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Will finding out the truth lead her to true love?


Alone in the world, Tae Holmes and her mother April pretty much raised each other, but as Tae starts asking questions about the father she’s never met, April, for the first time in her life, goes silent. To make matters worse, Tae is dangerously close to broke and is saved by landing a contract with an adventure company for athletes with disabilities and wounded warriors.


While her first big fundraiser event falls flat, it brings Tae face-to-face with Riggs Copeland, the former Marine she hasn’t seen since their brief high-school fling. Tae is still intensely drawn to him, but likes her past burned and buried. Hence their friendship pact.


When April oddly refuses to help Tae track down her father, Riggs comes to her aid. On a hunt to unlock the past, they find themselves on a wild ride and learn a shocking truth, while also reluctantly bonding. Now Tae must decide whether she’s going to choose love. . .or walk away from her own happiness.









CHAPTER 1
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For the better part of her childhood, all Tae Holmes had wanted was to be an adult, only as it turned out, adulting was overrated. Take tonight, for example. She’d planned everything down to the very last little detail, and things had still gone FUBAR.


So she did what the Holmes women did when facing disaster—something she had a lot of experience with—she pretended all was perfectly well. Chin up, she strode across the ritzy hotel lobby like she owned the joint, shoving the inner echo of the emo teenager she’d once been deep. Because this wasn’t about her. It was about making sure her fledgling event company became a success, starting with tonight’s fundraiser for her biggest client.


Moving through the post-dinner-and-auction crowd in the lobby, she forced the confident smile of someone not at all worried that the heels she wore were so high she risked her neck with every step, or that her updo kept quivering, threatening to escape the pins that held it together.


The epitome of a girl playing dress-up.


Her gaze caught on the sight of a guy standing by the twenty-five-foot-high rock fountain in the center of the lobby and her fake smile congealed. It was the guy she’d had an awkward first—and last—date with a week ago, Michael Someone-Or-Another. She was pretty sure the decision to never see each other again was mutual, so why was he here at her work event?


When he craned his neck her way, she hurriedly crouched behind one of the dozens of potted blue spruce pine trees and tried to bargain with karma. I’m an okay person, right? I try to recycle. I give fifteen bucks a month to an elephant orphanage in Africa. I—


“Tae?”


She closed her eyes tight, like that could make her vanish. She’d gone out with him because she’d made that stupid promise to her mom, that they’d both put themselves out there for some badly needed fun in their lives. Fun had been a rare commodity, what with work and the whole pesky keeping-a-roof-over-her-head thing.


“It is you.”


Drawing a deep breath, she opened her eyes to find Michael closer, in a slim-cut blue suit, his long hair neatly contained in a man bun, his goatee perfectly manscaped.


“Wow,” he said, looking her over with surprised appreciation. “You didn’t look like this on our date.”


True story. She looked like this never. Not to mention, he’d taken her on a hike to Five Lakes, a straight uphill climb, where he’d then decided to “test her outdoorsiness” by suggesting they go skinny-dipping. When she’d balked, he’d stripped anyway and jumped into the water. She’d promptly hiked back by herself.


“Seriously,” he murmured, still taking her in. “Wow.”


One more “wow” and she was going to start her own drinking game. “Listen, I’m not sure how you managed to find me here, but I’m working, so—”


“There you are.” This was uttered by a beautiful woman in a killer red dress with a camera strapped around her neck and a flute of champagne in one hand. Her smile was warm and welcoming. “Hello, darling.”


Tae sighed. “Hi, Mom.”


April Holmes shifted the camera aside so she could squeeze Tae in close for a hug. “Dress number three,” she whispered. “It’s perfect for you.”


Okay, so Tae had rented three different dresses for the evening, no big deal. But her mom had promptly said the first two looked like they were meant for the sixty-five-years-and-older set. So here she was, in the third dress. Sexier than she’d wanted for a job, but that was what happened when you and your mom—only fifteen years your senior—had a codependent relationship. You did dumb stuff to keep the peace.


“Hold up,” Michael said and looked back and forth between the two women as if he’d won the lottery. “You’re . . . mother and daughter? I mean, sisters, sure, but no way mom and daughter.”


April laughed in delight.


Tae, who’d heard the sisters comment a hundred million, billion, trillion times, just rolled her eyes. Yeah, yeah, whatever, they looked very much alike with the same five-foot-seven build and dark, shoulder-length brown hair. They each had brown eyes as well—though April’s were dark brown and always smiling, and Tae’s were light brown and usually not smiling.


“Tae, you look beautiful tonight,” April murmured. “Doesn’t she, Michael?”


Aaaaaaand there it was—her mom was matchmaking, part of her New and Improved Mom plan. “Mom, Michael and I have already figured out we’re not a match.”


Michael nodded in agreement. “Because you’re uptight and don’t know how to let loose. It messes with my aura.”


Tae looked at her mom. “I mess with his aura.”


“Wow,” Michael said at her clear sarcasm.


Tae took the flute of champagne from her mom’s hand and drank.


“But for the record, she’s right,” he told her mom. “We didn’t vibe. But you and me, April . . .” His smile warmed and was actually quite charming. “We vibe.”


Tae laughed, but it backed up in her throat at Michael’s serious expression. “Wait. So now you want to date my mom?”


“Until two minutes ago, I had no idea she was your mom.” He winked at April. “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Robinson. You’re stunning, by the way.”


“Aw.” April smiled at him. “You’re sweet.” She turned to Tae. “Honey, I’m sorry. I had no idea he was the same Michael you went out with when I arranged to meet him here for a nightcap after the event.”


Tae nearly choked on her champagne. “Wait. You’re on a date with him?”


April smiled at Michael. “Would you mind giving us a minute?”


When he moved off, her mom sighed. “I’m truly sorry. I had no idea. And your eye twitch is back.”


Tae pressed a finger to her eye. “This is what happens when you go rogue and set us both up for the same dating site.”


“I’ve got just the thing.” Her mom went through her purse and pulled out a piece of butterscotch candy. “Here. Your favorite.”


Tae had to laugh. “Mom, that only worked when I was a little kid.”


April took the candy back and popped it into her own mouth. “I’m just so sorry. I went out with Michael two days ago and you never came up in conversation, not once. We planned to go out for dessert tonight, and then a walk along the lake.”


“Warning, he likes to skinny-dip.”


“Oh boy.” Her mom sighed. “Let’s make a motion to strike him from the dating pool. The truth is, he’s kind of smug, but I went out with him because I made you pinkie swear you’d get back into the dating pool, and I couldn’t let you go swimming alone.”


Tae had to laugh. “Always a giver, Mom.”


“Remember that.” She drew a deep breath. “Off I go to let him down.” She fanned herself. “Look at me, I’m sweating behind my knees. I’m usually the one being dumped.”


“Mom,” Tae said softly, pained for her because it was true. April’s dating life had been erratic over the years, to say the least. But that was what happened when you raised yourself with no authority figure—you made a whole bunch of mistakes along the way. The men April had chosen weren’t bad guys, just lazy and unambitious, often siphoning off April as a result.


As for Tae, who’d witnessed every one of her mom’s mistakes, her own life often being affected as well, her views on love had been formed by what she’d seen. She’d early on given up having expectations regarding love.


Even as she still deep down hoped it existed.


“It’s okay,” her mom said. “It’s taken a while, but I think I’m finally figuring out what I’m worth.”


Tae hugged her tight. “Good. Because you’re worth a lot. And if he gives you trouble, you’re not alone. I’ll kick his butt.”


Her mom’s gaze went from bemused to regretful. “Tae, you don’t always have to be the tough one. I’m the mom, and I know what tonight means to you. Adrenaline HQ is your first big client.”


“A client you got for me.”


“No.” April shook her head. “I’m just the receptionist. All I did was introduce you to my boss. You got the contract to run AHQ’s fundraiser events all on your own.”


Maybe, but she still had to prove herself to the company, which took athletes with disabilities and wounded warriors out on the mountain for winter adventures. Tonight’s dinner and auction would fund next winter’s ski program. She’d also proposed adding local at-risk youths to the program, and Jake Copeland, owner of Adrenaline HQ, had readily agreed. If they did well tonight, some of the money would be allocated as scholarships for those at-risk youths. But there weren’t as many people here as she’d hoped.


“You’re obsessing again,” her mom said with a gentle shoulder nudge to stop Tae from mentally counting their guests.


“It’s a way of life.” They had maybe one hundred people here. Half of what she’d hoped for.


“We really need to revisit yoga and deep-breathing techniques for you.”


That wasn’t going to help. The only thing that could help Tae was success tonight. Success would mean security, safety, and stability—her life goals—so that neither she nor her mom would ever again have to work two or three jobs at a time.


Her mom put her hands on Tae’s shoulders and turned her to take in the whole area. A bolt of lightning hit, making the lights flicker for a heart-stopping few seconds. But for a native Tahoe girl, taking Mother Nature in stride was par for the course.


“Take a good look,” her mom said. “What do you see?”


Okay, so the venue was truly fantastic. “We’re short a lot of people.”


“The surprise storm is to blame for that, not you.” Her mom gave her a little shake. “What else do you see?”


Tae looked around. “Well, Michael’s either having a seizure or he’s winking at you.”


“Ignore him. People are having a great time, Tae, and I’ve got the pictures to prove it. Look.” She brought up the screen on her camera, scrolling through some fantastic photos.


Her mom had been a lot of things in her forty-three years of life: a teenage mom, a housecleaner, a waitress, a nanny, and now a receptionist, but she’d always been a photographer at heart, taking baby and kid pics for friends and neighbors as side jobs. And yet her real passion was landscape photography.


Tae could only imagine where her mom might’ve been if she hadn’t had a baby while still a baby herself. “These are amazing, Mom.”


“I’ve got a great backdrop.”


It was true. The hotel sat on a hill overlooking the dizzyingly gorgeous Lake Tahoe, which thanks to another lightning blast was lit up in all its heart-stopping glory for a few seconds. The massive, sprawling lobby was where they’d held the auction, the place made up of floor-to-ceiling windows, lit with miles and miles of twinkle lights and people in cocktail dresses and suits, who indeed were mingling and chatting and laughing. It was all so pretty it could’ve been a movie set. But had they made enough money on the auction items? Jake was currently adding everything up, so Tae could only hope.


“Smile,” her mom said. “Remember, you can fake anything with a smile.”


Tae bared her teeth in a semblance of a smile that made her mom laugh. “That’ll do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a date to dump.”


Tae caught her mom’s hand. “Only if you want to. I mean how often do you . . . vibe . . . with someone?”


Her mom snorted. “I don’t want to vibe with anyone who can’t see what a beautiful, wonderful, unique woman my daughter is, whether you liked him or not.”


Tae’s heart warmed, but she also had to laugh. “I know you’re stretching when you use the word unique.”


“It’s true!” She pulled in Tae tight for another quick hug, then strode off, blind to the heads that turned and watched her move.


Tae took a deep breath and let it out, turning in a slow circle. Her mom was a lot of things, most of them wonderful, but she was also an eternal optimist.


Tae was the realist in their family of two, always had been.


Overhead, the lights dimmed except for the fairy lights. The music slowed, and the crowd on the dance floor slowed with it. A man and a young girl probably his daughter stepped onto the floor. The girl was maybe eight and had her feet on top of her dad’s. They were beaming at each other, and Tae’s heart tugged hard. She’d seen dads laughing and having a great time with their kids before, of course. But there was something about never having experienced it herself that made her feel like she’d missed out.


“Sweet, isn’t it?”


She glanced over to find an elderly gentleman smiling at the duo. “I know men aren’t supposed to admit it,” he said, “but it chokes me up every time I see a father and daughter like that.”


Same, but probably for a very different reason than he thought.


“I remember dancing with my daughter when she was that age,” the man said wistfully. “One of my favorite memories.” He sighed. “Did you ever dance with your dad?”


Surprised at the intimate question, she glanced over at him. “My dad died when I was a baby.”


Now he looked surprised. “Well, that can’t be.”


“Excuse me?”


“You’re Tae, right?” He pointed to her name tag, which had only her first name on it, encouraging a more casual setting for people to interact. “I’m Carl Schwartz. My grandson Denny has spinal bifida and attends all of AHQ’s ski days. I go with him whenever I’m in town.”


Tae gave a small nod, not understanding what that had to do with her dad. “Nice to meet you,” she said politely.


“I knew your dad. Well, vaguely anyway. He hung out with my son Scott when they were teenagers. A few years back, Scott mentioned running into him.”


Tae stilled. This simply couldn’t be true. “He died overseas.”


The man frowned. “We’re talking about AJ Strickland, yes?”


Having never heard that name before, Tae felt a trickle of relief. “No. That’s not my dad’s name.”


“Oh.” He looked so surprised. “I must’ve confused things. We all knew that AJ had a daughter named Tae, so when I saw your name I just assumed . . .” He shook his head. “Well, we all know what happens when you assume anything. My sincere apologies.”


With her heart thudding oddly in her chest, Tae took a step back. “No problem.” She glanced around for her mom, finding her across the room clearly trying to let Michael down sweetly and gently. That was her mom. Sweet. Gentle. Trusting . . . the most open person in the world, which meant she believed just about anything that anyone told her.


Not Tae. Never Tae, and she turned back to Mr. Schwartz to ask one of the hundred questions in her head, but . . . he was no longer standing there. “What the—” She looked around, but there was no sign of him anywhere. It was as if he’d never existed in the first place. Needing air, she headed toward the wall of glass doors to the exit. Halfway there, her phone rang. She would’ve sent it straight to voicemail, but it was her client Jake. They also had another connection that he didn’t know anything about, and if she had anything to say about it, he never would.


“Hey,” he said. “Everything okay?”


“Yes.” She turned to sweep the room again and saw him in his wheelchair near the fountain, as physically imposing and handsome as ever. At his side sat his dog Grub, a ridiculously adorable rescue mutt who resembled Sulley from Monsters, Inc. Well, except he was red instead of turquoise with purple spots.


“That asshat you went out with last week is here,” Jake said. “Don’t tell me you decided to give Nature Boy another chance.”


She’d known she’d be sorry she’d told Jake and his girlfriend, Carolyn, about her really bad date at lunch the other day. “Actually, he’s my mom’s date for the night.”


Even from their distance of at least a hundred feet, she caught the flash of Jake’s smile. “Awkward.”


She rolled her eyes. “Gee, thanks, hadn’t noticed.”


He snorted, and she was happy to be the source of amusement for him, but . . . “I’m really sorry about tonight, Jake.”


“What are you talking about? You did a great job. Grub loved the . . . well, grub.”


“Only half the RSVPs showed up. The night’s a disaster.”


“No,” he said. “If I’d run it, it’d have been a disaster. Tonight wasn’t that. The storm kept some people home, sure, but everyone who showed up opened their wallets. But that’s not what tonight’s about anyway.”


“No?”


“No,” he said. “It’s about talking with families, hearing their stories, and making connections. Being emotionally available.”


Tae sighed.


“What?”


“I’m trying to figure out why you hired me. I’m not exactly the emotionally available type.”


Jake Copeland had been Special Forces, then run a huge boating tourism company in San Francisco before settling here in Tahoe to start up Adrenaline HQ. He was as tough and badass as they came and didn’t laugh often. But he was laughing now, in obvious agreement that she wasn’t the most emotionally available person. “Look,” he said. “I was older than you in high school and we didn’t know each other then. But you’re April’s daughter, so I know that deep, deep, deep down inside you must have the same compassion and warm heart that she does. You’re going to be a huge asset to Adrenaline HQ. Now go home.”


“But the cleanup—”


“Will be handled by my staff. Not your problem. Good night, Tae.”


Not willing to look a gift horse in the mouth, she ordered an Uber as she headed outside. For the first time all night, something went her way. A car would arrive in two minutes.


It took her that long to get down the stairs, through the slick parking lot to the street, without breaking her ankles in the most ridiculous shoes she’d ever worn. She couldn’t wait to strip out of this dress, pull on comfy pj’s, pour a glass of wine, and make herself a big, fat, gooey grilled cheese sandwich. She texted her mom a quick be safe, don’t forget your carriage turns back into a pumpkin at midnight before looking up at where she was going. And damn.


Michael stood not three feet away.


He shook his head in disgust. “You made her cancel on me.”


Oh goodie, they were going to talk. “I don’t make her do anything.”


“You know, I could tell from our half-date that you were cold and heartless,” he said. “But I didn’t think you were the type to also be jealous and vindictive. I honestly tried to like you, Tae. It’s nothing personal that I didn’t.”


She opened her mouth, then decided nope, not worth it. Catching sight of a car pulling up, she mentally matched it to the color of the Uber she’d just ordered, and grateful—on top of freezing—she hopped in almost before it came to a full stop. Pulling on her seat belt, she laid her head back and closed her eyes. “Rough night, so I’m going to need you to be liberal with the gas.”


The car didn’t budge.


“Uh, it’s the pedal on the right.”


“This isn’t an Uber,” the guy in the front seat said.


Of course it isn’t. Well, never let it be said that once committed, she didn’t go all out, even for a horrible evening.









CHAPTER 2
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Riggs Copeland sat in his rental car outside the glamorous hotel, knowing he was way out of his comfort zone, and since his comfort zone was a war zone, that was saying a lot. But at least he was at the event as his brother, Jake, had requested-slash-ordered him to be. He just wasn’t in the event. He was also late, two hours late, and hoping he’d “accidentally” missed the whole thing. Yeah, he was an equal partner in Adrenaline HQ, but he was also a silent partner, and the one who didn’t like to schmooze with people.


Or do much with people at all.


But some random hot chick had just stormed across the icy sidewalk and into his backseat, thinking he was her Uber.


The June Tahoe night air was thick with the off-season icy mist, touching everything in its path, including the woman who’d made herself at home in his backseat, looking like an angel in a glimmering silver almost-there dress and matching shoes that seemed to be defying gravity.


She’d commanded him to be “liberal with the gas,” but since he was two seconds out of the military and no longer under someone else’s command, he did not in fact hit “the pedal on the right.” Instead, he turned around to say what the hell, but the words stuck in his throat at the shock.


“You know what? Never mind,” the blast from his past said, never even looking up from her phone. “I’ll text my mom to catch a ride with her.” She reached for the door handle.


Riggs hit the auto lock.


When he met her gaze in the rearview mirror, her piercing whiskey-colored eyes were as cold as ice, and she had a tool in her hand that he recognized as one you’d see on an infomercial that promised to break a car window in case of emergencies.


Tae Holmes was still badass, and for some reason that made him smile. “Been a long time, Rebel.”


She didn’t blink at his old nickname for her, didn’t even move. Hell, maybe she didn’t remember him, but he sure remembered her, even without the goth look she’d preferred back in the day. “I’m happy to give you a ride,” he said. “Unless you’re going to fib about where you live again.”


At the reminder of that long-ago night, she froze, those eyes of hers blinking once slowly, like an owl. “You.”


“Shouldn’t that be my line?”


She rolled her eyes so hard he was surprised they didn’t fall right out of her head. “I almost didn’t recognize you,” he admitted. “I had no idea you were back in Sunrise Cove.” Or that looking at her would remind him of both the best and worst time of his life.


“Don’t let the dress fool you. Beneath it, I’m still that annoyingly emo girl.”


“You were never annoying. And it’s not the gown.” Nope, he’d have recognized her anywhere, wearing anything, and damn, she’d grown up to be all-woman, complete with that tough-girl armor and the chip on her shoulder still in place. Back in high school, she’d been so different from anyone else, a little rough around the edges, a whole lot unreachable, and so damn smart . . . all of which had drawn him to her.


They’d been in a science class together, partnered up for labs. He’d been a jock; she’d been on the outskirts, quiet, withdrawn. Their circles didn’t cross, mostly because, near as he could tell, she didn’t have a circle. But in class with him, she’d been smart and sharply sarcastic. She’d made him laugh. She’d also made him work hard for every conversation, and he’d liked that. They’d been the most unlikely of friends, and though she had no way of knowing it, she’d been his only real friend. Until he’d blown it by sleeping with her one night.


They’d never spoken again.


Not that it’d mattered. He’d left Tahoe a few months after graduation. And if he’d thought of her in the years since, it had been with a wistful smile and no hard feelings.


Which apparently were not reciprocated. That was, if she even really remembered him.


“Unlock the door,” she said. “I think I’d rather freeze than take a walk down memory lane.”


His laugh sounded rough to his own ears. It wasn’t like he wanted to take a walk down that particular memory lane either.


“It’s the button that’s labeled lock,” she murmured.


He smiled. “Aw, there it is. Your sweet side.”


“Unlock the door, Riggs, or I’ll break your window.”


She would too. He hit unlock. “So you do remember my name.”


Ignoring that, she made to leave, and he sighed. “Tae, you’re cold and wet. It’s your call, of course, but I don’t mind taking you home.” And as a bonus, it’d save him from having to go inside the hotel for Jake’s thing. “I’d hate for you to ruin that dress.”


“It’s a rental.” She looked out the window into the night. “I guess a ride would be okay. If you stop for ice cream first.”


“Rough night?”


“You have no idea.”


He surprised himself by feeling a flash of sympathy, because same. He pulled away from the curb and drove to the end of the block and into a parking lot.


Tae frowned. “The ice cream shop’s on the Lake Walk.”


She was wet from the icy rain, her skin shimmering with it, and the way she was also shivering told him ice cream was the last thing she needed. But he had just enough experience with her, albeit more than a decade-old experience, to know that telling her what to do or what she needed was a surefire way to start a fight. He’d already blasted the heat, but now he rechecked to make sure the vents were aimed her way. “You asked for ice cream.” He pointed to the convenience store. “Figured you were in a hurry for it.”


“Oh. Right.” She nodded. “Thanks, I’ll be right back.”


“Wait, let me give you my jacket—”


“I’m good.” And with that, she opened the car door and got out.


There was a slit in her dress, a lethally dangerous one that revealed her leg to midthigh as she slid out of his car. But he didn’t almost swallow his tongue. Nope, he saved that for when he caught the back of the dress.


Or the lack thereof . . .


She strode across the lot, ignoring the guy leaning against the wall of the store with the same ease she’d ignored Riggs.


Actually, she hadn’t ignored Riggs as much as she’d refused to engage. No skin off his nose. He wasn’t one for engaging much these days. His cell phone rang. He answered as his gaze followed Tae into the store. She might have traded in her Doc Marten knockoffs for a pair of four-inch heels, but she was as edgy now as she’d been back in high school.


“Where the hell are you?” Jake asked in his ear.


Good to know his older brother’s voice could still make his eye twitch. He put a finger to it. “Hello to you too, Jake.”


“You’re two hours late.”


“Yeah, I’m not sure I’m going to be able to make it tonight.”


“Are you telling me you’re choosing to be alone on your first night back in Sunrise Cove in two years?”


“Actually,” Riggs said, “my choice was to go straight to D.C., but you made me come home first.”


Jake scoffed. “Like anyone could make you do anything you don’t want to.”


The ensuing silence was filled with the resentments, misunderstandings, and the built-up anger that had festered between them since Jake had been nearly blown up.


Riggs hated it. They were all each other had, but sometimes it felt the chasm between them was so vast it couldn’t be bridged. “Look, I’m here, okay? Just as you commanded.”


“If I commanded it, it was because you were too scared to come on your own.”


Riggs laughed. “I’m not scared of shit.”


“Right,” Jake said on a snort. “The big badass soldier doesn’t ever show his fears, whatever. Look, it’s been a long time and I’m glad you’re here, okay? So let me get my eyes on you.”


That wasn’t what was holding Riggs up. Nope, what held him up was him getting eyes on Jake. In a fucking wheelchair . . . “I’m here for the summer,” he said. “You’re going to see so much of me you’re going to wish I hadn’t come at all.”


“Uh-huh . . .”


“Tell me the truth,” Riggs said. “Carolyn made you ask me to stay with you, right?”


Carolyn was Adrenaline HQ’s activities director. Jake had snatched her away from an adventure company out of south shore. She was also Jake’s girlfriend, and how the woman put up with his bossy, know-it-all, demanding brother, Riggs had no idea.


“No one made me ask you to come,” Jake said. “The house is still half yours. As is Adrenaline HQ.”


The house had been left to them by their dad, who was thankfully buried six feet under, his abusive black soul rotting. Adrenaline HQ was altogether different. Two years ago, Jake had sold his successful touring boat business in San Francisco to move home to Sunrise Cove, a little town on the California side of Lake Tahoe. He’d needed an investor, and since Riggs had never spent much of anything he’d made, it’d been a no-brainer. He’d gone in with 50 percent of the necessary start-up costs, thinking it’d be a solid investment.


Guilt being the motivator.


Even more so, since in the past two years Jake had gotten a concussion skiing down a double black diamond with some fellow wounded warriors and also broken a leg getting knocked out of his chair during a wheelchair basketball tournament.


“Just come to the hotel,” Jake said quietly. “I want to welcome you home.”


Riggs hadn’t thought of Tahoe as home since he’d been a kid. These days, nowhere was home. Being in the military and relocating had become his life. If things had gone to plan, he wouldn’t even be here. He was supposed to have gone straight to a hush-hush security job with the State Department, but at the last minute, the start date had been pushed back from June to September.


“Did you go by the house?” Jake asked. “Did you see what we’ve done to the place?”


“Yeah.” Jake and Carolyn had renovated their childhood home. Turned the POS into something surprisingly warm and charming. In fact, the female touch that Carolyn had clearly added reminded Riggs of what it’d been like before his mom had died when he’d been ten. Leaving no shield between her sons and their asshole, alcoholic father. “The renovations look great, but you should’ve insulated.”


Jake was quiet for a single beat. “I knew I heard something when we were in the shower getting ready earlier.”


Riggs had to laugh. “Getting ready, huh? Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”


“Why did you leave?” Jake asked. “And where have you been? That was hours ago.”


“Drove around.” He’d been restless, carrying a sense of not belonging, along with an odd feeling of loneliness he hadn’t wanted to admit to, not even to himself.


“Look, the event’s over,” Jake said. “We can have a drink. Catch up.”


Riggs looked into the front window of the convenience store and found Tae striding down the window aisle with purpose, arms full of crap food. It made him smile. “I’m not alone.”


“That was quick.”


“It’s not like that.”


“Oh, come on,” Jake said with a rough laugh. “With you, it’s always like that.” He sighed. “At least tell me you’ll come home tonight.”


“I will.” Tae stopped in front of a freezer. Riggs was the warrior, but even in that heart-attack-inducing dress, there was a strength and purpose and gritty resolve to her that spoke of a different kind of warrior altogether.


A self-made one, born of circumstance. Something he understood more than she’d known.


In his ear, Jake was droning on and on about an idea that had been brought to him, something about adding a summer program to Adrenaline HQ’s already thriving winter program so there’d be year-round work for the employees.


More work was the exact opposite of what Riggs wanted for his brother, but as he opened his mouth to say so, the guy leaning against the outside wall of the convenience store pushed away from it and headed inside, his body language and nervous gait making Riggs straighten from his annoyed slouch.


Aw, shit. Was that a—Yep. There was a bulge in the back of the guy’s jacket that Riggs figured had a good chance of being a gun. “Gotta go,” he said, and disconnected, already on the move.









CHAPTER 3
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Comfort food. That was the only thing on Tae’s mind as she loaded up her arms in the convenience store. Comfort food and . . . Riggs Copeland. Big, strong, protective, annoyingly sexy Riggs Copeland.


She didn’t think much could surprise her, but Jake’s brother being back in town most definitely had done just that. He’d grown up too, and right into those long, lanky limbs, looking better than any man who’d seen her naked should. She’d forgotten the physical impact he exuded. Male, solid, and way too charismatic. Soon as she paid for her loot, she was going to sneak out the back door and hitch a ride home if she had to. She tried really hard to not repeat mistakes, but she wasn’t sure she could resist this particular one.


But, hey, look, two-for-one donut packs. Score. As she took her bonus pack and moved to the ice cream freezer, she felt the weight of the cashier’s gaze barreling down from the length of the aisle. “Ms. Riley,” Tae said politely as she walked past.


“I knew it was you.”


Tae ignored the woman’s sharp, assessing, and judgmental tone and kept moving. Truth was, she deserved it. She’d been a rotten teenager. Desperate too. She could think of a handful of times she’d lifted food from this very store, then gone home and quickly put the food into grocery store bags so her mom would think she’d purchased it.


Her mom had worked multiple jobs at all times, pretty much either working or asleep at any given hour of the day, and even then there hadn’t been enough money. Tae picking up babysitting jobs had helped, but not nearly enough, so they’d often couch surfed with friends or lived with whomever her mom had been seeing at the time.


She eyed her ice cream options. Thankfully, there were many. Double fudge chocolate. Mint. Cherry and nuts. But what was nuts had been Mr. Schwartz being so sure that her dad was alive. She’d been a newborn when he’d gone into the marines, but her mom had kept him alive with stories. They’d wanted to marry, but April hadn’t been of age, and it’d been prohibited without parental consent. So they’d vowed to get married when Andy came back.


Only he’d died less than a year later.


Clearly Mr. Schwartz had been wrong. If not, either her dad had lied to her mom. Or . . . her mom had lied to Tae. Except her mom wouldn’t. She didn’t have the ability to lie, she literally got hives whenever she tried.


Ms. Riley was still watching her like a hawk, spine ramrod straight, bringing her to her full five feet in height—at least three inches of which was hair. For as long as Tae could remember, the woman’s black-as-night hair had been piled up on top of her head resembling a beehive. It was shot through with gray streaks now, no doubt thanks in part to Tae herself. “You can’t fool me with that expensive designer dress, you know.”


“It’s a rental!”


Ms. Riley didn’t smile. “I’ve got my eyes on you. Tonight, you’re going to pay for every single thing you take out of here, if I have to search you myself.”


Tae pulled her debit card from her bra and waved it across the store at her, trying to ignore the heat of shame she could feel creeping up her face because, let’s face it, Ms. Riley had the right to doubt her. “No searching necessary.”


“Hmph.”


Tae went back to the very important decision of choosing the right ice cream for her impending breakdown, doing her best to shrug off the piercing gaze she could still feel stabbing her right between the shoulder blades. And rightfully so. But Tae had long ago dropped money into the tips jar to cover the things she’d once taken. Still, it was hard to maintain the high ground with water dripping from her hair, down her arms and chest, her teeth rattling, and her body covered in goose bumps—not that this would stop her from her ice cream goal.


And now she had a real problem—there was no cookies-and-cream ice cream in the freezer. Which meant it was official. The evening had gone to hell in a hand basket. Tomorrow she would get out of bed with an adjusted attitude. She’d go back to her come-what-may facade. But for that to happen, she needed ice cream to go with her cookies, chips, and candy bar. Double fudge or Neapolitan? She loved Neapolitan, but sometimes a girl just needed her chocolate—


“Take one of each, let’s go.”


Riggs, of course. Of all the places in all the land, why had they collided tonight, with her confidence at an all-time low? She could feel him behind her, the heat of his big body both a bad and good memory. Okay, great memory. But she waved him off like a pesky fly without looking at him. “Some things can’t be rushed.”


Two long arms reached around her and took everything out of her hands, dumping them all in the bin of candy bars at her hip.


She tried to push him away, but he caught her arm and held tight. She stared up at him. His brown hair was military short. His eyes studied her calmly. He looked exactly like the teenager he’d once been, and yet also like he’d lived two lifetimes since she’d seen him last.


“You can yell at me in the car for being a pushy asshole,” he said. “We’re out. Now.” Still holding on to her, he turned toward the door and then stilled, before turning them back to the ice cream. “Okay, don’t look, but the kid behind you—”


She craned her neck.


“Jesus, Tae, I said don’t look. The guy behind us might have a gun.”


“You mean the kid? He can’t be a day over fourteen.”


“A gun doesn’t give a shit about the age of the person holding it. Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said, his voice low and steely. “You’re going to take my hand and we’re going to walk out of here, easy-peasy.” He started to tug her along, but she dug in her heels, pulling free.


“And leave Ms. Riley alone to fend for herself?” she hissed.


He took her hand again. “No, we’ll take her too. But if she refuses, there’s a loaded shotgun under the counter, and trust me, she knows how to use it.”


True story. “She won’t budge from this store. She’s glued her ass to that seat. But I think you’re wrong about the kid.”


Riggs stared at her like no one had ever dared question him before. “And if he’s planning on using that gun to rob the place?”


“Don’t be so quick to judge.”


“I’m not the judgy one here.”


She wasn’t even going to try to attempt to decipher that comment. Or the look in those eyes of his, which were a startling, almost hypnotic green. She took another look around. There were no other customers in the store. Riggs was looking at Tae, or at least pretending to while actually eyeballing the mirror over the end of the aisle, which was giving him a bird’s-eye view of the checkout counter. They both watched the kid reach into his coat.


And faster than a blink of an eye, Ms. Riley had her shotgun out and pointed at the kid’s nose. “Go ahead, make my day, punk,” she said, not missing Clint Eastwood’s tone by all that much.


Here was the thing. Tae knew that the gun was all for show, that Ms. Riley, annoying as hell and mean as a snake, was not a murderer. She wasn’t going to shoot the kid.


But obviously, the kid didn’t know that. He tried to make a run for it, making Riggs swear and head him off, with Tae right on his heels.


Suddenly a shotgun blast sounded. In the thunderingly loud echo of Tae’s astonishment that the woman had actually taken a shot, ceiling tile dust rained down on all of them.


“And there’s more where that came from!” Ms. Riley yelled, keeping the gun in motion so that it was always aimed at one of the three of them.


Tae couldn’t hear past the ringing in her ears, but she slid in front of the kid, while at the very same second, Riggs pushed in front of them both.


“What kind of idiot jumps in front of a gun?” he growled at her.


“What kind of an idiot jumps in front of a woman who’s jumped in front of a gun?” she growled right back.


Riggs looked incredulous. “I was trained by Uncle Sam.”


“Yeah, and I got my education from the school of hard knocks. I’ve got this under control!” She looked at Ms. Riley. Not easy, since she had to peek around the big stone wall that was Riggs, which meant the diminutive Ms. Riley now had Dirty Harry pointed directly at his chest. “Okay, whoa,” Tae said as calmly as she could with her blood thundering in her ears. “Let’s all just calm down here and—”


“No.” Ms. Riley had the gun up to her cheek, one eye closed, the other clearly holding the three of them in her sights. “Hands up. All of you.”


The kid was frozen in place, visibly shaking as he raised his hands.


Ms. Riley narrowed her eyes at Tae. “I knew you were trouble. You’re with this little punk-ass thief, aren’t you?”


Tae had faced a lot of questionable circumstances in her life, several that she probably shouldn’t have lived through. She’d long ago decided she was like a cat and had nine lives. She sure as hell hoped she had at least one left. “Ms. Riley, please lower your gun.”


“Dirty Harry stays until you all empty out your pockets on the counter right now. The big guy first.”


Tae could feel the tension in Riggs’s body, but he didn’t move.


“I don’t care who I shoot!” Ms. Riley said.


Tae started to take a step toward the counter, but Riggs gave her a hard look and she stilled. Then he slowly reached into his pockets and set the contents on the counter. Wallet. Keys. Phone.


“Turn around,” Ms. Riley told him. “Slowly. Are you armed? You seem the sort to be armed.”


“I’m not armed.” Riggs raised his hands and turned in a slow circle.


Ms. Riley nodded her satisfaction and looked at Tae. “You next.”


“Look at me. I had to shoehorn myself into this ridiculous dress. Do I look like I’m hiding anything?”


“Girl, I know you’re carrying something.”


Tae reached into her bra, pulling out the debit card she’d already revealed, along with two twenties and a small lip gloss.


The kid looked agog.


Riggs was showing nothing.


Ms. Riley gestured with the gun. “I know there’s more.”


“Fine.” It wasn’t often Tae felt thankful for her D’s, but she was in that moment as she reached back in for her handy-dandy, fix-anything tool that would crack open a head nicely, and then under her dress for the pocketknife she had sheathed to a thigh.


“You still carry that thing?” Riggs asked.


“Of course.”


The very corners of his mouth quirked slightly. “What else is in there?”


“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Tae looked at Ms. Riley. “We good?”


“Everything, Tae Holmes.”


Tae sighed and pulled out a just-in-case tampon. “There. Happy?”


“Not until the kid empties his pockets.”


The kid shook his head.


Tae eyed him. She’d been right. He looked to be barely fourteen, and he was definitely still a flight risk. “Listen, she’s not kidding, okay? Whatever you’ve got in there is way less dangerous than Ms. Riley with a gun, trust me.”


He shifted on his feet and yep, it was in the whites of his wide eyes. He was going to bolt. “No!” she cried. “Don’t—”


The little idiot darted for the door.


Ms. Riley swung her gun his way, and Riggs dove straight at the gun.









CHAPTER 4
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In that moment, Tae’s life became a slow-motion movie montage. Riggs literally flying through the air toward the locked-and-loaded gun. The kid running faster than the speed of light.


Ms. Riley taking aim . . .


On Tae’s left was a bank of coolers holding last-minute-purchase items: eggs, milk, soda. On her right was a display of beer, the cans stacked like a castle turret against the end cap. She snatched a can and flung it, beaning the kid right between the shoulder blades. He went down just as Ms. Riley’s gun went off with an ear-splitting BOOM.


More ceiling tile rained down on them, as well as glass from the overhead lights. Everyone but Ms. Riley hit the floor. Tae raised her head, her eyes locked on Riggs as he got to his feet. No holes in him anywhere, thankfully. She stumbled through the ceiling debris, insulation, and broken glass on the floor to the kid, who hadn’t moved. “Hey, are you okay?”


Riggs tried to nudge her aside, his voice gruff. “Careful, we still don’t know if he’s armed.”


Tae patted the kid’s back, going for that bulge Riggs had seen, lifting up his jacket to find a sweatshirt rolled around his waist. She glared at Riggs. “Some weapon.” Then she pulled two granola bars and a small carton of milk from the kid’s various pockets and sent Ms. Riley a scathing look. “Shame on you.”


“Stealing is stealing,” the woman said, not looking sorry in the least.


“I swear I’ll never do it again,” the kid whispered.


Tae stood, feeling an ache around one eye and the sting of glass cutting into her skin from several different places. Since she’d had worse, she ignored all of it and pulled the kid upright. Glass and bits of ceiling tile rained off them both to join the mess on the floor. Miraculously, he didn’t appear to be hurt. “You really picked the wrong place to steal from.”


He looked panicked and tried to scramble free, but Riggs had him by the back of his jacket. “I was seventy cents short,” the kid burst out with. “My little sister’s been crying all day and there’s nothing in the apartment.”


Tae felt her heart squeeze, and she pushed one of her two twenties toward Ms. Riley. “Here. For what he’s got. Keep the change.” The other twenty she handed to the kid. “What’s your name?”


“Jordy.”


“How old are you, Jordy?”


“Fourteen.”


She sent a scathing look at Ms. Riley, and for good measure also at Riggs. “Okay, Jordy,” she said softly. “How about you go across the street to McGregor’s market. Make sure you pay this time, yeah?”


The kid nodded like a bobblehead as he took a step backward, keeping a wary eye on Ms. Riley.


When the woman lowered her gun, the kid turned and high-tailed it out of the store.


Tae felt blood trickle down her arm and looked at her now very dirty dress. And dammit, the slit had ripped up to near indecent heights. “I knew I should’ve bought the insurance!” She narrowed her eyes at Ms. Riley. “You’re going to pay for this dress!”


“The hell I will! But you’re going to pay for this whole mess.” She pointed at her. “I should’ve called the cops on the lot of you!”


Riggs looked around. “You’ve got two ceiling tiles out, some insulation, and a few lightbulbs.” He pulled money from his wallet. Two hundred-dollar bills, from what Tae could see. “This should cover it,” he said to Ms. Riley. “We good?”


Ms. Riley snatched the two hundred bucks and shoved them into her pocket.


Riggs nodded and then turned his sharp and—whoa, seriously pissed-off eyes—on Tae. “You’re bleeding,” he said.
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