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			dedicated to my readers:

			When you take the time to read something I’ve written, you bring the story fully alive. Even more, I treasure the times when we connect. Your stories are important to me, too.

			And you are the reason I write.

		

	
		
			chapter one
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			No matter how short—or how satisfying—the business trip, Seth relished hearing the words “Welcome to Denver—and thank you for flying with us.” Months ago, traveling three weeks out of four helped him ignore the couldn’t-be-repaired remnants of his romantic dreams. But more and more he understood why Dorothy wanted out of Oz.

			“No place like home.” With all the car horns competing with the sounds of truck and SUV engines mixed with the swirl of conversations around him, Seth didn’t worry about anyone hearing his whispered statement.

			A staccato honk and the sight of his brother’s red Ford F-150 drew Seth’s attention to the curbside a few feet to his right. With a quick wave, Seth hauled his carry-on bag between idling cars and family and friends hugging one another, inhaling the musty smell of asphalt mixed with exhaust fumes.

			“Thanks for picking me up.” Tossing the gray suitcase into the backseat, Seth settled beside Daniel, pulling the seat belt across his torso. “You ever gonna get rid of this thing and buy something newer?”

			Daniel focused on the traffic flowing past, waiting for an opportunity to escape the mini traffic jam and head toward the airport exit. “Nope. The truck runs fine and comes in handy at times like this. Unless you wanted me to show up on my motorcycle.”

			“I don’t think so. Seriously—thanks for the ride. My car should be out of the shop tomorrow.”

			“Not a problem.” Daniel motioned to an unopened bottle of water on the dash. “That’s for you. Did you have a good trip?”

			Twisting off the cap, Seth nodded his thanks. “Very productive.” As they exited the covered Arrivals area, Seth downed half the bottle and scanned the western skyline, watching the shadows deepen along the Rocky Mountains in the early evening. “The hospital project in Arizona is progressing well. Not too far behind schedule or too much over budget.”

			“Well, that’ll make Dad happy.” Daniel maneuvered the truck across several lanes of traffic.

			Seth released a slow breath as he loosened his tie. “I’m not certain I’ll ever convince Dad to get on board with the idea of green construction. But I do have some other news that might help.”

			“Really? A new project?”

			“Remember the remodel I told you about—the one we did last year for a middle school in eastern Colorado?”

			“Sure. You kept showing me photos on your iPhone.”

			“The project is a finalist for a national Green Awareness Award.”

			Daniel flashed a smile, glancing his way for a few brief seconds, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. “That’s great!”

			“We haven’t won the award yet—although being a finalist should count for something. Maybe garner some local media attention for the company, which Dad always likes.” Seth closed his eyes, savoring the thought of winning the award. “And if we’re actually selected . . . who knows? Maybe he’ll stop accusing me of wasting time focusing on energy efficiency, water usage, and air quality.”

			They rode in silence for a few miles, as Seth mentally ticked off his to-do list once he got home: unpack, sort laundry into piles for dry-clean and do-it-himself, check his emails, set his alarm for an early morning run. His brother’s voice tugged his attention back before he listed more items.

			“So . . . I wanted to talk to you about something.”

			Seth shifted toward him. “What’s up? You heading out of the country again?”

			“No. No, it’s not that.” Daniel drummed the steering wheel with his thumbs, his mouth thinned to a straight line. A deep V appeared between his eyebrows. “I proposed to Allison a week ago.”

			The air around them stilled, weighted with the stark reality of his brother’s words. Seth held his breath. He would not react. He would not say anything. He’d expected this. Months ago, he’d dreaded the thought. He’d woken up wondering if this was the day Daniel would make the announcement. He’d scheduled more and more business trips. Avoidance didn’t provide healing—just distance. And time—enough time for Seth to change.

			Daniel and Allison had dated for a year now. Seth and Allison’s wedding-gone-wrong was a thing of the past—some sort of emotional mirage. Not forgotten. Just . . . done.

			“Congratulations.” Seth grasped his brother’s shoulder—a quick, physical connection. “I assume she said yes.”

			“That she did. We’re planning a May wedding.”

			“May? That’s four months from now.”

			“We’re keeping things simple, so there’s not a lot to plan.” Not like your wedding. The words hung, unspoken, between them in the stuffy truck cab. “Which brings me to . . . the other thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

			Seth waited. But Daniel had gone quiet on him. “So what’s on your mind?”

			“I was hoping you’d be my best man.”

			Seth stared at the brake lights of the cars in front of them, focusing on the flash of red and white until they blurred. He should say something. Yes. No.

			Definitely no. Stand beside Daniel while he married Allison—his high school sweetheart and former fiancée?

			“I know it’s a bit unusual, Seth—”

			“Unusual? Aren’t you the master of understatement today.”

			“We can’t erase the past—but we’ve managed to work through it, haven’t we?

			“If you call weekly runs together and occasional awkward dinners with Dad and Mom ‘working through it,’ then yes.”

			“I don’t judge the success of my life on how Dad reacts to things. I got over that a long time ago. But you and me—we’re good, aren’t we? And you’ve forgiven Allison for what happened.”

			“Yes, we’re good.” He and Daniel had worked hard to get back on an even keel after Allison reenacted a scene from The Runaway Bride on their wedding day. And after Daniel and Allison admitted they loved one another.

			Before he could answer, Daniel spoke up again. “I’ve always imagined you as the best man at my wedding, Tag.”

			“I always imagined you as my best man, too, Daniel.” Seth fought against the force of words demanding to be said—and lost. “I just never imagined Allison would jilt me—and then marry my brother.”

			Silence invaded the truck. There was no taking back what he’d just said. And there was no erasing the past two years, either.

			“I understand.” Daniel straightened his shoulders. “I’ll tell Allison and manage the whole ‘I do’ thing solo. I hope you’ll at least attend the ceremony. We can talk about that later—we’ve got plenty of time to figure it out.”

			Sure they did. Four months. Maybe it was best if he arranged another business trip so he was out of town that weekend. But doing that would only delay the inevitable. He couldn’t avoid Daniel and Allison forever once they were married.
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			Seth shoved away from his desk. The plush carpeting muted his footsteps; his assistant looked up when he opened the door to the front office. “Michelle?”

			The stylish brunette was already rising from her seat. “Yes?”

			“I’m gone for the day.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The door shut with a soft click. Shucking off his jacket, Seth rolled his starched shirtsleeves up to his elbows and settled into his high-back leather chair. He had work to do—and no time to think about the “Save the Date” announcement that arrived earlier this week. Maybe tomorrow. Or over the weekend. Work first. He’d think about Daniel and Allison’s wedding later.

			He wasn’t plotting revenge on Daniel—stepping forward when the minister asked, “Does anyone know of any reason why this man and this woman shouldn’t be married?” He didn’t care for drama. And Allison’s decision not to marry him was best—for all three of them. He had faced the truth after months of resistance that transitioned into wordless prayers while running himself into exhaustion along the asphalt looping through the Garden of the Gods. Recognizing the life-changing reality was one thing. Was he also required to accept a ringside seat to watch Daniel marry the woman he once thought would be his wife?

			“I’ve always imagined you as the best man at my wedding, Tag.” 

			How many times was he going to hear Daniel’s voice in his head before he found the mute button? With a shake of his head, Seth immersed himself in analyzing the computer-generated plans for the Arizona project. His father might still think his push for using resources more efficiently a mere fad, but Seth insisted the company needed to consider both the customer and the environment when evaluating a project.

			When the door to his office was flung open, Seth kept his eyes trained on the iMac screen, even as his father’s voice shattered the stillness.

			“I know my son, Miss Steiner. And I know he never leaves before six o’clock.”

			“I’m not available, Father.” Seth kept his voice low. Level. “As my assistant told you, I left half an hour ago.”

			“Don’t be absurd, Seth.” His father positioned himself in front of the desk, his posture as rigid as a general’s inspecting the troops.

			“I’m working on the Phoenix Children’s Hospital plans.”

			“Did you receive one of these?”

			Seth flicked a glance at the all-too-familiar ivory-hued rectangle his father tossed on his desk, where it lay faceup on the spotless polished glass protecting the wood. Yet another opportunity to see the outdoor photo of Allison, wearing a soft-looking white sweater, wrapped in Daniel’s arms. Even the delicate veil of snow obscuring their faces couldn’t hide her radiant gray-blue eyes, or how Daniel leaned close, as if whispering some for-them-only secret in her ear.

			Seth flipped the announcement facedown. 

			“Yes.”

			“The man has no more sense than to marry the woman who humiliated you in front of all our family and friends. Our business colleagues.” His father’s clenched jaw put his dental veneers at risk of cracking. “That woman will do the same thing to him. Make fools of both my sons. How many times is Allison Denman going to publicly embarrass this family?”

			“Daniel and Allison have been dating for a year—”

			“Doesn’t mean a thing. You dated her for six years.”

			True. But what he hadn’t realized was that sometime during those six years Allison had changed. That she’d fallen out of love with him . . . and in love with his brother. Or maybe she’d loved Daniel all along. No matter how many miles he ran, thinking and rethinking their relationship, he still hadn’t figured out all the reasons Allison left him at the altar.

			His father remained motionless in front of his desk. Darrin Rayner was a successful businessman and knew how to stay calm during the tensest negotiations. Not even the looming reality of Daniel marrying Allison forced his father to pace. “They’re planning an outdoor wedding. In May. Ridiculous.”

			“They can have any kind of wedding—”

			“Well, your mother and I won’t be there.” His father tore the notice in half and tossed it in the wastebasket beside Seth’s desk. “And I assume you told him the same thing.”

			Seth pushed his chair back, standing to stare out the window at the Front Range Mountains bathed in a golden hue. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

			“Don’t be a fool.”

			“I’m not a fool. Which is why I’m not married to a woman who is in love with my brother.” Seth kept his back to his father, his gaze now trained on the traffic clogging Powers Boulevard.

			His father continued to bluster, but Seth was only half-aware when he ran out of verbal steam and marched out of the room. When Michelle returned, he waved aside her apology.

			“There’s no stopping my father when he’s made up his mind about something—and he was determined to talk to me.” His words eased the deep furrows between his assistant’s eyes. “Call it a day, why don’t you? And lock the door when you leave. I still hope to finish this.”

			But once silence reigned again, it was useless to try and evaluate the project details on his computer screen.

			Did he attend the wedding ceremony or didn’t he?

			Could he be Daniel’s best man? Stand beside his brother and watch Allison walk down the aisle, knowing Daniel would be the one to slip a wedding band on her finger? There would be no chance of Allison changing her mind. And really, did he want her to? This time she was marrying the right Rayner brother.

			The memory of Allison moving toward him, resplendent in lace and satin, her face hidden by a wedding veil, had faded with time. For weeks after she’d left him at the altar, he fell asleep and dreamt of Allison . . . watched her take a step toward him as he held out his hand to her, ready to exchange vows to love, honor, and cherish one another. And then she stopped. And he could never wake himself up before she whispered, “I can’t do this . . .” and then turned and ran away from him.

			Night after night after night.

			He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes as both Daniel’s question and his father’s voice taunted him. The more he tried to rebuild a relationship with his brother, the more he infuriated his father. But even though he loved Daniel . . . and accepted what Allison had done . . . and was learning God’s grace was sufficient for all things, did God expect him to attend Daniel and Allison’s wedding?

			His thoughts sagged under the weight of the decision. He still hadn’t recovered from the last business trip. He needed time to relax. To pray. He wanted to not just make a decision, but to make the right decision.

			What if his faith had been stronger when he and Allison were engaged? Would they have survived as a couple? It was too late to go back and tell her everything he’d learned about himself, and about God, since he’d admitted his self-centeredness wrecked their relationship. Maybe he should just hole up in his townhome for the weekend. Read his still-new-to-him Bible. Go for some mind-clearing runs.

			Wait. Wasn’t there some sort of getaway . . . prayer retreat . . . something . . . at Glen Eyrie this weekend? With a few finger movements on his Mac track pad, he found the retreat center website.

			There.

			Prayer and Pilates weekend, this Friday through Sunday.

			Perfect.

			Of course, if anyone at Rayner Construction knew their vice president, the über-marathoner, did Pilates, they would ridicule him to his face and behind his back. But the physical therapist he dated briefly a few months ago had insisted Pilates would improve his running—and she was right. And while Allison’s rejection broke his heart, she’d also prompted him to question his faith. He was still asking questions, but now he chased down answers flipping through an NIV Bible and a Bible app on his iPad.

			Within minutes, he’d reserved a room at the Glen Eyrie castle and cleared off his Friday schedule. Come the weekend, it would be him, God, and solitude.
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			Tires crunching over dirty remnants of snow, Meghan turned her orange MINI Cooper from 30th Street onto the access road leading to the retreat center. “We’re going to have to talk fast, Allison. The phone reception on the Glen Eyrie property is sketchy at best.”

			“Have a good time this weekend, Meggie.”

			“I was going to have a good time—” She slowed the car down to the required ten miles per hour. “—when I was only attending the retreat. Now I’m here as an instructor, thanks to Kimberli breaking her ankle.”

			“I’m sure she’d much rather be leading her sessions.” Was that a hint of rebuke hidden behind Allison’s laughter?

			“I know, I know.” Meghan’s car passed through the tall, wrought-iron gates guarding the entrance, with the stone Volunteer Center topped with a red roof off to her left. “I shouldn’t be complaining. I’m not the one who needs surgery. My whole attitude’s been off since Gideon—”

			“I thought we agreed to a one-month moratorium on the topic of Gideon Anderson.” Any humor disappeared from her best friend’s voice.

			“We did, didn’t we?” Meghan pulled up to the wooden and stone gatehouse where visitors to Glen Eryie first checked in. “Hold on a sec, okay?”

			She put the car in park and then rolled down her window, the cool air diluting the warmth in her car. “Hi, I’m Meghan Holloway. I’m here for the Prayer and Pilates retreat . . . as an instructor.” There was no way the man handing her the blue paper parking tag knew she was a last-minute fill-in for Kimberli—and that she only had a basic instructor certificate. So why did she feel like an imposter?

			She eased the car forward and refocused on Allison. “Okay, what were we talking about?”

			“We were talking about the fact that we’re not talking about Gideon.” Allison’s voice gentled. “I know you need to go. We’ll talk about my wedding later.”

			“You know I’m excited for you, right?”

			“Of course I do. I’m just sorry—”

			“Ah, ah, ah. We’re not talking about that. About him.” Static crackled across the phone the farther Meghan traveled along the winding, stone-lined road leading to the castle. “We’re going to lose contact soon. Love ya, girlfriend.”

			“You, too.”

			After checking in at the Carriage House, Meghan climbed back into her car and headed for the back parking lot. Driving past the imposing sight of the stone castle caused her to shift in her seat. She needed to reframe her thinking. The castle wasn’t imposing. It was welcoming, in an awe-inspiring, impressive-piece-of-Colorado-history kind of way. She left the image of weathered stone and leaded glass windows behind, obscured by clusters of evergreens. Once she’d parked her car, the crisp air caused her hands to tingle, but she wasn’t going to stop hauling her neon-green suitcase across the asphalt lot to dig her gloves out of her coat pocket—if she’d even remembered to bring a pair.

			When was the last time she’d been here? When she came along with visiting relatives who wanted to tour the grounds one summer when she was in high school. Stone bridges spanned dry creek beds lined with boulders. The old brown wooden schoolhouse snugged up on the lawn in front of the castle, which looked as if it had been transported from medieval England.

			Her suitcase bumping behind her as she climbed the white marble steps, Meghan pushed open the massive wooden doors and stepped into the castle entryway. Paused. Took a deep breath and shoved back her shoulders. Starting now, she was a Pilates instructor, part of the team leading this retreat. She’d be friendly, in a professional sort of way . . .

			Even to that man with the close-cropped brown hair wearing beige chinos and a navy-blue sweater who looked a lot like Seth Rayner.

			Meghan stopped her advance, shaking her head and lifting her oversize white sunglasses to the top of her head to stare at the man talking with a couple next to the fireplace guarded by an aged suit of armor. Seth Rayner at a Prayer and Pilates retreat? Impossible. The man’s faith was negligible at best. He was a marathoner, not a mat-dweller. He did not laugh. And this guy was most definitely laughing.

			Until he saw her.

			“Meghan Holloway?”

			Maybe if she closed her eyes and opened them again, she’d find him gone. Nope. Still there. Oh well, Meghan wasn’t afraid of Seth Rayner. “I’d do the whole ‘fancy meeting you here’ line, but it’s so cliché.”

			“What are you doing here?”

			She positioned her suitcase in front of her, gripping the handle so that her newly painted nails dug into the palms of her hands. “I’m here for the Prayer and Pilates retreat.” Why did the man look as if she’d just ruined his life? “Why are you here?”

			“Same reason.” His entire posture stiffened, as if bracing himself for her reaction.

			She knew she shouldn’t laugh—and the snort that escaped was anything but gracious. “O-kay.”

			“You have a problem with that?”

			“Of course not. Come one, come all.” She hadn’t seen her best friend’s ex in months, and they were already squaring off. The two of them had never made it past high school when it came to relational dynamics. “What you do on your off time is none of my business.”

			“You’re right. It isn’t.” Seth reached down to grab the high-end brown leather duffel by his feet. Had the man never heard of Dick’s Sporting Goods?

			“Of course, since I’m one of the instructors for the retreat, what you do this weekend will be my business—at least part of the time.”

			“Very funny.” His brown eyes telegraphed a silent message, and Meghan had no problem interpreting it.

			“And why would you think I was joking?” Meghan halted, causing her suitcase to hit her heels.

			“Because the last I heard you were a . . . a . . . well, I don’t remember what your job is, but I know you aren’t a Pilates instructor.”

			“I’m a pharmaceutical rep, thank you very much. But this weekend, I’m filling in for a friend who broke her ankle.”

			“So you’re not a real Pilates instructor.” Seth scanned her from the tips of her purple Uggs to the top of her head, which she’d covered with a vivid purple chunky sweater-knit hat. “I may have to ask for a refund.”

			“For your information, Mr. Rayner, I often help my friend Kimberli at her studio. And as a certified instructor, I’m qualified to teach my sessions.” She advanced on him, poking her yellow-painted fingernail into his chest. He didn’t need to know the ink was still drying on her level-one certification. “Be ready tomorrow morning. I will make you sweat, if not whimper.”

			Instead of making Seth Rayner back down, all her threat did was make him laugh—a soft, mocking sound. But could she think of a pithy comeback to his unspoken insult? No. He would regret laughing at her come tomorrow morning. For now, she’d remember her earlier decision to be a professional, ignore the man in front of her, and get settled in her room. She pivoted on her nonexistent boot heel and tripped on some invisible ripple in the carpeting, causing Seth to reach out and steady her from behind.

			“Careful there, Gracie.”

			“I’m fine. Thank you.” She yanked her arm from his grasp. “Old carpeting.”

			“Right.”

			She kept her focus straight ahead, climbing the carpeted grand staircase to her room. And, no, she didn’t hear him laughing. Again. She was too busy revising Kimberli’s original morning workout, ramping it up to ensure Seth Rayner’s chuckle turned into a gut-wrenching groan.
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			What had she expected? Décor with a splash of neon in a castle? The blue-and-white striped and flowered comforter complemented the white iron bed frame. And the blue carpeting. And the blue-and-white striped wallpaper. Great. Somebody must have called ahead and told the front desk clerk to put her in the “Blue Room” to match her mood.

			Okay. She was not going there. While this was not how her own bedroom was decorated, Meghan could appreciate the attempt to re-create the sense of historical accuracy, as well as comfort. She also relished the stillness surrounding her. This week had been one nonstop marathon of visits to Colorado Springs physicians, discussing medications. Providing lunch from Panera one day for Dr. Haynes’s family practice. Setting up a coffee bar from Einstein Brothers Bagels another day for the Colorado Hand Center.

			Meghan placed her luggage on the bed, unzipped it, and transitioned several stacks of bright-colored workout clothing to the dresser. One good thing about being at Glen Eyrie this weekend: she wouldn’t think about Gideon’s glaring absence in her life. How he wouldn’t be showing up on her doorstep to watch the DVD episodes of Psych or to take her to dinner at the Hacienda for fajitas. He exited their romance two months ago. She should be used to being solo again. And really, it was better this way. Because if the guy didn’t want her to be part of his life, then she didn’t want to be part of his.

			She didn’t.

			But she couldn’t shrug off how, seven months into their relationship, Gideon had given her the once-over and said, “It’s just not working for me.”

			She, Meghan Holloway, wasn’t working for him. And it took him seven months to realize he didn’t love a woman who wore neon colors, had an eyebrow piercing, and had a serious love affair with nail polish? He’d used words like “quirky” and “bohemian” as if they were negative personality traits. He couldn’t see beyond—beneath—all the surface details and recognize she was more than external elements?

			Well, there you go.

			And now she had to face Seth Rayner for an entire weekend. The man would be one constant reminder of everything wrong about her. All through high school, Seth Rayner had barely tolerated her—and only then because she was his girlfriend’s best friend. And he certainly hadn’t appreciated the way Meghan marched into his office and returned one of his floral offerings and defended Allison after she left him standing at the altar. Had he forgotten how Meghan conceded that her best friend should have figured out which Rayner brother was her Mr. Right before traipsing all the way down the church aisle? No groom—not even Seth Rayner—should have to watch his bride do an about-face and sprint back up the aisle and out of the church.
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