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          PIPER

        

      

    

    
      “We have three days to provide a challenging adventure that brings the team together.” I skimmed the email from the team’s general manager.

      “It’s a tall order, for sure,” Henry agreed, resting his elbows on the counter; his gaze landed on his fiancée, Kelsey, with a mixture of pride and affection.

      “I think you should do the bike tour. It doesn’t violate any of the conditions in their contracts. It’s adventurous without being dangerous, and it looks amazing.” Kelsey read from the description on her screen, “Flowers and wildlife-filled meadows, tumbling waterfalls, and clear lakes—all surrounded by a sea of peaks and the comfort of a seasoned guide.”

      My heart rate picked up at the description.

      Kelsey turned her screen so we could see it.

      The clear glass surface of the lake had my fingers itching to pick up my camera.

      “Am I the seasoned guide in this scenario?” I joked. My mind was reeling with the possibilities. If I went, I could take amazing photos for my social media account.

      “Well, no, you’ll have Henry to lead the group. You’d be his assistant.”

      Mountain Haven Lodge and Rigby’s Adventure Tours were Henry’s dreams. When he’d asked me to work at the lodge, I’d said: Who knows, maybe this will be the thing that changes my life, but I hadn’t thought I’d be running adventure tours. Especially not team-building ones for a professional baseball team.

      Henry rubbed his chin. “I don’t think the guys are going to care about waterfalls and lakes.”

      “The mountain biking is challenging, and I’m sure they’ll love camping.” Athletes would probably enjoy the challenge the three-day trip posed.

      Kelsey changed her screen to the picture of the team at spring training and scrolled through the roster. “Most of them aren’t from Colorado. They might enjoy the scenic tour.”

      “You can’t take them skiing, snowboarding, or any of the usual stuff because it’s too close to the season to risk an injury. But a biking trip should be approved.”

      “Does it qualify as team building?” Henry asked.

      I knew he was playing devil’s advocate, not rejecting Kelsey’s idea outright.  “The trails are narrow. They’ll need to work together on how many bikes can fit and who goes first. Then work together to choose a spot to camp, pitch the tents, and cook the food. They’re probably not used to doing things like this by themselves. They’re so focused on working out and eating healthy meals from a delivery service, but this brings them back to the basics—shelter, food, and survival.”

      “I think it could work.” Kelsey’s tone held approval.

      Henry nodded at me. “I agree. Write up the proposal.”

      Henry’s approval settled on my chest like glitter floating through the air, attempting to cover the self-doubt, yet not quite succeeding. I was used to my brother dismissing my ideas as impulsive or immature. Since working at the lodge, he’d made a concerted effort to listen to me as an equal.

      Kelsey turned her screen until it was facing her, pulling up a blank document to write the proposal. “You’ll do it, right?”

      “It sounds beautiful.” My mind drifted back to the pictures she’d shown us of the lake. The surface was like glass, untouched, pristine.

      “Are you worried you’re not in shape for it?” She glanced at me.

      I shook my head. “No. I bike all the time.”

      Her eyes widened. “Sorry, I didn’t realize.”

      Over the years, my family dismissed my many hobbies as impractical and frivolous, so I stopped sharing the details. “I enjoy nature.”

      Henry assumed I didn’t love our hometown of Telluride because I wanted to sell our family’s ranch. Instead, I felt lucky to live somewhere with so much untouched beauty I could capture with my camera lens―even if I did want to see more.

      “Perfect. I think it will be a fun adventure.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard for a few minutes while I checked guests into the lodge. After showing the twentysomething couple to their room, I sat next to Kelsey.

      “Take a look,” Kelsey said to me over her shoulder.

      Her screen was filled with a picture of a baseball team somewhere warm and sunny. “Is that the team?”

      “Yeah, this is the picture the assistant sent, along with names, ages, positions, and general history of each player.”

      My gaze snagged on blue eyes, his face shadowed by the black Colorado hat pulled low on his forehead, his hair curled over the edges. My heart pounded in my chest. It was like he could see me through the picture.

      “See anyone you like?” Kelsey smirked.

      I tore my gaze from the image. “Cocky athletes aren’t for me.”

      My heart pounded in my chest at the lie.

      “You never know when a fling might turn into something more,” Kelsey practically singsonged.

      She wanted everyone to have what she had with Henry. She’d visited Telluride last fall for their mutual friends, Elle and Gray’s, wedding. Henry had shown her around the area. It started as a vacation fling, but they’d fallen hard for each other.

      “Life isn’t like that.” Not for me. Life went on around me. People left, went to college, got jobs, and moved on, but I was still here wondering what I was doing with my life.

      “I don’t know. Sometimes I think life sneaks up on you when you least expect it.” Kelsey’s lips curled into a knowing smile.

      She was happy, so she wanted everyone around her to feel the same way. “I’m not looking for a guy.”

      She shot me a knowing look as if she could see past my words to the girl underneath, the one who wouldn’t mind meeting someone who saw her.

      I stood abruptly, shuffling the flyers on the counter into piles, then rearranging the fresh-cut wildflowers in the vase.

      “Henry worries about you.” Her voice was soft.

      My shoulders stiffened. “He doesn’t have to.”

      The good thing about working straight out of high school was that I was independent. I’d lived on my own since I was eighteen. I didn’t need my brother, or his fiancée, worrying about me.

      I’d be fine even if the age-old resentment still burned in my gut. My parents sent Henry to college, hoping he’d be the one to save the ranch. He was the golden child. I was the impulsive one.

      “You’re his sister. He feels⁠—”

      Guilty. Responsible. He’d told me that recently. As nice as it felt to have my feelings acknowledged instead of being brushed off as ridiculous, I wasn’t ready to let it go. “He shouldn’t.”

      I liked Kelsey, but she’d only been in our lives a short time. My feelings about the ranch were interwoven with my feelings about my family, stemming back from my childhood.

      Kelsey’s shoulders lowered in defeat. “We want to support you.”

      How could she support me when I didn’t even know what I wanted? I’d had this desire for more as far back as I could remember. I lived in this beautiful tourist town, yet my skin itched to be somewhere—anywhere―else. Would I feel any different living somewhere new, or was I doomed to feeling stuck forever?

      Kelsey was quiet for a few minutes, typing away on her keyboard, her tongue poised between her lips in concentration. Visiting Telluride last fall, Kelsey quickly discovered it was the place for her—not New York—and easily settled into life here. She was happy. This was her place.

      The way she fit in so effortlessly made me think Telluride wasn’t right for me. There was something out there that was better suited for me. Somewhere I’d feel like I belonged.

      Kelsey purposely pushed the Enter key. “I hit send. Now we wait.”

      “I’m sure they’ll approve it.” It was tame as far as adventures go. Nothing that really got my heart pounding. The only thing that dulled the roar in my ears was looking at pictures online of photographers traveling the world to capture the same beauty I longed to catch.

      I ignored the rising anticipation of camping with a professional baseball team. All that testosterone sounded delicious.

      “Ya know, the tour ends at the hot springs.” Her tone was full of innuendo, her smile mischievous.

      I rolled my eyes. “Nothing’s going to happen between me and a baseball player.”

      I couldn’t be with someone when I needed to figure out my life. Not to mention, I’d been burned by an athlete before.

      Henry smacked the counter, making us both jump. “It better not.”

      I chuckled at his indignation. “Not with my big brother there to shut it down.”

      Henry nodded. “You better believe it.”

      Kelsey shot us both an exasperated look.

      I ignored her because nothing was going to happen on this tour, just like nothing ever happened in my life. I’d get some pictures for my social media account, some extra likes and comments. That was it. When my online photography friends ask when I am going to join them in traveling the world, I’d turn them down again. My place was here, no matter how many times I wished I could be somewhere else.
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          COLIN

        

      

    

    
      The team bus rocked over the uneven gravel lane to Mountain Haven Lodge. I’d gotten called up from Triple-A the last few weeks of the previous season. Even with the coveted invitation to spring training, I was on edge, wondering if there was a spot for me on the team.

      I had to play my best even on this so-called adventure tour. There was no room for error.

      Proving myself to the coaches felt a little like vying for my father’s approval. Just like the bus, I was treading on rocky ground, unsure of my footing.

      Making the team would justify everything I’d done to get here—breaking ties with my dad and going out on my own.

      Losing my spot, being sent down to the minors, would mean my dad was right. That this baseball thing was a child’s game, a pipe dream. So few guys made it and even fewer made the kind of money that made the sacrifice worth it.

      Rod leaned closer. “Relax. Mountain biking will be fun.”

      “Right.” I tried to loosen the muscles in my neck, but they pulled taut. I could do anything for three days.

      The most challenging part would be fitting in on the team that had so many new players due to trades. This team wasn’t a well-oiled machine. It was a mix of egos—guys who thought they deserved to be here and rookies trying to prove themselves. I needed to show I was physically capable of playing in the majors, and I could work with a team.

      The bus came to a creaking stop, the door opened. The guys stood, filling the aisle, eager to get out of the cramped space. A few people from the lodge lined the large wraparound porch while we were piling off the bus, ready to greet us.

      Our team manager, Leonard, stepped forward, holding his hand out to the man with sandy hair, wearing a red-and-blue-checked flannel, worn jeans, and boots. The brunette smiled easily, pushing her glasses up her nose. The petite blonde woman stood farther off to the side, her eyes darting around as if she’d rather be anywhere than here.

      After shaking their hands, Leonard turned to face us. “We’re here for three days. Make it count. This isn’t a vacation. This is your job. We’re here to find ourselves as a team. You’ll be in Henry, Kelsey, and Piper’s very capable hands. They’ll lead you on the tour.”

      Leonard looked around, his eyes settling briefly on each one of us, waiting for the weight of his words to settle into our consciousness. This weekend was just as important as any practice or game.

      I was determined to be on that roster at the end of the weekend. I wouldn’t languish in the minors, playing year after year, hoping for something that wouldn’t happen. This was my chance. I might not get another one.

      The blonde woman walked through the line of players handing out what looked like an itinerary.

      When she handed it to me, a gust of wind caught the bottom of her skirt, causing it to fly up. One hand gripped the papers, trying to get the hair out of her face as the other tried to hold her skirt down.

      “Shit,” she cried as the papers flew out of her hands, scattering on the driveway. Seeing that most of the guys had already gone into the lodge, I dropped my duffel on the ground, gathering up the papers before they could get picked up by the wind again.

      I’d gathered most of them, but one kept taking off before I could get it. The blonde laughed at my attempts to grab it. The sound carried with the wind.

      I made a final grab for it, her hand closing over mine at the last second. The heat of her skin made me pause. Crouching close to the ground, my gaze lifted from the paper we both clutched to her eyes.

      Her skin was silky smooth over mine. I wanted to turn my hand so our palms touched. My heart was racing, and it wasn’t from the chase. It was her.

      The air between us sparked with awareness.

      Her mouth opened on a gasp as she let go of me. “Sorry.”

      My skin tingled, and my brain short-circuited as I rose to full height, her head barely coming up to my shoulder.

      Her cheeks were flushed as she pulled strands of hair from her face. Laughing, she said, “That wind came out of nowhere.”

      One hand hovered on her skirt, presumably to stop it from flipping up again, her other hand shielded the sun from her eyes. Her eyes were a multifaceted crystal blue. I’d never seen anything like it.

      My breath tight in my chest, I asked, “Are you one of our guides?”

      Dropping her hand from her forehead, her eyes crinkled. “I’m kind of along for the ride.”

      I remained silent, hoping she’d give me more details.

      “The views will be beautiful.” Her tone was wistful.

      I handed her the papers, wondering what her story was and how the view on our trip could be any more stunning than her with her blonde hair flying in the wind, her eyes wide, and her cheeks flushed.

      Lowering her gaze, she tried to smooth the wrinkles from the papers.

      I hadn’t really thought about what we’d see on the tour or the fact that it might be enjoyable. It was merely a task I needed to complete. “It will be if you’re there.”

      Her gaze flew up to mine.

      My face heated. The sun was warm on my face, the now light breeze blew her hair across her face.

      A flush tinged her cheekbones. “Thank you.”

      Her voice was soft, her words almost melodic.

      Who was this woman, and why was I reacting to her like this?

      Wanting more time with her, I asked, “Do you work here?”

      It was obvious she did, but I couldn’t come up with anything more interesting to ask.

      She nodded, pointing a thumb over her shoulder even though the porch was empty. “Yeah, my brother, Henry, owns the lodge.”

      “Oh.” The mention of her brother made me pause. He was probably the man on the porch.

      “I’m just helping out around here. I work at the barber shop.” She shrugged.

      The flush on her cheeks deepened, traveling down her neck to the swell of her breasts visible in her summer dress.

      She was beautiful. The silence between us lengthened, growing almost awkward. The desire to ask her more questions, to extend this moment, throbbed in my chest, but I was at a loss for what to say.

      “There you are. Colin, get in here.” Rod’s voice carried from the porch.

      I startled, not realizing how far we’d run from the porch to grab the papers. “I’d better go inside.”

      I took long strides, eating up the distance we’d traveled.

      Rod went back inside, leaving us alone again.

      Sensing her walking behind me, I slowed my gait so she could catch up.

      Stopping on the porch, she smiled shyly. “Thank you for grabbing the papers.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “This one’s the best, I think.” She thrust a paper in front of me.

      I liked that she was just as flustered as I was from our encounter. Glancing at the itinerary, I noticed I had an early start tomorrow. Instead of being annoyed, I was looking forward to seeing her again.

      I held my hand out to her. “I’m Colin Winters.”

      She clasped my hand; her skin was cool underneath mine. “Piper Rigby.”

      It’s nice to meet you, Piper.”

      She was beautiful in the dress, but I wondered what she’d look like tomorrow in formfitting bicycle shorts riding in front of me. Every muscle in my body tightened at the image.

      Letting go of my hand, she pushed open the door. “Henry will be wondering where I am.”

      She slipped inside without another glance in my direction.

      I took a deep breath before following her, carefully schooling my face.

      I didn’t want Coach to think I was distracted. No matter how beautiful the tour guide was, I was here to prove I was a worthy member of the team.
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      I blew on the steaming hot coffee before tentatively sipping it. Closing my eyes, I savored the warm liquid sliding down my throat.

      What had I gotten myself into? Three days on a bike in the wilderness without running water.

      This morning, I hadn’t wanted to leave the warmth of my bed. The only thing that piqued my interest was the baseball player I’d met yesterday—the same one from the team picture that caught my eye. There was more to him than blue eyes and hair that curled on the ends. His Southern drawl felt like warm honey flowing through my veins.

      “Morning,” a rough voice, scratchy with sleep, rumbled through my chest.

      I startled, knowing without looking it was Colin Winters. When he’d introduced himself yesterday, his voice and name forever embedded themselves into my brain.

      Turning to face him, his hands were braced on the large butcher-top island counter, his flannel shirt rolled up, revealing strong forearms. His baseball hat curved over his forehead in that way only real ballplayers wore them, his auburn hair curling around the edges. The brim was frayed. Maybe it was his lucky cap, the one he couldn’t bear to part with. Who knew a man wearing a baseball hat could be so sexy?

      He straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. “Can I get some of that, or is it only for staff?”

      “Some of what?” My brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders this morning.

      I’d already cut up a large bowl of fruit and set out platters of bagels, pastries, and muffins for the guests. Orange juice sat in a large pitcher on the island between us.

      His lips quirked into a smile as he nodded at my mug. “Coffee.”

      My heart thumped in my chest. “Oh, of course. The coffee’s for anyone. Ya know, guests, baseball players, adventure tourists.”

      I turned away, hoping he wouldn’t notice the flush on my cheeks from my rambling. Why did this guy affect me so much after years of lukewarm interest in the opposite sex?

      I opened the cabinet to get a mug from the top shelf. I reached as far as my arms would stretch, hoping to snag one by the handle. The white tank top I wore under my open flannel shirt slid up. The counter was cool against my heated skin.

      “Let me get that for you.”

      I shivered at the sound of his voice. Why did his voice have to be so sexy?

      He easily reached over me, his chest brushing against my back. Tingles erupted over my skin. There was no one else in the kitchen, and my body was trapped between his and the counter. The edge bit sharply into my skin, further igniting the fire that started between us yesterday.

      I turned, hoping to create distance between us. Instead, he was flush against me. He held the mug above my head, his eyes twinkling down at me.

      “Thanks.” I swallowed at the feel of his hard body pressed against mine.

      “No problem.” His tone was amused as he set the mug on the counter next to my elbow.

      I expected him to step back, but he didn’t.

      “Have you been on any other adventure tours?” he asked conversationally, seemingly unaffected by my proximity.

      “Nope. This is my first.” I was pleased my voice hadn’t cracked or wavered.

      “Mine, too.” He fell silent, considering me. “We have to stop running into each other like this.”

      I tipped my head to the side. “I have a feeling you’re enjoying this.”

      He shook his head, chuckling softly. “I haven’t⁠—”

      What had he been about to say? I haven’t been attracted to anyone like this before? I haven’t felt like this around anyone before?

      A throat clearing from the doorway prompted Colin to step back, his gaze still locked on mine.

      “Am I interrupting?” Kelsey asked, her tone filled with amusement.

      Pouring coffee into the mug, I said, “I was just getting coffee for Colin.”

      “On a first name basis already?” Kelsey held her mug out to me for a refill, her eyebrow raised.

      “We ran into each other yesterday.” I rolled my shoulders back, trying to ease the tension.

      “I saved the itineraries from flying away.” Colin’s voice was filled with mirth.

      He was enjoying this—Kelsey’s pointed questions—her insinuation that there was something to interrupt.

      “Good thing you were there,” Kelsey said to him.

      “Yeah, good thing,” I said wryly, pouring coffee into Kelsey’s mug.

      She winked at me as I turned to hand Colin his mug.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      I wondered if he knew how that Southern accent affected me. In my experience, athletes knew their effect on women and used it to their advantage. “Do you need milk or sugar?”

      He lifted the cup. “This is good.”

      “I guess we won’t be drinking fresh-brewed coffee for a couple of days.”

      Colin shook his head. “Instant won’t be the same.”

      “Remind me again why I signed up for this?” I leaned back against the counter, sipping my coffee, not expecting an answer.

      Henry walked into the kitchen. “Remember? You said working here was going to change your life.”

      Having those words thrown back at me was unsettling. I made that declaration to him, not realizing how much pressure those words held.

      Colin snagged a muffin off the plate and took a large bite. I tore my gaze away from the way his Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed. Everything about him was sexy—not just his voice, his eyes, or those forearms.

      Turning my attention to Henry, I cocked my head to the side. “I fail to see how biking for three days and camping without running water and fresh-brewed coffee will change my life.”

      “You never know.” Colin’s accent did nothing to detract from his masculinity. It only enhanced it.

      Was Colin insinuating that meeting him could change my life? When Henry asked for my help at the lodge so he could fly to New York to win Kelsey back, I’d told him I wasn’t ready for a relationship. My life was going nowhere fast. There was no point in looking for a guy when I had nothing to offer him. I’d vowed to figure out my life first. I wouldn’t change my mind, not even for a baseball player with a sexy accent.

      Henry stood next to Kelsey, pulling her into his side. “I met you when I wasn’t expecting it.”

      Kelsey smiled as he nuzzled her neck. “That’s true.”

      I placed my mug on the counter, wanting space from their show of affection. “That’s my cue to leave.”

      “Don’t go far. We’re heading out in ten,” Henry called after me.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I couldn’t help resorting to talking to my brother like I had when we were teenagers.

      I sensed Colin grabbing another pastry and following close behind me into the hallway.

      Several other players made their way down the steps.

      I smiled at them. “Food and drink are in the kitchen.”

      I pushed open the door to the front porch where the tour vans were parked, needing the space being outdoors offered. The feel of the crisp morning air and the expanse of the mountains reminded me that the world was bigger than me. There was room to grow.

      I sat in one of the rocking chairs, the cool air filling my lungs.

      Sitting next to me, Colin cradled the mug in his hands. “You don’t like the outdoors?”

      Suddenly, I wanted to be a girl he could be attracted to. I wanted to ignore my vow to focus on myself before getting involved with someone. “I love it. You can’t live by these mountains and not enjoy them.”

      “They’re impressive.” He bobbed his head in agreement, his gaze on me, not the mountains in the distance.

      “If you like the mountains, you’ll love the tour. We’re going to see a lake, hot springs, and aspen trees.” Excitement tinged my voice.

      Despite the length of the bike ride and the camping factor, I was looking forward to what we’d see.

      “You don’t seem as put off by the tour as you sounded in there.” Colin’s tone was assessing.

      “I’m not.” It was easier to be open with Colin, who was a stranger, than with my family. We didn’t have a history. I could be myself with him.

      Colin was quiet for a few seconds before he turned his attention to me. “Why do you want your brother to think you don’t like it?”

      I shrugged, not liking the vulnerable feeling I got from letting him see the real me. “Let’s just say my family has their own opinion of who I am. Who am I to change their mind?”

      My reasoning didn’t sound as valid when it was broadcast out loud. I sounded like a teenager defying her parents.

      Colin’s eyes were gentle. “You aren’t authentic with your family?”

      Nothing in his tone was judgmental. He was sincerely trying to understand.

      “I guess not. Are you?” I tucked my knee under me, wondering what it was about him that made me want to be honest.

      He nodded. “With my sister. We’re close.”

      “That’s nice.” The fact that he was close to his sister flowed through my veins like the warm coffee sliding down my throat. I loved the idea of this attractive professional ballplayer being close to his sister.

      A fond smile transformed his face. “She lives in Maryland.”

      I was impressed he’d stayed close with his sibling, even living far away. “Are you close with your parents, too?”

      He chuckled without any humor. “My dad runs a successful hotel chain in New Orleans where we grew up. My mom—” he cleared his throat, “died when I was little.”

      “I’m sorry.” His words pierced my heart, setting off a dull ache. My family wasn’t perfect, but they were in my life. I couldn’t imagine going through the loss of a parent as a young child. I wanted to ask how his childhood was otherwise, but his expression was hooded. His family was a heavy subject for him, too.

      The door opened, Henry leading the way, loud voices and laughing followed. The guys threw duffel bags into the back of the van.

      Colin nodded toward the ruckus. “Looks like it’s time to go.”

      Was he grateful for the interruption? Did he feel the need to be honest with me, too?

      “I’d better grab my bag.” I stood, already missing the bubble we’d created on the porch.

      The quiet morning was now filled with teasing, backslaps, and trash-talking. We probably wouldn’t have another moment alone together on the trip. Standing up to go back inside, I told myself it was for the best. I couldn’t figure out my life if I was wrapped up in a guy.

      Walking inside, I ducked around a few guys who were talking about the upcoming bike ride when a hand landed on the small of my back. Looking back, Colin winked at me. I sucked in a breath at its potency.

      Guiding me safely past the guys, Colin looked around the great room. “Where’s your bag?”

      I pointed to the backpack I’d left on the couch.

      “Mine’s upstairs. I’ll grab it, then help you with yours.”

      “You know we’re going to be riding with the packs for three days, right?”

      He smiled, slow and easy. “It doesn’t mean I can’t help out.”

      Something warm settled in my chest as I watched him head up the steps to the guest rooms.

      I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, opening the social media account I used to display my photography. I pictured what I’d like to add to the account this weekend and how they’d be received. My followers loved when I added something new. Alpine Lake would be a gorgeous addition to the views of snow-capped mountains over the flat roofs of the downtown businesses, the tall trees, and the rocky streams.

      “Those pictures are beautiful. Is that what we’ll be seeing today?”

      Not realizing Colin had returned, I quickly clicked off the account that no one knew I had, tucking it into my pocket. “No, just pictures of Telluride.”

      Most of the images I’d captured were day trips from Telluride. Today was my first venture farther away. Anticipation flowed through my veins.

      Colin grabbed my pack, gesturing for me to precede him. He lightly touched my elbow as we headed out. When we stepped outside into the crisp morning air, he asked, “Which van?”

      I pointed to the one farthest away. The driver’s side doors boasted the new Rigby’s Adventure Tours Logo. We’d drive to the drop-off point. Kelsey, Sandy, my parents, and me were driving a van to transport the team. A shuttle would take the team from the hot springs resort to the airport on Monday. My parents would pick Henry and me up.

      Colin flung my pack into the back along with his.

      I liked that he assumed he’d be riding with me even if we wouldn’t have any opportunity to talk. Not with seven other players riding with us.

      “You ready to head out?” Henry appeared by my side.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” Despite my excitement, I continued to let my family believe that this adventure wasn’t something I’d enjoy. It was a role I’d played for so long, not letting them see my real interests and desires; it was easy to slide back into it, even with Colin watching me this time.

      “The real question is, are you ready for a weekend with a rowdy baseball team?” Colin asked.

      I shrugged. “You don’t seem that bad.”

      He didn’t seem like the typical cocky athlete. He hadn’t even talked about baseball. He seemed genuine and down-to-earth.

      I should have looked him up on my phone when I had the chance. How long had he been with the team? What position did he play? How good was he? Was he talented enough not to worry about his place on the team, or was he fighting for it?

      “Follow me and Kelsey.”

      “Got it,” I said to Henry as he took long strides to the first van. I let out a breath I’d been holding, wondering why I cared so much about knowing this guy I’d only just met. His face stood out to me in the team picture, and his personality drew me to him.

      “You in this one?” one of the guys asked Colin, pointing to the van I was driving.

      “Yeah, man.” Then he said to me in a lower tone, “I think this will be more fun than I was expecting.”

      I wanted to ask if he’d said that because of me. Frustrated with the thrill that shot through me at the idea, I climbed into the driver’s side, waiting for the guys to get settled. When Henry waved his hand out the door of his van, we followed him in a train down the lane.

      The guys were loud, talking smack to each other about their mountain biking abilities. I found myself listening for Colin’s Southern drawl.

      The short time we talked made me want to know more about him, but getting involved with a player on my brother’s first big adventure tour was a bad idea. It was exactly the sort of thing my mom would say was impulsive.
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      I double-checked that the zippers were closed on my pack and threw it over my shoulder while trying to avoid checking out Piper. I’d done a good job of keeping my eyes on her face this morning while we were talking, but now that I had nothing else to focus on, my gaze kept coming back to the curve of her ass and thighs in those leggings. They left nothing to the imagination.

      I swallowed, remembering how her body felt against mine when I reached for the coffee mug. How I hadn’t wanted to step away, not until I was forced to.

      “Is she an employee?”

      I shook my head, annoyed he’d noticed. “She’s Henry’s sister, he’s the owner.”

      “You’re kidding.” Rod chuckled.

      “I don’t have a thing for her.” I couldn’t pursue anything, even if I was attracted to her. I was here to focus on baseball. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I wasn’t going to throw it away for a girl.

      “You’ve been staring at her ass. Not that I blame you.”

      Anger shot through me. “Hey, watch your mouth.”

      Unfazed, he smiled wider. “You like her.”

      “I don’t. I’m here to earn a spot on the team. That’s what I’m focused on.” I wanted him to let it go.

      “Your focus is admirable, but you can let off steam with a woman. Makes you play better.” Rod had a few years on the team. He talked like he was an expert.

      “Whatever.” The guys frequently debated whether sex helped or hurt their game. I didn’t know the answer to that, but what I did know was that women were a distraction. My eyes drifted back to where she was adjusting her pack on her shoulders, making her shirt tighten around her ample chest.

      “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

      I secured the strap on my bike helmet. I’d gotten the reputation on the team for being serious. I wasn’t interested in the women who hung around. I wanted the coaches to know my priority was my performance and the team. I wouldn’t relax until my position was stable. There was always this fear that I’d fail, and I’d have to go work for my dad.

      I didn’t want my dad to say I told you so. I had to solidify my position on the team, make this a viable career path even if my dad would never approve.

      A pit settled in my stomach. Working for my dad was the last thing I wanted. My sister, Hadley, would remind me I had other options.

      Felix came up to us, rubbing his hands together. “I can’t believe the hot blonde is riding with us.”

      “Don’t be an asshole. She’s off-limits.” She was out of bounds because she was the tour guide. Players hooking up was expected, but I didn’t like the way Felix was looking at her.

      “Because she’s one of the employees or because you want her?” Felix crossed his arms over his chest.

      I wanted to say both, but I settled for, “The coaches won’t like it. We’re here to prove ourselves, not mess around.”

      He was new, like me. He had a lot to lose. He was supporting his family back home. He needed the salary increase more than I did.

      Felix’s lips pressed into a tight line. “That’s true, but we can still have some fun.”

      “Leave her alone. We’re here to show we can work together as a team. Flirting with the lone woman won’t look good for you.”

      “Maybe so,” Felix finally agreed.

      I’d keep an eye on him to make sure he didn’t corner her or make her uncomfortable. I couldn’t pursue anything with her, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t protect her from horny players on the team.

      “Before we head out, make sure your pack is secure. I’ve got equipment if your bike needs a repair on the way. We’ll stop at the lake for lunch. You’ll probably want to spend some time there,” Henry said.

      “How is this team building again?” Felix asked us under his breath.

      “The trail will be narrow. Make sure you’re communicating with each other as to who will go first,” Henry continued.

      “I think Coach thinks if we spend time together, we’ll get over our differences. Be friends or some shit like that,” Rod said.

      The veterans stuck together. They didn’t want to mentor us or help us. Not being on any other major league teams, I wasn’t sure if that was usual. My college team had been tight. My coach said I was a leader on the team, a calming presence. It was hard to be that here when the veterans barely spoke to us.

      “I’ll take the lead. Piper will take up the back.”

      I didn’t like Piper being in the back. What if she got hurt and no one noticed? I vowed to stay toward the rear of the pack to keep an eye on her.

      Rod leaned in closer. “I know where you’ll be.”

      I didn’t bother arguing with him.

      Henry swung a leg over his bike, heading toward the trailhead.

      I loved being outdoors. Between school and baseball, I rarely had time for other activities.

      I let most of the guys go ahead of me, only swinging my leg over my bike when it was Piper, Rod, and me remaining.

      Smiling at Piper, I asked, “Are you ready to hang out with guys all weekend?”

      She sighed. “I guess so.”

      Rod pushed off to go ahead of us.

      The trail wasn’t wide enough for two, so I rode slightly ahead of Piper. I was conscious that the guys had noticed I was into her. I didn’t want them giving either of us a hard time.

      We kept an easy silence as we traversed the rocky terrain. I concentrated on the path in front of us, avoiding any sticks or rocks. When the path widened, I rode next to her, keeping an eye on her. Her shoulders were relaxed as she easily maneuvered around obstacles.

      “You don’t have to hang back with me, you know,” Piper finally said, shooting a glance at me.

      “I don’t like you back here by yourself.” I stiffened, wondering if she’d be angry or assume I was insinuating she couldn’t take care of herself.

      She was quiet for a few seconds before saying quietly, “It’s been a while since anyone’s worried about me.”

      The words, “You don’t have a boyfriend?” were out before I could stop myself.

      Her expression turned serious. “I have this knack for liking guys who leave.”

      I was momentarily stunned by her brutal honesty.

      “Sorry. That came out of nowhere. You don’t want to hear about that stuff.”

      I wanted to hear everything. She’d said she wasn’t authentic with her family, so why was she transparent with me? “Who left?”

      “My high school boyfriend got a scholarship to play football. He insisted he wanted to do the long-distance thing, but after a month or so, he didn’t want someone waiting for him back home. There were too many girls who wanted to date a football player.”

      “He was stupid and immature.”

      She shot me an amused look. “Thanks for saying that, but it was for the best.”

      “You ever leave Telluride?”

      “No. It was never the right time, or I never had a good reason to.”

      “Sometimes you have to make the time.” I didn’t know what her circumstances were, but I didn’t like her not living her dreams.

      “I wanted to travel to see what else there was after high school, maybe even go to college, but it wasn’t an option.” She bit her lip.

      “Why wasn’t it?” It felt like I was prying but my desire to know more about her overrode everything else.

      “My parents were already paying for Henry to go to college. They could only pay for one of us. I got my cosmetology license in school, so I already had a marketable skill.”

      Her answer sounded rote as if she’d repeated it a thousand times. Was that what her parents had told her?

      “What about what you wanted?”

      “I suppose I could have left, but I didn’t really have the money for that. I thought I’d work for a while and save up. Then it seemed more important to move out of my parents’ and get my own place. Then I needed a car. It was always something, and you don’t make a lot of money as a stylist—at least, not in a small town.”

      I hated that she felt like she didn’t have options. I sifted through what I knew about her. She was a hairstylist, she liked the outdoors, she was active, and she helped her brother at his lodge. “You’re a good person to help out your brother. Especially when he got something you wanted.”

      She laughed. “I don’t know about that. I’m still resentful of what happened, how my parents viewed things.”

      There was more to her story with her family, but I didn’t know her well enough to ask more questions.

      We came up on a clearing. The others had stopped to get some water. We pulled up beside them, climbing off our bikes.

      Piper sat on a rock, unwrapping a granola bar.

      Not wanting the guys to ask why I was hanging out with Piper, I moved over to Rod. “What do you think so far?”

      “It’s beautiful out here.”

      “It is.” Since I’d been called to Colorado, I wanted to explore, but there was never time. My days were filled with training, workouts, and unpacking my belongings in my new apartment.

      After a few minutes, we headed out again. This time, I rode next to Rod, making sure to hang back in case Piper needed help. I got into a rhythm, zoning out like I did when I was playing baseball.

      A loud crash, like something tearing through the brush, jerked me out of my reverie.

      “What was that?” Rod stopped, pulling his bike off the path.

      I skidded to a stop, too, worried it was Piper. Dropping my bike to the ground, I turned to find the path behind us empty.

      Rod was already jogging back. “I think Piper skidded off the path.”

      The rest of the group had already gone ahead.

      I ran after Rod, my heart beating hard in my chest.

      “She’s down there.” Rod was staring down the sharp incline.

      I held my hand out to stop him. “I got her.”

      I didn’t wait for his response, running down the hill as fast as I could, slipping here and there until I skidded to a stop next to her.

      “I’m okay. I’m okay.” She tried to sit up, her hand moving toward her tattered leggings.

      “Just wait.” I pushed on her chest for her to stay down. “Where are you hurt?”

      She was quiet, probably assessing her injuries. “I think it’s just scratches. I’m more embarrassed than anything.”

      “What happened? Did something dart out in front of you? Did you hit a rock?” I ran my hands over her body, trying to see if she was hurt anywhere.

      When she didn’t answer right away, I looked at her face.

      Her cheeks were flushed. “I was distracted when I went around the curve. I wasn’t thinking.”

      She must have flown straight off the path and down the embankment.

      “You have to pay attention to the path ahead of you,” I chided.

      She was quiet, not arguing with me. It made me wonder what she’d been doing. Was she distracted by me?

      Not feeling any obvious injuries, I motioned for her to sit up. “Where does it hurt?”

      She pointed to her ripped leggings where she had a few scratches.

      Relieved it wasn’t worse, I said, “I’ll need the first aid kit in my pack.”

      The problem was the hill was steep. I wasn’t sure I could carry her.

      “I can walk.” Her expression was dubious.

      “Let’s see if you can stand.” Her ankle didn’t seem swollen, but she might have still tweaked it.

      Her breath hitched as I helped her up. Was she as affected by our proximity as I was?

      She placed her weight on her feet. “I feel okay.”

      I kept a hand under her elbow so I could grab her if she stumbled. We trudged up the hill where Rod was waiting with the first aid kit.

      I guided Piper to a rock.

      Rod handed me the kit. “I called Henry.”

      I kneeled in front of her, opening the kit to pull out antiseptic and a Band-Aid.

      Piper’s face was pinched. “You didn’t have to.”

      “We need to let him know we’re not with them.” I wasn’t sure of the path we were supposed to be taking. “Is he coming back?”

      “Yeah, he said the rest of the team is at the lake already.”

      “I’ll get her bike. Make sure it’s okay to ride.”

      “Good idea.” I wiped antiseptic over the wound.

      Piper hissed in pain.

      I kept my eyes on hers as I blew on it.

      She sucked in a sharp breath. It made me think of being on my knees in front of her for a very different reason. I’d tug her leggings and panties down, push her knees apart, watching her while I⁠—

      “Are you okay?” Henry jumped off his bike, throwing it down before rushing over to us.

      “I’m fine. It’s nothing.” Piper’s shoulders tensed.

      “What happened?” His expression was filled with concern.

      “Her bike went down the embankment. It’s just a few scratches.” I placed the Band-Aid over her wound.

      “How’d that happen?” Henry asked Piper as if I hadn’t spoken.

      Piper’s lips pressed together in a tight line.

      “You weren’t paying attention?” Henry’s expression was a mix of concern and frustration.

      I didn’t understand his reaction. “She’s fine.”

      Continuing without acknowledging me, he said to Piper, “I wish you weren’t so careless.”

      Piper flinched from his characterization of her.

      I held my hand out to stop him. “Why don’t you go ahead with Rod. We’ll meet up with you in a bit.”

      “Are you sure?” Henry asked Piper.

      Her grateful gaze slid from me to him. “Of course.”

      “Her bike looks good,” Rod said.

      Henry nodded, picking up his bike and riding away. Rod followed him.

      I wasn’t sure how to address his comment that she was careless. I finally settled on, “That was interesting.”

      Maybe Henry still saw her as young and immature. My father had a hard time seeing me as an adult until I showed him I was taking responsibility for myself.

      Piper’s face relaxed now that Henry was gone. “He still sees me as his little sister.”

      I couldn’t get his words out of my head. “Why does he think you’re careless?”

      Piper sighed heavily. “He thinks I’m flaky. That I never pay attention to any one thing—I’m always flitting from one thing to the next.”

      I didn’t like it. It wasn’t nice. Hadley had always been my rock, a mother figure, since I didn’t really remember my own. Even if my sister wasn’t as put together, I couldn’t imagine tearing her down for it.

      Her eyes met mine. “That’s how he—how my family’s always perceived me.”

      Her honesty pierced my dormant heart. It throbbed to life, racing inside my chest. Feelings flew through me—pain, sympathy, and understanding. I couldn’t please my father, either. “That sucks.”

      She smiled softly.

      “My family isn’t perfect either. You don’t have to explain them to me.”

      She laid a hand on mine, squeezing lightly before removing it. “Thank you.”

      Her words were filled with gratitude. It wasn’t an empty platitude. I stood suddenly, feeling a little shaky from the scare of finding her gone, to finding her where she lay at the bottom of the embankment, to the confrontation with her brother. What had me most unsettled was her confession about her life. It was so real—so honest, I felt this connection to her. Each word was bringing us closer. We had so much in common, yet my heart ached for her.

      “Are you okay to ride?” My voice was rough.

      She took a few tentative steps. “It’s just a few scratches.”

      “You must be shaken up. That wasn’t an easy fall.”

      She looked at me—something passing between us—understanding and acceptance. “I’ll be okay. Thanks for noticing I was gone.”
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