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MONTANA MAVERICKS

Welcome to Big Sky Country, home of the Montana Mavericks! Where free-spirited men and women discover love on the range.

The Tenacity Social Club

In rough-and-tumble Tenacity, it seems everyone already knows everyone else—and their business. Finding someone new to date can be a struggle. But what if your perfect match is already written in the stars? Pull up a bar stool and open your heart, because you never know who you might meet at the Social Club!

Superwealthy rancher Daniel Taylor didn’t even know he wanted love until he walked into Mike Cooper’s bar, but now Mike is all he can think about. The down-to-earth cowboy/bartender is unlike anyone Daniel’s ever met, and he wears his heart on his sleeve. But Mike’s also raising his eight-year-old nephew, and he doesn’t think he belongs in Daniel’s upscale world. Maybe they were never meant to be more than a fling, but Daniel can’t bear to walk away…






Dear Reader,

This is my first time writing in the Montana Mavericks world, and what an honor it is to welcome you back to the miniseries, as well as to Tenacity’s ongoing mystery!

Daniel Taylor wasn’t planning to be in Tenacity at all, let alone stay for a spell in the hardscrabble town. His truck has different ideas, and when it breaks down on the side of the highway, the Tenacity Social Club—and gorgeous bartender Mike Cooper—is an unexpected refuge. Buckling under the expectations of his family’s mega ranching business, Daniel is floored by how much comfort, friendship and passion he discovers with the local rancher.

Mike quickly tumbles head over heels for Tenacity’s newest visitor, especially after seeing Daniel bond with Mike’s young nephew, Cody. But though much brings the pair together, familial and emotional barriers threaten to tear them apart. I hope you enjoy their journey of finding true love in Tenacity. Getting to usher Daniel and Mike’s happily-ever-after into the world has been a true privilege.

If you’re interested in other Montana-based books I’ve written, as well as a few other Harlequin Special Edition novels with LGBTQ+ characters, my website (laurelgreer.com) has info, extras and a link to my newsletter. You can also find me on Facebook or Instagram. I’m @laurelgreerauthor on both.

Happy reading!

Laurel



A Maverick Worth Waiting For

Laurel Greer

[image: ]






NOTE TO READERS

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9781335143211
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CHAPTER ONE

Daniel Taylor rested one wrist on the steering wheel and one arm on the open window ledge of his pickup. The two-lane highway through eastern Montana was straight, flat and deserted enough that he could’ve put the vehicle in cruise control and taken a nap without incident, but driving like this didn’t put him to sleep. The early May sun glinted pale gold off the fields on both sides of the road, stretching into infinity.

Roads like this signified possibilities, and this one, in particular, stretched toward the state line where he planned to do some real-estate reconnaissance. Damn, he was itching for something to light him on fire. Branching out from Montana, finding a spread in North Dakota with his brother would spice things up enough to no longer be on a slow, monotonous slide into middle age.

The Check Engine light flashed for a second, then went out. Weird. A loose wire?

He’d take a look when he stopped for gas before the border. He had hours of driving ahead of him. Hours of dreaming. Time and space to dwell on possibilities without a hundred human-resources fires to put out at the Triple T Ranch. In a different family, he might get away with treating his Director of Training and Employee Development title like a courtesy, but the Taylor legacy hadn’t been built by people who’d taken advantage of their last name to slack off and let other people do their work for them.

Taylor men care for the people they love by working the land, son.

If only he felt as connected to that legacy as he had when he’d been younger.

The warning light blinked again. Hmm.

Should he stop?

A road sign stood out against the endless fields. Five miles to Tenacity.

Five miles to that bar.

That smile.

That easy, engrossing conversation, hours that felt like minutes. He’d replayed it like a script in his head, over and over as winter had turned to spring.

He shook his head. His moment in time in the Tenacity Social Club, months ago but still so fresh, was safest left in the past.

He was looking for something but wasn’t about to find it in a small, struggling ranching town. And “something” wasn’t a bartender more than fifteen years younger than Daniel.

Though…

He’d consider it on the way home. A quick stop after dealing with his business across state lines. Say hello to the man whose laugh was impossible to erase from his mind. Relive a sliver of the snowy, winter afternoon when he’d stopped to stretch his legs on his way home from another long trip.

Mike had been special. Unforgettable, if Daniel allowed himself to be sentimental, which—what better time to luxuriate in old memories than a long, quiet drive?

Unfortunately, even the most intriguing hazel eyes he’d ever seen couldn’t prevent intrusive thoughts from rising.

As much as his life working for his family’s beef empire had brought him wealth and status, neither was something he could define as his. His dad and uncles still had a firm grip on the place. At forty-four, it was beyond time he woke up in the morning and felt like more than a cog in the massive Taylor machine. Money could buy some surface-level happiness, but it didn’t fill a person’s heart and soul.

He’d thought it was enough. He’d been raised for it to be enough, to see it as his life’s purpose. But with four of his five siblings paired off with people they adored in the last year and a half, and their children and stepchildren bringing extra layers of love to their lives, the fulfillment he’d always found at Taylor Beef seemed hollow. At least Seth, his brother closest in age, was still a romantic holdout. He was interested in a new property venture with Daniel, and it seemed the prime time to explore. Daniel knew he was beyond fortunate to have the means to do so.

His father and uncles had always just assumed the boys in the family would follow in the footsteps of their elders. Not only did Daniel regret not challenging the ingrained gender roles and the impact on his sisters to the degree he should have, he’d led the way for his two younger brothers to get pulled in without questioning other possibilities. Over a year ago, he’d admitted at the Thanksgiving dinner table that if he’d had the choice, he would have picked a different career. He couldn’t shake the curiosity of where he might have ended up if he’d pushed back against family expectations.

He, of course, loved his mom and siblings. Hearts of gold, all of them. And he wasn’t going to hold his breath, but maybe one day his dad would get his head out of his ass about Daniel’s life outside of work.

The Check Engine alert lit up again, and this time stayed on.

He wasn’t going to panic. His truck was close to brand new, so the warning was probably for a finicky sensor in need of a reset.

Still, he’d be best off stopping somewhere with the equipment to read the diagnostic code. Maybe he’d stop in Tenacity today after all. The town was tiny, but there had to be a mechanic somewhere—

The engine went silent.

His dash illuminated like a fairground midway.

He let out a word best left in the cattle yard and eased the truck to the side of the road.

What the hell?

He groaned. The Temperature Warning light hadn’t gone off, no weird exhaust… Battery, maybe? Or—crap—the alternator. Why it would be faulty on a truck he’d bought last year, he didn’t know, but it wasn’t something he could fix on the side of the road.

He got out and checked under the hood, but nothing showed up to change his best guess about the mechanical culprit.

Glancing east, he estimated it was two or three miles to Tenacity, then checked his phone. Signal was strong, thankfully. After finding a number online, he dialed the mechanic and connected with a kind receptionist. He explained his predicament.

“Well, now. I’d love to tell you we can respond right away, but Chuck’s out on a call, which’ll be an hour or so at least. And his daughter’s home sick.” Her gum chewing reminded him of walking through a muddy field in rubber boots, but her compassion sounded genuine. “Hell of a day to need a tow, hon.”

Even with the sun shining, he had no desire to sit on the side of the road and twiddle his thumbs for hours while he waited for Chuck to finish up his to-tow list.

“All right, then. I suppose I’ll walk into town, find somewhere to pass the time. Chuck can call my cell when he’s brought the truck in.”

In fact, he knew of just the place. A basement establishment with dim lights and decades of initials and hearts carved into the worn wood of the bar. Hopefully complete with a gorgeous bartender who could absorb the words of a weary traveler with a wink and a pour.

He threw his leather duffel over his shoulder, made sure he hadn’t missed any visible valuables and then started hoofing it toward the hardscrabble town.

Damn, it was warm for May.

He’d already folded his blazer and slung it over his bag.

The second button of his dress shirt was the next thing to go.

Then his sleeves, rolled up to the elbows.

He was about to strip the shirt off and saunter into town in his white undershirt—he doubted anyone in Tenacity would care, as he didn’t remember it being the kind of place with dress codes or business casual expectations—when he saw the dilapidated population sign.

He would never have predicted he’d end up here again. Tenacity was a world away from Bronco and Taylor Beef, from dinners with his mother’s crystal wineglasses and porcelain plates and his father’s confused comments whenever Daniel’s sexuality got brought up.

You still seeing men, son? I thought you would have grown out of that back in college.

Of course, Thaddeus Taylor wouldn’t know who Daniel was dating, given he rarely brought his partners home to dinner. He rarely dated anyone long enough to justify them meeting his family, anyway. Beyond introducing a man to one of his siblings now and then, his dating life and his Taylor obligations didn’t intertwine. Life was simpler if he kept everything separate.

Finding someone who was okay with his boundaries wasn’t always easy. In fact, the last time a man had caught Daniel’s eye had been in this very bar. He’d been hit by an undeniable attraction—the rush of recognizing the magnetism of the person in front of him. He craved another hit of it.

With a blister forming on his right heel and cotton sticking to his back, he finally made it to the main drag. The stairs with the arrow leading to the basement bar were only a block away.

He caught a glimpse of himself in a window. Yikes. Disheveled and sweaty was not his best look. His stomach flipped. He didn’t want to know what his hair looked like or how red the hatband mark on his forehead would be.

Maybe it would be best to change plans and hit up the diner across the street. But then, he’d miss the chance that Mike might be on-shift…

Nah, he’d leave his Stetson on and hope the bartender was unfazed by dusty, road-weary cowboys.

The possibility was enough to get his booted feet jogging down the stairs, blister and all.

He slid off his sunglasses and stuck them into the front pocket of his shirt. Doubt crept in with each step. Mike saw hundreds of faces a week. What were the chances he was going to remember Daniel’s after so many months?

The lights were dim after being out in the sun, the room dominated by shadows. Behind the bar, broad shoulders and a head of errant curls caught the overhead lights. Strong hands were busy wiping the counter.

Familiar lines, despite the passage of a few months.

Daniel crossed the floor, eyes adjusting.

He was a few feet away from the mouth-watering stretch of a worn, gray T-shirt emblazoned with Captain America’s shield when Mike looked up from his task. He flashed the brightest smile Daniel had ever seen in his life.

Well, the brightest he’d seen since the last time he’d sat down on one of those worn stools.

“Danny? You’re back?”

Danny. Right. The bartender had shortened his name the last time, too. Why was it so charming? No one ever referred to him as Danny. Usually Daniel. Occasionally Dan. His mom still got away with peanut, which was ridiculous, but he didn’t dare correct Imogen Taylor. And his gut was telling him not to correct Mike, either. Tenacity was the kind of town where a “Danny” moseyed up for a beer. Real life didn’t have to exist here—not until Chuck the Mechanic called.

Daniel slid onto a stool. His feet thanked him, but the rush of excitement from Mike’s cheerful welcome was even more of a panacea. “Surprised to see me?”

Mike rubbed the back of his neck and ducked his head a little. “Well, yeah. I did not have you showing up at my bar on my bingo card for today.”

“I didn’t have my truck breaking down on mine, but…”

Mike braced his arms on the bar.

Daniel’s mind went a little blank.

“But?” Mike prodded.

“But I think I’m okay with the change, given I get to catch up with you.” He normally wouldn’t be so forward with someone he barely knew, but Mike had mentioned being gay when they’d talked during Daniel’s last visit.

Mike’s smile widened and his cheeks flushed. “I— It’s good to see your face. What can I get you?”

Daniel ordered a draft lager.

“Beer’s on me,” Mike said, sympathy mixing with the gold in his eyes. “Dealing with a mechanic’s bill is no small thing. My truck broke down a few years ago, and it took me months to pay it off.”

Daniel’s chest tightened at the honesty—and also at the difference in their situations. He could walk onto a car sales lot, buy three trucks with cash and hardly make a dent in his bank account.

But not only would pointing that out make him sound like a hell of a prick, the sliver of financial anonymity felt good. The Taylor name made for a more-than-comfortable life, but it had a habit of getting in the way of real connections. Money both pulled people in and pushed them away.

He’d leave his last name out of the conversation for a while. Mike seemed to genuinely like “Danny.”

Daniel nodded and sipped his beer. “Yeah, with luck this one won’t be too big, but from the pattern of the lights flickering and then all of them going on after the engine died, I’m guessing it’s the alternator.”

Mike winced and passed him a bowl of pretzels. “Ouch. Labor on that won’t be small.”

Lifting a shoulder, he smiled. “Might have fixed it myself if I was at home, but it wasn’t happening on the side of the road. I’m good to cover my beer tab, though, as much as I appreciate your generosity.”

“You walked all the way in from the highway?”

“I’ve heard one too many cautionary tales about hitchhiking to hop into the cab of some stranger’s truck.” Even though he was tall and able to defend himself, he never wanted to be in a situation where he had to. It was safer to keep his guard up in new places or certain familiar places he knew weren’t as open to his romantic orientation. He’d been out since he’d been twenty, but decades of navigating often-conservative circles, as well as his own father’s prejudice, had made him cautious.

“I wish you’d had my number,” Mike said. “You could have called me for a lift. So long as you don’t consider me a stranger.”

The bartender’s hands had stilled on the pint glass he was polishing, and his lips parted a little, emphasizing how full they were.

Soft. Edible, even.

Clearing his throat, Daniel said, “No, I don’t consider you a stranger.”

Bright hope filled the other man’s gaze. “I’m glad to hear that.”

Not a stranger, but what was he? Even after their long conversation months ago, Daniel didn’t feel he knew Mike well enough to call him a friend.

Yet.

Still a lot of hours left in the day, and no sign of his truck being finished. He got the impression from the bartender’s welcoming demeanor that most people walked away from the Social Club feeling like they had made a friend.

Then again, I wouldn’t mind more than friends.

“I read the book you recommended,” Mike said. “The fantasy one set in Southeast Asia? I couldn’t put it down.”

Daniel blinked in surprise. Mike had a hell of a memory, it seemed.

They fell into easy conversation. Deeper than small talk. Daniel ate up the opportunity to learn about the sweet, fascinating man. Picking up on his mannerisms, too, filing them away as teeny revelations worth knowing. The little tug of teeth on his lip whenever Daniel managed to earn a laugh. A dark curl falling across a friendly gaze. With every teased-out fact about Mike—an inability to say no to a plate of wings, how he filled his thermos with tea instead of coffee in the mornings, the claim he’d spent more of his childhood on a horse than on the ground—Daniel wanted to learn more.

“It doesn’t matter how many times I watch Inside Out,” Mike said, leaning in like he was ready to confess something dear. “I cry at the Bing Bong part every time.”

“Can’t say I’ve seen it,” Daniel said. “Not much opportunity for cartoons. But I did well up when I saw Lord of the Rings in the theater. Having a world I’d pictured in my head for so long come to life…”

“Exactly,” Mike said. “It’s all about imagination. Though I didn’t need an imaginary friend when I was a kid—I had my twin, Maggie. We were terrors. The number of times my mom caught us balancing on the cross beams in the barn…” He chuckled and turned his arm over, showing a thin scar zigzagging from his wrist to his elbow. “She was right to be pissed off by how badly I broke my arm when I took an inevitable fall. Didn’t get to go swimming in the creek all summer. Didn’t get to whine about it, either, given it was my own damn fault.”

“I did something similar once,” Daniel admitted. “Slid off the roof of one of the outbuildings and broke my ankle when I was fifteen. Couldn’t help with fall roundup. Thought my dad was going to disown me.”

He checked his watch. It was after three. The mechanic must have towed his truck to the shop by now. If it needed a new battery, he could take care of that, drive back to Bronco tonight and try again in the morning. If it was the alternator, or something else, it might be easier to stick around here and wait instead of doubling back.

Maybe Mike would be free for dinner.

Before he could ask, the front door swung open. A sliver of daylight beamed in from the outside staircase, catching the chestnut glints in Mike’s curls.

Mike’s face lit up, too.

A ball of sheer energy bounded into the room. The young boy dropped a backpack onto the floor and crossed his arms on the edge of the bar, nearly hanging off the worn wood.

With tousled brown hair and freckles across his pale cheeks, the kid was a miniature Mike, minus the outdoorsy tan.

Holy crap.

Was his cowboy crush…a dad?





CHAPTER TWO

Mike braced himself, well used to his nephew leaning against the bar to recount his day. Today’s tale was no different—a wave of “Guess what” and then a torrent of the grade-school politics dominating the playground at Cody’s small elementary school.

Cody’s well-being had been a big part of Mike’s life since his twin sister had delivered a healthy son eight years ago. Maggie’s boyfriend at the time hadn’t wanted anything to do with fatherhood, going so far as to change colleges to escape his responsibility. Mike and his parents had been the opposite, supporting Maggie’s choice to be a mom, and being her support system ever since. Being an uncle meant being a father figure, and he was more committed to that than anything else in his life. Especially since Maggie had left for a one-year international-development job back in the fall.

The work opportunity was a big sacrifice on all their parts, but with how passionate Maggie was about maternal health, Mike had barely stopped to think about his answer when his sister had floated the idea of her working in South America for a year. She’d volunteered for month-long stints in the past and could do so much more with a longer, paid term of service. With Cody being older now, he understood why his mom was away. And Mike was so damn fortunate to have the time to care for and bond with his nephew, who was growing and changing daily.

For the couple of days a week when Mike worked afternoons, Cody usually barged into the Social Club and waited with Mike until five, when Mike’s mom got off work and would swing by to take Cody home. So long as Cody wasn’t sitting on one of the bar stools, which were the only seats where alcohol was permitted in the afternoon, the boy was welcome in the popular gathering place. He typically sat in the office, or more recently, occupied a table nearby. Mike usually fed him a snack while he did homework or read whatever new paleontology book the school librarian had put aside for him. Nor would he be super out of place once the usual crowd of high schoolers arrived to hang out until around dinner time. Afternoons at the club with Cody were some of Mike’s favorites. Not much beat listening to his nephew deliver his post-school-day report.

Today, though, the handsome cowboy sitting to Mike’s right, staring into a half-full beer, was stealing Mike’s attention.

It had been months since those strong hands had gripped a glass on Mike’s bar. He’d never expected to see Danny again. What else was he supposed to think when the guy had taken a phone call and then disappeared?

Danny’s abrupt departure from his first visit hadn’t stopped Mike from thinking about him since, though. He felt like he could spend the rest of his shift teasing out information about what made Danny tick and wouldn’t even come close to knowing all the things he wanted to know about the man. Those dark eyes, busy examining the carbonation in the golden brew, pulled at Mike like industrial magnets. How was it possible to be that handsome? Mike felt the crooked smile all the way to his marrow.

He shook his head. He needed to focus on his nephew, who was bouncing on the balls of his feet, going into detail about knowing all the spelling words of the day. His twin was depending on him—he’d promised her he’d be extra present for her son while she was a continent away.

Mike poured a small milk for Cody to take to his table and slid the glass across the bar to his nephew before allowing himself to glance at Danny. The other man was the picture of insular focus, doodling his finger along the initials and hearts carved into the bar.

Daniel’s other hand was white around his pint glass.

Hmm.

“So then,” Cody said, “there was this soccer game at recess… Me and my team were winning, but Bianca got a ball to her face, and her nose was super bloody! It got in her teeth.”

He could tell his nephew couldn’t decide whether to be awed or disgusted.

“Poor Bianca. I bet it hurt a lot. Embarrassing, too,” he said.

In the corner of Mike’s vision, Danny knocked the last half of his drink back and put the empty glass down with a thunk.

“Sorry for the unexpected turn into blood sport,” Mike said, turning to his guest.

“All good.” Danny’s wide gaze flicked between Mike and Cody. “You—you’ve got your hands full here with your kid.” The last word pitched up, almost a question.

Oh, hell.

“Wait. Danny. Let me introduce you.” He reached across the bar and tousled the curls so like his own. “This is my nephew, Cody. My twin sister’s son. The club’s ‘no minors’ policy doesn’t kick in until eight p.m., so some days after school he comes and hangs out until my mom finishes her shift. She’s a nurse at the urgent care in Mason Springs.”

The corners of Danny’s mouth relaxed. “Your nephew.”

“Yeah.” Mike smiled back. “I don’t have kids of my own. Or a partner.” Damn, maybe he’d misread what Danny was getting at… “I mean, not that you asked. But…yeah. I’m single.”

Tied down, for sure, between working at the family ranch and moonlighting behind the bar and upholding his promises to Maggie, but he didn’t have any romantic entanglements.

“Uh… Want another?” Mike motioned to Danny’s glass.

“I’ll take a Coke, please.” Danny’s shoulders were still stiff. His rolled-up sleeves exposed tense forearms, muscles highlighted with shadows. He shot a careful smile in Cody’s direction. “What, uh, what grade are you in, Cody?”

“Third grade. Almost fourth. Next year, I get to be in intermediate and be a big buddy and get letter grades and use a binder and have a desk.”

Danny’s eyebrows rose. “Important stuff, binders and desks.”

“Instead of sharing a table,” Mike explained as he wielded the fountain gun. The guy’s reaction suggested it had been a while since he’d contemplated the ins and outs of the primary grades. The fact he’d thought to include Cody in the conversation at all made something swoop in Mike’s chest.

“Of course,” Danny said, accepting a freshly fizzing soda from Mike. “So you babysit? Or is it something more permanent?”

“I get to live with Uncle Mike for a hundred and seventy-four more days,” Cody broke in with the confidence of an only child well used to being in the company of adults. “My mom’s working far away, until Thanksgiving. With moms and babies. She’s helping them stay healthy. And we get to talk to her on Zoom twice a week. And I get to sleep at Uncle Mike’s and hang out with him and Grandpa and Grandma. And help with the horses on weekends. And sometimes the calves, when they’re little.”

Danny’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “I used to pitch in with my dad and uncles when I was your age, too.”

“Oh, my dad’s not around. But Grandpa and Uncle Mike show me all sorts of stuff. Grandma, too, but she’s busy being a nurse, so she’s not as much of a rancher.”

Mike chuckled. Nothing about Cooper Ranch would run if it weren’t for his mom being the most organized person he knew. “It’s Grandma’s world, Cody, and we’re all just living in it. She keeps us all in line.”

“She’s the best.” Cody took a drink of his milk, leaving a white stripe on his upper lip. “She takes me to the library a lot. We’ve started reading Percy Jackson, and I got a prize for finishing all the books they have on dinosaurs. Uncle Mike and me are working on a dinosaur diorama as big as the kitchen table.”

He held his arms out as wide as they could stretch.

“Wow.” Danny looked to Mike for confirmation.

Mike shook his head and held his hands eighteen inches apart. He’d become a decent crafter since last November, but nothing of the three-foot-plus scale.

“It has real plants,” Cody explained. “And a giganotosaurus and an amargasaurus, because those lived close to where my mom is living right now. I made them out of papier-masshy.”

“Mâché,” Mike corrected gently.

“Do you have a favorite dinosaur?” Cody asked Danny.

“Can’t say I do,” Danny said, “but I bet you have a whole list of good candidates.”

“Uh-huh. I mean, carnivores are the best, but…”

Mike had to give it to Danny. The guy listened and nodded to the pros and cons of Cody’s favorite reptiles with serious intent. It took more than five minutes before Danny’s eyes started glazing over.

“…not that a styracosaurus and an allosaurus could really fight, because the styracosaurus was from the late Cretaceous period and the allosaurus was from the Jurassic period, but man, it would have been so cool, and—”

“A stellar lineup, as always, Code,” Mike said, steering his nephew from part two of his impromptu session of Dinosaurs 101.

“The late Cretaceous period.” Danny sounded a little stunned. “What a neat fact.”

Cody grinned. “Thanks.”

“My nieces are still really little,” Danny said, “but maybe when they’re your age, they’ll be as smart about this stuff as you are. Though, my step-nieces and -nephews are older. The next time I see them, I’ll have to ask them if they’ve ever learned about styracosauruses.”

Mike softened at the other man’s kindness. Danny looked like he’d been hit by a whirlwind, but he wasn’t sloughing off Cody’s enthusiasm like so many adults did.

“Do any of them play piano?” Cody said. “I can.”

He bounced away from the bar, across the empty dance floor to the beat-up instrument donated years ago by a local and often used by their live artists. With careful fingers, he plunked out the melody to a simplified, one-handed version of “Moonlight Sonata.”

Danny let out a breath that sounded a lot like, “Holy crap, I’m overwhelmed.”

“He’s high energy,” Mike said, pouring another round for the only full table in the place and leaving it on a tray for the college-age waitress to deliver.

“Don’t apologize.”

Mike half smiled. “I wasn’t. I wouldn’t change a single part of him.”

“Good,” Danny said. “A boy needs to hear those kinds of things from his loved ones.”

Years of bartending kicked in, a red alert. Either Danny had been showered in positive messaging as a kid…or the very opposite.

The tension pulling the man’s mouth taut suggested the second.

“That’s the goal,” Mike said. “My parents and I have to fill a big hole with Maggie gone. But working internationally is one of her dreams, one we wanted her to make happen.”

“That’s pretty amazing.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Is it, really? I get to pour glasses of milk in addition to beer, and listen to Beethoven on repeat, and learn way more than any human needs to know about dinosaurs.”

“It’s more than that,” Danny said quietly.

“Sure, but… It’s family.” He smiled. “Are you close to your nieces and nephews, Danny? Or any other kids?”

He shook his head. “My sister Charlotte works in a different town, and between than and how busy my job keeps me, it’s hard to carve out quality time to see her stepkids or her baby. Same for my sister Eloise, who has a toddler. We struggle to get our schedules to line up.”

Mike tried to imagine not being close to his sister and parents and couldn’t. He also wasn’t naive and knew he was fortunate. Not every family was as loving as the Coopers, and more than one thing Danny had said hinted he might not come from the same strong bonds as Mike.

Danny’s phone buzzed on the bar.

“The mechanic?” Mike asked.

“Looks like it. I’ll take this outside.”

Mike’s chest tightened and he clenched the soda gun. A spray of Sprite hit the edge of the small sink, splashing back onto his T-shirt and apron. He cringed and dabbed at the mess with a bar towel.

Danny’s brows shot up. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Just…say goodbye before you leave this time.”

The other man’s lip twitched. “I didn’t realize you were interested enough to warrant a goodbye last time.”

“I was.”

Danny’s dark eyes glinted as he turned. He headed for the door, phone to his ear.

Mike took a deep breath and finished cleaning up the sticky drink as best he could. A goodbye would mean Danny was gone, and Mike didn’t want the man to leave at all.

* * *


Daniel jammed his cell back into his pocket and glanced around Tenacity’s main street. A few restaurants and shops, and along the sidewalks, the occasional tree with bright, spring-green leaves. Not Bronco, but somewhat charming in a run-down way. It was the kind of place where it felt like the asphalt was mixed with half tar, half hard work.

And thanks to the mechanic’s jam-packed schedule this afternoon, Daniel wasn’t going to be able to escape anytime soon.

He could do the responsible thing and ask someone to come get him. He wasn’t super close to home, but it was still drivable in an evening—he could call in a favor from a friend or one of his siblings.

Seth would be champing at the bit to reschedule all the appointments Daniel was supposed to attend with the North Dakota Realtor tomorrow.

Or…

He glanced back at the entrance to the Social Club.

Or he could reschedule those appointments himself and not call for a ride.

His hand was yanking on the street-level door handle and his boots were on the stair treads before he could register what he was doing.

Sidling up to the bar for the second time today, he rested an elbow on the surface. “Hello again.”

“You came back,” Mike said, voice light with surprise.

Happiness rushed through Daniel. Mike wanted him here. He could make some sort of easy joke about his truck making the decision for him, but in reality, he was choosing to stay. Easiest choice he’d made in a long while.

“Wasn’t going to walk out on you twice.”

“I’m glad. Gotta admit, I was disappointed when you left without warning last time.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think. Got called home for an urgent work matter.” Even so, Daniel wasn’t sure how he had managed to walk away months ago. What had he been thinking?

“Where is home?” Mike asked.

Nowhere Daniel wanted to mention at the moment.

“Hundred miles or so from here.” He cleared his throat. “Too early for a whiskey, isn’t it?”

Mike frowned. “Depends on how bad the news about your truck was.”

“It isn’t bad or good yet. He’s guessing the alternator, but won’t get the chance to confirm until tomorrow, and then suspects there will be a delay for parts, being it’s the weekend.”

“Dang, I’m sorry.”

I’m not.

“It’ll delay my trip to North Dakota, but que será, será, right?”

“The future’s not ours to see?” Mike said.

Daniel grinned. “You know the song? My grandmother used to sing it to me.”

“Mine, too.” Mike’s smile was soft.

When it came down to it, Daniel liked the possibility of staying in Tenacity for an extra few days. Seth could rein in his impatience over the property hunt. When was the next time Daniel would be in Tenacity with free time and the ability to get to know Mike? Fate was dropping an opportunity into his lap. He’d be a fool to turn it down.

“So, uh, there wouldn’t happen to be a hotel within walking distance, would there?” he asked.

“The Tenacity Inn’s close by. Nothing fancy, but it’s clean,” Mike said. “Want me to call ahead for you?”

“Sure.”

Mike pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped the screen a few times.

Man, he was a good guy, through and through.

So much so, Daniel might need to be cautious. The younger man had caretaker written all over him. It hadn’t taken long to figure out how much Mike did for his family, the crowning piece being his guardianship of Cody.

For all intents and purposes, Mike was a full-time dad. Couldn’t get much further from Daniel’s wheelhouse than parenthood.

Daniel shook his head at himself. He was thinking about being in town for a couple days and maybe having a drink or two with the guy. Yet another casual connection, like he was used to. Not anything resembling commitment. Getting nervous about it was beyond silly.

Mike disconnected his call and turned back to Daniel. “Carol—my godmother—is on the front desk tonight and has a room for you. She’ll even cut you a deal, given you weren’t expecting to need to stay.”

“Kind of her,” he said.
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