mainly on deployments, but also because she had hated to come back knowing that the house would be empty. That her mom and granny wouldn’t be sitting on the front porch when she got there. Granny had died during Lancey’s senior year of high school, and her mom two summers ago. That was another reason she’d buried herself in the Marines—coming back to this empty house hadn’t been something she’d been looking forward to.

Finn put his hand on the small of her back, reminding her that she wasn’t alone. It was exactly what she’d been hoping for tonight. She used the key that she’d left under the boot-shaped flowerpot with two dead geraniums in it. She wished she could say that they’d been there a while, but they were only a couple of weeks old. She had a black thumb.

She unlocked the door and stepped inside. The house still smelled of cinnamon, the way it always had when her mom had still been alive. Every week her mom used to make her cinnamon snap cookies. She closed her eyes. Had she had too much to drink?

She was talking about the big moon and her granny, and almost crying. It wasn’t exactly the mood she’d been in while Finn had kissed her under the big oak tree.

She tossed the key on the hall table and turned toward Finn.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. This house gets me sometimes,” she said. “So many memories and so much history.”

“It’s the same at the old homestead on the ranch. Cal renovated our house and it’s pretty modern now, but for a while, I hated to come home from the racing circuit. All I could think was how empty it felt without Mom.”

She nodded and some of her emotions ebbed away and she felt more herself again. “I totally get it. I can still smell my mom’s cinnamon cookies.”

“Me too, now that you mention it. Those were the best. She used to bake them for every class party,” Finn said.

“She did. But how did you know?”

“Bray doesn’t like cinnamon, so he’d bring them home for me,” Finn said.

“I haven’t changed my mind or anything but I’m so awkward about this kind of thing. Do you want to just do it?” she asked. Then groaned. She’d never been one of those women who knew how to be cool about sex. She wasn’t even sure how she’d gotten to be twenty-six, and still felt like she was fourteen. When was she ever going to just be comfortable in situations where she didn’t have a weapon strapped to her hip and a dog by her side?

He threw his head back and laughed. “Dang, woman. If I’d know how much fun you were, I wouldn’t have waited this long to get to know you better.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny,” she said.

“It’s okay. How about a drink? And I’d love another dance without my own dang brother cutting in.”

“I can do that. I’ve got a bottle of tequila—just the cheap stuff from the liquor store, so don’t tell Braden because he’ll be ticked—and a bottle of whiskey, the same grade as the tequila, some lemonade and sweet tea…and some Juicy Juice that I picked up for Lane,” she said, moving down the short hallway into the kitchen. The house had been remodeled in the seventies, so it had a long breakfast bar where a supporting beam and wall used to be that looked into the living room. She saw Lane’s sippy cup on the bar, and his booster chair was set up on one of the ladder back chairs in the kitchen.

“Lemonade with a shot of whiskey,” Finn said following her into the kitchen. “Who’s this?”

She glanced over from the cabinet where she was getting down two highball glasses and set them on the counter. She walked over to see which photo he was referring to. She had a wall that was covered with photos of all of her Maverick ancestors.

“Which one?”

“This one,” he said, pointing to a black-and-white image of her great-grandmother and her twin from 1910. They were wearing blouses buttoned to the neck and skirts…and they were both holding five-shooters, staring not at the photographer but at their target. Her great-grandmother was on the left pointing the pistol that rested on her bent arm, and next to her, her twin laid her hand on Lancey’s great-grandmother’s shoulder and aimed her pistol toward the same target.

“Those are the Maverick sisters. My great-grandmother and great-great aunt? I’m never sure on the greats. Their daddy was a Texas Ranger and he’d taught them both to shoot. He died on the job and their mother had died in childbirth. They’d both been sixteen when their daddy died, and had to figure out a way to make a living. Neither of them fancied getting married, so they worked the carnival circuit performing shooting stunts.”

“I love it. I’ve never seen this before. We have all the wanted posters of every Delaney since the 1800s. Before that, they were mostly criminals back in Ireland, but we don’t have any of those pictures. My great-great, however many back, ancestor used to keep the wanted posters when he saw them. He thought it was a mark of how famous they were.”

“That’s funny. I wouldn’t have wanted that.”

“That’s because your family was respectable.”

“Yours never has been…though you and Cal and Braden aren’t really that bad.”

“Hey, we’re still pretty edgy,” he said.

She shook her head, turning away from him to get the whiskey and lemonade. “That you even said that proves you’re not.”

He put his hands on her waist from behind, startling her, but then he pulled her back into his arms and bent down to kiss her neck.

“I’m dangerous enough for you.”

He was. She knew that. He was dangerous in ways she hadn’t even considered when she’d started this evening, but like her ancestors, she was used to making her own way. But Finn didn’t feel like danger, so much as trouble. The kind of trouble she could handle for one night.
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While most everyone who lived in Last Stand was all about the town’s history and their place in it, Finn had been content to leave the town in the dust, watching it from his rearview mirror as he first drove away.

He knew next to nothing about Lancey’s family. These pictures spoke of a past that was so Texan, it made him smile. He liked to think that Lancey’s great-greats would be proud to know that she was a ranked sharpshooter in the Marines. It seemed to him she was part of a long line of strong women. Generation after generation.

“Your family is sort of the opposite of mine,” he said.

“What do you mean?” she asked, handing him a glass that had more whiskey than lemonade in it.

He lifted his glass toward her before taking a sip. She did the same. “Just that the Delaney women never seemed to make it past thirty. If this wall is any indication, the Maverick men may have suffered the same fate.”

“I’d never thought about our family that way. It just seemed to me that the Maverick men moved on. They didn’t stay. Some died, but mostly the domestic routine wasn’t their scene… I know TJ was struggling with it, but he sure did love your sister.”

“I never saw a man love a woman as much as he loved her,” Finn admitted. He had thought, more than once, that they were simply star-crossed. That they had met too young. They weren’t ready for each other.

“I’m glad to hear that. I seldom saw them together because I was out of the country,” she said, taking a long swallow of her drink.

“Take my word on it,” he said, realizing he was going about seduction the wrong way, but honestly, this felt right. He wasn’t sure that hooking up with Lancey was the answer either of them needed, but he couldn’t resist seeing how far they would go. “Can you do any tricks like these people?”

He gestured toward the pictures on the wall. Besides the twins, there were photos of other Maverick ancestors, one of them standing up in the saddle on the back of a horse at what he recognized as the rodeo grounds in Last Stand. Another had a rifle balanced on her shoulder pointing away from her. She held a mirror in her hands, as if she was intending to hit the target without looking.

“Granny Maverick and Mom both could do the trick shot with the mirror, and I can too. I’m only an okay rider, so I can’t stand up on a horse, but Mom could. She had been a barrel racer in her youth,” Lancey said. “Mom always said I had more Granny in me, and she was a better shot.”

“My dad used to tell me I had my uncle Liam’s skill as a getaway driver,” he said. Thinking about it now, he couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t like being behind the wheel. Cars had represented an escape to him, something he still involuntarily sought after.

Maybe that explained why he was letting her talk about whatever was on her mind instead of making his move. But when she’d asked, ‘do you want to just do it?’ he’d pretty much realized that she wasn’t a casual woman. Not every woman was. Some serious women could have a casual hookup, and go back to their normal lives and relationships. But he wasn’t sure Lancey was wired that way.

She walked through the archway that led to the living room, flicking on a light as she went, and he saw that the room had a large brick fireplace that had been painted white to match the walls. There was a tiny push car in the corner of the room that he recognized as Lane’s, and a sofa love seat set that was old but in good shape.

She sat down on the love seat and looked over at him, raising both eyebrows. “This might be more comfortable for talking…and whatever else.”

He took his hat off and placed it on the counter and then walked over to sit down next to her. Whatever else sounded intriguing. The cushions were soft, and he sank into them, flexing his legs and shifting around until he got comfortable.

One of the downsides to all those years of racing was that his body had been broken more times than he cared to count, and after being put back together, there were times when he felt older than dirt, as his old man used to say.

He turned toward her and she had shifted around to sit in the corner wedged against the arm and the sofa back, watching him as she sipped her drink.

“What are you thinking?”

“That my CO groans less when he sits down and he’s got shrapnel in him,” she said. “How many times have you been injured?”

“A fair few.”

“Why do you keep racing?” she asked.

That question tended to annoy him from other people, but he knew that she was honestly curious about it, not judging him as some people did. His pat answer was that it was all he knew, but the truth was, he really didn’t know the answer. “When I’m home too long I get restless, and then I start fights with my brothers. I guess I’m still looking for something out on the road.”

He’d always taken his emotions and channeled them right into his fists. His earliest memories were fighting with his brothers and, really, anyone who crossed his path. He had that kind of reckless energy inside of him.

“Do you think that you’ll find what you’re looking for racing stock cars?” she asked.

He hadn’t yet, but that didn’t mean anything. “Most days I’m just trying to win. I mean, I race because I don’t know anything else.”

She nodded. “That’s me. All I know is the military and now that’s gone. I’m not sure what’s next.”
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She wasn’t sure how this had turned into a serious conversation but truthfully, she needed it. She’d been alone with her own thoughts for so long. And since Finn wasn’t going to stick around for long, it was safe telling him. Sure, she’d see him when he came back to visit Lane but Finn spent more time on the road than he did in Last Stand. He’d be back on the stock car racing circuit and this night of drinks and talking would fade in his memory.

She hated that she didn’t have a plan. She knew that TJ had loved just living in the moment, and more than once her brother had told her to loosen up. But she couldn’t. When she tried to loosen up, she said dumb things to sexy men like ‘do you want to just do it’ instead of being…well, really anything else.

“Do you think you’ll stay in Last Stand?” he asked, almost as if he’d read her mind.

“The judge who presided over the custody hearing made it clear that Lane is meant to stay in Last Stand and custody should be equal and joint between the Maverick and Delaney families. So, yes, I am going to be staying. No offense, but I don’t want Lane growing up to be all Delaney.”

He quirked one eyebrow at her then ran his hand through his thick dark hair. He wore it longer on the top and close cut in the back and on the sides so when he did that, it sort of flopped over his forehead and one eye. His eyes were bright gray, and more than once that evening, she had found herself trying not to stare at them. But they were so pretty and light. He had stubble on his jaw and the way he moved was always masculine and full of confidence—and maybe arrogance—so the effect his eyes had on her was unexpected.

“Well, darling, I’m offended. What’s wrong with growing up all Delaney?”

The way he said it made her smile and she shook her head. “He might not realize that when you say ‘hey you look like a girl,’ it isn’t a compliment.”

“I’m never going to live that down, am I?” he asked.

“Nope. Honestly, Braden’s a mess when it comes to women, too. I mean y’all do well with the barflies but beyond that… Except for Cal, of course. But I want Lane to grow up knowing what it’s like to be a Maverick.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “I’m surprised Judge Collins didn’t give custody just to you.”

“He said we live in a modern world, and that there’s no reason three bachelors shouldn’t be able to raise their nephew as well as me. And I agree with him. I think—though it could be the drink talking—that if TJ had had a male influence growing up, maybe he wouldn’t have taken so long to settle into being Rose’s man.”

“I think you’re right. And my brothers and I could have used a female influence, as well. But between the four of us, and of course Amelia, we should be able to give him what a boy needs.”

“I hope so. I don’t want losing both of his parents to shape him, you know?”

“I do,” he said. But it was making him uncomfortable to think about Rose and how she’d never see her boy grow up, so he pushed himself up and walked over to the kitchen to add more whiskey to his drink, then realized what he was doing.

He needed to do something physical—fighting or sex. He glanced over at Lancey. She was looking at him, wariness in her gaze. Damn. When was he going to stop being this guy? Was there ever going to be a moment when he could think about the people he cared for and lost and not go ballistic? He doubted it. He’d never been good at channeling his emotions.

“I should go. I’m getting restless and I don’t want to do something I’ll regret,” he said. He was as honest as he could be with her because Lancey…well, he liked her. Not enough to change who he was but enough to know that he needed to leave while he still could.

“Don’t. Stay please. I know I made everything sound…well, worse than awkward but I brought you back here to help me forget how messed up and confused I am.”

She was saying what he felt—words he’d never been able to utter to another person, even Cal, who he told all the embarrassing things to. But not this. Not that feeling that he was never going to be okay again.

He put his drink down and went back into the living room. When he sat back down on the love seat, she sort of leaned up on her knees toward him. He could see her ancestors’ strength and courage in her eyes and he realized that any thoughts he had of leaving—because it was the noble thing to do—were in his own head. Lancey Maverick didn’t need a man to protect her and she would deal with whatever happened in the morning.

Now he had to decide if he was as brave as she was. Would he take the gift of this night with her? Or was he going to run, the way he always did?

Well, hell. He wasn’t about to be beat by anyone. He stretched his arm out and wrapped it around her waist, lifting her off the love seat and onto his lap. She let out a soft sound of surprise and he held still until she put her hands on either side of his jaw, her finger rubbing along the stubble growing there.

She leaned in and he felt the brush of her exhalation before their lips met. Her kiss earlier had tasted of tequila and moonlight and bravado. There was no hesitation this time and he knew she was all in.


Chapter Four


Lancey had vacillated between begging him to stay and just drinking until they both passed out when he’d first come into her house, but once she’d seen that pain in his eyes, she’d realized they were both messed up. More than messed up. So maybe, for a few hours, they could offer each other the kind of distraction they both needed.

The stubble on his jaw abraded her skin and she liked the sensation so she kept moving her fingers over it, as she thrust her tongue into his mouth. She’d always been pretty much a missionary position kind of girl, but sitting on Finn’s lap, feeling the strength of his thighs between her own and his muscled chest against hers, she realized that she might like this a lot better.

She tucked her heels up against the sides of his legs and lifted herself a little bit on his lap so that he had to tip his head back for her kiss. She put her hand on the back of the love seat and held on as she shifted around trying to find a position that suited her. The dress she wore was respectable enough but as she’d straddled him, the flouncy skirt flared out around her and she felt his denim-covered thighs against her bare skin.

She liked the way that felt as well. She pulled back, sucking his lower lip between her teeth and then lifted her head. His eyes were closed, and his hands rested loosely on her waist, as if he was letting her set the pace.

Finn was by nature a take-charge kind of guy, but she wondered if he’d let her take the wheel tonight. She wasn’t entirely sure what she wanted. Some of the guys she’d been with had thought she was too aggressive, too used to being in charge and maybe they had a point, but she only did what came naturally.

His eyes opened as she put her hands on his shoulders and shifted back to sit on his thighs. She tugged the hem of his T-shirt up and he shifted around, pulling it up and over his head and tossing it aside. His chest was smooth with a light dusting of hair but covered in scars. Some of them were old and had started to fade but others were more prominent—visible proof of how rough his career had been on his body. That groaning when he’d sat down…she got it now.

She reached out and slowly traced each one of them, taking her time and exploring him at length because she needed to. She shifted around to kiss each one of them as the stories she’d heard through the grapevine all came back to her. Crashing at Talladega, a fifteen-car wreck at the Brickyard. Those were just terms she’d gotten used to hearing the other men in her unit who watched NASCAR use when they talked about that guy from her hometown. But now, she saw the price he’d paid for each of those races and it was steep.

He wrapped one arm around her waist and lifted her up slightly as he shifted underneath her so that he was reclining a bit more. Then he settled her back across his lap and as she sank down on him, she felt his erection pressing up against her, right at her center. She rocked her hips and moved her body over his hard shaft.

He slipped his hands up under her skirt and rubbed them up and down the backs of her thighs. His hands were big and hot as he moved them over her legs. When he reached her butt, he grabbed it and moved her hips forward against him, finding her mouth at the same time. He thrust his tongue deep inside as he continued to thrust between her legs. She held on to his shoulder with one hand, pushing the fingers of the other into his hair.

She was on fire and it was spreading until she could no longer control it. She reached for the buttons on the bodice of her dress and undid them with fumbling fingers and then pulled her head from his. She took his hand, pushing it against her breast and he slipped his fingers underneath the material of her bra, rubbing his finger over her nipple.

She let her head fall back as she continued to ride him, rocking against his jean-covered erection. His hand moved underneath her, and he shoved his hand into her panties, cupping her butt, and as his fingers slid along the crack, she shivered in his arms. She wanted more. She wanted to be naked, she needed him to be naked.

She shifted off of him, almost losing her balance, and he steadied her with one hand. “What are you doing?”

“Getting naked. It’s easier to do this without clothes on,” she said.

He lifted her and set her on her feet. She took a minute to watch the bulging muscles in his biceps, reaching out to squeeze one and he flexed it again. “Cal always says that driving isn’t a sport, but I have to work out like any athlete.”

“I bet. I work out a lot too, but usually because it keeps my mind sharp, especially when I’m on deployment,” she said. “You forget about the things you’re missing when you’re concentrating on not falling off a treadmill.”

He gave a shout of laugh and she smiled. He smiled right back at her. And though she knew he was never going to be the kind of man that anyone would consider ‘sweet,’ there was a gentleness in the way he was looking at her that made her want to hug him. She knew this was a side of Finn that not many people got to see.
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Lancey pulled her dress up over her head, and he stopped breathing. She wore plain beige-colored panties and a matching bra. He was pretty sure she’d chosen them because they were utilitarian, but on her, they were sexy as hell. She undid the back clasp of her bra and looked over to find him watching her.

“What are you doing?”

“Enjoying you,” he said.

She blushed. He saw it start from the tops of her breasts and spread up her neck to her cheeks. “Well, I’d like to enjoy all of you too, Finn.”

“I intend to let you, Lancey,” he said, dropping his voice on her name.

She arched one eyebrow at him in an imperious sort of way. “Then what are you waiting for?”

What was he waiting for? The sooner he got naked, the sooner he’d have a lapful of sexy willing woman. “Hell, are you on the pill?”

Startled she looked over at him. “I am. Why?”

“I don’t have a condom with me,” he said. “I have to have a medical each week before I race, so you don’t have to worry about catching anything from me.”

She nodded. “Thanks for reassuring me about that. I’m clean, too.”

“Good. Now let’s get back to getting naked,” he said.

She tossed her bra on top of her dress and he kicked off his shoes and undid his jeans. He got to his feet and was about to shove them down his legs when he noticed her watching him. He remembered what she’d said about wanting to enjoy him—and he’d always been a bit of a show-off—so he decided to give her something worth watching.

“Like what you see?” he asked her.

“I do, but I’m reserving judgment until I view the whole package,” she said.

He shook his head and moved a few steps closer to her so that they were both standing next to each other. He took his time pulling his leather belt from his jeans and then coiling it up and reaching around to put it on the coffee table behind her, making sure to brush his cheek against her right breast as he did. He straightened back up and noticed that her nipples were perkier now. He then slowly pushed his jeans down his legs, stepped out of them and kicked them aside.

Then he held his arms out to his sides. “What do you think?”

“That you still have your underwear on,” she said.

He threw his head back and laughed. She was so forthright, he just couldn’t help it. And he really liked it. He hadn’t had this much fun during sex in a long, long time, if ever. He pushed his underwear down his legs, and she stepped back to look him over. His erection grew as she slowly let her gaze move over his body and he was ready to pull her back into his arms when she tipped her head to the side.

“Not bad.”

“I’ll give you not bad, darling,” he said, closing the gap between them and lifting her into his arms, the press of her breasts against his chest sending a shaft of desire through him. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist. He felt the warmth of her center through the cloth of her panties.

“Why are you still wearing your underwear?”

“I was busy watching you take off yours,” she said.

He set her down and stooped in front of her, kissing her stomach and letting his tongue dip into her belly button as he pushed his hands into the elastic band of her panties and slowly pushed them down her legs. This close, he could smell her feminine sweetness and couldn’t resist kissing her. She put her hand on his head, her fingers lightly pushing him forward and he found her clit with his tongue, flicking it. He let go of her panties, taking her hips in his hands and nudging her back toward the coffee table. Then he urged her to sit down while he knelt between her thighs, parting her with his fingers and sucking on her. She tasted good and her hands in his hair urged him to keep sampling her delicate flesh.

Her thighs moved restlessly against his shoulders and he reached underneath her to cup her butt and lift her up as he continued to taste her. She was thrusting up against his mouth as she gasped and moaned. He kept flicking her clit with his tongue until she grabbed his head and her thighs tightened around him, and she let out a long low moan. He lifted his head and looked up her body. Her breasts rose and fell with each racing breath she took. Her nipples were hard points, beckoning his mouth he moved up over her. He stopped to suck one of them into his mouth and she put her hands on his back, rubbing his spine. And then her hand moved around to his erection. She took him in her hand and stroked him. His balls tightened and he realized he was closer to coming than he’d thought.

He shifted his hips away from her—he didn’t want to come until he was buried deep inside of her body.

He stood up and then lifted her into his arms and sat back down on the love seat. She straddled him, the warmth of her pussy rubbing over his length. Damn. She felt so good. He wrapped his arms around her back and tangled his hands in her hair. The strands were as soft as he’d hoped they would be.

He tangled his fingers in it, and then shifted up to kiss her, driving his tongue into her mouth. She put her hands on his shoulders, framing his face with her hands and sucked his tongue deep into her mouth.
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Her body was still buzzing from the orgasm he’d given her on the coffee table, but she craved more. She felt empty and needy in a way that she’d seldom felt before. Usually her vibrator got the job done, but Finn had driven her higher and faster than she normally went. She shifted and felt the tip of him at the opening of her body. She tore her mouth from his and looked down into those bright gray eyes, then put her hands on his shoulders and shifted around again.

He put his hands on her hips and steadied her and then their eyes met and he thrust up while guiding her down on his shaft at the same time. She closed her eyes and her head fell backward as he filled her. She held on to his shoulders for balance, getting used to the feeling of having him deep inside of her. She took a brief break and then started to ride him. She quickly found a natural rhythm, and he claimed her mouth again, using his tongue to mimic what their bodies were doing.

She lifted her head as she felt her orgasm building again. She let go of him and gripped the back of the sofa, driving herself and him higher and harder. She felt his mouth on her breast, his teeth lightly scraping over her nipple and then sucking on it. His hands grasped her butt and he drove her even harder…then everything inside of her exploded.

He held her hips down as he thrust into her and finally, she felt him come inside of her. He tore his mouth from her breast and threw his head back as he made a loud grunting sound. She rode his orgasm and then collapsed in his arms, resting her head on his shoulder as both of them continued to breathe heavily. His hand idly stroked her back.

She stayed where she was, unsure of how to get off of him or even when she should, but more than that, she didn’t want to move. When she was lying in Finn’s arms, she didn’t feel lost and it didn’t matter that she had no clue what her next move should be. He didn’t care. He thought that she was fine the way she was, and she needed that more than she’d expected to. She’d always wanted to break the Maverick woman tradition of being left in Last Stand and having to make their own way, raising kids on their own. But here she was, despite all of her efforts, doing exactly that. Somehow, she had to make peace with that part of her personal family tradition.

“Well, damn, lady, that was hotter than summer has been. I’m not even kidding when I say I didn’t expect that.”

“I did,” she said.

“That’s because you are way smarter than me,” Finn said. “Wrap your arms and legs around me.”

“Why?”

“I’m going to carry us to the bathroom so we can have a shower. And unless you object, we can use your bed next time. I want to stretch you out and explore. I was too rushed this time.”

“I didn’t feel rushed,” she said.

“Good. I’m just saying there’s a lot more to you than I thought. I want to do some exploring before this night is over.”

She wrapped her arms around him and hid her face in his neck for a few moments. This night.

That was it.

Just this one night.

It’s what she agreed to and said she wanted.

Hell, it was what she had wanted…until now. Until she’d had him inside of her and she had realized just how hard it was going to be to say goodbye to him. For this one night, she had let down her guard and just…been herself. She still wasn’t sure it was enough, but for tonight, it had given her some hope that the future still had some surprises in it.

“Darling?”

She lifted her head and looked down into those bright gray eyes of his. “I’d love that.”

“Good. Prepare to be impressed by my rock-hard abs.”

She shook her head. He was funny when he was self-deprecating. He didn’t take himself too seriously and she wished some of that would rub off on her. She’d love to have some of his strength and what-the-hell attitude. But she knew that wouldn’t happen.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and as he stood, she pulled her legs around his waist. He surprised her by managing to stay inside of her while he moved. She did feel his abs and shoulders flex as he pulled her to him.

“Which way to the bathroom?”

“Down the hall, to the right,” she said.

He carried her through her house, and she realized that she could worry about tomorrow or just enjoy the night, this time with him. No one had ever carried her—she realized as he set her on her feet next to the shower—nor had anyone ever been so sweet with her. She’d had lovers, but they had always been with the same agenda she’d had. Sex would be simply a way to scratch an itch. She’d never realized, until Finn, what she had been missing.

He soaped her up, taking his time to explore her every curve and she let him. She couldn’t take her eyes off him as he moved his hands over her body, looking at her as if she were a super model or the most beautiful woman in the world instead of plain old Lancey Maverick.

She’d thought this night was about two souls who had been lost, but she realized instead, it was a gift. Maybe it was Granny Maverick who’d sent her this man who made her feel special and loved when she’d been so lost, but she knew she’d never forget the night, or him, and how he’d made her feel.

She fell asleep after he made love to her again in her full-sized bed and when she woke in the morning to her alarm, he was gone. She told herself they’d said one night, and she had no right to be disappointed, but she was all the same.


Chapter Five


Adjusting to having a toddler in her life wasn’t as hard as Lancey had been afraid it would be. Lane was nice company and though he sometimes had a little temper tantrum, for the most part, he was even-tempered and happy. He reminded her a lot of her brother when he’d been this age. She hadn’t found another job yet, so she was getting ready for her shift at the Outlaw Tequila retail shop. Since Lane was Braden’s nephew too, she’d been bringing him to work with her and Braden would watch him while she worked her shift.

“You ready, cowboy?”

“Yes, Auntie,” he said. He’d been obsessed with cowboys since the posters had gone up for the rodeo. He’d even found one of TJ’s old straw cowboy hats and had been wearing that.

She’d teared up the first time that had happened. She’d wanted to share it with someone…Finn, but he was in the wind. She knew he had to go back to the racing circuit—that was what he did—but he hadn’t been in touch at all in the last three days. Sure, that was what she’d agreed to but at the same time, she was still disappointed.

She snapped a photo of Lane and then grabbed his bag, the lunches she’d premade for them, and then pointed to the door. “Let’s go.”

“Yeehaw,” he said, then did his version of a trot toward the front door.

She made a mental note to ask Mrs. Corbyn if they sold any broomstick horses in her shop. Lane needed one. She thought he was too young for an actual ride, but she had started looking into a possible trip to a ranch over in Whiskey River that did tours.

She locked the door behind them and stuffed her keys in the back pocket of her jeans. Her work uniform consisted of jeans and an Outlaw Tequila tee, which was fine with Lancey. It was comfortable, and simple, just the way she liked it.

When she got to Outlaw Tequila, she parked her pickup in the staff parking spaces, got Lane out of his car seat and hurried indoors since it was already starting to get hot. She heard the sound of heated voices coming from the office in the back and hesitated, but Lane took off down the hallway toward them.

“I don’t give a damn if you are used to being the boss, Cal. This is my baby and I know what’s best. Joaquin and I have been working on this premium—” Braden’s voice broke off, softening as Lancey rounded the corner. “Hiya, kiddo. Lancey.”

Cal stooped down next to Lane to talk to his nephew as Braden glanced at her.

“Sorry,” she said. “He’s been waiting to get over here and show y’all his new hat.”

“It’s pretty special,” Cal said.

“Yeah. I’m a cowboy.”

“I could tell. You need a horse, though,” Cal said.

“I was thinking about picking up a broomstick one from Mrs. Corbyn’s shop on my home from work,” Lancey said.

“I’ll text Amelia and tell her to bring one over on her break,” Cal said. “In fact, I have a coffee break with her in a few minutes. We can finish this discussion later, okay Bray?”

He gave Lane a quick hug and smiled at her on his way out the door. Braden walked around his desk and sat down harder than he needed to.

“That sounded…like more than one chewing-out I had from my CO. Do you want to talk?”

Braden took his glasses off, cleaned them and then put them back on. “No. Maybe, but I don’t want to sound the same way I have all my life. The main issue with me and Cal is that he still thinks I’m fourteen, and not old enough to make decisions.”

She smiled in sympathy at him. “It’s hard being here because everyone has a way of looking at you, and since you’ve never left, it’s never changed. I mean Cal went out and played pro ball, I joined the military, but you have always been Last Stand, Braden.”

“I like being Last Stand Braden. I was running this company while Cal was still playing,” Braden said.

“It’ll happen. Give it some time,” she said, thinking of Braden’s two brothers. Cal was definitely not the one she wanted to talk about. But she’d told herself it would be one and done with Finn, so she wasn’t going to bring him up now.

She’d made up her mind.

“Hey, instead of working in the shop this morning, I was wondering if you’d mind liaising with Finn’s team manager. We’re going to be running a promo at the upcoming race and his car will be detailed to match our logo. They want someone from the company in on the call and Delphine is out this morning with a sick kid. Only I really don’t have time,” Braden said.

“Sure, I can do that. Will Finn be on the call?” she asked, both hoping and dreading it. But it would be better to do this over the phone instead of in person. Seeing or talking to him for the first time… It was just something she would have to do, then move on.

She could do that. She knew she could. She was tough and could handle anything the world or Finn Delaney threw at her.

“I doubt it. He is usually doing other stuff like testing out the car setup and taking practice runs. You should be good,” he said. “You never did say how the other night worked out.”

“I said he walked me home and then he left. We’re not going to make a mess of an already complex situation.”

“You said that, but I thought maybe…something else happened,” Braden said, looking over at her. “But that was probably just me hoping you had some fun.”

“Yeah,” she said, trying to sound vague and noncommittal because as much as she didn’t want to talk about this with her friend and the brother of her hookup, she also didn’t want to lie.

“Auntie, juice,” Lane said.

She got his sippy cup out of her bag and turned back to give it to him. He smiled over at her as he took a sip. This was her life now. This little man was the only male she needed in her house. Really.
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Sitting in the truck with the air-conditioning running wasn’t her idea of a great lunch break. Lane was being a bit cranky because he wanted to eat his lunch and ride on the broomstick horse that Cal had brought over for him earlier. But it was too hot for the park and she didn’t want to drive home for her break. The house would be hot because she’d turned the air off while she was gone in the hopes of saving some money.

Someone rapped on the driver’s window and Lancey smiled as she saw that it was Delilah Corbyn. Delilah was the owner of Dragonfly and had been in the same year as Lancey in school. She rolled down the window and Lane, who’d been sulking, scrambled onto her lap.

“Hiya,” Lancey said.

“Hey,” Delilah said. “I don’t want to sound like I was stalking you, but I saw you retreat to the truck because of the heat and I thought you might want to come over to the restaurant. The back patio is shaded by tall trees and it’s really cool.”

“That’d be great. Thank you. This little cowboy is missing riding his horse but he was getting overheated.”

“I’m getting overheated just standing here,” Delilah said.

“Hop in and I’ll give you a ride to the restaurant.”

“Thanks,” Delilah said.

While Delilah went around to the passenger side, Lancey turned and lifted Lane into his car seat in the back of her pickup and buckled him in. It took less than three minutes to drive to the Dragonfly.

“I love summer but I hate it, too,” Delilah said. “It’s even worse when I’m in the kitchen, but then when I close down at night and the sky is big and summery, it’s irresistible.”

“I know the feeling. It’s nice that it’s light for so long. I can do a lot of stuff with Lane when I get off work and I love that but in the middle of the day, it’s awful. Thank you so much for this.”

“You’re welcome. One of the reasons why I wanted to work here and not in Dallas is that Last Stand is small, and this community feels like family. When I see a friend who’s clearly making the best of a bad situation, I want to help out. And I can, because this is my place and I pay my own bills.”

“Girl, that sounds like a story.”

“You don’t want to know,” Delilah said. “It’s not a happy one. Let’s just say I earned the moniker of bitch that time.”

“I hate that a strong woman is often labeled a bitch. I got it a few times myself, when I was an MP. Guys get respect…and we get called a bitch.”

“Yeah, well only by the men who aren’t confident enough to handle a woman who knows what she’s doing.”

Lancey laughed and for the first time since she woke up alone, she felt like she was finding herself in Last Stand. She wasn’t exactly on the path she needed to be on, but she was checking out options. She had an interview with Police Chief Highwater and was hopeful he’d be able to help her find work.

“Lane’s going to be out at the Delaney ranch this weekend. Do you want to hang out?” she asked Delilah.

“I’d love to. I usually spend an hour or so on Saturday afternoon between the lunch and dinner rush and evenings with my sisters and Lea. Want to join us?” Delilah asked.

“Will I be intruding?”

“Don’t be silly, I wouldn’t have offered if I thought you would. Emma sometimes brings Joey. It’s just women hanging out and having fun and sometimes drinking my meemaw’s moonshine.”

“Count me in,” she said.

Delilah went to the kitchens to get back to work after saying goodbye to Lane. Lancey let him ride his horsey all the way out to the back patio. The tables were all covered by the shade of the tall trees that were interspersed between the tables and it felt at least ten degrees cooler. She set their lunch bag on the table and Lane circled around in front of her, coming back and forth to grab a bit of the cooked chicken she’d prepared for him.

“Auntie!”

“What!”

“Watch this,” he said, pulling back on the reins and making a loud whooping sound.

She clapped. “I love it.”

The rest of her lunch break went quickly, and she realized that this unexpected path she’d found herself on had a lot of unexpected joy. She’d never seen motherhood in her future because of the way she’d been raised. Her mom and Granny had each other but Lancey had really wanted to be part of something bigger. She’d found that in the military. She still had some regrets about leaving—she’d found a purpose in the routine and discipline of the military—but the last few days had demonstrated that those things hadn’t been as important to her as she’d thought. She enjoyed her time with Lane, and the slower pace of Last Stand—something that had always seemed to chafe—now fulfilled something in her. Raising her nephew, being a mom to him as well as an auntie, brought her more joy than she’d ever experienced.

She’d always thought she loved her life because she’d done what she wanted. She didn’t have to make choices and wonder how it would impact anyone else. In the military, she’d simply followed orders or issued orders and anyone who broke them…well, as an MP, she meted out consequences that made sense.

But watching Lane made her realize how much she loved having him depend on her. She understood it might be the newness of mothering her nephew that made her feel that way, but a part of her was certain it wasn’t. She was happy just taking care of him and watching him play and grow. It made her realize that she might someday want a family of her own—one that had more than just her and Lane in it. When Delilah talked about her sisters, she knew she wanted Lane to have cousins around him, too. Amelia and Cal were engaged and would probably have kids, but Lancey was realizing she wanted to be more than an aunt. She wanted to be a mom, too.
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Lancey had been a loner all her life. It wasn’t just the five years between her and TJ that had kept them from being close—it was more that she’d never really needed anyone else.

So when she showed up at Delilah’s house, she wasn’t sure what to expect. She’d brought a bottle of wine that she’d picked up last week and some lemon pie from the freezer that she’d made earlier in the week while pretending that she didn’t care that Finn hadn’t called or texted.

When she climbed the front porch steps, she could hear the sound of people laughing inside and the faint beat of music. She chewed her lower lip.

What was she doing here?

She’d never been a joiner. Even in her unit, she spent her free time by herself. She had always liked to be on her own, not responsible for anyone. Maybe because she knew it would be temporary? But now, she was open to something different. And this budding friendship with Delilah was nice.

Besides, she had no choice about leaving Last Stand now. Not unless she wanted to do it without Lane, and she wasn’t about to do that.

She lifted her hand to knock when she heard someone come up behind her. Lea—the girl that Braden liked but was afraid to talk to.

“Hey. I’m glad to see you here tonight,” Lea said. “The Corbyns are always so wonderful but I’m an only child so all that sisterly bond stuff makes me…well, envious. I wish I’d had that growing up.”

Lancey smiled over at her. “Me too. I almost turned around to go home but then you arrived.”

“I was late last time. I just stood there, considering the same thing,” Lea said. “I’m so much better with dogs than people.”

Lancey laughed at that. “I’m better with a side arm.”

“That’s something,” Lea said. “I heard about your gran being a trick shooter at the rodeo. Does it run in the family?”

“No. I’m good with a gun, but trick shots aren’t my specialty.”

“But you can do one?” Lea asked.

“What are you two doing out here?” Delilah asked, opening the front door. A large furry dog leapt out of the house and went straight for Lea, going up on his hind legs and putting his paws on her shoulders. He licked Lea and she just rubbed his fur and hugged him.

“Hello, Milton,” Lea said.

“We were just catching up,” Lancey said to Delilah. “You named your dog Milton?”

“He’s a rescue. The name came with him. Plus, it sort of suits him,” Delilah said. “Come on in. We were just talking about my parents’ house. Mom had us all over there getting it ready for the Fourth. She did put out most of her patriotic décor for Flag Day but she likes to save a few things for later.”

“I love your parents’ house,” Lea said. “Sometimes, when I’m walking my dog, I just stand there in front of it and imagine what it must be like to have something like that to live in.”

“It’s not as dreamy as all that. It’s dusty and there are tons of rooms to clean,” Delilah said. “But I do love it.”

“I made a freezer pie, but it’s not professional or anything like that.”

“I’m sure it’s great. I love it when I don’t have to cook. Most of the time, no one brings food and I’m always starving by the time it’s over.”

“She is,” Amelia said, coming out to give them each a welcoming hug. “I think she became a chef so she could eat all the time.”

Amelia seemed so much more relaxed now that she and Cal were engaged. Lancey had heard rumors about there being some issues between Amelia and her mom, but now that Mrs. Corbyn was healthy again, the two women seemed to be getting along well.

“I agree,” Emma said. “I brought you brownies last week.”

“They tasted like they came from a box,” Delilah said.

“That’s because they did,” Emma replied. “Meemaw said it’s the thought that counts.”

“If she tried those brownies, she might not agree,” Delilah said.

Emma stuck her tongue out at her sister, which made everyone else laugh. The doorbell rang again, and Emma went to answer it. “That should be Joey. I invited her to join us.”

Amelia took Lancey by the arm and led her away from the kitchen into the living room. “So, what’s going on with you and Finn?”

“Nothing. Did your sister tell you anything?”

“No,” Amelia said. “So, something did happen? I’m only asking because when he was video chatting with Lane last night, he asked me if I’d seen you. I said I hadn’t in a few days and then when I tried to find out why, he clammed up. But Braden said—”

“We hooked up,” Lancey said. “Just once, because it’s awkward with how our families are connected. But that’s it.”

“Why is it awkward? I like the idea of you and Finn,” Amelia said. “Cal thinks that all Finn needs is a good woman. Someone to help him mature.”

“That’s not me,” Lancey said. Finn had let her wake up alone. Somehow, the only reason she could see for him asking about her would be to find out if she was mad. “We’re sort of friends who just had the hots for one another. But it’s over now.”

Amelia put her arm around Lancey’s shoulders. “I was hoping it was more than that.”

Lancey nodded. “It’s fine. I’m not really looking for anything more. The Maverick women are famous for being able to do it all on their own.”

“Yeah, but that’s not much fun. I’m glad you have us,” Amelia said.

“Me too,” Lancey agreed.

The rest of the evening was enjoyable. She had fun playing games with the other women, and even went back to her place to get her gran’s old pistol to do the mirror trick, shooting a straw cowboy hat off a flower barrel in Delilah’s backyard. And, more importantly, she managed to forget all about Finn until she was back in her bed. Without him.


Chapter Six


The drivers’ meeting on Thursday was always a good time for Finn. He liked seeing his friends, and hadn’t been surprised when Neil Zimmerman, one of his best friends and his head mechanic, came and sat down next to him. The hospital where he’d ended up after his crash in the Poconos had been where they’d first noticed Finn’s blood clot. It had shown up on his MRI, and further tests had revealed DVT. He’d been shocked by it and so had everyone else on the team. Finn had always been so healthy. So far though, now that he was on blood thinners, everyone seemed to be more relaxed, expecting him to be okay and able to drive. His boss of the number 73 car, Larry Herminster, texted him nearly every day asking for an update. But what could he say? Finn didn’t know how to gauge if the blood thinners had taken care of his clot or not. He’d seen the team medic before coming to this meeting and now Zim and Danny Miller, his replacement driver, were sitting next to him.

“Um, do you know something I don’t?” Finn asked.

“Dude, I’m not sure about Danny,” Zim said. “Larry asked me to bring him and sit in. That’s it.”

“Damn. I had another blood test this morning,” Finn said. But stopped talking when a rival team sat down next to him.

Zim took his phone out and texted Finn. Danny looked uncomfortable which worried Finn. They were benching him. F—. He’d guessed this was going to happen but had hoped he’d be cool with it. Instead he wanted to punch Danny and storm out of the drivers’ meeting.

Zim: Larry just said to be here as a precaution. Do you think you’re getting any better?

Finn: I have no idea. It’s blood—it’s not like I can feel it.

Zim: Ha. Sorry, dude. Is there anything I can do?

Finn: I think you’re doing it.

Zim clapped his hand on Finn’s shoulder and squeezed. There wasn’t anything else to say. Suddenly the team meeting wasn’t his favorite part of the week. He was stuck looking at a future that he couldn’t sort out. He had no idea if this DVT was forever or if it was just temporary. No one did. No one could give him an answer and he was more than a little freaked out about it. The blood clot could be a career ender.

He remembered when another driver, Brian Vickers, had had the same condition—it had changed everything for him. He’d gone from a being a terror on the track to sitting on the sidelines.

Finn had heard that Brian’s team had wanted him in the hospital, but he’d refused, knowing he would feel like he was dying if he was forced to a hospital bed. So far, the guy was managing his condition with medication, and by staying out of the car.

Finn thought about that night with Lancey. Hell, he’d done little more than think about it since he’d walked out of her place at dawn. She had been hard to leave—a part of him had wanted to stay in her arms and in her sweet house filled with memories and stories. But he’d known that was hiding from her and the feelings she stirred in him. And he’d never been a coward. So he’d walked away, like he’d told her he would, and he’d come back here. To the life he’d carved for himself, a life that was no longer certain.

He’d asked Larry to give him another chance, but could he really risk the lives of his team and the other drivers in the room? Larry wouldn’t do that. Driving was an expensive sport and he knew that if he wasn’t one hundred percent, then Larry would send him to the trailer and give Danny his ride.

He hated the thought of that, but there wasn’t much he could do. He knew how dangerous a vehicle could be. Hell, his own sister had died in a horrible wreck that had devastated the entire family. He’d missed a race for her funeral and had thought that saying goodbye to his baby sister had been the worst feeling in the world. Losing Rose had left him shaken and feeling hollow, but if he lost driving too? He’d lose it. Not like Braden, who just worked harder and drank harder. No, he’d really lose it. He remembered that night at the saloon and Lancey. He’d never had a problem enjoying a woman for an evening and then moving on.

But Lancey had been on his mind and in his dreams ever since then. Maybe it was because she’d been so honest, so open and vulnerable with him. And even then, her strength was obvious. He admired that in her—that kind of strength was something he’d never found. He’d always punched and fought his way through his feelings until they went away instead of admitting he had them. He’d thought about her when he’d landed at the airport and driven up to Laguna Seca where they raced. He had seen all of the fans coming in early to get their camping spots and start settling in for the race weekend. It had felt like home, but he wasn’t sure it was anymore. At least, not at this moment.

The meeting broke up and when he stepped out, Zim and Danny went to grab lunch. Finn just hung back as he noticed Larry waiting for him. He knew this couldn’t be good. If Larry wanted to speak to him, they must have gotten back the results.

“What’s up?”

“I need to talk to you in the trailer,” Larry said.

“Frack.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” he said. “But I don’t want to discuss this out here. Too many ears.”

Finn followed Larry to the big air-conditioned trailer of the Number 73 racing team. On the walls of the trailer were pictures of all the drivers—the team had three—in their uniforms, along with the backups like Danny. There were also framed photos of each of the wins and as Finn walked by them, he felt that pit of anger growing in his stomach.

He wasn’t ready to let go of this life.

“Sit down, Finn.”

“I’d rather stand.”

Larry shook his head and gave a wry laugh. “Damn, boy, I remember how stubborn you were when your mom brought you to see me at Texas Motor Speedway. You remember that?”

“I do, sir,” he said. His mom had defied his dad and driven him up to Arlington and the speedway to meet with Larry so that she could find out how to get him on track to being a NASCAR driver one day. “I’m only sorry she didn’t get to see me drive and win.”

“Me too. You’ve got a ton of talent and I think you still have some wins in you. But that blood clot is still there, and the doctor isn’t hopeful that it’s going to clear up in time for you to race this weekend.”

He nodded. Keep it together, he warned himself. “What about next weekend in Chicago?”

“We think it would be best if you took the rest of the season off. Keep taking the blood thinners and seeing your own specialist. Once the season is over, we’ll see how things go.”

His life was over. He’d had a feeling it might come to this but still, he was surprised at how hard it hurt. He just nodded and walked out of the trailer. He didn’t want to die but this was his career. He knew Larry and the doctors were trying to frame it in a way that made it look like he had options, but DVT wasn’t something that could be toyed with. He shook his head. He might as well admit it—it was over.

[image: *]*

Finn was in a bad mood as he got back from the owners’ trailer, especially when he walked into his pit area. His team all looked up at him and then immediately turned back to the jobs they’d been doing before.

“Do y’all know?” he asked.

“Yes. We heard the news and we’re getting the car set up for Danny to drive,” Zim said.

“Of course, you are. You had to know.”

“Nobody likes it,” Zim said. “But there’s not much anyone can do about it. Their decision is final.”

“I know. They made that pretty damn clear. Also, it sucks that this weekend I’m riding the Outlaw Tequila wrap on the car and I won’t be behind the wheel.” Finn turned away before he threw something. He wanted to punch someone and start a big fight because then maybe he could get these damned feelings out. He was mad of course, but also scared of what the clot could do. Hell, he could have a stroke or a heart attack. What if they never let him drive again? He didn’t know anything but driving. He didn’t want to go back to Last Stand with his tail between his legs because his body was too damned weak to do what it did best.

God, even that sentence made him feel like a pussy. He had never been the biggest guy in the room, but everyone had always known that he was the toughest—he’d proven it with his fists or his skills on the track.

Now he had issues with a part of his body…that he couldn’t exercise, couldn’t see and didn’t understand. The doctor had mentioned deep vein thrombosis as the culprit, but that sounded like a damned old lady disease, not something a guy in his twenties should be dealing with.

Zim kept his eye on him and he knew he had to pull it together. The team owners were the bosses, but this crew looked to him as the leader. “Tell me what I can do to help,” Finn said. “We’re going to make sure that Danny wins this race because this is the best damned team racing this year.”

“Good to hear that,” Zim said, relief obvious in his voice. “I think he’ll need your notes from when you took the practice laps. They might put him at the back of the pack since we’re switching drivers. We’ll see what’s decided. But he’s going to need your notes so he knows what he’s up against. We’ve had a bit of weather change since yesterday and who knows what it will be like on Sunday.”

Talking about the race and then going and talking to Zim and Danny helped him appear normal—at least, he thought he was doing a pretty damned good job of it—until Danny got into his car with the Outlaw Tequila wrap and drove off to do some practice runs. Then Finn had to walk away. He walked straight back to his trailer with his aviator-style sunglasses on and ignored everyone who even looked like they were going to talk to him.

As soon as he was in the trailer, he kicked the bench and thought about punching the wall but his foot went through the bottom of the bench and he started cursing. He was an effing idiot. He glanced down at his foot and saw it was starting to swell. The doctor wasn’t going to be happy with him when he saw this. This kind of injury could be extremely dangerous with his DVT.

He cursed as he limped over to the medical facility and then stood outside of it. He didn’t want to admit he was a short-tempered idiot and then have to face the team owners again, but he also couldn’t ignore this. With his condition, it could turn deadly.

He limped in and Candi—the nurse who normally flirted with him when he came in—smiled and then realized he was limping and came over to help him.

“What happened?”

“Something stupid,” he said. “I need to see the doc.”

“Definitely. Lean on the counter and I’ll get a wheelchair,” Candi said. “You’re losing a lot of blood.”

What? He looked down at his foot, and sure enough, it was covered in blood. He sank into the wheelchair when she brought it over and she pushed him down the hall to the examination room. She put a temporary bandage on his foot, and then left, leaving him waiting for the doctor who came in a few minutes later.

“I’m not sure what you thought I meant earlier,” he said after examining him and giving instructions to the nurse to stitch and bandage his foot and get a brace for him. “But this is a dangerous time for your body. You can’t sit for too long and you shouldn’t get into situations where you are bleeding like this. Finnegan, this is a life-threatening condition. You have to take care of your body if you want to get behind the wheel again.”

Finn nodded. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“That’s a luxury you don’t have anymore. You need to be more regimented,” he said.

Finn nodded and when the doctor left, he realized he wasn’t sure what to do next. He felt alone and scared. Maybe since he couldn’t keep speeding his way through life, it was time to go back home. He had to admit that Last Stand—and Lancey—had been calling to him since he left. But he wasn’t sure either of them was ready for him to come back in the shape he was in.
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Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she glanced down at the screen—it was a local area code on the caller ID, but the label said unknown caller. She wondered if it was Police Chief Highwater, who’d said he’d keep an ear out for a job for her. But he’d called from the Last Stand Police office the last time.

Keeping an eye on Lane, she answered the call. She only hoped it wasn’t a telemarketer.

“Hello?”

“Lancey? It’s Finn,” he said. His voice was low and deep and there was something in his tone that made her heart race. She’d missed him.

“Hey, what’s up?”

He didn’t say anything, and the silence just built on the line, making her wonder what was going on.

“Are you okay?”

Still more silence. She was about to text Braden to call his brother when he finally responded.

“No. No, I’m not.”
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All around him, people were going about their business. Other drivers nodded as they went past his trailer and crew members kept their heads down. News traveled fast through the racing world and it seemed everyone knew what he’d done, and that he’d been put on leave.

Finn hadn’t known who else to call. He just knew that Lancey was an easy person to talk to, even if they didn’t know each other all that well. Back when they’d been kids, she’d been Braden’s friend, not his. But because of their night together, he felt incredibly close to her.

“What’s wrong?”

“I can’t drive,” he said. “I tried to think of someone who’d understand where I’m coming from and…well, you came to mind, since you told me how you feel about not being in the service anymore, so…”

Finn leaned against his trailer, his foot in a boot. He was supposed to stay and help Zim get ready, but the team had all seen him hobbling around. His crew chief had suggested he take his time and go back to Texas for a few weeks, and Finn was starting to think that was a good idea. Everyone wanted what was best for him. And in his current mindset, he wasn’t being of much help at the track.

“What happened? Did the doctor not clear you?” she asked.

“No, he didn’t. And it’s a bit more serious than I let on. I have deep vein thrombosis. They’ve put me on blood thinners, but I can’t sit in the car for as long as it takes to complete a race because staying in the same position aggravates it,” he said. “I have to drive back to Texas and I was wondering…do you and Lane want to fly out here and drive back with me? I’d pay for everything, including the wages you’d lose, if you would. But it would be better—and faster—if I didn’t have to be in the driver’s seat for the whole trip home.”

“Will this condition go away in time?” she asked.

“They can’t say for sure,” he said.

He realized that he was asking a lot of her. Braden or Cal might come, but they were both busy. And they’d ask the questions that he was counting on Lancey not asking. They’d want to know what his plan was, how he was going to bounce back from this? Especially Cal.

“Let me talk to Braden. I made plans for the weekend, but I can cancel them,” she said.

“Well, hell. I feel like an ass for just assuming you were free. If you can’t do it—”

“Finn, stop. I want to help you, I just need to make some arrangements first. Can I get back to you? This is your cell, right?”

“Yeah. I got your number from Braden. Hope you don’t mind,” he said.

“If you called him, did you tell him what was going on?” she asked.

“I texted and just asked. I think he is trying to play matchmaker,” Finn said.

“Yeah, he said as much to me earlier. Listen if we do this, it has to be as friends. No more sex, okay?” she asked.

He had known in his gut that calling her had been the right decision, but her bluntness and the honesty confirmed it. He knew where he stood with her and she lived her life on her own terms. She wouldn’t care that he was going to be ticked off for a few more weeks while he figured out what he was going to do next.

“Sure, darling,” he said.

She sighed. “No being charming, either. Just be you.”

“I don’t know how to be anyone else,” he said.

“Good,” she responded. “Laney, saddle up, buddy. We have to get back to the shop.” Then, to Finn, she said, “I have to go. I’ll call or text in a few hours, once I’ve sorted everything out. I’m not sure where to fly to.”

“We have a family jet that we keep over at Devil’s Rock. I’ll let Cal know you’re coming, okay?”

“Yeah, go ahead. But wait until I get back and tell Braden. I don’t want him to hear it secondhand,” she said.

“I’ll wait fifteen minutes. Is that enough time?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Thank you for thinking of me, Finn. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen the next time we talked because of our night together. And…well, you made this pretty nice.”

“That’s because you’re a nice lady and I can be a decent guy,” he said, knowing his own faults better than most.

“You’re more decent than you give yourself credit for,” she said. “Bye.”

She hung up before he could say goodbye and he stood there, his foot aching, listening to the familiar sounds that had been his world for most of his life. He’d never wanted to be anywhere but at the track. And he knew that he was going to struggle, being away from here. But after his outburst—private though it was—he knew he didn’t have much option. Everyone at the track thought some time away would be the best thing for him.

“You okay?”

He glanced up to see Danny standing there. The kid looked young and both nervous and excited. Finn remembered his first ride in the big race. Danny was a good driver and up-and-comer who would do good behind the wheel.

“Hell, I don’t know,” he said. “I’d like to say yes, but I think we’d both know it was bullshit.”

“I know. What can I do?”

“Nothing. I have to sort this out for myself,” he said. “Most of the time, the treatment for DVT takes about six months, but I’m hoping that I can speed that up. Larry’s not going to take any chances with me or the car.”

“No, he’s not. I’ll cover for you as long as you need me, to, Finn, but we both know who the better driver is. How about if you keep me posted on your progress with the DVT and all that? So that when you’re ready to jump back in the driver’s seat, you know exactly what’s been going on.”

Finn nodded. Danny clapped a hand on his shoulder. “You gave me a break when no one else would. I appreciate the chance to drive, but I don’t like doing it at your expense.”

“Well you know I think those other morons missed out on you. I’m glad it’s you, Danny. I think that makes it easier.”

Danny gave him a bro hug and then walked away. Finn went into his trailer and saw the kicked-in bench. He had to stop letting his temper get the best of him. He’d always looked like his mom—everyone said so—but inside, he was very much like his father—hot-tempered and mean. But he could be better. He was going to be better. And he hoped a few days on the road with Lancey and Lane would give him a chance to prove to himself—and everyone else—that he was more than just a driver. More than the wild middle brother who took off when life got sticky.


Chapter Seven


Lancey made all of the arrangements and was surprised at how easy it was for her to get away. This was the first time since she’d gotten out of the military that she’d had anything like this to do. While she’d been in the Marines, nothing was ever spur-of-the-moment and this…well, it was like watching Lane do tricks on his broomstick horse—unexpected, yet somehow fun.

This was her new normal, she thought, as Cal and Amelia dropped her off at the Devil’s Rock airfield and Travis Sullivan greeted her and Lane. Everyone came on board the G-9 jet and Cal showed her where everything was. She’d brought food with her from home because she hadn’t known if Lane would get hungry or not.

“I can’t believe it’s only been three hours since Finn called. I swear I’ve never done anything at the drop of a hat.”

Amelia started laughing and hugged her. “I know the feeling. These Delaney men don’t wait around when they make up their minds.”

“No they don’t,” she said. “Uh, it’s not like you and Cal, though. Finn and I are just friends.”

Amelia just shook her head and shrugged at her. “You might see it that way, but he called you and not his brothers to come help him out.”

“I think he just considers me a lost soul, like he is,” Lancey said.

“It looked like more than a lost soul the other night at the saloon.”

Lancey fiddled with her duffel bag, trying to fit it under the seat. “That night…wasn’t the norm. It was just me trying to not be me.”

Amelia sat down beside her and lifted Lane onto her lap. “I know what you mean. Coming back to Last Stand…it’s coming home but it’s also facing everything that you ran away from. You are so much more together than I was. But still, it’s always hard coming home.”

Lancey looked up at the other woman who’d been a supermodel and was the daughter of two of the most respected people in Last Stand. “I don’t for a second believe that you’re more of a mess than I am.”

“Well, believe it. You were so efficient getting ready for this trip. I wouldn’t even have had my toothbrush packed yet.”

“I am used to moving out quickly when I get orders,” she said, then chuckled. “Do not tell Finn I said that. I think it’ll go to his head.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” Amelia said.

Cal came out of the cockpit where he’d been talking to the pilot. “I know Finn won’t want you to keep me updated—he thinks I’m trying to be controlling…” Cal said. “But if you don’t mind checking in from the road, I’d appreciate it.”

“We will FaceTime every night like we usually do. Lane’s going to want to chat with you both. Thank you for allowing me to keep him this weekend,” she said, knowing how much Cal and Amelia loved having Lane with them.

“Finn doesn’t ask for much,” Cal said. “It’s the least I could do.” Then he turned to his nephew. “See ya soon, buddy,” he said, hugging Lane. “You keep an eye on Auntie and on Uncle Finn for me.”

“I will, Unca.”

He passed Lane over to Amelia who hugged him and then set him in his booster seat on the plane. They buckled him in and Lancey stood there in front of these two people who were the closest thing she had to family these days, and didn’t know what to say. She was afraid this was going to be super awkward, but Amelia beat her to the punch by hugging her and Cal patted her shoulder.

“Be safe,” Cal said.

The plane took off, and in a few short hours, they were back on the ground. And when she stepped out, Finn was waiting.

He was leaning against a big old Chevy truck, his legs crossed at the ankles, arms crossed over his chest and dark sunglasses on. He straightened as Lane, restless after being on the plane for so long, ran toward him.

“Unca!”

Finn scooped him up and by the time she’d gotten to his side, he had put Lane back on the ground. She stood there awkwardly a few feet from him, waiting for some sign from Finn about how to act. But he wasn’t giving her anything but the hots. He looked better than she should be noticing. She thought he was sick, but he sure didn’t look like it. He looked sexy.

She noted the boot on his left foot and then glanced back up to find him watching her with that gray gaze of his. “It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too,” she said. “Is this the vehicle we will be using for the next few days?”

“Wow, straight to business,” he said.

“What do you expect from me?” she asked, realizing that all the calm she’d felt from the moment he’d called her was a lie. “You left without a word, and the next time I hear from you, you’re asking for a favor. I’m not sure how to handle this,” she said.

“Fair enough. Let’s clear the air first,” he said. “But how about we do it from the hotel suite I booked for us for the night. Lane can play and you can tell me everything that’s on your mind.”

“I have a lot to say,” she warned him. She hadn’t realized, until she saw him now, how mad she was at the way he’d left. Sure, she’d known it would be just one night. And with his reputation, she hadn’t expected more than that. But to wake up alone…

“I think you have a right to say it. I shouldn’t have left that way,” he admitted.

“Why did you?” she asked.

She probably didn’t want to know. It was just his MO and she should leave it at that.

“I left because I knew if I didn’t go while you were sleeping, I wouldn’t go at all,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because I like you, Lancey. I’m not used to still wanting to stay after a night like we shared.”

Then, without another word, he scooped up her duffel bag and Lane’s small GOING TO GRANDMA’S suitcase and walked away.
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Lane was exhausted after his day of travel and the bath they gave him in the garden tub in the hotel suite rejuvenated him briefly. He curled up next to Lancey, who lifted him onto her lap while they searched the channels for something suitable for a toddler to watch. Finn ordered room service, wondering what exactly Lancey was going to say to him once Lane finally fell asleep.

He knew he deserved whatever anger she had to direct at him. It wasn’t as if leaving had been a great idea. He’d known the moment he’d left her sleeping in her bed that at some point, he was going to have to deal with both the woman and the feelings she’d stirred in him. But he needed to prove that nothing had changed.

Had he ever been more stupid? He was pretty sure he had been. After all, those hours in his Mustang, driving from Last Stand to California and then to a private airport in the Sonoma area north of the Laguna Seca racetrack had just worsened his DVT issues and it hadn’t really helped him escape the feelings he had for Lancey. Just watching her holding Lane and talking quietly to him was enough to make him realize how much he cared for her.

“I’ve ordered chicken nuggets for Lane and the chef’s special for us,” he said, coming back over. “Did you find a TV show?”

“No,” Lancey said. “He wants us to read him a story.”

“Great. I have his favorites stored on my tablet,” Finn said. “I’ll grab it.”

He noticed the surprised look on Lancey’s face. He just shot her a smile as he turned to go get the tablet. When he’d been growing up, his mom had always made story time special for him and his siblings. And when everything happened with Rose, reading to Lane was the only way he could sit with his nephew without losing it. So he’d downloaded all of his old favorites and all of Rose’s, too. When their mom got sick, she’d made him promise that he would read to Rose every night, so he knew which ones his sister had liked.

He might be an outlaw at heart, but he always kept his promises.

He came back into the living room and Lane’s little face lit up when he saw the tablet. The cover had his team’s logo on it, and looking at it gave Finn a pang. He knew that unless he got the DVT under control, there was a pretty good chance that he might never drive again.

“Which story should we read first?”

“Dinosaur.”

“Got it,” he said, scrolling down the list until he found DANNY THE DINOSAUR by Syd Hoff. “I loved this story as a kid.”

“Me too,” Lancey said. “TJ did, as well.”

“Yay!” Lane said, clapping his hands as the brightly colored cover popped up on the screen. Then his nephew scampered onto Finn’s lap and he wrapped his arms around him, holding the tablet with one hand.

“Can you help me out by tapping to turn the page?” he asked Lane.

“Yep,” Lane said.

Finn settled in to read the story and tried to pretend that this was okay. That life was okay. He needed to be his cool uncle self. Not the freaked-out guy who, since Rose’s death, felt like his life was falling apart. He couldn’t get into a fight because of the DVT, and he had to avoid any accidents that might cause bleeding. He couldn’t enjoy reading to Lane because it made him miss his baby sister. And he couldn’t have mindless sex with someone who would walk away, because the only woman he wanted was sitting three feet away on the couch and glaring at him when she thought he wasn’t looking.

F—him.

Lane asked for another story and Finn let him pick the next title while Lancey got up to open the suite door for the room service delivery. He tried not to notice the way her jeans cupped her ass and made her legs seem like they went on forever. She had dinner set up on the table and Lane maneuvered himself off the couch and walked over to her.

Finn knew he needed to join them but he just tipped his head back on the couch and stared up at the ceiling. He wasn’t sure what he had been thinking when he’d called Lancey. Thinking she was the safest person for him to travel with had been delusional at best. He admitted he wanted her again—he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her—but did that make this move even dumber?

He hoped not.

For both of their sakes.

“Dinner, Unca,” Lane said.

Finn stood up, forgot he had the compression boot on his foot and stumbled before catching himself. But he cursed, which made Lane’s eyes go wide.

“That’s a no-no word,” Lane said.

“Well, I hurt my foot,” Finn snapped at Lane.

The little boy moved behind Lancey’s legs and she frowned at him as she rubbed Lane’s back.

“I’m sorry,” Finn said, going over to Lane and stooping down. “I didn’t mean to lose my temper.”

Lane just nodded and sucked on his thumb. Lancey scooped him up and cuddled him to her. “Uncle Finn isn’t feeling good.”

“Do you have a boo-boo?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, kiddo,” he said.

Lancey handed Lane to him. Finn held out his arms and Lane came to him. He had to be careful—he didn’t want to do any more damage to Lane. His nephew needed to be surrounded by people who loved him and took care of him. Not people who easily lost their tempers.

He would do better, he promised himself.

Lancey put Lane’s booster seat on one of the chairs and secured it before lifting him up into it and buckling him in. “Dinner will probably help him feel better.”

“I’m not hangry.”

“I know,” Lancey said as he joined them at the table and sat down. “I think you’re just angry.”

“Not tonight,” he said. “Not while I’m eating dinner with two of my favorite people.”


Chapter Eight


Lancey tucked Lane into the crib that Finn had requested and left the door to the bedroom ajar before going back into the main room of the suite. Finn had been subdued after snapping at Lane, but made it a point to act like the doting uncle for the rest of the evening. But she could sense the tension in him.

He wasn’t a man who was used to being sidelined. She remembered what he’d been like when they were kids—he’d always been racing somewhere. He started driving go-carts from the time he was old enough to sit behind the wheel. The Delaney clan had their share of outlaws in their past, and they were all still a little wild, something Police Chief Highwater had warned her about when she’d applied for a job. Obviously, he’d heard about her night at the saloon with Finn.

Finn had the need for speed built into his DNA. She’d never understood that. TJ had had the same need to burn through life, whereas she’d always taken the slower, steadier route. It suited her.

“He went down easy,” Finn said when she came back into the room.

She noticed he had an unopened bottle of tequila on the table in front of him and a shot glass next to it. She wasn’t too sure, but she didn’t think drinking while on blood thinners was a good idea.

“He did. Um…listen I don’t want to be your mom and you can do whatever you want but…should you be drinking while you are taking medicine?” she asked. “I know that Cal will kill me if I let anything happen to you.”

He nodded and twisted to sit more in the corner of the sofa, the same way he had in her place that night that felt like a lifetime ago. He lifted his foot that wasn’t in the compression boot and set it on the glass coffee table.

“I’m not drinking. I pulled it out of my bag before I realized I couldn’t have it, that’s all. Then I put it there to remind myself that things had changed. But I can’t seem to get my head around it. I’ll tell you right now, darling, I’m a mess.”

She almost smiled because Finn Delaney wasn’t what she would describe as a mess. As an MP, she’d seen her share of people who had lost their shit, and he wasn’t anywhere close. But it was clear he didn’t like his new circumstances.

She had promised herself she’d take him to task for what he’d done to her. The anger she’d felt when she’d first seen him at the airfield had surprised her, but it was genuine. She knew herself well enough to realize she had to say something, or her anger would continue to fester inside her. She just wasn’t the kind of woman who could ignore it.

“You’ll figure it out,” she said. “I mean you turned the thing with Lane right around tonight. You’re smart enough to get through this.”

“Yeah, I know I will. I just hate feeling this way. It’s been a long year so far and it’s only June,” he said. “Tonight is the kind of night that I’d usually get drunk and then get in a fight or get laid. Only I can’t. Those aren’t options anymore.”

Those words just fanned the spark of anger that she’d banked to be the supportive friend he needed. “Oh, sorry. I’m watching Lane, so if you want to go out, feel free.”

Honestly, she knew the kind of man he was. He’d warned her before she’d climbed onto his lap and then invited him to stay the night in her bed. He wasn’t a forever kind of guy. He lived life at full throttle and even a serious disease like DVT wouldn’t keep him on the sidelines. Not for long.

“Darling, I don’t want another woman. I want you,” he said, his voice low and laconic, all Texan drawl and smooth summer heat.

She turned away from him. Why was he saying this now? Because he was ill and unsure of himself?

Hell, why wouldn’t he think of her as a sure thing? She’d immediately flown to his side, just hours after he’d asked. But she hadn’t come to be his booty call. Surely, he knew that. “I’m not here for sex.”

“No, you’re not,” he agreed, surprising her. “Hence me saying… Hell, I sound like Bray. I can’t believe I said hence.”

She smiled, knowing he was trying to make her more relaxed. “That is something he’d say. He’s so fussy with his words sometimes.”

“He thinks it makes people forget he’s so young. One of the downsides to being uber smart like my little brother is that no one takes him seriously,” Finn said.

“Yeah, until he drops the hence bomb,” she said smiling. “I am still mad about the way you left, though.”

“I know. Let me have it. I deserve it. Don’t let the fact that I’m not one hundred percent stop you in any way,” he said, giving her what she could only describe as his most charming look.

“Oh, I won’t,” she said, but as she moved around to the armchair across from where he sat, she wasn’t sure she could berate him. Her anger wasn’t the explosive kind. No, it was more quiet, because she knew that the hurt he’d given her went deeper than she wanted to admit—to him, or her.

He shifted to face her and then used his hands to lever his booted foot up next to his other one. “Don’t hold back.”

She sighed. “I know we had said one night—that was the arrangement—but the way you left…it made it feel cheap. And I was left worrying about how I would react when I saw or talked to you again. We should have said goodbye as lovers that morning so that we could move on to being friends. You stole that from me and now I can’t see a way to move forward.”

“I can.”

“How?”
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Finn knew he had to make changes. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what came next. There wasn’t another race to be won, but there were definitely decisions to be made. That bottle of tequila was just Step One in becoming a different man, Finn 2.0, a better version of himself. One who didn’t curse and fight and…hell, one who didn’t leave. He’d hated that about himself, but he’d never been able to stick around. He was going home, back to Last Stand. He didn’t know if he’d ever race again, and the only thing he’d experienced that came close to that high, was being with Lancey. Maybe starting something with Lancey was part of the answer.

She was a better person than he’d ever be. He knew that from that one night they’d spent together but also from all the stories he’d heard about her since the accident in April that had killed both of their siblings. She’d left her job—a career that she had loved, according to Braden—to come back and raise her nephew because she knew that Lane needed her. That was something he might be able to learn from her.

“I’m waiting,” she said.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “What if we don’t say goodbye? What if it wasn’t just one night?”

“What if? Are you asking me for something more or waiting to see if I want more?” she asked. “I’m not guessing what you are thinking. I want to know that you want me. I don’t want to have to guess if I’m some sort of distraction while you can’t race. Be honest with me, Finn.”

Honesty.

Just the blunt way she spoke made him sweat. She was the kind of woman who didn’t mince words and he was feeling around in the dark, trying to find his way out of this deep, dark hole where he couldn’t do the thing he’d always done, couldn’t be the man he’d been for way too long. And she was asking him…

He glanced up and saw the way she sat there, her long brown hair pulled back in that tight ponytail she customarily wore, her face free of makeup… And she was looking at him with the most earnest expression he’d ever seen.

He couldn’t lie to her. He couldn’t. That would make him worse than his father had been.

“I don’t know. I want you. I want to see you again. The thought of being with another woman doesn’t interest me. You’re the only one I want. Can I say if that’s because this has been a crappy year or if I’m finally maturing? No. I won’t lie to you, darling. I just don’t know more than that.”

She shifted forward in her chair. “Last Stand is a small community, Finn. You know that we can’t start something without people noticing. I just don’t want to look like a fool.”

He didn’t want that either. Damn. Never in his life had he felt so unsure. He had always just taken what he wanted and rode out on a cloud of dust when things ended. But Lancey had a point. This was their hometown. She wasn’t a woman he could visit without someone noticing. His brothers would know. Braden, who loved Lancey like she was his sister, would know. And he wouldn’t tolerate Finn hurting her.

Finn didn’t want that.

Could he be the kind of man that she needed?

“I get it,” he said. “I never want you to feel bad about anything between us. I shouldn’t have left that morning without a word, but I have trouble talking about my feelings. I’m just not that kind of man, you know?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I do. I’m not asking you to suddenly be Mr. Romance. The women in my family are strong and have gotten along fine without a man, in every generation. But if you are going to be with me, at least let’s give it a good shot. I don’t mind if you want to hook up because you’re not sure what’s going on and we’re attracted to each other. That’s one thing. But if you want to date and have a relationship, make sure that’s what you want. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Don’t mess with your heart,” he said. He wasn’t even sure he could. She was strong, way stronger than he was. She’d never be sitting in front of a bottle of tequila battling her demons. She’d face them head-on and fight them until she had no fight left in her.

He wanted her and she looked like the only path out of this darkness that was threatening him.

“Exactly,” she said, standing up and walking over to sit down next to him. “So, what’s it going to be? Friends with benefits or something more?”

He’d been accused his entire life of being too fast to stay in Last Stand, of running through life at three hundred miles per hour. But at this moment, standing stock still in a hotel room with Lancey Maverick, he realized that he’d been going in circles, showing off and pretending that he could handle whatever hazard might show up on the road in front of him. And he had only just realized what a load of crap that was.

She was watching him, almost daring him to take a chance on her. He’d never been able to resist a challenge, but he knew from watching Cal and Amelia fall for each other that love shouldn’t be a challenge. Should it?

He had no clue. He only knew he needed to make changes in his life…and he definitely wanted to be more than her booty call. If he could figure out where this detour was taking him and Lancey, maybe everything would fall into place.

“Something more,” he said. “But you have to know I’m new at this.”

“What makes you think I’m not?” she asked.

“Damn, darling, you always surprise me.”

“That’s because you don’t know me.”
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“Yet,” he said. “I don’t know you yet.”

She couldn’t believe what she’d just done, how she’d asked him for clarity, and he’d given it. She had never been in a steady relationship because she was on deployment and to be honest, she had no idea what one would look like. Her dad had split after TJ had been born, and Lancey scarcely remembered him. Gramps had been gone long before she’d been born. So she’d never had that nuclear family image in her head as something she wanted. But she had to admit, being back in Last Stand, being alone, had made her realize that she wanted more than just herself.

Not because she couldn’t handle life on her own but because as Delilah had proven, when she’d invited her out to the Dragonfly, life was nicer with others in it. She wanted to start making real bonds with others. Not just Red and Braden. Because as strong as their friendship was, she was realizing with Lane that she needed something more. She hated that.

But there it was. She missed her mom and Gran and she had no close women friends. She’d always been more comfortable either by herself or with the guys. But with Finn, it was different. He made her aware of being a woman. And not just for taking care of her sexual needs.

When he’d said he wanted more, she couldn’t help pushing for what she sort of wanted. Maybe it had been hidden deep inside forever, or maybe it was having Lane in her life. Looking after her nephew had already made her rethink not having kids. Who knew?

It seemed to her that lately the more she tried to make plans for her life, the more the universe laughed and said yeah, right.

“Yet. You make that sound so tantalizing,” she said. “What if you don’t like me? What if I don’t like you?”

He started laughing. “Then hopefully, we can go back to being friends. Neither of us has to sneak out in the middle of the night. I think we’ll be able to make this work on our terms.”

She liked the sound of that. “I don’t have any examples of what a couple should be. My mom and Gran were all I had, and in the Marines, I was part of a unit not a couple.”

“Me too. I think I was always sort of leery of getting involved like that because it seemed like it wasn’t for me. But I have to say—and I’ll deny this if you repeat it because Cal will give me shit for it—seeing him and Amelia get together and how it made Cal…well happier? I wouldn’t mind that.”

She smiled. She knew what he meant. Cal had a way of being right and then reminding everyone that he was right, in the nicest possible way. “I won’t tell him. But I get what you’re saying. Okay. So, we are doing this?”

“Yeah, I think we are,” he said. “So…”

So? Did he want to have sex with her? Was that what he wanted? She wasn’t sure she could get comfortable with Lane sleeping in the other room.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Tell me something I don’t know about you,” he said.

“I applied for a job at the police office,” she said. “Also, I just agreed to hang out with Delilah and her friends.”

He smiled at her and her heart started racing. Maybe she could fool around with him a little bit even if Lane was in the other room.

“That’s good,” he said. “I’ll have to figure out what I’m going to do. I’m on extended medical leave, but driving is pretty cutthroat. I know my team manager wants to have a driver who can win and that means driving every week, so I don’t know where that leaves me. Even if I get healthy again this season…I just don’t know.”

She realized he couldn’t talk about it. She shifted closer to him and gave him a hug. She meant for it to be a quick show of comfort but she sort of fell into him and her hand brushed over his groin. Then she tried to get up but ended up sort of petting his crotch. She felt his erection grow under her hand and shifted away from him.

“That wasn’t what I intended to do,” she said.

“I liked it.”

“I could tell,” she said. “I wanted to hug you and let you know it will be all right. When I asked for early discharge, I had no idea what was waiting for me. Hell, I still don’t know, but I’ve found that it’s not the end of the world when you change careers. I think…it might even lead to better things. Different things, for sure.”

“Different things?”

“Yes. Like you and me and Lane taking a two-day road trip. That’s not something either of us planned on, is it?”

“No. It’s not,” he said. “You know what?”

“What?” she asked, as she crossed her legs underneath her and turned to face him. She was closer than before and noticed the way he had sunlines around his eyes and how they crinkled when he smiled. He really was almost too gorgeous for her to look at. It had been easier when she’d been ticked off at him, or when she’d been negotiating with him. But now that she’d accidentally turned him on, and she was so close she could feel his body heat, she couldn’t help but feel all warm and gooey inside. The way he’d made her feel under the moon on that night.

“I want to kiss you,” he said.

“Good. I want that, too,” she responded.


Chapter Nine


She straddled him on the couch. The sound of the television was muted in the background and she felt the same way she had that first night under the moon and the branches of the oak tree. Finn was different here in California. He was angry and moody but there was more to it.

He was confident and sexy, something he’d been that night in Last Stand, but something else was going on with him too. He seemed…well, human. Before she’d looked at him and seen the sexy racing god that he was. But now, she saw his vulnerability. When he’d spoken about his team manager wanting to win, she’d heard something in his voice that she’d never heard before—something close to fear.

Finn Delaney was many things, but scared wasn’t one of them. So she suspected what she was hearing was more deep-down rage at not being able to do what he loved.

Lancey knew that something wasn’t right with Finn, but as he put his hands on her backside and leaned in closer to kiss her, she didn’t question it. She wanted to find out if that incredible night had been a fluke. Maybe because she’d been too long without a partner. And while her vibrator was good, it hadn’t even come close to the orgasm she’d had with Finn.

Finn’s hands on her back felt solid and strong. She knew this was happening but it also felt like a dream. She’d been living half in the real world, half in this fantasy since she’d driven to Devil’s Rock, gotten on the jet and flown to California. This wasn’t her reality. While being a mom to Lane wasn’t in her wheelhouse either, this kind of jet-set lifestyle was completely foreign to her. This luxury suite wasn’t suited for her any more than Finn was—at least the Finn he used to be. He might have suggested they date and figure things out later, but she knew that this could only be temporary. Still, she intended to enjoy it.

He tugged her shirt from the waistband of her trousers and she felt the coolness of the air-conditioning on her skin before the heat of his hands on her back. His mouth hovered closer to her own but he made no move to kiss her, just kept eye contact with her. The intensity of his gaze made her shiver. She put her hands over his, stopping him from lifting her shirt. Now that they were doing it, she wasn’t as confident as she’d been earlier.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked, putting her hands on either side of his face. His gray eyes were mysterious as she searched for answers. She pushed herself to her feet and walked a few feet away from him, standing in front of the plate glass windows that looked over the rolling hills of Southern California.

“More sure than I am of anything else,” he said, coming up behind her. He put his hands under her T-shirt to rest on her stomach, then dropped his head on her shoulder. She stood stock still, enjoying the heat of his body against hers, the feel of him so solid against her. She remembered this. She’d thought she’d simply dreamed it when they’d slept together but now knew she hadn’t imagined it.

They fit perfectly together. She wanted to believe it was something that would be mirrored in their real lives, but she was afraid she was deluding herself. Finding someone to share this road she was on, one where she had no idea where it led, was just wishful thinking on her part. She wanted to just let go and enjoy her time with him, but she’d done that the first time they’d slept together. Then, it had been spontaneous, meant to be a one-time thing, but this—this couldn’t just be written off as a wild night. This was them both consciously deciding to be lovers.

He turned her in his arms, and she let him. When they were facing each other, she realized that he was quite a bit taller than her. Funny that she hadn’t realized that before. But he hadn’t held her this close last time. Not like this.

He gave her that rakish half smile of his before tracing his thumb over her lower lip.

“I’ve been thinking of your mouth,” he said. “It turns me on.”

“It does? Thank you,” she stammered, not sure what to make of him. The men she’d been with before Finn had been all about getting the job done. But this…

He gave a small laugh, and as he moved, he dipped his thumb into her mouth. “No problem. I have to admit it did get me into an uncomfortable situation during the driver’s meeting on Monday.”

“Finn.”

“All I could think about was kissing you again. But we’d said it was a one-time thing,” he said.

“I’ve thought about kissing you again, too,” she admitted.

He lowered his head slowly as he drew his finger from her mouth. He blocked out the light from the room and she felt her eyes start to close as his mouth touched hers. It was firm and full and oh, so delicious. He took his time kissing her and it was exactly what she wanted. He rubbed his lips back and forth over hers lightly until she parted her own, and then he exhaled into her mouth before his tongue rubbed over hers. The taste of him was more addictive than the premium Outlaw Tequila his family made. She craved more of his taste, and she opened her mouth wider to beckon him in.

He tasted of mint and man. She had missed this. How could she miss a one-night stand? But she had. She rubbed her tongue over his teeth before pushing in further. He closed his teeth carefully over her tongue and sucked on her. She shuddered in his arms, and using his shoulders for balance, she went up on her tiptoes to taste him more deeply.

He was dangerous. Not like his outlaw ancestors, but in a more insidious way. He made her long for things she’d never even known she wanted. And she liked it. She wanted more of him, wanted more from him than just super-hot kisses and red-hot sex.

She forced those thoughts aside. She’d just have to take it one night at a time. That was the only way she’d get through this. With her hands on his shoulders, she reached around to touch the hair at the nape of his neck. She ran her fingers through the strands, loving how silky smooth they were.

She felt him tracing a tantalizing pattern over her stomach and midriff with his fingers, then he dipped lower, toward the waistband of her pants. She sucked her stomach in and his touch moved south, his fingers deftly undoing the button fastener before moving lower. He cupped her mound and she parted her legs to give him better access.

She trembled and pulled her mouth back. He wriggled his eyebrows at her and then lifted his hand, pulling her T-shirt up and over her head. He threw it over his shoulder and then turned his attention to her breasts.

“I like this bra,” he said.

“I’m glad. I bought it with you in mind,” she admitted. She’d picked it up on a shopping trip after she’d realized how plain and boring her undergarments were. Finn had made her more aware of her body and when she was with him, she wanted to show it off to its best advantage.

“See, you knew once wouldn’t be enough, too,” he said, his fingers tracing a deliberate pattern over the globes of her breasts. The bra she wore had demi-cups and when she’d put it on, she’d realized she liked the shape of her body. She’d always been proud of her strength but never really aware of her femininity. Finn moved his fingers over her breasts, dipping beneath the material of her bra, and brushing over the edge of her nipple.

Exquisite shivers racked her body as he touched her. He reached around behind her and undid the clasp of her bra and then slowly drew it off her body. Once the material fell away, he took her wrists in his hands and moved a half step backward, holding her arms out to her sides.

She had always worked hard to keep in shape and she was very glad of that fact when she saw the way he looked at her. His gaze took in all of her, his eyes gleaming with appreciation.

He wrapped his hands around her waist and drew her to him, lifting her, but then stumbled for a minute. “Dammit. Wrap your legs around me.”

“I can walk.”

“No. I want to do it like this,” he said, turning so that his back was against the windows.

His mouth was on her breasts, his hands on her butt and he suckled her gently, nibbling at her nipples with his mouth as he massaged her backside. When he took her into his mouth, she felt everything inside of her tighten and her center grow moist.

He groaned and then she felt the world swirling around her as he turned and lowered them both to the floor. The carpet beneath her back was soft compared to the hardness of Finn. His mouth…oh God, she couldn’t even think. Sensation after sensation washed over her as he continued to suckle on her.

One of his heavy thighs parted her legs and nudged them apart and then he was between them. She felt the ridge of his cock rubbing against her pleasure center and she shifted against him to increase his touch where she needed it the most.

She wanted to touch him, had to hold him to her as his mouth moved from her breast down over her ribs and abdomen and to her belly button. He looked up at her and for a moment, she saw something almost feral in his eyes.

She realized he was trying to prove something to himself. She touched him then, held his face in her hands and lifted herself up to kiss him.

He lowered his head and nibbled at the skin of her belly, his tongue tracing the indentation of her belly button. Each time he dipped his tongue into her, she could almost feel her clit tingle. She shifted her hips to rub against him and he answered her with a thrust of his own hips.

His mouth moved lower, his hands moving to the waistband of her jeans and undoing the button, then slowly lowering the zipper. She felt the warmth of his breath on her lower belly and then the edge of his tongue as he traced the skin it revealed.

She moaned, “Finn.”

She’d never experienced anything like this—like him. She felt like she was out of control. Everything was speeding by her as she tried to find something to hold on to.

“Lift your hips,” he said.

Their eyes met and she found what she’d needed. Finn would keep her grounded. She planted her feet on the floor and lifted them up, feeling him draw her khaki chinos over her hips and down her thighs. She was left wearing the tiny black thong she’d put on this morning.

He palmed her through the panties, and she squirmed underneath him. She wanted more.

And he gave it to her. He moved his hand to her most intimate flesh, and then, with his mouth, he drew her underwear down only using his teeth. His hands kept moving over her stomach and thighs until she was completely naked and bare underneath him. Then he shifted back on his knees, moving his foot in the compression boot to the side as he knelt and stared down at her naked body.

“You are better than taking the checkered flag,” he said.

His voice was low and husky and made her blood flow heavier in her veins. Everything about this man seemed to make her hotter than she’d ever been before.

“It’s you, not me,” she said in a raspy voice. “You are the one who is making me…”

“I am going to make you climax harder than you ever have before,” he said.

She quivered at his words. His lips were against her skin, and she felt them all the way through her body. He lowered his head again and rubbed his chin over her mound. Just a back and forth motion that made her clit swell.

He parted her with his thumb and forefinger, and she felt the air against her most intimate flesh and then the brush of his tongue. It was so soft and wet, and she squirmed wanting—no needing—more from him.

He scraped his teeth over her, and she almost came right then. But he lifted his head and smiled up at her and she realized that Finn was determined to draw out the experience.

She gripped his shoulders as he teased her with his mouth and then tunneled her fingers through his hair, holding him closer to her as she lifted her hips. He moaned against her and the sound tickled her clit and sent chills racing through her body.

With his other hand, he traced the opening of her body, those large deft fingers making her squirm against him. Her breasts felt full and her nipples were tight as he pushed just the tip of his finger inside of her.

The first ripples of an orgasm started to pulse through her, but he pulled back, lifting his head and moving down her body, nibbling at the flesh of her legs. She was aching for him, needing more.

“Finn…”

“Yes?” he asked, lightly stroking her lower belly and then moving both hands to her breasts where he cupped the full globes.

“Please, Finn…”

“I’ll take care of you. Don’t worry,” he said.

“Now.”

She was actually shaking with need. She had played these kinds of games before, but tonight, her head wasn’t in it. She just wanted his big body moving over hers. She wanted his cock inside of her. She reached between their bodies and stroked him through his pants, then slowly lowered the tab of the zipper. But he caught her wrist and drew her hand up above her head.

He lowered his body over hers, so the soft fabric of his shirt brushed her breasts and stomach before she felt the hard muscles underneath. Then his thigh was between her legs, moving slowly against her engorged flesh and she wanted to scream as everything in her tightened just a little bit more.

But it still wasn’t enough. She writhed against him, but he just slowed his touch so that the sensations became even more intense. He shifted again and she felt the warmth of his breath against her mound. She opened her eyes to look down at him and knew this time was different. But she couldn’t think about what it was, because his mouth was on her again.

Each sweep of his tongue against her clit drove her higher and higher. Everything in her body tightened, waiting for the touch that would push her over the edge. She shifted her legs around his head, feeling the brush of his silky-smooth hair against her inner thighs.

Moments later, his finger was at the opening of her body once again and then she was overwhelmed by the delicate biting of his teeth against her pleasure bud as he plunged that finger deep inside her. She screamed his name as his mouth moved over her, and the first wave of an orgasm rolled through her body.

Her hips jerked forward, and her nipples tightened. She felt the moisture between her legs and his finger pushing hard against her G-spot inside her body. She was shivering and her entire body was convulsing, but he didn’t lift his head. He kept suckling on her and driving her harder, until she came again, screaming with her climax as stars danced behind her eyelids.

She reached down to claw at his shoulders as pleasure rolled over her. It was more than she could endure, and she had to close her eyes. She reached for Finn, stroking his cock and drawing him into her body. He entered her with one long deep thrust and then he drove her back toward yet another climax as he thrust into her again and again. Their eyes met as he plunged deep into her and he called her name as he came. She held him afterward, sweat drying on their bodies.

“Finn…”

“Unca? Auntie?” Lane called from the other room.

“I got this,” Finn said, pushing himself off of her and then straightening his clothes as he walked to go and take care of Lane. She watched him go, feeling her heart beating too fast. She was starting to get used to having him by her side. She had worked so hard not to fall into that trap, not to rely on anyone but herself. Yet here she was, needing him.

She’d felt so sure of herself a minute ago but that confidence was gone now as she gathered her clothing and went into the bathroom to get dressed. When she came back out, Lane was back in his crib, sleeping, and Finn was in the second bedroom, with the door shut.

Tonight had changed her. What she and Finn had just shared hadn’t been only about sex. It had been something else, something more.

Unfortunately, she had no way of knowing if it had been the same for him.


Chapter Ten


Leaving Laguna Seca and Monterey behind was exactly what Finn had wanted from the moment he’d been told he couldn’t race. He wasn’t a man who handled being told ‘no’ well, and he realized as Lancey drove them through the misty, early morning, avoiding the race and the fans, that he didn’t handle being in the passenger seat well, either.

More than once he’d been about to open his mouth and make a suggestion, but she’d stopped him with one well-aimed glare. He was aware that things weren’t starting out great on their road trip. He’d overslept, hadn’t helped with Lane and then only when she’d threatened to leave without him, did he get out of bed and get ready.

He would have liked to say it was due to the late night or his new medication, but he’d woken up in one hell of a mood. Last night, when he’d held her in his arms, nothing had seemed that bad. But in the harsh light of the morning, when he’d heard Lancey and Lane moving around and getting ready, he’d realized that this was his new reality.

And as he always did, he’d sort of panicked. What if he couldn’t be the guy she needed him to be? What if she left him? He wasn’t ready to be on his own and he certainly didn’t want the first relationship he’d ever had to fail. He was a hot mess and he knew it. He wasn’t used to having someone depend on him. And instead of manning up, he’d defaulted to his normal behavior. They were on the 5, heading south, and he realized that the next few days on the road were going to be horrible unless he did something.

“Hey, sorry about this morning. I just knew we’d be passing all the fans heading toward the motorway and I couldn’t get my head right,” he admitted. “That wasn’t fair to you. But I’ll try to do better.”

She slowed down and signaled to move the vehicle into the slow lane before turning and looking at him. “It’s okay. I know this is going to be a struggle for you. I just can’t be riding herd on a three-year-old and a grown-ass man, you know? I don’t mind doing everything with Lane, but you have to get yourself ready.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. Lancey came across as very Marine PFC—private first class—when she spoke to him that way. She was definitely a take-charge kind of woman and he liked that.

“Good. You missed breakfast but if you are hungry, there are some snacks in Lane’s bag.”

“I’m good,” he said. Lane had drifted back to sleep once they’d left Laguna Seca in the dust. The scenery wasn’t the greatest on this stretch of highway—just dirt fields on either side of the road where crops would be growing when they weren’t in a drought.

“This is my first time in California,” she said. “I had hoped to get stationed in San Diego, but that never happened.”

“Really? I’ve been here a lot over the years. But mostly I stay at the raceway.”

“I would have gone to the beach,” she admitted. “I’ve always wanted to see the Pacific Ocean.”

“Why don’t we make a detour, then? We’re not in a hurry to get back, are we?”

She chewed her lower lip. “I am waiting to hear back from Shane Highwater about a job, but he hasn’t called, so I guess we’re not in a hurry. Would you mind if we stopped at the beach? Can you even walk on the shoreline with that thing on your foot?”

“Yeah, it’s okay. And I’ll use a plastic bag when we get out,” he said. “Want me to find a beach on my phone?”

“Sure,” she said.

He had never been one to waste time but something about the wistful way that she’d mentioned seeing the Pacific had gotten to him. Besides, he wasn’t in any rush to get back to Last Stand. He still didn’t have a plan and he suspected it was going to take longer than a few days of driving across the country to come up with one.

Maybe he could open a garage, he thought, but quickly shoved that idea aside. He wasn’t interested in that. He unlocked his phone and typed in ‘best beach near me,’ then waited for the results to come in.

They were just nearing the exit for San Jose, so Santa Cruz popped up on his phone. He remembered that had been the setting for The Lost Boys. “We need to get on CA-17 and then turn on to CA-1. We’re heading to Santa Cruz. Did you ever see the movie The Lost Boys?”

She followed his directions getting into the right lane for their new route. He programmed it into the satellite navigation system on the dash.

“No. Isn’t that an old movie?”

“Not that old. My mom used to love it. She had a huge thing for Kiefer Sutherland, and she’d play the video of it when we were kids. I don’t know why I never thought to go to the beach when I was out here before,” he said.

“What’s The Lost Boys about?” she asked.

“Vampires. You like vampires, right? Probably the Twilight kind, I bet. But these were scary bloodsucking vampires, not the sparkly romantic kind,” Finn said, getting excited about this side trip. He was the first to admit, he’d suggested the diversion for her but now…well, he wouldn’t mind taking a break and doing something completely different, something that had nothing to do with racing or Last Stand.

“Vampires are okay, I guess,” she said. “But I much prefer a good action movie.”

“Isn’t that a bit like a busman’s holiday for you?” he asked. “Or do you watch nonmilitary action?”

“Sometimes. But I mean that I like stuff that’s over-the-top, like Mission Impossible.”

“I like that, too,” he said.

They spent the next hour talking about movies until they reached the beach.

They went to the Natural Arches park and though the sun shone, it was a cold breezy day. Finn wrapped his boot in a plastic bag and they swung Lane between them as they walked to look at the natural arch nestled on the shoreline, left by time and the elements. The waves crashed on the beach and Lane wanted them to bury him in the sand.

Working side by side with Lancey to dig a hole and bury his nephew’s legs in the sand was more fun than he would have thought. He forgot for a while that he had never known who he was off the track. Somehow, here with the two of them, he had found a part of himself he hadn’t realized he was missing.
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Lane loved the beach. It was hard for Lancey to stay mad at Finn when he was actually being really decent. The day hadn’t started at all as she’d expected. She’d woken up early and gone to the bed in Lane’s room with the intention of being there when he woke up. But the little tyke was already awake when she came into the room they’d been meant to share. Lane cuddled his stuffed horse but smiled when he saw her.

It was only after she had taken care of her nephew that she’d realized Finn was sleeping and not getting up to help. She didn’t mind being a single parent to Lane. That was, after all, what she’d signed up for when she’d left the military. But she did mind having to nudge and cajole another adult into getting up. She’d been tempted to just leave him, but he hadn’t wanted to take the private jet back to Texas and he couldn’t drive himself. Besides, she’d given her word.

She wasn’t one to break promises, which was why she’d been giving him the silent treatment. But the beach…it wasn’t a suggestion she’d thought he would make. And it was something she’d been longing to do for…well, it felt like forever. She was practical by nature so a trip like this… It made no sense until he’d suggested it.

The breeze was cool even though it was June, and the sand was hot under her bare feet, yet cool when she burrowed her toes down into it. Finn had wrapped his injured foot in plastic to keep any sand and water out, and he’d bought a pail, shovel and a ball at the gas station they’d stopped at on their way to the beach.

Lane wanted to run toward the water, but they held him back. “You have a seat on the blanket, and I’ll take him to the water,” Lancey said. “I’m not sure that bag will protect your boot if a wave hits it.”

“Let’s do it together. I’m not a ‘sit on the sidelines’ kind of guy,” he said. “But I guess you figured that out when I was sulking this morning.”

“Yeah, I picked that up. It must be hard to be surrounded by people involved in your sport and not be able to play,” she said. “I didn’t have it so bad. Once I got out, I was totally out.”

“That’s true,” he said. “Cal had mentioned that he’d had a similar problem. For almost a year after he came home for good, he had to do something other than watch football on Sundays. I didn’t really understand it before. But today, when I woke up and realized I wasn’t driving…it was harder than I expected.”

“I get that. I’m here if you need to vent.”

Though talking about his feelings wasn’t something she expected Finn Delaney to do. He just wasn’t that kind of guy.

“Nah, I’m good,” he said. “Come on, Lane, let’s get our toes wet.”

“Yay!” Lane said, taking Finn’s hand and hers and galloping toward the water.

The sound of the waves on the shore was soothing and Lancey let go of Lane’s hand, knowing he was safe with his uncle, and stood on the sand. She tipped her head back to look at the sun, feeling the breeze on her face. And then she took that final step toward the edge of the water, catching her breath as a cool wave swept over her feet. She’d been to the Gulf before, but it was green and not as vibrant as the Pacific was here.

She heard the sound of Lane’s laughter and Finn’s deeper chuckle as they ran away from the incoming waves. Finn’s face was more relaxed than she’d ever seen it…and sexier. He was truly enjoying himself with Lane and any doubts she’d had about his attitude during the road trip disappeared.

She joined them and they played in the surf for a good thirty minutes before Lane was tired out and ready to dig in the sand. They sat down next to him on a blanket that had been in the truck and watched him play.

“Did you ever think a kid would be this much fun?” Lancey asked him.

“Nope. Family…this kind of family, has never been in my plans,” Finn said. “I’ve always been focused on driving and getting better. And you can’t do that when you’re distracted. At least I can’t.”

“It wasn’t for me, either. Mom and Gran raised me and TJ and it wasn’t bad at all, but I just didn’t see the point of having a kid. Mom had Gran to help but I wouldn’t have anyone…”

“What about the dad?” Finn asked. “Wouldn’t you have him?”

Lancey didn’t answer right away. Instead, she dug in her bag for her sunglasses to give herself some extra time to think. Honestly, she’d never pictured herself with a partner. She’d always managed on her own, making her own decisions, living her own life. And she’d never met a man she thought she could put up with for forever. Most of the guys she’d dated were nice enough to hang out with, but she’d never wanted to stay with them for longer than a few months.

“I don’t know. I guess it would depend on the man,” she said.

Finn tipped his head to the side as he studied her. “I guess it would. I’m not sorry you haven’t found someone. You should be too—you would have missed out on me.”

She threw her head back and laughed. He was right. And no matter how long they had together, she knew that he was something she’d never regret.
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They found a restaurant on the beach and they stopped for lunch. Finn was feeling very chill. Even Lancey seemed incredibly relaxed and at ease, which he liked. Seeing her here, he realized how tense she had been in Last Stand.

“How’s the job hunt going?” he asked as they were finishing up their meal.

“Still waiting to hear from Highwater, but that’s to be expected. He didn’t have an opening and he’s looking for something that will be good for both of us. With Lane, I had to be selective in what I asked for. I don’t know. I’m just so used to very exact job specs that I think I wanted to write out the role and have him make one up.”

He could see that. Lancey had been very specific when she’d ordered both her food and Lane’s, but in such a polite way, the waiter hadn’t been bothered by her requests. Then she’d sectioned Lane’s food into groups and only put portions on his plate as he finished everything—the fish, then the veggies and only at the end, the tortilla chips. He could see she was very compartmentalized.

And while he saw her as someone who could bring him something he needed, he wondered what he brought to her life. Other than banging-hot sex. She had been wild last night but today, she was all buttoned up and keeping her distance from him again.

He wasn’t sure, but he thought maybe he needed to bring something else into their relationship. Spontaneity? Passion? It wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with Cal but maybe his older brother could offer a few tips. He’d see how the road trip went and once they were back in Last Stand, he’d do what needed to be done.

While he might not be sure of anything in his life, Lancey was important to him. For some reason she was easy to talk to and she calmed the parts of himself he didn’t necessarily like. She was the person he was going to hold on to with both hands while he found his balance again in a life where he wasn’t driving.

“Highwater will find a way. That’s kind of his thing. While our families haven’t always gotten on well, he is a decent man.”

“Yes, he is. It was hard when he showed up to tell me about TJ. I don’t know many men who would have handled it the way he did.”

“Yeah. I got a call from Cal and it was…well, the worst moment of my life,” Finn said, realizing that Rose’s death gave him some perspective on losing his ride. Compared to the loss of his beloved younger sister, not driving wasn’t as bad as he’d been making it seem.

“Same. Losing Gran was hard, but she was old and we knew it was coming. Same with Mom. Cancer is hard on the body and when she went, I was sad, but I knew she was in a better place. The thing with TJ was…he and I were just starting to become friends. As adults. I mean, he’d really made up his mind to stand by Rose and Lane. He was making plans and for the first time, I felt like he had grown up.”

Her voice got deeper and huskier and she turned her head away, he guessed, to keep him from seeing her cry. He reached over and took her hand in his. “They were too young.”

“They were,” she agreed.

“I didn’t always like your brother—actually, I thought he was a punk when he ghosted Rose after Lane was born—but when he came back, I saw something in him that I hadn’t realized before. That Maverick steely backbone. You’ve got it, too.”

She shrugged and squeezed his hand before pulling it away to take her napkin and blow her nose. “He said that once he was on his own, he hated it. He couldn’t stop thinking about Rose and Lane. That freedom hadn’t been what he’d thought it would be. Being alone just made him keenly aware of what was waiting for him back in Last Stand. Honestly, he made me wish I had someone like Rose in my life. She made him a better man.”

Finn’s heart felt like it had taken a punch. His sister had been the best of all of the Delaneys and he missed her so damned much. The emotions overwhelmed him, and he pushed back from the table and walked away. He knew he couldn’t keep running every time he felt like this, but damn, he didn’t know how to handle it.

Rose and TJ had been a family. How unfair was it that they were gone, and he was still here? He was in the biggest mess of his life; he hadn’t figured out what TJ had in those three months he’d been gone. How to come home. How to process grief and pain and admit he was hurting and wrong. How to finally accept who he was and the life he had.

These were things that had always been just out of his grasp and the older he got, the harder it was for him to figure out how to just accept it. He wasn’t sure he ever would.

“Unca. I need the potty,” Lane said, coming up and slipping his little hand into Finn’s. He glanced around to see Lancey standing at the counter, taking care of their check.

He lifted Lane up and hugged him, burying his head in his nephew’s neck. He’d do better, he promised himself. No more abandoning Lancey. She hadn’t asked for this either, but she was manning up.

He took Lane to the bathroom and when he came back out of the restaurant, Lancey was leaning on the truck, just waiting for them. But he knew he had to start stepping up because a woman like Lancey, a Maverick woman, wasn’t going to wait forever.


Chapter Eleven


Lancey drove, concentrating on the traffic and getting back to Texas. The beach had been nice but she realized what a tough nut Finn was. There was something dark and dangerous inside of him and the more time they spent together, the more she wondered if that was the reason she was drawn to him.

He was hot, but then she’d seen a lot of hot guys in her time. It was more than that. It was the way that he seemed to always be on the edge of control. It was exciting and different. She’d always counted on her safe little rules and regulations. But it also made her realize how much she was risking by agreeing to start something with him.

Was this how her gran had felt when she’d met Lancey’s grandfather? Was this how Mom had felt with her dad? God, she hoped not. She hoped she wasn’t following down some crappy predestined trail that generations of Maverick women had taken before. But honestly, she had no clue.

She liked the danger that he brought to her life. And if she was totally honest with herself, she knew if it hadn’t been for Lane, she wouldn’t have hesitated to ride along with Finn wherever this wild adventure took her. But she did have Lane, and he had to be the priority in her life. She’d committed to that. Committed to him. And no matter how addictive Finn Delaney was, she wasn’t going to let herself forget that.

“You mad at me?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “Talking about the accident gets to me, too. I know how hard it is.”

“Yeah,” he said, pushing his sunglasses up on the top of his head and turning to face her.

She glanced at him, saw the pain in his eyes and understood it in her heart. But then she forced her gaze back to the road. “Did you talk to anyone after it happened?”

“Uh, no. That’s not my thing,” he said.

She kept her mouth shut but she thought he could benefit from help. “What is your thing?”

“Getting drunk and starting fights,” he said without any shame. “It’s just easier to deal with emotions that way.”

“I remember, back in school, you were always in detention,” she said, as that memory popped up. Walking with Braden to meet his brother and staring into the window of the small room where all of the kids who had detention were sullenly sitting at their desks. Finn hadn’t seemed bothered to be there.

“Yeah, I did. Mrs. Graham and I had an understanding,” he said.

“Did you?” she asked. She couldn’t imagine that the assistant principal was too happy that one of her students was always fighting.

“Yes, we did, Maverick,” he said very properly. “She said I needed a place to express myself. She is the one who recommended go-cart racing to me and my mom. She was right, too. Focusing on driving gave me what I needed to stop feeling so…”

She waited for a moment then realized he wasn’t going to say it. She wanted to pull the truck over and take a good look at him—look at this man who couldn’t process his emotions. And she had agreed to a relationship with him. Sure, it was fun and exciting but there was also this—he needed someone who was sweet and caring, someone like Emma Corbyn actually. She’d be able to handle Finn.

Lancey wanted to tell him to suck it up and face his feelings, but she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. She’d seen that raw pain in his eyes and she couldn’t. She’d do whatever she could and hope it worked.

“She was a smart lady,” Lancey said at last and meant it. Mrs. Graham had been the one to recommend she try Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps in high school. She had been getting more and more…well, TJ used to call it “Lance-fied,” but the truth was she had been making more and more rules for herself, creating a safe box for herself after her dad had left. Only it really hadn’t helped.

“She never tried to make me into someone I wasn’t,” Finn said after a minute. “She got that I wasn’t going to change.”

“Yeah, I think she did,” Lancey agreed. “She was a really good person. Tough but fair. My CO was like that. He got me.”

“Oh, did he? Was he more than your CO?” Finn asked, his tone suddenly changing. Was that jealousy?

“Uh, no. He is happily married with five kids at home. Gran used to tell me to never mix business with pleasure and I never have. The job was more important than any man,” she said, measuring her words carefully so he’d get the hint.

“Got it. I did come on sort of strong, didn’t I?” he asked. “Sorry, Lancey. It’s just you bring out…something different in me. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll try not to do that again.”

“It’s fine. You were curious. Just don’t think I’m someone who would value herself—”

“That’s not what I meant. I was just jealous because I could hear the respect and affection you have for him in your voice,” he said. “He’s part of the life you chose. I’m a part of the life you’re stuck with.”

“I never feel stuck with you,” she admitted, realizing she’d let old hurts dictate the way she reacted to him. She should know better, but he rattled her and left her feeling…lost.

It was the same way she felt when Lane crawled on her lap at night for a cuddle. Of course, she was overwhelmed with love for her nephew but she wasn’t sure she could be the mother figure he needed. She was doing her best but was that enough? She was feeling her way in the dark with these two men and it was harder than anything else she’d ever done. She hoped she was getting it right but there were times when she was pretty sure she was failing miserably.
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They stopped for the night at a motel off the interstate and Finn went in to book the room while Lancey got a sleeping Lane out of his car seat. The rest of the day had been spent singing songs that Lane liked, spotting different things out of the car window and for him to surreptitiously watch Lancey and wonder how he’d been so blind to her all of his life.

Honestly, it had taken her wearing a dress and her hair down at the saloon for him to see her for the first time. He couldn’t help but feel that he’d missed out on something.

He tried to get two adjoining rooms but the roadside motel didn’t have them. So he had opted for one room with two beds and asked for a crib. There was a restaurant attached to the motel so they could walk to dinner and Finn was ready for that. His leg hurt and though Lancey had followed his doctor’s orders and stopped every hour or so for him to get out and walk around, it still had been a very long day. He’d needed to get out of the truck. Lane had, too.

He heard the sound of their laughter and his pace quickened. He wanted to get back to them. Talking about Mrs. Graham had helped him today. He’d forgotten how she’d urged him to find an outlet for himself in driving. It had made the difference. He had been fighting, not just at school, but at home with his father, too. And his mom had just started getting really sick, which had simply made him more aggressive. In many ways, Mrs. Graham had probably saved him from prison.

She’d given him something to do. Someone to be. And now that was gone. He wasn’t a driver…of course his team hadn’t fired him yet but he knew if his body didn’t react positively to the medication, they’d have no choice but to let him go.

They couldn’t risk their car or the other drivers on the track if he wasn’t one hundred percent. And he had no idea if he ever would be that again. There was so much uncertainty around the DVT. It wasn’t like a pulled muscle or a broken leg. He couldn’t heal or do physical therapy to get back into shape. His blood was the issue. He might heal now but it could come back in a few years. Had driving been the reason he had this? No one could say for certain.

He rounded the corner and saw Lancey swinging Lane around in circles, holding on to his hands and making him “fly.” Lane’s head was thrown back and he was laughing from deep inside. And Finn stood there in the shadows, watching the two of them. He had never felt anything like this deep fondness that overwhelmed him now, except for what he felt for his brothers and sister. He could easily say that it was Lane he was reacting to now, but he knew it was also Lancey.

Careful, rule-following Lancey, who was near a parking lot, swinging her nephew around like it was the only thing she wanted to do. At the end of a long day of driving, it was as if she wanted nothing else but to chill out like this.

Seeing her embracing this changed life just made him want her even more. He wondered, if he made love to her, would he be able to absorb some of that from her? It hadn’t worked yet but then again, he hadn’t seen her this way before this moment.

He wished he knew the right things to ask her to figure out how she’d gone from being so lost in the saloon, a little more than a week ago, to this. She seemed confident, like she’d figure everything out. And he was still standing here, a total and complete mess.

She set Lane down and they both turned toward him. “Did you get us a room?”

“I did. One room, two beds. Hope that’s okay.”

“That’ll do. We needed to burn some excess energy,” Lancey said.

“I do, too,” Finn admitted. “Ideas?”

“Auntie said I could jump on the bed,” Lane said.

“She did?”

“Yeah. I hope that’s okay. My mom used to let TJ and me do it whenever we stayed in a motel.”

“I don’t mind. I’m looking forward to seeing you do it,” he said.

He had a hard time thinking of her jumping on a bed. But then he realized that he was just as guilty as everyone else of seeing only what was on the surface. He saw the military woman because that was what she wanted everyone to see. But of course, there was much more to her than that.

“Well, I might not do it tonight,” she said. “I’m a bit old for jumping on the bed.”

“I’ll jump too,” Lane said.

He ruffled his nephew’s hair as he led them to their room. “Sounds like a plan. Let’s check out our room.”

“I’ll grab our bags and meet you,” Lancey said.

“I’ll come back and get them,” he offered.

“Thanks,” she said. “Are you sure?”

“I am. I might not be able to drive but I’m going to be pulling my own weight from now on,” he said.

He owed her that. He wanted her strength and her inner calmness and he knew that he had to start by stepping up. He’d meant to do it earlier, when they’d stopped in Santa Cruz. He’d made a start at it but then they’d talked about Rose… He stopped himself from going there. He was still overwhelmed with grief over the loss of his sister but he knew he needed to learn to handle it slowly. And he would. He didn’t make it a promise because he didn’t want to break it and he wasn’t sure enough yet that he could do it.

The room they’d been given was clean and spacious and as soon as they got inside, Lane noticed the cowboy prints on the wall above the bed. “Cowboys!”

“Yee haw,” Lancey said.

Yee haw, he got to spend the night with these two. And for the first time since his mom died, he felt like he had a home. He wasn’t like Cal who was good at being the hometown hero or Braden, who was so smart, no one ever gave him flak. Finn had just always thought that Last Stand was too small to hold him. Then again, he’d never been there with these two people.
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It seemed to Lancey that Finn was reluctant to get back to Last Stand. They were within spitting distance of Hill Country but he wanted to detour to New Braunfels to take Lane to Schlitterbahn. And while she was all for more fun time with her nephew, she had an interview with Police Chief Highwater in two days, and she needed time at home to prepare. But if she’d had a secure job to return to and was on vacation, she’d have wanted this time to last forever as well.

“Let’s plan to do it the weekend after the rodeo,” Lancey said.

“Okay, but why are you in a hurry to get back?” he asked. “Have I been a man-child again?”

She smiled. “I never should have admitted that I called you that in my head.”

“To be fair, I was thinking you’d have called me an a-hole,” he said, stretching out as best he could in the passenger seat.

She looked at the GPS and saw there was a rest stop coming up where they could pull over and Finn would have a chance to get out and walk around. “I wasn’t mad at you, just irritated.”

“Good to know. So what’s up with the hurry to get back?” he asked again.

She shrugged. The last few days on the road had served to demonstrate just how different the two of them were. She liked structure, routine and sticking to a schedule. Finn was more the ‘there’s a barbecue place that’s awesome; let’s drive two hours out of the way to eat there’ type. He’d been right—the food had been good—but she’d had to really force herself not to drive longer hours to make up for the lost time.

“You can tell me,” he said. “I’ve admitted that if I can’t drive, I’m probably going to lose my shit.”

She smiled but she knew he was joking. He might not be sure what was coming next but she had quickly realized that Finn was way smarter than he let on. He always seemed to have a plan. He might not call it that, but she recognized his thoughts for the future for what they were. He’d talked about owning his own team or using some of the Delaney ranch property to build a decent track and trying to get on the go-cart circuit so that he could help train young drivers in the area.

“So…?” he prompted.

“Ugh. I need time to prepare for my interview with the chief of police. I don’t want to go in there and wing it. The last time I saw Shane Highwater was when he came to tell me that TJ had died. I want to make sure he’s impressed with my skills and not offering me a job because he feels sorry for me.”

Finn shook his head. “Darling, Highwater isn’t a feel-sorry-for-anyone type guy. And you are impressive, just as you are. But if you want to get home and prepare, then let’s do it. What can I do to help?”

She signaled to get over as they approached the rest area. “Nothing.”

“Why are we stopping? We need to get to Last Stand. And I can help you. I’m really good at impersonating Highwater. He hates it,” he added with a grin. “Also, I helped Braden with his college interviews and we both know how well he did,” Finn said. “Not bragging or anything.”

She smiled to herself. He’d actually had been really good at helping Braden prepare for his college interviews. Finn had been racing in the truck series that year but had come home every break he had and taken Braden to different colleges around the country. Cal had been too busy with NFL training when Braden had been preparing. Not that Cal hadn’t wanted to be there, but Finn had been in a position to do it.

That was one of the things she’d always admired about the Delaneys—how they were always there for family. They might fight, and to the world seem like they were complete opposites to each other, but those brothers always had each other’s back. Nothing would change that.

“I don’t need that kind of help. You need a break. I saw you shifting around in your seat. A thirty-minute stop won’t hurt us.”

“Fair enough,” he said, glancing in the back seat at Lane who was still sleeping. “When he’s sleeping, he looks like a little angel instead of the hellion he can be when he’s awake.”

“He’s not much of a hellion,” Lancey said as she parked the car at the rest area.

“I know. Thank God for that,” Finn said. “Cal and I were both live wires. Even Braden can be at times, but Lane seems to have…I don’t know whose personality. Because Rose could raise a ruckus, too.”

“TJ could, as well. Lane must be a throwback to someone else in the gene pool,” Lancey said.

She turned off the car and started to get out, but Finn stopped her. “I think it’s you. He has that same way of just staying calm and then laughing when things don’t go his way.”

“Is that what I do?” she asked. He’d leaned closer and she could see the flecks of green in his eyes.

“Yes, you do,” he said, kissing her slowly and deeply before lifting his head.

“What was that for?”

“Just a thank you for coming to get me and for making this drive better than I thought it would be. You’re a special woman, Lancey Maverick.”

He got out of the car and then opened the back door to get Lane out, while she just sat there, feeling like he’d given her a gift. She thought he was pretty special, too. And for the first time since April, she didn’t feel like she was alone.


Chapter Twelve


Her interview with the chief of police went well and Lancey left the police station with a job as the booker for the temporary holding cells where they held suspects before they were transferred to the county facility. In the old days, Lancey suspected it would have been called the drunk tank. It wasn’t exactly as glam as her role as an MP had been, but Highwater was giving her a chance to do what she was good at and stay safe so she could be there for Lane. She wanted to think of herself as his mom, but she knew that Rose would always be that. She was determined to keep both Rose and TJ alive in Lane’s life through stories. He’d adjusted to missing his parents because he’d been surrounded by family who were keeping them alive and surrounding them with love.

Finn had asked her to drop him off at Outlaw Tequila, so she was alone for the first time in five days. She stood there under the Fuhrmann statue and hugged herself. Her life was getting on track. She looked up at the cloudless July sky and wondered what her mom and Gran would think.

She’d fought so hard to get away from Last Stand to make her life somewhere else, but Gran had said that life always leads a body where they need to be. Ironic that Lancey had thought she needed to be somewhere else, protecting people who needed it. But now she was coming to realize that everything in her life had led her to this place and this moment.

“Hey, girl! We missed you the other night. But Amelia explained you had to get the NASCAR hottie and bring him back.”

Lancey opened her eyes to see Delilah Corbyn standing there. She had two large wooden boxes filled with fresh produce in her arms and behind her were two young women, kids actually. They were probably high school students who she’d hired to work with her through the summer.

“Hey. Sorry I missed it,” she said, completely planning to ignore the NASCAR hottie remark. “Do you need a hand?”

“Sure,” Delilah said. “I had to come out and show these two—that’s Randy and that’s Molly—what to look for when they are in the produce market. Also, how to bargain with the sellers.”

“Nice to meet you both,” Lancey said.

“You too, ma’am,” they said simultaneously.

“Go on and load up the truck. Then go back and get the next load,” Delilah said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

She hadn’t noticed the fully restored ’57 Chevy pickup. Someone had hand painted the Dragonfly logo on the side of the truck. The open truck bed left plenty of room for all of the produce and other fresh ingredients that Delilah and her staff had brought. Lancey helped out, enjoying moving and using her body after days in the car.

“I need to go and get the fish from Red. Want to drive me over? I want to hear all about the road trip,” Delilah said.

“Sure, I don’t mind. There’s not much to tell,” Lancey said and felt herself blush.

Delilah just chuckled. “Yeah, right. Molly, you drive back, then unload everything and take care of the stuff that needs refrigeration. Start your prep on the vegetables. I’m going to get the fish and then I’ll be in.”

Delilah tossed the keys to Molly and then turned back to Lancey. “Where’s your ride?”

Lancey led her to the Suburban that she’d purchased right after she’d moved back to Last Stand. It had seemed like a good vehicle for hauling kids and their stuff. They got in the car and she fired up the air-conditioning as soon as she turned it on.

“So…”

“What? There’s not much to say,” Lancey said.

“Amelia said you two looked pretty cozy each night when she and Cal video chatted with you guys,” Delilah said.

“We were. We’ve sort of become friends,” Lancey said. Well more than friends, really. And she had agreed to date him now that they were home, but she’d completely forgotten that everyone would know it. He was a playboy and had been from the moment he’d noticed girls.

“Ugh. I think we’re dating,” Lancey said. “I’m not sure how it happened.”

“Men, right? You think that you have something there and then they want to be all ‘let’s date’ but you’re not sure and it’s really too late because once they say it—”

“I want it. I want him,” Lancey admitted. “But he’s not anywhere near ready for that. I’m not sure if he suggested dating because it will give him something other than his health and the fact that he can’t drive to focus on…or if it’s me. I mean I think it’s a little bit me, but I wonder if he’s using me to replace what he lost,” she admitted, saying out loud for the first time what she’d been thinking. She had been thinking that it was just losing his ride with NASCAR that was affecting him, but he’d lost Rose this year, as well. And there were only a precious few women that Finn allowed himself to care for.

She knew Finn wanted her and she would make him a great partner, if he was truly ready. But was he?

“I know. It’s hard to be sure once the heart is involved,” Delilah said. Her tone was quiet and there was a hint of sadness to it.

“It is. I mean I don’t love him…but I could. He took me to the beach,” Lancey said.

“Love can be complicated. And as for your admission? I’m willing to bet that you already do love him. I thought…listen, I don’t have any good advice for you, but I do know that the harder you try to deny how you feel, the worse it will get.”

“I already figured that part out. I’m hoping it was just being in the car with him and then those tiny motel rooms each night that made me like him,” she said. “Now that I’m back in town, he won’t seem so…”

Fantastic.

Sexy.

Wonderful.

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Delilah said as they pulled into the parking lot of Last Stand Expeditions.

Red came around the side of the building with Finn and Lane and Lancey felt her heart beat a little faster.

“Girl, being in town isn’t going to change a thing.” Delilah chuckled.

She knew that. Really, she did. She wanted it to change something with Finn, but she had a feeling her mom and Gran had felt the same way when they’d fallen for men who were ramblers. And Lancey could only hope her story had a different ending.
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Finn had seen the local doctor just to check his foot and they had agreed that he could remove the boot, but he’d have to go to Houston on Monday to see a specialist. Lane hadn’t wanted to stay at Outlaw Tequila, so Finn had brought him along with him. He didn’t want to admit it but he missed Lancey. He’d thought about her during his appointment and almost called her but had stopped himself at the last moment, not wanting to come across as weak.

Lane had been funny and patient while they’d seen the doctor and Finn had realized how much he liked having his nephew with him all the time.

“Where should we go now?” Finn asked Lane. “Ice cream?”

“Yes. Where’s Auntie?” Lane asked.

“She’s at a job interview. She’s going to text us when she’s done,” Finn said. He wasn’t really cleared to drive, so he looked around for his ride. Braden had dropped them off earlier but his kid brother was nowhere to be found now.

“Hey, Finn. Over here,” Red called.

“Hey, Red, you our ride?” he asked.

“Yup. Braden had to go back to the office for some kind of tequila emergency,” Red said.

Finn nodded. He was the first to admit he had no idea what Cal and Braden did at Outlaw Tequila and he pretty much never wanted to. They sponsored his car at two races each year and Finn had shot a few ads for the brand as the ‘outlaw,’ which he had enjoyed.

“Fair enough. I did make this one a promise of ice cream, though,” Finn said.

“I’ve got a cooler full of great choices back at my store,” Red said.

“Sounds good. Did Bray leave the car seat?”

Red nodded and opened the back door of the pickup truck and Finn hefted his nephew into the car seat and fastened him in. He set Lane’s bag that Lancey had left with him on the floor beneath Lane’s feet but grabbed his favorite book out of the bag and handed it to him.

“Thanks, Unca.”

“You’re welcome, kiddo,” he said, dropping a kiss on Lane’s head before he stepped back and closed the door.

He got in on the passenger side and Red was staring at him. “I can’t believe how domestic you are.”

“What? I am very normal.”

“Normally you’re in the spotlight,” Red said. “I’m not criticizing. I like it. It suits you.”

“What suits me?”

“This,” Red said. “I know you’ve always been someone who runs at one hundred miles per hour, but it’s good to see you slow down.”

“Did Braden tell you about my ‘problem’?” Finn said. He still didn’t like saying deep vein thrombosis out loud. “It’s temporary.”

“He mentioned it. But that’s not what I was talking about,” Red said, driving through town.

Main Street was crowded with tour buses and tourists and the streetlamps were decorated with red, white and blue banners to get ready for the Fourth of July. He noticed the Corbyn mansion when they turned. Ash and Main Streets were decked out like something out of a Hallmark movie in festive patriotic colors. There was something about being in this town that most people found welcoming. It invited everyone who was here to sit a spell and rest. But for Finn, resting felt like dying. Or it always had. Hadn’t he changed at all? Was taking a rest going to kill him? He’d always been afraid of what he’d find if he stopped. But he hadn’t felt that way much since he’d found Lancey.

He knew Red meant well but was this his future? Would the highlight of his day be getting ice cream with Lane and waiting for Lancey? Because he had no career here in Last Stand. He knew that. She was going for an interview at the police office, so obviously, Lancey intended to stay here. Could he?

The back of his neck started to itch and everything felt too tight, too contained. All the joy he’d felt when he’d got that boot off was gone. He needed a fight, but Red was too chill to start one with. He’d tried it in the past and just wound up more frustrated than when he’d started.

Braden would be good for a fight. His younger brother liked to pretend he was all suave and sophisticated but deep inside, he was still a dangerous Delaney, just like Finn. He took several deep breaths as Red parked his truck outside of Last Stand Expeditions.

“I’ve got a client coming in fifteen minutes, so I’ll join you two for some ice cream.”

“Yay, ice cream,” Lane said from the back seat.

Finn shook his head and opened the door. He needed to stay grounded in this moment. He knew that. But it was hard. All he saw was the long track of his life and instead of flying by the parts he didn’t like, he was stuck on the side of the road, forced to face and deal with them. He wasn’t sure he could.

He got Lane out of the back seat and they went around back where the river flow was low but still steady and the porch was wide and shaded. He bent down to pick up Lane, who put his little arm around Finn’s shoulders and Finn felt something settle. He hugged Lane back and leaned over the refrigerated case to see what the options were. He saw a juice bar and grabbed two of them.

They sat on the steps that led down to the river with their juice pops and ate them as fast as they could before they melted. Lane was a sticky mess when they were finished but as he wiped his nephew’s hands, he realized that this had calmed him. Being with Lane gave him purpose. It showed him that life had other options. Maybe being stuck on the side of the road didn’t matter if he had the right people by his side. But was he using Lancey as a consolation prize?

Immediately his heart and soul rejected that idea. Lancey was more important to him than racing. Having his own family—one that accepted him for who he was—that was the one thing he’d never wanted to admit he craved.

After they cleaned up using a hose around the side of the building—because just wiping hadn’t touched the mess Lane had made of himself—they walked to the front just as Lancey got out of a truck in the parking lot.

His heart started beating wildly and he realized that he wanted to stay—for her. Now he just had to figure out a way.
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“Auntie!”

Lane ran toward her and she bent to scoop him up. He smelled faintly of strawberries and Finn’s aftershave. She noticed that Finn wasn’t wearing the boot, which had to be a good thing. He hadn’t talked to her about his injury at all. It was one of those things like racing that he kept bottled inside of him.

If she’d learned anything after spending five days in a car with him, it was that Finn liked the world to see an affable guy who could charm everyone. She’d seen that side of him often enough. She’d also glimpsed his temper once or twice as well, but he had managed to keep it under control.

“Hey. How’d the interview go?” he asked.

“Great! I start on Sunday, since that’s the beginning of a new week. And Cal and Amelia get Lane for the weekend, so that works out. I’ll have a shift every other weekend,” she said.

He nodded. “That’s good. I got the boot off. I’m going to see a specialist in Houston on Monday. Are you working that day?”

“I am,” she said.

He nodded again. There was something in the way he kept nodding that didn’t feel right. She put Lane down as he started to squirm.

“Fish?”

Red had a big aquarium in the middle of the storefront as part of his decor. It contained large freshwater fish from the area that he used to show his clients what they could catch. Since the fishing trips that Red took his clients on were catch and release, sometimes they kept one or two for the aquarium and then Red released them back into the wild the next day.

Lane loved watching the fish. “Yes. Let’s go. I have to take Delilah to the Dragonfly after she picks up her stuff from Red. But then we can go home.”

“Sounds good,” he said.

But did it? She couldn’t tell what was going on with Finn, but he was not acting like his usual self. He was more like the surly guy she’d encountered that morning they’d left California. This was something she hadn’t shared with Delilah. What woman wanted to tell their girlfriends that their man—was he her man? Yes, he was her man—had flaws.

Sure, all men had them but somehow, advertising them never seemed like the thing to do. What if he turned back into that man-child he’d been in California? What if that was who he really was?

Was she fooling herself, seeing what she wanted to see in Finn? She had always thought of herself as a pragmatist but now she wasn’t sure. She took Lane’s hand and led him up the stairs into Last Stand Expeditions. It was cooler inside, but she hadn’t even noticed the heat of summer when she’d been outside. She’d been too focused on Finn.

That had to stop.

She wasn’t going to be that kind of woman. He was a man. A man she cared about and liked and was probably in love with. But that didn’t mean she could afford to be blind to his faults.

As much as she admired her mom and Gran, she didn’t want to be the latest Maverick woman left behind. She was staying put because her life was here. And if she was going to love a man, he had to know and respect that. He had to be willing to meet her halfway.

She thought about what she’d said to Delilah earlier, while pretending to admire the fish that Lane pointed out to her. She still didn’t know if she was his temporary fix until he could return to NASCAR. And she needed to be more than that.

But she’d never guess the answer. Not by looking at him or trying to find some nuance in the way he talked to her. She needed to ask him, point blank, to his face and find some answers.

“Hey,” Finn said, coming up behind her and putting his hand on the small of her back.

A tiny shiver of awareness went through her and she tipped her head to the side to face him.

“Hey.”

“I’m sorry. Every time I talk to the doctors, it seems like they don’t have an answer I want to hear,” he said. “I’m trying to be better, but I know that I’m not. Please don’t give up on me.”

She nodded now, taking a page from his book. She thought about how they were feeling their way through this. Both of them. She knew she had expectations and he did, too. But his were tied to driving and how he’d lost that temporarily.

“Is this temporary?” she asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.

“Finn, I’m not going to give you an ultimatum, but honestly if we are going to be in a relationship, we can’t ignore this. Driving is who you are, just like law enforcement is who I am. We can’t both just pretend that’s not the case. I know talking is hard for you, but if this is going to work, you’re going to have trust me.”

Delilah and Red came out of the back before he could answer and that was just fine with her. She was tired. She’d driven for five days, and had the ride of her life with Finn Delaney but she was also scared. She wasn’t the kind of woman who lived her life at full throttle. She was a Sunday drive down a farm route looking at the rolling hills, or donuts at Kolaches on a Sunday morning kind of person.

“Ready to go?”

“Yes!” Lane said. She ruffled her nephew’s hair. He had so much enthusiasm and no barriers. She wished that Finn had a smidgeon of that.

“Yeah, we are,” Finn said.


Chapter Thirteen


A date. He couldn’t even believe that he’d suggested it but dinner at the Dragonfly to celebrate her new job seemed like the perfect excuse to see if what he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about all afternoon was viable or, if it was just his messed-up brain trying to find something real to hang on to.

He had caught a ride home with Braden. The Delaney ranch was a big sprawling property. Cal and Amelia along with Braden lived in the big house. But as soon as he’d made some real money at racing, Finn had built his own place about ten minutes’ drive on an all-terrain vehicle from the main house. There was a dirt road that connected the two residences and a large garage that housed his hot rod collection, his truck and a few motorcycles he liked to ride in his down time.

The house smelled clean, like lavender. He knew that the cleaning service he employed kept the house ready for him at all times. It was cool inside and as he put his bag down in the foyer, listening to the sound of Braden’s European sports car roar back toward the main house, he just stood there.

He was alone in Last Stand—the exact situation he’d been hoping to avoid for days. But here he was. His own mind wanted to go down dark paths but since he’d just got the compression boot off, he forced his mind to happier places. He moved through the house that was decorated with up and coming western artists that his interior designer had chosen for the walls when Finn had been offered a spread in Architectural Digest. The profile had raised his stock with the team managers and Finn had seen it as a stepping stone to being the top driver on the team.

Everything in his life had been centered around racing. Now that he was alone, though, he had to face facts. The doctor who’d seen him today had checked his blood and scheduled another MRI to get a current picture of the blood clot in his leg. But he’d pretty much said, in no uncertain terms, that getting back behind the wheel right now was dangerous. They could treat him, but there was a good chance the condition could come back. No one was saying it, but Finn knew that he should be thinking of a future that didn’t involve sitting in the same position for hours.

So effing hell. He had to figure something out and quick. And trying to bring Lancey into his life wasn’t going to work. She had her own things to do. She didn’t want to retreat to his place outside of town and pretend that life was just about the two of them. Of course, he hadn’t asked her, but he knew in his gut he was right.

She wasn’t the kind of woman to hide out when life got tough. How many times had he seen her take some new pothole in the road and maneuver around it? Enough, he thought. She’d slept with him for fun and curiosity and because, hells bells, the heat between the two of them had been hotter than Texas in June. She’d taken on mothering Lane because she couldn’t do anything else and she’d been a friend to him when he’d needed one.

She’d taken a job that wasn’t anywhere near as important as her old career and she was happy. And here he was, standing in the house he’d built to make him more attractive to his NASCAR bosses, and wishing he could go back. Something his mom said drifted through the back of his mind.

If wishes were horses, beggars might ride.

He felt her presence with him, and he wished she was here to give him advice. But he knew what he had to do. He had to make a plan. But what kind of plan? Did he include Lancey? Or did he sort himself out first and then come back to her?

Would she even wait for him?

He didn’t know. What he did know was that she was the complete deal. She wasn’t unsure of herself or fumbling around trying to figure out what to do next. She took what she was given and moved forward.

He needed to do that. He couldn’t come to her with half-hearted hopes that the DVT would clear up and he could drive again. So what were his options?

He had money. He’d been paid well as a driver and Cal had helped him invest it. So he didn’t have to drive for a living. But he needed to do something.

He took his cell phone out of his pocket and called Cal.

“Hey, Bro, what’s up?” Cal asked.

“I need a favor,” Finn said.

“Anything,” Cal said.

“Thanks, Bro, I need to start thinking about the future. I think… Don’t say anything to Bray or Amelia, but there’s a good chance I won’t be able to drive anymore,” Finn said.

“Damn. I’m sorry to hear that. I thought that the blood thinning medicine was working,” Cal said.

“It is. But there is no guarantee that it’s a long-term fix if I get back behind the wheel. One of the things that the doctors warned me about is that I have to change my lifestyle,” Finn said. “That’s where you come in. I need to crunch the numbers—I’m hoping our investment guy can help me with that—but I want to build a small track out here so that I can train young drivers and get them ready to go into racing professionally. It would take a few years, but I think if I do it right, we can get approved as a NASCAR training track.”

“Great idea. We have a lot of unused ranch property and Malcolm has been urging me to sell it off,” Cal said. “I’ll start a group text and get the ball rolling. I think we’ll have to bring Braden in because the land belongs to all three of us.”

“I know. I just don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me. I wanted to leave with something to go to, you know?”

“I do, Brother. You’re thinking of staying in Last Stand, then?” Cal asked.

Finn heard the hope and the love in his brother’s voice. “Yeah.”

“Finally found someone to stay for,” Cal said.

“Yeah, I did,” he admitted.

Now he just had to convince her that he had changed, really changed. He wasn’t sure that would be easy to do, though. He was afraid he’d done too good a job making her believe he wanted to leave.
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A date. Like they were just a normal couple. Like he hadn’t rocked her world on two different nights and then taken her to the beach. And listened to her talk about her plans for the future and just…accepted her for her who she was.

She knew that Delilah had been right—she was definitely in love with Finn. But it wasn’t something she’d expected. She’d hoped she’d be smarter than her mom and her gran, hoped that maybe she’d be the one Maverick woman who didn’t fall for a smooth-talking bad boy. But she had.

It wasn’t even like she didn’t understand that part of the reason she loved him was exactly because he was that NASCAR driver, who was always going from town to town, never staying in one place. That was who Finn was. She got it. But the other part of her wanted him—

She broke off that thought and went into Lane’s room to watch her nephew sleeping. If Finn changed, he wouldn’t be the man she loved. She looked around the walls of the nursery with the pictures of her family on the wall. TJ and her as kids, her mom and Gran as babies, and always, there were pictures of the men holding those babies. Those men had been strong and principled. They hadn’t left for another woman or some frivolous reason. No, they’d always left for something bigger than themselves. Her grandfather had been a Texas Ranger, her dad a Marine, TJ…hadn’t had a chance to figure out his cause before he’d died. Would he have stayed? Lancey wanted to hope so.

She sat down on the rocking chair in the corner of the room and the afghan on the back of it fell forward on her shoulder. It smelled like her mom’s lavender perfume and she turned her head, burying her face in it and crying, feeling like she was being hugged by her mom.

She missed her so much. If she could just have one more conversation with her mom, Lancey was pretty damned sure she could figure this out. Should she try to pursue this dream that had come when she and Lane had driven cross-country with Finn? Or should she live the life she’d always led?

No answers came to her but breathing her mom’s perfume and sitting there with her face in the blanket, a calm settled over her and she realized that whatever path she chose, it would work out. She thought of Mom and Gran and how they’d been left to raise their children on their own. How they’d found a way.

You’ll find yours, too.

She looked around but knew she was alone in the room, even though she’d just heard her mom’s voice.

How many times had her mom advised her to trust herself? To believe in her own strength? More times than she could count. It had led her to follow in her father’s footsteps.

And now she was back. She was a Maverick woman. Strong, reliable and as much as she wanted Finn by her side, she knew she had to let him be his own man. Find his own path.

She wasn’t going to find it for him. She’d seen how disastrous that could be when she’d tried to force TJ to grow up and be the man that Lancey had thought Rose and Lane needed him to be. But he had run.

No one could be forced into a life they didn’t want.

She had to remember that.

Love didn’t change that.

And whether Finn stayed or not, that wouldn’t change her feelings for him.

“Auntie.”

She put the blanket down and glanced over at Lane, who stood up in his crib and watched her.

“Hey, kiddo,” she said, getting up to go and pick him up. “Good nap?”

He made a hmm sound and sleepily cuddled closer to her. She held him and just stood there for a few minutes. Whatever Finn decided or didn’t decide wouldn’t change this. She’d found herself when she’d been given Lane. She’d found something inside of her that she’d never realized had been missing.

And that was enough.

Finn was a bonus. She had to remember that. If it worked out between them, she’d count that as a blessing. But even if it didn’t, she’d never regret her love for him. He’d made her accept parts of herself she hadn’t even realized she’d been afraid of.

She got Lane dressed and then waited for Cal and Amelia to arrive. They were taking Lane for the night so she and Finn could have their date. They were also dropping him off since he still couldn’t drive.

Finn hadn’t looked too thrilled that he still was relegated to the passenger seat when she’d left him at Outlaw Tequila. But she couldn’t change that and neither could he.

Until his body was ready, he wasn’t going to be driving. And that was what worried her about this date and her relationship with him. He was a man used to being in charge and being with her gave him something that could feel real. She knew, because it felt real to her.

But she also was afraid that he was pretending to be content here when they both knew that his heart would always be on the road.

She didn’t mind loving him as long as she didn’t come out of it looking like a fool. But she would have no way of knowing if it were real or not unless she trusted her heart.
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The Dragonfly was busy since many people were in town for the rodeo on the Fourth, but Delilah had given them a table on the large wooden porch that overlooked the spur of the Pedernales that ran through Last Stand. It was tucked in a corner and she’d had her staff move some of the potted plants to give them even more privacy.

Finn wouldn’t have guessed it, but the toughest Corbyn sister had a romantic streak. He had never been much on romantic gestures, figuring most women saw through them, but Lancey had caught her breath at the twinkle lights in the tree branches and the small table set for two.

“This seem like it’s part of a fantasy,” Finn said.

“Did you do this?” she asked, turning to face him. Lancey had her hair up but not in her usual high ponytail. A few tendrils framed her heart-shaped face and she’d worn makeup for their date. She had a sundress on that hugged her chest and accentuated her tiny waist before the skirt flared out and fell to her knees. She had on a pair of strappy sandals that added a few inches of height to her.

“I asked if we could have some privacy, but the rest of this is all Delilah,” Finn said. He had never been nervous around a woman before but something about this night with Lancey was making him anxious. “She’s making a special dinner for us—another of her suggestions.”

“She’s good at making those,” Lancey said.

“She is,” Finn said. If his brothers saw him now, they’d never let him live this one down. Where was all the charm he’d cultivated over the years? The ease he’d always had with women? It was gone. The one time he wanted to be at his best, he wasn’t even coming close. But never had he had so much on the line.

They sat down and their waiter served them both a refreshing mint lemonade that was the specialty of the Dragonfly and when they were left alone again, Lancey folded her hands on the table and waited.

“First let’s have a toast. To your new job,” Finn said, lifting his glass.

“To my job,” she said. They both took a sip of their drinks and put them back down on the table.

Silence fell between them and she shook her head. “I’m not good at this.”

“What?” he asked.

“This. I know we’re on a date and we should be relaxed. But I want to know what’s on your mind. Earlier, I asked you about driving and you shut down. But I think we need to talk about it,” she said.

“We do,” he admitted. “I’ll be honest with you. There is a pretty good chance that I’m not going to be a full-time driver anymore.”

She nodded. “I was afraid that might be the case.”

“Why?”

“You don’t know anything else,” she said. “Everything about you is tied to being a racecar driver.”

“It is. Do you think that I’m nothing without it?” he asked.

“No. No, I don’t. I wondered if you did,” she said.

“I’m not sure. I have been thinking about it a lot while we were on the road. Now that we’re back, I don’t know what I’m doing. This isn’t me. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been focused on my career, being the best, winning the cup. But now that’s gone, and I have to figure out something else. But everything I’ve ever done in my life was to make my driving better. I don’t know anything else but driving. Or I didn’t…until you.”

She nodded.

That was it, her only reaction. Just a tiny nod of her head and then she took another sip of her drink and put her hands back in her lap. The waiter brought out a basket of large soft yeast rolls and with honey-lavender butter on the side. She took one and broke it apart on the bread plate but didn’t eat it.

Did she not want him to want her in his life? “Is that not a good thing?”

She swallowed and he watched her throat work as she turned her head and looked away from him.

“Lancey?”

“I don’t know, Finn,” she said. “I mean, on one hand it’s flattering to think that you have found something in me that could replace—not sure that’s the right sentiment—racing for you. I am flattered.”

She tore another chunk off the roll, and he watched her.

“But?” he asked. What was she saying? He wasn’t the best guy when it came to reading the nuances of women but frankly, he was flummoxed by this. He thought she’d be happy to hear he found himself in her.

“You are talking about me being on par with your entire life. Racing wasn’t just your career, Finn, it was everything. It was what you used to define yourself with your brothers and to get away from your father. Losing that isn’t easy. I know that because when I had to leave the Marines, I felt like I’d lost a limb. It’s not something that you can replace quickly, or easily. I’m still filling in those missing pieces. Lane helps me with part of it. The friendships I’m making here help, too. And the job at the police office will give me purpose. You’re helping, too,” she admitted.

“Great. So you get what I’m saying,” he said.

But she wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t looking as if what he’d said had made her happy.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I can’t be your everything,” she said. “And I don’t think I am. I think you are looking for something to distract you from what you’ve lost. Right now, while the sex is good and everything is new between us, it feels like it could be me. But what happens when you realize I’m just Lancey Maverick of Last Stand, and you want more from life?”


Chapter Fourteen


Lancey hadn’t come to the decision to be blunt with Finn easily. He was saying all the things she wanted to hear, all the things she wanted to believe were what would make them both happy, but she knew better than to believe that a man who’d learned he couldn’t go back to what he loved could, in the space of a day, realize that she was the answer.

She wanted to believe it, but she didn’t.

Her mom’s spirit had told her to trust herself and that was what she was doing. Finn needed to figure out who he was before he could say things like that to her.

“I like you. I’m not imagining you’re going to be someone else and that’s how we’ll make this work. Or that we’ll have some sort of idealized life. I know you. You’re stubborn and feisty and won’t hesitate to tell me if I’m being a brat,” he pleaded.

“See?” she said. “That is me. I know that when we were on the road trip…it was fun. I enjoyed every second of it. But we were focused, and we had a goal in mind. Now that we are back here, you’ll see other people. You still have to figure out if you are going back to NASCAR or do something else. I don’t want you to make an offer out of desperation because you don’t think you have any other options.”

He shook his head and put his hands on the table and pushed his chair. “What are you saying?”

“Just that…” There were no words she could find that would make this sound less harsh. “I don’t want you to settle for me.”

He stood up and walked a few feet away from the table. He braced his hands on the wooden railing and leaned forward. She just watched him, feeling his pain but knowing she’d done the right thing.

Didn’t he know that she wanted to say yes to whatever he offered? Didn’t he realize how tempting that all sounded? Did he know that she was only trying to protect him? She could only guess that he didn’t.

She saw the waiter come out, so she put her hand up to gesture that they weren’t yet ready, then walked over to where Finn stood. She put her hand between his shoulder blades, feeling the heat of him. He was sweating.

She leaned her head against his shoulder and stood there next to him, watching the water flowing lazily by and hearing the rustle of the wind through the trees.

He turned his head toward her.

“Why don’t you believe me?” he asked.

She put her hand on his cheek. “I do believe you. Right now, you and me make sense in your life. But there will come a time when we don’t, when you wake up one morning and realize that you settled for the first thing you saw instead of waiting for the right thing. I’m not saying we aren’t the right thing, but you’ll never know if you just jump into this.”

“I don’t know any other way. I’m not one of those people who needs lots of time to make up my mind. I’m not running to you because I’m afraid to face the future alone, Lancey. I’m running to you because when I’m with you, I make sense,” he said.

She felt a chill go down her spine. He wanted her to be his everything. He was asking her to take a risk and go all in with him. But she couldn’t do it. The thought made her panic. She was used to be alone. Even with Lane, she knew there were other options. He had his uncles, he had Amelia, he had the Corbyns. He had a lot of people he could lean on other than her.

She needed that. She needed to be unfettered. And until this moment, when she was standing next to Finn, she hadn’t realized that she needed to be self-reliant.

She didn’t want to let herself believe that someone would stay. She knew they wouldn’t. Everyone she loved had left her, and she got it. Death wasn’t an easy thing to turn away from. But she’d always realized that she was okay because she’d kept a part of herself safe and secure, locked away deep inside. There was no way she could do that with Finn.

So, she’d been telling him that she wasn’t sure he was making a choice based on what he needed, but really, she knew that his choice wasn’t what she wanted. If he made her his life, if she started to believe in it, in them and him, then something happened… How would she go on?

She wasn’t borrowing trouble or seeing disaster where there wasn’t any. She was too practical for that. She knew herself and her choices were clear. If she let Finn make her his life, she’d lose herself. Because the only thing she knew was her own path. If she joined hers with his… What would she be?

“I can’t,” she said at last.

“You can’t?”

“Yes. I don’t want that. I like things the way they are between us. We’re supposed to be dating, not talking about forever.”

“Dating?”

“Yes. Finn, that’s what we agreed to.”

“I want more from you, darling. I think I’ve known that from the beginning. That’s why I took off that morning. Because it scared me to realize that you made me want to stay. I didn’t understand that I had nothing to be afraid of.”

She shook her head and backed away from him. She wished she could believe him but he’d left her to go back to NASCAR and then he’d lost driving. Her own fear was taking over now. “I’m sorry. But I can’t.”
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Can’t. It wasn’t a word that he’d heard often or that he wanted to deal with now. Normally he would have gotten angry, but he saw how scared Lancey was. The MP, who’d handled anything that the military could throw at her, was terrified. This woman who was so tough and strong didn’t want to take a chance on…him.

Or was it love? He didn’t know for sure. Had been afraid to tell her how he felt because the last thing he’d wanted to do was be that vulnerable to her. To add another variable into the mix. He should just tell her how he felt and see if that worked. But a part of him wanted her to trust him before he revealed himself. Because he had heard those words from women before, but for the wrong reasons.

But not saying the words to her didn’t change what he felt in his heart. When he’d stood in his empty house, he’d realized that the only things that would make it a home were her and Lane. He’d built it for one thing, but its true purpose was to house his family. He’d never seen himself as a family man. That was for old fogies like Jasper Corbyn, who was forever flashing pictures of his wife and daughters and regaling everyone with stories about them.

That wasn’t Finn…until now. He realized that he wanted that happy little family they’d become on the road to be real. He wanted to have Lancey by his side with Lane, and maybe add a few kids of their own. And he’d never thought about having kids before. He had always thought he wouldn’t have the time and he knew how a bad father could screw a kid up.

“You know I have a great big four-thousand-square-foot house on the Delaney ranch that’s empty year round?” he asked her.

“What does that have to do with anything?” she asked. “I have an eighteen-hundred-square-foot home that’s in the middle of town.”

“I know you do. And it’s full of love and family and memories. You walk through your house and you can see your mom and TJ and your gran. Lane is going to grow up surrounded by that Maverick history and legacy.”

“He is,” she said. “What’s your point?”

“I thought that by being number one, by driving fast and winning races, I’d create a legacy that would black out the fact that my dad wasn’t exactly the greatest and that my mom was gone. That I’d create a new version of Finn Delaney. So, I built myself a big house away from the old memories, and created a life. The life of a winner,” he said. “But today, when I was standing in that big house alone, I realized that I didn’t feel like that. All the races in the world weren’t enough to fill that big empty house, darling. I know how it looks. My timing isn’t the best, but this isn’t a Texas hailstorm that’s over in a minute.”

He’d stood there alone and realized that he was that way because he’d never been sure enough of himself to reach out and hold on to anything but driving. It was the way he’d always used to navigate out of tricky situations and into the lifestyle he liked, where everything was a big blur on the sidelines. But with Lancey and Lane, he wanted to slow down and enjoy the scenery.

“How can you be sure?” she asked. “I’m not trying to shove you away, Finn. But I’ve been trying to grapple with this since April, and I’m just now starting to have some idea of what’s next. How are you making a decision this quickly?”

“It’s what I do. I react to changes in the blink of an eye and it’s not racing that gave that to me. I’ve always been that way.”

“That’s part of what makes me think you’re not really considering all the factors. You’re not used to standing still. And as much as I love Last Stand and this tiny community, it’s not fast. It’s not going to be exciting or give an adrenaline junky like you what you need to get to your fix.”

He stared at her. How had he never made her see that she was all the fix he needed? That with her, he understood what he’d been missing all these years? She was the only thing that he needed to ground him, ever.

“There isn’t anything I can say that will convince you. I’m willing to give it as much time as you think I need. But believe me when I say this, darling, I’m not going anywhere without you.”

She chewed her lower lip, watching him with those wide eyes of hers, as if trying to figure out if it was safe to believe him or not. He wasn’t sure what he could do to convince her.

“I need some time.”

“Okay, Lancey. I’m willing to give you all the time you need to figure out that I’m not just using you to fill the emptiness,” he said. There was no way his feelings were going to change. “We can just do what we planned to do.”

She scrunched her brow and seemed to be glaring at him in a way he’d never seen her do before. “Why? Why would you do that?”

He took a deep breath and remembered the times he’d won races when no one had expected him to. He hadn’t followed a path that had worked for anyone else. And with Lancey, nothing that he’d tried before would work. He could only give her the truth and hope that brought her around to his way of thinking.

“Because I love you.”
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He loved her?

He loved her!

She almost threw herself into his arms, but she reminded herself that he was vulnerable. That love took time…but did it? She was a tortoise compared to Finn, and even she had realized that she was in love. It was that feeling of euphoria she’d gotten every time he looked at her. Or how she’d wanted to indulge him when he’d sought different ways to lengthen their trip and their time together. She had wanted nothing more than to spend time with him.

But she’d been afraid, afraid that once he got back here, he’d start to realize that this wasn’t the life he wanted. She’d never doubted herself. She knew she was his equal in this relationship, but she’d been worried sick that life in Last Stand wasn’t enough for him. In fact, she still was.

“Oh, Finn,” she said. “I love you, too.”

“Then what’s the problem? I thought all women needed—”

“Don’t. Don’t lump me together with anyone else you’ve ever been with. I’m not someone who says those words lightly. I love you, Finn. But it hasn’t made me blind to the person you are,” she said.

“I’m glad. I’ve never tried to fool you into thinking I’m something I’m not,” he admitted. “But I think you know me as a man of my word.”

She did.

She wanted to believe him. She did believe him. She had no problem thinking that he was in love with her right now, while his career was up in the air and no one knew what was going to happen next.

But six months down the road? Who knew? And she wasn’t like Finn. She was sure. She had found her spot here in Last Stand and she didn’t want to start loving him and needing him only to see him race away when he was well again.

“You never told me about your diagnosis and why you were benched,” she said.

“I did.”

“Not really. Not in any depth. I have no idea what it means for you and your career,” she said.

“I have deep vein thrombosis and I’m on blood thinners. I have a blood clot in my leg, which I made worse when I lost my temper and kicked a bench in my trailer,” he said. “I’m seeing a specialist but everyone, even the most optimistic doctor, has said that my hours behind the wheel are winding down. I can’t keep on sitting still for that long, in that same position, without risking my life, and if I’m driving, the lives of others. So, I think it’s safe to say I’m not going to be driving again.”

His words made her sad for him. She heard the pain in them but for the first time, she didn’t hear anger. Finn Delaney, who was usually angry about everything, suddenly wasn’t. Why?

“What’s changed?”

He gave her a little smile. “Like I said, being in my empty house put everything in perspective. I’ve been alone in that house a million times before, but this was the first time that I really looked around. I love driving, but mainly because it gave me a way to get out of Last Stand. And I needed that, first when Mom got sick, and then after she died. I had to get away from Dad. But I don’t need that anymore. And I love cars and speed and that’s never going to change but I think…I know, that I have.

“A big part of that has come from you,” he continued. “I watched you navigate the unknown and just take it one step at a time. And while we were driving, part of my mind was working on something to do here, trying to come up with a way for me to stay. Because you aren’t the kind of woman who wants a man who doesn’t know what he wants.”

She bit her lower lip and tried not to jump into his arms, but she was starting to get the feeling that Finn really had thought this through. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ve been thinking of putting in a go-cart track and training facility. It’d be small at first, but I’d like to train young drivers so that they can go into the NASCAR circuit. I’m going to set up some meetings to figure it out. It feels right, like something I should do. Also, Cal mentioned that we still have the lease on that storefront that your brother wanted for the tattoo parlor, so I thought I could have a little office in town.”

“Why would you need an office in town?” she asked.

“So I can see you on your lunch break,” he said. “And Lane would like it, too.”

She could see it in his eyes—the hope and the love that she’d been afraid to admit was there before. But not anymore. “I’m still not sure how you’ll feel six months from now.”

“Me either, but damn, darling, I can promise you one thing—I’m never going to want to be far away from you.”

He pulled her into his arms, and she held on to his shoulders. Their eyes met and she suddenly realized she’d found what she’d been missing—her other half. Finn made her realize that being alone wasn’t the only way to live. That having a man by her side, a partner, was the sweetest thing in the world.

Then he kissed her, and she forgot all about sweet. Finn Delaney was dangerous and wild and the ride with him was going to be full throttle and no holds barred—exactly what a Maverick woman was bred to handle.

When he lifted his head a long while later, she realized that she never wanted to let him go.

“I love you, Finn.”

“I love you too, darling.”

“I’m not saying this is going to be easy,” she warned.

“Whatever it is, we will face it together.”


Epilogue


One year later

The Last Stand Saloon was a town institution, but not exactly the spot that most brides would have picked to have their receptions. But the saloon had been the spot where she and Finn had first started their relationship and both of them had decided it was where they wanted to have their first dance as man and wife.

The new Mrs. Lancey Maverick-Delaney was very glad she’d broken her own self-imposed regulation to stay away from NASCAR hotshot Finn Delaney.

“What are you thinking, Mrs. Delaney?” Finn asked as he twirled her around the dance floor where their family and close friends watched them.

“That you are still too cocky, and too arrogant, and though I still like the way you fill out a pair of jeans, but damn you look good in a tux.”

Finn slid his hand up her back and dipped her, looking down at her décolletage, which was exposed by the sweetheart neckline of her dress, while he did it. “You look really good in a wedding gown, darling.”

He stood them back up. “I still like you best in a dress. But you make fatigues look good, too.”

“Thanks, Finn, You’re all flattery.”

“I knew it was my sweet-talking ways that convinced you to marry me.”

“That, and a few other things,” she said.

She thought about the past year and how it hadn’t been easy. Finn had worked nonstop to get his racetrack built and starting in the fall, he’d have his first class of students out there. Lane was getting used to his new family and all his aunts and uncles taking care of him. Lancey, who’d always kept herself apart from the community, looked around at the people who were watching her and Finn dance, and knew she’d finally found the family she’d always thought she hadn’t needed. It meant the world to her to have them all with her on this special day.

Of course, they’d had a few fights. He was still a stubborn man-child at times, and she wasn’t one to suffer fools lightly, but they always made up.

She blushed.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Making up after a fight,” she said.

He kissed her slow and deep before lifting his head. “Sometimes I pick a fight just so we can make up.”

“I know,” she said, hugging him close. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said.

“My turn,” Lane said, running toward them. He looked too cute for words in his miniature version of Finn’s tux and with his cowboy hat on. “I wanna dance.”

Finns scooped him up. “Ready for our song?”

“What song?”

“We picked one for you,” Finn said, signaling the deejay.

The three of them danced to ‘My Heroes Have Always Been Cowboys’ and their friends came out and danced with them. Lane squirmed to get down and made his way over to Cal and Amelia who were doing more kissing than dancing, but they started to dance with Lane too. Jasper and Lilly Corbyn came and wrangled him into dancing with them as well.

Lancey stopped dancing and Finn stopped too. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, just thinking that you were exactly what I needed.”

“An outlaw?”

She shook her head. “You’re not as much of an outlaw as you like to believe.”

“I’m glad. Because wherever you are is exactly where I want to be.”

“You don’t find Last Stand too slow? You used to go three hundred miles per hour every Sunday,” she said, kissing him.

“I was racing in circles. I never even saw the finish line until I found you,” he said.

The End
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Sometimes, Amelia Corbyn thought that Last Stand, Texas, was the town that time forgot. Well, except for the busloads of tourists who shopped on Main Street every day, but the rest of the world seemed to have forgotten it, or maybe it was simply that Last Stand had turned its back on the world.

When she’d been in New York, it had been easy to reminisce about her hometown and think of it fondly. The sleepy little town in Hill Country was steeped in history and tradition. But now that she was back, she didn’t find the history quite so charming and her own family traditions were bringing to the surface emotions she’d spent years suppressing. It wasn’t as if any reasonable person on the planet would have an issue with meeting her sisters at Kolaches, the town bakery, and having the spring special brew that featured orange mocha lattes.

She knew it was unreasonable to sit in her car on one of the hilly streets just off Main, watching the entrance. But she’d been avoiding her mom and she wouldn’t put it past her youngest sister Delilah to “surprise” her by bringing their mother. She loved her sisters, but like any close sibling group, there were times when they got on each other’s nerves.

Emma arrived first, which made Amelia smile. Of course, her middle sister would be the first—she was always punctual—and from her spot across the street from Kolaches, Amelia noticed Emma picking a table near the window. She tucked a strand of her long reddish-brown hair behind her ear and turned her face toward the sun for a moment before she took a book from her purse and set it on the table.

Emma was the shyest of the three of them and preferred reading to socializing, any day of the week.

The sound of a roaring motor made her turn her head as Delilah rounded the corner on her Yamaha DragStar. It was safe to assume Mom wasn’t going to be at breakfast, Amelia thought. Their mother hated the motorcycle that Delilah had brought back from Dallas along with a tattoo on her inner wrist and some baggage that no one had been able to get her to share. All Amelia knew was that Delilah had left a five-star kitchen in the Dallas area and come back here to open the Dragonfly, down by the river. She was a tyrant in the kitchen and out. She was a perfectionist who liked things the way she liked them and didn’t hesitate to voice her opinions. Amelia sometimes thought that her youngest sister looked like the sweetest person…until she flashed her temper.

There was a rap on her window, stirring her from her thoughts. It was Delilah, her helmet tucked under her arm and one eyebrow raised.

“Why are you hiding over here?”

“I wasn’t. I just got here.”

“That would work if I was born yesterday,” Delilah said. “But I wasn’t. You thought I was going to bring Mom.”

“Maybe. I just wasn’t taking any chances,” Amelia said.

“Mellie, I’m not that sneaky. You know if I was going to bring her, I would have texted you,” Delilah said.

“I’m just not ready.”

Delilah reached through the open window, put her hand on her sister’s shoulder and squeezed. “I know—that’s why I came alone.”

“What’s the deal? I thought we were going to have kolaches and catch up,” Emma said. “Why are you two out here?”

“We weren’t sure if you were getting to a ‘good part’ in your book. We didn’t want to interrupt,” Delilah said, hugging Emma.

Amelia got out of her car and out of habit locked it, but crime wasn’t that high in Last Stand.

“I ordered three orange mochas for us and kolaches so let’s go,” Emma said.

She followed her sisters back into the bakery and waved at Mrs. Parsons and her daughter, Jade, who were both behind the counter. Jade had been in her grade, so they’d been friends when they were younger, before Amelia had dropped out of high school and went off to pursue modeling.

How different would her own life have been if she’d never left?

It was a question she’d spent too much time thinking about over the past twelve years, but she’d never have been able to stay. Even now, she felt anxious at the thought of trying to blend in and be normal. She hadn’t been normal since that night…two days before she’d left for New York. Everything had changed, and she’d moved on and never looked back. But now she was here again. Mom was sick and her memories were fading. If Amelia wanted answers, she needed to ask the questions that she’d never had the courage to ask before.

“I’m so happy you’re home,” Emma said, tucking her book back into her bag. “I do love visiting you in the city, but this is nicer.”

“It is,” Delilah agreed. “But I’m not holding hands or wearing matching outfits to Minna’s birthday shindig.”

“Damn, no matching outfits. I was going to put in a call to one of the high-end design houses and see if they could do something haute couture for us,” Amelia said, laughing.

“Since our styles are so distinct, I think the time for matching outfits has gone,” Emma said. “I’m not wearing that biker chick stuff you like and frankly, Amelia, your clothes scare me.”

“How could my clothes scare you?” she asked.

“The price tags. What if I spill something? Or stumble?”

“Then we would get it repaired. And for the record, I think you’d look good as a biker chick,” Amelia said.

“Uh, hold on, that’s my vibe. Emma’s going to have to find her own.”

“I’m happy as I am,” Emma said. “And with my sisters back by my side. You have no idea what torture it was to go to all the events in town by myself.”

“Well, all of the Corbyn girls are back and that’s all that matters,” Delilah said.

Except she wasn’t a Corbyn girl. Not really. And she’d never figured out how to make her peace with that.
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The Delaney ranch wasn’t exactly close to downtown Last Stand, which was exactly the way his bank-robbing ancestors had wanted it. They’d rob trains, banks and anything else they could get their hands on during the late 1800s, using their ranch as a hideout, and there were days when Cal thought they’d had the right idea by not getting involved in town. But he didn’t live in the nineteenth century and making his living as an outlaw had never appealed to him.

He’d been labeled an outlaw on the playing field back in his pro-football days because he’d been the kind of quarterback who didn’t just stay in the box. But a career-ending sack five years ago had put an end to his playing days. The only other thing he’d had going on were some agave vats he’d invested in and the old jailhouse he’d purchased when he’d been feeling nostalgic. Over the years he’d turned that into a successful tequila brand using the old wanted posters of his ancestors as the branding for the liquor. Through his ancestry he was Irish and Mexican, and he had property in Mexico where he grew and harvested the agave that they used for the tequila.

He’d invited his brothers to join him in the business and Braden his youngest brother had taken him up on the offer. Braden was scary smart when it came to numbers and business, so Cal left the day-to-day running to him. Finn had flat turned him down, preferring to continue his career in the truck league in NASCAR, working his way up over the last few years. He was now a Cup driver, which Outlaw Tequila was a happy sponsor of.

Most days, Cal didn’t worry too much about his family or their supposed curse—his dad and granddad had both said the Delaney name wasn’t good for a woman, since no Delaney woman had survived past her thirties, including Cal’s mom. But he thought that curse was about to be broken. His baby sister Rose was nineteen. She’d made some dumb decisions but hell, what Delaney hadn’t? And she was getting her life sorted out. She’d had to—she’d had a baby before she graduated from high school. Cal’s nephew was two and a half years old and while he had no use for TJ Maverick, the boy’s daddy, Cal loved his nephew. And he was determined to make sure that Delaney Maverick didn’t turn out to be the no-good loser that Rose’s boyfriend was.

He pulled his Chevy pickup into the spot reserved for him at the storefront of Outlaw Tequila and got out, putting on his black Stetson. Braden’s sports car was already in his assigned spot and he noticed there were a few tourists waiting for the shop to open. He glanced back at Main Street. As a teen, he couldn’t wait to get out of this place. He’d had a full-ride scholarship to A&M and he’d enjoyed every minute of his time there, playing hard and working hard on the football field and in the classroom. His father, who’d been a heavy drinker and smoker, had gotten ill Cal’s senior year and died before Cal had graduated. It had fallen to him to make sure his brothers and little sister were raised. And he’d done the best he could, but he didn’t like to think about the ways he’d screwed up.

No matter how much he wanted to blame Rose for falling for TJ’s smooth-talking ways, Cal knew if she’d been raised in a better environment…well, maybe things would have been different.

He shook his head. The fight they’d had this morning wasn’t the way anyone should start their day. He had told Rose she couldn’t marry TJ until she got through college. Heck, she’d just finished high school. She was still a kid. And honestly, he didn’t want her to marry the jerk at all. The boy was barely able to hold down a job and he had dropped all of the college courses he’d promised both Cal and his sister he’d take.

“Cal, you got a minute?”

He turned to see Jasper Corbyn walking toward him from the People’s Bank of Last Stand on Main Street. The Corbyn family had been bankers in town for generations and back in the day, Cal’s ancestors had tried robbing them a time or two. But that was all in the past. And during the annual heritage days when they re-enacted the battle to save Last Stand, Cal and Jasper had some fun impersonating their ancestors.

“Yes, sir,” he said. It’d be a relief to have something other than his relationship with his sister to think about. “What’s up?”

“I was hoping you could come by the bank sometime today to discuss the small business loan for the tattoo parlor.”

“What are you talking about?”

Jasper tipped his head to the side. “The one you and TJ are opening. I’ve talked to Dana at Main Street Realty and she says your location is prime. I need to go over a few details with you. I’ve talked to TJ and he did say he’d be running the daily operation with Rose.”

Oh, hell no. “Let me talk to TJ. I didn’t think we were at the loan stage yet.”

“Fair enough. I think you’re smart to do it through the bank instead of privately. When family is involved in money deals, it can cause all kinds of problems. Want me to put it on hold for now?”

This was honestly the first thing TJ had done that made Cal believe the kid was actually thinking of the future. Cal didn’t want to stand in his way, but he had to talk to him before he could just sign off on a loan. “Can you give me until after Minna’s party?”

“Sure. Take as long as you like,” Jasper said.

Jasper left and Cal turned away from Outlaw Tequila, walking instead toward Kolaches. He needed time to think and he’d always done that better when he was outside… Actually he did his best thinking when he was under pressure in the box just after taking the snap on the football field, but he wasn’t on the field anymore. This was life, not a game that wouldn’t matter in five years. He had to be careful how he played this situation.
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Her sisters had to leave to go to work but since Amelia was only in town temporarily because their mother was unwell and she didn’t have anything urgent planned that morning, she stayed behind to enjoy a second latte. Kolaches was busy in the morning with the rush hour crowd stopping by on their way in to the office and as that crowd slowed, the vendors who had downtown businesses started to trickle in. Amelia was just about ready to leave when he walked in.

Cal Delaney.

She’d like to say the years hadn’t been kind to him, but they had. When she’d known him in high school, he’d been long and lanky with some overdeveloped arm muscles from working out and playing football year-round. But he’d matured into his frame and now he seemed to be all muscles. He wore a black Stetson, which he doffed when Mrs. Parson greeted him, and his voice was still that deep rumble that made her senses go wild. His jeans fit tight against his butt and thighs and he wore a pair of Kelly Boots on his feet. She sat back in her chair, staring at him, even though she shouldn’t.

She’d heard from her dad that he’d been injured during a game and hadn’t been able to keep playing football. She also knew he had started a tequila business here in town, and from her friends in New York, she knew his top-shelf Outlaw Tequila was a crowd pleaser.

She didn’t stop staring, even when he turned around and noticed her. Lost in her thoughts about him and what a gorgeous man he’d become, it didn’t even occur to her to turn away. He moved toward her with the kind of grace and power that male models seldom achieved. He could make a fortune with those cheekbones.

“Like what you see?”

“Um…actually, yes, I do,” she said, standing up and holding out her hand to him. “Amelia Corbyn. I’m not sure if you remember me from high school.”

“Damn. That’s cold,” he said, glancing over his shoulder as if to make sure no one was close enough to hear him as he leaned down, resting one hand on the table, and brought his face close to hers. “As if I’d forget the first girl I ever slept with.”

She blushed.

“Well, um, yeah, I didn’t forget you either,” she said. All the sophistication she’d thought she’d cultivated in Manhattan was out the door. He made her feel…just like she’d felt when they’d dated. Those three magical weeks, before her world was shaken and broken and she learned she wasn’t really a Corbyn daughter.

“Glad to hear it. I mean I wasn’t at my best, but I didn’t think it was that horrible. I mean, I wouldn’t have run away the next day or anything like that,” he said, spinning the chair across from her around and sitting down on it.

She felt the redness in her face and glanced down at the table, turning her latte mug in her hands. “Oh, about that, I’m sorry for the way it might have seemed. There was a lot going on in my life and I had the offer from Elite to go and model for them.”

“I remember. Looks like that worked out for you,” he said. “Rose is a huge fan of yours. She’s always showing me your covers.”

“Aw, she was always the sweetest little thing,” Amelia said. The Delaney house had been a predominantly male zone when she’d dated Cal. And though his little sister—a card-carrying tomboy—fit in, she’d loved to play with Amelia’s makeup when she was over there. “How old is she now?”

“Nineteen. She took a page from your book and dropped out. She has a little boy—Delaney. We call him Lane.”

“Wow. It has been a while since I’ve been back. My sisters didn’t mention anything about that. Is she…how is she?” Amelia asked at last. She knew that despite it being the twenty-first century, small towns weren’t always accepting of teenage moms.

“She’s good. We have help with Delaney and Rose is still living at home. She’s been going to college over in Austin,” he said.

To anyone else, it would seem as if she was catching up with an old friend, but there was more to it than that. Maybe it was because of the way she’d had to leave, but he’d always been someone she’d never been able to forget. She thought about that night a lot. She had no regrets about sleeping with him. She’d known once she got to New York her life would be different and she had wanted her first time to be with…well, someone she’d cared about.

“Enough talking about my family,” he said. “What are you up to these days?”

“My folks asked me to come back for a while. I’ve temporarily opened an agency here in town to scout for talent and to teach kids what they need to know if they want to model. I’m doing some classes on manners on the side because the Texas Women’s League asked me to.”

“Sounds…”

“Boring? Silly?”

“Neither of those. Sounds perfect for you. And if playing pro ball taught me anything, it’s that the world outside of Last Stand takes some adjusting to,” he said, at last.

“It sure does. Took me a while,” she admitted.

“Me too,” he said. His phone pinged, and he glanced down at the screen. “See ya around, Amelia.”

He walked out of the door and she watched him leave. She hadn’t anticipated seeing him or talking to him, having been so focused on her issues with her mom, but she was suddenly glad to be back.

Find out what happens next…

Buy now!


More books by Katherine Garbera


The Scott Brothers of Montana series

Book 1: A Cowboy for Christmas

Buy now!

Book 2: The Cowboy’s Reluctant Bride

Buy now!

Book 3: Her Summer Cowboy

Buy now!

Book 4: Cowboy, It’s Cold Outside

Buy now!

Book 5: Her Christmas Cowboy

Buy now!


Keep Up with your Favorite Authors and their New Releases

For the latest news from Tule Publishing authors, sign up for our newsletter here or check out our website at TulePublishing.com

Stay social! For new release updates, behind-the-scenes sneak peeks, and reader giveaways:

Like us on

[image: Facebook Button]

Follow us on

[image: Twitter Button]

Follow us on

[image: Instragram Button]

See you online!

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]


About the Author


[image: Author]

USA Today bestselling author Katherine Garbera is a two-time Maggie winner who has written more than 60 books. A Florida native who grew up to travel the globe, Katherine now makes her home in the Midlands of the UK with her husband, two children and a very spoiled miniature dachshund.

For more from Katherine, visit KatherineGarbera.com

Join her mailing list here

Follow her on Facebook and Twitter@katheringarbera

[image: *]*

For the latest news from Tule Publishing, visit our website at TulePublishing.com and sign up for our newsletter here!

[image: Tule Publishing Logo]

OEBPS/i/i6.jpg





OEBPS/i/i1.png





OEBPS/i/i4.png





OEBPS/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

~The Dangerous Delaneys-









OEBPS/i/i2.png





OEBPS/i/i5.png





OEBPS/i/i3.png








