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            To every reader who has ever let the past define you:

            You are stronger than you think.

            Brave and capable.

            Defined by love.

            Of infinite value to this world.

            Be free.
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            Chapter One

         

         Morning was hands-down the most beautiful time of day in the mountains.

         Ruby James stepped out of her Honda Civic and raised her face to the sky, closing her eyes, breathing in the fresh, sweet scent of the dew-kissed grass. At five o’clock the sky was still dark and studded with stars, but the frayed edges of the mountainous horizon glowed with the promise of light.

         A new day. Fresh, clean air, a blank slate of possibilities. Each morning for the past year, she had been the first one to greet it at the Walker Mountain Ranch. And for the first time in her life, she had started to understand freedom. It manifested itself in the expanse of mountainous space, in the stillness of a world still asleep, in the opportunity she’d been given to take care of herself, to pursue a life she wanted, instead of one that had been thrust on her by a broken system.

         The air’s chill infused her with energy as Ruby tromped from her parking spot behind the Walker Mountain Ranch, lugging along a cloth market bag that held her very own personal set of stainless-steel measuring cups and a marble rolling pin. Elsie Walker, her boss and the head chef at the ranch, kept a set in the kitchen, but she preferred to use her own for baking. Then she’d take them home each night to polish them and bring them back the next morning. She imagined it was something akin to having a briefcase except instead of a laptop and a cell phone and whatever other devices were popular at the moment, her briefcase was filled with kitchen utensils. They were the best she could find at that gourmet kitchen store in town, solid and unbendable, the highest-quality materials for baking. And this morning she had to do her best baking because their best clients would be coming off the trail later this afternoon, and everything had to be perfect.

         Each year in the spring, before things got busy, the Walker Mountain Ranch welcomed a group of foster kids from other towns in the area. They stayed at the ranch free of charge and went backpacking and horseback riding. They got to do the ropes course and zipline—why anyone would want to do that was beyond her. She preferred her feet firmly on the ground, thank you very much. But the best thing about the whole week was that the kids had the chance to just be kids without a care, for once in their lives.

         She would’ve given anything for that chance back when she was being carted to foster home after foster home. So when Elsie had told her about the group—when they’d started planning—Ruby had decided she would do everything she could to make this week at the ranch the best of these kids’ lives, cooking for them, volunteering to help out whenever they needed her—anything to make them feel wanted and accepted and free.

         She approached the lodge’s back door, the familiar scent of wood stain greeting her. The massive logs stacked one on top of each other always reminded her of the Lincoln Logs she and her brother, Grady, used to play with before Mama went to prison. They’d build structures almost exactly like the one that stood in front of her, grand mountain palaces where magical things happened—where families gathered around fireplaces and drank hot chocolate. Where there were no drugs and no cops and no fears. They’d set up the fences and add in small plastic farm animals they’d shoplifted from the drugstore, pigs and cows and chickens, and even a crotchety rooster they’d called Slim.

         Back then she’d believed things could turn around for them. She’d believed Mama would go to rehab like she always said, and then things would be normal. Once she’d even shoplifted an apron for Mama—a frilly thing that looked handmade. As if when Mama put it on she’d be magically transformed into the woman Ruby had always dreamed she would become. The mom who made chocolate chip cookies and drove the car pool and cut her peanut butter and jelly sandwiches into funny shapes that’d make her giggle at school.

         But Ruby didn’t believe in magic anymore.

         Shaking her head at herself, she paused to study the Walker Mountain Ranch’s lovely façade. Maybe that’s why she’d ended up here last year. When she’d gotten in the car, she hadn’t known where to go. She’d never had a place, and god knew Aspen, Colorado, was worlds away from Cherryville, North Carolina. But it was either stay there with Derek and live with the bruises that always splotched her skin, or go. Disappear. Build a new life, a new name, a new future for herself.

         So she’d chased freedom. As she’d worked her way west, the mountains had called her name. She’d seen mountains before, of course, but nothing like the Rocky Mountains. Instead of mounded, green hills, they were massive and sharp, lovely but impenetrable. Exactly the refuge she was seeking. While there was a certain fragility to her new life—her new identity—this was the first time she’d felt rooted since before Mama’d been put away.

         As always that thought burrowed deep in the tomb where she normally kept all those memories vaulted. That was where they belonged. Stashed away. Course with Mama’s birthday being today, those crushed hopes and dreams were getting restless, feeling almost uncontainable. Was she still in jail? Had Derek contacted her mother after Ruby had run away? Cold dread washed over her and she plowed through the ranch’s kitchen door before the tide of fear dragged her back into the currents of the past.

         The kitchen was dim with only the under-cabinet lighting turned on, but it was warm, too, scented with cinnamon and yeast. Inhaling the familiarity soothed the tremble out of her hands. No one here knew a lick of anything about her past, and she had to keep it that way. She couldn’t risk Derek tracking her down, not after the threats he’d made the last time he’d beat her up.

         Holding her breath, she willed her heart to stop pounding so hard. She had to calm herself down. Derek couldn’t find her here; she’d made sure of that. She’d been sad to hear of her old neighbor’s passing, but Ruby James’s death had given her the perfect opportunity to escape.

         The woman hadn’t had any children of her own, and she’d always had a soft spot for Ruby. Still, she’d been surprised to hear that Miss James had left her everything. Her house and her car. She’d never told Derek. She’d simply sold off the furniture, packed the sentimentals in storage, and loaded all of her things into Miss James’s Civic. She used the proceeds from the estate to fund her trip out west, paying cash for absolutely everything.

         As a cop Derek had the means to look for her, to watch for a ping on her credit card, to scan reports from all over the country. That’s why she’d been so careful. That’s why she’d used Ruby James’s name. That’s why she’d cut up all her credit cards.

         No. He wouldn’t find her, she told herself again as she marched to the other side of the room and set down her bag. It was time to stop thinking about him. About Mama. A new day. A new life. And she had cinnamon rolls to bake.

         The Walker Mountain Ranch kitchen didn’t open until eight o’clock during the slow season, but Ruby and Elsie made all the baked good from scratch, which meant Ruby had to get an early start every morning. She preferred it, anyway. Being alone. It was easier because she didn’t have to pretend. She didn’t have to watch herself so closely, to guard every word and thought so she wouldn’t risk confusing her new identity with her old life. When she was alone she could let down her guard, turn on some tunes, and put her hands to work, rolling out scones and cinnamon-roll dough and whatever else was on the menu for the morning.

         Just the thought of that therapeutic process of kneading and rolling and mixing was enough to set her emotions right. Even though she’d left it behind, her old life was always there in the dreams, in the memories. Sometimes they leaked out, spilling over into the present, but she could usually outrun ’em as long as she stayed busy.

         And speaking of busy…she shimmied out of her fleece coat and hung it on the hook behind the pantry. She had a whole mess of baked goods planned for those kids—gooey chocolate-chip cookies as big as their heads, fat, fluffy cinnamon rolls that would melt in their mouths. Smiling at the thought, she started to unpack her supplies. First, the heavy marble rolling pin that had cost her a small fortune. Admiring the swirled gray-and-white stone, she pulled it out of the bag and—

         Crash!

         The jarring sound stilled her. A breath lodged in her throat. She strained her ears, listening.

         A series of thuds and rumbles sounded again from the pantry.

         Oh, god. A swallow tangled her windpipe. Something was in there. Her grip tightened on the rolling pin’s handle. Was it a bear fresh out of hibernation? Scenes from that damn grizzly bear documentary she’d watched two days before flashed like a horror flick, the bear towering over her on his hind legs, teeth gnashing, claws slashing through the air. Aspen had a major bear problem. They broke into restaurants and homes, raiding kitchens, pilfering through trash. They were only black bears but still…

         God. Oh, dear god. Her heart catapulted into an arrhythmia. Perspiration beaded on her skin. She stared longingly at the kitchen door, all the way on the other side of the room. It might as well have been Antarctica! There was no way she’d get over there without the thing hearing her! The pantry’s half-open door stood between her and a clean escape…

         More clatters cinched tension into her neck.

         “Damn it!”

         Ruby inhaled a gasp. Not a bear! Definitely not a bear. A muffled string of curses edged her back against the wall. A man. There was a man in the pantry! Except there were no other cars outside. Bryce and Shooter, the ranch’s other guides, were camping with the kids out on the trail…

         Wait a minute. She jerked her head and squinted in a futile effort to examine the kitchen door she’d walked through not five minutes before. It hadn’t been locked. Holy Moses, it was always locked! If she wouldn’t have been so preoccupied with the past, she would’ve noticed. Someone had broken in!

         An icy sensation spread over her shoulders and locked them tight, the remnants of past trauma seeping into her.

         Derek? 

         No, no. He couldn’t have found her.

         Another crash seemed to shake the floor.

         Panic came in wrenching gasps, clouding her vision, prickling her skin. Dial 911. She had to call 911 before the man came out and saw her.

         Still gripping the rolling pin, she reached her other clammy hand into the market bag and fished for her cell phone.

         The pantry door creaked, then cranked all the way open.

         It was dark inside, but a man’s silhouette stood under the lintel. A large man. Tall, broad shoulders. The hood of a black sweatshirt obscured his face.

         “Freeze, dirtbag!” Arm stiff with fear Ruby held out the rolling pin, brandishing it as if it were a gun.

         “What the hell?” The man took a step toward her.

         “I said freeze,” she squeaked, because technically, there wasn’t much she could do if he decided not to obey.

         “Easy,” the guy murmured in a patronizing voice, like he was trying to lure a scared puppy or something.

         “You hold it right there, asshole!” She waved the rolling pin again. “I’m calling nine-one-one.”

         “Take it easy.” Slowly the man held up one hand while the other took down his hood. “It’s me, Ruby,” he said, but me who? All she could see were the bright lights of panic shooting holes through her vision. Because she’d never been able to fight back.

         She’d tried, once. Not long after she’d moved in with Derek. He was drunk and angry that she’d left the dishes in the sink after dinner. She could still smell the alcohol on his breath, still feel the ways his fingers had dug into the flesh of her shoulders. He’d shoved her hard against the sink, bruising her lower back. “Clean this shit up,” he’d screamed at her. “Or I’ll fucking break your arm.” Terror had rattled through her, blurring her vision into a surreal haze like it was now. Out of sheer desperation, she’d grabbed the handle of a frying pan and swung it as hard as she could. Next thing she knew, Derek had her pinned on the ground, his fingers laced around her neck, cutting off her air…

         Gasping for a breath, she realized her fingertips were tingling with numbness. Oh, god! How would she fight back with a rolling pin?

         “Ruby!” The man shuffled a step closer. “Lower the weapon.”

         How? Her arms seemed locked in place. Her lungs heaved and gasped. No! Not here. Not now. She hadn’t had a panic attack since she’d come to the Walker Mountain Ranch. But sure enough, her heart pounded so hard her head got light. It felt like her lungs were filling with water. She had to fight for a breath.

         “Hey.” A hand enclosed hers.

         Fire roared through her. She would not let him hurt her. She would never let anyone hurt her again. “Don’t touch me!” She ripped free and swung the rolling pin as hard as she could, feeling a thud as it collided with the man’s body.

         A winded groan punched out of his mouth and he sank slowly to the floor, clutching his groin.

         “Holy Moses,” she whimpered. She’d taken the guy down. What now? What the hell should she do now? Frozen, she stood over him, still clutching the rolling pin.

         “You hit me with that again, I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to walk for a week,” the man said. “Kids’ll probably be out of the question, too.”

         Ruby’s vision cleared. She gazed down at him and stared into eyes so blue they put the Colorado sky to shame. “Sawyer,” she panted. Realizing who he was didn’t do much to curb the panic. Sawyer was Bryce’s cousin! A cop! She’d nailed a cop in the balls with a marble rolling pin!

         “I’m so sorry!” She dropped to her knees next to him. “Are you okay? I thought you were an intruder!”

         “Obviously,” he mumbled as he gingerly sat up and hunched over, resting his elbows on his knees. He shifted slightly with a wince.

         “Why didn’t you stop me?” Yes, it was perhaps a bit unsympathetic for her to ask that question when the man’s voice was still cracking like a preteen’s, but what the hell? With all of those bulging muscles of his, he could’ve immobilized her with one maneuver. He could’ve taken away the rolling pin and they wouldn’t be in this situation now, would they?

         “Didn’t want to scare you,” Sawyer mumbled. “You already seemed pretty freaked out.”

         Humiliation soaked her face. This was not good, him seeing her have a panic attack. Really not good. Out of everyone here, she’d avoided Sawyer the most. He was a cop. A little research and the man could bring down her entire fabricated life…

         “You want to tell me why you didn’t recognize me?” His tenor had settled back into the deep, gravelly voice she’d heard before. A tingle skittered up her spine. It was like having a conversation with Keith Urban.

         “Because you looked right at me,” he continued, locking his gaze on hers.

         Oh, lordy, those eyes. So gorgeous. His face wasn’t bad, either. Straight nose, strong, square jaw stubbled with a few days of growth. And there was an adorable faint line running down the center of his chin. Her heart started a traitorous flutter until she realized he was waiting for an answer; then the flutter turned violent.

         “Um.” She studied her hands, worry boiling up. “I saw you. Of course I saw you. I was just…a little panicked, that’s all.” If she told him the truth, that she couldn’t control the panic, that it crashed over her and dragged her into a riptide of confusion, he’d start asking more questions.

         “A little panicked?” Sawyer shot back.

         “Well, can you blame me?” Her heart thumped in her ears. “I mean, I wasn’t expecting anyone to be hiding in the pantry—”

         “Hiding?” Sawyer laughed. “Why would I be hiding in the pantry? Bryce asked me to fix the shelves while he was gone.”

         She shot to her feet. “At five o’clock in the morning?”

         He was slower to get up, but at least he wasn’t grimacing anymore. “I’m on shift at eight.”

         Panic started to pump through her again, but this time it had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the way he looked at her, the way his gaze drifted down her body. She crossed her arms so he couldn’t guess her cup size. “How’d you get in here, anyway?”

         Sawyer casually leaned against the kitchen counter, still looking her over like he appreciated what he saw. “I have a key. I’m staying here.”

         The room whirled. Not what she’d hoped to hear. That was bad. Very, very bad. It had been hard enough to avoid him before, but if he stayed here it’d be impossible! “I thought you were moving to Denver,” she said, going for a casual, conversational tone. Damn the squeak of panic. But Sawyer was supposed to be leaving for good. Rumor had it that his wife had cheated on him with one of his friends. As far as she knew, he couldn’t wait to get out of Aspen.

         He shrugged. “The house sold faster than I thought. I still have a month left at work.”

         Fabulous. That was just her luck. The last thing she needed was a cop poking around the Walker Mountain Ranch.

         “So what’s with the panic attack?” he asked again, sounding more like a cop this time.

         She busied herself with unpacking the rest of her kitchen utensils from her bag. “What’d you mean?”

         “You know what I mean. I know what a panic attack looks like, Ruby.”

         “It wasn’t a panic attack,” she insisted, then focused on lining up her measuring cups so he couldn’t read the flush on her face. “I was surprised. That’s all. No big deal.” She peeked over at him.

         His eyes narrowed into skepticism. “Do you hyperventilate every time you’re surprised?”

         No. But she was about to hyperventilate right then. “Why do I feel like you’re interrogating me?” she demanded in case he could see how weak she felt. Now that the adrenaline had drained away, her legs and arms shuddered with a growing frailty. The memories were closer, breathing down her neck. If she would’ve hit Derek with a rolling pin, he would’ve broken her jaw…

         “Ruby? Is everything okay?” Sawyer asked quietly.

         Crumpling the market bag in her shaky hands, she turned and smiled. “Everything’s great.” She’d learned how to lie, how to cover up the truth a smile. “I’m so sorry about your…” The blush made a strong comeback. “Um…do you want ice or anything?”

         A smirk made him look less guarded. “Do I want to walk around with an icepack on my crotch? No thanks. I’ll live.”

         “Suit yourself.” She sashayed past him like nothing had happened, like her stomach hadn’t tightened into a painful knot. “I should get to work, then.”

         “You’re sure everything’s okay?” Sawyer called behind her.

         “Of course.” She unstacked the stainless mixing bowls from the shelf above the sink.

         “All right, then. Guess I’ll get back to work, too,” he said slowly. The pantry door opened and then clicked shut.

         But something told her that wasn’t the end of the conversation.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Sawyer shoved the hammer into his toolbox and latched it. He considered putting his sweatshirt back on but then thought better of it. Best not to risk spooking Ruby again. Who knew where she’d nail him this time. Another shot to the nuts like that and he’d need more than an icepack.

         He just might need a massage…

         Whoa. Easy. Those weren’t the kind of thoughts he should entertain right now. And Ruby didn’t need them, either, apparently. Didn’t matter what she said—that whole scene in the kitchen earlier wasn’t normal fear. When he stepped out of the pantry, he’d seen something almost primal come over her face, a sickening fear, the kind he’d only witnessed on victims. When she looked at him, she hadn’t seen him. When he’d talked to her, she couldn’t hear him. It was like she was somewhere else.

         So never mind that the woman had long red hair, round full cheeks, soft radiant skin, and the most perfect lips he’d ever seen. Never mind her Marilyn Monroe body with all those tempting curves. Something was off with Ruby. The whole panic-attack thing was weird enough, but add to that the fact that no one knew anything about her, and he had a good old-fashioned mystery on his hands.

         Who was she? Where’d she come from? More important, what did she want at the Walker Mountain Ranch? One year ago she’d shown up in town. Aunt Elsie took her in, no questions asked. Even though he’d warned her about that kind of charity. She’d accused him of being jaded. How else was a veteran cop supposed to be? Being jaded was part of the job description. And since he was moving away, there’d be no one to keep an eye on things and make sure Ruby wasn’t a liability to Bryce.

         After the recent thefts they’d had, they couldn’t be too careful.

         He heaved his toolbox off the shelf. “Ruby?” he called through the closed pantry door.

         “Yeah?” Her response was so soft he barely heard it.

         “I’m coming out now. Just wanted to warn you.” He gave the words a few seconds to sink in and then opened the door and strode into the kitchen.

         Ruby stood over a KitchenAid mixer, which was whirring away with another one of her tasty creations, which he’d heartily enjoyed for the past year. Something must’ve been in the oven, too, because the kitchen smelled like the inside of a cinnamon roll, rich and buttery. He inhaled. “Wow. Something smells amazing.”

         She didn’t look up.

         Was it just him, or did those rosy apple cheeks suddenly look pale?

         Somewhere a timer dinged. Clearly avoiding his eyes, Ruby brushed past him, the scent of vanilla and brown sugar trailing behind her.

         Damn. Was it the kitchen that smelled so good, or was it her? He leaned back against the countertop and let himself watch her hips sway as she bent to slide the tray of cinnamon rolls out of the oven. When she turned around, he was still watching her. She paused, bracing the tray of fresh, plump cinnamon rolls out in front of her, and if he wasn’t hard before, well…what could he say? He had a weakness for baked goods. And curves. It’d been a while since he’d let himself appreciate the finer parts of a woman. Kaylee’d put a stop to that last year when he’d caught her in bed with Jace. That’d been enough to curb his libido. Until he’d noticed Ruby, that was.

         “Um. Do you need something?” the woman asked, her neck splotching.

         “Yeah.” Grinning, Sawyer pulled out a stool from the kitchen island. “I need a cinnamon roll.”

         Her eyes flared wide. “Excuse me?”

         “After what you put me through earlier, I think I deserve a cinnamon roll.” He gave his best puppy-dog look. The one that’d always worked with Kaylee. “Don’t you?”

         “Oh.” She slid the tray on top of the oven and swiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “Sure. Yeah. That’s fine.” If her rigid posture was any indication, it wasn’t fine. Not to her, at least. But that didn’t bother him much. Hanging out in the kitchen would give him the chance to get to know her better, to figure out what she was hiding. For Bryce’s sake. Not that it would be torture to spend the extra time with her or anything.

         Without a word, Ruby hurried to the cabinet next to the fridge and pulled out a plate. Using a huge spatula, she scooped out a mountainous cinnamon roll, then smothered it with a creamy homemade frosting.

         He’d be lying if he said his mouth wasn’t watering.

         When she slid the plate in front of him, he was pretty sure her hand trembled.

         “Thanks,” he said cheerfully.

         She turned away. Yeah. She was definitely doing her best to avoid him, but he wasn’t about to make it easy for her. “Can I have a fork?” he asked politely. Not to be a bastard or anything, but he was enjoying this more than he should’ve.

         “Oh. Sure. Of course,” she sputtered, her face glowing with a sheen of perspiration. Man, he’d seen a convicted felon hold up better during an interrogation in the box.

         Ruby handed him the fork, then sprinted back to her mixer, which was still whirring away.

         He watched her all the way. Damn, she had a nice ass. Especially in those tight jeans. Of course, analyzing the curve of her ass wasn’t exactly part of his mission. Now was not the time for him to get sidetracked by a woman. Not after everything he’d been through with Kaylee in the past two years. If there was one thing that whole experience had taught him, it was how to recognize when a woman was keeping secrets. And Ruby definitely had something to hide. Which meant he had to keep himself in check. No matter how perfect her ass was.

         Averting his eyes, he sawed off a bite of cinnamon roll and slipped it into his mouth. Damn. The woman could bake. The buttery frosting melted in his mouth and there it was again—that flare of desire. The one that had been hibernating in the cave of his disappointment. Doing his best to stuff it back down, he focused on eating.

         Across the kitchen Ruby flicked off the mixer and detached the bowl. She peered into whatever it was she was making and frowned. He took the opportunity to get her talking. First thing he had to do was establish credibility. Interrogation 101. So he took another bite, moaning slightly for effect. Then he licked the fork. “Best cinnamon roll I’ve ever tasted. Seriously.” That was no lie. “You’ve got a gift, Ruby.”

         “Glad you like it,” she rasped, still studying the contents of her mixing bowl.

         He set down the fork. “How long have you been working here again?”

         “Almost a year.” She dumped a mound of dough onto the countertop and pressed her hands into it.

         “Where’re you from?” he asked, trying to distract himself from the way her hands kneaded the dough roughly into a flat square. He’d be willing to bet those hands of hers were pretty damn capable.

         She froze. “Um. I’m from out east.”

         “Out east” could’ve meant a thousand different things, but now he remembered. Months ago, when he’d pulled her over for parking illegally, she had North Carolina plates. “That’s right. North Carolina.”

         “How’d you—”

         “I pulled you over once, remember?” She’d been with Paige Harper at the time, who was once a guide at the Walker Mountain Ranch. Now she was married to Ben Noble, gazillionaire and one of Bryce’s best friends. The two of them owned their own ranch where Paige did equine therapy.

         It was weird when he’d approached the car that day. Ruby hadn’t even looked at him. Hadn’t said one word. He’d thought she was just shy, but that day she’d acted exactly the way she was acting now—her gaze shifting, her face flaming.

         Sawyer finished off the cinnamon roll and chewed thoughtfully. He’d never gotten around to asking for Ruby’s insurance information or registration. Come to think of it, he’d never even gotten a look at her driver’s license.

         “Can I get you anything else?” she asked with a squeak of insecurity. Yet another evasive maneuver.

         “Nah.” He stood and carted his dishes over to the sink, rinsing them the way Aunt Elsie had trained him to do. After securing them in the dishwasher, he turned to Ruby. She’d gone back to kneading the bread dough.

         “So where in North Carolina?” he asked, leaning back, crossing his legs at the ankles.

         “Charlotte area,” she answered quickly, like this was an interrogation instead of a friendly conversation.

         “That’s quite a ways from Aspen,” he observed. “Is your family still there?”

         At the mention of family, a dark expression dulled her skin’s radiant glow. “I’m sorry, Sawyer, but I don’t have time to talk.” She didn’t sound sorry. The waver in her tone made her sound downright scared. “The kids will be back soon and I have a lot of work to do.”

         “Right. Sure.” He straightened and gathered up his tools. “I should get ready for my shift, anyway.” For another few seconds Sawyer watched her knead that dough, noting how stiff her movements were, how she kept her head down, her eyes lowered. Typical nonverbal cues of a guilty party.

         What the hell was Ruby James hiding?

         He obviously wasn’t going to find out today. She’d completely shut down. Good thing he had one more month in Aspen.

         “Guess I’ll see you around,” he said, then walked out the door.

         Oh, yeah. He’d make sure he saw plenty of Ruby James.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Crash! A whole mixing bowl of flour hit the floor, resounding like the clatter of a cymbal. Ruby stared down at the white, powdery mess now scattered around Elsie’s gleaming ceramic-tiled floors. Damn it. It was the third bowl she’d dropped since Sawyer left the kitchen three hours ago.

         “Oh, my!” Elsie Walker yelped, rushing out from the pantry. She was the quintessential storybook grandmother, short and petite with coiffed white hair and those luminous blue eyes that seemed to run in the family. Though wrinkled from years of laughter and happy smiles, her skin had a radiant glow that Ruby envied.

         “Are you all right, dear?” The woman flew to the cabinet underneath the kitchen sink and dug out the hand broom. Again.

         “I’m fine,” she assured her, but the words were hollow. Her hands hadn’t stopped shaking since the whole scene with Sawyer.

         “You seem skittish today,” Elsie probed as she swept up the pile of flour. “You’ve been acting like a spooked cat all morning.”

         Was it that obvious? Ruby shoved her bangs out of her eyes. “Sorry. Just tired, I guess.”

         “Why don’t you go on home, then?” Elsie rose as graceful and composed as ever and scurried over to dump the flour in the trash. “I can take care of things today. It’s high time you took a day off, anyway. It’s been months.”

         Ruby sighed and fisted her hands so they’d stop throbbing with the hard pound of her heart. “That’s okay. I have to finish up these cookies for the kids.” And what would she do at home? Worry about Sawyer. Overanalyze everything she’d said that morning. Give herself an ulcer.

         That’s how her stomach had felt ever since he’d questioned her…touched her…like a hole was burning straight through her. Could he tell she was nervous? He sure seemed suspicious. And she’d obviously been flustered, with all of that sputtering and blushing. It didn’t help that Sawyer Hawkins was utterly and completely gorgeous. Tall, dark, and hot. Lordy, he was the kind of man who would fluster her even without all the questions!

         “Ruby?” Elsie waved a hand in front of her face.

         She shook the image of Sawyer out of her head. “Sorry. What?”

         “I asked you if you’ve seen the new pantry shelves Sawyer installed this morning.”

         Even the sound of his name on the woman’s lips gave her heart a serious jolt. “Um. No. I mean, yes.” Technically she’d seen the shelves, albeit very briefly when she’d hit him where it counts. “He’s very nice.” Heat engulfed her face. “Wait. I mean the shelves. The shelves are very nice.” Holy Moses, what was the matter with her? She couldn’t even talk!

         Elsie’s lips pursed into a sly smile. “So you saw Sawyer, then, did you?”

         Ruby shoved up the sleeves of her thermal Henley. She really had to start wearing tank tops to work. The hot ovens in there practically boiled the air. “Um, yes. I saw him.” Nailed him with my rolling pin, potentially damaging his future ability to have children…

         She squeezed her eyes shut. She could just see the jokes and comments that knowledge would draw from the rest of the employees at their next Wednesday night dinner.

         “He’s a looker, that Sawyer. Isn’t he, dear?” Elsie asked in her innocent little-old-lady voice. As if she wasn’t fishing for Ruby’s innermost thoughts. Which she had to keep anonymous.

         “He is nice-looking,” she agreed, because she couldn’t deny the obvious.

         “Nice person, too.” Elsie’s tone prompted her to agree.

         “I wouldn’t know—”

         Elsie’s phone went off, blaring “Rocky Mountain High.”

         Whew! Ruby turned back to the mixing bowl. Saved by John Denver.

         “This is Elsie,” the woman said, sounding slightly disappointed to have been interrupted from such an important conversation. “What?” Her shocked gasp spun Ruby around.

         The woman’s face had gone white. “Oh, dear lord,” she seemed to choke out. “Is everyone all right?”

         The burning sensation in Ruby’s stomach sharpened into a stabbing pain. The kids. It must be Bryce. Something had happened. Legs numbing, she rushed to Elsie’s side.

         “We’ll be right there,” Elsie said, gesturing for Ruby to follow her out the back door. Jogging down the steps, the woman shoved her phone in her pocket. “There’s been an accident. We have to get to the trailhead,” she huffed out, and Ruby wasn’t sure her legs would keep working.

         “One of the kids?” she managed as she and Elsie raced down the dirt road at the back of the lodge. The sun seemed blinding instead of bright and warm, and the trees looked fuzzy.

         “No. It’s Thomas. He fell.”

         Thomas Richmond, the retired pediatrician who’d started a foundation to help foster kids develop self-esteem and a sense of worth. He organized the trips to the ranch every year. Such a kind man. Ruby had met him only a couple of times. He had to be in his late sixties…“Is he okay?”

         “Bryce didn’t say.” Elsie yanked up the utility garage’s door and hopped into the driver’s seat of one of the ranch’s two-seater ATVs. She snatched a black helmet off the dash and shimmied it onto her head, transforming her into something that resembled a badass biker grandma. “Get in, dear. We have to hurry.”

         “Are you sure we should drive? Maybe we should walk…” Nearly once a month Ruby heard a news story about some horrible ATV accident that’d maimed or killed someone.

         “Get in!” Elsie turned the key in the ignition. There was a toe-curling grinding noise, then the engine roared.

         “Okay, okay.” Ruby carefully slid into the passenger side and fumbled with the buckle on her seat belt. Elsie plunked a helmet down on her head and cinched the chinstrap tight.

         “Hold on!” The woman gunned the engine like it was a souped-up race car and peeled out of the garage in reverse, sending gravel and dirt flying.

         “Holy Moses!” The momentum stole Ruby’s breath. Her head jerked with Elsie’s frantic tugs on the wheel. “Is this safe?” she yelled over the engine.

         “Of course!” Elsie yelled back. “I’ve driven this thing once. How hard can it be?” She cranked the gear into drive and hit the gas.

         “Once?” Ruby squealed, but the wind stole the words. The ATV shot straight up the side of a hill and through the forest. “Tree!” she screamed.

         Elsie swerved. “I see it! Calm down, dear!”

         Calm down? How could she calm down when Elsie was dodging evergreens like they were on one of those crazy closed slalom courses in all the car commercials that had do not attempt at the bottom of the screen. Her hands plunged to her sides so she could hold herself in the seat. Oh, god! Oh, dear god. I don’t want to die!

         Finally the machine skidded to a stop. The engine quieted, though the pound and swoosh of blood pumping through her still echoed in her ears. Ruby opened her eyes. Not far in front of them Paige, Bryce, and Shooter huddled around Thomas, who was sitting on the ground with his leg propped up on a backpack.

         The kids were clustered a few feet away, each of them staring at their leader with expressions that ranged from concern to deep fear. That was all Ruby needed to see to get her stable enough to walk. She stood and pulled off the helmet, leaving it on the seat.

         Elsie rushed to Thomas. “What happened? Oh, Thomas, just look at you!”

         The man’s silver hair was slicked with sweat and his face was pale. “It’s nothing,” he insisted, but the grimace gave him away.

         “It’s his leg,” Bryce said. “He fell about a mile up the trail.”

         “Pretty sure it’s broken,” Paige added. “Shooter got him down.”

         “It’s not broken,” Thomas corrected in his gruff tenor. “Just a bruise, that’s all.”

         Ruby stood back while Elsie knelt. “Let me take a look,” the woman said, carefully rolling up his pant leg.

         Knowing he was in good hands with Elsie and Paige, Ruby decided to check on the kids. They quieted as she approached. She’d met them briefly last week before they’d left for the backpacking trip, but she knew from experience they didn’t trust easily. There were four boys and four girls, all ranging in age from eight to thirteen. In typical preteen fashion, the boys stood on one side of the circle and the girls stood on the other.

         “Hey, how are you guys holding up?” Ruby asked, maintaining a distance that would make them feel comfortable. It had to be traumatic seeing someone get hurt out on the trail.

         “Is he gonna be all right?” Javon, the oldest boy, asked. Though his pants were low enough to expose his red underwear, he seemed pretty responsible for a thirteen-year-old. Everyone else kind of looked up to him, and Elsie had mentioned he’d asserted himself as the group’s spokesperson early on.

         Ruby glanced over at Thomas, who appeared to be arguing with Elsie about something. “I think he’ll be fine.” He sure looked as feisty as ever.

         “He couldn’t walk,” said a small voice from the back of the group.

         Ruby stepped closer and noticed Brooklyn, the youngest of all of them at eight years old. She was a small beauty, with dark curly hair, thick black eyelashes, and olive skin. The sight of the girl’s wide, scared eyes gouged at her heart. She knelt in front of her. “He did hurt his leg, but I bet a doctor can fix it real easily.”

         The girl nodded, biting her lip, and Ruby wondered what those young, wise eyes had seen in her short eight years. Probably too much. Kids didn’t end up in the foster system unless things were pretty bad.

         The girl was still chewing on her lip as though fighting tears.

         Ruby held out her hand. “I’ll take you over to see him, if you want.”

         Brooklyn’s eyes widened like she was scared, but she slipped her hand into Ruby’s.

         “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she murmured softly. “Bryce, Elsie, Paige, and Shooter will take good care of him.” From the looks of things, it appeared Thomas might not be making it easy for them, either.

         “Brooklyn is worried about you,” Ruby called over, mainly to warn him they were approaching.

         In an instant the man’s face softened. “Nothing to worry about, sweetheart. I’m fine. It hardly hurts at all.”

         Brooklyn eased her grip on Ruby’s hand.

         “See?” Ruby bent so she could look into the girl’s eyes. “He’ll be just fine, honey.”

         Elsie pushed off the ground. “Of course he will,” she said. “But he’ll definitely need to see a doctor about that leg.”

         Paige stood, too. “I’m afraid it could be a bad break.” Ruby read the concern on her face. Her friend had her Wilderness EMT certification, so she’d know better than anyone. “I think we should call an ambulance.”

         “No ambulance,” Thomas growled, but covered it up with a cough when he noticed Brooklyn staring at him, thank goodness. “I mean, there’s no need for that,” he said kindly.

         Bryce and Shooter looked at each other, and even though Ruby didn’t know them well, she could read their faces. He needed treatment.

         Thomas may be slightly gruff and combative with other adults, but Ruby happened to know he melted like dark chocolate when it came to these foster kids. Hiding a smile, she looked down at Brooklyn. “Would it make you feel better if Thomas went to the hospital?” she asked loudly enough for everyone—especially him—to hear.

         “Mmm hmmm,” the girl murmured, nodding.

         Thomas’s sigh was loud and disgruntled, but a small smile tugged at his lips, too. “All right, then. If it’ll make Brookie feel better, I’ll see a doctor. But not in an ambulance.”

         “That’s fine. We can drive you down to the truck in the ATV,” Bryce said, lowering himself next to Thomas. He slung one of the man’s arms around his shoulders.

         Shooter got on the other side of him and together they hoisted him up, half carrying him to the ATV.

         “I’ll come with,” Elise said, following behind them, and Ruby wondered about her connection to Thomas. She’d heard he’d lost his wife six years ago, and she happened to know that Elsie had been a friend of theirs for years…

         “We’ll get the kids back down to the lodge,” Paige said, smiling at Ruby.

         “Yep, no problem,” she agreed. “I even just took a batch of double-chocolate-chip cookies out of the oven,” she said to get them all smiling again.

         Brooklyn squeezed her hand and smiled up at her, fear gone, those eyes sparkling.

         That’s exactly what she’d wanted to see in the kids’ eyes. Hope. That was the hardest thing to hold on to when you were separated from the people you loved most in the world.

         She’d lost hope for so many years, but now, this place—these mountains—had given it back to her, and she wanted to share that same gift with these kids. Now that they were back at the lodge, she could be more involved. She could get to know them and tell them the safe parts of her story.

         But most of all she could make sure they had nothing to worry about.

         She could make sure nothing else went wrong.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Every time Sawyer walked through the doors to the Walker Mountain Ranch office, it hit like a sucker punch to the gut. It wasn’t the décor. Bryce and Avery had gone all out in that department. Massive log beams held up the vaulted ceiling. Custom prints by John Fields decked out the walls. To the right there was a black granite countertop set on pecan cabinetry—he should know; he’d helped Bryce build the damn thing. Then on the opposite side of the room leather couches sat near the solid black pub tables next to the coffee counter, complete with an espresso machine and Aunt Elsie’s famous baked goods case. The place looked like something out of that Million Dollar Log Homes magazine he’d seen lying around at the station.

         As posh as it was, walking into the place still got to him. Mostly because Kaylee used to work there. She’d stand at that very counter, taking reservations, checking in the guests. Damn, would that ever stop bugging him? Would he ever be able to walk in here and not think about her? Or maybe not so much her, but about the baby?

         Now the reception area sat empty. They’d been looking to hire someone new since Kaylee’d cheated on him and quit, but they hadn’t found anyone yet. For the time being, Avery was filling in.

         Speaking of…she rushed out from one of the back storage rooms. “Oh, hey, Sawyer.” A tired smile didn’t meet her eyes. She always seemed tired these days. Not surprising, given the fact that she had a new baby.

         “Morning.” He made it to the counter and peered over at Lily, who slept contentedly in her bassinette behind the counter.

         God, she was tiny. His baby boy would’ve been almost two by now. He would’ve been walking, talking, laughing, tossing the football…

         “Everything okay?” Avery asked, breaking through the fog of memories.

         He tore his gaze away from Lily. “Uh. Yeah. Everything’s great.” Forcing a smile, he attempted to loosen the tangle of grief that’d snagged in his chest. “Just wanted to talk to the boss before I head back to my cabin.”

         “He’s in his office.” She gestured to a door off to the left. “But beware, he’s trying to figure out something on the computer. You know how that usually goes.” Her grin poked fun at her husband. Those two were always doing that with each other. Teasing, flirting, touching. God, he couldn’t wait to get out of here. Start over someplace else. While he was happy for them, it hadn’t been easy to be around those two for the past year while he watched his own marriage disintegrate into nothing.

         “Thanks, Avery,” he said, then nodded toward the baby because he wasn’t a complete dick. “She’s growing fast.”

         “I know.” Avery sighed. “Too fast. Sometimes at night I hold her extra long so I’ll always remember how tiny she was.”

         A dull ache tugged at his ribs. Before Kaylee’s miscarriage he’d imagined what it would be like to hold his child, and even though the baby hadn’t yet been born, blood would flow through his arms, warm and thick. It would slowly seep into his body, like a craving about to be satisfied. He’d imagined a lot. He’d pictured doing all the things his own father had done with him—the horsey rides, the tackle football games in the living room, much to his mother’s horror. Sawyer had idolized his father. Always had, always would, and he’d imagined he’d have that same bond with his son.

         God, his son. For a long time he’d been able to ignore what he’d lost. But since Lily had been born, it’d gotten harder for him. Seeing her tiny face, the blond fluff on her head, those round blue innocent eyes…it made him wonder what his own child would’ve looked like. Would he have had blue eyes like his? Or dark, exotic eyes like Kaylee’s?

         “You want me to get Bryce for you?” Avery asked with obvious concern.

         “Nah.” He stuffed that grief down deep, where it belonged. “I’ll stop in his office.” Keeping his gaze safely off the baby, he walked away from the counter and pushed open Bryce’s door. “Hey, Chief.”

         Bryce was three months older than Sawyer, and he never let him forget it. Now it’d turned into a joke. He always addressed his cousin with some superior phrase.

         “What’s the latest on Thomas?” During his shift Bryce had called him to ask if he could give Thomas a ride to the hospital, seeing as how the man refused an ambulance. Not that Sawyer blamed him. He probably would’ve done the same thing. Not like he’d been busy, anyway. Pretty slow day around Aspen. But that was spring for you. The shoulder season between skiing and summer hiking. Not many tourists. And hell, at least he’d gotten to use his siren for once. It’d been a while.

         “We’re still waiting to hear,” Bryce said, kneading his forehead like it’d been a hell of a day. “Apparently some trauma victim came into the ER.”

         Yeah, Sawyer had heard there’d been some accident on Independence Pass, but he hadn’t been put on the call.

         “They’ve had Thomas waiting in a room all afternoon. At least Paige is with him. She’ll keep on the doctors.”

         Typical day at the Aspen ER. “Sure looked broken to me,” Sawyer said. He’d seen enough broken bones to spot one.

         “Yeah. Which means I’ll have to find someone else to help out the rest of the week. We’ve still got the ropes course and zipline coming up. And I wanted to take them to the rec center tomorrow night. A couple of them mentioned they’d never been swimming, so I thought we could teach them the basics before we open up the pool here.”

         “Sure. I can help out.” Seeing as how he’d been on the high school swim team that’d be no problem. He might be rusty, but he could brush up.

         “I’d ask Paige to step in, but she’s already taking them horseback riding and Ben needs her at the ranch. Ruby’s helping out, too, but Mom’ll still need her in the kitchen sometimes.”

         Huh. Sawyer stepped into the office. Ruby was helping out, too. What luck. That might be the perfect opportunity for him to figure her out. “I should be able to get a few days off.” He had plenty of vacation time to burn before his last day. “Just let me know when.”

         Relief eased the tension on his cousin’s face. “Thanks. That’d be great.” Bryce’s gaze drifted back to the computer screen in front of him. He clicked the mouse a few times.

         He looked busy, but Sawyer had more on the agenda. “I got those shelves installed this morning.” Not that he had to give Bryce a report, but it’d be the perfect opportunity to bring up a certain baker and the weird exchange he’d had with her before his shift.

         “Nice.” Bryce picked up a coffee mug and drank it like he was having a hard time staying awake. Which he probably was, considering he’d just been on a four-day backpacking trip with a bunch of kids.

         “Thanks, man,” he said. “Mom’ll pay you with an apple pie.”

         “No need. Think of it as room and board.” When he’d asked Bryce if he could stay at the ranch, his cousin wouldn’t even consider taking rent. That was just the kind of guy Bryce was.

         Thoughts of Ruby flitted back into his mind. Bryce was also the kind of guy who hired employees without doing background checks when someone desperately needed a job. And, while he wished he had Bryce’s faith in people, he’d learned that when someone looked suspicious, there was usually a reason. Hence his increasing desire to figure out Ruby before something went wrong.

         After a second of hesitation, he walked into the office and sat himself down in the chair across from Bryce. “Thanks for letting me hang here while I wrap things up.”

         Bryce turned away from the computer and leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowed on him. “You sure about all this? Leaving town? Life in the big city?”

         They’d had this conversation at least five times since Sawyer’d put the house on the market last month. It wasn’t ideal, but Denver was the only place he’d found a job. And he couldn’t stay in Aspen. Not when the memories of Kaylee were everywhere. Their first kiss had been on the ski slopes. Elevation 8000 was where he’d proposed. And don’t get him started on the ranch. Last Christmas, hanging around for all the holiday activities alone almost killed him.

         “I need to get away for a while.” Someplace where everyone didn’t know what had happened. Someplace where five people didn’t stop him to ask how he was “holding up” in one morning at the grocery store. He’d had enough of the “poor betrayed Sawyer” routine.

         “I get it.” A sigh contradicted Bryce’s words. “Sorry things didn’t work out for you and Kaylee.”

         Everyone was sorry. No one more than him. “Yeah.” There wasn’t much more to say.

         But that didn’t stop most people from trying, including Bryce. Wait for it…

         “You want to talk about it?”

         “Nope.” He didn’t worry about his cousin taking that the wrong way. After Bryce’s first wife had died, neither one of them had said much. Hell, they’d sit across the table from each other drinking beer after beer, neither one of them saying a damn thing.

         Unfortunately since Bryce had married Avery, who never quit talking, he didn’t seem to take the hint.

         “After Yvonne, I never thought I’d get married again,” Bryce said. “Hell, I didn’t think I’d ever look at anyone again.” He leaned into the desk. “Kaylee did a shitty thing, Sawyer, but not all women are like that.”

         He hesitated. Everyone assumed the same thing. That he’d been screwed over…the devoted husband who’d been blindsided. But there was a hell of a lot more to the story than that. Now that the divorce was official, he’d had plenty of time to analyze it, and he couldn’t let everyone believe it was all her fault. Fact was, he’d played a part, too. And it was time he faced it. “I don’t blame her for ending up in Jace’s bed.”

         Bryce’s jaw dropped. “I sure as hell do. She knew what she was doing. ”

         Course she knew. But she had her reasons. And it was time to tell his cousin that. They’d been through hell together. If anyone would understand, it was Bryce. Sawyer’s fists knotted, but he stared the man in the face. “Kaylee had a miscarriage a while back. At five months.”

         Bryce’s hand let go of the computer mouse.

         Yeah, he’d gotten his full attention.

         “Damn, Sawyer. I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

         Again, not much to say. Not like sorry changed anything. “Yeah. Me too.”

         “Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded. “Man, five months. You lost a baby. We could’ve done a service or something.”

         That’s why he hadn’t told anyone. Kaylee didn’t want to make it a big deal. “She didn’t want anyone to know. It didn’t seem to get to her as much.” Pain worked its way up his body until it felt like someone had shoved his stomach up into his chest. “She didn’t know if she ever wanted kids, anyway.” At least that’s what she said before they’d gotten married. Let’s not rush it, Sawyer. If it happens, it happens. But apparently she hadn’t thought it would happen. He glanced at Bryce. “I talked about doing a service. I mean, we saw him on the ultrasound.” He’d had tiny little hands and feet. A beautiful face. He was their baby boy. At least, that was how he’d thought of him. They’d even talked about naming him Matthew, after Dad. “But she wouldn’t consider it. I was mad as hell.” That night they had the worst fight they’d ever had. She was screaming at him to get over it. Just get over it, Sawyer. Move on. There’s no baby. Then…“I asked her why she’d miscarried, if it was something she did.” Shame covered his face, hot and dry.

         “Holy shit.” Bryce’s head tipped back with disbelief. “She wouldn’t have done it on purpose. Those things just happen.”

         “I know. I lost my head. Wasn’t thinking straight.” Truth was, it was easier for him to get mad, to blame her. For a while it curbed the pain, the empty feeling left behind by loss. “A few days later, I told her I was sorry, but things went south from there. She never looked at me the same. And good ol’ Jace was waiting in the wings.” Damn, the power of words. Those words he’d said to her had broken something in both of them. That was on him. He’d made a mistake that’d ruined his marriage, and he had to own it.

         “That’s why you’re leaving,” Bryce said slowly, as if putting the pieces together.

         If anyone had earned the right to call him out on that, it was Bryce. But the words still stabbed at him. Did he even have a right to grieve? How could he grieve something he’d never had? “I need a new start.” A new place. New memories. A new focus.

         “We’ll miss you around here,” Bryce said, but at least he didn’t try to talk him out of it again. “Don’t know who the hell is gonna keep an eye on the place with you gone.” He said it like a joke, but there was some truth to it. Sawyer has consulted for him on the security system for the ranch. He’d evaluated all their risk protocols.

         Speaking of…

         “Hey, what d’you know about Ruby James?”

         “Not…much,” Bryce said slowly, as though thrown off by the fast change of subject.

         But Sawyer had to plow ahead. Best to start his mission now or he wouldn’t have time to complete it before he left. “Doesn’t that concern you?”

         Bryce waved him off. “Nah. Mom trusts her.”

         He gave his cousin a stern look. “She trusts everyone.”

         “She’s got good intuition.”

         Yeah. Intuition never solved any crimes. Facts. Evidence. Those were the only sure bets. This whole thing with Ruby was simply highlighting a larger issue at the Walker Mountain Ranch. You couldn’t just let some random person come and work for you. No wonder things had been disappearing. Last week about three hundred dollars had gone missing from the office. Then there was a diamond bracelet Avery couldn’t seem to find. Bryce had chalked it up to them misplacing things, but Sawyer wasn’t so sure. “Has Avery found her bracelet?” he asked nonchalantly.

         “No. She thought she left it in the kitchen, but we’ve looked everywhere.”

         In the kitchen, huh? He didn’t say it. “What about the cash?”

         His cousin shook his head in frustration. “I can’t figure out what I did with it. I swear it was in the bank bag, but…”

         It had disappeared, too.

         “You think someone took it?” he asked, hoping to plant the idea in Bryce’s head. Because it was pretty obvious to him that someone had been stealing from his cousin.

         “The thought’s crossed my mind,” he admitted, albeit grudgingly. Bryce, like Aunt Elsie, tended to see only the best in people.

         Lucky for both of them, Sawyer had learned not to. “Let me look into it,” he offered, not that he’d let Bryce turn him down.

         “What’d you have in mind?”

         “Well…” He had to tread carefully here. The Walker Mountain Ranch was known for unyielding loyalty to its employees. “What if it was an employee? Then it’ll happen again.” It would keep happening. And eventually three hundred dollars here and a bracelet there would add up.

         His cousin shot him a skeptical frown, as if that was outside the realm of possibility. “You really think it’s an employee?”

         “I think it could be.” There were plenty to choose from. This spring they’d hired three new guides, though they weren’t full-time yet. Then there were the seasonal maintenance workers who’d just started back a month ago. And Ruby. “Did Ruby ever fill out an application?”

         “It’s not Ruby,” Bryce said, shaking his head. “She’s not the type.”

         Maybe not, but someone around here had to be open to all possibilities. “Most criminals don’t seem like the type,” he said.

         Bryce laughed. “You’re one suspicious SOB, you know that?”

         “It’s a hazard of the job,” Sawyer reminded him. “Look. It doesn’t have to be a big deal. I’ll look around, ask some questions. No one’ll even know.” Especially the people he planned to investigate. All that would require is some good one-on-one time with them. He stood to leave. “I’ll keep you posted. Let me know the report on Thomas when you hear.”

         “Will do,” Bryce said, then looked up suddenly. “Speaking of Thomas…think you could hike up to the waterfall and get the gear we left behind this morning? After he fell Shooter and I dropped everything. I’d go but I’ve got to finish this injury report for insurance.”

         “Sure.” Sawyer glanced at the clock on the wall. Just after four-thirty. It was only a mile and a half to the lake. That should give him plenty of time before dinner.

         Bryce stood and came around the desk. “The gear is on the south side of the pond.” He walked Sawyer to the door. “We left at least three packs behind. You might need help to lug it all back.”

         “Help, huh?” He almost grinned. He needed someone to join him on an hour-long hike to the waterfall.

         And he knew just the girl.
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