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This book is for anyone who has lost someone. Just remember, the cracks in
your heart will let others’ light shine in if you let it.

And, as always, for my Dad. I carry you with me always. Eternally grateful to
be your daughter.



PROLOGUE

Taylor

id you know that when you choose to take someone off life
support, they mute the heart monitor? That continual beeping you
hadn’t realized had become your constant companion is suddenly
gone. So, the room is completely silent when your whole reason for being
slips from this Earth.
Completely silent and deafening, all at the same time.



Taylor

here was something about the air here. It was clean. Pure. And

it had a fragrance to it I hadn’t encountered before. It was

something the trees released into the atmosphere around them.
I pulled a long breath into my lungs, holding it there as I stared out at the
scene below.

Craggy mountaintops still topped with snow shifted into heavily forested
slopes which met up with a pristine lake. I sucked in another breath. It was
beautiful. Peaceful. Largely untouched by humans in all the ways we could
fuck things up.

An arm came around my shoulders. “It’s beautiful, right?” Carter asked.

I glanced at my best friend. Her strawberry-blonde hair was piled on top
of her head in a haphazard attempt to keep it out of her face while we hiked
to the top of this lookout. “It is.”

“I’'m so glad my mom recommended it—" Her words were cut off as
color leached from her face, and she dropped her arms from my shoulder.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—"

This time, it was me cutting her off. “You can talk about your mom,
Carter.”

“Okay...” Her words trailed off, and an awkward silence descended on
us.

It had been ninety-seven days, twelve hours, and fifty-two minutes since
my mother’s heart had stopped beating. I couldn’t help but mark that time.



Always aware of every minute the world kept spinning without her. That
seemed crazy sometimes. Absolutely insane that the universe could still exist
without her. That I could exist without her.

There were moments when it still didn’t seem real. Times when I could
convince myself that this had all been a terrible nightmare. That I hadn’t
really watched her body slowly start to fail her. Hadn’t seen her struggle to
even lift her hand to hold mine. That her skin hadn’t turned so papery, I could
see right through to her veins.

But it had happened. No begging, pleading, bargaining, or praying had
kept her with me. My rock, my safe place, my best friend was gone.

I shook my head, attempting to clear it. Forcing cheeriness into my voice,
I asked, “How did your mom find out about this place again?” Carter was
from Georgia, and we were currently in the middle of nowhere Oregon.

Carter twisted her fingers into a series of complicated knots at her side.
“She has a sorority sister who grew up here. Told her it was pure magic. It is,
right?”

Pure magic was a perfect description. “It is.” I snuck a peek at Carter
again. Lines of worry creased her brow. I hated that I was the cause of it.
“Thank you for bringing me here.”

A genuine smile tipped her lips. “I’m so glad you finally agreed.”

After months filled with arranging a funeral, handling the never-ending
minutia that came with someone dying, and packing up my mom’s house in
Houston, I was spent. Carter had begged me to let her plan a trip for us that
would be full of nothing but rest, relaxation, good food, and nature. I had
been too exhausted to put up more than a half-hearted fight, even though
what I wanted more than anything was to be alone.

The constant assessing stares and carefully couched questions about how
I was doing were almost more than I could bear. My fists clenched, nails
biting into my palms. All Carter wanted to do was take care of me. She was
the best friend a girl could hope for, and I couldn’t even give her that.

Cracking branches and rustling underbrush sounding from behind us had
Carter and I turning around.

“Jesus, I’'m pretty sure I just got poison ivy on my ass,” our good friend,
Liam, bellowed.

Carter tried to hide her giggle by covering her mouth. I did nothing to
disguise my snort of laughter.

Carter’s husband, Austin, trailed after Liam, a disgusted grimace on his



face. “I really don’t need to hear about that.”

“Hey, you might have some, too. Nothing could be worse than poison ivy
on your junk.”

Carter slipped her backpack off her shoulders. “I have some hand wipes.
Why don’t you both use them.”

Liam grinned at Carter, taking a wipe from her outstretched hand. “Thank
you, ma’am.” After tossing the used towelette into his pack, Liam made his
way towards me. He pulled me to his side. “How are you holding up?” His
tone had gone from teasing to gently serious, and I freaking hated it.

“’'m good.” I elbowed him in the gut. “Now get your possibly
contagious, dirty fingers away from me.”

Liam chuckled, but there was concern in his eyes as he studied me. I felt
like a bug under a microscope.

I tightened the straps of my pack. “What do you say? Race you back to
the car?”

I didn’t wait for an answer, just took off down the trail at a fast clip.
Voices drifted on the air behind me.

“Since when is she the athlete?” Liam asked.

“She started running the first time her mom got sick...” Carter began.

I pushed myself faster until I could no longer hear my friends.

Our ReENTED SUV hugged the curves of the mountain road as we headed
away from the peaks towards town. An old-timey sign declared Welcome To
Sutter Lake in white lettering. My eyes traveled down Main Street, taking in
the storefronts that looked like they had been frozen in Old West times,
complete with hitching posts in front of most of them. Baskets of bright
blooms hung from each street sign, and benches sat in shady spots below
trees with vibrant green leaves.

Austin pulled into a parking spot in front of an old-fashioned saloon. No
parking meter. That was different from the two cities I’d most recently called
home. I released my seat belt and pushed open my door. We’d been told by
the woman who rented us the vacation home that the saloon had the best
burgers in a hundred-mile radius. I doubted anything could beat In-N-Out,
but I was willing to do some research to find out.



Carter stepped up next to me, squeezing my shoulder. “This place is so
cute, right?”

I fought the urge to shake off her hand. The overabundance of comforting
gestures lately had begun to make my skin crawl. “The cutest.”

Austin pulled his wife to his side, brushing his lips against her brow.
“What I care about is how good the burgers are.”

“And the beer. Don’t forget the beer,” Liam called.

We pushed through the pair of swinging doors and made our way to the
hostess station. A young girl, probably high-school aged, stood behind a
podium. “How many—"?” Her words cut off as her eyes bugged out. “Y-y-
you’re Liam Fairchild.”

It was funny, I so often forgot that Liam was a celebrity. It wasn’t until
we were in situations like these that I remembered he was a world-famous
musician.

Liam put his charming-bugger smile in place. “That I am, darling. But
what do you say we keep that little secret between us? Wouldn’t want my
vacation hideout to get discovered.” The girl nodded vigorously. “I’d be
happy to sign something for you if you’d like.”

“That would be awesome,” she whispered and then fumbled for a paper
and pen.

While Liam made the young girl’s year, I studied the space. The Old
West theme continued with wagon wheels and wood signs decorating the
walls. The combination restaurant and bar was about half full, most
inhabitants opting for one of the cozy booths that hugged the outskirts of the
room.

My eyes continued on towards the bar area and stuttered on two men
eating lunch and watching some sports thing on the TV in the corner. They
were both well-built. One blond. One with hair so dark brown, it was almost
black. The second man threw his head back, letting out a bellow of laughter
that was so rich and carefree, it hit me right in the chest. Would I ever laugh
like that again? Like I had no worries in the world?

Someone bumped into my shoulder. “Enjoying a little eye candy?”

I grimaced at Liam. “No. Are you done fulfilling every teenage fangirl’s
dream?”

He wrapped an arm around my shoulders to lead me towards the table
that Carter and Austin were already seated at. “It’s a heavy burden being
America’s sweetheart.”



“America’s sweetheart is Julia Roberts, you jackass,” Austin called from
the table.

I let my friends’ voices fade into background noise as I twisted to get one
more peek at the man with the captivating laugh—but he was already gone.



Taylor

THE sMELL of antiseptic stung my nostrils as that damned beep, beep, beep
sounded in my ears. “I love you to the moon and back, my sweet girl.” My
mother’s voice was haggard and rough. Then, there was silence. That
dreaded silence that meant she was gone.

My eyes shot open. The covers seemed to suffocate me as I struggled to
get free. Finally, I was able to extricate myself from the tangled mess. I
swung my legs over the side of the bed, trying to slow my breathing and
steady my heart rate. I needed air.

I stood on shaky legs, making my way through the darkened cabin
towards the back deck. My t-shirt, damp with sweat, clung to my back. If I
were alone, I would have torn the damned thing off.

Sliding the door open and moving forward, my feet touched chilly planks.
I gripped the railing, bending to press my forehead against it. The cool
mountain air rushed over me, calming my overheated skin, and the sweet
smell on the breeze seemed to ease my panicked breaths. Slowly, my heart
rate began to return to normal.

I straightened and tipped my face up to the sky. The stars were so bright
here. I’d never seen anything like it. No ambient city lights to dull their shine.
“Mom, are you up there?” I mouthed the words to the silent breeze as tears
pricked the backs of my eyes. What I wanted more than anything was a



promise that I would be reunited with her one day. In Heaven, in the stars,
anywhere I could feel her presence.

The pastor at my mom’s memorial service had promised that she was in a
better place. But how did he know for sure? I prayed to God and the Universe
for a sign constantly. Anything that would let me know she was at peace.
That I would see her again. I never got a damn thing, and I was looking.

I blew out a long breath and settled myself in one of the rocking chairs on
the porch. The sounds of a bubbling creek nearby, crickets chirping, and the
blades of the rocker hitting the boards of the deck were my only companions.
It was kind of perfect. It was quiet, without the deafening silence of my
nightmares.

Sleep wouldn’t find me anytime soon, though. No matter how hard I
tried, rest always refused to come after one of those dreams. It was a nightly
battle I won, only if I had exhausted my body the day before. I needed to be
so tired that I fell into sleep so deep, the nightmares couldn’t find me. It was
so very ironic. I used to hate working out with the passion of a thousand fiery
suns, but now, it was my salvation.

Soft footfalls sounded against the wood-planked floor. I fought the
frustration that rose at my solitude being interrupted. I wiped my face to erase
any stray tears and attempted to blank my expression. I wanted no pitying
looks or careful tones.

The problem was, I didn’t know what I wanted. Or needed. All I knew
was that I wanted to crawl out of my skin when people looked at me like I
was going to crumble at any moment. Maybe because I was afraid I would
crumble. That I would break apart into a million pieces and never be able to
put myself back together again.

Carter appeared at my side. She looked a mess. Rumpled PJs, blurry eyes,
and the hair piled on top of her head resembled a rat’s nest. I was fairly
certain it had gotten into that state thanks to her husband’s ravaging. Austin
loved my best friend with a ferocity that made my heart ache.

Carter slid into the chair next to mine. “Couldn’t sleep?”

I let a single shoulder rise and fall. “Sleeping’s not really my strong suit
these days. Did I wake you?”

Carter gave me a sympathetic smile. The same one she’d been giving me
for months. An expression that made me want to throttle her. And I loved this
girl to the depths of my soul. “You didn’t really wake me. Since having
Ethan, I feel like I never fully descend into sleep. I'm always half listening



for sounds of baby distress.”

I inwardly cringed at my earlier frustration. My best friend had left her
child at home for the first time since having him because she was worried
about me. Because she wanted to take me away from any place that held
memories of my mom. Needed to do something to help ease my pain.

“How is the little monster?” I asked.

A happier smile came to her face. “He’s great. I talked to my mom before
bed, and it sounded like he’s enjoying being spoiled rotten by his
grandparents.”

A small grin spread across my lips. “Ethan’s lucky to have them.”

Carter froze. “I didn’t mean to bring up—"

I cut her off, waving a hand in front of my face. “I didn’t mean it like
that. I just meant that he has amazing grandparents.” Would every
conversation from now on be a careful traverse of a minefield?

I took another deep breath, letting the smell of the surrounding pine trees
calm me. “I really love it here.”

Carter’s eyes scanned the fields that turned into vast forest. “I’m so glad.
I do, too. There’s something really special about it.”

I smiled to myself. “There’s a peacefulness I’ve never experienced
before. Something about the sound of the water and the smell of the air. I feel
like I can breathe here.”

Carter chuckled. “Well, compared to home, the air is just a little fresher.”

Carter and I had met in Los Angeles as teachers working in the Teach For
Our Youth program. We had bonded quickly, and soon became roommates.
But when my mom got sick, I’d had to return to Texas to take care of her.
And I never made it back to LA. It just wasn’t home anymore.

An idea flickered in my mind. It was crazy, but maybe that was exactly
what I needed.

THE sMELLS of bacon frying and freshly baking biscuits tickled my nose as I
took in Carter at the stove. “Can I do anything?” I asked.

Carter bit the corner of her lip. “Ummm, why don’t you help Liam set the
table.”

“Sure thing.”



I headed into the dining room to find Liam with a stack of dishes and
cutlery. “Here, let me help,” I said, reaching for the pile of forks and knives.

“She wouldn’t let you touch anything that was cooking, would she?”
Liam said with a chuckle.

“Oh, shut up. So, cooking isn’t my strong suit.” That was the world’s
biggest understatement. My mom used to swear I could burn water. No
matter how often she tried to school me in her culinary ways, I was a
hopeless student. A pang hit my sternum. She would never have the chance to
remedy that, to see me finally master her famous mashed potatoes or
decadent lemon meringue pie.

These types of twinges came often, brought on by something different
each time and taking me by surprise more often than not. It always felt like
my heart was being squeezed by an unrelenting fist. The constriction would
tug on all the surrounding strands of connective tissue, sending zaps of pain
throughout my body until I finally pushed the memory from my mind.

Liam threw an arm around my shoulders. “Good thing you can order
takeout with the best of them.”

I shook off the phantom spasm and forced a smirk to my lips. “Like
you’re any better? You eat half your dinners at Carter and Austin’s, and you
have a personal chef. Spoiled rotten, I swear.”

“What are you two bickering about now?” Austin’s voice called from the
other room.

I turned to see his large fighter’s frame filling the doorway. “I’m just
trying to keep Liam honest.”

Austin let out a snort. “Good luck with that. At least you’ve got his over-
indulged rock star-self setting the table.”

“Hey!” Liam said, his face the picture of affront. “I’ll have you know, I
washed dishes last night.”

Placing a hand over my heart, I gasped. “No. Dishes? Did you break a
nail?”

Liam set his stack of plates down with a rattle and darted for me. “These
hands could be insured for millions.” It was probably true. Over the past few
years, Liam had become a Billboard Top 100 sensation. He’d created some
sort of hybrid between Southern rock and country, dominating both markets,
and raking in the cash.

I laughed, spinning in place and extending a butter knife in Liam’s
direction to stop his attempted assault. “Okay, okay, you are the most



famous, talented, handsome boy in all the land. Happy now?”

“That’s a little bit better...” He sniffed.

I rolled my eyes at Austin, who only grinned.

We finished setting the table, and then it was time to inhale whatever
Carter had cooked up in the kitchen. All talking ceased, and the only sounds
were those of forks and knives against plates.

I took a sip of my OJ, steeling my nerves. I cleared my throat, and three
sets of eyes turned my way. “So...I think I’'m going to stay in Sutter Lake.”

Carter’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Like, extend your trip?”

I twirled the ring on my right ring finger. It had been my mother’s. I liked
to think that it had the magical ability to give me strength. “I mean, I’'m going
to move here.” Carter’s jaw slackened. “Not necessarily forever. Just for a
while,” I hurried to say. “I need some time away.”

Tears filled Carter’s eyes, and Austin immediately reached out to grab her
hand. “I was hoping you’d move back to LA. I know you needed time to
handle all your mother’s affairs, but now that you’ve done that, you need to
be around people who love you. You don’t know anyone here.”

She was right. I didn’t know a single soul in Sutter Lake. That was a large
part of its appeal. I sent Carter what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “I think I
need some time on my own, to get my head straight. Then, I promise I’ll
think about moving back to LA.”

Liam studied me intently, his face solemn. “Are you sure this is a good
idea?”

I gritted my teeth but forced a lightness into my voice when I said, “I am.
I just need to find a place to live. And maybe a job so I don’t die of
boredom.”

Technically, I didn’t need a job. My father—or sperm donor, as I liked to
call him—had set up a trust fund for me that had more money in it than I
knew what to do with. His attempt to assuage his absentee-father guilt. He’d
also given my mother a large sum. His attempt to quell his guilt over being a
cheating, abandoning asshole. My mother had never touched the money,
other than to pay for my schooling. I had no qualms about using mine to buy
myself a little break from reality, but I knew I would go stir-crazy if I wasn’t
doing something productive.

A fresh start where no one knew me as the girl who had just lost her only
family. Solitude away from well-meaning, prying eyes. Peace. It was all I
wanted. And if I had to move to the middle of nowhere Oregon to get it, then



that’s just what I’d do.



Taylor

studied the different storefronts as my friends and I walked down

the sidewalk of my new home. Moving here was impulsive, I

knew it, but excitement fluttered in my belly at the prospect. No
memories that held me hostage lurking around every corner like they did in
Houston or even LA. I could be free here. Able to explore and discover what
the next phase of my life might look like. Free to feel whatever emotions
came on, without the need to hold it all in so I didn’t worry my friends. Able
to simply be.

An older gentleman passed by with a tip of his hat and the greeting of,
“Ma’am.” I smiled in return.

An imposing form appeared next to me. “You know,” Austin began,
“people in small towns are nosy. As soon as they figure out you’re not a
tourist passing through, they are going to want to know all about you. Where
you’re from. Who your family is. What your story is.”

I gritted my teeth. Apparently, Austin had been nominated by the group
to try and convince me that this was a horrible idea and that I needed to go
back to LA where they could watch over me and scrutinize my every move.
“Maybe so, but when they realize I’'m boring, they’ll move on fast enough.”
They would. And I didn’t have to tell anyone shit. I was just a girl from
Texas, ready for a change of scenery.

Austin attempted a different tack. “It’s not safe.”

I snorted at that. “What? You think that kind, old man was getting ready



to mug me? Or maybe the woman who rented us the house and told us not to
worry about locking our doors because no one in town does, was thinking of
robbing us blind? Give me a break, A. This is probably the safest place on the
planet.”

Austin’s jaw worked. “There can be bad seeds anywhere. And you’ll be
here all alone, without knowing anyone. That’s a recipe for disaster.”

I gentled my tone. I knew Austin only meddled because he cared. “I
appreciate the big-brother, protective streak, but I’ll be fine. I promise. I’ll get
a job and meet some people that way. Then you won’t have to worry.”

“Where? At the local hardware store because you have such a way with
power tools?” he asked, gesturing towards an adorable mom-and-pop shop
that advertised: “We have a little bit of everything. Come on in and have
yourself a look.” Austin pressed on. “Or, maybe you’ll get a job as a line
cook because you haven’t almost burned down your own kitchen more than
once.”

Spikes of frustration and annoyance pricked at my skin. “I’m perfectly
capable of taking care of myself.”

“That may be true, but it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t let your friends step
in when you’ve had a tough go of it. Carter and I were talking...there’s
plenty of extra room at our place, why don’t you move in with us for a
while.”

My muscles tensed. It was an incredibly kind offer. And it came from the
most generous and caring of places. But it sounded absolutely miserable. Me,
Carter, Austin, and their nine-month-old son. Controlled chaos is what that
would be. Bedlam that would result in me biting my best friend’s head off
and making her cry.

No. Just no. “That’s really kind of you—"

Austin raised a hand to cut me off. “Just think about it.”

“I’m sorry, Austin. No.”

His jaw got even tighter. “This is going to be a disaster.”

I’d had enough of this anti-pep-talk. “Your opinion is duly noted,” I
snapped and picked up my pace. I passed a café, a Western art gallery, and an
old-fashioned movie theater. I’d be visiting the theater for sure.

“Taylor, wait.” My shoulders stiffened at the sound of my best friend’s
voice. “I’m sorry. He means well, he just doesn’t always have the most gentle
way of communicating.”

My shoulders slumped. “I know y’all think this is a terrible idea, but



maybe you could just keep that opinion to yourselves. I like it here. I think
it’s the right place for me to be.” Just because it was a spur-of-the-moment
decision didn’t make it wrong.

“I’m sorry. We’re just worried about you and want you close.”

I was going to scream. Yell so loudly, shop owners would probably call
the cops because they thought someone was getting murdered. How did
telling someone that you were worried about them ever help the situation?

Carter must have seen the exasperation in my expression because she
hurried on. “But I support you. Whatever you need. I’'m team Taylor. Even if
that means being a long-distance team member.”

I let out a long breath. I couldn’t stay mad at this girl. She was too sweet.
I bumped her shoulder with mine. Well, I bumped her arm, since she had a
good six inches on me. “Thank you.”

Carter rolled her shoulders back. “All right. What’s the first order of
business in making Sutter Lake your home?”

I grinned at my bestie. “House and job.”

Her eyes widened, but they were focused on something behind me. “I
think we’ve got one of those taken care of.”

I turned to see what she was looking at. The store at the end of the block
that we had stopped in front of was in its own free-standing building. It was
set back from the street just a bit, giving it enough space for a wraparound
porch filled with a scattering of rocking chairs and assorted tables. Huge
windows boasting flower boxes looked out onto Main Street, making it the
perfect place to people watch. A sign hanging from the porch’s awning read
The Tea Kettle.

Warmth filled my chest. A tea shop. My mom and I had shared tea from
the time I was four years old, and my mom had to fill my cup with half tea
and half honey. That familiar pang hit again, but this time, it was mixed with
hope. Hope that this was a sign that Sutter Lake was where I was supposed to
be.

I glanced at Carter. “Do you think they’re hiring?”

Her smile answered my own as she pointed to the window. A sign in what
looked like calligraphy read: Help Wanted — Waitress/Cashier. “Want to go
in?” I nodded as Carter motioned to the boys to let them know where we
were headed.

Liam grimaced. “I think I’ll pass on the tea shop. Why don’t you meet us
back at the brewpub when you’re done.”



I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me. Men...no appreciation for
the finer things in life. “All right, we’ll see you in a bit.”

Carter and I headed down the brick pathway and up the porch steps. As
we opened the door, the familiar scent of tea leaves drifted over me, along
with something that meant there were also baked goods on the premises. I
hoped cooking wasn’t a job requirement.

“Welcome to The Tea Kettle. What can I get for you today?” a woman
greeted from behind the counter. She was breathtakingly beautiful with a
flawless olive complexion and dark brown hair. She looked vaguely familiar
somehow, but I knew I’d never met her before.

I shook the random thought from my mind and walked the handful of
steps to the counter. “Hi. I'm Taylor. I’'m new to town and looking for a job. I
saw the sign in your window, and thought I’d come pick up an application.”

The woman’s brows rose slightly. “Well, welcome to Sutter Lake. I'm
Jensen, and this is my place. We’re not really the application type, but if you
have a few minutes, we can chat and see if you’re a good fit.”

I liked the woman’s comfortable ease. It was as if she were completely
secure in who she was. “That would be great.” I gestured behind me. “This is
my friend, Carter.”

“Nice to meet you both. Why don’t I grab us some tea, and we can sip
and chat.”

“That would be great.”

Within a few minutes, we were settled at a back table with delicious cold-
brew teas and a plate of cookies. “These are delicious,” I said after
swallowing a mouthful of cookie.

“Family recipe. I’d share it with you, but state secrets...” Jensen said with
a wink.

I twisted the straw in my cup. “It wouldn’t do me any good even if you
did share it.” Jensen’s forehead wrinkled. “I’'m a horrible cook. I’'m more
likely to burn my kitchen down than successfully make cookies. So, I’'m
really hoping that’s not part of the job.” Carter attempted to cover her giggle
with a cough.

Jensen did nothing to disguise her laugh. “It’s not. I’ve got a gal.
Tessa,”—she gestured to someone I could just make out through the open
kitchen door—“who’s a gem with all the baked goods and drinks. I’m just
looking for someone to man the front of the shop a few days a week. I can
only offer you part-time right now.”



“Part-time is perfect. Exactly what I’'m looking for.”

Jensen eyed me carefully. “Do you have any waitressing experience?
Know how to run a cash register and credit card machine?”

“I do. I waitressed for two years of high school and all through college.
It’s been a minute since I’ve run a register, but I'm sure it’ll come back.”

“That’s great.” Her eyes seemed to search deeper, and I wondered what
she was looking for. “So, what brought you to Oregon?”

I did my best to keep my face a neutral mask. “I was just ready for a
change of scenery. I was sick of all the pollution and traffic in Houston.”

Jensen seemed to take that in, but I wasn’t quite sure she bought it. “Is
that where you lived before?”

“Yup. Houston and Los Angeles.”

“This is a big change of pace. Small town. Not a lot going on.”

“That’s exactly what I’m looking for, a little peace and quiet.”

A grin pulled at Jensen’s mouth. “Well, you’ll definitely get that here.
Where are you staying?”

I hoped Jensen’s expression meant that this weirdly informal interview
was going well. “We’re at one of the rental houses out on Spruce Valley
Road, but I’'m looking for a place to rent longer-term.”

Jensen rubbed a thumb across her lower lip, seeming to consider
something. “My parents have a place they might be willing to rent to you. We
have a ranch about ten miles outside of town, and there’s a little guest cabin
that barely gets used. It’s not close to the main house, so it’s pretty isolated.
You’d obviously need a car.”

I straightened in my chair. Isolated was just what I was looking for. I
could practically feel my body relax at the idea of some true alone time for
the first time in forever. “That sounds perfect.”

Jensen’s grin widened. “I’ll give my mom a call right now and get you a
new employee form to fill out.”

“I’m hired?”

“You’re hired.”

This time, I was the one grinning. “Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be right back after I talk to my mom.”

As Jensen walked away from the table, I turned to face Carter. “That was
amazing, right? Like this is all meant to be.”

Carter had a very forced smile on her face. “It’s great, Tay.”

“See, everything’s going to be just fine.” I just hoped I wouldn’t be made



a liar.



Walker

he sun shone down on the rolling fields around me, a truly

perfect spring morning. My boots kicked up just a bit of dust

as I walked up to my parents’ ranch house. My stomach
growled. While T had my own place on our ten-thousand-acre spread and
could technically feed myself, I never passed up the chance to sit down at one
of my mother’s epic breakfast spreads.

I pushed open the front door without knocking. The sounds of dishes
clattering and voices chattering came from the kitchen, so I headed in that
direction. My nephew, Noah, raced around the island with his toy airplane,
making what sounded like a cross between a “vrooooooom” and a
“whooooooosh.”

“Hi, Uncle Walker,” he called as he whizzed past me.

I bent, kissing my mom’s cheek as she stood at the stove. “Morning, Ma.”

“Good morning, my handsome baby,” she answered, just as she flipped a
pancake on the griddle. The perfect shade of golden brown.

“You’re the reason the boy has such an ego, Sarah. It’s no wonder he
hasn’t settled down,” my grandmother said with a good-natured harrumph.

My mother giggled. She was in her late sixties, and she still laughed like
a schoolgirl. I think a large part of that was due to the fact that my father still
made her feel as if she were in high school with her first real crush. “How’s
my girl?” my dad asked, dipping to brush his lips against my mom’s.

“Get a room, you two,” my sister, Jensen, called from the dining table.



My mom shuffled the last of the pancakes onto a platter. “Everyone grab
a seat.”

We all hurried to our chairs, my dad plucking the platter from my mom’s
hands. He never let her do any heavy-lifting if he was around. “Thank you,
Andrew,” my mom said as she kissed his cheek.

Conversation flowed, each of us discussing our plans for the day and the
latest town news. As we finished up, my mom inclined her head towards me.
“Walker, would you mind running something out to the Harris’s rental place
on Spruce Valley?”

“Sure. What is it you’re wanting me to take?”

“Well, there’s a young woman staying there who’s going to be renting
our little guest cabin for a year. So, I need you to run a lease over to her,
along with a clicker for the garage.”

My forehead creased. “You’re renting out the cabin? Why?” My parents’
two-bedroom guest cottage on the edge of our property was usually reserved
for out-of-town friends, and my mom and dad liked to keep it open. They’d
never rented it out before.

My mom took a sip of her OJ before answering. “Your sister hired this
woman to work at the Kettle, and she needs a place to live. You know there
aren’t many decent places to rent around here. So, why not help?”

I fought a sigh. My mom and sister were forever taking in strays. My dad
thought it was adorable. I thought it was dangerous.

My mom’s lips pursed. “Oh, don’t give me that look, Walker Cole.
Jensen says she’s lovely, and she offered to pay first, last, and a security
deposit.” I eyed my sister skeptically. Her judge of character wasn’t always
the best. My mom kept talking. “She’s staying at the Harris place with a
famous musician and...what do you call those boys in the fights you’re
always watching?”

My eyebrows raised. This was getting more interesting by the second.
“An MMA fighter?”

“Yes, that’s it. One of them is a mixed martial arts fighter. At least that’s
what Helen told me.”

“What’s his name?” I asked.

My mom tapped a finger on her pursed lips. “Hmm. What was it? Adam?
No, Austin. Austin Lyons.”

My jaw practically came unhinged. “Austin Lyons?”

“The Bulldog is here?!” my seven-year-old nephew shrieked.



Jensen’s head snapped around so fast, she looked like the creepy little kid
from The Exorcist. “You’ve been letting him watch that violent garbage
again? I told you, he’s too young.”

That was the wrong thing to say. Noah’s face turned the shade of a
ripening tomato. “I am not. I’'m a big boy. You say so all the time. And the
boys gotta hang. Right, Uncle Walker?”

I cringed, trying to paste on my most charming smile. Which, of course,
got me nowhere with my sister.

“Walker Cole, you are on my you-know-what list.”

Noah’s face scrunched in confusion. “No, Mama, what?”

My grandmother cackled. “My Noah’s a smarty-pants, nothing gets by
him.”

I shoved my chair back from the table, eager to escape my sister’s wrath.
“Well, T better get going. Ma, just give me whatever you’d like me to take
over, and I’ll go right now.”

Jensen snorted. “You better run.”

Noah bounded up from his seat, hopping around like he’d just mainlined
ten candy bars and twelve sodas. “Can I go with him, Mama?
Pleeeeeeeeeease? I gotta meet the Bulldog. I just gotta!”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. My sister threw her
hands up in the air. “I give up. He’s already been inundated with violence,
it’s probably too late for him. Walker, when you’re arresting him in ten years,
you’ll only have yourself to blame.”

Noah cocked his head to the side. “Does that mean yes?”

This time, I couldn’t hold in the laugh. Jensen’s eyes narrowed on me.

My dad let out his own chuckle. “I believe it does, Noah. Why don’t you
grab a piece of paper and pen from my office. You can ask for Mr. Bulldog’s
autograph.”

Noah’s face lit with the epitome of child-like glee. Then he took off for
the other side of the house.

My mom got to her feet, retrieving what looked like a basket of muffins
from the counter. “These for me?” I asked, sniffing the bundle. Marionberry,
my favorite.

She smacked my hand away before I could lift the towel covering them.
“No, you greedy little troublemaker. These are for Taylor, the young woman
renting our cabin. I want you to bring them with the lease and keys. And
invite her to dinner next weekend, would you? We need to give her a proper



welcome.”

Taking the basket from her hands, I kissed her cheek. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Suck-up,” Grandma said with a cough.

“You got that one right,” Jensen joined in. “He always had Mom fooled.
Guess nothing’s changed.”

I circled the table, giving Jensen a thorough noogie. “Just for that, I'm
going to take Noah to an MMA fight live and in person.”

Jensen whirled, trying to grab hold of my forearm so she could pull out
my arm hair, a move she’d been perfecting since I’d hit puberty. But I was
too quick for her this time, narrowly escaping her grasp.

“Now, kids...” my mom began.

“Gotta run,” I called. “I’ll drop Noah back on my way home.”

“Watch your back, Cole,” my sister growled.

I ran into Noah in the entryway and headed out the door.



Walker

y truck bumped from a dip in the dirt road as Noah and I

drove towards the Harris’s vacation rental and this mysterious

new tenant who had famous friends. I took in the sight of
Willow Creek, cutting through the rolling meadows as we rounded a bend in
the road. The view never got old. I’d grown up with so many kids who
couldn’t wait to get out of Sutter Lake. When I left for college in Portland, I
couldn’t wait to get back.

Noah bounced in the back seat of the truck cab, a constant stream of
barely recognizable words escaping his mouth. “Uncle Walker, remember
when Bulldog knocked that guy out in two seconds?”

“Yeah, buddy. It was pretty cool, huh?” It was fourteen seconds, but still
a ridiculously impressive feat that had netted Austin “Bulldog” Lyons his
second heavyweight Ultimate Fighting League championship. I had to admit,
I might get a little star-struck myself meeting the guy. My friend, Tuck, and I
had salivated over Bulldog’s career. Tuck would be pissed that he missed out
on this.

“So. Freaking. Cool.” Noah punctuated each word by punching the air
with his fist. My nephew was cute as fuck.

I swung my rig into the gravel drive at the front of the house. I’d barely
thrown the vehicle into park when Noah unbuckled his seatbelt, jumped out
of his booster seat, pushed open the truck door, and took off running towards
the house.



“Shit.” I switched off the engine and threw open my own door. “Noah!” I
hollered.

But it was too late. Noah was already pounding on the front door with
those tiny but determined fists, calling for “Mister Bulldog.” Double shit.

Before I reached the porch steps, the front door opened, and one of the
most stunning women I’d ever seen appeared. She was so beautiful, I felt like
I’d been sucker-punched by Bulldog himself. Her golden-blonde hair swirled
in the breeze of the open door, framing a heart-shaped face with bewitching,
gray-blue eyes. She was petite, almost tiny, and an image of me curling
around her as we slept immediately popped into my mind.

What in the actual fuck?

I had a girlfriend. It wasn’t serious, but I was committed. And I was
certainly not that guy. And since I wasn’t that guy, these were not the images
I needed floating around in my head.

Shaking myself from my inner mental meltdown, I realized that the porch
was now full of people. “I’m so sorry—" I started.

I was interrupted by my nephew, whose head was tipped back, gaze full
of pure awe as he stared up at Austin Lyons. “Bulldog...” he whispered
reverently.

Austin grinned down at Noah, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey there,
little man. What’s your name?”

“Noah,” my nephew breathed, the word barely audible.

“Hi, Noah. Is this your dad here?”

Noah glanced over his shoulder. “Nope, that’s my Uncle Walker. I don’t
got a dad.”

The redheaded woman standing next to Austin paled, and I stepped in
before the awkwardness could get worse. “Hi. Sorry about that. I'm Walker
Cole, and this troublemaker is my nephew, Noah.” Noah sent a toothy grin up
at me in response to my description of him. “My mom sent me over with a
few things for Taylor?” It came out as a question as my gaze searched out the
elfin beauty who’d stolen all my brain cells a moment ago.

The blonde stepped forward. “That’s me.” She extended a delicate hand,
her guarded eyes studying me. “Taylor Lawson.”

I took her hand in mine, immediately feeling a zap of electricity. “Walker
Cole. It’s nice to meet you.”

Taylor quickly pulled her hand from mine. “You, too.”

Another familiar face stepped forward then. Liam Fairchild, the rock-



country crooner who’d been all over the radio and TV lately. “Hey, man,” he
said. “Liam.”

I briefly wondered if Liam was Taylor’s boyfriend as I took his hand in a
manly shake. “Hey.”

Introductions continued. Austin motioned to his wife, Carter, who had a
kind smile for Noah and a warm one for me. Then, Austin officially
introduced himself to a still wide-eyed Noah. “It’s nice to meet you, Noah.
’m Austin.”

“I know,” Noah breathed. “You’re my very favorite fighter. My Uncle
Walker and Tuck let me watch the fights when we have guy time, even
though my mom says I’m too young.”

I pulled Noah back against my legs, quelling his runaway speech. “We’re
big UFL fans, and when Noah learned that Bulldog was staying here, he just
had to come along.”

Austin sent a genuine smile Noah’s way. “Well, I’'m so glad you did.
Why don’t you guys come inside. I think I might have a UFL hat with your
name on it, Noah.”

“Really? That is freaking awesome!”

I chuckled. “Let me just grab a few things from the truck.”

I jogged over, snagging the basket of muffins and the lease. Heading back
to the porch and up the steps, I could hear Noah yammering away to Austin
from inside. I grinned. As I stepped inside the rental, my eyes traveled over to
Taylor, who was set just apart from the group, arms wrapped around herself
protectively.

Moving forward, I offered the basket to her. “These are muffins, fresh out
of the oven, along with a copy of the lease for you to sign.”

Taylor straightened, extending her arms to take the basket and lifting it to
her nose to get a sniff. A genuine smile tipped her lips as her gaze met mine.
“Thank you. These smell amazing. Are they Marionberry?”

A grin tugged at my mouth. “They are. You’re not from here, so how’d
you know?”

Her light laugh tinkled the air. “The bakery was one of our first stops in
town, and I’ve found I have a weakness for pretty much anything
Marionberry.”

“You’ll love these, then. My mom is an amazing cook. In fact, she
wanted me to invite you over for dinner next weekend so you can have an
official Sutter Lake welcome.”



A shadow passed over Taylor’s eyes, and her expression became
shuttered. It was a look that reminded me a lot of grief, something I
recognized all too well. “That’s very kind of you, but I think I’ll be too busy
getting settled. My stuff should arrive from Texas by then, and I’ll need to
unpack.”

I moved us away from the topic that clearly caused her pain, even though
I had the urge to dig deeper to find out why dinner was such a touchy subject
for her. “Texas? I thought you guys were from LA.”

Liam appeared at Taylor’s side. “We are, but Taylor moved back to Texas
a couple years ago to—"

“To be with my family,” Taylor interrupted, clearly not wanting Liam to
finish whatever he’d been about to say.

Interesting. “So, you’re exploring your options for where you want to go
next?”

Taylor’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Something like that.” The girl
did not like questions about herself.

I raised my hands in a gesture of apology. “Sorry. Curious nature. I’'m a
town cop.”

Carter joined us, slipping an arm around Taylor’s waist. “She’ll be here
for a year, but we’re hoping she’ll move back to LA when that time is up.
Although, it does make me feel better that there’s a police officer nearby.”

“My house is just over the ridge from where Taylor will be staying. And
I’ll leave her my phone number in case she needs anything.”

Taylor scowled, but Carter beamed. “Oh, that would be great. Why don’t
you come have a seat. We can eat some of whatever smells so good in this
basket, and I'll fix us some coffee.”

“That sounds great. I can never resist one of those muffins.”

Everyone migrated to the cluster of couches. I wrangled Noah onto one of
the sofas, but his energy could not be contained, and he seemed to hover
more than sit. Austin’s large frame took up much of the loveseat, while Liam
seemed to sprawl on the largest couch, and Taylor sat in an armchair that was
about as far removed from the group as possible.

Carter reemerged, carrying a tray laden with a coffee pot, mugs, plates,
and napkins. Austin jumped to his feet, taking the serving platter from her
hands and setting it on the coffee table. “Firecracker, you should have asked
me to help you.”

Carter shook her head, a smile on her face. “I can carry a tray.”



Austin’s answer was to dip his head down and brush his lips against hers.
They had an ease with each other, a love that reminded me of something I’d
once had. A long-past phantom pain gripped my chest for a brief moment
before I shook it off.

“Did you hear that Walker is a police officer?” Carter asked Austin, now
curved into her husband’s side on the loveseat.

Austin’s gaze met mine. “Really? How long?”

“Almost eight years now.”

Austin grabbed a muffin from the basket. “That’s great. And you’re from
here?”

“Born and raised. My family and another actually founded Sutter Lake.”

“It must be so special to have that kind of connection with a place,”
Carter said, reaching forward to pour herself a cup of coffee.

“It’s pretty great. My whole family resides somewhere on our ranch
property. It can be a little chaotic at times, but I wouldn’t have it any other
way.”

Noah bounced up and down on the couch cushion. “We have horses and
chickens and cattle and goats. You guys could come see.”

Austin chuckled. “We might just have to do that. As long as you don’t
make me get up on one of those horses.”

Noah'’s face scrunched up. “You don’t like horses?”

“I like to look at them just fine, but I don’t think I’d be a big fan of riding
one of them.”

Noah studied his idol. “You’re not scared, are you? You’re the Bulldog.”

The rest of the room fell into a chorus of laughs and chuckles, but I could
pick Taylor’s out of the array. Light and airy. Delicate. Just like her.

Austin grinned at Noah. “Everyone’s scared of something.”

Noah nodded, considering the statement as his eyes traveled around the
room. They stopped on Taylor. “What about you, Tay Tay?”

I tried to hide my laughter with a cough. Only Noah would give someone
he’d met fifteen minutes prior a nickname and ask her such a deeply personal
question.

She had a soft smile for Noah. “Well, I'm not much of a fan of getting up
on horses either, but...” She tapped her lips with a finger as if really
considering what her greatest fear might be. “What I’'m really afraid of is
moths.”

Noah dissolved into giggles. “Moths? Moths aren’t scary.”



Taylor grinned. “But they are! With their freaky wings, and when they fly
in your face. Yuck!” She gave an exaggerated shiver. “Will you protect me
from all the moths while I’'m here, Noah?”

Noah puffed up his chest as if he’d just been asked to guard the President.
“I’ll protect you from all the moths, Tay Tay.”

We polished off the muffins, and I told them all about my favorite Sutter
Lake haunts, a hike they should take, and items on the secret menu at the
bakery.

Austin’s face grew serious. “Are there any bad neighborhoods or people
Taylor should avoid?”

Taylor rolled her eyes. “Austin, would you quit it?”

I waved a hand. “No, it’s a smart thing to ask.” Austin wore a triumphant
grin, while Taylor scowled at us both. “On the whole, Sutter Lake is an
incredibly safe town. Most people don’t even lock their doors. Though I
wouldn’t recommend that. There’s a small drug culture, but as long as you
don’t mess with that stuff, you’ll be fine.”

I placed one of my business cards on the coffee table. “My cell’s on the
back of that card. Call me anytime. I’m happy to help if you have any
questions or concerns.”

Taylor’s shoulders straightened. “I’m sure I'll be fine.”

It appeared that Taylor had an independent streak. I fought a grin as I
stood. “Well, we should get going. It was great to meet you all.”

“Aw, do we have to?” Noah moaned, still clutching the hat Austin that
had signed for him.

I pulled Noah to his feet. “We do. I need to get you home, and then I have
to get some work done.”

Austin stood. “I’ll walk you out.”

Taylor didn’t rise from her chair but gave Austin a searching, slightly
suspicious look. He ignored her and headed for the door. Noah followed as
Carter and Liam called their farewells.

Something told me that Austin wanted to discuss something, so I bent to
whisper in Noah’s ear. “Why don’t you go wait in the truck, I need to talk to
Bulldog for a minute.”

Noah’s face took on a pout. “Aw, man. I always miss out on the good
stuff.” But like the good kid he was, he headed to my rig.

Austin chuckled. “He’s a great kid.”

“The best.” I studied Austin’s face, but his expression was unreadable. I



guessed that was a skill he would’ve had to master as a cage fighter. “What’s
up? Are you having trouble in town?”

“Oh, no. Nothing like that. I have a favor to ask.”

“You’ve made my nephew’s year, so if it’s within my power to give, it’s
yours.”

“I was hoping you’d say something like that.” He paused, seeming to
search for the words he wanted to voice. “I want you to look out for Taylor.”

My brows furrowed. “Are you just worried about her being here alone?
Or is something else going on?”

“Taylor’s been through a lot the past few years. She took care of her mom
through two battles with cancer. Lost her a couple months ago.” My chest
tightened. It was grief I had seen in those pretty eyes.

Austin pushed on. “She’s shutting us out, and I’'m worried that by moving
up here, she’s only going to isolate herself more.”

“That’s a heavy load.”

Austin ran a hand over his buzzed head. “It is. And she doesn’t have any
other family. Her dad’s a deadbeat. A rich one, but still. She’s alone in the
world except for us. She’s family, and I hate the idea of leaving her up here
while we head back to LA. You seem like a stand-up guy. You’re a cop. You
take good care of your nephew. You’re the best option I’ve got, other than
moving my entire family to middle-of-nowhere Oregon. No offense.”

I chuckled. “None taken. The peace and quiet isn’t for everyone.” Austin
grunted an agreement. “I’m happy to keep an eye on her. And if she’s
working at The Kettle, my sister will look after her, too. I’ve got a big family
who’d love to bring Taylor into the fold. But that means she’s gotta say yes
to things.”

Austin pursed his lips. “You might have to get creative on that front.”

“I sensed that. All I can do is give you my word I'll try.”

Austin grasped my hand in a firm shake. “Thanks, man. And I’ll send you
some tickets to the next UFL fight in Portland.”

“Not necessary, but certainly appreciated.”

“Happy to do it. Glad to meet you, man.”

I squeezed his hand back. “You, too.”

As I descended the porch steps, Taylor’s haunted blue-gray eyes flashed
in my mind.



Taylor

collapsed in the rocker on the back deck of my new home and

took in the scene. Fields rolled out before me for what looked like

miles until forests of pine trees sprang up. A creek cut through
the pasture directly in front of me, snaking through the grass and providing
the handful of lazily grazing horses water to drink.

My friends had left late that morning, but not before Carter had stocked
my fridge and freezer with groceries and dishes she’d prepared over the last
couple of days. I was pretty sure they all thought I was going to starve to
death, and that Walker would be calling to tell them that he had found my
malnourished body.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved my friends. So much so, that it freaked me
out. Because the depth with which you loved someone determined the
amount of pain you felt when they were gone.

I let out a long breath. This would be good. Quiet, but not overly so—
solitude, peace. The cabin itself was perfect. Two bedrooms, including a
master suite that had an amazing soaking tub, an open-concept living area
that transitioned into a kitchen with all the appliances I was determined to
learn how to use, and a back deck that I could sit on for hours.

Except I was already getting twitchy. Already eager to get back to my
workout routine. I craved the feeling of my muscles crying out for mercy and
passing out into a dreamless sleep each night. It was the only high I needed.

I checked the time on my phone. Two p.m.. Plenty of time to run the ten



miles into town and back before dark. Maybe I’d pop by The Tea Kettle to
see if my shift schedule was ready. I hopped up and headed off to change into
my running gear. The afternoon sun shone brightly, so I opted for a tank top
and shorts and then slipped into my favorite sneakers.

Grabbing my phone, a twenty-dollar bill, and my house key, I headed out
the front door. I felt rusty for the first mile, and when I paused to stretch, my
muscles protested the action. I picked up the jog again, and it wasn’t long
before I found my zone and lost myself in the pounding of my feet against the
road.

Gravel crunched beneath my shoes with the rhythmic beat of my stride. I
had missed these workouts, the quiet times when I could take out my rage on
the pavement or in the pool. No machines—the payoff just wasn’t as good.

I relished the burn in my lungs and the fatigue in my muscles as gravel
turned to asphalt and, soon, storefronts started to appear. Slowing my run to a
jog, I returned the friendly waves or nods from passersby. The town was
pleasantly busy but not too crowded. I’d heard that it was a bit of a tourist
destination for families from Portland on weekends. I’d just avoid coming
into town on those days, but right now, it was perfect.

When I reached The Tea Kettle, I took a moment to stretch and wipe
sweat from my brow. Grimacing, I wondered if showing up a sweaty mess
was the best way to make a good impression at my new job. I gave a mental
shrug. I wasn’t actually on the clock, and this seemed like a pretty active and
low-key town. I was sure it would be fine.

I made my way up the walk and pushed open the door. Cool air caressed
my skin, and the wonderful, familiar aroma I'd smelled the first time I
entered the shop filled my nose.

“Well, hello there.” A voice sounded from behind the counter, and I
looked up to see a woman who appeared to be in her sixties. She sent me a
warm smile that socked me right in the stomach. The expression was wide
and open, just like my mother’s had been. The damnedest things could sneak
up and punch you right in the gut.

I pushed the memories of my mom down and cleared my throat. “Hi. I’'m
Taylor. I’'m going to be working here starting next week. I was on a run, and
figured I’d stop by to see if my schedule was ready.”

The woman came around the counter now. “Oh, Taylor, it’s so lovely to
meet you. I’m Sarah, Jensen’s mom and sometimes helper here at the shop.”
Her smile faltered as she took in my appearance. “You ran here?”



“Yup. It’s such a beautiful route. Thank you for renting me the cabin, by
the way. It’s just perfect.”

“You’re welcome,” Sarah said distractedly, a look of stunned concern
filling her face. “But it’s ten miles into town.”

I had to fight a smile. “I like to run.”

“Well, you’d have to love it to run that far.”

“Not a runner, I take it?” I asked.

“Not a fan of it, no. I like a good walk or going for a horseback ride with
Jensen, but running is not at the top of my list of hobbies.”

The bell on the door sounded, and five girls who looked to be in middle
school poured in. “I’ll let you help them. I can get my schedule later or just
text Jensen.”

Sarah waved a hand in front of her face. “Just go on back. The schedule is
hanging on a clipboard next to the fridge.”

“Thank you.” I ducked around the counter and moved into the kitchen. A
brunette woman stood with her back to me while she prepared drinks. “Hey,”
I greeted.

The woman whirled, upending the tea she was making and sending it
everywhere.

“I’m so sorry.” I started to move forward to help, but she skittered back.
Stilling my movements, I spoke softly. “I’m Taylor, I'm going to be working
here and was just coming back to check out the schedule.”

Her eyes were still wide. Though a bit fearful, they were the most
gorgeous eyes I’d ever seen—a shade of blue that almost seemed purple in
the afternoon light. “S-sorry,” she stammered. “I was just startled. I’'m
Tessa.” When she extended her hand to grasp mine, it shook.

I gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have snuck up on
you like that.”

Tessa ducked her head. “The schedule’s right over there.”

“Thank you. Can I help you wipe up the mess since I’'m the one that
caused it?”

She shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ve got it.”

As I snapped a photo of next week’s schedule with my phone, and Tessa
cleaned up the spilled tea, I noticed that she never turned her back to me, as if
afraid I might startle her again. “Okay. I’'m all set. I’'m so sorry I caused a
mess, but hopefully, I won’t cause any more when we work together.”

Tessa gave me a small smile. “It’s no problem. It was nice to meet you.”



“You, too.” I headed back out to the shop’s main room. As I did, the bell
sounded again, and the door opened. Noah rushed in, trailed by a frazzled
Jensen. I was struck by how much she looked like her brother.

I wanted to smack myself. Walker Cole had popped into my mind more
times than I was comfortable with over the past few days. All charming
smiles and too many questions. He was trouble.

Noah skidded to a stop in front of me. “Tay Tay! Is Bulldog with you?”

I grinned. Noah seemed unable to call Austin anything but Bulldog, no
matter how many times he was told he could call Austin by his given name. It
was adorable. “Hey there, little man. He left this morning, I’m sorry.”

Noah’s face fell. No more one-on-one time with his hero. “Will he come
back?”

“He just might. He liked Sutter Lake.”

“I’'m glad he did, and that you do too,” Noah’s mother’s voice cut in.
“Hey, Taylor. Thank you so much for being so sweet to my little fight fan
here.”

“I’m not little!” Noah said with a stamp of his foot.

“Sorry. My big-boy fight fan here,” Jensen corrected with a grin.

“Not a problem. Austin loves to meet his younger fans.”

“I can’t say I’'m crazy about Noah watching those fights, but at least this
Bulldog is a stand-up character.”

I let out a light laugh. “The fights are definitely not for the faint of heart.”

Jensen grimaced. “So, are you settling in okay? Need help finding
anything?”

“I am, but now that you mention it, is there a pool in town where I can
swim laps?”

“Unfortunately, there’s no public pool since the lake is so popular, but we
have one at the main house you can use.”

I pressed my lips together before answering. “That’s really kind of you,
but I don’t want to disturb your family.”

“You wouldn’t be—"

Jensen was cut off by her mother putting an arm around her shoulders.
My heart clenched. “Hey there, baby girl. I finally met Miss Taylor here.”

Jensen slipped an arm around her mother’s waist. It was an effortless
gesture that spoke of years of comfort and love. Tears stung the backs of my
eyes. “Good. I was just telling her that she could use our pool to swim laps.”

Sarah’s face brightened. “Oh, yes, please do. We put that thing in a few



years ago for Noah, but it hardly gets any use. Come over anytime. It’d do
my heart good to see someone enjoying it.”

I twisted the ring on my right hand. I really didn’t want to give anyone
the chance to initiate curious conversation, but I worried I’d go crazy if 1
couldn’t swim. I could try the lake, but I wasn’t exactly keen on communing
with the fishies while I tired myself out. I gave in. “Thank you. I think I’ll
take you up on that. Do you want me to call you before I come over?”

Sarah waved a hand in front of her face. “Oh, no, that’s not necessary.
People are constantly in and out and around the ranch house. Just come on
over whenever you like. And we’d love to have you to dinner once you’re
settled.”

I gave a noncommittal, “Thank you.” I didn’t want to answer the
inevitable questions that were always asked. I didn’t want to see the looks of
pity. I didn’t want to talk about any of it. Working here, the shop was busy
enough that I doubted there would be time for any in-depth conversations, but
a family dinner was a whole different ballgame.

I made a show of glancing at the clock on the wall. “Well, I better get
going, finish my run.”

“She ran all the way here from the cabin,” Sarah told Jensen.

Jensen’s brows rose. “Whoa. You aren’t messing around.”

I gave another shrug. “I like to run.”

Sarah shook her head as if perplexed. “Just be careful on your way back.
You have Jensen’s number if you need anything, right?”

“I do. Thanks for everything.”

“You’re very welcome. Hope to see you for dinner soon.”

Noah saved me by shouting from behind the bakery case. “Bye, Tay
Tay!”

Jensen whirled. “Noah Nolan Cole, you better not be stealing treats out of
there.”

With that, I made my escape.



Walker

ool air rushed over me as I pulled open the door to the station, the
smell of freshly brewed coffee wafting out.
“Good morning, Walker,” a soft voice called from behind the
reception desk. Ashlee Elkins was as sweet as apple pie and as shy as a
groundhog during a particularly long winter.

“Morning, Ashlee.”

“I have your cup of coffee,” she said, a blush staining her cheeks.

She also had what I was pretty sure was a massive crush on me. I gave
her a kind smile. I didn’t want to encourage it, but I also didn’t want to be an
asshole. It wasn’t that she wasn’t pretty, she was. In a sundress-wearing,
church-every-Sunday kind of way. But she’d forever been like a little sister to
me. It was just a no-go. I would never see her that way. Plus, her brother had
recently started dating my sister, and that felt incestuous. “I told you, you
don’t have to make my coffee.”

Her blush deepened. “I don’t mind.”

I dipped my chin. “Well, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Also, the chief wanted a word when you got in.”

I nodded, taking the mug from her hand and heading towards Clark’s
office. I rapped twice on the door. “Come in.”

I entered the room. “You wanted to see me, Chief?”

“Morning, Walker.” Clark Adams was a great Chief of Police for Sutter
Lake, but as he got closer to retirement, he’d begun grooming me to take over



the role. “Grab a seat.”

I sank into a chair opposite him and took a sip of my coffee. Just as I
liked it. Black, one sugar.

Clark placed a stack of papers on his desk and gave me a careful look that
put me on edge. “We’ve got a missing hiker out there.” He gestured at a map,
indicating the miles of national forest that surrounded our town. “A girl from
Seattle.”

Straightening, I placed my mug on the desk. A lead weight settled in my
gut, reminding me of another missing girl all those years ago. I told myself
that this was different, just a hiker lost in the woods. We’d find this girl. And
she’d be alive. “Search and rescue been called?”

“They’ve been put on alert, but the search area is large. The young
woman’s parents don’t know exactly where she was going hiking. Just some
trail near Sutter Lake.”

“Hiking alone?”

“Yup.”

I groaned. When would these people learn? You never hiked alone, and
you always told someone where you were going and when to expect you
back.

Clark rubbed a hand over his jaw. “There’s not a lot we can do at the
moment, but I wanted to make you aware of the situation.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Of course.” Clark continued to hold my gaze. Searching. Sending the
same silent apology he always did whenever there was a case that hit too
close to home.

Almost a decade had passed since the spring I’d lost Julie. Since she was
taken from me. I still held out hope that a clue would appear or a witness
would come forward. I went through the case file every year on the
anniversary of her death, hoping that something would jump out at me that I
hadn’t noticed before. It never did.

And it wasn’t for Clark’s lack of trying either. He’d done everything he
could to find answers. To get justice for Julie. He hadn’t been able to. What
Clark had done was light a fire in me to become a cop. He’d encouraged me
every step of the way. “Take that anger and turn it into something
productive,” he’d said. So, I had.

I shook myself from the memories pressing down on me and pushed from
the chair. “I have some paperwork to wrap up, but let me know if there’s



anything I can do.”

Clark jerked up his chin as I headed out. “Will do.”

Pushing open the door to my office, I blew out a long breath. The ghosts
were going to be running rampant today. I rounded my desk and sank into the
chair. I punched a few keys on my keyboard to bring my computer to life,
then just stared at the home screen, unable to force myself to descend into the
dull world of police reports.

My phone buzzed on the desk, sending vibrations through the wood. I
snatched it up.

Caitlin: Hey you. Want to get dinner tonight?

Guilt flared in my gut, but I tamped it down. Thinking about Julie didn’t
mean I cared any less for Caitlin. Didn’t mean that I wouldn’t be able to love
Caitlin one day. I just wasn’t there yet.

I typed out a reply.

Me: I’d love to. Pick you up at 6?

Moments later, my phone buzzed again.

Caitlin: I’ll be waiting. ;-)

I turned back to the boring-as-hell police reports. At least those didn’t
make me feel like an asshole.

I Took a pull on my beer as Caitlin gazed at me from across the table, her
light brown hair curled to frame her heart-shaped face, her makeup perfect. I
strained to feel something deeper for her, just a faint flicker of what I'd felt
for Julie. It wouldn’t come.

Caitlin took a sip of her wine. “So, how was work?”

“It was good.” I glanced around the bustling restaurant. Folks from town
and tourists I didn’t recognize filled the tables. “Mostly just catching up on
never-ending paperwork.”

Caitlin’s mouth turned down. “That doesn’t sound like too much fun.”

I chuckled. “A lot of police work is boring. Still needs to get done.”

“So—" Caitlin’s words were cut off by the appearance of someone at our
table.

Arthur Grigg was a staple in town. Seventy-eight years old and nosy as
all get-out. “Walker, Caitlin,” he greeted, then turned to face me. “I heard



there’s a missing hiker.”

“There is.” I eyed Caitlin from across the table. Her lips pressed together
in a way that said she wasn’t too happy I had neglected to share this news
with her.

Arthur huffed. “Well, what are you doing about it?”

“There’s not a lot we can do at the moment. Search and rescue is on
standby, and we have an APB out on her vehicle. Other than that, our hands
are tied.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “You’re telling me there’s not one thing you
could be doing for that girl? I’d think you of all people would want to be
looking for her.”

My jaw tightened, and Caitlin sucked in a breath. “I’d love to be looking
for her, but there are thousands of miles of forest around here. Where would I
start, if I have no clue where she started?” My chest burned, and I fought
against the urge to put the old guy in his place. I knew Arthur didn’t mean
any harm, but his words cut deep.

“Well, you could at least put up some missing-person flyers.”

I wanted to ask what posters would do if the hiker was in the middle of
the woods, but I resisted. “Tell you what, Arthur. Why don’t you come by the
station tomorrow. I’ll print up some flyers, and you and the rest of the bridge
club can help me put them up around town.”

Arthur’s chest puffed up as though I’d nominated him for knighthood. “I
could get the boys together, and we could help you out.”

“Thank you. That’d be a big help.”

He patted me on the shoulder. “That’s what good communities do, help
each other when the chips are down. Now, I’ll let you two youngins enjoy
your supper.”

“Thank you, Arthur,” Caitlin said with a strained smile.

I took a long drink of my beer as Arthur walked away. What a day.

My careful gaze swept over Caitlin. She toyed with her fork, staring
intently at it. “Why didn’t you tell me about the hiker?”

Shit. It wasn’t that I was trying to keep things from Cait, it was just that I
didn’t want to dwell on it. I cleared my throat. “I just didn’t want to darken
our night together.”

Her gaze moved to mine. “I want to be there for you. Support you when
this kind of thing happens. But I feel like you never let me in.”

A muscle in my cheek ticked. Caitlin couldn’t pick and choose which of



life’s hardships she wanted me to share. I’d tried to talk about Julie with her
once, but she’d just gotten defensive, as if she were competing with a dead
girl. T got it, I did, but she couldn’t have it both ways. “I’m sorry, Cait. I’ll try
to share this kind of stuff with you more, but to be honest, sometimes I just
want to leave it at the office.”

Caitlin reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Thank you.” Her
gentle smile turned sultry. “I just feel like we should be closer, spend more
time together. Which reminds me, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about
something.”

“Okay...” Conversations that began like that usually didn’t make me
happy.

“I think we should move in together.”

I nearly spit out the sip of beer I’d just taken. Instead, it went down the
wrong pipe, and I started coughing. “Cait. I thought we talked about taking
things slow?”

Her eyes took on a pleading quality. “I know, but I just love it when you
spend the night at my apartment, and you have that big ol’ house up at the
ranch that’s practically sitting empty. Don’t you think it makes sense?”

I took a sip of my water, trying to buy time. How I answered this, had the
potential to send Caitlin into hysterics. But, honesty was the only option.
“I’m not ready for that. And, honestly, I’m nowhere near there. I might never
be.”

Caitlin’s face fell, and her lower lip wobbled. “Is this because of Julie?”

My hand tightened around my water glass. “It’s because I’m not there. If
you’re looking for someone who wants to settle down quick, that’s not me.
I’m sorry.”

Caitlin’s eyes widened. “No! I want you. I don’t care how long it takes.”

A weight settled in my chest. I was a total schmuck, leading Cait down
this path when I had no idea if it would end in me committing to her. I
needed a drink stronger than beer.



Taylor

y body cut through the water, the liquid caressing my skin in a

way that brought soothing comfort. Nothing gave me peace

like the water. Looking at it. Listening to it. But, best of all,
was immersing myself in it.

Sometimes, my laps were angry. Vicious strokes of rage, taken out on the
calm surface. Other times, like now, they were peaceful, my body barely
creating a splash or waves as my limbs propelled me forward. Either way, the
water welcomed me. Soothed my soul, put me back together to fight another
day.

My fingertips touched tile, and I stood, reaching for my water bottle. “It
looked like you were running low,” a familiar voice said in a deep and husky
tone that sent a shiver down my spine.

I pulled my goggles off to see Walker extending a water bottle to me. He
was casually dressed, wearing dark jeans that hugged his hips and a worn tee
that did nothing to disguise the muscles underneath. I swallowed hard, taking
the bottle from his outstretched hand. “Thanks. I’'m done if you want to use
the pool.”

Walker took a seat on the edge of one of the lounge chairs on the pool
deck. “Lap swimming isn’t my preferred method of workout.”

I shrugged, peeling back my swim cap and quickly dunking my head
under the water to smooth out my hair. Placing my palms on the lip of the
pool, I propelled myself up and out. Water sluiced down my body as I wrung



out my hair. When I looked up, Walker’s eyes were traveling up and down
the length of me. My skin suddenly turned hot despite the cool night air.

I held out a hand. “Do you mind?”

“Oh, sorry.” Walker stood, shaking his head and grabbing the towel he
had been partially sitting on. He extended it towards me, but when I went to
take it, he held firm. “Where’s your car?”

I blinked. “My car?”

“Yes, you know, the four-wheeled vehicle that gets you from point A to
point B.”

“I know what a car is, smartass.”

“Well then, where is yours? I didn’t see one at the main house.”

I gave a firm tug on the towel, and Walker finally released his hold. I
quickly wrapped the terrycloth around my body, wanting protection from the
stare that seemed to light my blood on fire. “It’s not here yet. It should arrive
tomorrow.”

Walker frowned. “So how did you get here? Jensen pick you up?”

“I walked,” I said, side-stepping him to gather my belongings.

“You walked?”

“Yes.”

“Are you crazy? It’s over a mile, and it’s dark out now.”

I straightened, my hands fisting around the towel. “No, I am not crazy.
We’re in Oregon, not South Central. It’s perfectly safe.”

Walker let out an exasperated sigh. “From gangbangers maybe, but not
from wild animals. Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

The thought of being in a small, confined space with Walker had my
body stiffening. Something about him just set me on edge. It was as if he saw
too much. “That’s not necessary. I’'m sure the wild animal kingdom won’t
bother me if I don’t bother them.”

Walker scrubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw and then let his arm fall to
his side. “We have regular sightings of cougars and bears around the property
and in the surrounding woods. It’s not safe for you to walk home alone. If
you try to, I’ll just have to follow you. At least I carry a gun.”

My teeth clenched. “Fine. You can drive me.”

“Thank you, Short-stack.”

“Short-stack? What am I, a plate of pancakes?” I snarked, attempting to
cover up the sense of unease I felt. Nicknames meant familiarity. Familiarity
meant prying eyes and questions. I wanted neither. Quiet. Solitude. Peace.



That was all I wanted. Teasing nicknames had no place in my safe zone.

“Well, you are kind of tiny. It’s pretty adorable actually,” Walker said
with a grin that made his eyes dance in the twilight.

I fought the urge to laugh. I didn’t want to find this man charming on top
of handsome. Nope. Didn’t want to go there. Couldn’t go there. I bent
forward, slipping on my shorts over my bathing suit before I stuffed my
towel into my bag. “Ready when you are.”

Walker bit the inside of his cheek. “You could’ve gone inside and
changed if you wanted to.”

“Not necessary.”

“Well, all right then.” He grabbed the bag I was holding from my hand
before I had a chance to stop him and headed towards the front of the house.

I had no choice but to trail behind. Walker stopped at a large, fancy-
looking truck and opened the passenger door. His eyes scanned me from head
to toe, and that same heat I’d felt earlier flared back to life in my blood. “You
need a lift up?”

My jaw fell open. “I’m not that short.”

Walker simply chuckled.

“I don’t need your help getting in the truck,” 1 gritted out.

He kept right on laughing, motioning me on with a wave of his arm.
“Then, go right ahead.”

He didn’t move from beside the door. I huffed and hoisted myself up onto
the running board and then into the truck. It might have taken some extra
effort to do so, but I didn’t need the help of some overprotective behemoth of
a man.

I reached out an arm. “Bag? Or are you unsure if little ol’ me can lift it
without some help?”

“Spunky. I like it.”

My teeth clacked together, but I said nothing. The man was infuriating.
Thinking he knew what was best for me, just like everyone else in my life.

Walker gave me my bag, and I watched as he rounded the truck, strides a
bizarre mixture of relaxed and purposeful. He exuded a casual authority. It
made sense that he was a cop. I didn’t think many people would give him
grief—just me, apparently.

The driver’s side door swung open, and Walker effortlessly took his seat.
Tall jerk. The engine roared to life. “So, why don’t you come to dinner
tomorrow night.”



I rubbed my thumb against the metal of my ring. “I don’t think so, I’'m
still not settled.”

“So you can’t come to dinner, but you can use our pool?” There was a
devilish tone to his words.

I grimaced. “Look, I’'m going to be honest with you—"

“I’d appreciate that.”

“I’m probably not going to spend a ton of time with your family. You’re
all unbelievably kind, but—"

“But you’re committed to this aloof loner vibe you’ve got going?”

My hands gripped the leather seat tightly. “Would you stop interrupting
me.”

“Of course, please go on explaining why having dinner with my family
would be a fate worse than death.”

I blanched at the word death but forced my vocal cords to work. “I moved
to Sutter Lake for the peace and quiet. I need some alone time right now, and
I’d really appreciate it if you would respect that.”

Walker ran a thumb across his full lower lip. “It sounds like you’ve been
going through a tough time. If that’s the case, you need to be around good
people. Everyone needs people, Taylor.”

My shoulders stiffened. “Not me.” T blew out a breath. “Don’t get me
wrong, it’s nice to have people in your life. I love my friends, they’re
wonderful. But I don’t need them. I don’t need anyone.”

Silence filled the cab, and I worried I might have just come off like a
raving bitch. That wasn’t what I wanted. Polite distance I could handle.
Someone poking around and trying to figure out what made me tick, I could
not. I glanced at Walker’s profile.

“You might not need anyone, Taylor, but maybe someone out there needs
you. Just think about that.”

The silence returned, and I just stared out at the dark fields surrounding
us, Walker’s words playing over and over again in my head.



Walker

cy-cold water ran over my head and onto the dirt as I bent over. A
hard slap on my back had me straightening. “Gettin’ a little slow
there, old man.”

I sent an elbow into Tuck’s gut that had him grunting. “I’'m six months
older than you. If I'm old, you’re old.”

Tuck and I had known each other since birth. Both of our families had
shared in the founding of Sutter Lake. They still owned much of the property
the town sat on and kept ranches that butted up against each other to this day.
We’d both gone to school for criminology, but Tuck served as part of a
Forest Service law enforcement team, and I joined the Sutter Lake police
force. We worked cases together semi-frequently and harassed each other
monthly at these SWAT team trainings.

Central Oregon had several small communities like Sutter Lake. None of
us would be able to have our own dedicated SWAT teams, but when we all
came together, we were able to have an emergency response team that served
the tri-county area. We responded to all sorts of calls and had special tactical
and search and rescue training. Specialty instruction and risky call-outs meant
monthly refreshers to make sure our team stayed sharp. These guys were the
best of the best, and I was grateful to have them at my back.

Tuck snatched the water bottle from my hand, taking a long swallow. He
offered it back to me, but I shook my head. “Keep it. I don’t need your nasty-
ass germs and STDs.” He was a total manwhore.



Tuck chucked the bottle directly at my head, but I was too quick for him
and plucked it out of the air. “Hey, you know I always wrap it up.”

“No, I don’t know, but I’'m glad to hear you’re playing by health-class
standards.”

“Don’t be jealous of my love life just because you’re stuck in the land of
monogamy.” Tuck pulled down the tailgate of my truck and hopped up.
“Speaking of, what’s the latest on Miss Caitlin?”

I gripped the edge of the tailgate a little tighter than was necessary as I
hopped up beside him. “Things aren’t great.”

“What do you mean? I thought you were feeling that situation.”

“I was. I mean, I am.” I blew out a frustrated breath.

“Come on, you know you can talk to Papa Tuck about your feelings.”

Chuckling, I shook my head. “She wants things to be more serious than
they are. Than I want them to be. Maybe ever.”

Tuck grabbed another water from the cooler in my truck bed. “I never
could figure out why you were so set on these relationships. Just go out and
have fun. No muss, no fuss, no chicks angling for a ring.”

I groaned. Tuck was a dog. Don’t get me wrong, he was always honest
with the girls he took to bed, but he had zero plans of settling down anytime
soon. “I’m just not built like that. I like the company as much as everything
else. Don’t you miss having an actual conversation with a woman?”

Tuck shrugged. “I have plenty of conversations. They’re just with a lot of
different women. Variety is the spice of life, my friend.”

An image of Taylor pushing out of the pool flashed in my mind—water
running down her curvy body, turning her golden skin slick. God, that made
me the biggest kind of ass. Couldn’t even stay focused on my girlfriend when
I was thinking of breaking up with her. Maybe I was more like Tuck than I
thought.

“You dog, you. You’ve got your eye on someone else, don’t you? Who is
it?”

I grimaced. “I don’t. I mean, there’s this girl, but it’s not like that.” I
wouldn’t have been surprised if the skies had opened up and lightning struck
me right there.

Tuck clucked his tongue. “Uh-uh. We are blood brothers, cradle to grave.
Spill.”

I toyed with the water bottle in my hands. “Did you hear that someone
moved into our guest cabin?”



Tuck straightened. “Permanently?”

“For a year. A girl from LA.”

“That sounds promising. If she’s from LA, she’s probably smoking.”

“She’s pretty.” World’s biggest understatement. “She’s also this weird,
walking contradiction. One-part cold aloofness, the other sarcastic spunk.”
Taylor Lawson was fire and ice. And the combination had intrigued me from
the moment I met her.

A sly smile crept over Tuck’s face. “You like her.”

I lifted a single shoulder. “She’s nice.”

Tuck’s smile grew. “You really like her.”

“What are you, five? I told you, it’s not like that. I have a girlfriend,” I
griped.

Tuck’s face grew serious. “Walk, you’ve had one foot out of every
relationship you’ve been in since Julie.” I tightened my grip on the water
bottle and tried to keep my expression passive. “I get it, I do. Her death
marked us all. Hell, it’s why we’re both in law enforcement now. But just
because she’s gone, doesn’t mean you can’t have that great love again.”

The water bottle in my hand began to crumple as I tightened my grip.
“Julie was my one.”

“She was one of your ones. God would never be so cruel as to only give
us one shot at happiness.”

[ wasn’t so sure. It had seemed like a miracle to find it in the first place. A
second time was surely an impossibility. I smacked Tuck’s gut with the back
of my hand. “What is this? Lessons in love from Sutter Lake’s own
Casanova?”

Tuck grinned. “You never know, maybe I’'m hiding my true nature as a
romantic. Maybe I need to meet this new neighbor of yours.”

My jaw locked, and I hated myself a little for the jealousy that flared to
life within me. “You can’t. I don’t want your smarmy ass around her.”

“Afraid she’ll fall for me, huh? It’s to be expected, I am the better-
looking and richer of the two of us.”

“Yes, I’'m terrified she’ll fall in love with your ego and fart jokes.”

“I’ll just call up Mama Sarah or Jensen and get them to introduce us. I bet
they’d be thrilled to play matchmaker.”

“Don’t.” The word came out harsher than I’d intended, surprising even
me. The brief sparks I’d felt with Taylor were more than I'd ever felt with
Caitlin. In that moment, I knew I needed to end things with Caitlin. It wasn’t



fair to her. She wanted something I’d never be able to give her.

Tuck sobered. “All right. I’ll stay clear.” I let out a breath I hadn’t
realized I’d been holding. “So, what’s new with the Cole family? Jensen still
dating that douchebag, Bryce?”

I was grateful for the subject change. “Bryce isn’t a douchebag.”

Tuck scoffed, straightening his baseball cap.

“He’s been good to Jensen. She hasn’t introduced him to Noah as a
boyfriend or anything yet. They’re taking things slow.”

“At least there’s that.”

I studied Tuck. “What’s your problem with him? This is the first guy
she’s dated since that ass in college. Bryce has a good job, he’s not a player.
We should be relieved there’s someone decent in her life.”

Tuck peeled back the label on his water bottle. “I don’t know, just
something about him, I guess.”

“Well, get over it. She really likes him, I can tell.”

“I’ll do my best,” Tuck said, the words tight, his cheek muscle popping.

I slapped his shoulder. “Good. Now, let’s get out of here and grab a
beer.”

Tuck hopped down from the tailgate. “You’re buying. You still owe me
for not calling me when you knew you were going to meet Austin Lyons.”

The man had a point.



10

Taylor

he muted sounds of various conversations filtered through the
air as I wiped down the counter at The Tea Kettle.

“You’re doing a great job. One more day with me here,
and then I’'m letting you loose on the public,” Jensen said as she refilled the
bakery case with things that smelled like Heaven. Tessa really had a gift in
the kitchen.

My first day had been a success so far. It had only taken me a few
bumbling attempts to figure out the register, and I soon fell into a rhythm of
busy bursts and lulls. Everyone who came in was super-friendly. Austin had
been right. They all wanted to know my story, but I was able to maneuver the
quick conversations with vague answers and half-truths.

My favorite customers so far were a group of four gentlemen in their
seventies or eighties who were playing a spirited game of bridge at a corner
table. Jensen said they came in every week. They were all shameless flirts,
and I loved every second of it.

Turning back to Jensen, I tossed the rag under the counter. “Thanks. This
is pretty fun. You’ve got some characters coming through, that’s for sure.”

Jensen let out a snort of laughter just as the bell over the door jingled. I
looked up to see a handsome man with sandy brown hair and sparkling eyes
enter. “Hey there, Jensen.”

Jensen’s cheeks heated. “Hey, Bryce. What are you doing here during the
middle of the day?”



He grinned at her. I might as well have been invisible. “I thought I"d
earned a little break. Wanted to come and see how your day was going.”

The red in Jensen’s cheeks deepened. There had to be a love story
brewing here. “Things are going great. Bryce, this is Taylor. She just moved
here from Texas and is the Kettle’s newest waitress.”

Bryce’s gaze finally came to mine, and a genuine smile tipped his lips.
“Nice to meet you, Taylor. Welcome to town. You’re in good hands here
with Jensen.”

“Thank you, I know I am.” I tilted my head towards Jensen. “I’m fine
here if you want to take a little break.”

She rolled her lips together as if thinking it through. “All right. Bryce,
you want a snack?”

“I wouldn’t say no to one of those ham and cheddar scones.”

Jensen nodded. “Coming right up.”

While Bryce and Jensen settled themselves at a back table, I straightened
things that didn’t need straightening and tried not to look like I was snooping.
I totally was. Those two had at least a high school-style crush going for each
other.

I grinned at the floor. The sound of a chair scraping harshly against the
wood had my head snapping up.

One of the older gentlemen who had been flirting with me earlier stood
from his chair and threw his cards down on the table. “You’re a dirty cheat,
Arthur, and you always were.”

I hustled around the counter as another man—Arthur I assumed—stood,
as well. “I am not, Clint. Just because I’m better at cards than you doesn’t
make me a cheat.”

I made it to the table just as it seemed the two might come to blows.
“Now, fellas, what’s going on?”

Clint’s gaze jumped to me. “That-that no-good Art is a dirty cheat.”

“Am not!” Arthur huffed.

“Well, I’ve never played bridge, so I’'m not sure I’d really be a good
person to judge if someone was cheating.”

Both Clint and Arthur looked at me with shocked stares. “You’ve never
played bridge?” Clint asked, all of his earlier anger suddenly gone from his
voice.

I shrugged a shoulder. “Nope.”

Arthur shook his head. “Well, that’s just a travesty.”



Clint leaned in closer to me. “We could teach ya, you know.”

“You’d do that?”

Clint’s chest puffed up. “Of course.”

“I"d love it. I’'m not working this time next week. Can I come to your
game?”

“We’d love to have a pretty lady like you at our table,” Arthur offered.

“I’1l be there. But right now, I have to get back to work.” I breathed a sigh
of relief as I headed back to the counter.

Jensen was back behind the register and wore a shit-eating grin. “You
handled them better than I could have. Sometimes, they get so bad, I have no
choice but to kick them out.”

I let out a little laugh. “They’re definitely passionate.”

“Understatement of the century. I'd say you’ve earned a break. Why
don’t you take your fifteen.”

I glanced at my watch. “Sure. Do you mind if I head out back for some
fresh air?”

“Of course, not.”

I waved to Tessa on my way through the kitchen to the back steps. I'd
been careful since our first encounter not to make any sudden movements
around her or come up from behind. “I’m just taking a quick break.”

She gave me a small smile. “Want some tea to take with you?”

“I’d love an iced lemongrass.”

Tessa made quick work of pouring me a glass. “Here you go.”

“You’re an angel sent from Heaven for overheated waitresses.”

She ducked her head. “No problem.”

I stepped out into the afternoon sun, the breeze lifting my hair off my
neck, and took a sip of my tea nirvana. I slipped my cell out of my back
pocket. I had to tell my mom about my date with two vicious bridge players
next week. She would get such a kick out of that whole scene.

My thumb froze over the first contact in my favorites. My breath locked
in my lungs. I couldn’t call my mom and tell her about Art and Clint and all
the ridiculous shenanigans at my new job because she wouldn’t answer. I
started breathing again, but it came in quick pants. She would never answer
again. I’d never be able to tell her about something that made me laugh or cry
or rage.

My hands started to feel all tingly, and I lost my hold on the glass of tea.
It shattered on the asphalt at my feet, liquid splashing my jeans. My mom



was dead.

“Taylor?” The soft voice seemed to come from far away. “Taylor, are you
okay?”

Tessa appeared in my wobbly vision, but I couldn’t seem to form words.
Why couldn’t I catch my breath?

“Taylor, I think you’re having a panic attack.” I could feel the gentle
pressure of what I assumed was a hand on my back. “I want you to focus on
that bench over there. Look at that bench, and you’re going to breathe in for
three and out for three.”

My eyes zeroed in on the seat, but I couldn’t seem to get my lungs to
obey.

“In for three, okay? One, two, three.” Tessa’s hand rubbed up and down
my back. “That’s good. Now, out for three. One, two, three.”

Tessa kept counting, not stopping until my hands no longer shook, and I
slowly came back to myself.

“Here, sit on the step for a minute.”

I gazed at Tessa. Her brow was creased with worry, but her eyes held
understanding. “How did you know what was happening?”

Tessa sat down on the step next to me. “I heard the glass shatter and
wanted to make sure you were all right. When I came out, you didn’t answer
me, and you were hyperventilating. I put two and two together.” My cheeks
flamed with embarrassment. Tessa let out a soft huff of air. “I get them
sometimes. Panic attacks. So, I know the signs.”

I glanced over at her. I wondered what her story was, but I knew I
couldn’t ask without inviting questions about my own. We sat there quietly
for a minute, forming a silent pact not to ask each other the questions neither
of us wanted to answer.

I gripped Tessa’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You did. You kept me from passing out in a pile of glass shards.” I
winced. “I’ll pay for that by the way.”

Tessa waved a hand. “Jensen doesn’t care about stuff like that. Says it’s
the price of doing business.”

My stomach churned at the thought of Jensen hearing about my incident.
“Please don’t tell her what happened.”

Tessa’s head jerked. “I won’t if you don’t want me to, but don’t you want
to go home and have a lie-down?”



A small smile tugged at my lips. “Would you?”

Tessa let out a little laugh. “Probably not.”

I drew in a steadying breath and rose. “Want to show me where the
broom is? I need to clean up this mess.”

“Come on, I’ll help.”

We swept up the pieces of glass strewn across the pavement, and my
hands only shook a little bit. My heart, though... My heart trembled in my
chest for the rest of the day.
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Walker

y phone buzzed on my desk for what felt like the twentieth
time today.
Caitlin: Are you sure you don’t want to come over
tonight?

It was like she could sense that I was thinking about ending things. She
could feel it and was pulling out all the stops. I’d been the recipient of two-
dozen homemade cookies and at least three different picture messages that
made my eyes bug out of my head.

I typed out a reply.

Me: I told you, I have plans with my family tonight.

Not so much premeditated plans, more just me mooching a home-cooked
meal off my mom. I was making excuses, I knew it. Normally, I would’ve
told Caitlin that I’d meet up with her after dinner, but I needed some space.
Space and a good night’s sleep if I was going to have the energy for the epic
meltdown that was sure to happen when I ended things tomorrow.

Because I was ending things tomorrow. I couldn’t drag this out.

Caitlin: I could come over to your parents’ for dinner.

I cringed. This breakup was going to be bad. Caitlin was a lot of
wonderful things: funny, caring, great in bed. But she didn’t always take not
getting her way well.

Me: Sorry, just family tonight. But why don’t I come by after work
tomorrow.



Caitlin: That would be great! I’ll wear that red number you like.

I dropped my head into my palm.

A knock sounded on my door. “Come in.”

Clark pushed open the door, stepped in, then closed it behind him.

“Hey, Chief. What’s up?”

Clark took a seat in one of the chairs opposite mine across the desk.
“We’ve got another missing girl.”

My earlier worries seemed insignificant now. I straightened in my chair.
“Another hiker?”

Clark rubbed a hand along his jaw. “No. This is a gal in her twenties from
Willow Creek. Her boyfriend reported her missing when she didn’t come
home from her shift at the diner in town. Her car was still in the lot. No signs
of a struggle. Just vanished.”

“Is it possible she ran off? Another guy?”

“Don’t know. The chief down there didn’t know her well, but they have
an even smaller department than we do, and way more citizens to cover. He
just called to give us a heads-up and asked us to keep an eye out.”

“You got a picture?”

Clark reached into his pocket and fished out his phone. After tapping a
few things on the screen, he handed it to me.

The photo had me sucking in a breath that felt like it was made of glass
shards. The woman on the screen looked eerily like Julie. Straight, dark
brown hair, deep brown eyes, and rounded cheeks. My heart spasmed. I
swallowed against my dry-as-a-desert throat and looked up to meet Clark’s
gaze. “I don’t have a lot going on here today. Why don’t I head down there
and see what’s what. There might be something else we can do, but at the
very least, I can get the full story.”

Clark studied me for a moment, surely weighing his options. “Sure, Walk.
That sounds like a good idea.”

I shoved to my feet, my chair rolling back to softly collide with the wall.
“You’ll be my first stop when I’m back.”

Clark jerked his chin in affirmation and headed out the door.

Ashlee startled behind the reception desk as I strode through. “Everything
okay, Walker?”

I was sure I didn’t have the happiest of looks on my face. But I did my
best to soften my expression. “Yeah. I’'m heading out. Will you forward all
calls to my cell?”



Ashlee’s eyes took on a look of concern, but she nodded. “Of course. Let
me know if I can help with anything.”
“Thanks. Will do.” With that, I was gone.

I cLENcHED my fists so hard, it was a wonder I didn’t dislocate a knuckle as I
paced the floor in Clark’s office. I’d spent the past three hours doing recon
that the Willow Creek Police Department was either stretched too thin or too
lazy to do. I leaned towards lazy.

“The boyfriend is a total waste of space. A drunk. Word around town is
that she supports him, and he thanks her with his fists.” Rage was coursing
through my veins. This guy had a beautiful, kind woman who only wanted
his love, and what did he do? Abused her trust and broke her body.

I didn’t know that for sure, but all the pieces led there. “That fucking joke
of a PD down there hasn’t done shit. Too stupid or too lazy, sitting around
with their thumbs up their asses.”

“Walker, take a breath.”

I scowled at Clark. I didn’t want to take a fucking breath. I wanted to
plant my fist in that jackass of a boyfriend’s face. It was a miracle I hadn’t. I
clenched and unclenched my fists, trying to slow my breathing.

Clark leaned back in his chair. “Did you fill the WCPD chief in on what
you found out?”

I ground my back molars together. “Yes. Of course. But I’'m not all that
optimistic they’re going to do their fucking jobs.”

“I’ll make sure they do. I’ll get county or state involved if I have to, but
I’ll make sure they follow through.”

I let out a slow breath. “I need to get out of here, clear my head. You
mind if I take off an hour early? I’ll make it up tomorrow.”

“I know you’re good for it. Get out of here and come back tomorrow with
your head on straight.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Clark nodded and I took off. Thankfully, Ashlee wasn’t sitting at her desk
when I passed through reception. I wasn’t sure I could’ve made polite
conversation this go-around. I jogged down the steps of the building and
towards my truck. In less than a minute, I was pulling out of the lot.



I drove in circles for a while, aimlessly crisscrossing town streets, going
out into the country and then coming back to town again. But I knew there
was only one place I really wanted to go. Somewhere that would bring me
peace. It had been the same when Julie was alive. She was always my port in
the storm.

I pulled over next to the cemetery and shut off my truck. Climbing down,
I let the fresh air soothe my frayed temper. I could only hear the rustling of
the branches in the wind, my footsteps silenced by the cushion of lush grass.

I navigated the familiar path to her grave and touched the curved stone’s
surface, worn rough by weather over the years. “Hey, Angel.” It was fitting
that the nickname I’d bestowed on her was what she’d become. In my darkest
days after her death, I’d convinced myself that I’d caused her demise by
giving her the name. I didn’t think that anymore, but I was still more cautious
with my monikers these days.

“It’s been a hell of a day. Just needed to unwind with my best girl for a
bit.” T crouched in front of the headstone, letting my fingers trace the letters
of her name. I always stuttered when I got to her last name. I had been so sure
it would become Cole. There was never a doubt in my mind, but life threw
you some nasty curveballs.

I sat down on the grass and, for the next hour, I filled Julie in on life. I
told her that I was breaking up with Caitlin. “I wish these conversations
weren’t so one-sided. I could really use some pointers on that one.” People
would have probably thought it totally weird if they heard me, but Julie and I
had always told each other everything. I didn’t want to lose that, even if she
were no longer here.

The first time I’d slept with someone after she’d passed, I came to the
cemetery afterward and bawled like a fucking baby. From that moment on, I
just kept spilling my guts to the silent headstone.

Today, I also filled Julie in on my grandma’s attempt to learn hatchet
throwing, Noah’s encounter with his hero MMA fighter, and the new
neighbor who kept popping up in my mind. I told her everything I could think
of until I ran out things to say. But I felt better.

I pushed to my feet. Bending at the waist, I pressed my lips to the rough
stone. “Thanks, Angel. Love you forever and always.”



12

Taylor

opted for a walk to clear my head before I got behind the wheel to

drive home. Thank goodness my SUV had arrived this morning. I

don’t think I could have taken a ride home with Jensen. My
nerves were too frayed.

I’d made it through the rest of my shift, but barely. It took almost an hour
for my hands to stop their faint tremor. I’d dropped someone’s change on the
floor when attempting to hand it to them. Tessa, sensing I was still a little
unsteady on my feet, took to handing the customers their teas directly so
there were no more broken-glass disasters.

I let the early evening air, still warm from the sun, ease my frayed nerves.
I inhaled deeply, that sweet pine scent so prevalent here easing me even
further. It wasn’t long before I reached the edge of the downtown area. The
sidewalks shifted to grass, and the asphalt of the road turned to dirt and
gravel.

A bird call caught my attention, and I looked toward the sound. My
stomach dropped. A cemetery. Because what I needed after my afternoon was
more reminders of the dead and the forgotten. I was about to turn around
when my gaze caught on a figure.

He was sitting on the grass, legs sprawled out in front of him and his back
resting against the headstone behind him while he faced another. He seemed
to be talking to someone. But there was no one there. Walker. His just-shy-
of-black hair gleamed in the sun. His tanned skin picked up the fiery hues of



the waning day as the sun sank lower in the sky. He was beautiful.

I stood there, watching him. I couldn’t help it. It was as if I were frozen to
the spot. Who was he visiting? Who had he lost? Both of his parents were
alive, and he had a grandmother. Jensen had mentioned all three in the
present tense while we worked. Maybe he was visiting his grandfather’s
grave.

Walker pushed to his feet then bent over and did something that stole the
breath from my lungs. He kissed the headstone. The gesture was tender and
heartbreaking all at once. A sob clogged the back of my throat, and tears
pricked at my eyes. I shouldn’t be here. I was trespassing on what was clearly
a very private moment.

I turned on my heel to leave but only made it three steps before a voice
called out to me. “Taylor?”

I halted my steps and turned to face Walker. I expected his eyes to be sad,
his face ravaged by grief and pain, but there was none of that. What I saw
was a look of peace and maybe a little curiosity regarding what the hell I was
doing at a cemetery on the outskirts of town.

“I’m so sorry.” My cheeks heated. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

A small grin tipped his full lips. “You didn’t. Plus, I’m pretty sure this is
public land.”

I twisted the ring on my right finger in circles. “I know. I just... You were
having a moment, and it was private.”

Walker’s face softened. “It’s okay, Taylor. I was just visiting with
someone.”

My gaze jumped around, not quite sure where to settle. “That’s nice.
That’s good that you visit whoever it is.” To my absolute horror, my eyes
began to fill with tears.

“Hey, hey now. It’s all right.” Walker strode two steps forward and pulled
me into him. His muscled arms held me tightly in what could only be called a
bear hug. His embrace didn’t make my skin crawl like so many of the other
comforting gestures directed my way had begun to do. Maybe because it was
firm and strong when so many of my friends’ affections seemed unsure.
Maybe it was because this man clearly knew what it meant to lose someone
he loved.

I let myself relax into Walker’s embrace. Just for a few moments. Just so
I could pull myself together. I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.
The flare of pain helped the tears to recede, and I pushed away from Walker’s



hard chest.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, wiping at my tears while I stared at the ground.
“I’ve just had a long day. I didn’t mean to get weepy on you. I’ll just get back
to my car.”

Walker’s hand caught my elbow as I turned to go. “Slow down.” He
turned me back to him, but I refused to meet his eyes. He placed two fingers
under my chin and lifted. The pads of his fingertips were rough against my
soft skin. I swallowed hard.

His eyes searched mine, looking for something, peering into my soul.
“There’s nothing to be ashamed about when it comes to feeling deeply.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded. His hand fell away.

“I’ll walk you back to your car.”

He was too close. He saw too much. “That’s not necessary. I’m fine now.
Promise.” I forced a smile that felt wonky.

“I could use an excuse to stretch my legs. Honestly, you’d be doing me a
favor.”

My nails dug into my palms. He didn’t play fair. “Fine.”

Walker let out a chuckle that seemed to rumble through my body. “Thank
you.”

We were quiet for the first few minutes of our walk, only the wind and
the beginnings of the crickets’ evening song keeping us company. Then,
Walker had to go and ruin it. “What gave you the tough day?”

My muscles tensed, and I fought to keep my face neutral. “I didn’t say
tough, I said long. I’m just tired. I get emotional when I’m tired.”

“Mmm-hmm.” He might as well have said, “bullshit.”

I clenched my fists and picked up my pace. Unfortunately, my short
strides, no matter how quick, were no match for Walker’s long ones.

As we approached The Tea Kettle, my buddies from earlier appeared.
Arthur and Clint wore mischievous grins, but it was Art who spoke. “Now,
Mr. Cole, what are you doing with our Taylor this evening?”

Walker’s brows rose. “Your Taylor?”

“Yes, our Taylor. We’ve taken her under our wing and are going to show
her the ropes.”

Walker’s gaze turned to me. “I think that sounds like a great plan.”

My skin began to itch as Art’s and Clint’s gazes traveled from me to
Walker and back again. I needed to get out of here. Too many eyes. Too
much attention. “It was nice to see you gentlemen again. Great running into



you, Walker. I need to get home now. See you later.”

I didn’t wait for an answer, just took off for the parking lot behind the
Kettle. I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until there were at least ten blocks
between the man who saw too much and me.
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Walker

awn was just beginning to show its first glimmers of light as rocks

crunched beneath my sneakers. I loved running in the early light.

The air was cool, few cars were on the road, and I often spotted
animals that usually liked to avoid human interaction.

Three miles outside the ranch’s main gate, I spotted a small form up
ahead. Her strides were strong and purposeful but no match for my own.
Before long, she glanced over her shoulder at the sound of my approaching
steps, her golden ponytail swinging. Her head swiveled right back around,
and she just kept running.

I quickened my pace until I was right beside her. “I thought you promised
that you wouldn’t go walking or running while it was dark out.”

Taylor’s jaw tightened. “It was getting light when I left.”

“Bullshit.”

She blew out a harsh breath. “I have reflectors on my shoes and shorts. I
even got a mini bear spray at the hardware store. I’ll be fine.”

I fell back a step and let my gaze fall to her delectable, heart-shaped ass.
There was indeed a reflector there.

“Happy?” she bit out.

Thoughts of the missing hiker we still had no signs of filled my head.
“No, I’m not happy. You shouldn’t be running alone, it’s too risky.”

Taylor stopped in the middle of the road and whirled on me. “Oh, but it’s
okay for you to run alone? Why? Does you having a dick, magically stop



bears from attacking you?”

My frustration bubbled to the surface. “No. This stops bears from
attacking me.” I pulled my 9mm out of the specialty athletic shorts I wore
that allowed me to carry while running.

Color leached from Taylor’s face, and I immediately regretted my
decision. Shit. I slowly slid the gun back into the holster. “Why are you
running with a Glock?”

Surprise flared at her correct identification of my weapon. She wasn’t
scared of that, but something had her freaked. I crept closer. “Because I'm a
cop, and there are wild animals around here that don’t always react kindly
when startled.”

Her head bobbed up and down slowly. I slipped a hand around the
juncture of her neck and jaw. Fuck, her skin, damp with a sheen of sweat,
was one of the softest things I’d ever felt. “Look at me, Taylor.” Her gaze
came back to focus on mine. “Everything’s fine, I just don’t want you
running alone.”

She made no agreement. I squeezed her neck. “Please. I’ll run with you
before or after work, anytime you want. But you could get seriously hurt
while you are by yourself, and no one would know because you don’t tell
anyone where you’re going.”

Stubbornness came into her eyes. I liked that a hell of a lot more than the
fear that had been there earlier. Taylor’s chin raised in defiance. “I’d run with
you, but I’m pretty sure you can’t keep up with me.”

“All right, Short-stack, let’s try it out. I’ll take you on my typical morning
route.” She’d be begging me to turn back before we reached the halfway
point, I just knew it.

“Lead on, Bigfoot.”

I chuckled and took off towards my favorite spot in all of Sutter Lake.
Somehow, her quick, short strides matched up perfectly with my slightly
slower long ones. There was a peaceful rhythm to our run. Side by side in
silence.

I led her through winding dirt roads around the outskirts of my family’s
ranch. She was a trooper when we had to scale over a fence to get back onto
Cole land, and even as we climbed a hillside. She never tired, never slowed.
She was amazing. We went higher and higher until we reached the top of the
ridge.

Taylor gasped when she saw the view. All of Sutter Lake—the town and



the lake itself—was bathed in the pink light of early morning. I’d never come
here with anyone who wasn’t my family. Never even brought Julie here. It
had been instinct to bring Taylor here. I hadn’t even really thought about it.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

“It’s my favorite place in the whole world.”

“Thank you for sharing it with me.”

“You’re welcome.”

We stood shoulder-to-shoulder, staring out at the view, neither of us
saying anything for a moment. Taylor cleared her throat. I tilted my head to
take her in. She was still looking forward, but she rubbed the ring on her right
hand with her thumb. She seemed to do that when she was nervous. “I can’t
sleep.”

My brows pulled together. “What?”

“I have a hard time sleeping. That’s why I work out so much. It’s the only
thing that seems to help.”

My chest felt tight. It was the first thing she had freely told me about
herself. It was worth its weight in gold. I was honored that she’d given it to
me, but I knew if I made a big deal out of it, she’d shut down. “Makes sense.”

She turned her head so that her gaze met mine. “I’ll text you the next time
I want to go running.”

My lips tipped up. “I’d appreciate it. It’d be bad for business if a tenant
got mauled by a mountain lion.”

Taylor shoved her shoulder into me, and I wrapped an arm around her.
She fit perfectly.

I pauseD outside Caitlin’s door, my hand hovering just in front of her
apartment number. Fuck. I did not want to do this. I knocked three times.

Hurried footsteps sounded, and the door swung open. “Baby. I’'m so glad
you’re here.” Caitlin’s hair was piled on top of her head in artful curls. Her
face was done up to the nines, including her lips with that red stuff I hated
because I always came away from kissing her looking like the Joker. She
wore a low-cut tank top and shorts so short, they looked more like underwear.

I shuffled my feet. “Hey, Cait.”

She leaned in to kiss me, but I brushed my lips against her cheek instead,



then hurried inside. I headed for the couch, patting the seat next to mine.
“Come here.”

Caitlin’s lips pressed together in a thin, hard line. “Is something wrong,
honey?”

What was with all the pet names all of a sudden? She’d only ever called
me Walker before. I steeled my spine. “I think we should stop seeing each
other.” I’d thought of at least a dozen different ways to say it. But, at the end
of the day, I needed to shut the door, and she needed to know I wasn’t
leaving it cracked open for later. Some people might consider me a bastard
for just coming right out with it and not tempering the blow, but I've always
thought honesty is the kindest route you could take.

Caitlin’s mouth opened and closed like a fish on a line. Her lower lip
began to tremble as tears filled her eyes. “Why?”

“I’m not the one for you, Cait. You’ll find someone who can’t wait to
settle down with you. Get married, have lots of babies. But that just isn’t
me.”

She reached out and gripped my hand, hard. “Walker, I’m sorry I pushed
about moving in together.”

I fought the grimace that wanted to surface. “It’s not just that—"

Caitlin jumped in before I could continue. “I can wait as long as you
need.” Tears spilled over her bottom lids, causing my gut to clench. “Please,
Walker. I love you.”

“I’m sorry, Cait. My mind’s made up. I care about you, and you’re a
wonderful woman. You’re just not the woman for me.”

Her jaw got hard, and her tears seemed to evaporate into thin air. “It’s not
you, it’s me.”

I cringed. It was cliched, but true. There was nothing wrong with Caitlin,
we just weren’t right for each other. “We’re just not the right match.”

“And who are you the right match with? That new bitch renting your
parents’ cabin?” My eyes widened. Where had that come from? “Oh, didn’t
think I knew about her, did you? Bridgette saw you walking with her in town
last night when you were supposed to be with your family.” Caitlin stood,
throwing her hands wide. “How long have you been cheating on me?”

I pushed to my feet, my gaze going hard. “Hey, now. I have never been
unfaithful to you. That’s not the kind of man I am, and you know it. I ran into
Taylor and was walking her to her car. We’re friends.” Friends seemed like a
bit of a stretch, but she’d told me something about herself that morning.



Something it was clear she didn’t tell many people.

“Oh, well thank you, Mr. High And Mighty Walker Cole, for breaking up
with me before you went out and screwed the new girl.”

“I’m not going out and screwing anyone right now. I’m just saying we
aren’t the right match. I don’t know that I’ll ever find that.” An image flashed
in my mind of Taylor’s compact curves as she ran through the morning air.
So, I was attracted to her. That didn’t mean I was going to act on it. She was
fragile right now. She needed a friend, not some guy trying to get his rocks
off with no ability to love her the way she deserved.

“Everyone thinks you’re such a great guy. Let’s see what happens when
they find out what a heartless bastard you really are.”

Great, just what I needed. Caitlin was going to spread her lies, and in a
town the size of Sutter Lake, they’d spread like wildfire. I couldn’t believe
I’d never seen this side of her before. Jensen had warned me that Cait had a
vicious streak, but I’d thought she was exaggerating. Apparently, not.
“Caitlin. We were friends before we started dating, can’t we just go back to
that?”

She picked up an empty wine glass that had been sitting on the coffee
table waiting to be filled and threw it at the wall. Glass flew in every
direction. “I don’t want to be your fucking friend, Walker! I was to be your
wife!”

My eyes bugged out just a bit. My wife? We’d been seeing each other
exclusively for three months. How did three months of seeing each other a
couple of times a week equate to getting married? I swallowed. “I’m sorry,
but I can’t give you that.”

“Get out!” she shrieked.

I didn’t have to be told twice. I headed for the door.

“And you are going to have to fucking grovel when you come crawling
back to me. Because you will come crawling back, Walker Cole.”

Dear God, I hoped not.
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Taylor

hoisted a bag of groceries from my cart into the back of my SUV.
It was lucky my wheels had arrived when they did, I’d been
running out of food.

“Taylor! Did your car arrive?” I turned to see Sarah and an elderly
woman walking towards me. “Walker said you were waiting on it, and I’ve
been meaning to stop by to see if I could take you anywhere.”

“It came the other morning, just in time for me to start work.”

“Oh, good. Now you won’t have to run into town.”

I chuckled. “Well, I still might do that.”

Sarah shook her head and smiled. “Taylor, this is my mother-in-law, Irma
Cole. Mom, this is Taylor Lawson.”

Irma gave me a toothy grin. “Ah, the infamous Taylor. Young Noah has
been talking about you and your friends nonstop.”

“That’s sweet.”

“I’ve also been hearing lots about you from Jensen and Walker. It’s nice
to officially meet you.” There was a mischievous glint in the woman’s eyes
that put me on alert.

It would make sense for Jensen to mention me since we worked together
now, but what reason did Walker have to talk about me? I toyed with the ring
on my finger. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

The smile deepened on Irma’s lined face. “I think you and Walker would
be just the right fit. I can tell you’re someone who won’t let him steamroll



you. You’ll stand your ground. I know these kinds of things because I'm a
little psychic.”

A flash of panic seared through me. “I’m not sure what you’re talking
about. I barely know Walker.”

“You will,” Irma said with a cackling laugh.

“Mom, quit it, you’re scaring the girl.” Sarah turned towards me. “She’s
an instigator, this one. Just giving you a hard time because Walker came
home fit to be tied that you were planning on walking back to the guest cabin
alone. You shouldn’t do that, by the way. He’s right about the cougars.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “I won’t. Now that I have my car, I won’t walk
or run anywhere when it’s dark out.” Walker’s frustration and concern from
the morning before flashed in my mind.

“I’m relieved to hear it,” Sarah said, reaching out to pat my hand. The
gesture was so familiar, something my mom used to do constantly when we
talked. A pang of loneliness hit me in that spot right between the breasts.
“Listen, why don’t you come to dinner tonight. We’re making a pot roast and
all the fixings, with marionberry pie for dessert.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to say no. To make up an excuse. I’d
planned to microwave some mac and cheese. But Sarah’s phantom familiarity
made it difficult to refuse. That trickle of loneliness flowing through my
veins pushed me into agreeing to something I’d sworn to avoid.

I cleared my throat. “I’d love to.”

Sarah clasped her hands in front of her chest. “Wonderful.”

“Can I bring a couple bottles of wine? I’d offer to cook something, but
I’'m afraid I’m pretty hopeless in that department.” One of my goals for this
year was to learn to cook. I’d done a search for beginner recipes and printed a
few things out but hadn’t moved past the planning stage.

“That’s so sweet of you. The boys aren’t big wine drinkers, but why don’t
you bring a bottle for us girls.”

“I’d be happy to.”

“Great. Why don’t you come over around six. We eat on the earlier side
since Noah has an 8:30 bedtime.”

“That sounds perfect. See you then.” I turned to Walker’s grandmother,
who was studying me with an attention to detail that had my palms sweating.
“It was lovely to meet you, Irma.”

“You too, honey pie,” she said with that twinkle in her eye. “I look
forward to seeing what tonight has in store.”



“Oh, stop it, Mom,” Sarah said. Rolling her eyes at me, she continued. “If
we let Irma have more than one glass of wine tonight, we’re likely in store
for some off-key show tunes.” A soft laugh escaped my lips.

“You lie, Sarah,” Irma huffed. “My pitch is perfect.”

I THREw my car in park and rubbed a damp palm down my jeans-clad leg. I
hoped that jeans were the right choice. Sutter Lake seemed like a casual
environment, so as I’d strewn clothing all over my bedroom, I’d decided
against the maroon cocktail dress and gone with dark skinny jeans and a pale
blue top that brought out the color of my eyes.

I fidgeted with my keys. I could do this. I’d repeated that over and over as
I got ready. Over and over as I drove. But one more time couldn’t hurt. I
could do this. I could spend time with the Cole family and not let them into
my heart.

All T had to do was keep an emotional distance. I’d become an expert at
dodging personal questions over the past few months. This dinner would be
no different. I could enjoy the family’s company without their closeness
breaking my heart. I just needed to keep that distance.

I pushed open my door and slid out, grabbing my purse and the two
bottles of wine from the passenger seat as I went. I studied the house as I
walked up. It must have been designed by the same person who built the
cabin because the styles were perfect complements to each other. The ranch
house had the same dark wood-beamed facade and lots of windows. A
wraparound porch hugged the outside and was home to eight rocking chairs
and a porch swing. It was the perfect family home.

As I climbed the porch steps, the front door swung open, and Noah
rushed out. “Tay Tay! You’re here! Come and see my airplanes!”

I let out a light laugh. “I’d love to see your planes.”

Jensen appeared in the doorway. “After dinner, okay, Noah?”

“Okay. I know all there is to know about planes. You might not know a
lot about them, but don’t worry, I can teach you.” He had taken hold of my
hand and was pulling me up the stairs and inside the house. I grinned at
Jensen.

“He’s not kidding. If he doesn’t end up a pilot or a mechanic, I’'ll be



shocked.”

“Fighter pilot, Mom. You know that,” Noah said as he dropped my hand
and went racing away.

Jensen winced, turning her gaze back to me. “I’'m hoping he’ll change his
mind and shift to a career path that has a slightly lower mortality rate.”

“He’s got time.”

“Thank goodness for that. Oooh, did you bring wine?”

I raised the two bottles, one in each hand. “You know it.”

Jensen clasped her hands under her chin. “My hero.”

I let out a laugh. “Girl after my own heart.”

Jensen took one of the bottles from my hand, studying the label. “And
you’ve got good taste, too. I knew I liked you.” She began leading me back to
what looked like an open kitchen and dining space. “We should go out next
weekend. The saloon is having a live band, and Mom said she’d watch Noah
for me if I wanted to go.”

I hesitated for a moment and then reminded myself that spending time
with these people didn’t mean I had to bare my soul to them. “Sure. That
sounds like fun.”

“Woohoo, girls’ night!” Jensen called, raising the bottle of wine
triumphantly in the air.

“What’s going on?” The familiar, rough voice that sent a shiver down my
spine sounded from my left.

Jensen threw an arm around my shoulders. “Well, big brother, lock up
your friends, because Taylor and I are going out on the town on Saturday.”

Walker scrubbed a hand over his face. “Shit.”

Jensen released me and smacked her brother on the shoulder.
“Language.” Turning back to me, she continued, “I’ll go open this and pour
us each a glass.”

“Thanks.” It came out as a mumble because I was suddenly aware of
every cell of my being and my proximity to Walker Cole.

His gaze traveled over my face and down my body, each movement
feeling like a physical caress. “You look beautiful, Short-stack.”

I cleared my throat. “Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

He moved closer until I could feel the heat of his body brushing up
against mine. “I’m glad you came.” The words were low, only for us to hear.

“It was nice of your mother to invite me.”

Walker smirked. “So, it’s just my invites you turn down?”



“I—” I started, but was cut off by a cackle behind us.

Irma emerged from what looked like a study. “I love it! You two are
going to make gorgeous babies, you know. And lots of them. Your whole
house will be full.”

Heat filled my cheeks as I instinctively stepped back from Walker,
creating space between us. I immediately felt cold.

Walker groaned. “Grandma, quit it with your crazy talk. You’re freaking
Taylor out.”

Irma clucked her tongue at her grandson. “You know I’'m a little bit
psychic.”

Walker shook his head. “You are not. Predicting that our town’s little
league team would win the state championship doesn’t make you psychic.”

Irma harrumphed. “I knew Sarah was the one for your father. Without my
meddling, they never would have ended up together.”

“Whatever you say, Grandma.” Walker extended an arm. “Come on,
Taylor, let’s go get you a drink.”

Once I had wine to sip, I was introduced to Walker’s father, Andrew, who
seemed like a kind man. He had a quiet strength about him, similar to
Walker’s own. Dinner passed in joyful chaos, and I was surprised to find that
it wasn’t difficult to be there.

I had never experienced this kind of large family gathering before, one
where people talked over and around one another, with three different
conversations happening all at once. For as long as I could remember, it had
only been my mom and me. My dad had left when I was two, and my mom’s
parents had passed before I was born.

I wondered what it would have been like to have a sibling to share the
burden of the last couple of years with. Or a father who gave a shit. I’d never
know.

My life had never lacked in love, though. My mom worked herself to the
bone to make sure I had everything a kid with two parents had. She was both
mother and father. She was my everything.

I felt tears burn the backs of my eyes as I stared at my coffee cup. A hand
brushed my shoulder, and I was suddenly jolted back to the present moment.
We had finished dinner and were sitting in the living room, chatting. I turned
to see the hand’s owner. Walker. He studied me with an intensity that made
me want to squirm in my seat. I knew he saw more than I wanted him to.
Time to go.



I forced a smile to my lips. “It’s getting late. I’d better get home. Thank
you so much for dinner, it was delicious.”

Sarah beamed. “Thank you for coming. You’re welcome anytime.”

I rose from my seat, Walker doing the same.

Irma cleared her throat. She was studying me in the same way her
grandson did—Iike she recognized something in me that I didn’t want
identified. “Walker, why don’t you follow Taylor home. Make sure she gets
there all right.”

My shoulders stiffened. “That isn’t necessary.”

Sarah stood from her chair, crossing the space to take my coffee cup.
“Actually, that’s a great idea. The roads on our property are so dark. It would
make me feel a lot better if I knew you got home safely.”

I was powerless against Sarah and her pleading eyes. I pressed my lips
together and nodded.

I said my goodbyes to the rest of the family and headed for the door. A
hand pressed against my lower back, and heat flared to life, my body
tightening in response. How was it that my brain knew Walker was nothing
but trouble and heartache for me, but my body yearned for his touch? There
was a magnetic pull between us that had me fighting against leaning into his
hand, curling into his side, and nuzzling his neck.

I dug my nails into my palms, hoping the pain would break the spell
Walker wove around me. “Let’s go.” His voice was a low rumble, sending
vibrations through my ear, and weaving his hold tighter around me.

I sucked in a breath and moved forward. I tried to rush without looking
like T was doing so. I wanted to create some distance between us. I didn’t
want the heat of his palm kissing my skin. The problem was, I was about a
foot shorter than Walker. No matter how fast my little legs moved, they
couldn’t seem to escape Walker’s long, forceful strides.

The walk to my car felt like an expedition up Everest, but we finally
made it. I beeped my locks, and Walker opened my door. “Thank you.” It
came out as a whisper.

His gaze was intense on my face. “You’re welcome. Do you want me to
lead or follow?”

“Lead.” I was worried I’d drive off the road if I knew he was behind me,
evaluating my driving, analyzing my face in the rearview mirror, seeing into
my soul.

“All right.” He gently shut the door.



I tried to force myself not to hold the steering wheel too tightly. The night
was almost over. As I followed Walker’s truck through the winding gravel
road, I imagined the long, hot bath I’d take when I got home. How I’d let the
steaming water relax the muscles that had wound tight from Walker’s stare
and his touch.

I clenched my thighs together in an attempt to relieve some pressure. This
was ridiculous. I probably just needed to get laid. Maybe I’d find some tourist
to heat up the sheets with when Jensen and I went out on Saturday. A tourist
wouldn’t stick around, so there was no risk of anyone getting too close. Now
that sounded like a good plan.

Walker pulled into an open spot at the front of the cabin, and I hit the
remote on my visor. The garage door opened. I prayed that Walker would
stay in his car. But, of course, he didn’t. By the time I’d shut off my engine,
he was opening my car door. I jumped in my seat.

“Geez, give a girl a heart attack, why don’t you.”

Walker let out a chuckle. “Just trying to be a gentleman.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Sure, you are.” He was trying to rile me.
That’s what he was doing. He seemed to get some perverse pleasure out of
pushing my buttons. I tightened my hold on my keys, the metal digging into
my palm. “Can you please move so I can get out of my car?”

He stepped back, but barely. And when I had to squeeze by him to get to
the door, our entire bodies brushed. My eyes shot to his. There was heat
blazing in his green depths. My heart quickened, and my breaths turned
shallow. “I need to get inside.”

He blinked a few times as if coming back to himself and then shook his
head. “Sorry.” The one word had a bite to it, and his jaw tensed. He stepped
back even farther, his fists opening and closing.

His change in demeanor had my brows furrowing. I managed to nod but
didn’t say anything, just ducked my chin and rushed inside, wondering what
I’d done to piss Walker Cole off.
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Walker

slammed my truck’s door with enough force to send the entire
vehicle rocking. I adjusted my jeans, attempting to relieve some
of the pressure. My dick was hard enough to split wood. Fuck.

I started the engine and hit the extra clicker to shut Taylor’s garage door.
The attraction I felt for her was only growing, and I had no idea what to do
about it. When her tight little body had brushed up against mine in the
garage, I’d felt flames lick my skin.

Honestly, it was freaking me out. What Julie and I had shared was a pure,
innocent love. We were each other’s first everything. Bumbling and fumbling
hands and bodies. Learning what each other liked and didn’t. It was perfect.
But it wasn’t this fiery, living, breathing energy I felt coming to life with
Taylor.

It pissed me off. It was ridiculous for me to be angry at someone for
turning me on in a way my dead girlfriend never had, but I was. I rolled down
my window and let the chilly night air ease my temper and cool my
overheated skin.

I inhaled deeply. None of this mattered. What Taylor needed right now
was a friend. And I wasn’t even sure she’d let me be that, let alone have more
than friendship.

Pulling up my gravel drive, I saw the darkened windows of an empty
home. Was this how it would always be? Empty and dark?

I switched off the engine and hopped down from the cab to make my way



up my front porch steps. “Pull up a rocker, would ya?” The voice had me
going for my gun on instinct. But I relaxed when my brain processed that it
was my grandmother.

“What in the world are you doing sitting here alone in the dark? And how
in the hell did you get here?”

“Oh, relax. I’'m just enjoying looking at the night sky. And I took one of
the golf carts.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. “Grandma, you know you’re not supposed
to be driving anymore. Do Mom and Dad even know you’re gone?”

“Golf carts don’t count,” Grandma huffed.

I took that to mean that my parents had no idea she wasn’t asleep in her
bed at that moment. I sank into the rocker next to her. “So, what was so
important you had to drag your ass out of bed and come all the way over
here?”

She shook her head. “I won’t have you sassing me, young man.”

“Sorry, Grandma. Please, tell me what’s wrong.”

“That’s better.” My grandmother was quiet for a few beats with only the
noise of the rocker against the wood-planked porch and the night insects
breaking the silence. “I’m worried about Taylor.”

I stiffened, pausing the motion of my rocker. “Why?”

“She’s grieving,” my grandmother said, pain in her voice.

“How do you know that?” I hadn’t shared a word of what Austin had told
me with anyone, not even my family.

“I’ve been around the block a time or two. I know what grief looks like.”

I reached out, taking my grandmother’s papery hand in my own. She
would know. She’d lost a child at a young age, and a husband in her prime.
She knew grief better than most. “I’m sorry, Gran.”

“Thank you, hon. But this isn’t about me. I just hurt for her.”

I tipped my rocker back and forth, staring out at the dark fields in front of
me. “Her mom died a few months ago.”

My grandma’s face crumpled. “Poor thing.”

“And her dad is a fucking loser who abandoned her.” I sucked in a harsh
breath, the cool night air burning my lungs. “She has almost no one.”

“I was worried about that.” Gran paused again. “Someone needs to be
there for that girl.” She eyed me meaningfully. “Knock down some of those
walls. If she doesn’t let someone in, and soon, those barriers will petrify, and
nothing and no one will get through.”



My stomach tightened. “I don’t know if I’m the right—"

“Of course, you are,” my grandmother said, the words forceful and
resolute. Her tone softened. “I know you have your own weight to carry, but
that’s exactly why you are the perfect person to get through those walls
Taylor’s put up.”

I listened to the blades of the rocker as they made contact with the wood
planks below. “She’s most likely leaving in a year. Her friends want her to
move back to LA. It’s taken me weeks to get her to share even one thing with
me. [’m not sure there’s enough time.”

Gran squeezed my hand. “No one knows what the future will hold,
Walker. Just be her friend. Don’t let her push you away. Be there when the
breakdown happens so you can help turn it into a breakthrough.”

Be her friend. I could do that. I just needed to dull this simmering
attraction. As we were around each other longer, it would surely begin to
fade. I just had to ignore it until then. “All right, Gran. I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.” She smiled, her white teeth shining in the moonlight.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Pulling it out, I grimaced at the screen.

Caitlin: I’'m sorry I overreacted. Please answer my calls. We can work
this out. We are so good together.

I typed out a reply.

Me: I don’t think there’s anything left to talk about. You’ll find the right
guy. It just isn’t me.

I silenced my phone and shoved it back into my pocket. I couldn’t deal
with Caitlin tonight on top of everything else.

Grandma eyed me curiously. “Everything okay?”

“Yup. Come on. I’ll drive you home.”

“I wish you’d just let me take the golf cart.”

“I’m a cop. I’d have to arrest you for driving without a license.”

“Who knew I’d raise a grandson that would turn out to be a narc.”

All T could do was chuckle.
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horn sounded from my driveway, and I slid my lip gloss into my
clutch. Ready to go. I grabbed my keys off the hook by the door and
headed out.

Jensen let out a wolf whistle through her rolled-down window. “Girl, you
look hot! Ready to meet some of the local talent?”

I grinned as I opened the SUV’s door and hopped inside. “You know it.”

Jensen executed a flawless three-point turn, saying, “I’m driving us there
but leaving my car. Bryce said he’d drive us home.”

“Bryce, huh?” I knew there was love brewing there.

Jensen’s cheeks pinked. “We’re dating. God, it still feels weird to say
that. It’s pretty new. I haven’t introduced him to Noah as a boyfriend or
anything.”

“He’s definitely sweet on you.” Warmth filled my chest. I was happy that
Jensen had someone who made her blush at the mention of his name. “This
also means I get my pick of all the guys tonight. You really are the perfect
wing-woman.”

She chuckled. “You’re so lucky to have me in your corner. And since I’ve
lived here my whole life, I know everyone’s dirty little secrets. I’ll pick you
out some winners.”

“You’re an angel sent to Earth just for me.”

“You know it. I may not be looking to hook up, but I am looking to have
a couple cocktails. I even wrangled Walker into feeding my horses in the



morning so I don’t have to get up early.”

“Your horses?” I’d seen various horses in the fields as I drove between
my cabin and the ranch house but hadn’t thought much about them. They
were pretty to look at, but as a vertically-challenged person, climbing on top
of large creatures and galloping at top speeds didn’t really appeal to me.

Jensen’s eyes lit with a passion and love I'd rarely seen. “Haven’t I told
you? I have rescue horses.”

“Rescue horses?”

“Yup. There is a herd of wild horses not far from here, but sometimes,
horses need to be brought out of the wild for health or injury reasons. I take
them in. I help rehab them if I can, and I’ve even trained a few to be ridden.”

“Wow. That’s amazing. How many do you have?”

“Right now, twenty. But I may be getting another in a few weeks.”

“Twenty horses? Who helps you take care of them?”

“Dad lets me mooch some of the ranch hands for the real labor-intensive
work, but I do most of the daily stuff myself.” She drummed her fingers
against the steering wheel to the beat of the country tune on the radio. “Well,
with Tessa’s help.”

“She helps you take care of the horses?”

Jensen grinned. “She’s a wisp of a thing, but she’s a hard worker.”

“She’s really kind.” I flashed back to Tessa’s gentle comfort during my
panic attack.

“The kindest.” Jensen’s face grew serious. “I don’t know her story, but
someone hurt that girl. She came to Sutter Lake about a year ago and applied
for a job at the Kettle. Barely said two words in the interview, but I couldn’t
say no. She lives above the shop and helps me with the horses as her rent
payment.”

My stomach pitched at the idea of someone hurting Tessa, but the pieces
seemed to fit. “I’m glad you gave her a place to stay.”

“Me, too. She has a special way with the horses, especially one that was
hurt real bad. They bonded when no one else could reach the mare. Tessa
nursed her back to health.”

“That’s incredible.” What would it feel like to have that kind of
connection with another creature?

Jensen swung her SUV into the saloon parking lot. It was already almost
full, but she found a spot towards the back. “Let’s do this.”

We made our way through the swinging double doors. Music poured out



into the night, and a frisson of excitement teased my belly.

Jensen grabbed my hand and led me through a packed crowd towards an
equally busy bar. She waved at one of the bartenders, a stocky but handsome
man, who gestured back and pointed to the end of the bar. “Hey, Little J,
what’ll it be?”

Jensen’s face scrunched in distaste at the nickname. “When will you stop
calling me that?”

The bartender chuckled. “Oh, about a quarter till never.”

Jensen shook her head. “Yeah, yeah. How about four tequila shots to start
us off?”

Both my and the bartender’s eyes bulged. “Jensen—" I started.

“Not messing around tonight, huh, Little J? Your brother know you’re
here?” the bartender asked.

Jensen’s hands went to her hips. “John. I am over twenty-one years of
age, I do not need your or my brother’s permission to drink tequila.”

John’s lips pressed together in what seemed to be an attempt not to laugh.
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll get on those shots right away.”

I tugged on Jensen’s arm. “I don’t know if shots are such a good idea for
me. I don’t have the highest alcohol tolerance.”

She sent me a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry. We’ll just shoot these and
then get water bottles to take on the dance floor with us.”

I caved to the peer pressure. “Oh, all right.”

John re-emerged with four shots, lime wedges, and salt. “Here you ladies
go.” His eyes traveled down the length of my body. “I don’t think I’ve met
you before. I’'m John.”

I took his outstretched hand, shaking it. “Taylor.”

Jensen grabbed two shot glasses, handing me one. “Taylor just moved
into the guest cabin a few weeks ago.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you. I gotta get back to work, but maybe I can
buy you a drink when my shift’s over?”

“We’ll see,” I teased. He grinned and headed for the opposite end of the
bar.

“Come on,” Jensen said. “Down the hatch.”



“DowN THE HATCH” were Jensen’s and my famous last words. The country
tunes blared from the bar’s speakers as Jensen and I twirled around the dance
floor in fits of hysterical giggles. This was a blast. Why didn’t I go out more?

On my last twirl, I ran smack into a wall of muscle. “Hey there, Short-
stack,” a deep voice said as hands grasped my arms in an attempt to steady
me.

I tipped my head back and found vibrant green eyes staring down at me.
“Whoa. You’re pretty.”

His lips quirked. “Pretty, huh?”

I nodded. Jensen tugged my hand. “Let her go, Walker. We have more
dancing to do.”

Walker chuckled. “I think you two are done for the night. Bryce is right
behind me.”

Jensen perked up at that, and I spotted Bryce’s sandy brown head making
his way towards Jensen. She launched herself at him and, luckily, he caught
her. She then proceeded to plant a long, hot kiss on the man’s lips.

“Shit. I do not need to see that, guys,” Walker grumbled.

I giggled as Bryce slowly set Jensen down on her feet. “Sorry about that,
Walk,” he said. Bryce’s eyes then turned to me, a warm smile in place. “Nice
to see you again, Taylor.”

“You, too.” My body wavered, and Walker slipped an arm around my
waist to keep me upright. Shit. Shots were such a bad idea. Walker’s arm felt
warm and comforting around me. I burrowed into his side, suddenly feeling
very sleepy.

“I’m going to take her home. Can you handle J?” Walker’s voice rumbled
against the cheek I had pressed to his chest.

“Yeah. No problem, man. I'll see you later,” Bryce’s voice came as if
from far away.

“Drive safe,” Walker instructed.

My eyes opened as Bryce said, “I will. Precious cargo.”

“You got that right.”

Walker ushered me towards the exit, and I called over my shoulder, “Bye,
J! So. Much. Fun.” I punctuated each of the last words with a fist in the air. I
could hear Jensen’s laughter even over the crowd.

Walker propelled me forward. “Come on, let’s go.”

The cool night air was a jolt to my system, sending any desire for sleep
fleeing. I shivered. Walker must have felt the movement because he slipped



off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders.

I inhaled deeply. The scent of the coat was a mixture of his woodsy
cologne and something uniquely Walker. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Walker opened the door to his truck and helped me into the seat in
silence, but each brush of his hand sent tingles shooting across my skin.
When he leaned across to buckle my seatbelt, my entire body trembled.

“Still cold?” he asked.

I shook my head, not trusting my voice.

He studied my face but said nothing, just shut the door and rounded the
truck.

The ride home was silent. I spun my ring in circles on my finger and
nibbled at the corner of my lip.

Walker pulled into the cabin’s drive, then shut off the truck and came
around to open my door. “Come on, let’s get you inside so you can catch
some shuteye.”

He helped me down, and we made our way to the front porch. Two steps
up, I turned, leaving me face-to-face with Walker and his gorgeous eyes.
“Thanks for taking me home.”

“Anytime. I’'m glad you let your guard down enough to have a little fun.”

“I don’t have my guard up.”

Walker’s head fell back and he let loose that same laugh I'd heard that
day at the saloon, back when I didn’t even know his name. “Oh, honey, your
guard is up so high, you can’t even see over it.” His face grew serious. “But,
maybe one of these days, you’ll lower it enough to see that letting people
really know you isn’t the worst thing.”

My breaths came in shallow bursts. Heat flared in Walker’s eyes as his
gaze dropped to my mouth. Fuck it. I closed the distance between us.

My lips met his in a hesitant caress that soon turned hungry. His tongue
parted my lips, and I tasted a hint of bitterness left behind by a beer. My
lower belly clenched as his hand drifted to my neck, tangling in my hair. I
pushed my body flush against his, needing more contact, more of his body,
more of anything to do with him.

Suddenly, the hand on my neck was gone, and there were two on my
shoulders, pushing me back. “I can’t. This is a bad idea.”

I blinked rapidly, still a little dazed from the mixture of booze and lust.
“Why not?”



Walker roughly ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. “For one, you’re
drunk.” I’'m not that drunk, 1 thought petulantly. “And two...” His voice
trailed off as if he were searching for the right words. “The timing isn’t
right.” My spine stiffened. “Don’t get me wrong, you’re gorgeous.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, tasting blood. “I get it.” I turned on my heel
and headed up the stairs.

“Taylor...”

“Thanks for the ride,” I called without turning around. I quickly fumbled
for my key, unlocking the door with a speed and dexterity I should not have
possessed given how much tequila I had consumed that evening. I was
through the door before Walker could say another word.

I knew an excuse when I heard it. I knew when I wasn’t wanted.

I flipped the lock and then sank to the floor, my back against the door.
The cool wood was a balm to my overheated, traitorous skin. I hugged my
knees to my chest.

I was alone. Just like I was meant to be. Everyone left, whether it was by
choice or not. It was better to be alone from start to finish. Tears tracked
down my cheeks. “I miss you, Mom.” The words were the faintest whisper.
“I miss you so fucking much.”

Pounp, pound, pound. The noise at my door mirrored the beating in my
skull. “Hold your freaking horses, I'll be right there,” I bellowed in the
direction of the front door.

I rolled to a seated position on the couch where I had fallen asleep the
night before. Apparently, my bedroom twenty feet away was simply too far. I
was still wearing my outfit from my night out, and I was sure my mascara
had run down my face. Shit. I got to my feet, steadying myself on the back of
the couch when the world turned on its axis a bit.

When the living room had righted itself, I headed towards the front door.
“Who is it?” I called when I was two feet away.

“It’s your partner in crime,” Jensen yelled through the door.

A grin stretched across my face, and I pulled open the door. Jensen stood
there, holding two cups of coffee balanced on top of what looked like a box
of donuts. “Thought you might need a pick-me-up,” she said as she brushed



past me, making a beeline for the kitchen.

I followed her and the scent of caffeine. “You really are an angel sent
from Heaven.”

Jensen waved a hand in front of her face as she opened the box of goodies
with the other. “I know, I know.” She took a bite of a glazed donut as she
studied me. “You look like shit,” she said while chewing. “What happened to
you?”

The color drained from my face as it all came flooding back. Tequila
shots. Dance floor. Walker. Walker’s lips. Oh, shit.

“Taylor. Taylor! What the hell? Are you okay?” I blinked as Jensen came
into focus. She was standing right in front of me now, hand on my elbow.

“I think I might have fucked up last night.” Complete understatement.
More like I made a total fool of myself.

Jensen’s brows raised. “What are you talking about?”

I twisted my ring, my stomach roiling. “I might have made a pass at your
brother.” I covered my face with my hands, unable to watch Jensen’s
reaction.

“That is awesome!”

I peeked at her through my fingers. “How in the world is that awesome?”

Jensen looked confused. “I love the idea of you two together. Did you
think I’d be mad or something?”

I dropped my hands to my sides. “He rejected me. Nothing happened.”
Nothing but a soul-searing kiss I’d never forget.

Her face fell. “Dang it. He is such a freaking idiot sometimes.”

Now it was my turn to look perplexed. “What are you talking about?”

She took a sip of her coffee. “He likes you. I can tell.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Jensen hadn’t seen how Walker had
shoved me away.

Jensen’s gaze dropped to her coffee cup as she nibbled on her lower lip.
“Listen, Walker was almost engaged once.”

I sucked in a breath, a weird stab of jealousy hitting my chest.

“Growing up, Walker was always about Julie. He was head over heels for
her from the time he was ten years old and she was nine. He gave her
everything from that age on, too. See, she had a crappy home life—single
mom who cared more about getting drunk and laid. Jules spent most of her
time at our house, and Walker looked out for her like she was spun gold.”

I swallowed against my dry-as-a-desert throat. “What happened?”



Jensen’s jaw got tight. “They dated all through high school and the first
year he was off at college. They were planning a life together. Walker even
had a ring, but he wanted to wait until after graduation to give it to her.”

Jensen gripped the counter, her knuckles going white. “The week before
graduation, she went missing. Her mom didn’t even report it. It was Walker
who called the school to see if she was there when she didn’t answer his
calls.”

My heart thudded against my ribs. I kept seeing Walker’s lips pressed
against the headstone in my mind.

“Walker left Portland and came down to help search. He was out of his
mind with worry. Two weeks later, they found her body. They never caught
the guy who did it.” Tears filled Jensen’s eyes. “It’s why Walker’s a cop. He
blamed himself for a long time, for not being here to protect her. He decided
he would be there to protect others, make sure there weren’t other crimes that
went unsolved like this one did.”

I reached out and squeezed Jensen’s hand. “I’m so sorry, J.” She’d lost
Julie, too. My heart ached for her, but it cracked for Walker. He’d lost the
love of his life.

Jensen shook her head. “He’s drawn to you, Taylor, but he’s never gotten
serious with anyone since Julie. He thinks he had his one shot at love and
now has to settle for companionship at best. It’s so dumb.”

My chest tightened. “I don’t know about him being drawn to me. I’m not
going to lie, there’s an attraction there, but I think it was more a case of
mixed signals than anything else.” She looked doubtful. “Honestly, I’'m just
embarrassed. [ was drunk, and I made a fool of myself.” That much was true.

“Whatever you want to believe.” She paused for a moment, studying my
face. “I think you two would be good for each other. Even if it isn’t a forever
thing.”

The idea of letting Walker into my life in that way, only to watch him go,
had panic licking through my veins with such ferocity that I had to grip the
counter to steady myself. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Jensen held up both hands. “Okay. I won’t meddle. Promise.”

I forced a small smile. “Thank you.”

She went back to the donuts. “Let’s get to work on curing that hangover.
What’s your poison?”

I studied the box. “Got any Boston Cream in there?”

“Girl after my own heart. I’ve got two.”



She handed me the vanilla custard-filled concoction, and I took a large
bite. It tasted like ambrosia. But as the donut settled in my stomach, a
shudder swept through me. It could have been the remnants of the tequila, but
something told me it had more to do with Walker Cole.
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Walker

he had been swimming for at least two hours. Her strokes were

vicious as if she were attacking the water. I’d been watching her

since I arrived at my parents’ house, just sitting in one of the worn
leather reading chairs that sat in front of the large window that looked out
over the backyard and the surrounding fields.

While her swim was aggressive tonight, Taylor’s body still seemed sleek
and smooth. Her long legs propelled her forward with surprising speed. I
traced her body with my gaze the way I wanted to with my tongue. A flash of
her taste filled my mouth, and I bit back a groan.

I had slept like shit last night, tossing and turning. When I finally fell
asleep, my dreams were filled with blonde hair and blue-gray eyes.

I stood, the chair legs scraping against the wooden floor. I wasn’t going to
let her swim until she passed out. I grabbed a bottle of water and headed out
the back door.

I stepped to the edge of the pool so she’d catch sight of me. My
lumbering frame did the trick, and her head popped up as she reached the
wall. She lifted the goggles from her red face. “Hey.”

“You’re done,” I barked.

Her hands went to her hips as she stood in the shallow water. Liquid ran
down her face to her neck, kissing her collarbone and then dipping between
her breasts. My pants got tighter. Shit.

“Excuse me?” she asked.



“You’ve been swimming for over two hours, it’s time for you to call it
quits.”

Taylor’s face hardened. “Have you been watching me?”

I fisted my hands. “I’ve been enjoying a beer at my parents’ house and
couldn’t help but notice that you’ve been racing up and down the length of
the pool like you’re running from Satan himself.”

She scowled. “It takes you two hours to drink a beer?”

“Not all of us are lushes.” I regretted the words as soon as they left my
mouth. Taylor’s face reddened even further. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.
I’ve just had a shitty day.” And I had. Between thoughts of Taylor distracting
me, relentless texts from Caitlin, and still being unable to find the missing
hiker or the woman from Willow Creek, I was about ready to snap.

Taylor ran her tongue across her bottom lip. My teeth clenched. “Can we
just forget that last night happened? I was wasted, I had no idea what I was
doing.”

Those molars of mine ground even harder together. It was for the best to
play along. To let Taylor believe I bought the I-was-just-drunk act. “Of
course. Come on, hop out of the pool, and I'll feed you dinner.” She blinked
up at me. “I know you didn’t eat before a swim like that one.”

When I went for a run to clear my head that morning, I’d had a little
come-to-Jesus talk with myself. I wasn’t going to hold myself back from
Taylor. That sultry mix of fire and ice that flowed through her just called to
me. Ignoring it was stupid. [ wanted to be her friend. I wanted to soothe some
of those hurts and show her that a full life had plenty of risks, but those
gambles were what made the journey worth taking.

But I knew if I wanted her in a way that wasn’t just a quick tumble in the
sheets that ended with her kicking me to the curb, I would have to move at a
snail’s pace. I could go as slow as I needed to.

Taylor said nothing, just continued to study me. I cleared my throat.
“Look, I’d really like it if we could try to be friends.” I felt like a five-year-
old asking someone to play with me at recess—a jumble of nerves and
anxiety.

She turned her head to look out at the darkening fields, and I held my
breath, hoping she’d stay. Moments passed before Taylor returned her gaze to
me. “Okay.”

“To friendship or food?”

A small smile tipped her lips. “Both?”



The tightness between my shoulder blades eased, relief coursing through
me. I reached a hand down to help her out of the pool. Water splashed, and
then she was standing in front of me. I grabbed her towel from the lounge
chair and wrapped it around her shoulders. A shiver coursed through her, and
I rubbed her arms. “Let’s get you inside.”

She nodded, saying nothing as we walked up the stone path to the back
door. I cleared my throat as we stood in the kitchen. “I’ll show you to the
guest room, and you can shower and change while I fix you something to
eat.”

Taylor’s eyebrow quirked. “You cook?”

I smirked. “I do. But in this case, I’ll just be heating up leftovers.” My
parents had taken my grandma, Jensen, and Noah out to dinner, but I hadn’t
been up for a crowded restaurant after my crappy day.

“You’re full of surprises, Cole.” She was still uncertain around me after
last night’s events, but we were slowly finding our way back to normal.

I led her towards one of the downstairs guest rooms. “Here you go,” 1
said, opening the door. “There are towels and soap in the bathroom. Do you
need anything else?”

“Nope. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I shut the door on her towel-clad form, fighting the
desire to follow her into the shower. I shook my head and turned towards the
kitchen.

I busied myself heating up last night’s lasagna and reciting baseball stats
in my head. Before long, I heard soft footfalls on the hardwood floor.
Turning around, I took in Taylor, pink-faced and freshly showered. Her wet
hair was piled on top of her head, and she was wearing short-shorts and a t-
shirt that clung to her petite yet curvy frame.

It was apparent that she wasn’t wearing a bra. My gaze zeroed in on a
pair of perky little nips, and I ground my teeth together so hard, pain shot
through my jaw. “Do you want to borrow a sweatshirt? It’s pretty chilly.”

She flushed. “Yeah, that’d be great.”

I jerked my head in a nod and went in search of one of my high school
football hoodies in my old room. Finding a worn, gray one, I returned to the
kitchen to see Taylor nibbling on her thumbnail. “Here you go.” My voice
was rough, even to my own ears.

“Thanks, not just for this, but for dinner too.” She slipped the sweatshirt
over her head. It almost came to her knees, meaning it looked like she could



be naked underneath.

I imagined sliding a hand up one of her tanned legs to find her bare
beneath. Fuck. I had to stop. “You’re welcome.” It came out half choked.
Grabbing an oven mitt, I pulled the two plates out of the oven. “Hope you
like lasagna.”

“Love it.” Taylor’s eyes sparkled when she said it, in a way that told me
she did indeed love food. “Can I get us drinks?”

“Sure,” I called as I made my way to the dining table. “Help yourself to
anything in the fridge and grab me a beer.”

“Got it.” I placed our plates across from each other just as she returned
with a beer and a bottle of water. “Thanks.”

“This looks amazing,” Taylor said as she sat.

“Tastes even better.”

She took her first bite and moaned. Fucking moaned. I choked on my
drink. Her eyes looked panicked for a moment. “Are you okay?”

I coughed, then got out, “Yeah, fine. Just a little beer down the wrong
pipe.”

“This is delicious. Even better than my favorite Italian restaurant in LA.”

“Gran will be happy to hear that. It’s her recipe.”

“Impressive.”

I took a pull on my beer. “I have a favor to ask.”

Taylor sent a quizzical look my way. “What?”

“You used to be a teacher, right?”

She tensed but answered. “Yes.”

“I was wondering if you could help Noah with his reading. His teacher
thinks he’s a little behind. We’ve been trying to read with him more, get him
to sound out words and stuff, but he’s still struggling.” Noah did need a little
help, but I might have been exaggerating things as an excuse to have Taylor
around more.

Taylor twisted the bottle of water by her plate. “What grade is he in this
year?”

“First.”

“I don’t know. I taught fifth grade, it’s pretty different.”

I could see the apprehension in her eyes, the desire to run, to isolate. She
didn’t want the Cole family any closer than we already were. I pushed. I had
to. “But you learned the basics of how to teach reading, right?”

“Yes...” She let the word trail off.



“It would be a huge help. And I know it would mean a lot to Jensen.” I
went for the death blow that I knew would mean her agreement. “Being a

single mom, she needs all the help we can give her. It’s a lot to have on a
single pair of shoulders.”

Taylor stared me down. “You don’t fight fair.”

I popped a crispy corner of lasagna into my mouth. “Nope. I fight to
win.”
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Taylor

alancing a pile of books at least a foot high, I reached out and

knocked on the Cole family’s front door. I had spent the past

week brushing up on reading techniques and going in search of
books that might entice Noah. I had to admit, this project had reminded me
why I had decided to go into teaching in the first place. Maybe it was time to
think about going back to work.

The door swung open, and Sarah appeared. “Oh, my goodness. Let me
help you with those.” She slid the top half of my book pile into her own
grasp. “Well, you’ve certainly come prepared. I’m afraid your student is
sulking in the study. He’s not too excited about this.”

I followed her inside. “Hopefully, these books will help.” Sarah sent me a
quizzical look. “Part of getting a child excited about reading is giving them a
wide variety of material about subjects they’re interested in. I asked Jensen to
fill me in on the things he loves. So, lots of books on airplanes, fighter pilots,
animals, and even a children’s biography about Muhammed Ali.”

Sarah beamed. “This is wonderful. I can’t thank you enough for doing
this.”

I returned her smile. “I’m happy to help. We’ll start off with shorter
sessions. Maybe thirty minutes, a break, and then another thirty?”

“That sounds perfect. I’ll be in the kitchen, working on some cookies.
They should be just about ready in time for your break.”

“That’s great. A little reward for hard work is always good. Also, it



would help to have everyone in the family read to him as much as possible.
Instilling the habit now and seeing his family enjoy the activity will go a long
way.”

Sarah nodded. “We can do that. Jensen always reads to him before bed,
but we can start doing some reading during the day, too.”

“That should help. Reading before bed is wonderful, but it’s also when
Noah is most tired. Picking up a book when he has more energy to focus will
help him to retain more of what he learns.”

“That makes a lot of sense. Come on, I’ll show you to the study.”

Sarah led the way to a pair of glass French doors and swung them open as
she revealed not a study but a gorgeous library. The room was large and
housed floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on every wall except one—the one
dominated by a large bay window. There were worn and cozy-looking chairs
and a couch that just begged you to curl up on it with a good book. “This is
incredible,” I whispered.

Sarah patted my shoulder gently. “You’re welcome to come over and
read anytime you’d like.”

I chuckled. “Careful what you offer, with a room like this, you might
never get rid of me.”

She smiled in return and then turned to Noah, who was sitting in one of
the chairs facing the window, clearly sulking. “Noah, Taylor is here.” He said
nothing. Sarah sat the books she was holding down on a side table. “Noah
Nolan Cole, you know that isn’t how we treat guests. You get your cute little
butt over here before the count of three, or no TV tonight.”

Noah slowly rose, dragging his feet as he walked over to us. “Hi, Tay
Tay.”

I had to hold my cheeks taut to fight the grin that wanted to appear. He
was so freaking adorable. “Hey there, Noah.” Turning my head to Sarah, I
said, “You can go. I’ve got this.”

Sarah looked skeptical but headed out, and towards the kitchen. I placed
my stack of books on the side table and got down to eye level with Noah.
“This stinks, huh?”

Noah’s eyes flared in surprise, then uncertainty filled his gaze. “Yeah...”

“Here’s the thing, I’'m always going to be straight with you, okay?”

“Okay...” He fidgeted with the toy plane in his hands, unsure of where I
was going with the conversation.

“I love reading.” Noah’s face closed down. “But not everyone does.”



“I like TV and playing outside.”

“Those are both super awesome things, and I like them, too.” Noah’s face
brightened. “But, sometimes, we have to do things we don’t want to do.”
Noah’s lip jutted out in a pout. “I will do everything I can to make reading as
fun as possible for you, but at the end of the day, we just gotta get through it,
okay?”

Silence.

“I’m also a firm believer in rewarding myself after I do something I don’t
want to do. So, how about after our first exercise, we get some of the cookies
your grandma is making? And after the second one, we play outside?”

Noah’s eyes traveled from me to the piles of books and back again. “Oh,
all right.”

I patted my knees and rose. “Great. First things first, I want you to pick
out a book you think you might like to read.”

Noah studied the titles without actually touching the books. Then, he
hesitantly reached out, slowly flipping through his options. My heart warmed
as I saw his interest pique. He stopped on a yellow one. He looked up, his
eyes wide. “Is this one about a fighter?”

A grin pulled at my lips. “It is. Have you ever heard of Muhammad Ali?”

“No. Who is he?”

I took a seat on the couch and patted the cushion next to me. Noah joined
me. “He is one of the greatest boxers to ever live. Think you might want to
know a little more about him?”

“Yes,” Noah breathed reverently.

“Awesome. Let’s do this.”

The next thirty minutes flew by. There were a fair number of bumps in
the road, but all in all, things went well. Noah was motivated enough by
wanting to learn about the boxer that he pushed through the frustration of not
knowing certain words. I taught him how he could use the surrounding words
in a sentence that he did know to figure out the ones he didn’t.

He would be flying through books in no time. “You did great, Noah.”

He gave me a shy smile. “I guess it wasn’t so bad.”

“I’'m glad. Now, how about some cookies? I think I can smell them from
here.”

“Yes!” Noah cheered, sending one little fist into the air.

“Let’s go.” I followed behind Noah as he charged from the study towards
the kitchen, laughing softly as I went.



Sarah was standing at the counter, working on her next batch of dough
while the first batch of cookies sat on the cooling rack. “How’d it go?” she
asked Noabh.

“Great,” he called, skidding to a stop next to her.

“Hop on up here, and you can lick the beater.” A grin spread over Noah’s
face, and Sarah bent to lift him up onto the counter. Handing him a beater
from the mixer, she tapped his nose, leaving a dusting of flour there. “There
you go.”

A memory slammed into me so hard it stole all the air from my lungs. My
chest burned as I saw my own mother standing in front of me while I sat on
the counter, swinging my legs back and forth.

“One for my girl, and one for me,” my mother said with a smile.

“And maybe a spoonful of batter for me?” I asked, eyes wide with hope.

My mom let out a laugh. “At this rate, you’ll never go to sleep.”

I smiled widely, showing my missing front tooth. “But it’ll be worth it.”

“It just might,” she said, tapping my nose and leaving a trail of flour in
her wake that tickled my sinuses.

Sarah’s voice dragged me back into the present moment. “Taylor, are you
all right?”

I could feel the lack of blood in my head and knew I needed air. “Yeah,” I
croaked. “I just need some fresh air for a minute.” Sarah initially looked like
she might go with me, but I held up a hand. “I’ll be right back.”

She nodded hesitantly, and I rushed out the back door. I made a beeline
for the pool, toeing off my sandals and submerging my feet in the cool water
as I sat. My heart clenched in a rhythm of quick spasms that wouldn’t let up,
and tears leaked from my eyes. I didn’t lift a hand to brush them away.

The pain was so real, dug in so deeply, I knew I would never be able to
get it out. I battled with the thought of whether I ever wanted it to. Because
digging out that pain would mean forgetting my mom. I would deal with this
soul-crushing, panic-inducing pain every day for the rest of my life if it
meant keeping her fresh in my mind.

I gripped the edge of the pool harder, trying to get my heartbeat under
control. Willing it to relax. I jolted as someone sat down next to me. It took
me a moment to recognize Walker through my blurry vision.

I quickly wiped at my face to rid it of tears. It was useless because they
just kept coming. It wasn’t the kind of crying where you sobbed and heaved.
It was the silent kind. The kind where you just had so many emotions inside



of you, they had to leak out somewhere.

Walker wrapped an arm around me. I tried to escape it, but he only held
me more firmly to him. “Don’t. You’re going to let me be here for you right
now.”

The tears and heart pangs kept right on coming. Walker squeezed my
arm. “Let it out. You have to stop holding it all in.”

I let the tears flow heavier then, allowed my heart to beat unchecked.
Walker kept his arm around me through it all. Finally, the tears waned, my
breaths slowed, and I came back to myself. “I’'m so sorry—" I started to say,
cheeks flushing.

“Don’t you dare apologize.” His voice cracked like a whip. I slammed my
lips together. “You don’t have to apologize for feeling deeply. You lost
someone who meant the world to you.”

I blinked up at him. “You know?”

“It wouldn’t have taken a genius to figure it out, but Austin told me.”

I gritted my teeth. “He shouldn’t have. That wasn’t his information to
share.”

“Taylor. I spent all of two hours with your friends, but it only took fifteen
minutes for me to see how much they love you.” I let out a slow breath,
knowing he was right. “And they’re worried about you.”

“I know they are.” I stared at the rippling water, watching it shimmer in
the sunlight. “Does your family know?”

Walker gave my arm another squeeze. “Just my grandma. But I can tell
the others if you want...so you don’t have to.”

“Might be a good idea. So your mom doesn’t think I’m a crazy person.”

Another squeeze. “She doesn’t. She’s worried about you, too.”

I grimaced. “I’ll have to apologize for freaking out on her.”

“I told you, you don’t have to apologize. What happened?”

I let out a shuddered breath. “I-I just—Sarah was baking...and something
reminded me of my mom.”

He pulled me tighter against him, and a rush of warmth filled me. I felt
safe. For the first time in a long time, I felt protected from all the
overwhelming feelings. And that terrified me. “Do you want to tell me about
it?” he asked.

I stiffened beside him. “I don’t like to talk about her.”

He tipped my face up so our eyes met. “Remember her. Sharing her with
others might help you heal. Tell me a memory you have that makes you



ridiculously happy.”

I put up a mental wall to the onslaught of images that wanted to fill my
mind. I shook my head. “Even the happy memories...they break my heart.”

“Still gotta let yourself experience them. Then, maybe one day, you won’t
cry because of what you’ve lost, you’ll smile because of what you had.”

His words landed with a thud in my gut. “That might be true, but I don’t
know if I’'m ready to talk about her yet.”

“Well, whenever you are, I’ll be here to listen.”

“Thank you.” It was another of those moments. But this time, alcohol
wasn’t skewing my perceptions. There was definitely heat in those green
depths staring down at me. His eyes dipped to my lips. My breath caught. His
arm tightened around me.

A vibration sent us jumping apart. “Shit.” Walker reached into his pocket.
“My phone.”

It was then that I realized that Walker had sat down next to me,
submerging his shoes and pant legs in the water. He hadn’t taken the time to
even slip off his shoes and roll up his jeans. He’d seen me hurting and didn’t
delay to bring me comfort. My stomach dipped with a mixture of joy and
fear.

“Cole,” he clipped into the phone, rising to his feet. “Shit. Really? Okay,
I’ll be there in about thirty. Did you let Tuck and Forest Service know?”
Silence. “Okay, thanks.”

I got to my feet, studying the hard set of Walker’s jaw. “Everything
okay?”

“Not really. A couple of hikers found a body in the woods. I gotta get out
there, head up the investigation.”

My entire body went ramrod straight. How could I have let myself forget?
Walker was a cop. His job was dangerous. Potentially lethal. I fought down
the panic. “Be careful.” My voice sounded stilted.

Walker’s eyes roamed my face. “Always am.”

“Good,” I replied.

I headed back to the house, and Walker headed towards danger.
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Walker

he sun shone down, casting shadows in leafy patterns across

the ground as I made my way up the hiking trail. It was a haul

from the trailhead, and I was thankful that I’d stopped at home
to change out of my wet jeans and to pick up my hiking boots. Several
officers appeared as I rounded a bend in the path.

“Hey, Walker,” Greg called.

I flipped my ballcap around so the brim wasn’t obstructing my vision.
“Hey. Fill me in.”

“It’s a gnarly one. Husband and wife were out here from Portland.
Thought they’d take in a little nature during their weekend of R&R.” T bit
back a sigh. Greg, still green, was known for his long-windedness. “The wife
needed to take a leak and headed about thirty feet off the trail. Nearly popped
a squat right on the body. She and the husband called it in.”

“Crime techs here?”

“Arrived just before you. First glance, looks like it might be our missing
hiker.”

“Shit.” T had been hoping for a much better outcome than this one.
“Animal attack?”

Greg swiped sweat from his brow. “They can’t say for sure yet. The
animals have definitely been at her, but no idea if that’s cause of death.”

I jerked my chin in a nod. “Take me to her.”

Greg stepped off the trail and led me south. Voices sounded from up



ahead. My stomach roiled at my first glimpse of the body. There wasn’t much
left of the poor girl to use for identification. Just a crumpled mass of flesh
and bone, torn apart by scavengers. I took a breath through my mouth to
avoid the stench in the air.

I flashed back to another body found in the woods a decade ago. Julie’s
sweet smile burst to life in my mind. Her life stolen from her. From me. My
fists clenched as I pushed the memories back.

I forced myself to study the crime scene. Guess the path the hiker might
have taken. Search for any signs of a bear or cougar. My eyes caught on
strands of blonde hair. They were matted in patches, stained a red-brown
from blood. This time, it wasn’t Julie I saw but Taylor’s golden-blonde
tresses.

Shaking my head to clear it, I asked the crime techs, “What do we
know?”

Bryant straightened from his crouched position and handed me a small,
clear evidence bag. “It’s the hiker.”

I pressed my lips together, studying the ID. Lucy Gaines. Age twenty-
two. From Seattle, Washington. Gone way too fucking soon. I turned to Greg.
“Call the station, let them know we have a preliminary ID, but I don’t want
the family notified until the medical examiner confirms. All right?”

“You got it, Deputy Chief.” Greg turned on his heel and headed back
towards the trail.

I met Bryant’s gaze. “I know it’s not your job, but any thoughts on cause
of death before the M.E. gets here?”

Bryant glanced back towards the body. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think it
was an animal.”

I raised my brows, studying the carnage. “You sure about that?”

“I can’t be sure of anything until the M.E. says so, but I think there would
be more blood if an animal had made the kill. The corpse has been destroyed
by scavengers, but there’s a lack of blood in most of the tissue.”

I nodded, wondering if the woman could have been injured while hiking
or if something more sinister was at play. A rustling sounded behind me, and
I turned to see Tuck heading towards me in his Forest Service uniform. “Greg
said it’s the hiker.”

“Unfortunately. What took you so long to get here?” I asked.

Tuck worked his jaw. “I was tracking a poacher when the call came in, so
I couldn’t exactly hop in my car.” Tuck was an expert tracker, a skill that had



been passed down through his family for generations. “You just got here,
didn’t you?”

“I wasn’t trying to give you shit, I was just curious.”

Tuck shook his head. “Sorry, I’'m in a crap mood. A hunter’s been
trapping in areas of the forest he shouldn’t, but every time I feel like I’'m
getting close, he slips away.”

“Sorry, man, that sucks. You’ll find him. Give yourself a little time.”

I filled Tuck in on the little I knew while we waited for the M.E. “She
was so young,” Tuck said.

“I know,” I echoed as I saw the medical examiner making her way off the
trail. Tuck and I made a beeline to help her with her gear.

“I love working around Sutter Lake, the men here are always such
gentlemen.”

Both Tuck and I chuckled, but it was Tuck who spoke. “We try our best,
ma’am.”

“Maybe draw the line at ma’am. Call me Carly.”

“All right, Carly.”

As soon as Carly spotted the body, she switched into professional mode,
throwing questions at the techs and Greg, who had been the first officer on
the scene. Then, she got to work, doing all sorts of things I knew nothing
about. It became a waiting game.

Tuck and I did our best to survey the area, but between the hikers who
had discovered the body tromping around, and law enforcement trekking
through, there was little to be gained.

“Fellas,” Carly called. “You might want to come take a look at this.” We
rushed back over. “I believe I’ve found cause of death.” She held up a
relatively small-caliber rifle bullet between the tongs of a pair of tweezers.

Tuck cursed under his breath as I studied the bullet. “Definitely not an
animal attack.”

I pulled my gaze away from the bullet. “Hunter hunting illegally? Maybe
your poacher?”

Tuck’s jaw looked hard as granite. “Could be,” he gritted out. “I’ve been
wondering if I should pay a visit to Frank Pardue.”

“It might not be a bad idea. I can go with you if you want.” Frank was a
coot of an older guy who lived in a cabin with no running water or electricity.
While technically on the edge of national forest land, it had been
grandfathered in because it was passed down from generation to generation in



the guy’s family.

“I can handle Frank,” Tuck said through gritted teeth.

“He’s always pissing and moaning about not being able to hunt when and
where he wants to.”

Tuck looked from the body to the bullet and back to me. “So, what do
you think? He accidentally shoots the girl, and when he realizes it, he leaves
her here to die?”

“People panic. Killing an animal is one thing. A person is a whole other
ball of wax.”

Tuck ran a hand through his hair. “I guess you’re right.”

Carly broke in then. “I won’t know for sure if it was the bullet that killed
her until I do an autopsy, but I don’t think it was animals. I need to get her
back to the lab so I can do a full examination.”

“All right. Let us know as soon as you have more information,” I said.

“Will do.” Carly placed the bullet in an evidence bag and got to work
putting what remained of the corpse in a body bag.

I pulled out my phone to check the time. “I’'m going to head back into
town to update the chief. Will you give me a call once you’ve made a go at
Frank?”

“You got it,” Tuck said, his jaw still carrying some residual tightness.

I picked my way through the brush and moved back to the trail. I gave
some instructions to Greg and then trekked back to my truck. I clenched and
unclenched my fists as I walked. Someone had ripped this woman’s life away
from her, from those who loved her. The pain they would feel when they
learned what happened would seem insurmountable.

Longing filled my chest. A desire to share my day with someone who
really understood loss. Someone whose simple presence was a balm. Taylor.
I fought the urge. Unloading all the shit in my mind wouldn’t exactly be
taking it slow. Instead, I opted for a cold beer and the solitude of my front
porch.
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Taylor

knock sounded at my door, just after I’d thrown the rest of my

ruined dinner in the trash. Learning to cook was not a task I was

taking to well. I wiped my hand on a kitchen towel and yelled,
“Coming,” in the direction of the door.

My socked feet shuffled against the hardwood. My heart did a little stutter
at the thought that it might be Walker. I hadn’t heard from him since the day
he’d sat with me by the pool and then was called out to deal with the dead
body.

Almost a week had passed since then, and if I hadn’t seen Jensen at the
Kettle, I wouldn’t know if Walker were dead or alive. I had his cell phone
number and could have called him if I was really worried, but that just
seemed too forward somehow, inviting an intimacy I wasn’t sure I was ready
for. Especially after sobbing on his shoulder.

I took a deep breath and pulled open the door. Standing on my porch were
Jensen and a hopping up and down Noah. “Tay Tay!” he exclaimed. “You’re
coming to the movie with us!”

My brows pulled together as I looked at Jensen. “What?” We didn’t have
any plans.

Jensen grinned. “Grab a sweatshirt, you’re coming with us to the Cole
family outdoor movie night.” When I didn’t move, she continued. “We’re not
taking no for an answer, so hurry your booty up.”

“Yeah, Tay Tay. Hurry your booty, this is so fun! We get popcorn and



candy and watch the movie outside on blankets, and I get to stay up way past
my bedtime.”

My face stretched into a smile. “I can see how that would be a blast, but
I’'m pretty tired.”

Jensen held up a hand. “Uh-uh. Sweatshirt, keys, on our way.”

I let out a laugh, helpless against Jensen’s determination. “Oh, all right.
Give me a second.” A movie meant no talking, so it wasn’t like Walker could
attempt another heart-to-heart. I grabbed a hoodie, bypassing the one Walker
had given me a couple of weeks ago. I wasn’t quite ready to give that one
back, and I didn’t want to study my reasons for that too closely.

I nabbed my keys and phone from the kitchen counter and headed for the
door. “So, Noah, what are we watching tonight?”

“The Sandlot!” he cried, jumping down the last few stairs and nearly
giving me a heart attack.

“An oldie but a goodie,” Jensen said, twirling her keys around her finger.

“I’ve never seen it,” I admitted.

“Really?”

“Nope.”

“You’re going to love it. It’s hilariously adorable. This is Noah’s first
viewing, but he’s excited because it was his uncle Walker’s pick.”

My cheeks heated at just the mention of Walker’s name. Shit. I needed to
get this under control. I cleared my throat. “Well, this all sounds like fun.”

Noah chattered the entire ride back to the ranch house, barely letting
Jensen or I get a word in edgewise. When Jensen parked, Noah bounded out
of the car and rushed towards the backyard where I had seen a glimpse of a
large projection screen.

Jensen opened her door but then paused, her fingers drumming on the
armrest. “Bryce and his sister, Ashlee, are coming, too. Noah knows them,
but he doesn’t know that Bryce and I are dating. This is my way to feel it out
to see if they get along.”

“Are you nervous?”

She bit her bottom lip. “A little.”

“I’'m sure it’ll go great. But if it helps, I think you’re smart to take it
slow.”

Jensen reached over and squeezed my hand. “Thanks.”

I gave her a reassuring smile and slipped from the SUV. Rounding the
side of the house, I saw that the Cole clan had gone all out. Not only was



there a massive screen up against one of the pasture fences, there were also
blankets spread everywhere, each housing a few pillows. There was a table
laden with snacks of all kinds, including old-fashioned boxes of popcorn. “J,
this is incredible.”

She grinned. “I know, right? We do this at least a couple times each
summer and invite friends and neighbors. It’s always a blast.”

“Lead me to the snacks. I haven’t had dinner.” Because the food I had
made, or attempted to make, was very much inedible.

“We’ll get you fixed right up. I can make you a sandwich too if you want
some real food.”

I shook my head. “A few pounds of popcorn and candy should do the
trick.”

“Yet again, a girl after my own heart.”

I bumped her shoulder with mine, well I nudged her arm since she was so
much taller than I was. We perused the snack table offerings with the rapt
attention of true junk food connoisseurs. Popcorn, check. M&Ms to dump
into the popcorn, check. Red Vines, check. Bottle of water, check. And Diet
Coke, check.

Jensen snickered. “I’m not sure you can carry all that.”

“Oh, hush you.”

“I’ll help her,” a warm and weathered voice piped in.

I turned to see Irma walking up to the table with a stride of a much
younger woman. “Thank you, Irma.”

“I like a girl who likes her food,” she said with a grin.

“Then you and I will get along great.”

She patted my shoulder and then relieved me of my popcorn, Red Vines,
and water. “I’ll show you to a blanket.” A mischievous glint shone in her
eyes, but I followed anyway. She led me towards a blanket on the outskirts of
the grouping with two large pillows. “Here you go. Best seat in the house.”

I cocked my head, studying her expression. This didn’t seem like the best
seat in the house, but who was I to argue with Irma. “Thanks for your help.”

“No problem, honey pie. Now, I gotta go grab me some Junior Mints
before my son steals them all.”

I chuckled. “Good luck.”

“I don’t need luck, I’ll duel to the death for some Junior Mints.”

I shook my head as I watched Irma make a beeline for the snack table. I
took in my snack bounty and set to work getting ready for the movie. I lined



up my water and Diet Coke to the side of the blanket, Red Vines next to
them, and then tore open my bag of M&Ms.

“You’re in my spot.” The rough voice sent a thrill through me.

I blinked up to see a large form against the white of the projection screen.
Broad shoulders encased in a navy Henley cut to a narrow waist. The shirt
showcased the dips and curves of well-developed muscles. I swallowed hard.
“Hey, Walker. You know, there are about twenty other open blankets.”

He frowned down at me. “I always sit here.”

I started to giggle, couldn’t help it.

“What’s so funny?” Walker put his hands in his jeans’ pockets.

“Your grandmother sat me here.” The sneaky little minx.

Walker shook his head and looked heavenward as if asking for guidance.
“It’s all right, there’s enough room for us both.”

My body tensed. Hours lying on the same blanket as Walker, the human
embodiment of temptation? Not a good idea. “I can move. It’s no big deal.”

“Stay.” His voice was rough, sending a shiver through me.

I pressed my lips together. I would look like a fool if I made a big deal
out of this. It was just a movie. A movie surrounded by more than a dozen
other people. “Okay.”

Walker eased onto the blanket with the perfect balance of power and
grace, only some popcorn and a beer in his hands. I squirmed in my seat and
turned my eyes back to my M&Ms. Carefully, I dumped the contents of the
bag into my box of popcorn.

“What in the world are you doing?” he asked, grimacing. “Are you
pouring your M&Ms into your popcorn?” Disgust filled his voice.

My eyes narrowed at him. “Don’t use that tone. Have you ever even tried
it?”

“Why would I?” he scoffed.

“Because it’s the perfect balance of salty and sweet. Don’t judge unless
you’ve tried it.”

Walker reclined against one of the pillows. “I don’t need to try anchovy
pizza to know that it’s disgusting. I think I’'ll pass on the chocolate and
popcorn.”

I shrugged a shoulder. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” A
combination of crickets chirping and people chatting filled my ears. Walker
and I said nothing. A nervous energy began to course through me, and I
became aware of every miniscule movement my body wanted to make.



Setting my popcorn down, I got to my feet. “I’m going to run to the restroom.
Do you need anything?”

Walker’s gaze trailed over my face. “Nope.”

“’Kay. Don’t eat any of my delicious M&M popcorn.”

Walker gave an exaggerated shudder. I turned on my heel and strode to
the house. In my distraction, I almost ran smack into another woman.
“Ohmigosh. I'm so sorry,” I said, reaching out to steady her and her popcorn.

She gave me a soft smile. “It’s okay. [ wasn’t paying attention.”

“No, it was all me. I’'m distracted. I’'m Taylor by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, I’'m Ashlee.” Ashlee was pretty in an understated way.
She wore no makeup, and her hair was pulled back in a tight braid.

“Oh, Bryce’s sister, right?” She nodded. “I’ve only met him twice, and
I’m afraid the second time I’d had a few too many cocktails, so it’s a little
hazy.”

Ashlee giggled softly. “It happens.” Her eyes traveled to the blanket I had
been sitting on and then back to me. “Are you and Walker dating?” she
asked, her voice hesitant.

I let out an uncomfortable chuckle. “Oh, no. I’'m just the neighbor. I
moved into the guest cabin a couple months ago, and the Cole family has
kind of taken me under their wing. Like a sister they knew nothing about
until recently.” It was a lie. A bald-faced lie, and I knew it. But I didn’t know
what else to say to this semi-stranger.

Ashlee’s face brightened, and then it all became clear. She had a crush on
Walker. My stomach churned because she would be perfect for him. A pretty
girl who clearly had deep roots in Sutter Lake. And from the look in her eyes,
she’d do anything to make Walker happy. I hated her a little bit then. But I
swallowed my pride and forced a kind smile.

“They really are a wonderful family,” she said wistfully.

“They are. If you’ll excuse me, I need to run to the ladies’ before they
start the show.”

“Of course. It was nice to meet you.”

“You, too,” I called over my shoulder as I hustled inside. I rushed to the
bathroom, closing the door behind me and flipping the lock. I ran the water as
cold as it would go and splashed it on my face. Patting my skin dry, my
reflection stared back at me like an angry taunt.

I needed to get it together. So I was attracted to Walker. That didn’t mean
I had to act on it. All I had to do was avoid copious amounts of tequila and



stay strong in the we-are-no-good-for-each-other mentality. Get over it and
enjoy the movie, Taylor. I willed those words to be true and opened the door.

Blades of grass tickled my sandal-clad feet as I walked. More people had
arrived since my bathroom meltdown. I spotted Bryce talking with Jensen
and Noah. Noah was pressed against his mom’s side, but I heard his little-boy
laugh from across the yard. I grinned. It was going well.

Steeling my nerves, I steered myself towards a Walker-filled blanket. As I
approached, my jaw dropped. “You little jerk, you’re eating my M&M
popcorn!”

Walker raised a single shoulder in a shrug. “You were right, it is good.”

I snatched my popcorn out of his hands. “Get your own.”

“But maybe yours tastes better,” he said with a devilish smile.

Trouble. Nothing but trouble.

“Can I get your attention?” Walker’s father, Andrew’s voice rang out
over the crowd. “Thank you for all coming tonight. We love sharing this
tradition with you. We’re about to get started, so grab your snacks, snag a
blanket, and enjoy The Sandlot.”

I pulled my sweatshirt over my head, the twilight air already a bit chilly,
and leaned back on the pillow.

Walker tugged on a strand of my hair. “Glad you came.”

I sucked in a breath. “Me, too.”

I turned my gaze to the screen as the opening credits started to roll. As
one minute melted into the next, my eyes grew heavy. The heat from
Walker’s body only added to fatigue’s call. It wasn’t long before sleep
claimed me.

I AwOKE to gentle ministrations on my scalp and my cheek pressed against a
hard surface. “Time to wake up.”

That had my eyes popping open with a start. I bolted upright. “Wha—?”
It was a partially formed word, but my brain wasn’t quite awake yet. Looking
around, I saw that almost the entire movie crowd had cleared out. I had slept
through the whole show...on Walker’s chest. I was pretty sure there was a
spot of drool on his shirt.

“I’m so sorry—" I started.



Walker shook his head. “What did I tell you about apologizing?”

I grimaced. “You shouldn’t have let me sleep on you. You should have
shoved me off or something.”

He chuckled, and the low, throaty sound hit me right in the belly. “It’s
fine, Taylor. Really. I never mind a pretty woman cuddled up next to me.”
Unless that woman is me, and she tries to kiss you, I wanted to say. “Still not
sleeping well?” he asked.

“Not really.” To be honest, I couldn’t believe I had fallen asleep so easily
next to Walker. Taking inventory of my body, I realized that I felt incredibly
rested. God, it was wonderful. I didn’t even feel this rested after an entire
night’s worth of pseudo-sleep.

I cleared my throat. “I should get going. Do you know where Jensen is?”

“She’s in the guest house, putting Noah down. I told her I’d take you
home.”

Great. Let’s just extend the mortification. “Thanks,” I mumbled.

“All right, let’s get on then.”

I followed Walker to his truck and half jumped, half slid into the
passenger seat. He let out a low laugh. “Oh, shut up,” I sniped.

He rounded the hood of the truck and, in seconds, we were on our way
back to my house. “So,” he began, “we’re going to the lake tomorrow.”

“That’ll be fun,” I replied, the picture of polite distance.

“You’re coming with us.”

My head snapped in his direction. “No, I’'m not.”

“Come on, what are you going to do? Stay home alone and work out all
day?”

I had planned to attempt another cooking project and swim laps, but I
didn’t say that. “My plans are none of your business.”

“Your plans are coming to the lake with the entire Cole family. I’'m not
taking no for an answer.”

I huffed, crossing my arms at this familiar refrain. “Does pushiness run in
your family gene pool or something?”

Walker let out a bark of laughter. “Why, yes, ma’am, it does. So, you
might as well give in now.” He swung his truck to a stop in front of my stairs.
“I’1l be here at nine a.m. to pick you up.”

“Fine,” I gritted out.

“Goodnight, Short-stack,” he called as I jumped down from the truck.

“Goodnight, Bigfoot,” I called. But to myself, I huffed, “Stubborn,



ornery, no-good, troublemaking men.” Apparently, I was going to the lake.
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Walker

y truck bumped along the gravel drive as I pulled up to the

guest cabin to pick up Taylor. I grinned as I remembered her

reaction to me telling her that she was going to the lake with
us today. She had been a hissing, spitting little kitten.

I loved getting her riled. It had become a favorite pastime of mine. Over
the past few weeks, we’d gone running together almost a dozen times, and I
always got a perverse joy out of heckling her along the way. She needed to
know that she couldn’t push me or any other members of the Cole family
away with her prickliness.

I shut my door with a soft push and climbed the stairs, rapping on
Taylor’s front door. “Coming,” I heard through the wood, followed by the
thundering of footsteps. Geez, the girl was all of one hundred ten pounds
soaking wet, but it sounded like a herd of elephants were headed my way.

The door swung open, and the sight that greeted me was enough to have
my shorts tightening and my jaw hardening. Taylor stood before me,
sunglasses perched on the top of her head, long, golden hair tumbling down
over her shoulders. She wore ridiculously short denim cutoffs with frayed
edges and a tank that dipped low enough to give a peek of the white bikini
underneath.

I was fucked.

“Hey,” she said, tossing her beach bag over one shoulder. “I’m ready.”

“Great.” My voice sounded hoarse.



Taylor quirked a brow at me. “Are you okay? Not getting sick, are you?”

I cleared my throat. “Nope. Probably allergies,” I lied through my teeth. I
led the way down her steps to my truck. Opening the passenger door, I said,
“We have to make a pit stop at the bakery on our way to get donuts for
everyone.”

Taylor clicked her seatbelt into place. “The bakery? You’ll get zero
arguments from me.”

I grinned at the ground and rounded the truck. Less than ten minutes later,
we had snagged a prime parking spot in front of the bakery. “Have you had
donuts from Sutter Lake Bakery yet?”

A faint blush stained Taylor’s cheeks. What in the world was that about?
She coughed. “Uh, yeah. Your sister brought them by one morning. They’re
amazing.”

Huh. I’d have to get the rundown from Jensen about why Taylor blushed
over donuts. “They’re the best. I called ahead, so they should have our order
all ready to go.”

“Perks of being a town cop?”

“Perks of any lifelong town resident.”

She nodded, and I pushed open the bakery door. The place was packed.
The to-go line was at least fifteen people deep, and another crowd of twenty
waited to be seated. I loved checking out who was out and about on a
Saturday morning. I spotted Tuck in a back corner with his latest bed buddy.
Bryce and Ashlee were being shown to a table. And, unfortunately, Caitlin
was there with her bitchy friend, Bridgette. I turned my gaze away as
Caitlin’s eyes narrowed on me.

I ushered Taylor ahead of me with a palm on her lower back. I swear my
skin tingled. What was this, the fifth grade? Hard-ons and butterflies without
so much as a kiss?

Shaking the thoughts from my head, I scanned the bakery staff. Nina
raised a hand in a one-minute gesture, and I jerked my head in a nod.

“It always smells amazing in here.” I had to lean my head down so that I
could hear Taylor’s words, and her minty breath tickled my ear.

“Best donuts in the county.”

“I believe it.”

I soaked in the delicious smells and the feel of Taylor pressed up against
me. But my happy buzz was soon ruined by a shrill voice. “You have got to
be kidding me.” I turned to see Caitlin’s face a mottled red. “You drop me



like a piece of trash, saying you’re not ready to commit, and I find you here
weeks later with this skank.”

My spine went ramrod straight, but Taylor let out a chuckle. “Friend of
yours?” she asked. “She’s charming. It’s hard to see why you’d ever want to
get rid of her.”

The comment had me biting back a grin. “Caitlin, this isn’t the time or the
place.”

Caitlin’s hands went to her hips, and her eyes narrowed to slits. “Since
you refuse to return any of my phone calls, this is exactly the time and place.”

Taylor peeked around my frame. “Honey, never admit that to a crowded
room.”

I swung my gaze down to Taylor. “You aren’t helping.”

Caitlin’s face grew even redder. “You bitch!” She lunged.

Thankfully, Tuck had spotted the start of a scene and made his way over
just in time to catch Caitlin around the waist. “Now, now,” he said. “That’s
not behavior befitting a lady.”

“Let me go!”

“Not until you calm down.” Tuck turned to me. “She’s probably just
hangry.”

I raised a brow. “Hangry?”

Taylor piped up again. “You know, when you’re so hungry, it makes you
angry.”

Tuck extended a finger, pointing at Taylor. “This one, I like. Are you the
infamous Taylor perchance?”

Taylor beamed. “I am. I'd shake your hand, but I don’t want to get
kicked.”

Caitlin was indeed throwing a righteous fit, kicking her legs and slapping
at Tuck’s arm secured around her middle. I looked heavenward. “Jesus.”

Tuck turned a shit-eating grin on Taylor. “I’m Tucker, but everyone calls
me Tuck, Walker’s partner in crime since childhood.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“You too, dollface.” Tuck turned his attention back to the hissing creature
in his arms. “You gonna calm down?”

“No, you asshole. Let me down.”

Just then, Nina appeared with three boxes of donuts. “Here you go,
Walker. Tuck, you can set her down outside, because after going after a
paying customer like that, she’s banned.”



“Nina,” Caitlin whined. “You can’t do that.”

“You bet your ass, I can. Now get.”

Tuck took Cait right out the front door. The restaurant clapped.

Bridgette stomped up to me, drilling a finger into my chest. “That was
cruel, Walker Cole. You know she’s in love with you.”

I cringed, removing Bridgette’s finger. “Bridgette, I didn’t mean to hurt
her. Sometimes, relationships just don’t work out.”

Bridgette eyed Taylor up and down, her lip curling. “You’re going to
regret leaving Caitlin for that cheap trash.” My jaw tightened, but before I
could say a word, she turned on her heel and stomped out the door.

“You certainly know how to keep things interesting, Cole,” Taylor said,
and then promptly dissolved into a fit of laughter so strong she was doubled
over.

“Get it together so we can get out of here before Caitlin plots her return.”

Taylor rested a hand on my shoulder to right herself and tried to take deep
breaths to slow her laughter. “I’m sorry. It’s just... You dated that crazy?”

I ground my teeth together. “It wasn’t that serious.” She quirked a brow,
and I felt the need to defend myself overtake me. “I was clear about wanting
to take things slow. She seemed to be down with that.”

“Until she wasn’t, right?”

“Right. I missed the signs that she was ready to get married next week.”

Taylor glanced out the front door. “I shouldn’t be laughing. Every girl has
that guy they want but know they’ll never have.”

My gut burned. Taylor seemed to be talking from experience. An image
of some guy showing up on Taylor’s doorstep with flowers and apologies,
begging her to take him back, filled my mind. It made me want to punch
something. I hated the idea of her with anyone else. Anyone but me.

Shit. Slow. I needed to take things slow. Snail’s pace, I reminded myself.
I shook my head in an attempt to rid my brain of the thoughts that would get
me nowhere.

Tuck swept back in the front door. “You’re good to go. They took off.”

“Thanks, man.”

“No problem. Enjoy the lake.” He turned his gaze to Taylor, eyes
twinkling. “It was lovely to meet you.”

“You, too. Thanks for saving me from the bitch attack.”

Tuck chuckled. “Anytime.”

Taylor held open the door for me and my stack of donuts, but over her



shoulder said, “Let’s hope it’s only necessary once.”

With that, we headed out. The drive to the lake was short, and by the time
we got there, my dad had the boat ready to go. There were a handful of
private docks scattered around the shore, and we were lucky enough to have
one.

“The donuts have arrived,” I called as Taylor followed me down the
dock.

Noah jumped, shooting a fist in the air. “Yes! Donuts! I want a chocolate
one with sprinkles!”

I grinned at my nephew. “I got extra sprinkle ones just for you.”

“You’re the best, Uncle Walker!”

Jensen strode up, taking one of the boxes of donuts. “Just for that, you
can put him to bed tonight when he’s bouncing off the walls on a sugar high.”

I ruffled her hair, and she elbowed me in the side. “Do you see what I
have to put up with?” she called to Taylor.

“It’s a travesty,” Taylor answered.

Jensen pulled her into a hug. “Glad you came.” I saw Taylor stiffen
slightly but then relax. I felt a swell of pride. My family was good for Taylor.

“He didn’t really give me a choice.”

Jensen threw her head back in a laugh. “Us Coles are stubborn you-know-
whats, aren’t we?”

“Understatement of the century.”

Jensen linked arms with Taylor. “Don’t worry, we grow on you. Now,
let’s eat some donuts and catch some rays.”

“Sounds good to me.”

I watched Taylor’s pert little ass stroll down the dock, Daisy Duke shorts
mocking me with every sway of her hips. It was going to be a long day.
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he lake glimmered in the late summer sunlight, sending

sunbursts across the surface. This place really was magic:

serene water surrounded by forests, and mountains that seemed
to spring up from the lake’s edge. I was determined to enjoy this day. I
wasn’t going to let my mind obsess over this attraction I had to Walker
anymore.

I nearly choked on my water as the subject of my inner vow peeled off his
t-shirt. A feast of bronzed skin greeted me. He was ripped. Not in a
bodybuilder kind of way. In a real way. In a way that said he earned the
muscles from hard work, not hours on end spent at the gym. He had a dusting
of chest hair that perfectly completed the picture.

I wanted to trace the ridges with my fingertips. Feel that dusting of hair
tickle my skin. I gulped, forcing myself to avert my eyes. I needed a
distraction. I stood, pulled off my tank, and quickly shucked my shorts. “Who
wants to go swimming?”

Noah bounded up immediately. “Me! Grandpa, can you take me and Tay
Tay out on the tube?”

“Tube?” I asked.

Jensen grinned. “It’s Noah’s favorite thing in the whole world. We have a
double tube that my dad tows behind the boat. It’s pretty fun.”

Cold water and an adrenaline rush. This was just the ticket to distraction.
“I'm in.”



“Yes!” Noah cheered. “Can we, Grandpa? Can we?”

Andrew smiled indulgently at his grandson. “You got it. Let’s get this
show on the road.”

Andrew guided the boat away from the dock and far enough from shore
that we could set the tubes in the water. Noah was already in a life vest, but
before I could jump into the deep blue depths of Sutter Lake, a voice sounded
from right next to my ear.

“Let me put this on you.”

I turned to see Walker standing all too close and looking way too
tempting. I took a half step back to gain some distance. “I don’t need one.
You know I’m a strong swimmer.”

His jaw hardened. “Being a strong swimmer won’t help you if you get
knocked unconscious.”

I rolled my eyes. Always such an alarmist. First, I was going to get
mauled by a cougar while on a run. Now, I was about to sink to the bottom of
the lake because I didn’t have a life jacket on. Geez. “All right. Gimme.” I
reached out a hand. He didn’t pass it off to me.

“I’ll do it. Make sure it’s secure.”

“Because I can’t tell if a life jacket’s fastened?” I sniped but turned
around so that he could slip it over my arms.

The combination of the rough material and the graze of Walker’s
fingertips had chill bumps peppering my skin, and a shiver running down my
spine. Walker grasped my shoulders firmly, spinning me around, and I
wondered what it would feel like to have those fingers digging into my hips
as he took me.

His eyes met mine, and I saw a flare of heat in them that surely matched
my own. His gaze didn’t waver even as he snapped the buckles into place. He
gave a quick, harsh tug on the life vest, bringing me flush against him. “Just
making sure it’s secure.”

All'T could do was bob my head up and down in agreement. Walker Cole
had me wrapped up in a spell so strong, so intricate, that I knew it would take
me years to unravel it.

I felt a tug on my hand. “Come on, Tay Tay, let’s go!”

Walker released his hold, backing away but never letting his eyes leave
mine. Shit.

Another pull on my fingers. “Taaaaaaylor!”

I shook off the remnants of Walker’s grip. “Okay. Let’s go.”



Noah and I got situated on the contraption, and both of us held tightly to
the handles as the tube drifted away from the boat. The farther away we got,
the more my nerves kicked up. I snuck a glance at Noah, who was alight with
joy and anticipation. Zero fear shone on his face.

“You’ve done this before, right?” I asked.

“Only all the time. It’s my favorite thing to do in the summer. I wish we
lived at the lake, then I could go all day, every day.”

My lips tipped. If a seven-year-old could handle this, then so could I.
Jensen lifted her hand in an alert that we were about to take off. My stomach
dipped.

The jolt of the tube still took me by surprise, even with the warning.
Water sprayed up, misting my face, and the wind sent my hair flying. We
bumped over the waves left by the boat’s wake, and both Noah and I shrieked
with glee. Noah was right, this was the absolute best.

Andrew made at least three loops around the lake before slowing to a
stop. Walker and Jensen pulled us back towards the boat. My cheeks hurt
from smiling so widely.

Walker offered me a hand to help me into the boat. “Have fun?”

“That was amazing. I want to do this every single day.”

His rumbling chuckle sent chills down my water-kissed skin as warmth
filled my chest. I loved the carefree joy I heard. How could the simple sound
of laughter have such an effect on me? And every single time. “Here, I’'ll get
your life jacket for you.”

I batted his hands away. “I think I can unbuckle myself.”

His teasing grin had me wanting to smack him or kiss him. I settled for
rolling my eyes and hunkering down next to Jensen, who eyed me with a
knowing look. I slapped the bill of her ballcap. “Shut up.”

Her mouth stretched wide. “I didn’t say a single word.”

“Your eyes say it all.” I groaned. Her smile only grew.

The rest of the day passed with more tubing adventures, a race across the
skinny width of the lake, a picnic lunch, and lots of laughter. A sense of
belonging filled my heart, something that I hadn’t felt in a long time. I just
hoped it lasted.



I sHOT UP IN BED, sweat pouring down my face. I lifted a hand to swipe the
hair out of my eyes and realized I was shaking. Just a nightmare. Just a stupid
fucking night terror that felt all too real.

Images from the dream flashed in my mind. The boat capsizing. Me
trying to dive below the water’s surface to reach Noah, Jensen, Sarah,
Andrew, and Walker. But the stupid life jacket kept me from being able to
dive, and each time I tried to unfasten the buckles, my fingers turned to mush.
The minutes passed, and then bodies rose to the surface of the water.

I threw off the covers. My skin felt as if hundreds of insects were
crawling beneath the surface. I needed to move. I needed to run and
experience the pounding of my feet against the road. I needed to push my
body to its breaking point and feel anything but this terror that had seized my
heart.

Growing to care about this family so deeply had been stupid. Idiotic.
Especially for someone who knew how badly it hurt to lose someone. I fisted
my hand and pounded it against my thigh. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

I glanced at the clock and then studied the early morning sky. Five a.m..
It would be light soon. I needed that run, and I needed it alone. If I ran into a
bear, I’d just spray it with my bear spray and keep right on going.

Dashing into the bathroom, I quickly splashed water on my face, rinsing
away the sweat that lingered there. I grabbed shorts, a sports bra, and a long-
sleeved shirt. Changing robotically, I went in search of my sneakers.

Within minutes, I was on the road, the gravel crunching beneath my feet.
A few minutes in, I paused to stretch, even though I didn’t really want to. But
a pulled muscle would only keep me away from my drug of choice. I
limbered up as fast as possible and hit the road again.

This time, I pushed my muscles, lungs, and heart to their limits. I craved
the burn. Relished it. Ate up every moment of its delicious torture. It
reminded me that I was still alive and distracted me from every other pain.

As I reached the top of Walker’s hillside, my legs buckled, sending me
sprawling. I let myself lay there. Head turned to the side, soaking in the view.
Pink hues kissed the clouds as the sun began to rise. It embraced the treetops
of a still-dark forest and shone on the lake. I shuddered as I took in the lake’s
inky depths, flashing back to the images of my dream.

I turned my gaze to the sky. “I need you, Mom,” 1 whispered, a sob
clogging my throat. “I’m a mess without you.” Like always, nothing and no
one gave me a reply. I would have given anything to hear her voice in that



moment. To feel the gentle reassurance of her presence. But I was alone.

I pushed to my feet, brushing the gravel from my tumble off my legs. I
gave my hamstrings and calves a quick stretch before beginning a gentler jog
home. I let the pounding of my feet lull me into a numbed state, so I didn’t
notice the figure ahead of me until he was almost upon me.

Walker. And he was pissed.

“What in the hell are you doing?” he barked.

I ignored him and kept right on going. I didn’t have it in me to deal with
his overprotective ass this morning.

“Taylor. Jesus, what the fuck?”

I still kept going. Or I did until a hand clamped around my arm, spinning
me in place. Fury blazed in Walker’s eyes. “I. Asked. What. The. Hell.
You’re. Doing.”

“Well, I’m not doing the cha cha.”

“Don’t be fucking cute.”

“I’m running, Walker. And this morning, I needed to do it alone. I have
my phone and bear spray. I’m fine.”

His jaw tightened, and I swear I could hear his teeth grind together. “You
gave me your word that you wouldn’t go running alone.”

I felt my blood begin to heat. “If you’ll remember, I told you I’d text you
the next time I went running. Which I did. I didn’t promise to let you know
every time I left the house. You’re not my brother, you’re not my dad, you’re
not my fucking keeper.”

“No, I’m the idiot trying to keep you from getting killed.”

I jerked my arm from his grip. “Well, congratulations, you’re off duty.
Now leave me the hell alone.”

And with that, I took off down the road at a brisk run. Wind stung the
tracks that my tears had left in their wake. I was so tired of feeling. Of caring.
Why couldn’t T just be left alone? That’s what I had wanted from the
beginning. But no one would listen. Well, from now on, it was polite
distance.

My chest burned at the idea of stepping away from the Cole family, but I
knew it was what I had to do. I’d keep tutoring Noah and working at the
Kettle, but that was it. No more family gatherings or tearful heart-to-hearts. I
was alone, and that’s the way it was meant to be.

“That’s the way I like it,” I huffed. I kept running and ignored the bitter
taste of the lie on my lips.
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66
hat?” I barked in answer to the knock on my door.
Ashlee hesitantly poked her head in. “S-s-sorry,
Walker, but someone is here to see you.”

I grimaced and pinched the bridge of my nose. I was an asshole. And a
grumpy one at that. It had been three days since Taylor had nearly bitten my
head off and stormed away. I had been sleeping for shit since then. I hadn’t
once seen her around town or at my parents’ house. My mom said that she
didn’t think she’d even been by to go swimming, and Jensen said she’d been
polite but mostly silent while at work.

I was worried about her. And I was fucking pissed. And then I’d swing
back to worried again. Something was wrong. The more I thought about that
scene on the road, the more I realized that Taylor hadn’t even been close to
okay that day. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her hands had
been shaking the way a victim’s did when they were in shock.

Once I'd realized that something was off, I went by the guest cabin. No
answer. I called, left messages, texted. Not a word. When I finally threatened
to let myself in with the extra key I had, I got a single text back: I'm fine. Just
need some alone time. Please respect that. If you can’t, I’ll find someplace
else to live.

That had pissed me right the hell off. She knew she had the trump card
and had no qualms about using it. So, I’d left her alone. And much to
everyone around me’s chagrin, I’d become a prickly curmudgeon in the



process.

Ashlee uneasily cleared her throat, and I was brought back to the present
moment.

“I’m sorry. I’ve been a dick lately. Been frustrated about a few things, but
that doesn’t give me the right to take it out on my co-workers.”

Ashlee’s entire frame relaxed. “It’s all right. We all have bad days.” She
eased into my office, clasping her hands in front of her. “Is there anything
you want to talk about? I mean, just as friends,” she said, blushing.

I thought about confessing to Ashlee that I had a tenant who I was
insanely attracted to, possibly falling for, who was driving me up the wall,
but I decided against it. “No, that’s all right, nothing you need to worry
about.”

She pushed her hair behind an ear. “Okay, but if you ever need to talk,
I’m here.”

“Thank you, Ashlee. That means a lot.” I straightened a pile of papers on
my desk. “Now, who’s here to see me?”

“Right.” Ashlee jolted slightly as if just remembering why she had come
to my office. “Barry Stevens is here.” She bit her bottom lip. “Do you think
Caitlin sent him?”

I groaned. God, I hoped not. If Caitlin had told her father that I had used
and then dumped her, this would be one uncomfortable conversation. “Go
ahead and show him in. And ask him if he’d like anything to drink.”

“Will do,” she said, scurrying to the door.

“Thanks, Ashlee. You’re a big help.”

She turned, and an even deeper blush stained her cheeks. “You’re
welcome. I’'m glad you think so.”

I took the next few moments to steel my spine for the possible onslaught
to come and straightened the cluttered nightmare of my desk. A quick rap
sounded at the door. “Come in.”

“Deputy Chief, Mr. Stevens for you,” Ashlee said in a more professional
tone.

“Thank you.” I turned my gaze to Barry, who looked exhausted. “Mr.
Stevens, please have a seat. Can Ashlee get you anything to drink?”

He took a seat opposite me. “No, no. She was already kind enough to ask.
And please, call me Barry.”

I nodded at Ashlee, and she turned to leave. “All right, Barry. What can I
do for you?”



The man, somewhere in his sixties, wrung his hands. “Caitlin’s missing.”

My shoulders straightened, and I leaned forward in my seat. “How long
has it been since you saw her?”

“About four days now. She’s usually real good about calling her mama
and checking in, even if she doesn’t come out to the farm as much anymore,
but we haven’t heard from her in over three days.”

I grabbed a notepad and pen and began to scribble notes as I nodded at
Barry to continue. “I thought she might’ve taken off for a few days to lick her
wounds. See, I heard what she did at the bakery, going off on you and your
lady friend.” His cheeks pinked slightly. “I'm real sorry about that, by the
way.”

“No apology necessary. When emotions are involved, we can all say and
do things we don’t mean.”

“That’s kind of you to say.” He rubbed a palm over a stubbled cheek.
“Well, at first I thought she’d taken off because she was embarrassed-like,
but my wife finally got ahold of Bridgette, and Bridgette hasn’t heard from
her in days neither. Now, Caitlin might not call her mama and me, but you
know her and Bridge. Attached at the hip, those two. Something’s wrong,
Walker. I can feel it my bones.”

I didn’t have a good feeling either. Caitlin was more likely to cause
trouble than go quietly into the night. “Barry, we’re going to get right on this.
I’1l get the word out to all patrol units in the county to be on the lookout for
her and her vehicle. Do you have a key to her apartment?”

“Yessir. I brought it with me.” Barry’s hand shook as he handed me the
brass key, and I felt a tightness in my chest as I took it. Caitlin and I might’ve
had a rocky ending, but she was a good daughter.

I stood. “I’ll send some officers over to her apartment now to take a look
around. We’ll do everything in our power to find her as quickly as possible.”

Barry rose, as well, reaching out a hand to shake. “Thank you. I
appreciate you taking this seriously.”

“Of course. I’ll keep you updated.” I shook his hand and handed him a
business card. “Here’s my card. It has my cell number on the back. Call me if
you hear anything.”

He nodded and made his way to the door. As soon as it was closed, I sank
back into my seat. This was not good. I quickly put out an APB on Caitlin
and her car and then sent Greg and another officer over to her apartment in
hopes they’d find something that would point us in the right direction.



My cell buzzed, and I glanced at the screen. “Hey, Little J.”
“Walker.” Jensen’s voice sounded worried.

“What’s up?”

“I think Taylor’s missing—"
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Taylor

glanced at my phone for about the millionth time, still no service.

I shoved it back into my pocket. I was officially lost. So freaking

lost, it wasn’t even funny. And all I could hear in my head was
Walker telling me not to go running or hiking on my own. It was on repeat,
and I was about ready to bash my own head in to get rid of the refrain.

Everything had started out fine and dandy. I had looked up intermediate
hikes in a book that the Coles had left at the cabin for guests. I found one that
promised some gorgeous views but wasn’t too far outside of town.

When I got to the trailhead, I’d studied the map on the Forest Service
sign. It seemed simple enough. I had veered slightly off the trail to try and
catch a view of the lake from above and, apparently, hadn’t been paying close
enough attention to the path I charted because when I turned back, I couldn’t
find the trail again.

A tree branch smacked me across the face. Shit. I glanced at my watch. I
was supposed to be at Jensen’s to tutor Noah two hours ago. Guilt churned
my stomach. She was going to worry. On the upside, maybe she’d send
someone to find my ass.

I picked my way through the underbrush, thorny bushes tearing up my
shorts-clad legs. I was going to take the longest bath known to man when I
finally made it home. The foliage began to thin, just a bit, and before long,
I’d reached the edge of a ravine that allowed me to see down to Sutter Lake.

At last, a landmark. I just had no way of judging how many miles there



were between me and the lake, and my water supply wasn’t the greatest. I
studied the sun and my watch. It was still staying light until somewhat late
into the evening, so I had at least five hours of daylight left. Could I make it
to the lake or some other form of help in five hours with half a bottle of
water?

Better yet, how would I get to the lake? The ravine was far too steep for
me to traipse down, and the chances of me spraining an ankle or worse going
that way were way too high. I nibbled on my bottom lip and spun my ring in
place on my finger. Maybe if I just followed the edge of the ravine, I’d make
it to a place that would be easier to cross.

At least following the gorge would take me downhill, which meant
towards civilization. I rolled back my shoulders in an attempt to alleviate
some of the tension that had made a home there, and set off again.

A rustling noise sounded to my right, and my head snapped up. I
tightened my hold on the mini-canister of bear repellent. Please, God, don’t
let this be a cougar or a bear. Please. 1 slowly turned my head towards the
noise, eyes boring into the underbrush.

I couldn’t see a freaking thing. Probably just a rabbit or some other small,
harmless creature. As carefully and noiselessly as possible, I continued on.

There were no sounds for several minutes other than my own muted
footsteps on the pine needle-riddled forest floor and the faint sound of water
at the bottom of the ravine. I let out a sigh. I had let Walker’s paranoid
ramblings infiltrate my mind. All his talk of bears, cougars, and falling down
with no one finding me until I was a pile of bones had gone right to my head.

My blood began to heat. The nerve of Walker, wielding his authority as
an officer of the law just to freak me out. I was going to give him a piece of
my mind when I made it back to civilization. He’d probably just said all those
things so that I would run with him. So that he could have the time to delve
into my psyche. Maybe he was one of those do-gooders who got off on
putting damaged girls back together.

I inwardly cringed. That was a little harsh. Even for me. I rubbed at my
temples. Being freaked out apparently brought out my inner-bitch. I sighed as
a vision of Walker’s green eyes looking at me with concern filled my mind. I
melted at the mental image alone. What was wrong with me? How could this
man have such control over my body and brain when we’d barely touched?

I took another step, and a crunch sounded. That was me, right? Dry
leaves beneath my sneakers? I glanced down, seeing nothing but dirt and pine



needles. My heart rate picked up its pace. I slowed, searching the woods all
around me for any signs of life.

Another rustle sounded to my right. Shit, shit, shit. I tried to remember if
the hiking book said anything about possible encounters with wild animals.
Did cougars stalk their prey? Was I supposed to freeze, play dead, or run if I
came across one? My palms were slick with sweat. I frantically tried to adjust
my grip on the bear spray. Would bear repellent work on cougars? My heart
began to rattle against my ribs, and blood pounded in my eardrums.

A twig snapped even closer, and I froze. My breathing and the wind were
the only things I could hear before a crack filled the air. Bark spit back from
the tree mere inches from my face. What the hell? On instinct, I reared back.
Something went whizzing by.

Holy crap. Someone was shooting at me. Bullets. Real, life-ending bullets
headed straight for me. I didn’t think, I just ran. Skirting the edge of the
ravine, I kept my hands out in front of me in an attempt to protect my face
from the onslaught of branches.

The sounds of someone crashing through the underbrush came from
behind me, and I pushed myself harder, not looking back. I begged my legs to
not give up on me now. My harsh breaths cut through the mountain air.

I turned my head just slightly, trying to catch a glimpse of how close my
invisible attacker was when my foot caught on a tree branch and I began to
fall.
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gripped my phone so tightly, I worried it might break. “What do
you mean you think Taylor might be missing?”
The sound of Jensen clearing her throat drifted across the line.
An old, anxious habit. “Well...she called early this morning. Said she wanted
to get in a hike before she tutored Noah and asked if she could push back our
meeting time. I said that was fine, but she was supposed to be here over two
hours ago.”

My stomach churned. This was not fucking good. Jensen kept talking, a
nervous vomit of words. “I’ve called, and it goes straight to voicemail. I even
put Noah in the car and drove over to the guest cabin. Her car’s gone. And I,
uh, let myself in. I know it was invading her privacy, but I was worried. She
wasn’t there, but all her stuff is, other than her keys, phone, and the basics.”

I squeezed the foam back of my office chair. It wasn’t fulfilling the need I
had to break something, though. I hissed a breath through my clenched teeth,
and the forced air made a whistling sound. “You knew she was going hiking
alone?” The words were low, a guttural threat.

“I-I wasn’t sure. You know she’s been pulling away from us, so I didn’t
want to push. And it isn’t like she’s not a grown adult.”

I shot my chair across the room. “But she didn’t grow up here, J. She
grew up in a fucking city. She’s only lived in fucking cities. You grew up
here. You know the kinds of trouble someone can get into while hiking
alone.”



“I’m sorry, Walk.” Jensen’s voice was ragged and resigned. “I fucked up.
And if we don’t find her without a hair on her head harmed, I’ll never forgive
myself.”

The guilt in Jensen’s words took all the bluster out of my sails. “It’ll be
okay, J. We’ll find her. Did she mention an area specifically?”

“No. And I’'m kicking myself for not asking.”

“All right,” I grabbed my desk phone off the receiver. “I’m going to put
out an APB on Taylor and her car, see if we can find out what trail she’s on.
I’m also going to call Tuck and have him put the word out with the Forest
Service guys.”

“Okay. I’m going to trailer two horses so that you and I can search on
horseback whenever we find her car.” There was steel in her voice now.

“Thanks. But, J?”

“Yeah?”

I swallowed roughly. “Be fucking careful. Taylor isn’t the only girl
missing. Caitlin’s parents and friends haven’t seen her in over three days.”

“What the hell is going on, Walker?”

“I don’t know. But I’'m sure as hell going to find out.” My mind began
compiling all the things I needed to do. “I gotta go, but careful, yeah?”

“I’ll be careful. Promise.”

“’Kay. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

“Thanks.”

I punched end on my screen and immediately dialed dispatch from my
landline. After getting the word out for yet another APB in a thirty-minute
period, I called Tuck. He didn’t answer. “Call me whenever you get this. It’s
important. I’ll have my cell.”

I slammed the phone down in its receiver. “Why do you have to be so
fucking stubborn, Taylor?” My office gave me no answers. I ground my teeth
and tried to think through where Taylor would have gone. The possibilities
were practically endless.

She needed to be back in time to tutor Noah, so she wouldn’t have driven
more than thirty minutes away, an hour tops. I drummed my fingers against
my desk and pulled out a map. I drew a large circle over the area she’d most
likely stick to and then studied my options.

Taylor loved the water. Gravitated towards it as if she’d been a mermaid
in a past life. That narrowed the possibilities down to three options. I picked
up my desk phone again and hit the extension for dispatch. “Send officers to



check the trailheads at the lake, the falls, and the Creek Line trail for Taylor
Lawson’s car. It’s a navy Mercedes SUV with California plates. Thanks.”

I studied the map more closely. Was there something else I was missing?
My cell buzzed in my hand. I answered without looking at the screen. “Cole.”

“Walk, it’s Tuck. What’s up?” He sounded slightly winded.

“I need your help. Taylor’s missing.”

“What?”

“She went for a hike this morning and didn’t come back when she was
supposed to. I’ve narrowed it down to three likely areas. The lake, the falls,
and Creek Line. Probably not the lake because there’s a lot of people there,
and it’d be easy to get help if something went sideways.”

Tuck muttered a curse. “Didn’t you tell her not to go out on her own?”

I began to pace back and forth behind my desk. “What do you think?”

“Right. You definitely told her. She’s a stubborn wildcat, that one.”

I shook my head and stared up at the ceiling. “That she is. Now, we need
to find her.”

“On it. I’ll put the word out with my guys, and I’'m not far from Creek
Line now. I'll start searching for any signs of her.”

The tight grip on my chest loosened a bit. Tuck was the best tracker in the
county. If anyone could find Taylor, it would be Tuck. I just prayed she was
in the Creek Line area and not somewhere else I hadn’t even thought of.
“Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”

“Of course. Keep me in the loop.”

“Will do.” I ended the call just as my landline rang. “Cole,” I answered.

“It’s dispatch. They’ve found the vehicle belonging to Taylor Lawson at
the trailhead for Creek Line trail.”

My chest loosened even further, but my gut still churned. Anything could
have happened to her. “Thanks. Call in search and rescue. Let them know
that Tucker is searching the area on foot and that Jensen and I will be on
horseback.”

“You got it, boss.”

I hung up and shot off a text to Tuck, letting him know that Taylor was in
the area. Then I dialed Jensen. She picked up on the second ring. “Find her?”

“Not her, but we did find her car. Can you meet me at Creek Line with
the horses?”

“I’m on my way.”

“See you soon.” I ended the call. I just hoped we got there in time.
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Taylor

quick look back could cost me everything. I knew if I went down,

whoever was hot on my heels would be right on top of me. I tried

frantically to right myself, wind-milling my arms, attempting to find
purchase on anything. I caught only air.

The overcompensation sent me careening to the left. Shit, shit, shit. I
landed with a thud, and then I was sliding—over the side of the fucking
ravine, I realized. Downed branches and tree roots gouged at my body as I
continued in a half slide, half roll. I did my best to shield my face with one
arm and grapple to slow myself with the other.

What I assumed was a rock jabbed me in the tailbone, right before I was
sent into what felt like an overgrown Brillo pad. I lay frozen. I strained to
hear the sounds of anyone following me down the incline. I heard only the
gurgling of the creek, and a bird call overhead. At least at the bottom of the
valley, I had gained some distance from the psycho hot on my trail.

Ever so slowly, I pulled my hand away from my face. Dry, thorny
branches scraped against my arm, and my skin burned like a million fire ants
had bitten me all over. It took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the
brightness. Apparently, I’d lost my sunglasses on the way down. And my
water. Shit.

Taking in my surroundings, I realized that I had landed in the middle of a
patch of some sort of briar bush. I peered through the brambles at the
ridgeline above. There was no one. I ran my gaze along the rim of the ravine



as far as I could see. Nothing.

My breath came in quick pants. What should I do? Stay where I was, or
get out of here as fast as humanly possible? The crazy had a gun. What if he
were lying in wait for me to leave my cover so he could shoot me dead?

I forced myself to slow my breathing. I counted as I inhaled for three,
then when I exhaled for three until my heart began to slow, as well. “Think,
Taylor,” I said quietly to myself. “Use your brain to figure a way out of this.”

I took a moment to get the best look I could through the bush’s branches.
Maybe I could army-crawl towards the creek and then let it carry me
downstream? That way, at least I wouldn’t be a standing target. I shivered at
the thought of how cold I would be once the sun went down. Maybe that
wasn’t such a good idea.

The sound of a snapping branch had my spine going ramrod straight, and
my heartbeat seeming to trip over itself. Tears of fear and frustration leaked
from the corners of my eyes. This was it. I was going to die. I would’ve
thought I’d almost welcome death, feel relieved that maybe, just maybe, I’d
be reunited with my mom.

My breathing picked up its pace again as I realized that I really didn’t
want my life to end, even if dying meant seeing my mom again. I wanted to
keep learning how to play bridge with Arthur and Clint. Help Noah fall in
love with reading. Have too many tequila shots with Jensen. Be subjected to
another of Irma’s schemes. Hear Walker call me “Short-stack” with a smile
in his voice.

I wanted more of this life I was building.

Attempting to stay as still as possible, I tried to silently count my breaths
again. It didn’t work this time. I was too freaked.

I tried to see who or what was coming, but I didn’t have a good angle.
Footsteps grew closer, and I held my breath, my lungs burning.

“Taylor? What are you doing in the bushes?” It was a voice I recognized.
Tuck.

I shot from the brambles and launched myself at him so fast, you would
have thought I was an Olympic sprinter. Tuck caught me with a grunt,
stumbling back a few steps. I then proceeded to burst into tears.

Tuck patted my back awkwardly. “There, there now. Everything’s okay.
You’re not lost anymore.”

I started hyperventilating at the reminder that I hadn’t only been lost, I'd
been shot at. I pushed away from Tuck. “We have to go. Someone’s after



me.” Tuck’s brows pulled together in a look that was part concern, part
disbelief. I tugged on his arm. “I mean it. Someone was shooting at me!”

That had his shoulders straightening and his gaze moving to the ridgeline.
Mine followed. Just as I was about to beg him to get us out of there, I heard a
gruff shout. “Tuck!” Two people on horseback appeared a ways down the
creek, and as they got closer, I saw that it was Walker and Jensen.

I let out a sigh of relief that turned my muscles into mush. Just as Walker
slid off his horse, I started to crumple to the ground. He reached me just as
my knees were about to hit the dirt. “Fuck,” he barked, pulling me into his
arms. Turning to Tuck, he asked, “What the hell happened?”

“I don’t know. I just got here about sixty seconds before you did. She
says someone shot at her.” The last statement had the two of them eying one
another, having some sort of silent conversation.

Walker carried me over to a smooth boulder. Gently setting me down, he
turned to Jensen, who was in the process of dismounting. “J, grab me some
water, a granola bar, and the first-aid kit.” Walker’s gaze came back to me,
roaming over my face in a way that was full of warmth and comfort. “Are
you okay?”

“I-1 think so.”

Jensen was by Walker’s side in a matter of seconds, carrying all the items
he’d asked for. She studied my face while opening a water bottle. “Here you
go,” she said, handing me the container.

As I reached out to take it, my hand shook. I willed it to stop, to steady,
but it wouldn’t obey. “Thank you.” It came out as a whisper. I took a small
sip and then a larger swallow, it tasted like heaven.

“Go slow,” Walker warned. “You don’t want to get sick.”

I nodded and paused my chugging. Walker broke off a small piece of the
granola bar and handed it to me. “Eat this. You’re in mild shock. The sugar
will help.”

I said nothing, just took the offered bite and chewed. It tasted marvelous.
Walker then began to open the first-aid kit, examining its contents. “Tuck,
will you radio in that we’ve found her and tell them to call off search and
rescue?”

“No problem.” Tuck walked off, speaking into a radio in muted tones.

Walker gently grasped my chin in his fingers, turning my head first one
way and then the other so he could examine both sides of my face. “What
hurts?”



I swallowed another sip of water. “Um, everything?” Everything did hurt.
Not in a way that made me think I had any life-threatening injuries, but like I
would be one giant bruise by tomorrow.

That got me a small grin. “Anything feel broken?”

“Maybe my ass.” He raised a single eyebrow, and I went on to explain. “I
fell down the side of the ravine when the guy was chasing me. A rock jabbed
me in the ass on the way down.”

Walker’s entire demeanor changed in a flash. His eyes turned hard,
glinting in the afternoon light. His shoulders straightened, and his jaw tensed.
“What do you mean when the guy was chasing you?”

I glanced down at my hands, not wanting to meet Walker’s gaze. “I was
stupid. I went off the trail to try and catch a view of the lake from above, but
I didn’t pay close enough attention to where I was going and then couldn’t
find my way back. I had finally found the edge of the ravine when a bullet hit
the tree right in front of me. Whoever it was shot at least once more, and I
took off running. I could hear them behind me, but when I tried to look back,
I tripped and went over the side. I landed in those bushes.” I pointed towards
the briar patch.

Forcing myself to suck in air before I continued, I counted the seconds of
my inhale and exhale. “I tried to see if the psycho was still up there, but I
couldn’t spot anyone. I wasn’t sure what to do. Didn’t know if I should stay
hidden or try to run. I just didn’t know. But then Tuck found me.” I brought
my gaze to Tuck’s. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

Tuck forced a smile when he said, “Always happy to help a damsel in
distress.”

Walker whirled on Tuck. “This isn’t something to joke about. She could
have been killed!”

Tuck clamped a hand on Walker’s shoulder. “I know, Walk. I was just
trying to ease a little of the tension. Bad move.”

There was some sort of stare-down slash silent conversation again. After
a few moments, they both jerked their heads in a nod, ending the standoff. I
let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

Tuck’s gaze continued to roam the area as if looking at a map that no one
else could see. “If you can get Taylor home on your own, I’'m going to see if I
can find any signs of our shooter. Maybe I can track him back to wherever he
came from.”

“I’ve got Taylor, but you need to be careful. This guy could be lying in



wait somewhere.”

Tuck slapped Walker on the back. “You know I’m always careful. I’'ll
call you if I find anything.”

“Call me when you’re back either way. We can debrief.”

“Will do.” Tuck took off towards the wall of the gorge and began
climbing it like a spider monkey.

I glanced up at Jensen, who was watching him with apprehension as she
nibbled on a thumbnail. I reached up and squeezed her free hand. She jolted
slightly, turning her gaze to me. “He shouldn’t be going off by himself when
there’s a crazy person out there.”

Walker shook his head. “You know he likes to track alone. He says
bringing anyone else with him just confuses the trail and distracts him.”

Jensen let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s stupid.”

“It’s Tuck,” Walker replied. Jensen had nothing to say to that. Walker
turned back to me. “I’m going to clean the scrapes on your face, but
everything else will have to wait until we get back.”

“That’s fine.” I looked at the two horses waiting patiently at the creek’s
edge and then back to Walker and Jensen. “How am I getting back?”

“You’ll ride with me,” Walker answered.

I swallowed hard. “I’m not the fondest of horses. Maybe I could just
walk?”

Walker shook his head. “It’s too far for you to walk, and you’re
exhausted. You’ll ride to the trailhead with me, and you’re not driving home
either.” Before I could get in a word of protest, he continued. “You could
have a concussion. I’ll send someone back to pick up your car and bring it to
the cabin.”

I bit back any arguments and nodded. “Okay.”

Walker ripped open an alcohol wipe. “This might sting a little.”

“That’s all right. Better than dying of gangrene, right?”

Walker did not laugh. He gently swiped at my face with the wipe. I hissed
out a breath. “Sorry,” he grumbled, then blew lightly on the scrapes, easing
the sting.

“Thanks.” I stared into his eyes that were mere inches from mine, seeing
the ring of blue around his green irises for the first time. His eyes were
magic, captivating in a way that had me fighting the urge to lean in just a
little bit closer.

I blinked rapidly, attempting to clear the fog his spellbinding eyes had me



in. Jensen cleared her throat. “Ready?”

Walker straightened. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

He extended a hand to me, and I took it. His fingertips were rough but
warm. Sandpaper kisses to my palm. A shiver raced through me. As we got
closer to the massive beasts enjoying a drink, my nerves began to rise. “A-are
you sure about this? I’ve never ridden a horse before.”

Walker took my shoulders gently, bending down so that his eyes were
level with mine. “You’re going to be fine. These guys are gentle as newborn
babes, and Jensen trained them herself, specifically for trail riding in rough
terrain. It’s almost impossible to spook them.”

He led me over to a horse so dark brown, his coat almost looked black.
He had a blaze of white down his face and astute eyes. “This is Lightning.”

I jerked back slightly. “Lightning? Like fast as lightning?”

Walker let out a soft chuckle. “He can be fast when you want him to be,
but he’s also happy just plodding along, which is all we’ll be doing.”

My throat was suddenly dry as dust. “Okay,” I croaked.

Walker lifted my hand for Lightning to sniff. His whiskers tickled my
palm. “He wants to see if you have a treat for him.”

“I’ll give him all the treats in the world if he gets me home in one piece.”

“He will. Don’t you worry. Now, let’s get you in the saddle.” I tensed.
“Jensen will hold the reins while I help you up. Then I’ll get on behind you.”

My muscles screamed in protest as Walker lifted me up, but I bit my lip
to keep from crying out. I settled into the saddle, holding onto it for dear life.
It took Walker mere seconds to swing up behind me. His arms came around
me, and I instantly felt safer. “Relax,” Walker whispered in my ear. “You can
lean back against me. I’ve got you.”

I slowly let myself melt into him, inhaling the comforting mix of his
cologne, sweat, and something that was uniquely Walker. Jensen flipped the
reins over Lightning’s head and handed them to her brother before mounting
her own pale blond horse and leading us away.

The rhythmic swaying of Lightning’s stride and the warmth of Walker’s
arms soon had me fighting sleep. “Stay awake for me if you can, Taylor. As
soon as you’re in the truck, you can take a little nap.”

“Okay,” I mumbled, but soon, my eyes were falling closed.
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Walker

ilent curses left my mouth as I felt Taylor slump against me. She
was in full adrenaline crash-mode.
“She asleep?” Jensen called from up ahead.

“Dead to the world.”

“Can you balance her and Lightning, or should I call for some help?”

I tightened my hold around Taylor. “I’ve got her. We’re not far now.”

Silence filled the air as we continued our journey. My mind drifted to
what the hell was going on in my town. Two girls missing. One found, but
only after nearly being shot. My teeth ground together. Taylor’s recounting of
events didn’t sound like a hunter mistaking a person for game. I hoped she
was wrong. Maybe she just thought someone was chasing her. Dealing with a
misguided hunter was a hell of a lot better than dealing with a murderer.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I caught sight of the truck and horse trailer.
Leaning forward, I whispered into Taylor’s ear, “It’s time to wake up.”
Nothing. A little louder and with a slight shake of her shoulders I said,
“Taylor, we’re here.”

She gave a small lurch, eyes blinking rapidly. I gave her a gentle squeeze.
“You’re all right. We’re just back at the cars. It’s time to get down.” She
nodded silently. “Hold onto the saddle horn while I dismount.” She nodded
again. I slid off Lightning, grabbing the reins and tying him to the trailer after
I did.

“Put one foot in the stirrup, and swing the other around,” I instructed.



Taylor hesitantly obeyed. As her leg rounded Lightning’s rump, I grasped
her waist. “I’ve got you.” I eased her to the ground. She wavered on her feet a
little, so I kept hold. “Let’s get you in the truck.”

She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Thanks. Do you think I
could have some more water?”

“Of course.” 1 grabbed a bottle from my saddle bag. Guiding Taylor
towards the rear of the truck’s cab, I opened the door. She eased herself in
with a little help from me, and I handed her the water. “You can lay down if
you want. It’ll just take a few minutes for Jensen and me to get the horses
loaded up.”

Taylor gulped down half of the bottle of water. “Okay. Thank you.” She
grabbed my forearm, sending a jolt of electricity up my limb. “For
everything.”

“You’re welcome.” She released me, and I headed to help J with the
horses. By the time we had them unsaddled, loaded, and ready to go, Taylor
was passed out in the back seat.

Jensen peeked in at Taylor’s sleeping form. “She’s exhausted.”

I opened the passenger door of the rig. “No kidding. I think it’s an
adrenaline crash. A few hours’ sleep and some food, and she’ll be good as
new.”

Jensen hopped into the driver’s seat, turning the key to start the engine.
“It could have been so much worse. She could’ve been killed.”

I fisted my hands, trying to release some of the rage inside me. “I know.”

Jensen pressed her lips together. “You’re going to figure out who’s doing
this, right?”

I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I will. I promise.” She nodded
and began navigating the trailer down the mountain.

Staring out at the passing landscape, I went through all of the possible
suspects I could think of. Tuck and I needed to pay a visit to Frank Pardue
tomorrow. But as crazy as the man was, I couldn’t see him going after a
woman like this. I wondered if we could have some survivalist who’d lost it
holed up in the mountains. I hated the idea of it being someone I knew.
Someone who got their coffee at the bakery just like I did, who sat next to me
at the saloon bar, who lived life in my town. I hoped it was a random stranger.

Before long, Jensen pulled up to the guest cabin. Officer Greg was
waiting for us. I slipped out of the truck as quietly as possible and handed
him the keys to my and Taylor’s vehicles. “She okay?” he asked, motioning



with his head towards Taylor.

“She will be. I’ll brief everyone tomorrow. Has there been any sign of
Caitlin or her car?” Guilt flashed through me at the fact that I’d been so
focused on Taylor, I’d barely thought of Caitlin.

Greg shook his head. “Nothing. I’ll give you a call if we hear anything,
and I’ll have the guys drop your vehicles back here.”

“Thanks, Greg. Just have them leave the keys under the floor mats. I
don’t want anyone knocking and waking Taylor up if she’s resting.”

“Sure thing.” Greg pocketed the keys and took off.

I headed back to the truck and opened the door to the cab. Taylor let out
whistling exhales of air. It was fucking adorable.

I brushed her golden-blonde tresses away from her face. Her skin, even
scratched raw, still felt smooth as silk. “Time to wake up. You’re home.”

Taylor’s eyes fluttered open. Watery gray-blue depths stared back at me. I
wanted to sink into them and disappear forever. “Hi.”

I grinned down at her. “Hi. You feel ready to sit up?”

She nodded, and I slowly helped her. “Ow.”

My brow furrowed in concern. “You hurting?”

“A bit.”

“Okay, let’s get you inside. We’ll get you something to eat and some pain
meds. Then you can shower, and we’ll doctor your cuts.”

She nodded. I knew she wasn’t back to herself because she was agreeing
with everything I said. My Taylor would have been arguing just for the sake
of it. My Taylor. She wasn’t mine yet, but I was determined to change that
soon enough. I shook my head as I helped her around the truck.

“I’1l keep you updated,” I yelled to Jensen.

“Thanks,” she called back. “Feel better, honey.”

“Thank you,” Taylor said in a voice that barely reached Jensen.

Taking her arm, I led Taylor up the steps, then unlocked the front door to
usher her inside. “Why don’t you sit on the couch, and I’'ll make you a
sandwich.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

I settled her on the overstuffed sofa in the living room where I could still
see her from the kitchen. “You don’t have to keep thanking me.”

“Yes, I do. You came for me.” Her eyes bore into mine, a blazing fire
within them.

“I’ll always come for you.” My voice came out ragged, as though ripped



from my throat.

“I’m glad,” she whispered.

I forced myself to step back, to put some distance between us. “I’ll get to
work on that sandwich.” Spinning around, I headed for the kitchen.

In a matter of minutes, I had a turkey sandwich, a glass of orange juice, a
bottle of water, and a couple of painkillers sitting on the coffee table in front
of Taylor. She looked from the food to me and back to the plate again. Then
she inhaled it all with a speed I would have thought impossible. When
nothing was left but crumbs, she eased herself back against the pillows.

“Feel better?” I asked.

“Much. Now, I just need a shower.”

I stood, taking her plate to head back to the kitchen. “Do you want me to
sit outside the bathroom in case you feel faint?”

Taylor’s head snapped in my direction. “Um, no I don’t want you to stand
outside my bathroom while I shower. That’s just creepy.”

I chuckled, but inside, I felt something loosen. Taylor was back to her old
self. “All right. I swear I’ll stay out here.” My tone grew serious. “But
promise me you’ll sit down in the shower if you feel lightheaded. If you do,
call, and I’ll come in. I swear I won’t look.”

Taylor snickered. “Sure, you won’t. Perv.”

I shook my head. At least she was giving me shit again.

As Taylor headed for her bedroom, my cell buzzed in my pocket. I fished
it out and saw Tuck’s name flashing across the screen. “What’d you find?” 1
answered.

“Well, your girl was definitely shot at.”

I ignored the ripple of pleasure I felt at the your girl comment. “Bring me
up to speed.”

“At first, I tracked Taylor’s movements, which brought me to a tree that,
low and behold, had a bullet in it. Looks like a .223.”

“Same caliber as the one found in the hiker.”

“One and the same.”

Letting out a litany of curses, I began to pace. “What else?”

“I tried to follow the bullet’s trajectory and was able to find the unsub’s
trail. I tracked it for a few miles before I came to what I think were ATV
tracks. Unfortunately, I lost that trail in the rocky shoreline of the creek. I
have no idea where the shooter went.”

A muscle in my cheek ticked. “So, we have a probable bullet match but



not much else.”

“That about sums it up.”

“Okay, let’s reconvene tomorrow morning at my office. Let’s say, ten? I
want to bring Frank Pardue in for questioning.”

“Sounds like a plan, but good luck finding Frank. I’ve been by his place
three different times. He’s never there.”

I popped my jaw. “I’ll sit an officer at his place until he returns if I have
to.”

Tuck’s voice grew serious. “We’ll get this guy, Walk, I promise you.”

“I know we will.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow. Call me if anything changes.”

Rinsing Taylor’s plate, I bent to stick it in the dishwasher. “Will do. Stay
safe.”

“Always. You do the same.”

“Always.” With that, I hit the end button on my screen.

Leaning back against the kitchen counter, I set my phone aside and
scrubbed both hands down my face. What a fucking day. Images flashed
through my mind, memories of how worried I had been for Taylor. Things
could have ended so differently.

I could have been studying a crime scene of her dead body right now. I
saw the mangled remains of the hiker in my mind’s eye. Remembered the
glimmer of blonde hair in the afternoon light that had reminded me of Taylor.
I rubbed at my eyes, trying to clear away the picture filling my brain.
Taylor’s stubborn streak was going to get her fucking killed.

The squeak of a door sounded. Taylor shuffled out with her damp hair
piled atop her head. She wore a flimsy tank and sleep shorts that cupped her
pert, heart-shaped ass. My jaw tightened. “We need to talk.”

She padded towards the couch and dropped down onto it, pulling her
knees to her chest. “Okay.” Her eyes trailed over my face as if searching each
micro-expression for signs of what would come out of my mouth next.

I took a seat on the opposite end of the couch and tried desperately not to
stare at her ass and legs, or worse, the juncture between her thighs. I gave
myself a mental slap. This was not what I needed to be thinking about. I
refocused on the subject at hand. “Do you realize today could’ve ended very
differently?”

Taylor straightened in her seat. “I’m not stupid, I know I screwed up.”

“So you’ll agree to never go hiking or running without a buddy again?



And you’ll always tell someone else where you’re going?”

Taylor let out an exasperated sigh. “I won’t be going hiking in that area
again anytime soon. I have zero desire for a bullet in the brain. But I am
going to run on my own.” I started to interject, but she held up a hand. “I
promise that I will text Jensen and let her know when I leave, the route I’'m
taking, and when I expect to be back by. I’ll bring my phone, and text her if
anything changes. But I need to do my long runs alone.”

I fisted my hands and tried to keep my tone even. “You were almost shot
today.”

Taylor rose to her feet. “I know that! I know that better than anyone. But
I’m not going to let some psycho hunter who thought I was Bambi keep me
from doing something I love. Something I need to stay sane.”

I got to my feet, frustration rippling through every muscle of my body. “I
told you I would go running with you. Morning or night. All you have to do
is text me. What is so hard about that?”

She threw her arms wide. “Because it’s something I like to do alone most
of the time. I don’t need to explain myself to you. I don’t owe you anything.
I’m a grown woman, I make my own choices. I take care of myself. I don’t
need you swooping in and trying to control every damn little thing!”

Breaths came through my nose in quick bursts as I pressed my lips
together to keep from saying something I might regret. “I’m not trying to
control anything. I’m trying to keep you safe.”

Taylor snorted. “I don’t need you to keep me safe. I can keep myself
safe.”

“Oh, so was today a shining example of how well you can take care of
yourself?”

“Today was a mistake. I told you that. I fucked up. It won’t happen again.
Just drop it!”

I glanced at the ceiling, holding tight to my temper. I needed to try a
different tack. “What is so bad about leaning on someone? About letting
someone help you?”

Taylor’s jaw had a hard set, and her delicate hands were balled into fists.
“There’s nothing bad about it.”

I studied her face, searching her eyes for some hint of what she was
hiding. What she held onto with a vise-like grip. “You don’t mean that. Tell
me why you don’t want people to be there for you. To help you with
anything. It took my mom and sister double-teaming you with their



persistence to even get you to use our fucking pool.”

“God! You push and push and push! Why won’t you just leave me alone?
I don’t want to need anyone, okay? Just let it go! I’'m fine on my own!”

“Why? Just tell me why, and I'll let it go.”

“BECAUSE EVERYONE LEAVES!” The statement was torn from her
throat so violently, that the words were left lying bloody on the floor.

I felt a tearing sensation in my chest. A pain that I’d never felt before,
even in the wake of Julie’s death. I realized that it was the feeling of my heart
truly breaking. Not for myself, but for someone else.

Taylor’s breathing was ragged. “Sometimes, they choose to leave.” 1
knew then that she was talking about her father. And in that moment, if the
man had been standing in the room, I knew there was a good chance I would
have killed him. “And, other times... Other times, they have no choice. You
know they fight so hard—with everything they have—not to leave you alone.
But they’re torn from you anyway.”

My breaking heart shattered. Splintered for the girl who felt so alone in
the world. I took a step towards her, but she held out an arm as if warding off
a wild animal who wanted to tear her to shreds. “Don’t.”

I froze. “Please.” My voice was as gentle and non-threatening as I could
make it. “Please, let me hold you.”

That’s when Taylor broke. As if the simple offer of human kindness and
comfort was too much for her to bear. She merely collapsed, her knees
knocking against the hardwood floor with a brutal sound.

I sank to the ground next to her, not waiting for voiced permission to hold
her. T just wrapped my body around hers, and the second she felt my
presence, she clung to me with a ferocity that stole my breath—her arms
clinging to my neck, her legs encircling my waist as I knelt on the floor.

Violent sobs wracked her body, and it was all I could to do to absorb
them. I held her as tightly as possible without hurting her. She needed
someone who would never leave her. I could be that. I would be her friend,
her constant shadow, her shoulder to cry on for as long as she wanted me. I
would be more if she let me. It might not be forever, she might choose to
leave, but it would be worth the pain if I could heal even a part of this
precious girl’s soul.

I don’t know how long we stayed like that. My knees throbbed and my
back ached, but I didn’t move a muscle. Eventually, Taylor’s tears slowed. I
trailed a gentle hand up and down her spine, hoping it would encourage her to



calm further.

I knew the moment she came back to herself because she tensed. I
squeezed the back of her neck. “Don’t do that. Don’t freeze up on me now.
Don’t shut me out. I’m honored that you let me in, even if I did kick down
the door.”

Taylor exhaled a breath, and it tickled my neck. Her face was still firmly
pressed there. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to know.” I pulled back to gaze into those bewitching
blue-gray eyes, rimmed red from crying. She flushed and turned her head
away. I placed a single finger under her chin and brought her face back
towards mine. “No more hiding.”

Her throat bobbed. “Okay.” There was a moment of silence where we
simply stared at one another, both of us with our walls completely down. “I
don’t know what to do now,” she whispered.

“I bet you’re exhausted. How about I put you to bed?”

Taylor nodded, a light pink staining her cheeks. “I have a favor. You can
totally say no if it’s too weird.”

“What is it?”

“Will you sleep with me?” Her voice wavered as if she were fighting
against a new rush of tears. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

I knew how much it had cost her to say those words. To make that
request. And I was fucking honored. “I’d be happy to.”

Carefully, I got to my feet with Taylor still wrapped around me like a
sloth on a tree branch. I navigated around the living room furniture and
finally made it to the master bedroom. Gently, I set Taylor down on the
mattress. I pulled back the covers, and she quickly crawled under them. The
light in the room was low, and I made quick work of shucking my shoes,
pants, and button-down. I wouldn’t risk ditching my tee or boxer-briefs.

Silently, I slipped beneath the covers on the opposite side of the bed and
flicked off the lamp. The light from the full moon shone through the window
to highlight the apples of Taylor’s cheeks and the fairest strands of her hair. I
opened my arms. “Come here.”

Instantly, she rolled into my embrace, her back to my front. I kissed the
top of her head. “Sleep. I’'ll be here when you wake up.”
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Taylor

awoke to a pink sky and strong arms surrounding me. I froze for a
moment as memories from the day before assailed me. I felt as if
I had lived twelve lifetimes in twenty-four hours.

One of the arms around my waist tightened, pulling me flush against a
wall of muscle. A trail of tingles shot through my nerve endings and grew in
intensity as I felt something harden against my backside. Instinctively, I
wiggled my hips.

A growl sounded behind me. I stilled, my heart rate ratcheting up a few
notches. “Be very careful, Short-stack. I’ve had your tight little body pressed
up against mine all night. My restraint is about to snap.”

My brows lifted. “I thought you didn’t want this.” The image of Walker
pushing me away when I kissed him had played over and over in my mind
the past few weeks. I still felt an echo of the pain the action had inflicted.

Walker’s hand flexed against my hip, sending a jolt of arousal to my core.
“I didn’t mean it the way you thought.” He rocked his hips against me, and I
let out a little moan. “I’m very clearly attracted to you. I just knew it wasn’t
the right time for us. And I wanted more than a drunken hookup from you.”

My eyes widened, and my heartbeat picked up speed. “What do you
mean?”

In a flash, Walker was on top of me, hovering over my body. Not a single
part of him touched me, and yet it was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced.
“What I mean is—I want to explore what this thing is between us. Neither of



us can know what the future will bring.” He ran his nose up the column of my
throat. I trembled. “I think we should take things one day at a time, see where
the road leads.”

He sucked my earlobe between his teeth. “Because I am sure as fuck
exhausted from not giving in to you.” I began to pant, it was pathetic. In a
matter of minutes, he’d turned me into a quivering pile of need. “What do
you say, Taylor?” He rose above me again so that I was staring into those
gorgeous greens of his. “Want to see how hot this fire burns?”

I fisted his t-shirt and pulled him to me with a force that surprised us
both. Our lips crashed together in a battle for dominance. Each of us wanting
to see how far we could push this chemistry between us.

Walker’s tongue slipped between my lips, tangling with mine. His taste
was like his smell—it had a quality that was uniquely him—and I knew it
would spoil me for all other men. I didn’t care. I tugged at his shirt, needing it
off, needing as much skin-to-skin contact as possible.

The piece of clothing sailed to the floor, and then his hands were yanking
at the hem of my tank. I sucked in a harsh breath when Walker’s thumbs
trailed over my nipples as he lifted the shirt higher. He paused when the cami
rested just above my breasts. “So fucking pretty. I want to see what shades
these pretty nipples will turn when I suck on them.”

His words sent a spasm straight to my core. My fingers dug into his
muscular shoulders, and they flexed in response. “So stop staring and do
something about it.”

Heat and challenge blazed in Walker’s eyes. His head dipped. “Careful
what you ask for...” he said and then took one of the peaks into his mouth
with a force that had me bowing my upper body off the bed. This was no
slow seduction. This was a full-on assault.

Fire licked from my nipple to my clit, and he hadn’t even touched me
there yet. I let out a barely discernable curse. Walker chuckled, sending
another slew of sensations through my body. “Ready to beg for mercy?”

“Never.” It came out as a half pant, half plea, and both parts said I was a
dirty liar.

“We’ll just see about that.” With those words, Walker turned his suckle
into a nibble, and with each rake of his teeth across my tender flesh, another
jolt of lightning shot to my center.

He would be the death of me. I needed to fight fire with fire. I forced
myself to release the vise-like grip I had on his shoulders and began raking



my nails up his back in the same alternating pattern of pleasure and pain he
was exerting on my nipple. Walker let out a guttural groan as I reached his
head and grasped a handful of his hair with my hand.

Pulling his mouth away from my breast, I brought it to my own. “I need
more.”

Another flash of heat and challenge seared those green depths. “T’ll give
you more, but I’m taking my fucking time.”

I grinned, but I had a feeling it was slightly feral with need. “Take your
time next time.”

“You make a damn good case for quick and dirty.” With that, he tore my
tank top the rest of the way off my body and went to work on my sleep
shorts. He pulled them down with a speed I didn’t know he possessed. His
gaze zeroed in on the juncture between my thighs, and I fought the urge to
squirm under his intense stare. “You’re bare.” His voice was rougher than it
had been just seconds before.

I cleared my throat. “I, uh, like it that way.”

Walker’s hands gripped my thighs, pulling them apart, leaving me
completely exposed. His eyes never left my center. “I like it, too,” he said, a
devilish smile spreading over his face.

My hands fisted the sheets as his hands slowly crept up my legs, closer
and closer to the place I wanted him most. When he stopped just shy of
where I needed him, I bit down on my lip. Hard. Walker’s gaze moved to my
face. “Tell me you want this.”

My eyes widened, and I released my lip. “I want this. Want you. Now.”

He jerked his chin in a nod and gave me a swift kiss. Walker trailed the
tip of his thumb down the valley between my thigh and center. I held my
breath. He dipped the digit between my folds, and I couldn’t hold in my
moan.

Walker’s touch was feather-light. He explored each dip and curve and as
his eyes stayed focused on my face. I realized he was studying my reactions,
discovering how to drive me higher. Each circle and swipe brought him
closer to my opening, but he didn’t venture to that bundle of nerves that I
knew would make me detonate.

He eased a finger inside me. His strokes were lazy, as if he didn’t have a
care in the world. But I was still in a hurry. I bucked my hips against his
hand, and he stilled his movements. “Now, now. You in that much of a rush?
You want it all?”



“I want you inside me already. This is nothing”—I sucked in air—“but a
poor imitation”—another breath—*“of what I’m really after.” That did it. The
last thread of his control broke.

Walker left my body. For a moment, I thought he was pissed and leaving,
but then I saw a flash of silver in his hand. A condom. He tore the wrapper
with his teeth, and it was ridiculously hot. His other hand went to his boxer-
briefs, pulling them down and shaking them off.

My jaw went slack. He was perfection. I watched in fascination as he
rolled the condom over himself. I swallowed hard. He was large. So big, I
knew I would still feel him tomorrow. But there was also something about
him that was beautiful. I didn’t think I’d ever considered a penis beautiful
before, but Walker’s was. His skin was so smooth, the ridges so perfect, I
fought the urge to lick my lips.

Walker took three strides and was back at the bed. “Ready?”

I nodded. My gaze traveled over Walker’s entire body. He was strung
tight, like a bow in danger of snapping. I swallowed again. He leaned over
me, brushing a gentle thumb across my nipple. I shivered. “Tell me if it’s too
much,” he whispered.

“I will,” I replied faintly.

His tip nudged my entrance, and I felt a pull in me so strong, it was like
being sucker-punched, as if my body already knew his and craved the touch
with everything it had. I pulled in a sharp breath, and Walker’s eyes narrowed
on mine. I nodded, trying to urge him on. He pushed inside me with a slow
glide, the movement forcing my eyes closed so I could soak up the sensation.

Walker stilled, and I was grateful. It took me a few moments and some
deep breaths to adjust to his size. A fingertip circled the peak of my breast,
and my eyes flew open. “So fucking beautiful.” This time, he was staring at
my face when he said it.

My cheeks burned, and my body seemed to melt. The stretching turned to
heat. “Move,” I begged. “Please, move.”

Walker dipped his head, brushing his lips against mine, and then he
moved. Slowly at first, and then picking up speed. My hands clutched at his
bunching bicep muscles, beginning to slicken with sweat. I wanted to feel as
much of his skin as possible. My fingertips started to explore each curve and
dent of muscle. His skin was silk over hardened steel.

I trailed a hand through the dusting of hair on his chest I’d lusted after at
the lake, pulling some just a bit. Walker let out a garbled curse, and his



thrusts grew more frantic. Unbridled. The rhythm chaotic yet exactly what I
needed.

My arms fell to the bed, yet again feeling forced to fist the sheets to grab
hold of something that could tie me to the Earth. Walker dragged a
sandpaper-rough thumb across my clit, and the cord that had been steadily
tightening within me snapped.

My walls clenched around Walker, and he let out another curse, thrusting
twice more before collapsing on top of me. We lay there panting, both still
twitching with aftershocks. After moments passed, I groaned. “Move. You’re
too heavy.”

Walker chuckled but rolled us, taking me with him so that I was now
lying on top of him. My cheek rested against his pec and vibrated with each
beat of his heart, strong and steady. Slowly, my breathing evened out. “That
was—" I began.

“Explosive?” Walker finished.

I pulled my head back and rested my chin on his sternum. Walker’s gaze
traced over my face. “You’re not going to freak out and run on me, are you?”

My whole body tensed, and Walker groaned. “Don’t do that. Unless you
want me to fuck you again right now.”

My eyes widened. “You could go again?” How was that even possible?

He grinned. “You could have me ready to go just about anytime and
anywhere.” I buried my face against his chest, feeling my cheeks heat. “I
really don’t want to do this, but I gotta get rid of this condom.”

Right. I nodded against his chest, and he rolled me yet again. This time,
he slipped from my body. I felt the loss of him acutely, as if a part of me
were missing. I shook off the ridiculous notion and reached for my tank and
shorts as Walker’s tight ass disappeared into the bathroom.

By the time he returned, I was fully clothed. His gaze raked over me from
tip to toe. “I liked the other get-up better.”

“Most guys do prefer naked.”

Walker climbed onto the bed, backing me up against the pillows. “We
need to make sure we’ve got a few things straight.”

I sucked in a breath. “Okay...” My head spun at what he might be about
to lay on me. This was a one-time thing, never to happen again? He wanted
me to move to Oregon permanently and have a million of his babies?

Walker’s eyes bore into mine. “You and I are going to see where this
thing leads.” I pressed my lips together. “We’re not going to worry about all



the possible what-ifs. We are going to roll with things. I’'m going to have you.
Often.” My lips stretched into a slow smile. I liked that plan. “I’'m also going
to be here for you.” My heart stutter-stepped. “No matter what does or
doesn’t happen between us in the bedroom.” Another skipped beat.

“And you are going to talk to me. Let me into what’s going on in that
pretty little head of yours.” He tapped a finger on my temple and then let it
trace down around my ear. I shivered. Walker pressed his mouth to my
forehead, then to each of my eyelids. The gesture was so sweet, so tender it
made my heart ache. “Do you think you can do that for me?”

I took a deep breath. This was it. Could I roll with this, with him? Not
knowing where we might end up? Having a good idea that the outcome might
hurt a hell of a lot? There was something I needed to get out into the open
first. I sank my teeth into my bottom lip before speaking. “Jensen told me
about Julie.”

Walker’s expression gentled, and then he sat next to me on the bed. “I
would have told you about her myself, she just hadn’t come up.” He traced
the hem of my sleep shorts with his finger. “She was my first love. If she’d
lived, I think she would have been it for me. But what we had,”—his eyes
met mine—*“it never got the chance to grow out of that puppy-love stage.”

My heart hurt for him, for the loss of what might have been. “I’m sorry
you lost her.”

Walker brushed his lips against mine. “Thank you. Life doesn’t always
take us on a path we understand, but I know that even with the moments you
think will break you, there’s always something beautiful waiting. If you keep
pushing on.” He tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “So, you think
you can risk taking this journey with me? See where we end up?”

I stared into those green irises rimmed in blue. There was fire in them.
Flames that singed my soul. Something that was too tempting to leave alone.
Even though I knew I’d likely end up burned. “I can do that.”

Walker released a breath I hadn’t noticed he’d been holding. “Thank
fuck.” I giggled. Freaking giggled. It was girlish and very unlike me, but I
couldn’t help it. Walker’s eyes playfully narrowed in my direction. “Oh,
funny is it? Hilarious that you’ve got me tied up in knots, my dick hard
enough to pound nails whenever you’re around?”

I bit down on my bottom lip and shrugged. “Sorry?”

“You’re not sorry,” he growled and then dove in to tickle my sides.

I shrieked with laughter until he touched a tender spot from my tumble



down the ravine. I froze and sucked in a pained breath. Walker immediately
pulled back, frowning. “Shit. I completely forgot. Are you okay?” He pawed
at my tank top. “Let me see.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m fine. Just a little sore.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Walker gently lifted my shirt. “Turn around so
I can see your back.” I did as he instructed, knowing it would go quicker if I
just gave in. “Fuck. You’ve got a real nasty bruise and a few deep scrapes.”

“I cleaned the scrapes last night,” I said, trying to put him at ease.

“Well, I wasn’t exactly gentle with you this morning, so you need to let
me clean them for you again.”

I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. “All right, Dr. Cole. Do
your worst.”

He placed a kiss at the base of my neck that sent tingles down my spine
and slipped off the bed. When he returned, he had his boxer briefs and tee on
and held a large first-aid Kkit.

“Was that here?” I asked.

“Yup, in the kitchen, beneath the sink.”

“Good to know.”

“Planning on injuring yourself in the future?”

I snorted. “Well, I am trying to teach myself to cook.”

“Are you now?” I felt a cold alcohol pad touch the small of my back and
jumped. “Sorry about that.” Walker blew on my skin to ease the sting. “You
know, I’m a real good eater. I eat just about anything, so I could be your
guinea pig while you’re trying to learn.”

This time I snickered. “You might regret that offer.”

“I promise you, I won’t.” He kissed the top of one of my shoulders. He
was careless with his displays of affection. Not in a bad way, just in a way
that said he had a deep well of love and care in him that was so full, it was
overflowing. It wasn’t surprising when I thought about it. He had amazing
parents, a hilarious grandmother, a protective sister, and a precious nephew,
who all loved him deeply. Not to mention, a town that adored him. He had a
lot to give.

I relaxed into the knowledge. It helped me to keep from freaking out
about his frequent lip touches and gentle caresses. It was just Walker. I didn’t
need to read anything into it.

His roughened fingertips spread some sort of ointment across the scrapes
on my back. I turned my head to the side, catching a glimpse of his shoulder.



“Thank you.”

“I’ll be here to take care of you anytime you need.”

“You can’t promise that,” I whispered.

Walker squeezed my arms and placed a kiss on the back of my head. “I
can promise anything I want to. But if it makes you feel better, I'll just say,
I’ll do everything I can to be here when you need me.”

A tightness took over my body. I both desperately wanted to sink into that
reassurance and run as far away from it as possible. I settled for something in
the middle. “How about I just thank you for taking care of me this go-
around?”

“That works for now.” Walker rose from the bed and grabbed my hand so
that I stood with him. “Now, why don’t I make us some breakfast before I
have to head into work.”

I breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t suggesting I try cooking for him
now. “That sounds perfect.”



29

Walker

knock sounded on the doorframe of my open office door. “Were
you just whistling?” Tuck asked, disbelief lacing his tone.
My head snapped up, and I forced the shit-eating grin I’d been
wearing off and on all morning from my face. “Maybe.”

Tuck studied me intently as he crossed to one of the chairs opposite me at
my desk. “You seem...chipper. Way too cheerful for someone who had his
ex go missing, and the girl he likes shot at just yesterday.”

A muscle in my cheek ticked as a pang of guilt hit me at the reminder that
we still had no leads regarding where the hell Caitlin was.

Tuck’s eyes narrowed. “You got laid!”

“Would you keep it down?” I gritted out as I stalked around my desk to
shut the door. “I don’t think the entire office heard you.”

“You did. You sly dog, you. I find the girl, and you swoop in all hero-like
and catch her when she almost faints. No wonder you got in there.” I
smacked Tuck upside the head as I walked back around to take the seat
behind my desk. “Ow. What was that for?”

I settled in my desk chair. “That was for being an idiot.”

“What? Your best pal in the world can’t be happy when his boy gets
himself some? Especially some that is as smokin’ as Taylor.”

My jaw clenched. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

Tuck’s eyes flared. “Understood. I get it, I do. This one’s different.”

I scrubbed a hand over my jaw that was beginning to ache. I was trying



really hard to do exactly what I had instructed Taylor to do: take things one
day at a time. Not think about what the future might hold.

But what I did know was that I had never had sex like that before. A fire
had licked through me that I knew might never get extinguished. So, I was
going to do my damnedest to get Taylor to stay in Sutter Lake, to really let
me in. It might be an uphill battle, but I never backed down from a fight.

I met Tuck’s stare. “It is different with her. There’s something...I don’t
know...” I pulled at the collar of my shirt. “Something special about her.”

A grin split Tuck’s face. “I’'m happy for you, brother. Really fucking
happy.”

“Don’t get too excited. She’s slippery. Like a horse that’s been hurt.
Skittish. No sudden moves, if you catch my drift.”

Tuck nodded, but before he could say anything else, another knock
sounded on my door. “Come in,” I called.

Clark poked his head in. “Perfect. I was just about to call Tuck after I
spoke with you, Walk.”

“What’s going on, Chief?”

Clark strode towards the empty chair, gripping the back of it so tightly, I
thought it might snap. Shit. This was not good. “Some hikers found another
body.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. It felt as if the air were made of tiny shards of
glass that shredded my throat and lungs. “Caitlin?” I asked, my voice rough.
We hadn’t ended well. She’d been a bitch to Taylor. But I knew she
would’ve gotten over it, gone back to the sweet girl I had known growing up.
My chest tightened when I thought of her parents.

Clark kept his gaze on me steady. “It’s looking that way. I know the two
of you had history. I’'m sorry, Walk.”

[ straightened in my chair. “You’re not taking me off the case, are you?”

Clark shook his head. “No. Maybe I should, but you’re the best I've got.
You’re not family, and you weren’t currently seeing her. I can bend the
rules.”

I jerked up my chin. “I appreciate that, Chief.”

“You can thank me by catching this son of a bitch.”

I didn’t let my eyes move from his. “We will.”

Clark released his death grip on the chair. “Get on out to the crime
scene.” He gave us the details of where the body was located, along with
instructions to keep him up-to-date, and then headed back to his office.



What freaked me out the most was that the body had been found so close
to where we had discovered Taylor. I roughly pocketed my phone and shut
off my computer with enough force to send the machine rocking.

Tuck’s meaty palm came down on my shoulder. “You gonna be able to
keep your head straight with all this?”

“Yep,” I said through my clenched teeth.

“Good. We need you on your A-game.”

As we headed out to Tuck’s truck, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

Taylor: Want to brave dinner at my place tonight?

Emotions warred within me. Part of me wanted to beat my chest in
victory that she had reached out to make plans. The other part felt guilty as
hell for any bit of happiness I might be experiencing currently.

Me: I'd love to, but I have to warn you, I might be shit company. On my
way to a tough call-out.

Within seconds, there was a reply.

Taylor: Zero pressure, but maybe I can take care of you for a change.
You don’t have to talk about it. Just come eat. Hopefully I won’t give you
food poisoning.

I let out a bark of laughter, and Tuck’s gaze jumped to me. He raised an
eyebrow, and I just shook my head.

Me: Sounds perfect. I’ll text when I have an idea of when this might wrap
up for the day.

Taylor: Great. See you later.

Me: Tonight, Short-stack.

Tuck didn’t press me for details when I climbed into his rig, and I was
grateful. I did not want to venture into the land of feelings with Tuck. I
soaked up the silence, attempting to get my mind focused on the task ahead.

The trailhead was littered with law enforcement vehicles when we
arrived. As Tuck threw the truck in park, I spoke up. “I sent an officer to
Frank Pardue’s cabin. There was no answer. His truck is there, but no signs
of life. I told my guy to stay put till Frank comes back.”

Tuck ran a hand through his hair. “That fucker’s slippery. I doubt he’s
going to come waltzing home when there’s a squad car parked outside his
front door.”

“If he doesn’t come back by the end of the day, we’ll get more creative,
okay?”

Tuck opened his door. “All right, but I’m telling you, he won’t show.”



I rolled my eyes as I climbed out of the rig. Tuck always wanted to play
commando. If he had it his way, he’d be stationing men around Frank’s
property in full camo gear with night vision goggles. Sometimes, waiting a
guy out worked just as well.

Tuck and I hiked up the trail, each of us training our eyes on the
surrounding underbrush, looking for any signs of a struggle or clues to what
might have happened. It took us over an hour to reach the place where our
people had set up shop.

Greg spotted us coming up the trail and headed right over. “It’s another
bad one. What the hell is going on, Walker?”

I forced my body to stay relaxed, to not show any outward signs of
distress or anger. “I don’t know, Greg. But we’re going to find out.”

“I hope we can do it before anyone else gets killed,” he said with a shake
of his head.

I swiped at my brow. Though we had headed into fall, it was mid-day and
still warm outside. “Do we have a positive 1.D.?”

Greg paled. “I thought you were notified. It’s Caitlin.”

My gut burned, but I fought to keep my mask of composure. “I knew it
was likely, but I hadn’t heard for sure.”

Greg’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “The, uh, body is pretty
fresh,” he said, wincing. “I was able to identify her. It’s pretty bad, boss. Are
you sure you want to see it?”

My eyes narrowed on him, and he took a step back. I appreciated my
officers having my back, but I didn’t want any of them questioning my ability
to handle a situation.

Tuck stepped forward. “He’ll be fine. Could you point us in the right
direction?”

“S-s-sure,” Greg stuttered, and I felt a little bad for the kid. “Scene’s that
way, about half a mile.”

I jerked my chin at Greg, and Tuck and I moved away from the trail. I let
my mask slip for just this half mile. Let my jaw tighten, my fists clench. I
would have let out a scream, but I didn’t want the people around us to hear.
Life was so fucking unfair sometimes.

I caught sight of a group of people fanning out around a roped-off
section. Techs were scouring the area, looking for evidence. Carly and her
assistant were bent over what I assumed was the body. I steeled myself for
the worst. I still wasn’t prepared.



The first glimpse of Caitlin knocked the air right out of my lungs. Her
neck was bent at a horrifying angle, her hair spread around her like a halo.
Her skin was a sickly grayish color and had a sheen to it. This was nothing
like the girl I knew. So full of life, even if that came out as anger at times. I
fought the shudder that wanted to course through my body.

I was thankful when Tuck spoke because I was still struggling to find my
words. “Hey, Carly. Got a time of death for us?”

The medical examiner’s head turned at the sound of her name. “We’ve
got to stop meeting like this, boys. Still not firm on T.O.D., but I’'m guessing
sometime in the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

I cursed under my breath, and Tuck went on alert next to me. Carly
straightened from her crouched positioned next to Caitlin’s body. “There
something I need to know?”

Tuck ran a hand through his hair roughly. “We were not far from here
yesterday. Less than twenty-four hours ago. We were looking for Walk’s,
uh,”—he eyed me—“girlfriend, I guess you’d call her.” Carly’s brows rose,
her eyes sparkling with humor. Tuck continued speaking, and the humor soon
fled Carly’s gaze. “She got lost while on a hike on Creek Line trail. Then she
got shot at. Took a tumble down the ravine.”

Carly’s head shot towards me. “Is she okay?”

I swallowed thickly, having come to terms with the fact that Taylor had
most likely been shot at by Caitlin’s killer. “She’s fine.” The words came out
harshly, but Carly, used to working around men, took no offense.

She gazed around the surrounding woods. “I’m glad. You think whoever
shot at her killed this young woman?”

I stared down at Caitlin’s ravaged form. “I think it’s likely. Why don’t
you walk us through your best guess as to what happened.”

Carly nodded and squatted next to Caitlin. “These are just my preliminary
findings. Things may change once I’ve been able to complete a full exam.”

“Understood,” I said, impatient for her to give me more information.

She continued. “Let’s start at the beginning. See these marks here?” Tuck
and I nodded as we took in the bruising around Caitlin’s wrists. “She was
bound in some way for several hours. Possibly days.”

I cursed. Tuck remained stonily silent. Carly moved on. “I believe she
was,”—she paused for a moment—*“hunted down. Either she escaped, or the
killer let her go, only to catch her again. She was shot. Here.” Carly pointed
to a wound on Caitlin’s hip. A shot there would make running almost



impossible.

Rage pumped through my veins at the thought of how terrified Caitlin
must have been. “But that wouldn’t have killed her.” I forced the words out.

“No. It didn’t. I would say the killer caught up with her and snapped her
neck.” Blood roared through my ears at Carly’s words. “It’s similar to the
way a hunter would snap an animal’s neck if they wounded it but didn’t make
a kill shot.”

Tuck’s and my eyes immediately clashed. “Pardue,” we said at the same
time.

I searched the forest around us. “We have to find him. And fast.”
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Taylor

1)

ake spaghetti,” she said. ‘It’ll be easy,” she said.” I mumbled to
myself as I stirred furiously at a pot of sauce. It wasn’t the right color. It
looked more brown than red. I sighed, attempting to blow the hair out of my
face since I didn’t have a free hand.

I’d called my bestie for help when some evil spirit had overtaken my
body and forced me to text Walker and ask him to dinner. Carter had
squealed with glee when I told her about my plans. Or should I say the evil
spirit’s plans, because I didn’t know what I’d been thinking. Carter had
immediately shot off a link to a recipe she promised would be so simple, even
I couldn’t screw it up. As I glanced down at the brown sludge, I wasn’t so
sure.

I peeked at the clock on the stove. Shit. Walker would be here in twenty
minutes. I turned off the heat and dashed towards my bedroom, peeling off
clothes as I went. Stepping under the shower’s spray, I nearly shrieked. It was
freezing. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to power through as quickly as
possible.

My attempt to get ready in approximately fifteen minutes resembled a
cross between a hurricane and that Tasmanian devil cartoon. I rummaged
through my closet, throwing everything I wasn’t looking for on the bed.
Finally, I found my little black dress. It was that ideal dress every girl had to
have in their closet. It was the perfect combination of sexy and sweet. You
could style it down or dress it up. It was my go-to in times of tremendous



stress. l.e., now.

After pulling on a matching set of black lace lingerie, I tugged the dress
over my head. I'd have to settle for having my hair up in some sort of messy
bun because I had no time to do anything to it. With a quick swipe of
eyeliner, a couple of coats of mascara, and some sheer lip gloss, I was as
good as I would get. And just in time for the knock on my door.

I blew out a long breath. Everything would be fine. Just as long as my
attempt at dinner didn’t kill Walker, everything would be okay. This wasn’t a
big deal. Just two people having dinner and, hopefully, some really hot sex
afterward.

Another knock sounded, and this time, it was followed by a deep voice.
“Stop freaking out, Short-stack, and let me in.”

I let out a huff of exasperation at Walker’s psychic powers and strode to
the door. Pulling it open, I asked, “Are you ever going to stop calling me
Short-stack?” The exasperation was forced. I loved when he called me that.

Walker shot me a devilish grin that set off a shiver somewhere deep
inside me. “But you are short. Short and fucking adorable.”

His words made my cheeks heat. “Come in,” I invited, opting to avoid the
nickname business altogether.

Walker stepped into my space, grabbing me around the waist and
bringing me flush against his muscled form. “Gonna kiss me hello?” His eyes
twinkled, but there was something underneath the gleam. Sadness or anger, I
couldn’t quite tell.

I stretched up on my toes and brought my lips to his. He smelled of soap,
some woodsy cologne, and that thing I couldn’t quite name. Someone needed
to bottle the combination. They could make millions, no...billions. I inhaled
deeply as Walker deepened the kiss, tangling his tongue with mine. He
groaned as he pulled back.

I studied his face, my gaze trailing over the lines of stress and that
unidentifiable emotion in his eyes. “What’s wrong? Is it the call you were out
on?” My mind had been toying with that thought all day, imagining millions
of horrible scenarios.

Walker’s eyes focused on mine with an intensity that scared me just a
little. “Promise me if I tell you what happened, you won’t run on me.”

I tensed in his arms. It was bad. Really freaking bad from the look in his
eyes. “I won’t run.” My voice was stronger than I felt.

“It was Caitlin. Some hikers found her body not far from where we found



you yesterday.”

My body felt hot and then ice-cold. I shivered, and Walker’s arms
tightened around me. “So, the person that shot at me was probably...” 1
couldn’t even finish the thought, it made me nauseous.

“We don’t know anything for sure, but it’s a strong possibility.” I nodded
numbly, and Walker squeezed me again, bringing my gaze back to his.
“Please don’t run. But I do want you to be careful. Keep these doors locked.
No activities by yourself. Even swimming at the ranch house, I want you to
make sure someone’s around.”

I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “Okay. Are you okay? I’m so
sorry, Walker, I know Caitlin was...” I didn’t know quite how to finish that
sentence.

Walker’s jaw tightened. “We weren’t,” he started. “It was never serious.
At least it wasn’t for me. It was more so for her. And I feel a hell of a lot of
guilt over that now, but there’s nothing I can do about it. The only thing I can
do is find this son of a bitch and lock him away. That, I will do.” The
vehemence of his words left no room for doubt.

“I know you will. Walker, if you’re not up for this tonight, we can do it
another time.”

He shook his head and pulled me tighter against him. “This is exactly
what I need. You and food and laughter. It’s the perfect distraction for the
shit swirling in my head. Plus, I want to taste what you’ve cooked up.”

Anxious butterflies took flight in my belly, and I twisted my ring around
my finger. Before I could say anything, Walker took hold of my hand,
bringing it to his mouth and placing a kiss where my fingers met my palm,
right on the ring. Of course, he would notice the nervous habit, the psychic
sorcerer. “Come on, lead the way,” he instructed, linking my fingers with his.

How long had it been since someone had held my hand like this? A long
freaking time. I hadn’t dated since my mom got sick the first time, and before
that, I had been on one seriously long dry spell. It felt strange, but at the same
time, comforting. My heart rate kicked up a notch, and those butterflies flared
to life again. It was like I was in the seventh grade all over again, and Mitch
Allen was holding my hand for the first time.

I gave myself a mental shake. Get it together, Taylor. “I’m, uh, not sure
how well it turned out. The color’s not exactly right.”

Walker squeezed my hand. “It’s not about how it looks, it’s about how it
tastes.”



“All right...” T wasn’t overly optimistic about the taste either. I’d already
set the table, so while I dished up bowls of pasta, Walker poured us both
drinks. My stomach churned as we both sat.

I watched with no small amount of anxiety as Walker took a bite of the
pasta. His eyes widened a bit, and then he let out some sort of mmm sound.
“This is good, Taylor. Really.”

He almost never used my actual name. I eyed him skeptically and took
my own bite. It stayed in my mouth for a total of two seconds. Just long
enough for me to taste a combination of salt, charred tomato, and something
that was way too spicy for a pasta sauce. I spit it back out into my bowl,
coughing and spluttering. I frantically chugged my water, trying desperately
to rid my mouth of the horrible taste. “I can’t believe you swallowed that. Or
were able to say it was good with a straight face!”

That was all it took for Walker to burst out laughing. “I’m sorry. I really
wanted to like it. I want to be supportive.”

“No one would like that!” I shrieked. Walker only laughed harder. “It’s
not funny. I’ve probably poisoned us both. We’ve only got hours to live.”

“Oh, quit your dramatics and come here.” Walker reached out a hand for
me to come to him, but I just shook my head like a two-year-old. “Come on.”

I huffed but rose from my chair. As soon as I was within arm’s reach,
Walker tugged me into his lap. He brushed his lips against mine, and I
scrunched up my nose. “What?” he asked.

“We both need to brush our teeth or use some mouthwash or something. I
can’t kiss you when you taste like that awful spaghetti.”

He chuckled and squeezed my waist. “Okay. We’re going to use some
mouthwash, and then I’ll take you out to dinner. How about that?”

I stared down at my lap. “I really wanted to do something nice for you.”
The words were almost a whisper. My heart ached at how painful and
unfamiliar it felt to be vulnerable with someone like this. It had been so long.

Walker placed a finger under my chin, lifting it up and forcing me to meet
his eyes. “You did. You tried something new, something you’ve been
wanting to learn, and you let me in on the process. So it doesn’t taste like a
gourmet meal. You gave me the gift of letting me into your world, which is
everything I’ve been asking for. The only thing that would be a
disappointment to me is if you shut me out or gave up trying. You’re not
going to do that, are you?”

I pressed my lips together because I had the urge to do both of those



things. Walker squeezed my side again. “Promise me now that at least once a
month you will try a new cooking experiment, and that you’ll let me be here
when you do. We’ll taste-test it, and if it works, great. If it doesn’t, I’ll take
you out to dinner.”

My cheeks heated at his sweet thoughtfulness. “Okay,” 1 whispered,
suddenly shy.

“Good. Now, let’s go get some burgers or something.”

I climbed off Walker’s lap and pulled him to his feet. “Anything, as long
as it’s not spaghetti.”
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Walker

y office chair squeaked as I leaned back, typing out a text.
Me: Dinner tonight at my place? I’ll swing by and pick
you up on my way home.

Within seconds, three little dots appeared.

Taylor: As long as you’re not going to force me to assist with the
cooking.

I chuckled to myself. In the weeks that had passed, Taylor and I had
fallen into a routine of sorts. Typically, it involved me cooking, and Taylor
doing everything she could to avoid the oven or stove.

Me: The only thing you need to do is pour the drinks, Short-stack.

Taylor: Sounds like a fair trade. I might even reward you for a meal well
done...

My pants suddenly felt a little bit tighter. I shifted in my seat. My need
for Taylor was insatiable. I’d fucked her in the shower mere hours ago, yet
here I was, dying to have her again.

I scrubbed a hand across my stubbled jaw. We’d kept our word to each
other and not spoken about where this thing was headed, but Taylor hadn’t
mentioned plans to return to LA at the end of her lease. I had every intention
of making it as difficult as possible for her to leave, and as easy as saying the
word yes to stay.

I shook my head and returned my focus to the papers in front of me. A
final report from the medical examiner’s office on our two murder victims. It



gave me nothing I didn’t already know. I’d been holding out hope that Carly
might find some clue that would give me a direction to run in, but there was
nothing.

The entire case was stone-cold. We’d combed through every piece of
evidence at least twice, in some cases, three times. Tuck and his Forest
Service team had searched the woods for places a demented killer might be
hiding, but they’d had no luck. The chief was getting antsy, and the town was
freaked. I totally understood. I was frustrated as hell.

A knock sounded on the frame of my open door. “What’s that angry look
on your face for, big brother?”

I stood, ushering Jensen in with a wave of my hand. “What are you doing
here, Little J? You hate visiting me at the station.” My eyes narrowed. “Is
everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine.” Jensen shut the door behind her and sank into an
empty chair. “Can’t a sister come pay her favorite big brother a visit at
work?” Her smile was mischievous, and I didn’t trust it for a second.

“You want something.” I sat back in my chair, waiting for her to lay it on
me.

“Maybe...” she said, drumming her fingers across her lips.

“What is it?”

The drumming paused. “Well. I’ve noticed that you and a certain resident
of the guest cabin have both been unnaturally chipper lately. Especially given
all the crazy happenings around here.” I straightened at my desk. Taylor and I
hadn’t been hiding our relationship, but we hadn’t been flaunting it either.
The last thing I wanted was to scare her off by having the townspeople or my
family start asking when we were getting married. Jensen kept right on going.
“That wouldn’t have anything to do with a little hanky-panky, would it?”

My face scrunched. I did not want to talk to my sister about who I was
sleeping with. “Jensen, who is or isn’t in my bed is none of your business.”

A huge smile spread across her face. “I knew it! If you weren’t sleeping
with her, you’d tell me straight out. And if you were sleeping with her, but it
was just some harmless fun, you’d tell me that straight out, too. You like her.
And I mean really like her.” She clapped her hands together with glee. “You
two are perfect for each other!”

I raised a hand as if to ward her off. “Hold on there. Do not freak out, go
crazy, and call up Taylor, telling her you need to start planning a wedding. I
do not want you to scare her off. She’s still gun-shy.” Understatement of the



century.

Jensen’s face softened. “I’m not going to do anything to screw this up.
Why do you think I’m here, at the place that smells like stale coffee and gives
me the creeps, giving you the third-degree instead of bringing a bottle of
wine over to Taylor’s and trying to pry the truth out of her?”

She exhaled, seeming to gather her thoughts. In a quieter, more serious
tone she said, “I know she’s still scared. She’s better overall. She opens up
more, spends more time with the family without me having to con her into it.
But I can still see the fear in her eyes.”

My chest tightened at Jensen’s words. She was right. Taylor was letting
us all in more and more each day, but she had a long way to go before her
walls were entirely down. J leaned across the desk and squeezed my hand. “I
like her, Walk. I really like her. Don’t let her shut you out.”

I gave my baby sister a gentle smile. “I won’t.”

Jensen released my hand and leaned back in her seat. “Good.”

“Now, tell me what’s new with you. How are things going with Bryce?”

A faint blush tinged my sister’s cheeks. “They’re good. We’re taking
things slow. Super slow. That’s good, for the most part.” A shadow of doubt
crossed her face as she scrunched her nose in that adorable way she always
did when she was unsure of herself. “I just hope that’s not a sign that he
doesn’t actually like me all that much.”

I hated that Jensen had this kind of self-doubt. It made me want to
pummel the asshole who had left her high and dry as soon as he found out
she was pregnant. Alone and pregnant at nineteen, she’d been terrified, and it
had done a number on her self-confidence. It was rare that she allowed those
doubts to show to anyone, and I was glad that Taylor wasn’t the only one
letting me in.

I cleared my throat, bringing Jensen’s gaze away from her hands in her
lap and back to me. “Taking things slow just means that he respects you. I
think that’s nothing but a good sign.”

J sighed. “You’re my big brother, of course, you love that he’s not trying
to get in my pants.”

“Too much information, J.”

She let out a giggle. “All right.”

“I do want to get to know him better, though.”

Jensen eyed me skeptically. “That’s fine, as long as you don’t threaten
him with bodily harm.”



I grinned. “Not unless he deserves it.”

She shook her head. “Why don’t we go on a double date?”

Warmth filled my chest at the thought of taking Taylor out on a proper
date. Showing everyone in Sutter Lake that this gorgeous girl was mine. “I’1l
ask Taylor if she’s up for it.”

Jensen beamed. “Awesome. All right, big bro, I’'m outta here.”

As she stood, another knock sounded. “Come in,” I called.

The door swung open hesitantly. Ashlee poked her head in. “Sorry to
bother you,” she said, dipping her chin, a blush on her cheeks.

“That’s all right,” I assured.

“Hey, Ashlee,” Jensen greeted. “How are you?”

“I’m just fine. And yourself?”

“Doing great. Just paying the knucklehead a visit, but I’ll get out of your
hair. See you later, Walk.”

“Bye, Little J,” I called after her as she headed out. She looked back at me
and stuck out her tongue, showing her disapproval of the nickname. I
chuckled and turned my gaze to Ashlee. “What’s up?”

“Barry Stevens is here to see you. He wanted to get an update on Caitlin’s
case.”

I instantly sobered. I couldn’t imagine what the poor man was going
through and hoped I never had to experience it myself. “Show him on back.”

Ashlee nodded and escaped down the hall.

I put away all the sensitive files on my desk and locked my computer
screen. Just as I shut a desk drawer, Barry’s harrowed face appeared in my
doorway. “Come on in, Barry. Can I get you anything to drink?”

He moved slowly as if he had aged decades in the past few weeks. “No,
thank you. I just wanted to come by and see how things were progressing.
We got a call that they were finally releasing Caitlin’s body to the funeral
home.”

Sympathy filled me, but I fought against the urge to let it show on my
features. A man as proud as Barry Stevens wouldn’t want to see that now.
“Unfortunately, there’s not a lot I can tell you at the moment. We are
pursuing every avenue available to us to find out who did this.”

It was true, we were doing everything we could. There just wasn’t much
to show for it. Tuck and I had finally tracked down Frank Pardue, but after
hours of questioning, there was nothing we could hold him for. He was still
the number one suspect in my mind, but he claimed that he had been off



hunting dozens of miles away when Caitlin was killed. With nothing to prove
or disprove his story, we’d had to let him go.

Barry gave a stilted nod. “Well, I just had to check.”

“I understand. You come by anytime you like, but I promise I'll call as
soon as we have anything we can share.”

He stood slowly. “Thank you, Walker. You’re a good man.” My chest
hurt at those words, guilt swamping me as I remembered my last encounter
with his daughter. “You’ll come to the funeral, won’t you? It’ll be this
weekend.”

I swallowed against the sudden dryness in my throat. “Of course, I will.”

Barry gave another nod. “I’ll see you then.”

“See you,” I replied, leaning back in my chair as I watched his pained
footsteps lead him out of my office. I had to find the monster who destroyed
this family.
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Taylor

eased myself back on the double lounge chair on Walker’s back

deck, tucking my feet under the wool blanket he left out here just

for me. The view was amazing. During the day, you could see all
the way to the town below. Tonight, I could see rolling hills and fields in the
twilight as glimmering stars began to appear in the sky.

Inhaling deeply, I soaked in the crystal-clear night air. It was amazing just
how relaxed I felt here. How at home. If I was honest, it freaked me out a bit.
But I pushed those thoughts aside, deciding instead to focus on gratitude for
this night—this moment.

A plank in the deck creaked. “What are you thinking about so hard over
there?”

I turned my head to see Walker striding towards me, two open bottles of
beer dangling from his fingers. “Just thinking how much I love this spot.”

He settled next to me on the lounge, handing me a beer and casually
throwing an arm around my shoulders. I snuggled into his side, soaking up
his warmth. “I’m glad you like it. I had the architect orient the house so the
back deck and master bedroom would have this view.”

I tilted my face up towards Walker, drinking in the shadow on his cut jaw
and his sharp features in the moonlight. “I don’t think I knew you had this
built.”

“My parents gave me and my sister each a couple hundred acres to build
on, hoping it would be lure enough to keep us close.” He absentmindedly ran



his fingers through my hair as he spoke, sending small shivers down my
spine.

“But Jensen lives at the guest house next to the ranch house,” T said,
thinking of the adorable two-bedroom cottage Jensen and Noah lived in.

“She just keeps her horses on her land for now. It was easier when she got
pregnant and while Noah’s still young. She’s close to my parents and Gran so
they can help out. But you never know. If things keep progressing with
Bryce, she might be building a house before long.”

I shot up, spilling a little of my beer. “Are things getting serious between
them? She hasn’t said anything to me.”

Walker grinned. “Don’t go getting too excited. They’re taking things
slow. Jensen did say she wanted us to go on a double date with them.”

“You told her about us?” I fought the urge to duck my head, feeling
suddenly shy about it all. He hadn’t pushed for us to go public in any way. I
hadn’t been sure if it was because he didn’t want to rush me, or if he wasn’t
sure we would last. There was even a small part of me that worried he was
somehow ashamed of me.

Walker must have sensed my thoughts like the psychic sorcerer he was,
because he tugged me to him, taking my beer and putting it next to his on the
side table. He positioned me directly on top of him, wrapping his arms
around me in a tight hold. “I love that you’re mine.” I relaxed the smallest
bit. “If it was up to me, I’d be screaming it from the rooftops. I just haven’t
wanted to ask for too much, too soon.”

I let the beat of his heart and the warmth of his words ease the rest of the
tension in my body. “We can tell people.” My stomach flipped. That meant
his family would know. The town. People would want to know my business
because he was one of Sutter Lake’s golden sons, one the entire population
claimed as their own. “What if people don’t like me?”

Walker’s arms tightened around me. “I think everyone will adore you.
But if anyone’s mean to you, I’ll beat them up.”

I snorted. “You’re a cop. You can’t beat up someone just because they
don’t like me.”

“The hell T can’t.” T rolled my eyes heavenward, which he, of course,
couldn’t see. He held me even tighter. “So, you want to go on a proper date
with me?”

“Well, I’ll have to think about it, Deputy Chief. I might need to wash my
hair that night.”



“You little minx.” Walker’s arms turned from offering a comforting
cocoon to becoming tickling monsters.

I shrieked like a hyena as I squirmed and rolled, trying in vain to escape
his grasp. “All right! All right! I’ll go on a date with you.”

The tickling subsided. “That’s what I thought.”

His smug tone had me vowing retaliation, so I did the only thing I could
think of with my hands pinned to my sides. I bit him right on the pec.

“Fuck, Short-stack! That hurt.” His voice was a mixture of shock and
humor.

“That’s what you get for being a smug bastard.”

Walker released his hold on my arms and dipped his hands beneath my
shirt. “Smug, huh? I’ll show you just what I’m so smug about.”

My heart rate kicked up a notch, and my breath came quicker as he
unhooked my bra. “Oh, really? All I hear is a lot of talking. I’m not seeing
much action to back up your claims. I guess, sometimes, you just have to do
the heavy lifting yourself.” I peeled off my top as if to prove my statement,
letting my bra fall to the ground next.

Walker’s eyes zeroed in on my breasts, his hands following suit. “God, I
love your tits.” His thumbs brushed over my nipples in tandem, and I sucked
in a breath. Walker, always the consummate student of my body, noted the
reaction. He began tracing patterns around the buds, varying his tempo and
pressure. It wasn’t long before I was panting.

I tugged at his shirt. “Need this off.”

Walker rose up to allow me to pull it up and over his head. “Patience,
Short-stack. I like playing with you,” he said as he lay back down, his hands
coming to my breasts again. No matter how many times we were together, he
always wanted to take his time, and I was forever in a rush to feel him inside
me.

Walker’s fingers plucked at those buds now, and I felt a zap of pleasure in
my core. I arched back, sinking into the feeling. Since I was straddling him,
the movement brought me right up against something very long and very
hard. I moaned. I was wearing a skirt, so only the thin fabric of my panties
separated me from the ridge in his jeans.

I rocked against him as he pinched harshly. I trembled, biting down on
my lip. Walker’s hands left my breasts and skimmed up the outer sides of my
thighs, dipping under the flouncy material of my skirt. “So fucking smooth.
What do you put on your skin to get it this soft?”



“Just. Lotion,” I panted.

“Smooth as fucking silk.” He shot up, taking one of my nipples into his
mouth and sucking deeply. At the same time, a finger stroked me through my
panties.

The sound that escaped me was some unintelligible combination of a
moan and curse. My hands went to his hair, tugging it and holding him to me
at the same time. He nipped me, and I tugged harder.

Walker released his hold on my nipple, pulling back before bringing my
head down to meet his. He took my mouth in a soul-consuming kiss. I swear |
saw stars behind my eyelids as his tongue stroked mine, and his finger
continued to tease me. “God, you taste like heaven,” he said against my
mouth. “I want you to ride me. First my face, and then my cock.”

My eyes widened. I talked a good game, but I wasn’t usually the one in
charge. Walker ran a hand up and down my spine. “I’ll guide you.”

I bit my bottom lip but nodded. Walker reached into his pocket, coming
back with what looked like a pocketknife. “I was a boy scout. Always be
prepared.” My brows pulled together, unsure of where this was headed. He
flicked out the small knife. “I hope you’re not overly fond of this pair of
underwear.”

And before I could get out a word of protest, Walker cut one side of my
panties and then the other. “You’re buying me another pair,” I huffed.

Walker sent me a devilish grin and then disappeared beneath my skirt.
“Don’t worry, it’ll be worth it.” His words vibrated against my center, and a
shiver shot through me. His tongue traced me from my opening to my clit,
lazily exploring every part of me. Each stroke drove me higher. Each teasing
flick of his tongue made me quake.

I was moments from coming apart at the seams when he stopped. “Don’t
come. I want to be inside you when you do.”

I let out a strangled curse. “Then get in me now.”

Walker chuckled. “Always such a demanding little minx.”

I paused, staring down at Walker, his lips shiny with my arousal. His
green eyes blazed with fire. “I’m on the pill,” T whispered. He froze. “I’ve
haven’t been with anyone but you for a very long time. I’ve had physicals
since. I’m clean.”

Walker’s hands tightened around my waist and rose up to take my mouth
in a long, slow Kkiss. I could taste myself on his tongue. “I got tested last
week. I’'m clean. Can I take you bare?”



I nodded. This was huge for me, and we both knew it—trusting Walker
with this. He rested his forehead against my own. “You’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I breathed. I unfastened his belt, flipped open the button, and
slowly pulled down the zipper. I helped him shimmy out of his jeans and
boxers as he pulled my skirt down over the curve of my backside.

Walker’s hands caressed the skin there, slowly moving his palms to my
hips. He guided me towards him at a snail’s pace, never once taking his eyes
from mine. His tip teased my entrance, easing inside me. The stretch was a
delicious burn. I wanted to get lost in the sensations, but I never once allowed
my eyes to close, I kept them riveted to those green orbs looking back at me.

The rhythm we found was slow, and for the first time, I didn’t want to
rush. I didn’t want to hurry to the top of the rollercoaster. I wanted to enjoy
every dip and bend in the ride. I wanted to feel it all. And I wanted it to last
forever.

Eventually, the pace changed. Walker shot up to retake my mouth. I cried
out into the kiss as my walls quaked around him. He groaned his response as
I felt his release. In that moment, I knew the fortress I had built around my
heart was beginning to crumble. It scared me to death, but being without him
frightened me more.

Sweaty and sated, we fell back against the lounge. Only the sounds of our
slowing breathing and the night insects surrounded us. The smell of the pine
trees wrapped us up tight.

Walker trailed a hand up and down the ridges in my spine. I kissed his
pec over where his heart might be. “You’re mine, too,” I whispered.

“I’m yours, too.” I felt his words everywhere, and a small, broken piece
of my heart knitted itself back together.
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Walker

he squeaking of a wood-planked step had me jolting awake.

Taylor and I had opted for a night under the stars instead of

crawling into my bed. Now, reacting to my sudden movement,
she moaned and stretched. My dick hardened. Not the time, buddy.

My eyes scanned the back deck and the fields below. Nothing. A throat
cleared. “Well, good for you two. It’s about damn time.” My grandmother
appeared from under the eaves of the house.

I groaned. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Taylor blinked, the last remnants of sleep clearing from her eyes at the
sound of voices. “What’s going on?”

I pulled the blanket up a little higher around her, even though she was
wearing my t-shirt. “That’s what I’d like to know. My grandma decided that
six a.m. was the perfect time for a little visit.”

Taylor squeaked, her eyes shooting behind me to my grandmother. Who
waved. Fucking waved. “Well,” Irma huffed, “I wasn’t expecting you to have
company, and I know you’re always up early. But I’'m delighted, just
delighted that you two have figured this thing out.”

Taylor started to giggle. The giggles turned into belly laughs as she rolled
closer to me, burying her face in my chest.

I tilted my head back, looking at the sky for patience. “Grandma, why
don’t you go into the kitchen while Taylor and I get ready.”

The grin on my grandmother’s face told me she was up to something.



“Oh, no, I don’t want to interrupt your morning.” I snorted. Yeah, right. “I’1l
just let Sarah know to expect Taylor for dinner tonight.” I opened my mouth
to argue, unsure if Taylor was ready for primetime with my family, but then I
shut it again just as quickly with one look from my gran. “No more hiding
out, you two.”

Taylor poked her head up over my shoulder. “We’ll be there.”

Warmth flooded my chest. This was real. And good. Taylor was trying.
Pushing the boundaries of what she was comfortable with to make room in
her life for me. I pulled her closer, kissing the side of her face.

“Wonderful,” Irma said. “We’ll see you at six. I'll just show myself out.”

“You do that,” I called.

“Watch your tone with me, young man.”

Taylor started giggling again. The vibrations only made my cock strain
harder against my boxer briefs. When I heard my grandmother start up the
golf cart she shouldn’t be driving, I launched from the lounger, throwing
Taylor over my shoulder. My hand dipped under the tee she wore to palm her
smooth, bare ass. She shrieked and then moaned.

“We’re going to the shower. We’re going to erase the past fifteen minutes
and start this day the way we should have.”

“And what way is that?” she asked, voice husky.

“Me eating you until you scream, and then you coming on my cock.”

She squeezed my ass, and I almost dropped her. “Such a way with
words,” she said with a laugh. “But I like the way you think.”

“Good.” I set her down on the tiled floor of the bathroom and got to work.

I made her come twice in the shower and once while helping her dress
before leaving for the station. It was a great way to start the day.

TAvLOR SAT beside me in my truck, staring down at her hands, twisting that
ring on her right hand. She’d been quiet since I’d picked her up. Too silent.

I reached over, stilling the staccato movements of her hands. I laced my
fingers with hers and squeezed. “Want to tell me what’s got you running in
circles in your head?”

She blew out a breath and mumbled something about psychic sorcerers.

“What was that?”



“You’re some sort of psychic sorcerer. You always know when
something’s up with me. It’s freaky.”

I chuckled and gave her hand another squeeze. “I’'m a cop. I know by
someone’s body language when something’s not right. And I know your
body pretty damn well.”

Taylor pressed her lips together, seeming to fight a smile. But something
dark still lurked in those blue-gray depths. Her shoulders slumped. “The last
time I was with your whole family...I had a nightmare that night. It really
freaked me out. I just don’t want that to happen again.”

My chest tightened at the doubt in her words. I pulled my truck over to
the side of the road. Turning, I took her face in my hands. “First of all, thank
you for telling me. Second, I’m going to be with you all night, and you
haven’t had any nightmares when I've spent the night before, right?” She
nodded between my hands.

I hated that being around my family brought all her fears to the surface,
but I was proud as hell that she’d faced them down. I kissed her softly, tasting
a hint of the beer we’d shared before leaving her place. “I’'m with you.
Always.”

Her eyes blazed with blue heat, the type of flame you knew would leave
third-degree burns. But, damn, it was beautiful to watch.

She fisted a hand in my shirt, pulling me to her, and slamming her mouth
over mine. The force of the kiss took me by surprise. There were things she
couldn’t say. Things that scared her. But she said them with her lips, her
tongue, her body.

I groaned into her mouth before pulling back. “Are you seriously going to
make me walk into my parents’ house with a hard-on?”

Taylor’s eyes widened and then danced with laughter. It wasn’t the blue
heat, but I knew it was what she needed to go into the house with a light
heart. “Sorry about that,” she said with a laugh.

“Let’s just hope I can get it under control in the three minutes it takes to
get there. Do me a favor and be less gorgeous, would you?”

She chuckled. I squeezed her knee and tried to think about baseball stats,
all the paperwork I had to catch up on, anything.

We pulled up to the ranch house, the windows lit up against the evening
sky. I threw the truck in park and went around to open Taylor’s door. I helped
her out and then pulled her to me for a fierce hug.

I loved that she fit so perfectly against me. Her head ended up tucked



right under my chin, like the adorable short-stack she was. Her curves
seemed to hug my planes of muscle just right. I inhaled her scent, it was a
combination of honeysuckle and the underlying notes that were uniquely
Taylor. I could never get enough.

I kissed the top of her head. “Everything’s going to be fine. Just
remember, they already love you.”

Taylor let out a sigh and then tilted her face up so that her chin rested on
my sternum. “Thanks for putting up with my crazy.”

I grinned down at her. “Anytime. Plus, you being crazy just means you’ll
fit in with the rest of my family.”

A smile spread across her face, and I closed the distance to brush my lips
against hers.

The sound of a shouted, “Tay Tay!” broke the trance as Noah bounded
down the front steps. He launched himself at Taylor’s middle, and she caught
him easily. “Tay Tay, I read the book about the boxer all by myself! Mom
didn’t have to help me once!”

Jensen appeared behind him. “It’s true. He didn’t even need a single
hint.”

Taylor squeezed Noah’s shoulders. “That’s amazing. Does that mean it’s
time for a library and bookstore visit for some new books?”

Noah bobbed his head up and down enthusiastically. My jaw fell open.
Was this the same nephew who had dragged his feet, making up any excuse
in the world to avoid reading?

Jensen elbowed me in the side. “Shut your mouth, you’ll catch flies.” 1
snapped my jaw shut, and she chuckled. “Taylor’s worked miracles with him,
I swear. She has a gift.”

I studied Taylor in the throes of conversation with Noah. She was great
with him. I wondered what it would take to get her to consider teaching at
one of the local schools. As I turned that over in my mind, my mom appeared
in the doorway. “Get in here, dinner’s almost ready, and I need my gossip
time with Taylor.”

A soft smile, one I knew was reserved for my mom, appeared on Taylor’s
face. I reached out and took her hand in mine, linking our fingers. “We’re
coming.”

It only took about sixty seconds for Taylor to relax. As soon as Taylor
saw she had my mother’s approval, we lapsed into easy conversation and
laughter at Noah’s antics.



“So,” my gran began as we dug into the feast my mom had prepared.
“When are you going to give me some more great-grandchildren? I’'m not
getting any younger here.”

Taylor turned red as a tomato, and I choked on my beer. Jensen started
cackling with laughter. Noah just looked between Taylor and me, little-boy
brows pulled together in confusion. My father cleared his throat. “Now,
Mom.”

“Don’t you, now Mom me, Andrew. You know I have a gift for knowing
when something’s right. When two souls are meant for each other. And these
two are it for one another. What’s the point in pussyfooting around?”

“Irma!” my mom scolded.

“I speak the truth,” Gran huffed.

I thought I could see the panic rising in Taylor. Her fists were clenched
around a napkin, her breathing shallow. Fuck. She was going to run on me.
Then Taylor did something that shocked the shit out of me. She burst out
laughing. Deep belly laughs that shook her whole body. Soon, the entire table
joined in, even Noah, who had no idea what we were laughing about.

Taylor dried a tear from the corner of her eye. “You certainly don’t mince
words, Miss Irma.”

“What would be the point? I only got so much time left.” Gran reached
across the table to pat Taylor’s hand. “You’re good for my boy here. And
he’s good for you. Just remember that when the time comes and things get
hard or scary. It’s always worth the fight.”

Taylor sucked in a breath. I ran a comforting hand across her back and
squeezed her shoulder. “All right, Gran, you’ve had your say. Can we get
back to eating?”

“Yeah, hurry up and eat everyone,” Noah chimed in. “There’s chocolate
cream pie for dessert, and that’s my favorite.”

Jensen rolled her eyes. “Every dessert is your favorite.”

Noah’s expression took on a pondering quality, then he nodded. “Yeah,
that’s pretty much true. Everything but stuff with coconut. That’s just gross.”

Taylor let out a light laugh, and I was relieved to see her eyes bright and
untroubled. “I don’t like coconut either.”

“That’s ‘cause you’re smart.”

The entire table broke into laughter. Taylor leaned into my side. This was
Heaven, right here. My girl pressed up close. My family all around. Laughter
tinging the air. Good food filling my belly. I hoped with everything I had that



I could hold on tightly enough to make it last.
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Taylor

smoothed my hands over my black pencil skirt as I got out of

Walker’s truck. I didn’t want to be here. Really, really did not

want to be here. I wanted nothing to do with anything close to
death or loss. And a funeral was right smack in the middle of that mess.

What I did want was to be there for Walker. And, let’s face it, I’d been
pushing all sorts of limits and challenging the rules I’d placed on myself over
the past couple of years. Walker squeezed my hand, tugging me to him.
“Thanks for being here.”

Here was the funeral of his ex-girlfriend. I wasn’t sure it was appropriate
for me to be here, but Walker had asked, and I couldn’t deny him. I brushed
my lips against his in a kiss that was more about comfort than passion. “No
problem.”

Walker squeezed my hand. “I know it’s a big deal for you. And I want
you to know that I understand that.”

I pressed my lips together, unsure of what to say. I went with a nod, just
ducking my head. Walker curved an arm around my shoulders and curled me
into his side. I soaked up his warmth and strength as we prepared to face
what lay ahead.

As we crossed the parking lot of the local church, a high-pitched voice
shrieked from our left. “You did not bring her here.” A bottle-blonde toddled
towards us on shoes with heels so pointy, they would surely be classified as
deadly weapons. She was familiar. Recognition dawned. This was Caitlin’s



bitchy friend from the bakery. Great. Just great.

“Bridgette,” Walker said in a low but firm tone. “This isn’t the time or the
place.”

Bridgette huffed, tossing her blonde locks over her shoulder. “That’s for
damn sure. You showing up is bad enough, but to bring your floozy with
you? You might as well spit on Caitlin’s grave.”

I winced and bit the inside of my cheek to keep my temper in check.
Apparently, this girl was all about the drama. Walker’s grip on my shoulder
tightened. “Bridgette, that’s enough. I know you’re hurting, but this isn’t the
way to deal with it.”

Bridgette lifted her chin in the air as if she were better than anyone who
might deign to be in her presence. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. The
woman narrowed her gaze at Walker. “This has nothing to do with me. This
has everything to do with you and that trampy whore.”

Uh-oh. That was going too far for Walker. Even if your best friend had
recently been murdered, it seemed you did not call me a trampy whore in
Walker’s presence. He released his hold on me and took two angry strides
towards Bridgette. “Get this through your apparently tiny brain, my
relationships are none of your damn business. Now, cut the fucking crap
before I find something to arrest you for.”

Bridgette’s jaw fell open. “Y-y-you can’t do that. My daddy will have
your job for even threatening something like that.”

Walker snorted. “Your dad might be rich, Bridge, but he has zero pull in
this town. No one likes him because he indulges your spoiled ass and thinks
his shit doesn’t stink.”

Her mouth gaped open and closed like a fish’s. Walker shook his head
and exhaled a long breath. “I’m sorry you lost your best friend, but it’s no
excuse to attack someone who’s done nothing wrong.”

“She’s done everything wrong!” Bridgette’s gaze shot to me, anger
flaring back to life. “You,” she seethed, “you ruined everything. Walker was
about to ask Caitlin to move in with him before you strode in and stole him
away. You should be ashamed of yourself. Better yet, you should just leave.
No one wants you here.”

I held my tongue, even though I wanted to give this chick a piece of my
mind. Bridgette was now a shade of red that I was pretty sure meant a stroke
was imminent. She cocked her arm back as if she were about to slap me, but
a hand caught her around the bicep. “We have got to stop meeting this way,



gorgeous,” Tuck said, sending a devilish smile my way.

Walker stiffened. “What did you just call her?”

I rubbed a hand up and down Walker’s back. “All right, all right. Enough
with the drama already. If you haven’t noticed, we’ve got ourselves a bit of
an audience.” I tipped my head to the side, towards a group of at least twenty
people who were gathered at the front of the church, including, I winced,
Walker’s entire family, Bryce, and Ashlee. Shit. I waved, attempting to
reassure them. Jensen gave me a thumbs up. I fought the urge to laugh.

“God, help me,” Walker begged.

I smiled up at him. “Well, we are about to walk into a church, this seems
as likely a place as any for him to hear your call.”

“I think my prayer should be ‘God save me from smartass women.’”

“Sounds like a good prayer,” I agreed.

Tuck let out a bark of laughter. “You two are meant for each other.”

Bridgette whirled on Tuck, smacking him in the chest. “Oh, shut up, you
fool.” And then she stormed towards the church, still the color of a tomato.

Tuck turned back to Walker and me. “Well, that was a fun way to start
the day.”

Walker took my hand in his but used the other to smack Tuck on the
backside of the head. “Hey!” Tuck protested. “What was that for? I just saved
your girl from getting bitch-slapped.”

I leaned around Walker so I could meet Tuck’s eyes. “Thanks for that, by
the way.”

“No problem, gorgeous,” he said with a wink.

Walker slapped him again. “That was for being a flirty fucker. Stop
hitting on my girl.”

Tuck grinned. “What? You worried she’ll finally see the error of her ways
and leave your sorry ass for a real man?”

Walker threw an arm up in the air. “I give up. You’re hopeless.”

“You’re both hopeless,” Sarah said as we reached the church steps. “And
you’re embarrassing Taylor, so behave.”

A gentle smile formed on my face. I loved Sarah, she was the best. There
were still times when she did things that caused my heart to pang because it
reminded me of my mom, but mostly, she was a comfort. A way to
experience the same kind of care my mother gave to everyone in her orbit.
Sarah dipped to kiss my cheek. “I hope you gave that awful girl a piece of
your mind.”



I let out a soft laugh. “I didn’t even need to, your son had that pretty well
covered.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Glad to hear it.”

We all filed into the church. Walker, Tuck, and I slipped into the row
behind the rest of the Cole clan, Walker refusing to let Tuck sit next to me. I
pressed my lips together, staring at my lap, not trusting myself not to smile or
laugh.

When I lifted my head, my gaze landed on the dark coffin at the front of
the church. Pain sliced through my heart as memories of my mother’s funeral
slammed into me. She’d opted to be cremated, so there hadn’t been a coffin,
but everything else—the flowers, the sea of black, the sounds of sniffling
was all heart-wrenchingly familiar.

My heart picked up its pace, my breathing growing quicker, more
shallow. I wasn’t sure if I could do this. It was too much, too soon. A hand
took mine, guiding it to a chest. Walker’s voice sounded over the blood
roaring in my ears. “Breathe with me. Just copy how I breathe.”

It took a few false starts, but I finally followed his instructions. I’m not
sure how long it took, but my heart rate began to slow, and my breathing
evened out. “Sorry,” I whispered.

Walker traced tiny circles on the back of my hand, which was still planted
on his chest. “What did I say about apologizing? Plus, I’'m the one who
should be saying I’'m sorry. I never should have asked you to come.”

I swallowed thickly. “I wanted to be here for you.”

He squeezed my hand and then lifted my chin with a finger so that I was
forced to meet his eyes. “You are here for me. You made me smile on a day
when I thought that would be impossible. And when I feel your body next to
mine, my soul settles somehow. I feel...at peace. So, you are here for me in
every way I need.”

I brushed my lips against his. “I'm glad,” T whispered. Walker wrapped
his arm around me and, as the pastor began to speak, I got lost in my own
thoughts. I thought about how I hadn’t needed to run as much lately. How
well I slept next to Walker. How the peace I felt when I was with him was the
same serenity I experienced when I lost myself in the water.

It scared the hell out of me that this man could come to mean this much to
me so quickly. I closed my eyes and offered up a silent prayer. Please, God,
please don’t take him from me, too.
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Walker

y body jolted awake as my phone rang out from Taylor’s

nightstand. She moaned. Sadly, not the kind of sounds I loved

hearing from her. This was an angry, frustrated moan. She
batted at my chest. “Make it stop.”

I chuckled, hitting the screen of the phone. “Cole.”

“This is Harry at dispatch. We have a report of an attempted kidnapping.
Officers are on the scene, but we thought we should call you, given
everything that’s been going on.”

I was suddenly wide-awake, my body on high alert. “You did the right
thing. Where’d it happen?” I was already climbing out of bed, searching for
the clothes I’d shed in a mad dash to get both Taylor and myself naked as
quickly as possible last night.

“Three blocks south of the saloon. Corner of Hillhurst and Pine.”

I buttoned my jeans while cradling my phone between my ear and
shoulder. “Tell them I'll be there in ten.”

“Will do, Deputy Chief.”

I slid my phone into my pocket and pulled my shirt over my head.
Glancing back at the bed, I saw that Taylor was sitting up now, fully awake
and biting the inside of her cheek. She was breathtaking. Hair all mussed
from sleep and me having my fingers tangled in it. Her skin glowing. But her
eyes...her eyes were filled with fear.

I crossed to her in two long strides. Cupping her face in my hands, I



brought it close to mine. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

“What’s going on?” she whispered, her voice still raspy with sleep.

“This happens sometimes. Not regularly, but every now and then. A case
where they need a senior officer on-scene. So, I gotta haul my ass outta bed,
away from my girl, and give them a hand.” T didn’t want to tell her the
details. I didn’t want to freak her out any more than necessary. She’d already
had a tough day, she didn’t need this.

Of course, she pushed. “What happened, Walker?”

I kissed her hard on the mouth and then sat next to her on the bed. “An
attempted kidnapping.” Taylor’s pretty mouth fell open. “The victim is fine,
but I need to go see what’s going on.”

Her hands shot out quicker than I’d ever seen her move, and she clung to
me, arms around my neck. “Please, be careful.”

The funeral had taken a toll on her. I never should have asked her to go
with me. It was too soon. There were too many bad memories, and now she
was freaked the hell out. I rubbed a hand up and down her spine.
“Everything’s going to be fine. I promise. I just need to take a few statements
and put some pieces in place.”

Taylor sagged against me in relief. “Okay,” she breathed.

I kissed the side of her face, her temple, then her forehead. “You’re
mine.”

I felt her smile against my throat. “I’m yours.”

I pulled back, studying her face. She still looked concerned, but there was
no longer panic in her eyes. I glanced at my watch, three a.m.. “This will take
a couple hours, and then I’'ll probably just stay at the office. But I'll call you
when things are wrapped up to let you know everything’s okay.”

She nodded, pressing her lips together. “Thanks.”

“Of course.” I rose from the bed, crossing to the closet to grab my badge
and gun. Taylor had insisted I get a lock box if I wanted to keep a gun at her
house. The thought made me smile.

Holstering my weapon, I crossed back to Taylor and brushed my lips
against hers. “Talk to you in a few hours.”

“In a few hours,” she said softly.

I made my way out of the cabin, making sure the door was locked behind
me, then jogged to my truck. It took me less than ten minutes to get to the
scene. What I found there shocked the shit out of me. Sitting huddled on a
bench, shaking like a fucking leaf, was Bridgette. Kelly, one of our few



female officers, was consoling her, while a medic checked Bridgette’s pulse.
A few other guys milled around.

Hopping down from my rig, I strode towards Bridgette and Kelly. I
slowed my pace as I got closer, not wanting to frighten Bridgette any further.
I carefully took a seat on the bench on Bridgette’s other side. She didn’t
move, didn’t even look at me. I met Kelly’s gaze. She just shook her head.

This was not good. I turned to the medic. “She in shock?”

The guy, who looked all of eighteen, nodded. “I’d say that’s a pretty good
guess. She’ll respond if you ask her questions, though.”

I scrubbed a hand over my stubbled jaw. “Bridgette, can you tell me what
happened?”

Her head slowly and jerkily turned towards me. “I-I was walking to my
car from the saloon, and someone grabbed me from behind. Put a hand over
my mouth. I tried to kick him, but I couldn’t. So, finally, I bit his hand and
screamed.” She lifted a shaky hand to point at two guys talking to another
officer. “Those guys saw and came running. Whoever had me, he-he shoved
me to the ground and took off.”

Kelly spoke up then. “No one got a good look at the guy. He was wearing
a ballcap. They said they’d guess a pretty large build.”

“H-he told me not to scream. That it would be worse if I fought him.”
Tears tinged black with mascara tracked down Bridgette’s cheeks. “His
voice. It-it sounded familiar, but I can’t place it.”

My spine went ramrod straight. This had to be the same guy who killed
the hiker and Caitlin. Had to be. This was too small a town to have more than
one violent psychopath. “Bridgette, I want you to think real carefully over the
next couple hours and days. See if you can’t remember where you’ve heard
the voice before.”

“O-okay.”

I jerked my chin at the medic. “I think you should take her in, let the docs
take a look at her.”

“Was already planning to as soon as you were done with your questions.”

“Thanks.” I crossed to the other officers and got the same story from the
two guys who were here from Portland to do some fly fishing. They were
freaked and didn’t have any additional information.

I drummed my fingers against the side of my thigh. If this was the same
guy, where would he go when he was spooked? I swirled ideas around in my
mind before landing on one. He would go to where he felt safest. His comfort



zone. His hunting ground.

“Hank,” I called to one of the officers. “I want you and Kelly with me.
We’re going to check out the area around Creek Line trail.”

“Now?” Hank asked, his eyes widening.

“Now. If this is the same guy, he’s going to retreat to where he feels safe.
The woods. We have to find him on his turf.” I called dispatch and let them
know I was taking a couple of officers to follow up on a hunch. “Let’s roll
out.”

Hank and Kelly hopped into their squad car, and we headed for the Creek
Line trailhead.

WE weRE all sweaty and exhausted, even though the sun had yet to rise. Our
group paused to suck down some water, and for me to study my GPS. I had
guided us towards the area directly between where the first and second bodies
had been found. I hoped that we would find something, anything that would
point us in the direction of our guy or his hidey hole.

Our trek through the woods had been mostly quiet. I gave Hank and Kelly
silent props for not uttering even one word of protest, even when, two hours
in, we’d still found nothing. Zero signs of life. I blew out a breath. “I want to
check out one more spot. If there’s nothing, we’ll call it a night. Thanks for
sticking with me.”

“Of course, Deputy Chief,” Kelly said, taking another swig of water. “We
can stay out here as long as you need.”

“Just want to check out the area north of the creek, closer to the
mountain.”

Hank nodded his agreement, and we all took a moment to adjust our gear.
Silence again reigned as we made our way off the trail and towards the creek.
After finding a downed log to cross on, we began the incline up the other
side. A tiny glimmer of light flashed in the corner of my eye. I froze, holding
up a hand for the others to follow suit. “Turn off your flashlights,” I said as a
low order.

My eyes strained to see in the darkness. There it was. A small, flickering
light. From what? A lantern? Fire? I let out a slow breath. I had two choices. I
could call it in, wait the hours it would take to assemble the SWAT team, and



hope this guy didn’t get away in the meantime. Or, I could go in with Hank
and Kelly at my back. It was a risk either way.

I checked the gun at my hip. “We’re going in. I’'m going to call in
backup, but I don’t want to risk losing this guy while we wait for them to
assemble and hike in. You are to use extreme caution, and I am going to take
point.”

Hank’s and Kelly’s postures both straightened. “We’re with you, sir,”
Hank said.

I jerked my head in a nod and made the hushed call. Turning back to
Hank and Kelly, I hoped I was doing the right thing. “All right. Let’s do this.
Follow my lead. No lights. Try to make as little noise as possible.”

No light and careful feet meant slow progress. It took us nearly half an
hour to get up the hillside. We grabbed onto tree roots and rocks to pull
ourselves up when needed, and as we got closer to our destination, each of
our breathing was ragged. We were filthy, exhausted, and covered in scrapes,
but we were going to get this bastard.

Just as we crested the top of the ridgeline, a loud crack sounded. It was
deafening against the silence of the pre-dawn forest. I didn’t have time to
react before a burning sensation filled my chest. The force of the bullet sent
me sailing backwards, crashing into the dirt.

Curses filled the air around me. “Stay down,” I wheezed. “Active
shooter.”

“This is going to hurt, sir,” Kelly said before leaning all her weight
against my wound. It was as if a hot poker lanced through my chest.

I heard Hank’s muted voice on the satellite phone, something about an
officer down. My vision began to tunnel. “Oh no, you don’t,” Kelly yelled.
“Stay with me, Walker.”

I tried to force my focus, to narrow it in on her. “Tell Taylor—" I began.

“Nope. You’re going to tell Taylor whatever this message is,” Kelly
began. “But I guess you can practice on me.”

My lips tried to pull into a smile but failed. “Tell her...love her.” Just
before my world went dark, my mind was filled with nothing but images of
Taylor’s face. Her bewitching blue-gray eyes. Her wide smile. Her golden
hair, framing her beautiful face like a halo. If I was going to go, at least the
last thing I saw was pure beauty.
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he words on the page blurred as I attempted to read the same

paragraph for probably the fifteenth time. I snapped the book

closed and picked up my phone for about the one-hundredth
time. Nothing. No missed calls or texts.

My stomach churned. Something wasn’t right. Walker should have called
by now. My eyes bore imaginary holes into my phone’s screen. I tapped the
message icon.

Me: How’d everything go?

Me: Just making sure you’re okay.

Me: Please just send me a quick text letting me know everything’s fine.

My morning tea roiled in my stomach. That’s it, I was calling Jensen. I
hadn’t wanted to worry her, but I was now officially freaking out. I had just
tapped on her contact when I heard tires on the gravel of my driveway. My
breath whooshed out of me. It had to be Walker. I was going to smack him
really fucking hard for scaring me this badly.

I rushed to the door, yanking it open and stepping out onto the porch. I
was halfway down the steps before I realized the car wasn’t Walker’s. It
wasn’t one I knew at all. The driver’s door opened, and it took me a couple of
seconds to recognize Tessa as the form who exited the vehicle.

My heart stuttered, skipping several beats before settling into a rapid
rhythm. Tessa started towards me, her steps measured, her face pale and her
expression worried. I fell backward, my ass landing with a jolt on the stair.



There was a burning sensation in my chest I’d only felt once before. I shook
my head back and forth with a fierceness that made it ache.

Tessa crouched in front of me, careful not to touch me. “Jensen asked me
to come and get you. She got a call while we were setting up for the day.”
She paused. “I’'m so sorry. Walker’s been shot. He’s at the hospital now, but
it’s bad.”

Her voice was incredibly gentle. It didn’t matter. Her words still inflicted
a level of pain I’d never thought to experience again. I had taken great care to
make sure I never had to go through it again. But I’d gotten lazy, careless. I’d
let my walls crumble, and now I was paying the price.

Tessa rose slowly and extended a hand. She had a fluidity of movement
that was beautiful. It’s funny the things you noticed at times like this. The
world seemed to be moving in slow motion. “Can I help you up?”

I said nothing. Just stood and started towards Tessa’s car. Gravel bit into
my feet, but I didn’t care.

“I’'m going to grab your shoes and purse,” Tessa called. I still said
nothing. Just slipped into the passenger seat.

Tessa was back in a flash, placing my purse on my lap and easing my feet
into a pair of flip flops before circling around and getting in the car herself.
We drove in silence, with nothing but the roaring of my blood in my ears to
keep me company. Thirty minutes later, Tessa swung her car into a parking
space at the hospital. I numbly reached for the door handle, pausing only
briefly to get out a strangled “thank you” to Tessa.

She nodded. “Of course.”

We made our way towards the double doors of the emergency room. My
steps faltered as the angry red letters shone down on me. I hadn’t been in a
hospital since the night my mother died. I gritted my teeth so hard, they made
an audible noise, but I forced myself to keep walking.

Tessa led the way to some sort of reception desk. She spoke softly to a
woman behind the counter, and I didn’t try to listen. “They’re in a waiting
room upstairs.”

We took an elevator up two floors, and Tessa found the room we were
looking for. It was full to bursting with people. Just the sight of them all
made me nauseous. My breaths came more quickly. Jensen spotted me and
flew from her chair, throwing her arms around me as her body was wracked
with sobs.

I forced my arms to encircle her. To do the kind thing. I felt like a robot.



“He’s in surgery,” Jensen said between sobs. “It’s really bad. He was shot
in the chest. They said they’d tell us more when they know it.”

I tried to coax out words of reassurance, but I had none. Jensen led me
towards her parents, who looked ravaged. Completely wrecked. Their only
son’s life was hanging in the balance, and there was nothing they could do.
Jensen placed me between herself and Sarah. Sarah reached out to grip my
hand tightly. She seemed to have no words either.

The room was mostly silent as we waited. Muted conversations started up
and then died off. People got up to place or receive phone calls. There were
lots of individuals in uniform. Bryce arrived with Ashlee, and Jensen
collapsed into his arms, dissolving into sobs as he held her. T gripped the
arms of my chair tighter.

A woman in a Sutter Lake PD uniform approached me. “You’re Taylor,
right?” I nodded hesitantly. She swallowed roughly. “I was with Walker
when it happened.” My entire body tensed. “He, uh, he wanted me to tell you
something.”

I shot from my chair, sending it flying back against the wall. “NO!” I
shouted. “No! Don’t you tell me what he said, because he is going to tell me.
Walker is! Not you.”

Just as I was about to launch at her, Tuck strode through the door, looking
disheveled and dirty. “What the hell is going on in here?” He caught me
around the waist and moved me back. “What did you say to her?” he accused
the officer but didn’t wait for her answer. He kept pushing me towards the
door.

By the time we reached the hallway, my entire body was shaking, and I
could barely walk. Tuck gave up trying to guide my movements and instead
lifted me up in a bridal-style hold. I shoved my face into his neck. The tears
came now. Hot and angry and terrified.

Tuck set me down on a bench at the end of a quiet hallway, still keeping
one arm curved around me. “He’s a fighter, Taylor. He’s going to make it.”
Tuck’s voice was thick with unshed tears.

I said nothing, just clutched the shirt of Walker’s closest friend with a
ferocity that scared even me. I had to turn it off. All the emotions threatening
to overwhelm me, I had to shut them off. I couldn’t do this again. I ground
my teeth together, squeezed my eyes closed, and prayed for a release from
the pain. Exhaustion must have overtaken me, because the next thing I knew,
my eyes were blinking open at the sound of Tuck’s and Andrew’s hushed



voices.

“I went to the scene,” Tuck started, a hardness to his tone now. “Tried to
track the bastard, but he’s good. I lost him in the creek.”

Andrew ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “I can’t believe
something like this is happening in Sutter Lake.”

I pushed off Tuck and moved into a sitting position. “Is there any word?”

Andrew gave me a gentle smile. “I was just coming to tell you. He’s out
of surgery. He’s in rough shape, but they expect him to make a full
recovery.” The tears wanted to come again, but I refused to let them. Andrew
pulled me to my feet and into a tight hug. “He’s going to be just fine. We can
go in and see him once they’ve settled him in a room.”

I nodded against Walker’s father’s shoulder and then pulled back. “What
happened? Do you have any details?”

Andrew’s jaw went hard. “He was shot in the chest, right above his heart.
An inch lower, and I don’t think he would’ve survived.” I shuddered
violently. “Amazingly, the bullet missed all the important stuff. His heart,
any arteries, his clavicle, all fine. He does have a collapsed lung, but that
should be fine with some rest.”

An inch. One single inch was all that had come between me and total
devastation for the second time. I forced those thoughts from my mind.
“When can we see him?”

“They’re moving him to a room now. He’ll be out of it for several hours,
though. Jensen and Sarah are going home so they can check on my mom and
Noah. Hopefully, they’ll get a couple hours of sleep. You should do the same.
Come back after you’ve had some rest.”

I shook my head fiercely. “No. I'm staying. I know I might not be able to
see him right away, but I’m staying.”

Andrew patted my hand. “We’ll make sure you can see him.”

Andrew, Tuck, and I followed a maze of hallways until we found the
correct nurses’ station. A portly woman with a kind face showed us to
Walker’s room. “He’s all settled in. Now, he looks a little battered, but I
assure you, he’s going to pull through just fine. Just push the call button and
buzz us if you need anything.”

The beating of my heart quickened as we approached the doorway. When
I crossed the threshold, that horrible burning in my chest came back. The fire
that threatened to take me to my knees. I sucked in an audible breath, trying
to force air into my lungs.



There were tubes and machines everywhere. And that damned sound of a
heart monitor beeping away. I reminded myself I should be glad I could hear
the beeps. Walker’s heart was doing its job. It was strong, and he was going
to be just fine. I let Andrew and Tuck approach him first. I was the interloper,
after all. The new addition to Walker’s life. They’d been with him practically
since he’d breathed his first breath.

Tears tracked down Andrew’s face as he bent to press a kiss to his son’s
head. The gesture was so tender, it had me taking a step back and staring at
the pattern on the linoleum floor. When he was done, Tuck took his turn.
Taking the time to whisper what looked like a vehement promise in Walker’s
ear before backing away.

I was up. My eyes locked on the rhythmic rise and fall of Walker’s chest
as my feet brought me closer and closer. Suddenly, it wasn’t Walker I saw
lying there, but my mother. Her weak heart slowly giving out as the rise and
fall of her chest grew shallower and shallower. I squeezed my eyes closed
and shook my head to clear the image. Walker was alive. He was alive. 1
repeated it over and over in my head. He was alive, and that was the only
thing that mattered right now.

I let myself sit in the chair next to his bed because I didn’t trust my legs
not to give out on me. I scooted it as close as possible. Carefully, oh so
gently, I lifted his limp hand, the one that was free of tubes and wires. I
traced the rough tips of his fingers, soaking in their familiar sandpapered feel.

Emotions warred within me. Half of me wanted to crawl into the bed with
him and get as close as possible. Force his heart to keep beating. The other
half of me wanted to run. Run fast and far and never stop. I hated myself for
that second piece.

I focused on the feel of Walker’s hand in mine, the beeping of the heart
monitor. I forced myself to be strong. I stayed. I didn’t run. Even though I
was scared spitless.

Minutes turned to hours, and still, I didn’t move from my spot. Finally,
fatigue began to war with my eyelids, and I laid my head down on the side of
Walker’s bed, not losing my gentle grip on his hand. Sleep claimed me within
seconds.



A FEATHER-LIGHT SENSATION on my head woke me. My eyes fluttered open,
taking a moment to adjust to the light. A hand brushed along the side of my
face. I shot up. “Walker!”

There he was, eyes fully open though ringed in dark circles. He looked as
though he’d been through a war, and I guess in a way, he had. He was still
the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. “Hey, Short-stack,” he said, his voice
even rougher than usual.

I stood. “Are you okay? Do you need the nurse? Some water? Anything?”

Walker let out a low chuckle that turned into a wheezing cough. “I’'m
fine,” he said, his face laced with pain.

My brows pulled together tightly. “You don’t sound it. Let me get a
nurse.”

He grabbed my hand, his hold strong. “They’ve already been in to look
me over while you were asleep.”

My eyes widened. “And I didn’t wake up?”

A grin pulled at Walker’s lips. “You were out like a light. You even let
out a couple adorable snores.”

My hands flew to my mouth. “I didn’t.”

His grin widened. “You did.” He grasped the edge of my shirt and tugged
me closer to the bed.

I bent down and, with the gentlest touch I could manage, I brushed my
lips against his. “Are you in much pain?”

Walker’s eyes bore into mine with an intensity that stole a beat of my
heart. “It’s manageable.” He traced circles on the back of my hand with his
finger. “I won’t lie, there were a few moments there where I wasn’t sure I
would see your pretty face again.” The burning sensation was back again, and
I bit the inside of my cheek. “There are some things I want to tell you—"

“Not now,” I interrupted, my heart giving a painful squeeze. “When
you’re feeling better, we’ll talk about anything you want to, but right now,
you need to rest.”

Walker’s eyes roamed my face, peering into my soul like always. I
worried that he would call me on my brush-off, but he didn’t, he merely
tugged me down into another lip touch. “You’re mine.”

“I’'m yours.” The words sliced through my throat as though they were
made of razor blades. I was his. But I didn’t want to be. I didn’t want him to
own my heart and soul. Because I knew now that if I lost him—I’d never
survive.
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pushed up to a seated position on the couch so that I could get a

better view of Taylor in my kitchen. The injury to my chest

barely hurt. Weeks had passed, and there was now only a slight
pulling sensation when my muscles bunched and flexed. I’d have to log a few
sessions with a local physical therapist to make sure everything was as it
should be, but then it would be back to work. I’d be confined to a desk at
first, but I’d be back in the field before long.

Each day, I got stronger. Each day, I healed. And each day, Taylor pulled
away a little more. She made excuses not to share my bed, saying that she
was afraid she’d bump my wound in the night. Every time I tried to deepen a
kiss, she retreated. Today, she’d taken me to my latest doctor’s appointment,
and I’d gotten the all-clear to return to the majority of my activities, including
sex. I’d been thrilled, mentally planning all the ways I was going to take her
when we got home.

Taylor had immediately rushed into the kitchen, saying she needed to
make me lunch. I watched her staccato movements as she put together
sandwiches, one of the few things even she with her cooking curse could
prepare. It was as though she were on alert for a possible attack from any
direction.

I got it. I really did. Taylor had lost so much, and just when she let her
walls down, and began to really let me in, I’d almost died on her. It would
take time for her to see that I wasn’t going anywhere. But I had all the time in



the world.

My front doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” I called before Taylor could stop
what she was doing. A frown pulled at her mouth, but she didn’t argue. I
made my way to the door, pulling it open to find Ashlee standing there with a
plate of cookies in her hands. “Hey, Ashlee.”

Pink tinged the woman’s cheeks. “Hi, Walker. I just wanted to check on
you, see if you needed anything, and bring you some cookies.”

I gave her a gentle smile. “That’s very kind of you. Come on inside.” I
stepped back to allow Ashlee to enter and closed the door behind her. “We
can put these in the kitchen, Taylor’s in there making a couple sandwiches.” 1
led Ashlee down the hall towards the kitchen. “Short-stack, Ashlee’s here,
and she brought cookies.”

There was a look on Taylor’s face that I couldn’t quite decipher. Some
cross between pain and frustration that made no sense, but she greeted Ashlee
warmly. “Hey, Ashlee. That’s so sweet of you.”

Ashlee ducked her head. “It’s no problem. I don’t want to interrupt, I just
wanted to check in. Walker, do you need help with anything? Need me to
bring you anything from the office or anywhere else? Or I could bring over
some home-cooked meals? I’d be happy to help out in any way I can.”

Taylor gripped the counter, her knuckles turning white. The pieces
clicked into place. She was jealous. I had to fight the chuckle that wanted to
escape my throat. “I’m good, Ashlee, but thanks for the offer. I’ll be back to
work in a couple days for desk duty.”

Surprise and relief shone in Ashlee’s eyes. “Oh, that’s wonderful. I’'m so
glad. I'll just leave you to your lunch and see you in a few days.”

“I’ll see you out.” I ushered her out the door, waving as she hopped into
her car. Heading back to the kitchen, I let the smile I'd been fighting take
over my face.

Taylor looked up as I entered. “What’s with the dopey smile?”

I crossed to her, pulling her into my arms. “You were jealous.”

Taylor’s face scrunched up adorably. “I was not.”

“You were, too. And it was fucking cute.”

She tried to extricate herself from my arms, but I held firm. “I was not
jealous. Now, will you please let me go? I’m trying to finish lunch.”

I dropped my arms. “What is going on with you? I’ve tried to be patient,
to let you work through this on your own, but I think it’s time we talk.”

Taylor’s shoulders stiffened. “I don’t really think there’s anything to talk



about.”

“How about the fact that you’ll barely let me touch you? How about
that?”

Her head snapped up, and I saw fire in her eyes. “I haven’t wanted you to
hurt yourself.”

“Well, the doctor cleared me, what’s your excuse going to be now?” I
asked, throwing my arms wide.

Taylor flinched at my movement. “I just need some time.”

“Time for what?” I was not going to let her use this as an excuse to push
me away. I refused.

“To think. I need some space to figure out what I want.”

“Well, which is it, Taylor? Time or space?” My temper teased the
surface, and I knew I needed to keep it in check.

She twirled the ring on her finger. “I don’t know, maybe both.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“I’m no good for you, Walker.” Her words were soft and filled with such
grief, they broke my heart.

“What are you talking about?”

Tears pooled in her eyes. “I’m a mess. Can’t you see that?” She swiped at
her face, and I fought back the urge to pull her into my arms. “You got hurt,
and all T want to do is run away. Do you know how fucked up that is? I think
I might love you, and yet all I want to do is get as far away from you as
possible at the time when you need me the most.”

My heart stuttered at her confession, warmth filling my chest. “Taylor,
baby, that is totally understandable given what you’ve been through
recently.” T reached for her, but she stepped out of my grasp, shaking her
head back and forth.

“No, it’s not! You deserve better. Someone like Ashlee, who’d love
nothing more than to be by your side through it all.”

“What the fuck? Seriously, Taylor, what the fuck? I do not want, nor have
I ever wanted Ashlee. I want you. You’re mine, remember?”

“I’m broken, Walker.”

“Well, then all your beautifully broken pieces are mine.”

Taylor’s body visibly shuddered at my words. “I think I’m going to go
back to LA for a while.”

My spine went ramrod straight. “No. You go, and I'll follow your ass.”

Her shoulders slumped. “Please.” There were tears in her voice. “Please,



Walker, I need to get my head straight.”

My teeth ground together with such force, I thought I might crack a
molar. “I’ll give you space to get your head straight, if you promise me you
won’t leave.”

Taylor blew out a slow breath. “All right.” Her eyes, full of tears, met
mine. “I’m going to go now...if you’re okay on your own.”

I wanted to scream at her that I wasn’t fucking okay on my own, but I
resisted the urge and nodded instead. She disappeared into the guest room
she’d been staying in, I assumed to get her stuff, and I just stared at the two
sandwiches assembled and placed on plates. Footsteps sounded, drawing my
attention.

There she stood, duffle over one shoulder, so eager to walk right out of
my life. “I’ll call you when I figure things out.” I nodded, and she headed for
the door.

“You know I love you, right?”

She froze. “I know.” The words sounded so unbelievably tortured.

“To the depths of my soul. I’ll give you time, but don’t think I’'m letting
you walk out of my life so easily.”

Taylor’s head jerked in a nod as her shoulders shook with sobs, but she
didn’t turn around. Instead, she walked right out the door.
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ears clouded my vision as I drove down the gravel road back to

my cabin. What the hell was I doing? I had no freaking clue.

All T knew was that I needed space. I needed to retreat to the
safety of my bubble, a place where there was no one it would destroy me to
lose.

I wanted to run somewhere Walker would never find me, but I would
have to settle for holing up on my couch with a blanket pulled over my head.
I swung into my driveway, and my jaw clenched. There was a large SUV
parked to the side of my house, one I didn’t recognize. The last thing in the
world I wanted was to be forced into polite conversation with anyone,
especially a stranger.

I pulled down my car’s visor. Shit. I was a mess. I did my best to dry my
tears and wipe away the tracks of mascara on my face. There was nothing I
could do about the red eyes and cheeks other than put on my sunglasses.
Grabbing my bag, I opened my door.

My eyes scanned from the strange SUV to the front of my house. A figure
reclined on my front steps, a baseball cap pulled low, sunglasses on. Was he
taking a nap? Then I noticed a guitar case leaning against the wood railing of
the porch steps, and it all clicked into place. “Liam?”

The figure shot up to sitting and then moved to stand. “Hey there, Tay.
How would you feel about a house guest? I really needed to get out of
Dodge, and it had to be under the radar—” He paused mid-ramble to study



my face. “Are you okay?”

That was all it took. I promptly burst into tears. And not the pretty kind.
These were snotty, hiccupping sobs. Liam wrapped me in a tight hug. “Hey,
hey now. Everything’s going to be okay. Whatever it is, we can fix it.”

“N-n-no we can’t.” I cried into Liam’s shirt.

“What could be so bad that it’s not fixable?”

“I-I-I fell in love with someone.”

Liam pulled back, lines creasing his brow. “You fell in love with
someone?”

I nodded.

“And that’s bad?” he asked.

I nodded again.

Liam burst into a fit of laughter that had him leaning back to let it out.
Rage flooded my veins. So many emotions had been pumping through my
body for the past few hours, I was on overload. So, I didn’t take the time to
think or calm my temper like I should have, I just wound my fist back and
socked Liam right in the stomach. “It’s not funny, asshole!”

Turning on my heel, I stormed into the house, leaving Liam wheezing in
my wake. I went directly to the kitchen and opened the freezer to pull out a
bottle of vodka. I filled a glass with ice, a healthy pour of alcohol, and a dash
of lemonade. Taking my drink, I walked out to the back deck and sank onto
one of the rockers.

It felt like a million years ago when I had sat out here after a nightmare
and decided that Sutter Lake would be my home for the next little while. In
reality, it had only been months. So much had changed, yet I found myself
longing for how things used to be. Alone was the only state of being that was
safe. I had now learned that lesson the hard way for the second time. I could
have friends, but I couldn’t open my heart to create a family. The risks were
too great.

The sliding door opened behind me, but I didn’t turn around. I kept
sipping my drink, staring at my beautiful view and listening to the water
below. Liam sat in the rocker next to mine. Only the sound of the bubbling
creek filled the air as we rocked.

Eventually, Liam blew out a long breath. “I’m sorry I laughed.” I said
nothing in return. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

I turned, looking at Liam for the first time since he’d sat down. “First,
why don’t you tell me why you’re here. Aren’t you supposed to be recording



an album right now?”

A muscle in his cheek ticked, and he took a pull of the beer he had
apparently helped himself to. “Some news is about to break that will send
every blood-sucking paparazzi in a thousand-mile radius to my doorstep, so I
thought it would be good to get out of LA for a while. Go someplace no one
would expect to find me.”

I studied Liam’s face, a pang of guilt hitting me in the belly. He looked
awful. He hadn’t shaved in days, and dark circles rimmed his bloodshot eyes.
“Everything okay?” I knew it wasn’t, but I hoped he’d open up if I asked
outright.

He tilted his head back, staring at the crystal-blue sky. “Not really. And it
doesn’t help that I have an album due in a couple months and haven’t written
anything decent in almost a year.” His head came back down so that he was
again staring out at the horizon. “I think it’s time for a change of scenery. Do
you think I could stay a while? Maybe this place will inspire me.”

“You can stay as long as you want. But to be honest, I was thinking of
going back to LA.”

Liam’s head snapped in my direction. “You just told me that you had
fallen in love with someone. And now you’re saying you want to go back to
LA?”

It was my turn to stare out at the horizon. “It’s complicated.”

“Is he married?”

I scooped a piece of ice from my glass and pelted it at Liam. “No, you
ass. You know I don’t mess around like that.”

He shrugged. “The heart wants what the heart wants.”

My chest squeezed at that painful reminder. “I don’t want my heart to
want anyone. Or anything.”

“Tay,” he said softly. I refused to look at him, not wanting to see the pity
in his eyes. He grabbed hold of one of my hands and gripped it tightly. My
eyes shot to his. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“I’m not strong enough.”

Liam squeezed my hand fiercely. “You are one of the strongest people I
know.” I bit my bottom lip hard to hold back the tears that wanted to fall. I
wasn’t strong, I was a fucking wimp. I didn’t want the possibility of any
more pain inflicted on my heart. Liam sighed, recognizing the doubt in my
eyes. “Tell you what, why don’t we get wasted, and you can tell me all about
this love of yours that has you wanting to run for the hills?”



A snort escaped me. I’d definitely need lots of alcohol if I was going to
talk about Walker for any length of time. “I’m in.” Maybe Liam could show
me a way out of the mess I’d gotten myself into. At the very least, the alcohol
might numb the pain. I stood. “We need shots.”

Liam’s eyes widened. “Shit, this must be one hell of a story.”

“You have no idea.”
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14
ou aren’t seriously bringing a mug of coffee into my tea shop,

are you?” Jensen’s voice rang out over the handful of early-
morning customers at The Tea Kettle.

I took a long sip from my travel mug and grinned. I was
not a tea drinker. I needed a strong hit of caffeine in the morning. Jensen
rounded the counter, leaving Tessa to help the customers in line. She shook
her head as she walked towards me. “Some supportive big brother you are.”

I ruffled her hair before she could duck out of my hold. “Hey, now, I buy
your baked goods.”

“True,” she admitted. “Is that what you’re here for now? A nice scone?”
she asked, arching a brow at me.

I shuffled my feet absentmindedly. “I just wanted to come and check up
on my baby sister.” It was a total and complete lie, and she knew it.

Jensen ushered me forward with a wave of her hand. “Come on, I’ll grab
us breakfast, and we can eat in my office and catch up.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief. My sister was a good one. She knew I
needed her advice about something, and she wasn’t going to make me beg.
“Sounds good. I'd take one of those ham and cheddar scones if you got ‘em.”
They were the best.

Jensen grinned over her shoulder. “I think I can scrounge something up.”

I headed to the office while Jensen ducked behind the bakery case.
Pushing open the door, I crossed to one of the worn, overstuffed chairs in the



corner. The office fit the mismatched quality of the rest of The Tea Kettle.
Nothing was an identical set, yet somehow it still worked.

Jensen bustled in moments later with a selection of biscuits, cakes, and
scones. I rubbed my hands together. “Looks delicious, Little J.”

“Thanks,” she said with a small smile. Jensen had worked so hard to
make this place a success, and I was damn proud of her. “So, what has my
big brother walking into my tea shop before seven a.m.?”

The mouth-watering bite of scone I had just swallowed suddenly turned
to lead in my stomach. “Taylor and I...we’re, uh, having some issues, and I
wanted a female perspective.” My face felt hot.

Jensen’s eyes narrowed in some sort of combination of concern and
anger. “What did you do?”

“Why are you so sure it was me who did something? You’re my sister,
aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

Jensen let out a little huff. “I’m on both your sides. And I assumed it was
you because she’s been doing nothing but taking care of you for the last three
and a half weeks. She’s barely left your side.”

“Well she’s left it now,” I said, a hint of anger tinging my tone.

Little lines creased Jensen’s brow. “What do you mean?”

“She wants to go back to LA.”

“What? How is that possible? She loves it here. She loves you.”

I rubbed a hand over my stubbled jaw, feeling the now familiar sensation
of pulling where my stitches used to be. “That’s the problem.”

“Would you please stop talking around the issue and tell me what the hell
is going on?” Worry filled her eyes, and I knew Jensen’s patience was at an
end.

“Me getting shot really messed with Taylor’s head. She’s been trying to
keep it together, but she’s freaked.”

“Does she want you to quit your job or something?”

I gave my head a little shake. “No. She wants to end things altogether.
She said she just needs some time, but I know her. That’s an excuse for her to
retreat and hide. If she goes back to LA, I’'ll never see her again.”

Jensen’s jaw tightened, but I pushed on before she could speak. “She’s
terrified, J. I’ve never seen someone so fucking scared. I broke through those
steel-reinforced walls. Half of her loves that I did it, and I’m pretty sure the
other half hates me for it.” I broke my scone into tiny pieces. “I don’t know
what to do.”



Jensen’s expression had softened. “You can’t give up. Whatever you do,
don’t leave her alone. I know that’s what she’s asking for, but it’s the last
thing she needs. You need to show her that no matter what she does, you
won’t let her push you away.”

I straightened my shoulders. Jensen was right. If I left Taylor alone, she
would only think of all the reasons we shouldn’t be together. All the reasons
it was dangerous to love me. I needed to show her that this love, this life was
worth the risk. I pushed up from my chair and bent to place a kiss on my
sister’s cheek. “Thanks, Little J. I can always count on you.”

“Always,” she said. “Give me two secs, and I’ll wrap up some things for
you to take over to Taylor’s.”

My sister knew me so well. She knew I wouldn’t delay in getting to
Taylor. “Thanks, sis.”

“If anything will give you a way in, it’ll be her favorite tea and some
baked goods.”

I let out a chuckle, my first laugh since Taylor had walked out my door
yesterday. I had a plan, I had an in, and I wasn’t taking no for an answer.

I pusHED the door to my truck closed with an elbow as I balanced Taylor’s
tea and a massive bag of treats in my hands. I rolled my shoulders back,
readying myself to do battle if necessary. I slowed a few steps from the
porch. There was an SUV I didn’t recognize parked next to the house.
California plates.

Shit. Had she called someone to come and get her already? I really
fucking hoped not. But if she had, I was going with them. I was taking
Jensen’s advice and not leaving Taylor alone for a second. I bounded up the
porch steps and pressed the bell. Nothing. There were zero sounds of stirring
coming from inside the house.

I pressed the bell again and followed it with a strong knock. Still nothing.
A lead weight once again settled in my gut. What if something was wrong? I
pounded on the door. “Taylor! It’s Walker. If you don’t answer the door in
sixty seconds, I’m coming in.”

I set her tea on the porch railing while I searched my pocket for my key
ring, I had an extra set for the cabin on there. Before I could get them, the



door swung open. “Jesus, do you know what time it is?” Standing in the
doorway in nothing but boxers, hair tousled in a way that said he’d been
having a little too much fun last night, was Liam Fairchild. Fuck.

I said nothing. Liam blinked against the sun, letting his eyes adjust to the
light. “Oh, hey man. Walker, right?”

“Right.” My voice was rough as burlap, and my mind spun, going in
directions that made me want to puke up the baked goods in my stomach.

“Who is it, Liam?” A sleepy voice I recognized all too well said from
inside.

“It’s Walker.”

Taylor appeared in the hall, hair a teased rat’s nest, and wearing nothing
but an oversized t-shirt. What in the actual fuck? My jaw turned to granite,
and I was sure my eyes were raging. Taylor’s eyes moved from me to Liam
and back again. “I thought I told you I needed some time?”

My breath came in quick pants. “And you spend that time half-naked with
some guy?”

Taylor’s eyes turned hard, blazing with that blue fire I loved so much.
“Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

“How I spend my time is none of your damn business! I told you I needed
time and space to figure things out, but you never listen! You just push and
push and push! Why can’t you respect what I ask for?”

“You want me to respect what you ask for? Fine. I’m outta here. I don’t
need this shit.” T pelted the bag of goodies at the shirtless rock star still
standing in the entryway. “Here, help yourself, though it seems you already
have.” I spun on my heel, taking a swipe at the cup of tea still balanced on the
rail. It flew into the drive, splashing everywhere.

I jumped into my truck and tore out, sending gravel flying. I only made it
half a mile before the need to empty my stomach overtook me. I swung to the
side of the road and heaved into the tall grass until the only thing coming up
was bile.

I knew Taylor was terrified. That, I could handle. I could go as slowly as
she needed, coaxing her every step of the way. But I never expected betrayal.
Not from her. The image of Taylor and Liam half-dressed flashed in my
mind. Suddenly, I was retching again. If only I could rid my heart of Taylor
the same way.
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66
hat the fuck, Tay?” Liam’s words struck out like a whip.
I leaned back against the hallway wall and slowly sank
to the floor, my entire body trembling. What had I done?

Liam crouched in front of me. “Taylor, why did you let him think
something had happened between us? That is beyond messed up.”

Tears filled my eyes and began to spill over. “It’s the only way he’ll let
me go.”

“Fuck.” Liam turned, sitting next to me on the floor and pulling me in to
his side, his arm around my shoulders.

“He deserves better than me. I don’t think I can do this, Liam. I’m scared
all the time, and I don’t think that’s going to change.” Just saying the words
aloud brought on a flash of memories, but this time, they weren’t of my
mother wasting away in a hospital, they were of Walker. Images of his large,
vibrant body filled with tubes, of the gauze covering the wound on his chest.
I shuddered, and Liam pulled me closer to him.

“You are one of the best people I know. So loving. So giving. But you’ve
been slowly disappearing into nothing since your mom got sick. You don’t
laugh as much, and we have to battle for you to let us in. Hell, we practically
had to kidnap you to go on vacation with us last spring.” I exhaled a slow
breath, knowing he was right.

Liam squeezed my shoulder. “But Carter said the last couple of months
when she talked to you, you sounded more like your old self. I was at her and



Austin’s one night when you called. Taylor, she burst into tears when she got
off the phone with you. She said it was the first time she’d heard your real
laugh in over a year. Not the polite one you use because it’s appropriate.
Your real one.”

Tears continued to fall. I knew exactly the conversation he was talking
about. I had been telling her about a dinner at the Coles’, recounting some
story about Irma. I’d had tears in my eyes then too, but only because I was
laughing so hard. Walker and the Cole family had brought so many
wonderful things to my life. But I was so scared. Would it be worth the pain
if I lost one of them?

Liam squeezed my shoulder again. “We love you, Tay. We want to be
there for you. But you can’t keep running. You can’t keep pushing everyone
away.”

I let my head fall to my knees. “It’s the only way I know not to hurt.”

Liam’s grip on me tightened until I was sure it would leave a bruise.
“You’re lying to yourself, Taylor. Pushing people away doesn’t mean it
won’t hurt if you lose them, it just means you’ll be lonely until they’re gone.”

I gritted my teeth. Liam was wrong. I felt a measure of peace when I was
alone. When it was just me and the water, swimming until my muscles shook
with fatigue. Or when I was alone with the road, my feet pounding the
packed earth until my lungs burned. That life could be enough for me.

Liam released his hold on me. “I’m going to be honest with you because I
think you need a wakeup call. You’re wasting your life away. You have so
much to give. You’re an incredible teacher, and you have such a way with
kids. You were an amazing caregiver to your mom, you could give that gift to
someone else. You used to be one of the best friends someone could hope to
have.”

I clued in to the used to be part of his statement and cringed. Liam pushed
on. “But, honestly, this past year, you’ve been a crap friend.” My head
snapped up, but Liam held up a hand. “I get it. You’ve been through
something horrible. And in relationships, we all have times where we take
more than we give. It’s natural. But it can’t go on forever. Get your head out
of your ass and realize you’re not the only one dealing with shit before you
lose the only people you have left.”

With that, he rose. “I’m going to take a shower and get dressed. Why
don’t you do the same, and then I’ll make us some breakfast. Maybe you’ll
be ready to really talk then.”



I bit the inside of my cheek but nodded. Liam’s and my talk last night
hadn’t really been a true discussion. It had quickly devolved into us taking
shots and me yelling about what a good-looking, pushy bastard Walker was.

I sat on the floor for another few minutes, breathing in and out, the air
feeling harsh against my lungs. I knew it wasn’t the air causing the sensation,
it was the harshness of the truth. I played the last two and a half years back in
my mind. My friends had been amazing. So incredibly supportive. But had I
given any of that back? I wasn’t sure.

That uncertainty gutted me. I had no idea what my future held, but one
thing was for certain, I needed to repair my friendships. It was clear that Liam
was messed up about something, and I had barely noticed.

But Liam was here now. In Sutter Lake. A place I knew held peace and
the power of restoration. I would be there for him and support him in
whatever ways he needed. I was done getting stuck in this pity spiral. I
thought about how good it had felt to help Noah learn to read. It was selfish,
but helping others, getting some outward focus, that was the way forward.

I pushed up from the floor and headed for my shower. I stripped off the
massive t-shirt I was wearing. Walker hadn’t been looking at me closely
enough, because if he had been, he would have realized that the shirt was his.
Wearing it to sleep helped me feel close to him, even when he wasn’t next to
me. My heart clenched with a painful spasm.

I stepped under the spray and let the steaming water pound down on my
body. I wished it could wash away the many mistakes I’d made over the past
two years, clear away the hurts I’d caused. But the only one who could do
that was me.

Turning the dial, I switched the water off and stepped out of the shower. I
made quick work of drying myself off and slipping on some yoga pants. I bit
the inside of my cheek as I looked at my t-shirt options. My fingers trailed
over the worn cotton of another of Walker’s shirts. I couldn’t resist it. I
pulled it over my head, taking time to inhale the familiar scent of his
detergent and a lingering hint of his cologne. I squeezed my eyes closed,
attempting to relieve the pain. It didn’t work.

I toed on a pair of sneakers and headed out into the living room, steeling
my spine in preparation for my talk with Liam. It was time for me to do some
major apologizing and some real listening.

The main living space was silent. I didn’t see him in the kitchen and,
poking my head out, I noticed he wasn’t on the porch either. I listened harder.



There were no sounds of the shower still running in the downstairs guest
room. “Liam? Are you getting ready?” Nothing.

I knocked on his door. “Liam?” Still nothing. I slowly pushed open the
door, not wanting to catch an eyeful. The bed was empty, filled only with
rumpled sheets and scattered pillows. I peeked in the bathroom. The shower
floor was wet, so he had been in there.

I made my way back towards the kitchen in search of my phone. Maybe
he was more pissed than I thought and left. I had a lot to make up for. I
rounded the corner, and my heart plummeted to my toes.

Lying sprawled out, face-down on the floor, was Liam. “Oh my God,
Liam!” I ran to him and crouched at his side. I felt for a pulse. All the air in
my lungs whooshed out of me when I felt the rhythm against my fingers.
Carefully—oh so freaking carefully—I rolled Liam onto his back.

With one hand behind his head, I leaned over so that my face was right
next to his mouth. I breathed another sigh of relief when his breath tickled my
cheek. Not dead. His heart is beating. His lungs are inflating. He’s not dead.
I leaned back and, for the first time, felt a sticky substance on my hand. I
pulled it carefully from behind his head and gasped. My hand was covered in
blood.

My entire body shook as I rose and reached for the landline on the wall.
Red smears appeared on the nine and one. I tried to even my breathing.
Everything would be okay. Help would come. What the hell had happened?
My eyes searched the kitchen in front of me. Had he tripped and hit his head
on the counter? How long had he been lying here?

“9-1-1, what is your emergency?” was all I heard before a hand covered
my mouth, and an arm encircled my waist, yanking me away from the phone.
My heart raged against my ribs, beating wildly out of control. Was this what
it felt like to have a heart attack?

I kicked back, trying to get at my attacker. I couldn’t get purchase. And
whoever this was, wore leather gloves, so my attempts to bite the hand
covering my mouth were in vain. I screamed louder against the gloved hand,
hoping—praying—that the operator would hear me.

A moan sounded from the floor. Liam. Shit. Fuck. Please don’t let this
asshole kill Liam.

A face pressed against mine, lips moving against the shell of my ear as I
felt a prick in my side. “You should have left Sutter Lake like you said you
were going to. I really didn’t want to hurt you, but now I have no choice.”



The world began to go wobbly. But the voice... The voice tickled the
memories at the back of my quickly fading mind. I knew this person.
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opened and closed my fist, wincing each time I flexed my hand. I

really hoped I hadn’t broken it. After puking my guts out on the

side of the road like a total pussy, I’d found my mad. Making a
quick trip home to brush my teeth before heading to the office, I’d also found
the time to punch a hole in my wall. Fuck. I’d need to patch that tonight.

Opening my bottom desk drawer, I poured a couple of Tylenol into my
open palm and tossed them back with stale coffee, grimacing at the lukewarm
liquid. My desk phone blared to life. “Cole,” I barked. My entire office was
giving me a wide berth after I had torn through here earlier, so I knew it had
to be important.

“Walker, it’s Harry. We had a weird call into dispatch...” He let his voice
trail off.

“Okay?” I asked, completely unsure why this warranted a call to me.

“See, no one spoke when I answered.”

“You know where the call is originating from, just send a unit out there to
check it out.” Harry had been on the job for almost twenty years, he knew the
protocol. What the hell was up with him?

“That’s the thing, it’s coming from the guest cabin on your family’s
ranch.” The world seemed to dip into some weird slow motion at his words.
The guest cabin. My ranch. Taylor. Before I could find my voice, Harry kept
talking. “Now, I think I’'m hearing a low moaning in the background. I sent a
unit out there, but I thought you should have a heads-up.”



Of course, I should have a heads-up. Harry should have gotten to the
point fucking quicker. “Thanks, let the unit know I’'m on my way.”

I tore through the office, not unlike I had that morning, but this time, my
panic was at an all new level. What the hell was going on? I skidded to a stop
at my truck, fumbling with my keys and cursing myself as I yanked open the
door. Flipping on the sirens, my tires squealed as I swung out of the parking
lot.

I don’t think I’d ever made it to the ranch so quickly, even when I had
gotten a call that Jensen was in labor. My mind ran through every possible
scenario. Fuck, what if Liam had a temper and had hurt Taylor? He didn’t
seem the type, but I didn’t really know him. I’d kill him if he touched a hair
on her head.

Gravel flew as I slammed on the brakes and threw my rig into park. I ran
towards the house, taking the steps two at a time, identifying myself as I
entered.

“We’re in here, Walker.” I heard Kelly call from the kitchen.

I thundered down the hall, skidding to a stop at the sight in front of me.
Hank was supporting Liam as the musician sat up, looking dazed as Kelly,
donning gloves, pressed gauze to the back of his head. “What the hell is
going on? And where is Taylor?” The small amount of patience I had been
holding onto snapped, and I was losing it.

“We’re not sure,” Hank answered calmly. “Can you tell us what
happened, sir?”

Liam’s eyes struggled to focus. “I-I-I’m not sure. I was walking into the
kitchen to make breakfast for Taylor...” He trailed off as if trying to
remember. “We had a fight. She let Walker think we slept together.” His gaze
moved to me now as if he had just realized I was in the room. “I didn’t sleep
with her, man. She’s like my sister. We got shitfaced, and she talked about
you all night. She’s in love with you.”

Something in my chest seized and then released. They hadn’t fucked. She
loved me. It mattered, but not as much as what the hell had happened to her.
“What happened after you went to cook breakfast?” I urged Liam on.

He looked from me to the stove, searching his memory. “I put the pan on
the stove and turned to get something out of the fridge. Then...wham,
someone hit me over the head with something.”

“Most likely with that skillet,” Kelly said, inclining her head to the pan
that rested on the counter.



All of a sudden, Liam’s eyes bugged out, and he started to struggle
against Hank’s hold. “He took her! Someone fucking took her! I couldn’t
really see, it was blurry, but someone was dragging her out of the house.
Fuck! I just laid here while someone fucking took her!”

My blood turned to ice. There was only one person who could have done
it. I went on auto-pilot. I pressed a button on my radio. “Dispatch, this is
Deputy Chief Cole. I need to report a kidnapping.”

After calling it in, I retraced my steps, studying the gravel drive to the
best of my ability. It told me nothing. Just as I was about to punch the porch
railing, sirens sounded. An ambulance, followed closely by an SUV with its
lights flashing. The chief’s vehicle. I gritted my teeth. I was going to have a
fight on my hands to stay on this case.

I pulled my cell out of my back pocket and hit Tuck’s contact. I was
going to need help, and Tuck was the best tracker I knew, not to mention he
wouldn’t give a damn if I’d been kicked off the case. The line just kept
ringing. No answer. I cursed but waited to leave a message. “Call me. Now.”
That’s all that was needed, I knew Tuck would respond as soon as he could.

The ambulance pulled up in front of the house, and two medics jumped
out. I pointed at the front door. “They’re in the kitchen, it’s straight down the
hall.” The two guys jerked their chins in affirmation and headed inside with a
stretcher.

I clenched and unclenched my fists as the chief strode from his car
towards me. “Walk, what’s going on?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but the words didn’t want to come. It was
like, if T spoke them, then the whole nightmare became true. I cleared my
throat and focused on my training. “Taylor’s been kidnapped. A friend that
was staying with her, Liam Fairchild, was assaulted. EMTs are in with him
now, along with Kelly and Hank.”

Clark gripped my shoulder. “You hanging in there, son?”

“I’m fine, sir. But you know it’s this psycho that’s been terrorizing our
town. We have to call in SWAT.”

A look of pity filled Clark’s eyes, and my jaw hardened. “I’'ll put SWAT
on standby, but we have no clue where to send them even if I do call
everyone in.”

I roughly ran a hand through my hair. “Send us into the forest, the same
area we know he frequents. It’s at least a place to start.”

“First of all, you’re still riding a desk, you haven’t been cleared for active



duty. So, even if this case weren’t a complete conflict of interest, which it is,
you’d still be out.”

My teeth ground together as my nails dug into my palms. “You would
seriously keep me out of this? That girl that’s missing, most likely in the
hands of a fucking psycho murderer? She’s the love of my fucking life!”

The chief drilled a finger into my chest. “That’s exactly why I’'m keeping
you out of this. Your head isn’t on straight. I promise you, I will work this
one myself, and I’ll do you the courtesy of keeping you in the loop.”

Clark’s words gave me zero reassurance. No comfort. The only thing I
wanted was Taylor back in my arms. A chance to make things right between
us. My chest burned. I needed that chance. And the only way I knew to get it
was to work the case myself. No one would be as diligent as I was. No one
would give their blood, sweat, tears—and life, if needed—but me.

I shook my head at Clark and headed back inside. I needed to see if Liam
had remembered anything before I took off to search on my own. By the time
I made it to the kitchen, Liam was strapped to the stretcher. “Walker, tell
them I don’t need to go to the hospital. I need to be looking for Taylor. We
have to find her.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “You got your head cracked open, man.
You need to go to the hospital.” I met his still somewhat dazed eyes. “I will
do everything I fucking can to bring her back safe.”

Liam nodded, and the action made him wince. “We need to get him to the
hospital,” one of the medics said.

“Okay, just give me one second,” I said, pinning the medic with my most
intimidating stare. He shrank back, giving a small nod. “Did you remember
anything else? Did you see anything? Hear anything? Hell, even smell
something?”

Liam’s brows pulled together in a combination of concentration and what
I was sure was pain. “He was tall. At least a full head taller than Taylor.”

My chin rested perfectly on the top of Taylor’s head when I hunched, so
the guy was probably around my height, maybe a little shorter. “That’s good.
Anything else? Hair color?”

“I think he was wearing a hat... Fuck!” Liam smacked the gurney he was
lying on. “I can’t even help you ID the guy.”

“You gave me something, and that’s better than nothing.” Liam simply
shook his head as if disgusted with himself. “I’ve gotta get outta here.
They’re not going to let me work the case the traditional route, so I’m going



to color outside the lines a little.”

“Walk—" Hank started to say at my admission.

I held up a hand to stop him. “I won’t be alone, but I can’t have guys in
uniform with me either.” Both Hank and Kelly looked pissed and worried,
but I didn’t have time to reassure them. “I’ll call if I find anything.”

With those parting words, I took off in a jog, moving out of the house,
down the front steps, and towards my car. Just as I was pulling the truck door
open, my phone buzzed. I glanced at the screen. Tuck. I hit accept. “Fucking
finally. I need your help, man.”
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old. Bone-chilling cold. That was the first thing I became aware of.

The second was the pounding in my head and an insatiable thirst. I

forced my eyelids open. They felt like sandpaper, gritty and harsh
against my tender eyes. It took a few moments for them to adjust.

Where the hell was I? I tried to clear my jumbled brain, my eyes roving
around the dark space, looking for clues to jog my memory. Dirt floor. Rock
walls. My breaths came quicker as the first taste of panic licked at my skin.
No true source of light. Just a low-level ambient sort of glow.

I squeezed my eyes shut for a brief moment. I held a hand against my
chest and imagined it was Walker’s and that he was again showing me how
to slow my breathing. My eyes flew open as memories slammed into me.
Walker showing up at the house. Me allowing him to think the wrong thing.
My fight with Liam. Liam lying helplessly on the floor. A hand on my
mouth. And then—nothing. Just blackness.

I scrambled back in a half-crawl until my back hit the stone wall of what
must be a cave. Jagged pieces of rock dug into my skin. My head snapped
back and forth in either direction, looking for any sign of movement. Was I
alone?

My heart rattled against my ribs as I fought to control my breathing.
Passing out wouldn’t get me anywhere. My eyes strained against the
darkness. I could make out basic shapes. The curve of the rock surfaces. My
gaze stuttered over a lump on the ground. Was that a rock? I studied the



shape for several minutes, trying to make it out while attempting to keep my
breath even and slow. I had nothing. No idea what it could be.

I licked my dry, cracked lips. I had to see what it was. Slowly, I crawled
towards the darker shape, not yet trusting myself to stand, let alone walk. I
inched closer, and my breath caught in my throat as I froze mid-shuffle. It
was a person. Friend or foe? Friend or foe? What if it was my attacker
playing some ghoulish game? Or worse, what if there was another prisoner in
this chamber?

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, the metallic tang of blood
filling my mouth. If someone was hurt, I had to try and help. My arm shook
like a leaf as I reached out towards the form. My fingers grasped a flannel-
clad shoulder. Nothing. I swallowed hard and gently rolled the person to his
or her back.

I shot back with a gasp, holding onto my scream with everything I had in
me. Staring back at me was a man I’d never seen before, his face bleached of
any color, eyes open wide, unblinking. A bullet hole sat squarely in the center
of his forehead.

My stomach heaved, but there was nothing for my belly to empty. I
hadn’t eaten since the day before. What time was it now? How long had I
been gone? Was anyone looking for me?

My heart cried out for Walker with a ferocity that had me gasping. He
was the only thing I wanted in that moment.

Footsteps echoed off the hard stone of the cave, and I skittered back
against the wall. My eyes darted around frantically, searching for some path
of escape, somewhere to hide. There was nothing. My chest constricted in a
vise-like grip. I couldn’t seem to get air into my lungs.

The sharp edges of the rocks cut into my palms. I tried to focus on the
pain instead of my rapidly beating heart and my inability to catch my breath.
A beam of light cut across my body, zeroing in on my face. I threw a hand in
front of my eyes on instinct. The light burned.

“You’re awake. Good.” That voice. It was so familiar.

I slowly lowered my hand and let my gaze adjust to the brightness in
increments. As it did, my body turned to stone. No. It couldn’t be. My heart
spasmed. This would kill Jensen. “Bryce?” My voice came out as a croak.

“Hey there.” He crouched down three feet from me, and I pushed back
harder against the wall.

The jagged edges of the stone piercing my body felt like a warm embrace



compared to what I might receive at this man’s hands. “W-what’s going on?”

A feral grin stretched over Bryce’s face as he toyed with the flashlight in
his hands. “Come on now, Taylor, don’t play dumb with me.”

My fingers dug into the dirt floor of the cave. “I-it was you? You killed
Caitlin and that hiker?”

The grin turned into a smirk. The same kind of expression a guy would
wear if you’d asked if he lifted something particularly heavy. “Not just them.
Lots more. Some you may have heard about, many more you haven’t.” My
mind flashed to the woman from Willow Creek Walker had told me was
missing, and my heart broke a little more.

“They were easy prey. Not even really a challenge.” Bryce rested his chin
on the lens of the flashlight, the beam casting creepy shadows over his face. I
shuddered. “Though you did throw a little wrench in my plans when you
wandered off the trail. You almost interrupted me while I was dealing with
Miss Caitlin.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying. I did not want this
asshole to see me break, he seemed like he would get off on it. Bryce shone
the beam back at me. “Something tells me you’re a fighter. You might
actually be some fun.” He edged just a bit closer, and I held my breath. “I
haven’t had a real challenge in far too long.”

Bryce reached behind his back, and my world slowed. Was he reaching
for a weapon? Was this the end? Walker’s face filled my mind. His rugged
jaw, almost always covered in stubble. His piercing green eyes that could set
me aflame with one look and put my soul at ease with another. I’d never get a
chance to tell him how sorry I was. To tell him how much I loved him.

A water bottle flew at my head. My reflexes, still a little slow, barely
reacted in time. Bryce rose. “Drink up. And eat this.” He tossed a granola bar
at me next. “You’ll need your energy for the hunt to come.”

The hunt. “What does that mean?”

Bryce turned, a glint in his eyes that spoke of arousal. “It means, I’'m
going to let you go.”

My heart rattled in my chest, its rhythm chaotic.

“But then, I’'m going to catch you. I’'ll wound you first. Somewhere non-
lethal. Maybe the shoulder like your nosy boyfriend. You’ll be bleeding then.
That will slow you down. I’ll take my time tracking you. You won’t be able
to hide.”

My fingers dug harder into the ground, my nails snapping. Bryce’s



deviant grin reappeared. “You won’t know how to hide. You’re a city girl.
You should have stayed there.”

I wanted to rage against him, rake my nails down his face. Scream at him
that I did belong here. Here with Walker. Bryce’s grin widened. “A little of
that temper wanting to come to the surface I see. Good. That’ll make things
interesting. We’ll have lots of fun, you and I. And then I’'ll snap your fucking
neck.”

With that, Bryce strode towards what must have been the mouth of the
cave. When he disappeared from sight, my body began to shake. The
trembling was so strong, I could barely hold onto the bottle of water. Silent
tears tracked down my face. Hugging my legs to my chest, I bit down on one
knee to keep myself from letting loose my sobs.

My chest burned with the weight of my fear. Burned with the pain of
possibly losing Walker and everyone else I loved. Forever. How many
minutes, hours, days had I wasted giving in to my fear? Allowing it to control
me. I thought I had been controlling it, keeping those around me at arm’s
length as a way to push the terror of losing someone else down. But really,
the fear had held all the strings.

I cursed myself for being so stupid. For being such a coward. Images
danced in my mind. My first glimpse of Walker that had stolen my breath.
The sound of his laugh. Falling asleep to the strong beat of his heart at the
movie. His callused fingers trailing up my bare back.

The burning sensation in my chest grew stronger. I let the feeling sink
deeper, spread throughout my body.

Things snapped into place as if I had suddenly been given the final piece
of a puzzle I’d been missing for years. A part that changed the entire image. I
simply needed to relish the burn. The pain that would always fill your life if
you loved fully and deeply. That pain was proportional to love and joy and all
the other wonderful things you might be lucky enough to fill your existence
with.

My mother’s gentle smile filled my memory. Would I have traded any of
the million moments of pure joy I shared with her for less pain at her
passing? Never. I would experience the worst of that pain every day for the
rest of my life for just one of those precious seconds. But that’s what I had
been doing. Preemptively erasing those moments with Walker by pushing
him away. Hoping that if I didn’t let him too close, it wouldn’t kill me to lose
him.



I’d been lying to myself. All I had succeeded in doing was losing time
with him that I would never get back. Time I would give anything to have
right now. The tears fell faster and harder. I would allow myself this moment
to break down, to let everything out. All my pain. All my grief. And then I
would figure out how to fight.

I would fight for Walker. I would fight for myself. I would fight for our
future. I would give my all for a lifetime filled with joy and pain, abundance
and loss. A life with him.

My tears began to slow. I straightened my spine, wiping at my face with
the bottom of the t-shirt I wore. Walker’s tee. He was with me. I pressed the
material to my nose and inhaled deeply. The scent of his cologne was even
fainter now, marred by dirt and sweat. I would take in that smell again. I
swore it to myself.

I exhaled a shaky breath and reached for the water at my side. The first
thing I needed to do was build up my strength. I needed it to fight. My hands
still trembled as I opened the bottle of water. I listened for the crack of the
seal. The sound of the little plastic tines popping was music to my ears. At
least the water wasn’t drugged. Or so I hoped.

I forced myself to take slow, careful sips, even though I wanted to guzzle
the thing down. Slow meant giving my stomach a chance to get accustomed
to having something in it again. I felt around on the floor of the cave for the
granola bar Bryce had thrown at me. It took a minute to find the small,
plastic-wrapped treasure.

This would be more of a risk. There was no way to know if he’d laced the
bar with something, I’d just have to hope that the sicko truly got his rocks off
from the challenging hunt. 1 shuddered just thinking the words in my head,
but I forced myself to move forward in my actions.

I tore the wrapper around the bar, happy to feel that my hands were a bit
less shaky. I took a small bite. The combination of chocolate and peanut
butter, normally a favorite of mine, barely registered. I counted ten chews
before swallowing, then took another small drink of water. I repeated the
process until the granola bar was gone and the water was down to its last
dregs.

My gaze roamed the cavernous space. I could see things more clearly
now, my eyes having adjusted to the lack of light a bit more. I searched for a
loose rock, small enough for me to lift easily but large enough to do some
damage. After precious minutes wasted searching, I had nothing. Bryce must



have checked out the space before leaving me here with the dead guy.

The dead guy. I gathered all the courage I could muster and inched
towards the man with the vacant stare. I had to see if there was something on
his body that I could use to defend myself. Careful not to touch his graying
skin, I turned each of his pockets inside out. The only thing I found was a
wallet.

I flipped through the worn leather billfold. Nothing. I squinted at the
driver’s license. Frank Pardue. Wasn’t that one of Walker’s suspects? Had he
been working alongside Bryce, or was he just in the wrong place at the wrong
time?

I shook my head forcefully. It didn’t matter. I needed to focus on a way
out of this mess. I sat back down, wanting to conserve as much energy as
possible. My fingertips traced patterns in the dirt as I tried to think back to
the one self-defense workshop I’d taken.

Carter had dragged me to the free seminar that had been held at the gym
her husband, Austin, owned. It had been two years ago, and I struggled to
remember what the instructor had said. Never let them get you to a secondary
location. Well, too late for that. Go for the soft targets: eyes, throat, junk.

That was something I could work with. I gathered dirt into my hands as a
plan formed. I played various scenarios over and over in my head as I waited.
All the contingencies I could think of. I stood, practicing the moves I would
need to make—first slowly, focusing on precision, and then faster.

Footsteps echoed against the stone, and I froze, my entire body seizing
up. I shook out my arms and legs, forcing the muscles to release the majority
of their tension. I perched on the edge of a boulder. I tried to make it seem as
though I were as relaxed as possible.

I hung my head, letting my hair cover most of my face so that I could get
a peek at Bryce but still hide my expression. I began sniffling and then let my
shoulders shake as though I were crying. I needed him to see me as weak. A
girl who had crumbled from the strain of it all. Not someone who would fight
him tooth and nail with everything she had.

The footsteps came closer. I could do this. Bryce’s shadowy form
appeared. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He continued striding forward. “I
thought you might have some promise, but here you are, sniveling like a
child.”

I let my shoulders shake harder. “W-why are you doing this?”

“Why am I doing this, she wants to know,” Bryce said with a sneer. “I’'m



doing it because I like it. I'm doing it because I can. And I’'m doing it
because girls like you, who show up where they don’t belong, need to be
taught a lesson.”

His words twisted my stomach. There was pure evil leaking from his
tone. “P-p-please don’t do this.” It killed me to give in to my voice trembling
even if I was using the waver to my advantage.

“They all fucking beg. It’s so damn pathetic. ‘Please don’t kill me, I’ll do
anything.’” Bryce let out a harsh laugh. “Do you know that a lot of them offer
to suck my dick, fuck me, anything. I hadn’t expected that. Like I would want
their whore selves.”

Bile churned in my stomach, but I forced it down. I just needed him to
come a little bit closer.

“What, you’re not going to offer the same?” I said nothing, just bided my
time, keeping my head down. Bryce took another three steps forward. “Come
on, you whore yourself out just fine for Walk—”

His words cut off as I sprang up, throwing the dirt I’d gathered in my
hands at him, as close to his open eyes as possible. Bryce let out a strangled
curse as his hands automatically flew to his face. I used that split second of
distraction to grasp him by the shoulders and plunge my knee into his groin.

The sound that came out of him was a garbled cry. He dropped to his
knees. This was it. I was going to make it. I was going to escape. I braced to
run, making it one and then two strides before a hand clamped around my
ankle and jerked. Hard.

My legs flew out from under me, and I slammed into the ground below.
Light burst in my vision as my jaw slammed shut. I cried out in pain.

Bryce dragged me back towards him, the rough ground tearing at my
skin. “You fucking bitch! You’ll pay for that.” He was on top of me then,
sitting astride my pelvis. My breathing came in quick pants—so fast, I had no
hope of slowing it.

Bryce leaned over, closer to me, studying my face. Then, he burst out
laughing. The sound grated against my skin as tears leaked from my eyes. “I
knew you’d be fun,” he said, slapping my cheek twice without any real heat
and then winding up and hitting me again with such force my teeth split my
lip.

Blood filled my mouth as I gasped to catch my breath. Bryce seized a
fistful of my hair, pulling it taut. “You’ve made things interesting, but now I
have to level the playing field. Things must be fair when we enter the fight,



don’t you think?”

Stars danced in my vision as he tugged harder on my hair. “DON’T YOU
THINK?”

I could only moan in reply. My vision seemed to be fading in and out. My
mind felt foggy, as if I didn’t have a firm hold on reality.

Bryce kept a firm hold on my hair with one hand while he reached behind
himself with the other. I blinked rapidly at the item he retrieved. The blade.
Acid choked my throat as I felt him harden against me. He loved this. Terror
was his drug, the thing that turned him on more than anything.

I bucked against him with the little strength I had left, doing anything I
could to get him off me. It got me nowhere. Bryce simply chuckled. “Stop
moving, or I might slip and make things worse.” I froze. “You’ll still have a
chance to run from me, don’t worry.” He slowly lifted up my shirt, and tears
stung my eyes. “Don’t move a muscle. I'm only evening the playing field.
This is what’s fair.”

I squeezed my eyes closed. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him off. I
could only hope that he wouldn’t kill me immediately. That I’d have a chance
to outrun him. The flat side of the blade pressed against my stomach. I filled
my mind with thoughts of Walker. I traced every detail of his face with my
memory.

The knife bit into my skin, slicing along my belly in one long line. I held
my breath and saw the magical blue rim of Walker’s green irises. Another
slash of the blade. “X marks the spot, Taylor. Now, I have something to aim
for.”

Pain overrode all of my senses, but I held on to my vision of Walker. My
mind held the memory, my soul called out for his heart, and as darkness took
me, I relished the burn.
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Walker

y tires screeched as I pulled up to the Forest Service station. I

swung my truck into a parking spot. Grabbing my phone, I

slammed my door with such force, I was surprised it didn’t
crack the window.

As 1 jogged toward the station’s front door, I tried not to focus on the
what-ifs, but it was impossible. Was Taylor cold right now? Hurt? Dead? My
entire body locked. She couldn’t be. Some part of me was sure that I would
feel it if she were. She had to be alive. And I would find her. This wouldn’t
end the way Julie’s story had.

I shoved open the door and jerked a chin at the young guy behind the
front desk. The kid’s eyes widened at the rage that was clearly emanating
from me in waves. “Tuck’s in the conference room. He said to send you
back.” The guy’s voice trembled just a little.

“Thanks.” I was already taking off towards the back room.

I pushed open the door without knocking and found Tuck studying a set
of maps that covered the conference room table. His head snapped up at the
sound of the door. In two strides, he grasped my hand and pulled me in for a
tight half-hug. “We’ll find her.” His voice was gruff. He knew how much
Taylor meant to me.

I was so thankful for this man who was more brother than friend. I
swallowed against the emotion gathering in my throat. “I know we will.” 1
released Tuck and stepped towards the table. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”



Tuck knew the woods better than anyone. He was my best hope of
finding Taylor. “I’ve been studying where we found the bodies in relation to
the surrounding access roads, trails large enough to fit an ATV...anything
that would help this guy get around quickly.”

“Find anything?” I couldn’t disguise the hope in my voice. I checked my
watch. Time had to be running out. My jaw clenched as an image of Taylor
filled my mind, her head thrown back in laughter, blue-gray eyes twinkling in
the light.

I needed her with me. Needed a chance to make things right. If I got her
back, I swore that I would do what I should’ve done all along: never leave
her side. She could push me away all she wanted, but I wasn’t going
anywhere.

Tuck drummed his fingers against the wood table, drawing my attention
back to the task at hand. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“What do you mean?” I followed the direction of his gaze to a specific
area on the map.

“I think we need to check out Pardue’s property again. It’s the only area
that has a road that would give the killer easy access to both hiking trails
while avoiding the more populated trailheads.”

My muscles tensed. I clenched and unclenched my fists in an attempt to
relieve some of the pressure. It didn’t work. “You think it’s him?” We’d had
the guy in an interrogation room. Gone at him for hours. I would never
forgive myself if we’d had him in our grip and let him go, allowing him to
hurt Taylor.

Tuck’s gaze met mine in a hard stare. “I think we need to check it out.”

“You know this is totally off the books, right? If something goes wrong,
we could both lose our jobs. Or end up in jail.”

“Don’t be a little bitch.” Tuck slapped me on the back. “Like I’d let you
go into this on your own.” His serious stare morphed into a slight grin.
“Always trying to steal all the glory. Sometimes, I need to rescue the damsel,
too.”

I wanted to smile, but my lips refused the action. “All right. We gotta
leave our service weapons. Do you have something else here?”

Tuck snorted. “Who do you think you’re talking to? I’ve got my rifle in
my truck, and my Glock in my desk.”

Of course, he did. “Okay, let’s head out then. We’ll take my truck.”

“Control freak,” Tuck called over his shoulder as he headed to his office



for his personal weapon.

I was grasping onto any semblance of control I could, even if it was
something as simple as being the one in the driver’s seat. Taylor’s face
flashed in my mind again, sunlight glinting off her golden strands as she
stared out at the ranch. I would get her back.

Tuck reappeared, holding two bulletproof vests. “Better safe than sorry.”

There was a slight twinge in my chest where the bullet had struck. I
resisted the urge to rub at the spot. “Not a bad idea.”

Tuck’s jaw tightened. “Are you sure you’re ready for primetime?”

I tore one of the vests out of his hands. “Don’t ask stupid questions.” I
would be back on active duty next week anyway, and no one, not a single
person on this planet, could keep me from looking for Taylor.

Tuck grunted in response, but I took it as his acceptance. We made our
way to my truck and took off for Pardue’s land.

We were mostly silent during the drive. I took the time to go over every
single piece of evidence in my mind, every gut feeling and hunch, trying to
see anything I might have missed. I came up with nothing.

As we got closer, I glanced at Tuck. “Think we should check out the
house first?”

Tuck’s jaw worked as he pondered. “Probably wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“We don’t have a search warrant. We’re not even on duty.”

“Don’t need a warrant if we have probable cause.”

“True.” The idea of hearing a scream had me clenching my teeth together
and gripping the steering wheel harder.

I made the turn toward Frank’s house. The tires crunching gravel
announced our arrival. There would be no element of surprise here.
Hopefully, that didn’t shoot us in the foot. I parked at the front of the
rundown cabin, my eyes searching the area. “His car’s here.”

Tuck’s gaze scanned the front of the house. “Don’t see him, though.”

“Let’s go see what we can find.” Tuck and I bumped fists the way we
always did before SWAT missions. A routine that had always brought good
luck before.

We both slipped from the car, neither of us attempting any sort of
covertness—that ship had sailed. We strode up the porch steps, eyes taking in
every detail possible. I pounded on the front door. The only response was the
whispering of the leaves in the wind. I knocked again. “Pardue. It’s Walker. I
need you to give me a minute.” Nothing.



I shot a sideways glance at Tuck, whose gaze was focused on the ground.
He crouched, touching a finger to something. His hand went to his weapon,
and I knew he’d found something. I followed suit, unsnapping my holster, my
hand circling the grip of my gun. “What is it?”

Tuck stood, lifting his finger so I could see. “Blood.”

My chest tightened with a painful squeeze. Please, God, don’t let it be
Taylor’s blood.

Tuck’s eyes were already following a trail I could barely see. “It leads
away from the house.”

I tried to feel relief. We had a clue. A direction to head in. I felt nothing
but sheer panic. “We need to call this in. Get some crime scene techs out
here.” I would take all the help I could get, I wasn’t an idiot.

Tuck was already moving, though. “Just let me see where this leads
before you have twenty guys here messing up my trail.”

I gritted my teeth. “Fine. Hurry up.” I’d give him five minutes, and then I
was making the call.

I watched Tuck in silence, my insides rioting at having to wait to do
something, anything, to help Taylor. He moved carefully, eyes tracing a path
invisible to most. Within a few minutes, we’d made it to one of the paths that
headed away from the cabin and into the woods. “They went this way. You
can call the team in now, but you and I should push on. More people will just
get in my way.”

He didn’t need to tell me twice. Nothing could have kept me from
following that path. I pulled out my phone to call the chief as Tuck studied a
map on his GPS device.

Chief answered on the first ring. “Where are you?”

“At Frank Pardue’s. Tuck and I found traces of blood on the front porch.
You need to get a team out here now.”

“We’re on our way. Stay put.” Frustration rang out in the chief’s tone. I
got it. I really did. But that didn’t mean I was going to follow his orders.
There was too much at stake.

“Can’t. Tuck’s found a trail. We gotta follow it.”

“Goddammit, Walker! You’re not working this case.”

“I know I’m not. I’m just a civilian out looking for his girl. We’ll be on
public land. You can’t stop us.”

Chief let out a series of colorful curses. “At least tell me the direction
you’re headed in. I’'ll send the rest of the SWAT team after you.”



That I could do. Backup was always welcome, just as long as it didn’t
hold up my progress. I quickly explained which path from the property we
were heading down and in which direction.

“Just be careful.” There was emotion in the chief’s voice. I knew he saw
me as a second son, knew he was worried, but I had to keep going.

“Will do. Talk soon.” With that, I hung up. “Let’s go.”

We headed down the trail, which was just wide enough for an ATV to
pass through, going slowly so Tuck could make sure we were following the
right tracks. How he knew, I had no idea, and I wasn’t going to slow him
down to ask.

For the next hour, we kept up the painstakingly meticulous pace. I was
pretty sure I had ground my teeth down to nubs. Suddenly, Tuck jerked to a
halt, holding up a hand to stop me. His eyes darted away from the path before
us, and his gaze moved to the woods on our left. He scanned the trees. I
strained to hear any sounds that seemed out of place. Nothing jumped out.

Tuck turned back to me, speaking in a hushed tone. “They veered off the
trail here.” His brows pulled together in a combination of concentration and
worry. “There are a series of caves about five hundred yards off the trail in
that direction. That has to be where he took her.”

A riot of emotions erupted within me. Hope that we were close. Fear that
we were too late. Terror at what the asshole might have done to Taylor in the
hours that he’d had her. I pulled my gun from its holster. “Let’s go.”

The great thing about working with Tuck was that we required very few
words to communicate. Let’s go was all that was needed. We both understood
that Tuck, as the tracker, would take the lead. We knew that as much silence
as possible was necessary. And finally, there was a soul-deep understanding
that we would do whatever it took to get Taylor home safely. I trusted Tuck
with that most of all.

Our movements up the mountainside were quicker now that Tuck had an
idea of where to go. Before long, we had made it to the edge of the tree line,
halting so that we would still have cover while we decided our next move.

There were three cave openings before us. Two smaller ones and a larger
cavern, but any of the three could easily hide people. I glanced at Tuck,
looking for his take on where we should start. He pointed down towards the
outskirts of the forest. About twenty yards away was a camouflage ATV.

My heart picked up its pace. They were here. I sent up another silent
prayer, begging for Taylor to be all right, promising anything I could think of



in exchange for her return, safe and whole. A muttered curse coming from the
middle cave had my gaze shooting to the opening, and my body going on
high alert.

The cave itself was dark, and I couldn’t make out who was speaking. I
could only see a form striding back and forth near the mouth of the cave, the
person muttering to themselves. My eyes jumped to Tuck. There was only
one way to do this. Full out assault. In the thirty feet separating us and the
cave’s mouth, there were no trees or boulders to provide cover.

I jerked my head in the direction of the cave, and Tuck gave one swift
nod of assent. We took off at a dead run. Ten feet in, the figure’s head
swiveled in our direction. I raised my weapon. “Don’t move, this is the Sutter
Lake Police Department. Show me your hands.”

Of course, the guy did the opposite, tearing off back into the cave. He
moved with a speed and agility I didn’t think Pardue would possess at his
age.
“Fuck!” I pushed my legs harder. “I don’t think that’s Pardue.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Tuck retorted, matching me stride for stride.

“Any clue who it is?”

“Not a one.” We slowed as we reached the cave, each hugging one of the
walls so no one could get the jump on us. “We need to be prepared for the
possibility of more than one assailant.”

I gripped my gun tighter. The last thing we needed in this equation was
another unknown. We crept down the natural hallway the cave formed,
letting our eyes adjust to the lack of light.

“Walker and Tuck to the rescue, huh?” The mocking jeer echoed off the
stone.

I froze, betrayal and disgust coursing through my veins. My gaze sought
Tuck’s from across the cave. The whites of his eyes flashed with a ferocious
rage. We both knew the owner of that voice. Had shared beers with him. I
had told my sister what a great fucking guy I thought he was. Had practically
shoved her in his direction.

I had to tamp down my fury, get control so that I could get Taylor out of
here. Get her to safety. Then, I could lose it.

“You’re too late. I’ve already started my game, and you can’t play.”

My entire body locked. I refused to think about what that might mean. I
had to press on, and I couldn’t let Bryce get in my head. I motioned for Tuck
to keep moving.



A light shone from somewhere ahead, a flashlight on its side I realized,
illuminating a cavernous room at the end of the cave. Ominous shadows
danced along the walls, but I only had eyes for one thing. Taylor. Her eyes
were closed, and even in the dim light, I could tell she was deathly pale. My
heart stopped beating until I saw her chest rise and fall.

Bryce had pulled her against him as he leaned against a boulder in the
corner of the cave. One arm held her to him, while the other held a knife to
her throat. Taylor’s eyes fluttered, and she let out a low moan when Bryce
jerked her against him.

In that moment, I knew I would kill Bryce. There was no way I would let
him out of the cave alive. A fire raged within me, my insides burning with the
need to get to Taylor. “There’s no way out of this, Bryce, not unless you put
down that knife and let us take you in.”

Bryce let out a dark chuckle. “I don’t think so, hero boy. Either both of
you put down your guns, or I will slice this pretty little throat in front of me.”

I forced myself to ignore Bryce’s taunt and checked my angles. There
was only one option. A headshot. A target that was half-hidden behind the
girl I loved more than life itself.

Tuck’s footsteps sounded to my right. “I need you to be real sure if you
take a shot, Walk. Because if you miss and hit a cave wall, we could have
several tons of rock coming down around us.”

A hysterical yet excited giggle came from Bryce. “Maybe we’ll all die
together. That would be a good ending to this little story. Do it. Come on,
Walker, end all our misery.”

Bryce was completely gone. There was no talking him down, even if I
didn’t want him dead. My eyes darted to Taylor’s face, leached of all color. It
was now or never. I breathed in slowly, holding the air at the top of the
inhale. Blood roared in my ears as the whole world slowed. I squeezed the
trigger.

The crack reverberated off the stone of the cave. Bryce’s head snapped
back as he flew back into a boulder. Tuck and I sprinted forward as Taylor’s
body crumpled to the ground.

Tuck went for Bryce, knowing I needed to go for Taylor. “He’s dead.”

I already knew it, but I still felt a minor release of tension at the words. I
rolled Taylor to her back. “Fuck! Get the flashlight! I need light!” Because
what I hadn’t been able to see while Bryce held her against him was that the
front of her dark t-shirt was covered in blood. A t-shirt, I noticed absently,



that was mine. My chest burned.

Gingerly, I pulled the material away from her middle, the cotton tacky
with blood. Tuck shined the light on her stomach and cursed. Her butchered
flesh stared back at me, taunting me for not quite being quick enough.

Tuck grasped my shoulder. “We need to get her outside so we can call in
a chopper.”

I nodded. I slipped a hand under Taylor’s knees and the other behind her
shoulders. Tears stung my eyes. She was so light. My little short-stack. She
had to make it. I said the words to myself over and over, willing each
sentence into her as though I could make the statement true just by the
ferocity of my belief. Tuck led the way out, shining the light to guide my
path.

Fading light shone from the mouth of the cave. I gently laid Taylor on the
ground while Tuck immediately pulled out his sat phone and began barking
orders into it. I quickly stripped off my bulletproof vest, then peeled off my t-
shirt. Tuck threw me a water bottle that had been clipped to his pack.

Again, I lifted Taylor’s blood-soaked shirt. I poured water over her
wounds, hoping I would be able to better see what needed tending. What
emerged had me fighting back rising bile. A crude X marred her beautiful
skin. Blood seeped from the gashes, and I pressed my shirt to the wounds.

Taylor’s eyes fluttered again as she let out another low moan.

“Taylor, baby, open your eyes. Come on, Short-stack.”

Her eyes cracked open, just slightly. Her beautiful blue-gray depths were
dulled by pain. “Walker?”

“I’'m here. I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere.” Taylor’s eyes
started to close again. “No you don’t, stay with me.”

Her lids opened once more, just barely, and just long enough for her to
say, “Love you.”

Then there was nothing.
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t was the sound that brought me around. That faint beep, beep,

beep, that drew me back to the land of the living. The closer I got,

the more aware I became of the pain. My head throbbed as if a
heavy-metal drummer were practicing on my skull. And there was a hot,
burning sensation emanating from my belly.

My eyelids felt as though they carried five-pound weights on their lashes,
but I so desperately wanted to open my eyes. After several fruitless attempts,
I was finally able to crack them open. The movement felt like something was
scratching against my tender irises.

The light in the room was blinding. I blinked several times, trying to get
my eyes to adjust. Slowly, my vision returned, the room going from blurry to
focused. The sounds became clearer. The hum of an overhead fluorescent
light. The beeping of a heart monitor—a heart monitor. Hospital. I was in the
hospital. Why?

Suddenly, memories slammed into me, stealing my breath. I gasped
against the shocking intrusion, fisting my hands in the blankets on the bed.
The back of my hand stung at the action, the IV line that was connected there
pulling. I was okay. I was safe. But what about everyone else? Liam?
Walker?

My memories of Walker in the cave seemed hazy at best. Was it even
him? Or had my mind concocted the whole thing? The hopeful delusion of a
girl who thought she might be dying.



My gaze searched the room. Empty. I was alone. The thing I had fought
so hard to be, was now the thing I hated more than anything. Tears stung my
eyes. It was too late. Too late to make amends with my friends. And too late
for Walker.

I didn’t blame him. He thought I'd slept with another man. I’d pushed
him too far, one too many times.

My chest heaved. I tried to control the motion since it only caused my
pain to flare, but I couldn’t seem to catch my breath or control my sobs.

The door to my room swung open. Walker strode in looking like a fierce
avenging angel from some post-apocalyptic novel. His clothes were rumpled,
his face smeared with dirt, and he was pissed. “Jesus, get a nurse, would
you?” he called over his shoulder.

My heart rate sped up, my sobs only worsening.

Walker’s face morphed from angry to concerned in a split second. “Short-
stack, you’re safe. It’s okay. Everything’s fine now.” He grasped my cheeks
in his hands. “Breathe with me, just breathe.”

But I couldn’t. What was happening? He was here. Why? “You’re here.”
The words came out as a croaky rasp.

Walker’s brow creased. “Of course, I’'m here. Come on, baby, breathe
with me.”

“Liam?” I asked with a wheeze.

“He’s fine, he’s just down the hall. Everyone’s okay. Just breathe.”

My eyes drank him in as my breathing finally began to slow. He bent and
placed his lips firmly against my forehead, staying there for several moments.
I soaked up the warmth of his lips against my skin. I wanted to stay in this
moment forever. I didn’t care about the pounding in my head or the burning
in my stomach as long as I had Walker’s lips on my skin. If I could hold onto
that, I could handle anything.

It was that thought that had fresh tears spilling over. “I’m so sorry. So, so
sorry.”

Before Walker could respond, a nurse bustled in. “Well, hello there, Miss
Lawson. Glad to see you awake.” She eyed me and Walker. “Sorry to
interrupt the lovers’ reunion, but I need to take a quick look at your vitals.”

She made notes of the readings on different machines and checked the
various tubes I was connected to. “Everything looks good. Can you rate your
pain for me on a scale of one to ten?”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “Maybe a four?”



The nurse gave me a gentle smile. “I’m pretty sure you’re lying, but we
can wait for another dose of pain meds if you’d like. Just press the call button
when you’re ready, or I'll be back to check on you soon.” I nodded in
agreement, and she turned to leave.

As the door closed with a quiet snick, my eyes found Walker’s again.
They seemed pained. Did he dread telling a girl in a hospital bed that their
relationship was over? My stomach churned.

Walker sank down into the chair next to my bed. He gently took the hand
that was free of the IV between his own. My eyes stung with tears again. “I
really am so sorry—” I didn’t know what else to say, couldn’t seem to find
adequate words to convey everything I felt, all I had realized.

Walker shook his head and then lifted my hand so that my palm rested
against his rapidly beating heart. “I’m the one who owes you an apology.”

My eyebrows rose. “What are you talking about?”

“I knew you were scared, terrified really. I never should have let you push
me away. I left you alone, and you were taken.” A single tear crested over his
bottom eyelid. “And I didn’t find you quick enough...”

Walker’s words trailed off as I shook my head vehemently, wincing at the
pain the action caused. “You found me. I’'m alive because of you.” More of
the moments in the cave had begun to come back to me, and I knew if Walker
hadn’t gotten there when he did, I would likely be dead.

Walker’s jaw was granite-hard, his words seeming to be ripped from his
throat. “But I didn’t get there before he hurt you.”

I pushed my hand harder against his chest. “I’ll heal.” The statement was
simple but true. I would heal. And if I had Walker by my side, I knew that
recovery would happen quickly.

Walker’s gaze locked on mine with such intensity, my heart stuttered in
its thythm. “I love you. You snuck in and stole my goddamned heart, but I
hope you never give it back. Please give me the chance to love you.” His eyes
pleaded with mine.

My heart seized and burned. A sensation that was nothing but pleasure
and peace this time. “I’d love nothing more than to be loved by you and to
love you in return.”

Walker dropped his hold on my hand and grasped my face again, this
time brushing his lips against mine. It was a feather-light touch, but one with
the deepest of meanings. “You’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I whispered against his lips.



Walker pressed his mouth to mine again. “And I’'m yours, too.”

“Yes, you are.” Warmth flooded my entire body. This beautiful, strong
man, who never gave up fighting for me, was mine. I flashed a huge grin.

Walker gave me a slow and sexy smile. “I might have to share you for a
little bit, though.” T blinked up at him, confused. He let out a low chuckle.
“The waiting room is filled to the brim with people just waiting to see you.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. Carter and Austin hopped on a private jet as soon as they
heard what had happened and have been going between Liam’s hospital room
and the waiting area. My entire family is there, a large portion of the SLPD,
Tessa, even Arthur, Clint, and the rest of the bridge club is out there.”

Pain flashed in Walker’s eyes at the mention of his family, and my own
face lost its grin. “How’s Jensen?” I couldn’t imagine what she must be going
through right now. My heart ached for her.

“In stoic denial, I’d say.” He rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “It’s
not that she doesn’t believe Bryce did those things. She does. She just...I
don’t know, is playing off that it has any sort of impact on her. She’s focused
solely on you.”

I reached for Walker’s hand again, needing to draw strength from him to
ask the next question I needed an answer to. “I-Is he dead?” That part of my
memory was still hazy. I was pretty sure I remembered Walker shooting him,
but I had no idea if that shot had been fatal.

Walker’s teeth ground together. “He is.” He seemed to struggle with how
to express what he needed to say next. “I’m not sorry for it. Bryce never
would have stopped. There was no other option. He was sick. I’'m not sure
why, but maybe Ashlee will be able to fill us in on the missing pieces once
she’s able to come to terms with it all.”

Oh, God. Ashlee. I couldn’t imagine how this must be rocking her world.
“Is she—"?” I started to ask, unsure of what word to use because of course she
wasn’t okay.

“She’s hanging in there. She’s been in the waiting room, too. Wanted to
make sure you were going to be okay.”

“Walker, that poor girl.”

“I know,” he said, his voice gruff. “He was the only family she had left.
Her dad took off when she was twelve, and Bryce was fourteen. Her mom
drank herself to death.”

My stomach churned again as tears pricked my eyes. Walker brushed his



lips across my temple. “We’ll get past this. All of us. Together.”

A knock sounded from the door. “Come in,” Walker called.

The door swung open, and a disheveled Ashlee appeared. Her eyes were
red and swollen, and her face was incredibly pale. She shuffled in, one hand
grasping the bag that was over her shoulder, the other shaking slightly by her
side. The door closed quietly behind her.

Ashlee’s wide eyes swung from Walker to me. “They said you were
awake.” I wasn’t sure how to respond or what to say to someone who had just
recently discovered that her brother was a serial killer. Ashlee just bobbed her
head slightly. “That’s good. I needed you to be awake for this.”

With a shaky hand, Ashlee pulled something from her bag. The world
slowed. I wished I could blame it on the pain meds or the blow to my head,
but no. The world slowed because Ashlee had a gun. A weapon that was now
pointed directly at me.
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slowly stepped to my right, effectively blocking any shot Ashlee

might have of Taylor. What the hell was happening? Ashlee’s

hand shook. Not a good thing when that hand was holding a gun.
Tears streamed down her face as her eyes hopped from Taylor to me and
back again.

I held out a hand in a placating gesture, while mentally cursing the fact
that my weapon had been taken by a crime tech as part of the investigation
into Bryce’s death. I knew I’d be cleared, but they just had to take my
fucking gun. Now, I had no weapon. No way to defend Taylor. I stalled for
time. “What’s going on, Ashlee?”

“She’s not supposed to be here.” Ashlee’s eyes were wide, almost feral,
and they were fixed on Taylor with the ferocity of a cornered wild animal.
“She’s a liar. Did you know that? She lied to make me think she wasn’t a
threat. Lied to hide that she wasn’t after you. But she was! From the first
minute she got here.”

“And you!” Her eyes shot to me again, and she shook the gun at me for
emphasis. “You killed my brother! The only person who ever really loved
me.”

Her voice had a keening quality to it now, her grief right on the surface.
“You were supposed to love me. Why, Walker? Why couldn’t you love me?
What’s wrong with me?” Ashlee’s tears fell harder, streaming down her
cheeks and dripping from the end of her chin.



My mind whirled, trying to put the pieces together. “I had no idea you felt
that way. Why didn’t you tell me?” How had a seemingly innocent crush
turned into this?

“LIES! You knew!” The gun rattled again.

The beeping of the heart monitor increased in speed, and I knew Taylor
was panicking. I had to find a different track. “Ashlee, I didn’t know, I
promise. I thought we were friends. We are, aren’t we?” It was a total lie, but
I didn’t know what else to do other than plead complete ignorance.

Ashlee cocked her head to one side as if pondering what that might mean.
“Friends?”

“Yes. Friends.” I searched for where I should go from here. Where could
I take this conversation that would help me understand what the hell had
happened and how to get us out of this situation? “And friends are honest
with each other, right?”

Ashlee cocked her head to the other side. She wiped her tears away with
her free hand, still not dropping the gun. “Yes...” Her voice was quiet now.

Quiet was good. Quiet meant calm. And I needed her to keep from
making any sudden movements that could cause the gun to accidentally go
off. I pushed on. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“She ruined everything.” Ashlee was back to a keening wail again. Shit.

“What do you mean?”

“You were supposed to be with me. We’re perfect for each other. And
I’ve worked so hard for so long to get us together.”

My muscles locked. “How have you worked to get us together?”

She looked at me like I was an imbecile. “I got rid of them, of course.”

My chest tightened along with my fists. “What do you mean you got rid
of them?”

Ashlee’s eyes hardened. “Bryce liked killing. He mostly did it away from
here to protect me, but when I needed someone to disappear, he would do
that.” More tears spilled over her lower lids, but I no longer felt that pull of
compassion towards her. “Bryce always took care of me. Did you know that
our dad beat us?”

I’d heard rumblings that Mr. Elkins had been a nasty drunk, but there had
never been substantiated claims that the police department could act on. Then
he just disappeared. Everyone thought he’d just abandoned his family, but
maybe that wasn’t the case. I shook my head. “I didn’t know, Ashlee. I'm so
sorry.”



“Bryce would always take the beatings for me, whenever he could. They
were so bad and always for no reason. Finally, Bryce said we had to stop
him.” Ashlee sniffled, wiping at her face with her long sleeve. “He used to
chase us into the woods. This time, Bryce said to lead him to a specific area,
so I did. Bryce had hidden a shovel out there, and when I ran by, Daddy
trailing after, Bryce killed him.”

More of the pieces began to fall into place, and my blood ran cold.

“See, Bryce was good. He protected me. Always. Always. Always. He
protected me, and he wanted me to have what I wanted.” Ashlee’s eyes
turned in my direction. What she wanted was me.

“I would tell him who I needed to be gone, and he would do it. See, he
killed to protect us, but then something broke in him. He liked it.” Her face
fell. “Too much. I told him to only kill the bad people, and he said that’s what
he did.”

Caitlin and a random hiker counted as bad people? I wanted to ask but
didn’t. Taylor? My body vibrated with the rage currently coursing through
me.

Ashlee was oblivious, she just kept right on with her tale. “When I heard
you were going to propose to Julie after she graduated, I knew I had to stop
it.”

My eyes fell closed for the briefest of seconds. I finally had the answer
I’d needed for over a decade. The thing that would allow me to put Julie to
rest completely. I’d known her killer, and I’d ended his life. And I would
bring Ashlee to justice, as well.

A weird combination of emotions flowed through me. Heartbreak at the
taking of an innocent life for the most selfish of reasons. An innocent who
had meant so much to me in my young life. Relief followed closely on its
heels by guilt. Relief that Julie would have her justice and that losing Julie
had meant I was free to find Taylor—the woman who truly set my soul
aflame. And guilt for feeling both of those things.

I pushed those thoughts aside as Ashlee kept talking. “I told Bryce, and
he said he would take care of it. He did.” The rage reignited in my veins. All
the years of betrayal... It was almost too much to bear. “You didn’t really
date seriously after that, so I didn’t really have to do anything. I know you
just needed time to sow your wild oats. And I was giving you that.”

Ashlee’s eyes snapped towards Taylor, anger flooding her expression.
“But then Caitlin got greedy. It wasn’t enough to just date you. She wanted to



marry you. She wanted what wasn’t hers. I heard her in the bakery.”

My mind flashed back to the scene Caitlin had made that morning at the
shop. Ashlee and Bryce had both been there. Was that all it had taken to set
Ashlee off?

“Then she had to come.” Ashlee shook the gun in Taylor’s direction.
“That liar. She said nothing was going on between you two, but the whole
time, she was trying to snare you. I knew it!”

I took a step towards Ashlee, keeping one hand outstretched. “We can
figure this out. There’s a solution, I promise you. We just have to find it.”

Ashlee’s head bobbed up and down in a jerky nod. “There is. She has to
die.” T froze mid-step as Ashlee’s eyes and the gun swung from me to Taylor
and then back to me again. More tears fell from her eyes, her shoulders
heaving. “And you have to, too. You killed Bryce. Why? Why did you have
to do that?”

I was going to have to tackle her and hope for the best. Fuck, I really
didn’t want to get shot again, but there was no way Ashlee was giving up on
this crazy mission she was on. My eyes were drawn to a spot behind Ashlee
at a small movement. The door was creeping open. I really hoped it was a cop
from the waiting room and not some unsuspecting nurse.

I forced my eyes back to Ashlee, not wanting her to be clued in to the
intruder behind her. I needed to keep her talking. “I’m sorry—" I blurted. “I
didn’t know the whole story. If I had known what happened to you and
Bryce, I wouldn’t have killed him.” Lies. Total lies.

“It’s too late. You did, and now I have to defend him. Protect him like he
did for me, even if it’s too late.” She cocked the hammer on the gun, and my
muscles coiled in preparation to leap at her. Suddenly, she crumpled to the
floor in a heap. Left in her place was Liam, standing there decked out in a
hospital gown and those socks they gave you with the rubber dots on the
soles, holding a fucking bedpan.

My jaw fell open. “Did you just knock her out with a bedpan?”

Liam grinned. “It seemed only fair. Her brother cracked my skull open
with a skillet.” His face grew serious. “Are you guys okay? She was fucking
crazy. I could hear her all the way out in the hall.”

I crouched, lifting the gun from where it had landed on the floor. “You
might want to grab some on-duty officer and an orderly.”

Liam nodded and ducked back outside to get some help. I turned to
Taylor. Her eyes were wide, and her face was as white as a sheet. I rushed



over to her, panic licking at my veins. “Are you okay?”

She nodded woodenly. “She’s crazy. But at the same time, I feel horrible
for her, she’s led such a messed-up life.” Taylor’s gaze went from Ashlee on
the floor to me. “Is it over now? Please tell me it’s finally over.”

I set the gun down on the table next to the hospital bed. “I hope to hell it
is.” Brushing my lips against hers, I cupped her face in my hands as police
officers and medical staff burst through the door.
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THREE WEEKS LATER

trong arms engulfed me from behind. I let out a little moan as I
burrowed back against the hard, warm body behind me. “Too early.
Let me sleep.”

Sleep was coming much easier now. I never would have thought that
would be possible just weeks after almost getting hunted down by a serial
killer, but it was. I’d had a couple of nightmares that first week when I was
still in the hospital, but Walker had been right there beside me, never leaving
me to face the darkness alone.

He talked me through whatever was on my mind. Held my hand, stroked
my hair. He spent every night in a narrow cot beside my hospital bed. But
since returning home, he’d held me each night, and no more nightmares had
come.

A chuckle sounded from right next to my ear, and then teeth nipped at my
lobe. The action sent a zing of sensation down my spine. I was awake now.
Walker’s low and husky voice sounded. “The doctor cleared you for all
activities, didn’t he?”

A slow smile crept over my face. I'd been to my final doctor’s
appointment yesterday and had gotten a clean bill of health. It had been a full
day of doctoring and running a few errands that we’d been putting off, so by



the time we got home, I was exhausted. I’d fallen asleep on the couch and
had only awoken when Walker carried me to bed. There’d been no sexy
times. Only a love affair between me and my pillow.

I pushed my backside against the growing bulge in Walker’s sleep pants.
“He did clear me for moderate activities...including bedroom-type things.”
My voice was thick with the last remnants of sleep and growing desire. I
hadn’t had Walker inside me in what felt like forever.

Walker’s hand dipped below the waistband of my sleep shorts, and I
sucked in a breath as he teased my folds. A growl sounded in my ear.
“You’re already wet. Fuck, I love that.”

A very unwelcome knock sounded at the door. “What?” Walker barked.

I giggled.

“Uh, breakfast is ready. If you’re not too busy.” I’m sure if we could have
seen my bestie’s face, it would have been flaming red. Carter and Austin had
stayed in Sutter Lake for the last three weeks, baby Ethan in tow. They’d
wanted to help Liam and me recuperate. We’d had matching severe
concussions, though Liam’s was a little worse than mine. The wounds on my
stomach, while awful-looking, weren’t actually that deep. They’d probably
scar, but there was no permanent damage. I was incredibly grateful.

“We’ll be out in a minute. Thanks, Carter,” I said, still fighting laughter. I
loved having all the people I cared about most in the world at the cabin with
me. It made for tight quarters, but I loved the feeling of having them all as
close as possible. It had been a time of healing and repairing of relationships
for all of us.

Walker, on the other hand, was just about done with the cramped living
space. He growled in my ear again, but this time out of frustration instead of
arousal. “I am taking you to my house today.”

I chuckled, the action causing delicious tingles to overtake me since
Walker’s hand was still between my legs. My laugh turned into a moan.

Walker nipped my ear again and removed his hand. “Soon.” He kissed
my neck. “Very soon.”

The way Walker could play my body with the barest of touches was
criminal. I groaned and forced myself into a sitting position.

Walker was by my side in an instant, his brow creased. “Are you okay? Is
something hurting you?”

My face softened, the frustration melting away. “I’m fine.” I brushed my
lips against his. “Just pouting because I wanted a lazy morning in bed with
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you.

Walker grinned and pulled me to my feet. He pressed his warm lips to my
forehead, and I soaked in the feeling, warmth filling my entire body. He
pulled back, tucking a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “I have something I
want to ask you.”

I studied his expression. It was hopeful, with some excitement and a
touch of nerves mixed in. “Okay...”

“We haven’t talked about the future much.” My stomach tightened. We
really hadn’t. We said that we loved one another all the time now, but that
hadn’t transitioned into future talk. I’d wanted him to broach the subject first.
The old-fashioned Texan in me shining through, I guess.

Walker pressed on, his eyes drilling into mine. “I want you to stay.” My
shoulders sagged in relief. “And move in with me.” He brushed his lips
against mine. “Make a home with me.”

My insides twisted in the best possible way, my stomach dipping at the
promise of building a life with Walker. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”

His eyes searched mine for any hint of doubt, but I knew he’d find none.

A smile broke over my face. “I’ve actually been looking into what I
would need to do to get certified to teach in Oregon.”

Shock washed over Walker’s face, and I smiled wider. “Really?”

“Really.”

Walker pulled me tighter against him. “That makes me real fuckin’
happy.” He pressed a hard kiss to my mouth that softened as his tongue swept
in. He slowly pulled his lips from mine. “I love you, Taylor.”

I’d never grow tired of hearing it, especially when the blue blazed in his
mostly green eyes, the way it was now. “Love you to the moon and back.” It
was something my mother used to say to me, and I’d taken to saying to
Walker. I figured she’d like that I did.

His eyes softened. I’d told him that it was something I’d shared with her,
and he’d said he was honored to share it with us both.

“Come on, guys! Finish banging so we can eat already!” Liam’s voice
rang out from somewhere outside our door.

The growl was back as Walker declared, “We’re moving you out today.”

I giggled, throwing my arms around him and burying my face between
his pecs.

We quickly dressed, brushed our teeth, and made it out to the dining
room.



Liam gave Walker and me a devilish grin. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the
two lovebirds.” He let out an exaggerated kissing noise, and I elbowed him in
the gut. “Hey! I’m still wounded.”

I snorted. “You’re as wounded as I am, which is not at all.”

Liam grinned. “I don’t know, my head still hurts a bit. Think one of those
cute nurses would make a house call?”

Both Walker and I groaned. Liam had had the entire hospital staff aflutter
with his presence, especially the young nurses. Luckily, his charming
personality had endeared them all to him, even the straight men, so the press
never found out about him being in Sutter Lake.

Liam knocked shoulders with me. “Come on, help this poor injured soul
put the silverware out.”

I laughed, and Walker headed into the kitchen, shaking his head. “I can’t
listen to this fool anymore.”

“That’s gratitude for you,” Liam called after him. He tipped his head
down to me. “I save both of your lives, and this is the thanks I get.”

Now it was my turn to shake my head, but my lips were tipped into a
smile as I moved around the dining room, setting down knives and forks.
Helping Liam set the table, I was suddenly struck by the full-circle moment.
Almost a year ago now, I had stood in a similar place, doing this very same
thing. Getting ready to tell my closest friends that I was planning to move to
Sutter Lake for a year. Now, that year was potentially forever.

Liam pointed a butter knife in my direction. “You’ve got an I’m-up-to-
something smile on your face, Taylor. What gives?”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “Nothing.”

“You’re a horrible liar.”

The rest of the crew poured into the dining room. Walker and Austin
carried heaping piles of food, while Carter carried little Ethan in her arms.

“Why are you calling my girl a liar?” Walker asked as he set down a
platter and came to put an arm around my shoulders. “You keep saying
you’re still injured, but you’re asking for an ass-kicking.”

Austin snorted. “He’s always asking for an ass-kicking.”

Liam clutched his hands over his heart in mock-affront. “I’'m hurt. Truly.
Taylor here,” he said, pointing the butter knife at me again, eyes narrowing,
“had that I’m-up-to-something smile on her face, but she wouldn’t tell me
why.”

All eyes came to me, and my smile only got bigger. I turned my gaze to



my shoes.

“Something is up,” Carter agreed. “Tell us what’s going on.”

“Let’s sit,” I urged, and everyone hesitantly took their seats. Walker took
my hand under the table.

Carter’s jaw fell open. “Are you pregnant?”

It was bad timing. I had just taken a sip of orange juice, and it spewed out
of my mouth as I choked. Right onto Liam’s plate.

He looked thoroughly disgusted. “Gee, thanks.”

I ignored Liam. “I’m not pregnant! Why would you think that?”

Carter bit her lip. “I don’t know, you’re all glowy and happy.”

“Those are kind of knocked-up vibes,” Austin agreed.

I glared at them both. As excited as I was for the future, I was not ready
for a baby yet. I turned my gaze to Walker, who was shaking with silent
laughter. No help from him. “Walker asked me to move in with him. I’'m
staying in Sutter Lake.”

Carter beamed, handing Ethan to Austin and coming around the table to
pull me up and into a tight hug. “I’m so happy for you.” She squeezed harder.
“I’m sad for myself, not having you back in LA, but so happy for you.”

I pulled back from my bestie, tears glistening in both of our eyes. “I’ll
come visit, lots. And you’ll always have a place here.”

“Actually, we might have our own place here,” Austin broke in.

My eyes widened, going from Carter to Austin and back again. “What?”

Carter’s lips tipped up. “I had a feeling you’d be staying here, and Austin
and I thought it would be nice to have a place where we could get away from
the craziness of LA. Why not Sutter Lake?”

I let out a high-pitched squeal, dissolving into some sort of dorky happy-
dance with Carter.

Liam stuck a finger in his ear as if he were trying to clear it. “Damn,
woman. First, you spit on my plate, and now you’re trying to make me go
deaf.”

I ran around the table, giving Austin a huge hug and kiss on the cheek.
“Thank you.” Then I continued on to Liam, hugging him and pinching his
cheek. “What about you?”

He swatted my hand away. “Well, I was actually thinking about asking if
I could stay here a while. I need a break from LA. What do you say, Walker,
think your family would rent me the place?”

Walker studied Liam, probably wondering the same thing I was. What



was he hiding from in LA? We’d never gotten around to that heart-to-heart,
but I’d make sure that happened sooner rather than later. “We’d be happy to
have you stay on,” Walker said.

I grinned and clapped my hands like a five-year-old. All my favorite
people in the same place. Walker pulled me down to his lap and kissed me
soundly.

“Ew, gross, we’re about to eat,” Liam whined. Austin chucked a biscuit at
him.

“I’m glad you’re happy, Short-stack.” Walker kissed the end of my nose.

“I’m the happiest.”

SHoVING the last drawer of Walker’s dresser—no, our dresser—closed, I
flopped back onto the bed. All my stuff was moved in. Well, the little I’d had
sent to me from Texas. I’d have to get everything I had in storage sent up
here, too, but there was no need to tell Walker that his home was about to be
inundated with dozens of boxes of girlie things.

My eyes traveled around the space, taking everything in. This was the
place I would make my home. It was gorgeous, with its high, beamed ceilings
and wide-planked floors, but it could use a bit of a feminine touch. I grinned
to myself as I wondered how Walker would react to decorative throw pillows.

I stared up at the ceiling, mentally planning a trip to one of the cute little
home décor shops in town. Walker’s voice drifted in from the deck off the
master bedroom as he talked on the phone. My shoulders tensed as I
recognized the tone of concern in his voice.

I sat up, shoving myself against the pillows as Walker strode through the
door. His eyes were pinched, and he scrubbed a hand down the side of his
face. I patted the spot on the bed next to me. “How is she?”

Walker sat down on the edge of the bed, toeing off his boots and scooting
up until he was reclined against the pillows, as well. He sighed. “She’s
pretending everything’s fine, but I know it’s not. I hate that she won’t talk to
me.”

Walker and I were both worried about Jensen. She’d broken down in tears
the first time she saw me in the hospital, apologizing for bringing Bryce into
all of our lives. None of this was her fault, but she couldn’t see it any other



way and had completely shut down. Now, she refused to talk about Bryce or
what had happened.

Walker traced circles on the back of my hand. “Do you think she’s mad at
me for killing him?”

I sat up with a start. “What? No, Walker.” I grasped his hand in mine.
“She hates him for what he did. She probably would have killed him herself.
But Jensen blames herself. We just need to keep telling her none of this was
her fault, even if she can’t hear it right now.”

Walker’s jaw hardened. “I wish I could kill him all over again for what
he’s putting her through.”

Walker had been cleared of any wrongdoing in Bryce’s death, and Ashlee
had been committed to a criminal psychiatric ward a few counties over, but
the siblings’ presence was still sending ripples of pain throughout the
community.

I squeezed Walker’s hand, not having adequate words to ease his pain. He
tugged on my arm, pulling me to his chest. The rhythmic beating of his heart,
the steadiness of it, brought comfort.

I pressed a kiss to his t-shirt-clad chest. “I wish I had the words to make it
better.”

Walker’s lips brushed the top of my head. “You make it better just by
being here, right like this.”

I lifted my head so that my chin rested on his sternum. There was so
much love in his gaze, and I was overwhelmed by my need for him. My
mouth met his as I climbed up the bed to straddle him.

Warmth flooded me as his lips caressed mine in a dance that was a
mixture of comfort and heat. I rocked my hips against his, and Walker let out
a groan as his eyes fell closed. I rocked again, and they flew open.

He tugged at the bottom of my shirt, pulling it up and over my head. His
gaze traveled from my face then traced a line down the column of my neck to
my breasts and lower. The look in Walker’s eyes hardened, and I tensed.

He traced his fingers, feather-light, over the raised scars on my belly, still
an angry red. “I’m so sorry this happened. So fucking sorry I didn’t get to
you in time.”

I placed two fingers under his chin, lifting it so that his eyes met mine.
“You did get there in time. I'm here. I get to make a life with you. That’s
what matters.”

With a growl, Walker flipped me onto my back so that he was between



my legs and hovering over me. My breath caught in my throat as he cupped
my cheek. “I love you so fucking much.” His words were a fierce battle cry.

Walker trailed a hand down my neck, moving lower and lower at a
painfully slow pace. I leaned up as he reached behind me to unhook my bra.
His gaze zeroed in on my nipples, and he bent to pull one into his mouth. He
lapped and laved as I squirmed beneath him, pressing my thighs together to
try and get some semblance of relief. It didn’t work.

Walker released my tight bud from his lips and kissed each one. “My
favorite color, this dusky shade of pink when you’re turned on and your
nipples are straining to get to me.”

My core tightened at his words, and I dipped a hand under his tee, trailing
my fingers over his taut skin. Walker trailed his tongue lower. So very gently,
he kissed his way down one scar and then the other.

My breath caught at the tender gesture. The warmth that had flooded me
at his lips’ first touch caught fire now, giving me that beautiful burn. The
blaze that caused my heart to clench and my nerve endings to sing.

“I need you,” I whispered.

That was all it took. Walker pulled down the shorts I was wearing with a
speed that was almost alarming. He tore his t-shirt off and had his pants on
the floor within seconds.

I took a moment to drink him in—the broad shoulders, perfectly formed
muscles straining with need. My eyes found his. “You’re perfect.”

He pounced, his mouth devouring my lips, tongue stroking mine. Walker
pulled back, uncertainty flooding his face. “Tell me if anything hurts.”

“I will.”

Walker cupped my face, his eyes boring into mine. “Promise me.”

My heart squeezed. “I promise.”

His tip bumped up against my opening.

“Please.” It came out as a half word, half moan, and I didn’t even care.

In that deliciously slow tempo he had turned into an art form, Walker
pressed in. The pressure built, and when he was fully seated inside me, I felt
him everywhere. From the tips of my toes straining against the mattress, to
the top of my head arching back into the pillow. He zinged through every
nerve ending, danced through every vein. He was in me now and forever.

My fingers pressed into his shoulders while I wrapped my legs around
him so my heels dug into his ass. I loved feeling the bunch and bow of his
muscles beneath me as he slowly moved. The delicious drag of his cock



against my walls was heaven.

Each pass seemed to drive him deeper and build the spiral of sensations
higher. My skin seemed to tingle everywhere, vibrating to the tempo that
Walker set with his thrusts. His pace increased, and a fine sheen of sweat
covered us both. When he finally drove so deep he bottomed out, I couldn’t
help the sharp intake of air.

Walker’s eyes fell closed for the briefest of moments, and then his lips
were on mine with a hunger I’d never felt from him before. It was as if he
wanted to connect us in every way possible, see how deeply he could instill
himself in me.

I cupped his face as he pulled back, sucking in air. “You’re everywhere. I
love you, Walker.”

“You’re mine.” His words were choked.

“I’m yours.” I brushed my lips against his. “And you’re mine.”

“I’m yours.”

My heartbeat stuttered at the emotion in his eyes, in his voice, radiating
throughout his body. It was that emotion raining over me that sent me
spiraling over the edge. Everything came together in a way I had never
experienced before. His touch. His words. His heart. The orgasm sent such
powerful waves through my body, I saw stars.

My inner-muscles clamped down so hard, I thought it might have caused
Walker pain. He let out a curse I couldn’t quite discern as his back arched
and he thrust even deeper, releasing everything he had.

Walker collapsed on the bed, rolling us so that I was now on top of him,
both of us panting. I tried to grasp onto reality as I came down from the
otherworldly high.

Walker’s heartbeat thrummed against my cheek. I placed a kiss directly
over it. “Thank you for letting me belong to you.”

He squeezed me harder against him, brushing his lips against my hair.
“Never letting you go. We’re going to build a beautiful life together.”



EPILOGUE

Taylor

ONE YEAR LATER

pushed open the front door, calling out as I did. “I’m home! Are
you here? If you are, pour me a large drink because I’ve had quite
the day.”

“In the kitchen,” Walker called back.

I slipped off my heels by the front door and headed towards Walker’s
voice. “Timmy Jenkins stuck an open glue stick in Sally Peters’ hair.”

I heard Walker’s low chuckle before I saw him. “He must like her.”

I rounded the corner and drank in the sight of my gorgeous man. “It’s not
funny. We couldn’t get it out, so I had to call her mother to come get her and
take her to a hairdresser.”

Walker pressed his lips together in an attempt to stifle his laughter. I was
back to teaching, first as a substitute last year, and now as a full-time second-
grade teacher right here in Sutter Lake. I loved it, even with dramas like
today.

I melted into Walker as he wrapped his arms around me. “How was your
day?”

“Boring. Nothing but paperwork and a couple tourist speeding tickets.”
He might have sounded annoyed with the lack of action, but I knew Walker
was happiest when his town was sleepy. He pressed his lips to my forehead.



“Come on, I want to take you somewhere.”

I tipped my head back. “I’m exhausted, can’t we just stay in tonight?”

Walker brushed his lips against mine, and I sank into the kiss. His tongue
swept into my mouth, and I groaned. “You’re not playing fair,” I said, pulling
back.

He sent a mischievous grin my way. “You’ll be glad you let me steal you
away. I’ll even take a couple beers with us so you can have that drink you’re
craving.”

“I think I’ve earned two.”

Walker chuckled. “Deal.” He grabbed three beers from the fridge and led
me back out the front door, barely giving me enough time to slip on some
flip-flops.

Once in the truck, Walker typed something into his phone. “Sorry,” he
said. “Tuck had a question about a case.”

I leaned back in my seat, putting my feet up on the dash. “So, where are
you taking me?”

Walker slipped his phone into the cupholder and turned over the ignition.
“You’ll just have to wait and see.”

He was always doing things like this for me. Surprising me with dinner
out or taking the boat around the lake, even just finding a new place for the
two of us to go running together. Within a couple of minutes, I saw that
tonight, he was taking me to our spot.

A smile played on my lips as we crested the hill to the overlook Walker
had taken me to the very first time we’d gone running together. It was my
favorite place in all of Sutter Lake. We came here often. Sometimes, on a run,
other times we’d bring a picnic lunch, or like tonight, a couple of beers and a
blanket.

I reached over, squeezing Walker’s muscular thigh and pressing my lips
to his cheek. “We’re just in time for sunset.”

His gaze met mine briefly before he turned back to the gravel road. “Glad
you let me steal you away?”

“Very glad,” I whispered into his ear before sucking the lobe into my
mouth.

“Damn, woman, you’re going to make me wreck my truck.”

I giggled but released my hold, sitting back in my seat. Walker pulled to a
stop and got out, grabbing a blanket from the cab. He opened my door and
helped me hop down from the entirely too tall truck.



I grabbed the beer from Walker’s arms as he went to spread the blanket
out under a beautiful Aspen tree. Walker leaned against the tree’s smooth
trunk and patted the ground between his legs. I needed no further
encouragement and hurried over, settling between his thighs.

I held up two beers, and he used the bottle opener on his keychain to pop
the tops. We were silent as we sipped, just watching the sky put on a dazzling
show and soaking up the simple joy of being together.

Just as the sky turned a breathtaking shade of orangey-pink, Walker’s lips
brushed against my ear. “Love you more than life, Taylor.” The corners of
my mouth tipped up, warmth filling my chest. His lips swept over my temple.
“You make me happier than I ever thought I could be.”

My heart began to pick up its pace. Walker kissed the side of my face
again. “I love belonging to you and having you belong to me. I want to make
that official.”

A black leather box was placed in my lap. “Open it,” he whispered.

Hands shaking, I placed my beer down and lifted the lid. The last
remnants of sunshine made the ring’s gem glimmer and dance, the hue of the
sky making the diamond almost look pink. It was beautiful and so unique,
with an antique setting that almost looked like twining vines, holding a
massive center stone.

Walker lifted the ring from the box. “It was my grandmother’s. She said
she’d be honored if you wore it.” Tears began to fill my eyes. “Let me give
you a family.” The tears crested over then, spilling down my cheeks.

I turned my head so that I could meet his gaze. “You’ve already given me
one.”

“Is that a yes?”

“A million times yes.”

Walker slipped the ring onto my finger. A perfect fit. Then he cupped my
cheeks, wiping away my tears with his thumbs. “Luckiest man on this Earth.”

I grinned so widely, I thought my face might split in two. “I love you. To
the moon and back. Always.”

I’m not sure who closed the distance first, but our lips met, and the kiss
seemed to go on for ages. Lips and tongues and hearts and...forever.

Walker pulled back and flashed a smile that told me he was up to
something. “One more thing.” He put his fingers to his mouth and let out an
ear-splitting whistle.

“What in the world—?” My words were cut off by a stampede of loved



ones: Walker’s entire family, all my best friends from LA, and a few other
familiar faces.

A small figure was the fastest. Noah pumped his arms as he ran up the
hill and launched himself at Walker and me, landing with an umph. “Tay
Tay! You gonna be my aunt now?”

I burst out laughing. “You bet, buddy.”

“Yes!” he shouted, pumping a fist in the air.

I grinned up at a smiling and slightly teary Jensen. “I’m so happy for you
two,” she said. I knew she was, but the happiness in her eyes couldn’t
disguise the bone-deep pain I knew was there. My beautiful, fierce Jensen
was the one holding people at arms’ length now, and I didn’t know how to fix
it. She needed someone as determined as Walker had been with me to break
down her walls.

Walker stood, pulling Noah and me up with him, and we were engulfed in
hugs and well wishes. Irma elbowed her way through the crowd. “Outta my
way! I gotta see how my ring looks on my girl.” Walker let out a chuckle as
Irma broke through.

She beamed, grabbing my hand and holding it up to the light. “It’s perfect
on you. I knew it. Didn’t I tell you all they were the ones for each other?
Maybe now you’ll all start respecting my premonitions a little more.”

The small crowd broke into laughter as Andrew and Sarah stepped
forward. Sarah pulled me in for a tight hug and then cupped my face in her
hands. “I know I’ll never replace the amazing mother you had, but I am
honored to have you as a daughter.”

Fresh tears spilled down my cheeks as Walker pulled me back against
him. I looked around, meeting the eyes of everyone who was so dear to me.
“She’d be so happy, you know. This would make her happier than anything.
To know that even after losing her, it brought me to my new family.”

In that moment, I knew, my mom was here. She always would be. I lifted
my face to the sky and whispered, “To the moon and back.”

THE END
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