
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Accidental Agent
 
   River’s End Ranch Book Three
 
   by Amelia C. Adams
 
    
 
    
 
   My thanks to my partners in crime on this project—Kirsten Osbourne, Pamela Kelley, Caroline Lee, and Cindy Caldwell. You’re all outstanding women—thanks for inviting me to play!
 
    
 
   I’d also like to thank my beta readers—Erin, Jeene, Mary, Meisje, Nancy, and Renee. Thanks for your support!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Table of Contents:
 
   Chapter One
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Chapter Ten 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Sneak Peak of Whitewater Wooing
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   When the bell over the door at Kelsey’s Kafé jingled, Liz looked up from the Formica table she was wiping. The family she’d served just a few moments ago had been cute, but the two toddlers had thrown more food than they’d eaten. She’d probably be finding bits of hamburger under the benches for days.
 
   The customer who’d just entered might help take her mind off that, though. He was tall and good-looking, dark-haired—as all really good-looking men are—and dressed well. He glanced around as though he’d never seen a diner before and didn’t know how to act inside one.
 
   “Welcome to Kelsey’s,” Liz greeted him, tossing her rag into the bucket of bleach water she’d placed on the bench nearest the mess. “Where would you like to sit?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. Anywhere, I guess.”
 
   “How about over here? You really can’t beat this view of the mountains.” She led him over to one of her favorite tables, the one closest to the huge front window.
 
   “Yeah, this’ll be fine.” He sat down, and she handed him a menu.
 
   “Take a minute to look this over, and I’ll be back. In the meantime, what can I get you to drink?”
 
   “Coke?”
 
   “Sure. Be right back.”
 
   Liz stepped into the kitchen and washed her hands, then dispensed a Coke from the machine on the wall. As she set it down in front of her customer, she asked, “What else can I get you?”
 
   “Oh, I guess I’ll have a cheeseburger and fries.” He handed her the menu. She was about to head back to the kitchen, but instead, she studied him for a moment. 
 
   “You don’t sound very excited about your order.”
 
   He shrugged. “Same old, same old. I get the same thing wherever I go.”
 
   She shook her head. “Well, that’s no fun. Why do you do that?”
 
   “Less risk. I know what I’m getting.”
 
   “But . . . but that’s so boring. Do you trust me?”
 
   He looked up at her with eyes of blue. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Do you trust me? Do you believe that I know this menu very well, and that I can bring you something the likes of which you’ve never tasted before and might not ever taste again?”
 
   “Uh . . . sure, I guess.”
 
   She flashed him a grin. “Don’t worry—I won’t poison you. Back in a minute.”
 
   As she headed toward the kitchen, she yelled, “Western Wonder.”
 
   “Western Wonder,” Bob, their new cook, hollered back.
 
   Liz pulled out a tray and set a bottle of ketchup on it, then threw some fries into hot oil. While she waited for them to crisp up, she also cooked an onion ring, which she tossed to Bob as soon as it was done. He layered it on top of a nice lean quarter-pound hamburger patty smothered with cheddar cheese, four strips of bacon, and cheese sauce. He drizzled barbecue sauce over that, and topped it with sautéed onions. This was one of the new items he’d added to the Kelsey’s Kafé menu, and it was Liz’s favorite by far. 
 
   When everything was assembled, Liz loaded her tray and carried it out, where she set it in front of her customer with a flourish. “Here you go—our new Western Wonder barbecue bacon cheeseburger and chili fries.”
 
   He looked down at his plate suspiciously. “It looks like a heart attack waiting to happen.”
 
   Liz put one hand on her hip. “Come on now—all I did was take your order and give it some life. It’s not like I talked you out of a spinach salad or something.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He didn’t look all that convinced, though.
 
   “Well, I tell you what. I’ll be right over there bussing that table. If you decide you really hate it, I’ll bring you whatever you want, on the house. And by ‘whatever you want,’ I mean ‘within reason,’ and when I say ‘on the house,’ I mean, ‘out of my paycheck,’ which is why I mean ‘within reason.’”
 
   He cracked a smile, the first sign of emotion she’d seen from him. Good. Now they were getting somewhere.
 
   “Just holler if you need me.”
 
   Liz went back to work, wiping dried ketchup off the table. If this had been left to sit another five minutes, she’d be heading for a razor blade to scrape it up.
 
   Everything was set back to rights and she’d put away her cleaning supplies when her handsome customer lifted his hand. She made her way back across the room and smiled as she approached his table. “Well, I see that your plate’s empty.”
 
   “I was skeptical, but that might have been the best burger I’ve ever tasted. What was in that barbecue sauce?”
 
   Liz shook her head. “Bob never reveals his secrets. He comes in first thing in the morning and mixes up his concoction before any of the rest of us are here. In fact, I’ve heard it rumored that he grinds the spices under the light of the full moon.”
 
   “Is that so?” His lips twitched into a smile. He really did have a nice smile. Even if he had barbecue sauce on his upper lip.
 
   “It’s very much so. Can I get you anything else?”
 
   He looked out the window, and for a moment, Liz wondered if he’d heard her. Then he seemed to snap out of it. “I’m new in the area, and I need some advice on where to stay and what to do while I’m here.”
 
   Liz motioned at the bench across from him. “Do you mind if I sit down?”
 
   “No, of course not. Please do.”
 
   She slid onto the bench. She and the other waitresses weren’t usually encouraged to hang out with the customers like that, but she knew she’d be excused because she was giving him advice on the best places to eat and do stuff, and of course she’d be recommending that he stay and play at River’s End Ranch. Kelsi, her boss, would be over the moon if Liz managed to get this guy to spend money at more ranch locations than just the diner.
 
   “My name’s Liz,” she said, knowing he could read her name tag perfectly well, but always preferring the friendliness of an introduction. 
 
   “Jack,” he replied.
 
   “Well, Jack, where are you from?”
 
   “California,” he replied. She waited for him to expound on that illuminating comment, but he didn’t, so she went on.
 
   “And what do you do?”
 
   “You mean, for a living?”
 
   “Um, yes, that’s what I meant.”
 
   “I . . . don’t really know right now.”
 
   Oh, dear. That didn’t sound hopeful for the ranch’s bottom dollar. “You said you’re new to the area—are you moving here or just passing through?”
 
   “I don’t really know that, either.”
 
   Liz held back a sigh. Why did all the really good-looking men have to be the shiftless ones? “It sounds like you’ll need a place to stay. We have some nice guest rooms here, or you can drive into Riston. There’s a Motel 8 there.” Hopefully that gave his wallet some options.
 
   He nodded. “What else is here on the ranch?”
 
   Liz shrugged. “What isn’t on the ranch? We’re like a whole little universe all by ourselves. We have horseback riding, whitewater rafting, rock climbing, a general store, a restaurant in addition to this café—we even have a spa. You know, you look kind of tense—a massage might be good for you. I get one pretty regularly.” And I’m not nearly as uptight as you are, she thought, but didn’t say. 
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   This one was a big talker, wasn’t he? “I tell you what. Go up to the bunkhouse and get a room, and they’ll give you a brochure with everything we offer. You can pick and choose from there.”
 
   “Okay, thanks. I think I will.” He rose and tossed a bill on the table. “Keep the change,” he said as he walked away.
 
   Liz picked it up, thinking it was a twenty. His meal had come to nine dollars and twenty-four cents, so a twenty would be a nice little tip, but then she blinked and looked again. He’d given her a fifty. That had to be a mistake—who runs around Idaho giving fifty-dollar bills to waitresses?—but he had left quickly, and she needed to get back to work. She’d pocket the change and then go over to the bunkhouse later and see if she could find him to give it back. Maybe he wasn’t as shiftless as she first thought. 
 
   ***
 
   Jack climbed the stairs to the long porch that circled around the bunkhouse at River’s End Ranch. He didn’t know what had brought him here, just that he badly needed to get away. His boss had put him on leave, and rightly so—he needed time to clear his head, to figure out what he wanted to do next. Those were answers he wasn’t going to get overnight.
 
   He stepped into the building and walked over to the reception desk. A young woman with curly red hair greeted him, welcoming him to the ranch.
 
   “My name is Gwen, and I’ll be more than happy to coordinate your stay,” she told him. “How long would you like to be here with us?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jack replied. “Can we start with three days and go from there?”
 
   “Of course. I have a great guest room available alongside the balcony—the view can’t be beat—and if you decide you’d like to extend your stay, just let me know. Here’s a brochure that tells you about all the activities and services we offer, and if there’s something you need but you don’t see it here, just ask, and we’ll see what we can do.”
 
   Jack glanced down at his slacks, button-down shirt, and tie. “I think I need some clothes that are a little better fit for a ranch.”
 
   “We have a clothing section in our general store,” Gwen told him. “The selection isn’t super extensive because really, how could we carry everything, but you should be able to get what you need.” She opened the brochure and showed him a map of where to find the general store, then pointed out other areas of interest on the property.
 
   “Thanks, Gwen,” Jack said. “You’ve been a lot of help.” He handed her his credit card to reserve the room, then decided to head straight over to the general store. He didn’t have any luggage with him, so there was nothing to carry up to his room, and he might as well get the shopping over and done with—he hated shopping.
 
   The general store was something else. When he walked in, he saw barrels of old-fashioned candy, bolts of fabric, and big sacks of flour—did these people really think that tourists wanted to buy fifty pounds of flour as a souvenir of their trip? But as he walked farther inside, he saw that the old-fashioned stuff was like window dressing, and all the good stuff was just beyond it. 
 
   “Can I help you?” 
 
   He turned and saw a cute girl with dark hair pulled into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. “I need some jeans,” he told her.
 
   “Not a problem. Right over here.”
 
   Gwen had been right—the store didn’t carry a huge variety of men’s clothing, but they had everything he needed. He ended up with two pair of jeans, two T-shirts, two plaid shirts to go over the T-shirts because that seemed to be the thing, a pair of sneakers, some socks, and some underwear. He also found a toothbrush, toothpaste, hairbrush, razor, and shaving cream—everything that he’d left behind when he got in his car and started driving blindly to the north. He still had no idea how he’d ended up in Idaho, but this was as good a place as any to hide out for a while.
 
   At the register, he saw some cloth shopping bags for a dollar, and he decided to grab a couple. They weren’t exactly luggage, but they were a far sight better than what he had, which was nothing.
 
   The dark-haired girl—her name tag read “Heidi”—rang up his purchases, put everything in his shopping bags, and didn’t ask him any questions. He appreciated that. He didn’t imagine too many people came in and bought all new clothes from the skin out, and he figured the logical conclusion would be that he’d lost his luggage, but she didn’t say a word. She just swiped his card, gave him a receipt, handed him a coupon for 10% off any entrée at the restaurant, and wished him luck.
 
   Luck. He wasn’t so sure he believed in luck.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Things at the diner the next day were pretty standard—a slow start at breakfast, since it wasn’t really their peak season, but it picked up. Liz was only scheduled until ten. She headed to the back and was about to take off her pink-and-white apron, but Kelsi called out to her. “Hey, Liz? Our new hire called in sick. Can you help with lunch and closing?” 
 
   Liz held back a sigh. It wasn’t like she had any big parties to go to or anything, but she had been looking forward to some time on her laptop that afternoon and evening. Her book’s next chapter was just begging to be written, and maybe, just maybe, she’d decided to add a mysterious dark-haired stranger to her cast of characters. But they were having a hard time finding someone to fill Jess’s shoes since she’d gotten married and started working with her new husband at the vet clinic. “Sure,” she called back. “What’s she got? Food poisoning? I know she ate some of Bob’s meatloaf yesterday.”
 
   Bob turned from his spot at the grill and shook his spatula at her. “Not funny. Not funny at all.”
 
   “Particularly not funny if a customer overheard you say that,” Kelsi gently reminded her.
 
   “Sorry.” Liz grimaced and checked her apron pocket to make sure she still had an order pad and pen. She always cleaned out her pockets at the end of a shift, but since she wasn’t going anywhere because she had no life, she’d better make sure she had the tools of her trade.
 
   Her temporary trade.
 
   Her mother was convinced that she was going to be a New York Times bestselling author someday. She’d be happy just to land a contract, but she’d happened upon an online chatroom for authors and made good friends with the other ladies in there—May and Kaya, in particular—and they’d been coaching her through the crazy nonsense that was involved in the world of publishing. Just writing an awesome book wasn’t enough, apparently. 
 
   A couple of new customers came in just then, and she went out to take their orders. A moment later, her friend Joni arrived, a little bit breathless. “Sorry I’m late,” she said as she tied on her apron. 
 
   “Was there a traffic jam in front of the blacksmith shop or something?” Liz teased her. Joni was habitually five minutes late for every shift, but she was a good waitress and she always had an entertaining excuse, so Kelsi overlooked it.
 
   “No, I ran out of hot water.”
 
   Liz blinked. “That’s it? Just no hot water? Come on—what about a muscled Italian jewel thief who held you hostage until he could escape with a million dollars’ worth of diamonds or something like that?”
 
   Joni shrugged. “You’re the writer. I just ran out of hot water.”
 
   “You’re killing me.” Liz placed a ham and cheese, a tuna melt, and a cheeseburger on her tray and delivered it to her table, along with plenty of hot fries and ketchup, then returned to the kitchen. “I forgot to tell you. I know who did it.”
 
   Joni whirled around from the handwashing sink, suds dripping from her hands onto the floor. “You do? Who?”
 
   “I’m not going to tell you. That would ruin the whole thing. But you’ll love it. You really will.”
 
   Joni was always Liz’s first reader. She wasn’t the best at grammar and punctuation, but she was awesome at catching plot holes, and that’s what Liz needed most at this stage. They’d worked over eight books together . . . eight books that still didn’t have a publisher . . . but Liz couldn’t focus on that. She had to stay positive.
 
   Once all the napkin dispensers had been filled and the salt and pepper shakers were checked, it was time for the lunch rush. Not only were they feeding the guests of the ranch, but some of the residents of nearby Riston as well. 
 
   Liz sensed him before she saw him, and when she turned to look, sure enough, there was Jack. She walked over to him with a broad smile. “You’re back.”
 
   “I am. Mind if I eat here twice in one week?”
 
   “Of course I don’t.” She looked him up and down. “Now that’s what I call someone who’s on vacation. In that tie you were wearing yesterday, you looked like you were getting ready for the gallows.”
 
   “Maybe I was.” He tugged self-consciously at the collar of his T-shirt like he wasn’t used to wearing one. “What else is good here?”
 
   “Well, everything, of course. What are you in the mood for?”
 
   Liz got him settled into a booth with a Coke while he studied the menu, and she took an order for another table in the meantime. When she came back, Jack handed her the menu with a smile. “I’ll have the chicken and dumplings.”
 
   “Going out on a limb, are you?”
 
   “What can I say—I walk on the wild side. It was a tossup between that and the lasagna, though.”
 
   “They’re both really good. You can’t go wrong with either.” Liz made a note on her pad. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   She entered the kitchen and started preparing a tray. Joni entered the kitchen right behind her and grabbed her arm. “Who’s that awesomely good-looking man out there? You were talking to him like you know him.”
 
   “He came in for lunch yesterday too. Kind of a drifter—doesn’t seem to have a job or any real direction in life. He’s really nice, though.”
 
   Joni shook her head. “That’s no drifter. He’s wearing some of the most expensive clothes from the general store—how could a drifter afford to dress like that?”
 
   Liz shrugged. “I don’t know. But he was wearing a tie when he was here before. Now that I think about it, he was dressed kind of expensively then, too.”
 
   “So, if he doesn’t have a job, where’s he getting the money for all those nice clothes?”
 
   Liz thought about that while she put his food on a tray. Maybe his daddy was rich and paid all his bills. Liz hated that—if you were going to spend a ton of money, you should earn it yourself. Or maybe he was some sort of crime boss. She liked that idea—he’d flown here from Jersey to avoid some kind of tax thing and was hiding out. She didn’t know what kind of tax thing—she’d have to research—but that would make a great book too.
 
   She delivered his food to the table, flashed him a smile, and moved on to the next table. Her brain wouldn’t stop churning, though, and she thought about it for the next five minutes until she told herself to stop. She had another book to plot, one with a tricky problem to solve. 
 
   “Here’s the thing,” she said to Joni, leaning on the kitchen doorframe while Bob prepared the last burger for her order. “I don’t know what to do with the body.”
 
   “Did you try putting it in the dumpster?” Joni asked.
 
   Liz couldn’t even count how many books she’d read lately where the body was put in the dumpster. It was so cliché, and she wanted something different. “It just doesn’t work for me, but I can’t think of what else to do. We’re too far away from the river, so I can’t really throw it in there.”
 
   Joni nodded. “And even if you did, you’d have to weigh it down with something, and what would you use?”
 
   “That’s the thing. I don’t know.”
 
   Liz put the hamburger on her tray and turned to leave the kitchen, almost running into Jack, who was standing at the end of the bar right by the kitchen door. “Oh! Sorry. What can I get you?”
 
   He seemed flustered. “No, I’m the one who should be sorry. I was just thinking that I’d like some pie and was coming to tell you. I should have just waited for you to come back.”
 
   “No problem. Just maybe stand a little farther back next time so I don’t run you flat when I come out.” She delivered the food she was carrying, then cut Jack a generous slice. He was a mystery—that was for sure. 
 
   When he came up to the register to pay, she pulled his change from the day before out of her pocket. “I still have this,” she said. “I was going to run it over to the bunkhouse for you, but then I got sidetracked.” 
 
   “Don’t you want it?” He looked confused.
 
   “Well, I do, because money’s great and who doesn’t want money?” She laughed. “But really, it was a huge tip. You must have grabbed the wrong bill from your wallet.”
 
   “No, that was the right bill.” He pulled another fifty from his wallet. “And here’s another one.” 
 
   He walked off before she could say anything. Why couldn’t more customers be that generous?
 
   ***
 
   Jack’s boss was right. He’d been working too hard, he’d been through too much trauma lately, and he needed a vacation. He could have sworn he just heard Liz say that she’d killed someone and needed to dispose of the body.
 
   That was crazy, though. She was a sweet girl, and dang pretty, too. Of course, that didn’t make her innocent, but he just couldn’t picture it. Plus, they were out here in Nowhere, Idaho, where a missing person would stick out like a sore thumb. This wasn’t like Los Angeles, where it was easier for a person to go missing for days without anyone being the wiser. 
 
   He walked back to the bunkhouse slowly. He’d fallen asleep right after going clothes shopping the day before and slept clean through the night, exhausted. He’d been up for over twenty-four hours and needed the sleep. But every time he closed his eyes, he remembered that moment, that horrible moment when his partner went down in a hail of gunfire and there wasn’t a thing Jack could do to save him. The shooter was in jail now and would be for a long time, but Jack would never get his partner back, and if this short leave didn’t help him get his head on straight, he didn’t know what he’d do.
 
   He really didn’t want to leave the FBI. Being an agent was all he’d ever wanted for as long as he could remember. His brother would get tired of pretending to be the bad guy so Jack could arrest him and put him in the treehouse “jail” in the backyard. If Jack couldn’t be in law enforcement, what else could he be? He’d never explored any other career options because he was so sure this was it for him. 
 
   He unlocked the door to his room, kicked off his shoes, then crossed the floor to the balcony. The sun wouldn’t set for hours yet, but when it did, he wouldn’t miss it—sunset was his favorite. It felt like a giant glimmering curtain being lowered on the day and everything that had happened in it, like the grand finale, and also the signal of a fresh start for the day ahead. Fresh starts . . . just what he needed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Liz: I met a guy today.
 
   May: A guy? What kind of guy?
 
   Liz: The kind who would be a great character in a novel.
 
   May: Oh. I thought you meant like, a smoochy kind of guy.
 
   Liz: He could be smoochy. I mean, he’s really good-looking. But I don’t know enough about him.
 
   Kaya: You have to know something about a guy before he can be smoochy?
 
   Liz: There’s a difference between thinking he’s smoochy and then actually smooching him. You know?
 
   May: Yeah, I know. So, what about this guy? Are you going to put him in a book?
 
   Liz: I might. But I need to figure out his story. He says he’s between jobs, but he dresses really nice. I think he’s a criminal or something.
 
   Kaya: Because only criminals wear nice clothes?
 
   Liz: No, of course not. It’s just, who has money for nice clothes when they don’t have a job?
 
   May: Maybe he bought the clothes and then lost his job.
 
   Liz. Maybe. That’s sort of disappointing, though. Not very exciting.
 
   Kaya: So … are you going to investigate him or something? It’s like I can feel the wheels in your head turning.
 
   Liz: I might. I asked at the bunkhouse, and he’s checked in for a couple of days at least. I should have time to get to know him a little bit. 
 
   May: The bunkhouse . . . that sounds so awesome. The bunkhouse and the lake and the river … every time you talk about where you live, I want to come out there.
 
   Liz: You should! You totally should. 
 
   Kaya: So … I hate to interrupt because this guy sounds awesome, but I’ve really got to finish this chapter.
 
   Liz: Oh, sorry. I knew you had a deadline, and I’m over here blabbing.
 
   Kaya: It’s all right. Let’s go—I challenge you to hit two thousand words in the next hour.
 
    
 
   Liz grinned as she opened up her document and started to write. She loved these online friends of hers—they encouraged her to do better and reach higher than she’d ever dream of on her own. These late-night writing sessions had helped her be more productive than anything she’d tried before. 
 
   She only managed to write a thousand words before her eyes got too heavy to stay open. She didn’t like the way overtime cut into her writing, but this was temporary. Just until she could support herself with her books.
 
   The next morning, Liz pulled herself out of her bed and stretched. She had the breakfast shift, which really stunk, but then she had the rest of the day and the next day off. She was going to relax—she’d get a massage at the spa, she’d take some long naps, and she’d write. Maybe she could figure out how to dispose of that body, and then a really clever way for the detective to find it. 
 
   “Morning,” she called out as she entered the diner. Bob looked up from the stove and waved. 
 
   “Morning,” Kelsi replied from behind the register. Liz didn’t envy her the job of setting up and cleaning out the cash drawer every day—she used to do that while working retail, and she didn’t miss it at all. 
 
   Liz tied on her apron, made sure the coffee had been started, and then turned to greet her first customer as the bell over the door jingled. 
 
   “Jack,” she said as he walked up to the counter. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Good.” He took a seat on one of the barstools. “This really is a beautiful place. Gwen gave me a room with a balcony, and I must have sat out there for half an hour this morning. I thought I liked sunsets best, but I don’t know—Idaho might convert me to sunrises.”
 
   “It is gorgeous here—I won’t argue that.” Liz pulled out her order pad. “What can I get you for breakfast? I have to tell you, though—I’m not accepting tips today.”
 
   “No tips? None whatsoever?”
 
   “None whatsoever. It’s the tradition of my people and it’s all tied in to the solstice and stuff—we accept no additional money for any reason.”
 
   His lips twitched. “That’s an interesting tradition your people have.”
 
   “Yes. It comes from our ancient Lithuanian ancestors. Or something. Anyway, no tips.”
 
   “I’ll remember that. I wouldn’t want to offend your great-great-great-Lithuanian grandmother.”
 
   “Thank you. She appreciates that. Now, breakfast?”
 
   “What’s good?”
 
   “Everything, of course! But my favorite is the Sunrise Special.” She nodded to the whiteboard on the wall, where that day’s specials were written out in purple marker. “You get two pancakes, a nice big serving of hash browns—Idaho potatoes, of course—four slices of bacon, two links of sausage, and orange juice.”
 
   “Sounds good. Sign me up.”
 
   Liz made a note and then moved to the back to place her order.
 
   “He’s here again?” Joni craned her neck from where she was bringing things out of the walk-in freezer. “You said he’s eaten here twice already. He knows we have a restaurant too, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure he does.”
 
   “Well, maybe he keeps coming in here because he likes the company.” Joni nudged Liz with her elbow as she went past. 
 
   “Oh, come on. I doubt that’s it.” Liz couldn’t help the warmth that came to her cheeks at the thought. How long had it been since a guy had paid attention to her? Real attention, not just waving her down for a coffee refill? It must have been about a year. Around the time when she decided that writing was her real passion and that she was going to pursue that dream regardless of the price. Maybe there was a connection—maybe she put off some kind of vibe that she wasn’t ready to get into a relationship. 
 
   She was thinking about that as she carried Jack’s food out to the counter. He’d picked up a newspaper from the stand in the corner and seemed engrossed in an article, but as soon as she set the food down, he set the paper aside and focused on her.
 
   “So, are you here all the time?” he asked, twirling his finger to indicate the diner.
 
   “I usually take about four shifts a week. You caught me on a special day yesterday—someone called in sick, so I stayed a little late.”
 
   “You mind that?”
 
   “Not really. The thing is, we’re kind of a big family here. The place is owned by the Westons and run by their six kids, and when you hire on here, it’s like you become one of the siblings. Or a cousin, at least. I don’t mind helping out.”
 
   “That sounds nice.”
 
   “It really is.” She glanced over at the door as more customers came in. “Well, eat up, and let me know if you need anything.”
 
   She kept an eye on Jack as he ate. He didn’t seem in any particular hurry as he sipped his juice and turned the pages of his newspaper. He wore another outfit from the general store—Heidi did a good job of ordering in a variety of stock, but it was all still pretty distinctive, and since Liz was in the store a few times a week picking up snacks and whatnot, she was familiar with everything in there. Hmm. Yeah, she’d have to see what she could find out about this guy. 
 
   ***
 
   Jack paid his bill, showed his respect to Liz’s Lithuanian ancestors by not leaving her a tip, then went outside. The map of the ranch said he could rent a four-wheeler over that way, so that’s where he headed. He wanted to explore on his own terms, and a four-wheeler seemed like the best way to go about it.
 
   He signed the rental paperwork, climbed on, and shot out of the machine’s assigned parking spot like he was on fire. It had obviously been several years since he’d ridden, and he eased up on the throttle before he took out a fence or something. 
 
   As he got out onto the road and started looking around, he was pretty impressed. This place did seem to have just about everything. He wouldn’t mind trying his hand at rock climbing—if he was here that long. He hadn’t decided yet. The problem with getting in your car and just driving is that you don’t know when you’ve reached your destination because you have no idea what your destination is. 
 
   He was lost in thought as he rounded the corner, and he cringed as the front wheel of his bike crunched into a large garden gnome that stood on the edge of the RV park property. He cut the engine and hopped off, hoping he could somehow repair the damage to the gnome.
 
   “Well, hold your horses, would ya now?” An older woman bustled toward him, a rabbit tucked under her arm. He did a double take. That’s right—a rabbit was tucked under her arm. “No need to go tearing around here like you’ve got BenGay in your shorts.”
 
   “I . . . beg your pardon?”
 
   She waved him off. “You’re probably too young to know what BenGay is. But let me tell you, when you get older, be careful not to get any in your shorts.” She had a faint accent—Irish, maybe—that lent her a kind of charm on top of her obvious sense of humor.
 
   “All right. Point taken.” He nodded toward the ground. “I’ve knocked over your sentinel here. Let me put him to rights, and then I’ll be on my way.”
 
   “No, you won’t,” she said, moving the rabbit to her other arm. “The fairies said you’ve come here looking for some answers, and I’m here to give them to you.”
 
   “The fairies?”
 
   “That’s right. Or don’t you believe in fairies? Don’t tell me you’re one of them.”
 
   She didn’t elaborate on what it meant to be one of them, but Jack could guess that it was a very unpleasant thing indeed. Rather than trying to come up with an answer, he bent over, grabbed the gnome, and wrestled it back into position. Thankfully, it wasn’t chipped or otherwise damaged. He hadn’t seen any replacement gnomes in the general store.
 
   “That’s Rufus,” she said, pointing to the statue, “and you’re right when you call him a sentinel. He stands guard over the property from that direction. Now, there’s Cletus on the other side, but he doesn’t do nearly as good of a job.”
 
   “He doesn’t?” Jack glanced over that way to see a statue nearly the twin of Rufus, but facing the other way.
 
   The woman leaned in and whispered. “Last Halloween, he let some children on the property who weren’t wearing costumes.”
 
   “Mmm.” Jack had no reply to that.
 
   The woman held out her hand. “I’m Jaclyn. I’ve been here . . . well, we don’t need to get into that, and you don’t need to be so nosy. Come inside and have a cookie, and tell me what’s bothering you. I don’t have all the answers, but the fairies do, and what they don’t know isn’t worth knowing.”
 
   It took Jack a second to unravel that, but Jaclyn didn’t seem to be expecting a reply. Instead, she led the way into her house, and motioned for Jack to take a seat. He did, but he had to move two more rabbits from the chair before he could. 
 
   “Have a cookie.” She shoved a plate at him. “Now, tell me. What’s on your mind?”
 
   Jack didn’t know how to reply to that. This woman really had a way of throwing out questions, didn’t she? Instead, he changed the subject. “It’s quite a coincidence that your name is Jaclyn. I’m Jack.”
 
   She nodded. “I’m not surprised. You see, I’m your real mother.”
 
   Jack’s eyes widened. “Uh, what do you mean? I’m not adopted.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know. I just always wanted to say that to someone. So, Jack, you’re here in search of yourself, are you?”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Well, you’re not married, for one. No ring, no ring tan line. Any man who’s not married must be looking for himself because if he’d found himself, he’d be married.”
 
   “I don’t understand. How does finding myself lead to me getting married?”
 
   She gave him an overly patient look. “Because falling in love is like finding the other half of yourself. And when you fall in love, you get married. Gracious, do I have to tell you everything?”
 
   “No, I guess not.” He took a bite of his cookie. He needed sugar in his brain or he’d never survive this conversation. 
 
   “So, you’re here on a quest for self. I highly recommend the Western Wonder over at the diner.”
 
   “Will it help me find myself?”
 
   She gave him another of those looks. “No, but it’s delicious.”
 
   “Okay. I already had one, and I agree.”
 
   She sat back, looking pleased. “Then you know what I’m talking about.”
 
   Not even a little bit. “I do. And I met a girl over there—one of the waitresses.”
 
   “Caught your eye, did she?”
 
   He had no idea how to explain to this woman that he was conducting an informal murder investigation, so he said, “Yes.”
 
   Suddenly, Jaclyn’s hand came down hard on the arm of her chair. “Well, you can’t have her!”
 
   Jack started. “I . . . I can’t?”
 
   “No, you can’t! She’s the sheriff’s wife, and trust me, you don’t want to get yourself on the wrong side of that man’s gun. He would shoot you dead as soon as look at you if he knew you were speculating on Kelsi.”
 
   “Kelsi?”
 
   “His wife! Gracious, young man, I feel like I’m having to lead you around with a rope through the ring in your nose. Haven’t you been paying attention?”
 
   He . . . didn’t have a ring in his nose . . . “I was actually talking about Liz.”
 
   “Oh!” Jaclyn relaxed back into her chair as though nothing whatsoever had just happened. “Liz is a sweet girl. She’s been working here for the last few years and always stops by to see me when she’s on this side of the ranch. She makes the best Sprite you’ve ever tasted.”
 
   “She makes Sprite?”
 
   “That’s right, and I don’t know how she does it, but it’s amazing. You should ask her to make one for you, too.”
 
   “I’m more of a Coke person.”
 
   “And that’s why you’re going to die young!” Jaclyn slapped the arm of her chair again.
 
   Jack was starting to get a headache. “So, what advice do you and the fairies have for me, Jaclyn?” He needed to get out of there, and figured that just giving in would probably be the best solution to this interesting problem. 
 
   She sat back and thought for a minute. “As far as finding yourself goes, you’re almost there. Fact is, you aren’t all that lost. And for Liz, all systems are go. She hasn’t dated anyone in a really long time, and I bet she’d love to have a beau.”
 
   “Okay. That’s great to know.” Jaclyn would tell him if Liz had any murderous tendencies, wouldn’t she? She seemed pretty open about everything else. He came to his feet. “This has been a great visit. Let me know if you have any other messages for me from the fairies, would you?”
 
   “Oh, I won’t come to you. You’ll come to me.”
 
   He blinked. “I will?”
 
   “You will. They all do, you know. I think it’s on account of the rabbits.”
 
   He wasn’t even going to try to figure that out. “Most likely. Well, have a good day.”
 
   He backed up carefully to avoid any more gnome accidents and then drove away from there as fast as he could without being even more careless.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Honestly, Liz, I’ve told you all I can.” Gwen clicked a key on her computer, and the reservation screen went black. “There are privacy laws and stuff, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, but I was hoping that maybe you could let something slip.”
 
   “Nope, sorry. Not if I value my job, and like, obeying the law and stuff.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever. See if I choose you for my zombie apocalypse team.”
 
   Liz left the bunkhouse and walked around the building, then entered the spa. Angie was behind the counter, as she nearly always was, and greeted her.
 
   “I have an appointment for a massage,” Liz said, and Angie nodded.
 
   “Yep, I’ve got you down. Still having problems with your wrists?”
 
   Liz flexed them back and forth. “Yeah, it’s all the typing, plus all the waitressing. It’s hard on the body.”
 
   “Well, come on back, and let’s have Maddie do her thing.”
 
   Maddie was a fairly new member of the River’s End Ranch family. She’d come on board as the massage therapist when the spa opened the month before. Despite the fact that she was new, she fit in like she’d always been there, and Liz hadn’t been on the massage table for five minutes before she was spilling her guts.
 
   “So, he’s come into the diner three times now, and he’s hot. Like, really hot. But he’s cagey with his answers—I asked him where he was from, and he said California. Do you know how many towns there are in California? I googled and found a list, and I was on one hundred before I stopped counting and I was only in the Cs. But if I kept scrolling, I was going to get motion sick.”
 
   Maddie’s hands stilled for a moment on Liz’s shoulders. “You were actually counting how many towns there are in California?”
 
   “Yeah. I know that sounds crazy.”
 
   Maddie’s hands began moving again. “Oh, no. Not at all. I’m sure everyone has done that at one time or another.”
 
   Liz grinned into the towel covering the headrest. “Okay, I know. It’s crazy. But this guy . . . I don’t know. There’s something about him. He’s hot and intriguing and I just want to know more about him.”
 
   “Have you googled him?”
 
   “What? No, of course not. I don’t want to be all stalkerish.”
 
   “And you don’t think you’re being just a little stalkerish now? You asked Gwen about him, you’re counting how many towns there are in California—I think you jumped the shark a long time ago.”
 
   Liz sighed. “You’re right. But I can’t just pretend like he doesn’t exist or doesn’t interest me. Seriously, there’s something . . . he could totally be in my next book, and what if I miss out on learning what makes him tick?”
 
   “I have the weirdest idea ever.” Maddie pushed a little harder on the muscles leading into Liz’s right shoulder blade. It was needed, but it was pretty tender.
 
   “Yeah?” Liz asked when she no longer wanted to yelp.
 
   “Why don’t you spend some time with him? I don’t know—actually talk to him?”
Liz thought about that. She’d planned to write on her time off, but this was book research, right? So it totally counted. “That’s a pretty good idea.”
 
   “It just might give you some insights you couldn’t get from Gwen or the Internet.”
 
   Maddie had Liz roll over and then started to work on her neck. Oh, yeah—that was the good stuff right there. “I’ll go find him when I’m done here,” Liz said drowsily. “If I don’t fall asleep.”
 
   ***
 
   The mountains had been calling to Jack ever since he arrived at the ranch. This afternoon would be a perfect time to explore them—the skies were clear and the temperatures were just cool enough to keep him from overheating. He went to the general store and checked out their selection of hiking gear. This place really thought of everything. 
 
   He ended up buying a backpack, six water bottles, a box of granola bars, a few sticks of beef jerky, and a small first aid kit. Heidi once again didn’t say anything as she rang him up, although he sensed that she was almost exploding with curiosity. He wasn’t in the mood to explain himself to a total stranger. He thanked her, gathered up his things, and left after putting his purchases on his card. He had quite a bit in savings—he was going to do whatever he needed to in order to get past this, and he’d do it without feeling as though he had to watch his budget every minute.
 
   He had just crunched his way across a patch of gravelly road leading toward the mountains when he heard a voice. He turned to find Liz running toward him, her blonde ponytail swinging back and forth.
 
   “Hey, wait up!” 
 
   He paused until she reached him. 
 
   “Where are you going?
 
   He motioned with his head. “Hiking. You’ve got some great mountains here.”
 
   “Yeah, we do, but you can’t just take off by yourself.”
 
   “I can’t? Why not?” Being alone was what he wanted most in the world right then.
 
   “Haven’t you ever watched the news? Every single time a hiker goes missing in the woods, what do they say? That they were alone. Use the buddy system, dude. Don’t be a statistic.”
 
   Jack shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “You’re right, of course. It’s just . . . well, I have some stuff to figure out, and I do that best when there’s no one around.”
 
   Liz nodded. “I get that. So, listen. I know this area pretty well. Give me ten minutes to run back, change my shoes, and grab my pack, and I’ll come with you. I’ll be your resident tour guide, and I’ll be as quiet as you need me to be. I’ll even follow behind you at a discreet distance so you’ll have the illusion of being alone while still having the security of not being alone. Okay?”
 
   Jack had to chuckle at the earnest look on her face. “All right. Ten minutes. I won’t leave without you.”
 
   “Great! Be right back.” She turned and bounded away, and Jack shook his head. He hadn’t wanted or expected a shadow, but he supposed that as far as shadows went, he could have it worse.  
 
   While he waited, he took a few deep breaths of the fresh mountain air. That was one thing he hadn’t been able to get over—he was so used to the smog of a big city that to be out here in a rural area with clean air was like going to a whole different planet. And the clouds were white instead of gray—he’d never noticed that gray tint in the clouds that hung over the city until he was out here.
 
   Within minutes, Liz was back. She’d grabbed a backpack and a light jacket, and she wore a pair of sturdy hiking boots. 
 
   “Do you live on the ranch?” he asked as she joined him.
 
   “Just about, but not really. I have an apartment in Riston. Why do you ask?”
 
   He motioned to her feet. “Wondering where all that came from.”
 
   She laughed. “I’m out here so much, I keep a change of clothes and all kinds of stuff in my locker at the diner. I’ve got to be prepared for every contingency, right? Now, I hope you brought a camera because you’re going to see some beautiful scenery.”
 
   “There’s a decent camera on my phone.”
 
   “Great. Let’s go. You lead out, and I’ll just mosey along behind you. Forget I exist. I’m not even here.”
 
   Jack shook his head as he started to walk. This girl was a nutcase. But was she enough of a nutcase to kill someone?
 
   He’d arrested plenty of murderers in his day. Some were blubbering messes, racked with guilt. Others were stone-cold sociopaths who honestly didn’t care about what they’d done and stated freely that they’d do it again. Of course, there were those who didn’t fit either of those two molds, but Liz didn’t belong anywhere. If she was a killer, Jack was a ballerina.
 
   But what was she really talking about when she said she needed to hide a body? He tried to remember exactly what words had been used. Yes, she needed to dispose of a body—she’d said that as plain as day. 
 
   He’d been hiking along for about twenty minutes, noticing the greenness of the trees and the blueness of the sky, when he finally turned around. “Liz, this is silly. Just come here and hike with me, would ya?”
 
   She caught up to him from several paces back. “I thought you wanted to be alone.”
 
   “I do, but I don’t.”
 
   She nodded as if that made perfect sense. “Okay.”
 
   They started out again side by side, neither one speaking. Jack found that he liked having her there. Her presence was calming, not at all murderer-like, and he decided to get her talking and see if she’d spill her guts.
 
   “So, you said you like working at the café,” he said. “Like a big family.”
 
   “That’s right.” Her ponytail flicked from left to right as she walked. “It’s been the best possible place for me to be while I’ve . . . well, while I’ve worked on some other things in my life.” She paused and glanced over at him. “You know, there might be a job somewhere on the ranch for you, too. I don’t suppose you ride horses, do you? We can always use trail guides.”
 
   “Um, no. I rode a horse once at a birthday party when I was five. Someone held the reins, and I fell off after about thirty seconds. That’s the extent of my experience.”
 
   “Oh.” She seemed disappointed. “Rappelling?”
 
   “Sorry. And I have no experience waiting tables, either, even if the pink apron is cute.”
 
   She threw her head back and laughed. “That’s too bad. They don’t wear pink aprons in the dining room, if that makes any difference.”
 
   “Not at all, but it’s nice of you to clarify.” He studied her for the next few steps. She had the smallest smattering of freckles across her nose that he hadn’t noticed until they were out here in the sunshine. It made her seem a little younger all of a sudden. “How old are you?”
 
   She flashed him a smile. “I thought you weren’t supposed to ask a woman her age, her weight, or her political affiliation.”
 
   “You’re right. I’m sorry.” That didn’t keep him from being curious, though.
 
   “That’s all right. I’ve never played by the rules either.” She nudged his arm with her elbow. “I’m twenty-five, I weigh one thirty, and I’m a Lizitarian.”
 
   “I . . . you’re a what?”
 
   She laughed again. “I’m a Lizitarian. Or a Lizocrat . . . I haven’t decided. Anyway, I haven’t found a political party that exactly lines up with everything I think and feel, so I sort of have my own. And when it comes to voting, I read all the candidates’ pamphlets and choose the one that resonates with me. I don’t think I’ve ever voted a straight party ticket.”
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   “Politics are kind of crazy anyway, you know that? My grandma was a staunch Democrat until the day she died, and my grandpa was as conservative as you could get. One year for Christmas, as a joke, my grandma cross-stitched a picture of Ronald Regan for him, and he hung it up on the wall over his recliner and kept it there for twenty years until he passed away. My grandma said she’d never regretted doing anything so much in her life, but he said it was the best present he ever got.”
 
   Jack laughed. “That’s great. They sound like the perfect grandparents.”
 
   “They really were. Now it’s your turn.”
 
   He blinked. “To tell you about my grandparents?”
 
   “No, silly. Your age, weight, and political beliefs. I did it, so you have to.”
 
   “I’m twenty-nine, I weigh one eighty, and I’m pretty conservative. I don’t have any pictures of Ronald Regan, cross-stitched or otherwise, but I think your grandpa and I would get along.”
 
   “It’s too bad you couldn’t meet him. I’d love to take you over there.”
 
   They stepped over a fallen tree that was blocking the trail, then Liz paused. “Let’s break for a few minutes. The trail gets steeper from here, and I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.”
 
   Jack slipped his pack from his shoulders and brought out his granola bars. Liz also opened her pack, but she’d brought full-out sack lunches.
 
   “How’d you manage that in the ten minutes you were gone?” he asked.
 
   She grinned. “They were already in the diner’s fridge. In the back, where our personal stuff is.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “You keep sack lunches in the fridge just in case you’re going to need one?”
 
   She took a seat on the log and patted it, inviting him to join her. “Well, I have a confession.”
 
   Words every FBI agent longs to hear, but in this situation, they made him smile. “Yes?”
 
   “I packed the lunches and then I came looking for you. I wanted to take you four-wheeling or just on a picnic or something. You know, hang out together. And then when you just happened to be heading out on this hike, it was perfect, like the whole thing had been planned.”
 
   He nodded. “So I basically fell right into your trap.”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.” She blushed, and it was adorable. Jack paused—did he really just think the word “adorable?” What was this girl doing to him? Or maybe it was the mountain air. He was losing his objectivity. 
 
   “So, why did you want me to come hang out with you today?”
 
   “Well . . .” She looked down at the ground and drew a line in the dirt with the toe of her boot. “It’s been a little while since someone so . . . interesting has come to the ranch.”
 
   He liked this side of her, this embarrassed side. He liked her friendly, spontaneous side too, but this would be fun to explore. Knowing full well what he was doing, he said, “Interesting? That’s all I am . . . interesting? Like a new variety of bug or something?”
 
   “Of course not! I mean . . . fascinating. Intriguing.”
 
   He grinned. 
 
   “And maybe handsome, too.”
 
   “Oh, I see. I’m handsome and intriguing.” He nodded several times. “And now you’ve carted me off into the woods to keep me from being seen by the other females.”
 
   “Exactly.” She met his gaze with a sparkling one of her own. “I can’t let you wander all over the ranch on your own where you might fall into just anyone’s clutches.”
 
   “It’s much safer if I’m in your clutches?”
 
   “Of course.” She unwrapped her sandwich and took a bite. After she swallowed, she said, “I hope you like mustard. That’s something we didn’t discuss yet at the diner.”
 
   “I do like mustard. Quite a lot, actually.”
 
   Liz had packed a pretty nice lunch for him. Ham and cheese on rosemary bread—he wouldn’t have come up with that combination on his own, but it was delicious. He also had a brownie, a banana, and a bag of Doritos. They didn’t speak as they ate, the only sounds being the crunching of chips and the occasional chatter of a squirrel in the trees, and then they gathered up their trash and stretched.
 
   “There’s a restroom in about fifteen minutes,” Liz said, nodding toward the trail. 
 
   “Restroom? Out here in the wilderness? That sort of shatters the illusion, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Well, it’s not a super fancy one or anything. The Westons put it in because we get a lot of visitors from all over the place, and some aren’t used to being out in the woods without proper facilities.”
 
   They resumed walking. “You mean you get a bunch of uptight city folks here?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call them that necessarily.”
 
   “Because you’d get fired?”
 
   She smiled at him. “More like, I’d get reprimanded, but yeah.”
 
   He’d gotten seriously off track in this little investigation. This seemed like a good segue.  “Do you really get along with everyone at the ranch? Isn’t there anyone who gets under your skin, makes you want to kill them sometimes?”
 
   He watched her closely for a reaction, but she just laughed. “Of course. I could happily strangle Joni half the time, and she’s my best friend as well as my roommate. And don’t get me started about Bob. When you work with someone in such close quarters, it would be unnatural not to get on each other’s nerves. Everyone has my back, though, and I have theirs. That’s why I think you should come work here.”
 
   There she went again, trying to offer him a job. “You seem pretty eager to keep me around. I thought you wanted me out of all the other women’s clutches.”
 
   “That too. I can have two motivations, can’t I? Keeps things more interesting in the long run.”
 
   “I suppose so.” Through the trees up ahead, he could see a small shingled roof. Must be the restroom. “But you haven’t answered my question. Why do you want me to work here?”
 
   She shrugged. “It’s a good place for someone who needs to land on their feet.”
 
   Huh. Landing on his feet sounded nice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Liz stepped into the small building that housed the bathroom and shook her head, grinning. Jack just wasn’t going to open up, no matter what she asked him. She’d hoped that by suggesting that he apply for a job here, she could get him to share where he was from and what he wanted out of life, but nope—he just kept turning the questions back on her. It was going to be really hard to get to know the guy at this rate. 
 
   When she exited the building, she saw him taking pictures of a particularly awesome outcropping of rock up ahead. The dark trees created a contrast against the gray of the stone, and with the brilliant blue sky in the background, it was bound to make an incredible shot.
 
   “I want a copy,” she said, walking up behind him.
 
   “What’s your number? I’ll text it to you.”
 
   “I don’t think so. I know your type—you’re the kind who’ll do whatever it takes to get a girl’s number. I’m not that naïve.” She sat down on a nearby rock and waited for him to finish.
 
   He didn’t glance her way at all, but shifted a little to the right and kept taking pictures. “Rats. You saw right through me.”
 
   “Of course. I’ve heard all the lines, buddy. All the lines.” She glanced at his phone. It was a nice one—again, maybe he bought it before he lost his job. “Nice phone.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She waited. He said nothing else.
 
   This was getting so annoying. All this fishing, all these dropped hints, and she didn’t know anything more about him than she did when they first started out. She was going to have to get a lot more serious about this investigation—otherwise, all she would have accomplished was a nice hike with a gorgeous guy when she could be at home writing. Hmm. Maybe that wasn’t so bad.
 
   Jack finally put his camera away, and they resumed their hike. “Let’s play a game,” Liz said. “Truth or Dare.”
 
   “That’s kind of an odd game to play out here,” Jack replied. “Not a lot of variety in dares.”
 
   “So I guess we’ll do mostly truths, huh?” She grinned, hoping it was endearing. Come on, dude—loosen up. I’m trying really hard here. “Ladies first. Do you want a truth or a dare?”
 
   “A dare. I want to see how creative you can be.”
 
   “Oh? Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay. Go back to the bathrooms and lick the toilet handle.”
 
   He stopped in the middle of the trail. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Nope.” She put her hands on her hips. “That’s your dare. And I brought my camera phone too, so I’ll have a picture as proof.” 
 
   He didn’t take a single step. “No.”
 
   “No? Is that what you said? Are you going to risk the wrath of the great gods of Truth or Dare by refusing a dare after you chose it?”
 
   “Yes. I will take that risk.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever.” She pretended to be annoyed, but in reality, she was glad that her little ruse had worked. She’d finally get this guy talking. “You can take a truth instead, but I have to make it a good one because of the whole wrath thing. The gods must be appeased.”
 
   They continued on as she thought about it. “Okay, I’ve got it. What’s the hardest thing you’ve ever done?”
 
   He didn’t answer for a long time. Was he thinking about it, or was he getting up the courage, or was he trying to come up with some kind of flippant remark? Finally he said, “Burying my partner.”
 
   Now it was her turn to stop in the middle of the trail. “What?”
 
   He stopped too and wiped his arm across his forehead. “Yeah. I, uh, I’m an FBI agent, and I just lost my partner.”
 
   Liz couldn’t breathe for a second. She’d never expected that, not in a million years, and it caught her so off guard, she almost laughed, thinking it was a joke. But the look on his face, the pain—no, he was telling the truth. She couldn’t help it—she sat down right in the dirt and looked up at him. “Tell me more.” Her heart longed to do something to help him. 
 
   He plopped down in the dirt too without seeming to give it a second thought. “I’ve been in the FBI since the start of my career. Went to Quantico as an idealistic young pup—my dad’s words, not mine—and threw myself into it. I got assigned to the LA office and met my partner. His name was Henry Gleason. He was a big African American guy, wanted to be a pro football player, but never made the cut. He took me in and showed me the ropes. I’ve never had such a powerful mentor before—my dad was there, but not really, you know?”
 
   Liz nodded to encourage him to continue. She could feel tears building behind her eyes as she watched him struggle for words.
 
   “Anyway, Henry taught me a lot about life. What it means to be a man, what it means to be an American. Three weeks ago, we had this case—I can’t say a lot about it, but it was rough. There was some crossfire, and Henry got shot. It happened because he was saving me. He died saving me.”
 
   Jack looked down the trail for a long moment before bringing his gaze back to Liz. “Maybe I should have licked that handle.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have pressured you. I’m sorry.” Liz felt terrible. It wasn’t her right to go digging into his personal life. If he wanted to keep secrets, he should be allowed to keep secrets. She’d been acting like she had some sort of claim on him because she’d served him a few plates of food—she never should have pried.
 
   “No, I needed to talk about it. I’ll never get past it until I do.” He picked up a leaf and twirled it between his fingers. “After the funeral, I was kind of a mess, so my boss told me to cut loose and find myself. I just took off and started driving with no idea of where I was going, and ended up here. I’m on paid leave right now.”
 
   “That explains a lot—the clothes from the general store and stuff. I thought . . .” Liz’s cheeks flushed hot. She shouldn’t have started that sentence. Maybe he wouldn’t notice.
 
   “You thought what?”
 
   No such luck.
 
   “I thought you were an unemployed drifter. Then I saw the new clothes and wondered if you were a criminal on the loose or something. Or living on Daddy’s bankroll.” She said it fast, hoping it would be less embarrassing that way. It wasn’t.
 
   “You’ve got quite an imagination there.”
 
   “Yeah, I do. And it gets me in trouble a lot.”
 
   “But you’re also a kind, compassionate person, Liz. Thank you for coming with me and for hearing me out.” His eyes looked even bluer as he connected with hers. 
 
   She couldn’t tell him that she’d mainly followed him so she could pump him for information. She’d made too many revelations already, and she was keenly aware of his rumpled emotional state. No need to go into all that right now. “You’re welcome.”
 
   They sat in the stillness for a moment, neither one moving until Liz said, “There’s a fork in the path up ahead. If we go left, we’ll loop back around to the ranch. If we go right, we’ll keep going up to the top of the mountain. Which would you prefer?”
 
   “Hmm. What if we went back to the ranch, and you let me take you out to dinner? I’d like to try the dining room, or if you want, we can go into Riston. What do you say?”
 
   Liz tilted her head to the side. “Well, I’m pretty sure you were given a coupon for an entrée at the dining room when you bought your clothes at the general store. That’s standard operating procedure.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a little tacky, using a coupon on a date?”
 
   “Oh? This is a date, then? I thought it was a thank you for my following you up here and making you spill your guts.”
 
   “Maybe it’s both.”
 
   If this guy kept looking at her like that, she’d never have to wear blush again. She smirked, trying to hide how badly she wanted to giggle. Giggling would never do. Giggling was for four-year-olds and girls in love. And she was neither. She was almost sure of it.
 
   “I’ll meet you at the dining room at seven,” she said. 
 
   “I don’t get to pick you up at your place?”
 
   “I’ve got some other stuff to do and you don’t need to come into town—it’s just easier this way. And now I have another dare for you.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? It’s my turn.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. It is. Go for it.” She motioned for him to speak.
 
   He looked thoughtful for a minute. “No, I want to hear your dare.”
 
   She grinned. “Race you to the bottom of the mountain!” She took off and headed down the left fork of the trail, laughing when she heard him lumbering behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Jack hadn’t planned to unload on Liz the way he did. His plan had been to keep a low profile, stay under the radar, and not get involved with anyone or anything. But Liz had wormed her way right in and spoiled everything. And when he told her about Henry, the compassion in her eyes had almost undone him. He’d thought he ended up on the ranch purely by accident, but he was starting to think there was some hand of fate in it. Liz was exactly what he needed as he worked through this. 
 
   He waited for her on the wide porch outside the dining room, and when she climbed the steps to join him, he grinned. She wore a sassy little blue floral split skirt and matching blue cowboy boots that went along with her personality perfectly. He’d put his slacks and tie back on. Funny how he’d dressed like this almost every day just a week before, but now he found them confining and he couldn’t wait to change back into his jeans.
 
   “You look great,” he said, holding out his arm.
 
   She slipped her hand through the crook of his elbow. “You look uncomfortable.”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, I am, but it’s worth it if I get to spend the evening with you.”
 
   When they walked into the dining room, Jack was impressed by the décor. Everything was upscale—definitely a different vibe from the diner. 
 
   Once they were seated, the waiter approached and introduced himself as Steve, brought them some water, and said he’d be back to take their orders. Jack held his menu without opening it. There was something about the way the lighting was reflecting off Liz’s hair that held him captive. He hadn’t seen it down yet—she wore it in a ponytail at the diner and she’d worn it in a ponytail on their hike. Now it curled softly around her shoulders, and he wanted to reach out and touch it. 
 
   “What do you recommend?” he asked.
 
   Liz flipped a page in the menu. “Well, that’s the problem. Everything’s delicious. Sam, the chef, does amazing things with food.”
 
   Jack glanced around and noticed that the dining room was filled to about three-quarters capacity. “You get a lot of traffic out here on the ranch.”
 
   She shrugged. “It comes and goes. We’ve been pretty busy this week—everyone’s excited because spring’s here and they’re tired of being cooped up for the winter. If you stick around, you’ll see weeks when we have hardly anyone here and we’re just sitting around, staring at each other for entertainment.”
 
   “If I stick around?”
 
   Her cheeks flushed pink. He’d have to be careful—he liked making her blush just a little too much. “I mean, if you wanted to. I know you have a life to get back to and stuff.”
 
   “I’m thinking about it. At least a week.”
 
   She smiled, a long, slow smile that lit up the room. “And you’ll eat at the diner, right?”
 
   “Well, of course. There’s a whole column on the menu I haven’t tried yet.”
 
   When Steve came back to the table, Liz ordered the chicken Marsala, and Jack got the fettuccine Alfredo. “You have to save room for dessert,” she told him. “Sam makes this amazing chocolate torte thing that you’ve got to try.”
 
   “That’s what it’s called on the menu? A chocolate torte thing?”
 
   “Well, yeah. I think that’s a great name, don’t you?”
 
   Jack smiled, but didn’t answer. Instead, he asked more questions about the ranch, and they fell into an easy conversation. 
 
   After they finished eating and Jack had shown appropriate appreciation for the torte thing, he presented his coupon with a flourish, making Liz smile. Then they strolled outside, where the spring air had picked up a bit. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was a few degrees cooler than it had been before. 
 
   “So, an FBI agent,” Liz said, glancing over at him. “You carry a gun?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “All the time?”
 
   “Almost.”
 
   “Oh? When do you not?”
 
   “In the shower. And to bed. And . . . that’s about it.”
 
   She looked surprised. “You’re honestly carrying a gun every other minute of the day?”
 
   He laughed at her expression. “Okay, not every other minute. But the large portion of it, yes. I’m on duty even when I’m not on duty—if I see something strange going on, it’s my responsibility to check it out.” Including getting to know young women who had bodies to dump. He still wasn’t sure how to bring that up. 
 
   “Are you packing right now?”
 
   He laughed again. “Are you trying to sound tough?”
 
   “Hey, I’m just checking out the lingo. I’ve never hung around a copper before. A fed. A badge. A man in blue. A . . .”
 
   He held up his hand. “Yes, I am carrying a gun right now.”
 
   She stopped walking and turned to face him. “I don’t see it.”
 
   “That’s because it’s a concealed weapon. They work better if people can’t see them.”
 
   “Seriously, where is it?”
 
   “Guess.”
 
   She circled around him, tapping her finger on her lips. “Ankle holster?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Well, you’re not wearing a jacket, so it’s not a shoulder holster. I give up. Where is it?”
 
   Jack indicated his waist. “It’s right here, under my shirt. See how I’ve got the sides bloused out a little bit?”
 
   “Oh, I get it. And here I just thought you didn’t know how to tuck in your shirt properly.”
 
   He feigned hurt. “What do you mean? There’s nothing wrong with how my shirt’s tucked in.”
 
   “Well, yeah. It’s just that most guys don’t leave them so billowy.”
 
   “It has to be billowy to hide the gun.”
 
   “I get that now.” She started walking again. He didn’t think she was going anywhere in particular, just walking, and that was fine with him.
 
   “So, you thought I was a bad shirt tucker-inner.”
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid so. I was still willing to be seen in public with you, though, so that says a lot for my character.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. She made him do that a lot. “It was very gracious of you to consent. However, does this really count as public? You know all the people here, right?”
 
   “I don’t know all the guests, but yes, I do know the other employees.”
 
   “So the fact that you don’t know all the guests means that this constitutes public.”
 
   “Well, it’s about as public as I get. It’s like this is my whole universe. I should just buy an RV and live in the RV park with Jaclyn.”
 
   Jack smiled. “I met her. She’s something else, isn’t she? How many rabbits does she have?”
 
   “No clue. And you know how rabbits are. You might think you know how many there are . . . She says she got them fixed, but I’m not sure such a thing is possible with rabbits.” 
 
   They reached the edge of the buildings. “Out there’s the river, and farther that way is the lake,” she said. “Since you’re staying for a week, you should definitely go horseback riding. Wyatt Weston is in charge of all the horses here. We call him the horse whisperer.”
 
   “Do you have someone to whisper to the riders? You forget, I’ve never ridden. Except at the birthday party. And that didn’t end well.”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t forget. I’m gently nudging you toward trying something new.” She flashed him another grin. “So basically, with that gun, you feel totally safe out here in the woods. If some bear or something came along, you’d just shoot him and all would be well.”
 
   “I’d really hate to shoot a bear. I hate to shoot at all. I do it if I have to—I just try not to have to.”
 
   “I can’t believe how neatly you’ve got it tucked away there.” She reached out and touched his waist, then seemed to recoil and pulled her arm back. Jack couldn’t help himself. He caught her wrist and held it, gently, watching her eyes. She blinked, but didn’t object, as he slowly brought her in.
 
   He slid one arm around her waist, never taking his eyes from hers. At the slightest cue, he’d let her go, but she took a step toward him, and he slipped his hand behind her neck and kissed her.
 
   A million feelings hit him all at once—the softness of her hair, the sweetness of her lips, a sensation of home and belonging, the idea that maybe, just maybe, he didn’t have to be alone anymore. He pulled back just long enough to make eye contact with her, then kissed her again, longer the second time, making sure that he hadn’t imagined how he felt. Nope—it was still there, and then some.
 
   He ended the kiss, then rested his forehead against hers, taking a deep breath. He hadn’t expected that, not at all. He’d just thought a kiss would be nice, not earth-shattering, not life-changing. 
 
   “Jack,” Liz murmured.
 
   “Hmm?” He still held her around the waist. As far as he was concerned, they could just stay that way forever. 
 
   “Jack, I don’t want to do this.”
 
   He let her go immediately, not wanting to force anything, and stepped back. “What do you mean?”
 
   She looked around, seeming a little helpless. “I like you. I mean, I really like you, and that was a fantastic kiss. Set of kisses. Whatever.”
 
   “I liked them too,” he said, unable to keep himself from grinning. “What’s the matter, then?”
 
   “I just . . .” She plopped down on a bench he hadn’t even realized was there, and he sat next to her. “You’re just traveling through on your way to something else, while this is where I live. And I’ve been hurt before . . . pretty badly hurt . . . and I don’t want to get all tangled up in something when we both know that you’re going back to the FBI.”
 
   “How are you so sure that I am?”
 
   “Because that’s who you are. Listening to you talk about it, even the fact that you’re wearing your gun right now when this is supposed to be a date . . .”
 
   “It is a date.”
 
   “Okay, the fact that you’re wearing your gun on a date—this is what you’re meant to do. We’re going to part ways, Jack, and I don’t want it to hurt.”
 
   He leaned forward and put his knees on his elbows. “What if it’s already going to hurt?”
 
   “I don’t know what to do about that. All I know is that I don’t want to spend the rest of my life reliving your kiss, knowing I’ll never have another one.”
 
   He pulled in a breath. He could see what she was saying, but he didn’t like it, not even a little bit. He’d just found himself in her kiss, just like Jaclyn had said he would, but he didn’t have anything to offer—nothing but a bag of issues and a dangerous job. He was just passing through, and he couldn’t ask her to leave Idaho—not when all they had was a hike and a walk in the twilight.
 
   There had to be more.
 
   So, he’d make sure there was more.
 
   He reached out and took her fingers between his. “I understand. We’ve only known each other for a couple of days, and you don’t want to get invested.”
 
   “Yes. Exactly.”
 
   “Can we be friends?”
 
   She groaned. “That sounds so awful, like we’re in high school and we’ve just broken up. But yes, we can be friends.”
 
   He gave her hand a squeeze. “I can live with that. Come on—let me walk you to your car.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Liz: So, he’s smoochy. He’s very, very smoochy.
 
   May: Is this the voice of experience I hear?
 
   Liz: Yeah, I’m afraid so.
 
   Kaya: You’re afraid so? Isn’t this a good thing? Last time I checked, smoochy was good.
 
   Liz: It’s good, but it’s not good. I mean, the kiss was amazing. Both of them. 
 
   May: He kissed you twice?
 
   Liz: Yeah. And then I told him to knock it off.
 
   Kaya: … You did what?
 
   Liz: *cringing* I told him that I didn’t want to get involved in something that didn’t have a future. I don’t know—I’ve never been a summer fling kind of girl. Am I crazy? Did I make a mistake?
 
   May: Are you sure this doesn’t have a future?
 
   Liz: It’s just all really complicated. He’s an FBI agent, and he’s probably heading back to LA soon.
 
   Kaya: He’s an FBI agent? Are you making this up?
 
   Liz: No, this is for reals. I mean, I think it’s for reals. Is there a website or something where you can go to verify if someone really is an FBI agent or not? Should I have asked to see his badge? 
 
   May: That might be awkward.
 
   Liz: Yeah. I don’t even know how I’d ask. I could try to lift his wallet, but I don’t think I’d make a very good pickpocket.
 
   Kaya: I advise you not to try.
 
   Liz: Okay, I won’t. But how can I verify it? And do I *have* to verify it? I told him I wasn’t going to get involved—he’ll leave and I’ll go on with my life, and if he was lying to me about the agent thing, well, I’m no worse off, am I?
 
   May: Except that I think you *are* involved.
 
    
 
   Liz stared at her computer screen, her fingers frozen. May was right. She was involved. She was horribly, terribly involved. Along comes this guy with a devastating smile and she feeds him a burger—not just any burger, but a Western Wonder—and then he’s kissing her, and . . . yeah. Involved. 
 
    
 
   Liz: So what do I do?
 
   Kaya: Do you think you made a mistake in telling him you don’t want to pursue this?
 
   Liz: I’m starting to think that maybe I did. He says he’ll be here about a week. Should I hang out with him and see where it goes? I just don’t want to get hurt again.
 
   May: But that’s just it. If you spend your whole life shielding yourself from getting hurt, you’ll never experience real love. It takes vulnerability to have a relationship.
 
   Liz: I was afraid of that.
 
   May: Hon, I hate to tell you this, but you’re afraid of a lot of things. Take a deep breath and plunge in. Don’t lose your head, though—if you pick up on some things that aren’t right and you think he’s lying to you, get out of there. 
 
   Liz: I guess I could call the LA FBI office and ask to speak to him. Then they’d tell me he’s not there, and then I’d know he actually exists. Except . . . 
 
   Kaya: Except what? 
 
   Liz: I don’t know his last name.
 
   May: What?? 
 
   Kaya: You’re kidding.
 
   Liz: Well, I don’t think he knows mine either. It’s not on my name tag.
 
   May: Oh, honey, you’ve really got to get to know this guy better. You can’t be deciding about a relationship with him when you don’t even know the fundamentals . . . like his name . . . 
 
   Kaya: But she does know that he’s a good kisser, and that’s an important fundamental. Some might even argue that it’s more important than his name. 
 
   May: Some might argue that, but they would be wrong. The name is where you start, and everything branches out from there. Don’t you think? Doesn’t it?
 
   Kaya: Nope. The kissing is the important part. Names don’t matter. You can always change your name, but you can’t change the kiss.
 
   May: I disagree. You can take kissing lessons. Hey, that might be a fun job to have—kissing instructor.
 
    
 
   Liz smiled. Those two would be off on a tangent for at least ten minutes, but that was one of the things she loved about them—they could talk about anything and everything, and sometimes it made sense and sometimes it didn’t. 
 
   Joni came in just then and threw herself down on her bed. “I hate working two jobs. And I hate the night shift at the bowling alley. It would be so much better if the night shift came during the day.”
 
   Liz typed a quick “BRB” into her keyboard, then turned to her roommate. “Bad night?”
 
   “Oh, no worse than usual, but you know how it goes. You get the crazies and the mess makers and the people who decide they must have your most elaborate nachos right when you’re trying to close up.”
 
   “I didn’t know the bowling alley carried elaborate nachos.” Joni was trying to save money for college, and Liz had to admire how dedicated she was. Working at the Riston bowling alley was very, very different from working at the ranch. 
 
   “You know what I mean—the ones that take longer to make.” Joni kicked off her sneakers and rolled onto her side. “How was your day?”
 
   “Well, Jack and I went on a hike, and then he took me to dinner in the dining room. It was pretty great.”
 
   Joni fixed her with a look. “And he kissed you.”
 
   “What? How can you tell?”
 
   “Because you have the look of someone who has been kissed, and you don’t get kissed often, so it’s a rare look for you. I need details!”
 
   “Well, for starters, he’s not a drifter.” 
 
   As Liz told Joni all the details of her day with Jack, she started to wonder. Was he lying to her about being with the FBI? She didn’t think so—he’d seemed perfectly sincere—but then again, how often do you really meet an FBI agent, and especially clear out here in northern Idaho? He could have been stringing her along, seeing how much she’d believe. Maybe . . . maybe he was telling her an outrageous story to get out of having to lick the toilet handle. That was just wrong.
 
   “So, what do you think? Is he playing me?” she asked after she’d told Joni everything, including her conversation with May and Kaya. 
 
   “Wow. I don’t know.” Joni sat up and studied her. “It’s a pretty out-there story, but maybe it’s so out there, it has to be true. You know? There are some things you just can’t make up.”
 
   “I just really like this guy, and I don’t want to keep liking him if all he’s doing is lying to me. But I don’t want to believe that he’s lying to me if he’s really telling the truth.” Liz flopped down on her bed and spoke into her pillow. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Thankfully, Joni had a lot of experience listening to Liz talk into her pillow and understood what she’d said. “Keep hanging out with him. Keep asking him questions. He’ll trip up sooner or later, and then you’ll know. Or you’ll find out that he’s telling the truth.”
 
   “All I know for sure is that he does carry a gun. I put my arm around his waist when he kissed me, and I could feel it through his shirt. What if it’s an illegal gun?”
 
   Joni shook her head. “I do think it’s a good idea to slow down here a little bit before your imagination gets you in trouble. What has he done to make you think he’s lying?”
 
   Liz considered that. “Nothing, actually, just that he has an unusual job.”
 
   “Well, we know that the FBI really does exist and that they roam the planet freely, so the odds of meeting an agent aren’t actually that bad. It’s not like we’re debating the existence of aliens here. And FBI agents have to go on vacation sometime, and we are a vacation destination. Honestly, Liz, you know I love your imagination, but I think it keeps you from enjoying things because you’re so suspicious all the time. Not everything is a murder mystery.”
 
   “That’s true.” Liz played with the yarn tie in her quilt. “But what if it was? That would be kind of cool.”
 
   “If everything was a murder mystery, we’d have a lot of murderers running around out there, and a whole lot of dead bodies. Speaking of which, have you decided where you’re hiding that body yet?”
 
   “No, I’ve been a little distracted by this guy.” 
 
   “Well, I say cut him some slack. Be willing to consider that he’s not a liar before you decide that he is one. I’m going to take a shower and go to bed.”
 
   Liz turned back to her computer as Joni shut the bathroom door. 
 
    
 
   Liz: Joni thinks I might be making a big deal out of nothing. She says FBI agents really do exist.
 
   May: She’s right, you know. They aren’t just pretend. 
 
   Kaya: So what are you going to do?
 
   Liz: Well, I have tomorrow off. I think I’ll go find him and see if he wants to hang out. We did spend all afternoon and evening together today, though—you think I’m being too forward?
 
   May: Of course not. But you are going to get some writing done, aren’t you?
 
   Liz: You bet. Not tonight, though—I’m totally wiped out. I’ll be on first thing.
 
    
 
   Liz turned off her computer and grabbed a cheese stick from the fridge before climbing into bed. She was probably letting her past relationships influence her too much—not every man in the world would turn out to be a jerk, right? Look at the Weston brothers—they were all good guys, not that she wanted to marry any of them. They were like brothers, not boyfriends. 
 
   She grabbed her phone and set the alarm. She’d get up at six and grind out a few thousand words before she headed back to the ranch to find Jack. What she told him was true—she practically did live out there. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   May and Kaya weren’t online when Liz logged on the next morning. Knowing them, they’d been up half the night working, but she did get to hang out with a few other friends who were morning people. They did some word sprints, and she racked up three thousand words before calling it good.
 
   After a quick shower, she headed out to the ranch, deciding to stop by the front desk at the bunkhouse to see if any mail had come for her. Her apartment building had some minor security issues and she’d had a check get stolen, so the Westons had said she could receive her mail at the ranch. 
 
   “Here you go,” Gwen said, handing over a few letters. 
 
   “Thanks.” Liz took them and sat down on one of the chairs in the lobby. A letter from her mom, who refused to learn how to email because she felt it was too impersonal. A bill. Another bill. And then . . . 
 
   What?
 
   She stared at the return address on the envelope. Fingerprint Press. She’d submitted to them months ago, but when she hadn’t heard back, she figured it was a no. They actually sent stuff through the mail? Who did that anymore? Apparently these guys.
 
   Well, she’d never know what it said unless she opened it, so she did, her hands shaking, and pulled out the enclosed letter.
 
   They wanted her book. 
 
   What?
 
   This publishing house was one she’d had her eye on for years. Not only were they turning out fantastic mysteries, but their authors seemed happy to work with them. Sure, they weren’t one of the Big Five, but they were on the rise, and she was impressed by their business model. May and Kaya had looked into them and agreed.
 
   And they wanted her book.
 
   “Liz?”
 
   She heard Jack’s voice, but it didn’t really register until the second time he spoke. He plopped down on the couch across from her. “Are you all right?”
 
   She wasn’t ready to tell him—she’d just found out herself, and she hadn’t even read the letter all the way through. “Yes, I’m fine. How are you? Did you sleep well?”
 
   “I did. There’s something about your mountains that knocks me out and then wakes me back up again. You’re sure you’re all right? You seem a little upset.”
 
   She put her mail in her bag and smiled. “I’m fine. Just got some surprising news, but that can wait. I actually came out here to find you.”
 
   “You did? Seems like you did that yesterday, too. Sort of developing a bad habit, aren’t you?”
 
   She looked down at her lap, hoping her blush wasn’t obvious. “Yeah, I think I am. Listen, I’m dressed for horseback riding and I have a whole day free. Why don’t we grab some horses and head out? I’m not a horse whisperer, but I’m pretty good, and I could give you some pointers.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t want to get invested.”
 
   His voice was low, but she still caught every word. She was glad he spoke softly—she didn’t necessarily want her business broadcast all over the lobby. “I’m willing to reconsider to a certain point.”
 
   He grinned. “Oh? And what certain point are we talking about?”
 
   “Maybe we hang out and do stuff together without all that kissing business.”
 
   “What if the kissing business was my favorite part?”
 
   “What if the kissing business is what’s going to make it harder when you leave?”
 
   He studied her face. “All right. I understand. It’s probably hard to kiss on horseback anyway—I don’t know because I’ve never tried. Shall we go?”
 
   “Yes, let’s.”
 
   ***
 
   Jack sneezed as they walked into the stables.
 
   “You’re not allergic to horses, are you?” Liz asked, concern in her voice.
 
   “No, just to hay.”
 
   “Oh, good. We won’t be taking any hay with us, so we should be fine.”
 
   He wished he had even a little bit of her confidence.
 
   He stayed back and listened to her chat with Glen, Wyatt’s assistant. “We need a really gentle horse for Jack,” she said. “How about Rocky?”
 
   “Rocky’s out with another group,” Glen said. “Wyatt’s leading them, and they won’t be back for an hour or more.”
 
   “Okay, what about Nellie?” Liz asked.
 
   Glen sized Jack up. “Nellie? Isn’t she kind of . . . well, no offense, but she’s usually the horse we use for the little old ladies who come here.”
 
   Jack bit back a smile. “She sounds right up my alley.” He wasn’t about to spend the day on some bucking bronco, that was for sure.
 
   “All right.” Glen seemed doubtful, but he moved down the aisle and opened a stall door toward the end. “Here she is.”
 
   The horse that sauntered out of the stall looked like she’d just been woken up from a nap. Her eyes were half lidded, and Jack didn’t think she’d be able to muster up enough energy to carry him, let alone to throw him. “She’s perfect.”
 
   “Okay. Liz, are you going to teach him, or should I saddle her up for you?”
 
   Liz grinned. “I think he should get the full experience. Come on, Jack—I’m going to teach you how to saddle a horse.”
 
   “Because I’m going to need this knowledge again in my life . . . when?”
 
   “You never know. You might be in the middle of a big case and the bad guy might take off on a horse and you might need to follow him.”
 
   “Uh, sure. Yes. That happens all the time. Big FBI cases on farms and ranches and whatnot.” Jack shook his head good-naturedly. “All right, show me what to do.”
 
   He’d had no idea there were so many steps involved in saddling a horse. They placed a blanket over the animal’s back to protect her from the saddle, but it didn’t look like Jack would get a blanket to protect himself from the saddle—that seemed a little messed up. 
 
   He winced when he got his finger pinched in one of the buckles. Yes, he was a city slicker, but he’d try to get out of this with as much of his dignity as he could.
 
   At last, Nellie was saddled and stood waiting just outside the stable door.
 
   “Basically, if the bad guy’s riding away, he’s got a good twenty-minute head start on me and I should just call for a chopper,” Jack said, wiping his forehead with his sleeve.
 
   “Or you could just throw yourself on the horse bareback and ride that way,” Liz suggested. “It would make a better story.”
 
   “I don’t care about the story. I just want to make the arrest.” He glanced around. “So, what are you riding?”
 
   “Oh, my usual,” Liz said, trying to sound nonchalant.
 
   “And what’s your usual?”
 
   “Thunder.” She ducked her head.
 
   “Your usual is named Thunder?”
 
   “Well, I do ride a lot, so I’m pretty good.” She seemed embarrassed of that somehow.
 
   “Hey, you don’t have to hide this amazing talent from me. Yes, I’m a total greenie, but that doesn’t mean I expect you to do badly.”
 
   “Are you sure? It’s just . . . other guys don’t seem to like it if I do well at something.”
 
   “Well, I’m not other guys, am I?” Jack didn’t like the ghost that had flitted across Liz’s features. She’d said she’d been hurt, but just how badly had she been hurt? He felt a sudden urge to go hunt down some ex-boyfriends and have a little chat with them. 
 
   “No, I guess not. So what if I told you that I used to do dressage?” She looked at him in challenge.
 
   His brain completely blanked out. “I’d be impressed, if I could remember what that is. I’m guessing it has to do with horses and not with salad dressing.”
 
   “Uh, yeah. I’m sure you’ve seen it on TV—it’s where you guide your horse through several exercises and show them to their best advantage.”
 
   “Oh, right. And you wear those . . . grasshoppers . . .”
 
   She gave him an odd look, and he felt his ears burn. “What?”
 
   “You know. The pants.”
 
   She laughed. “You mean jodhpurs?”
 
   “I guess. I don’t know—I don’t do horses.”
 
   She was still laughing. “How did you get grasshoppers from the word jodhpurs?”
 
   “I don’t know. Hey, let’s just go for a nice horseback ride, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   A few minutes later, Jack was up on Nellie’s back, feeling more awkward than he ever had in his life. He didn’t think humans were supposed to ride on animals like this. If they were, wouldn’t both of them be shaped differently or something?
 
   Liz led them out in a slow trot. Jack could tell she was trying to go easy on him, but still, he felt every single step the horse took.
 
   “You can press some of your weight into your feet to take off the pressure,” she called over to him. “Makes it less bouncy.”
 
   He tried that, and it did help some, but he could tell that either way, his legs were going to be exhausted by the end of their ride.
 
   As they moved toward the mountains, though, the scenery helped take his mind off some of his discomfort. They had gone a different direction than they had for their hike, and if he’d ever been foolish enough to think that all mountains were the same, he was proven wrong. This view was entirely different from what he’d enjoyed before, and he took in several deep breaths of appreciation. This was the life. Well, he’d prefer not to be on the back of an animal that weighed roughly a thousand pounds and could crush him like a grape if she so chose, but as long as he didn’t think about that, all was well.
 
   They rode for about half an hour, following a trail along the base of the mountains. Jack didn’t know if they were still on ranch property or were now visiting someone else’s land, but he didn’t suppose it mattered—Liz wouldn’t take him trespassing. She might be trying to dispose of a body, but she was no trespasser.
 
   Speaking of which . . . what on earth was she hiding?
 
   “Hey,” he called out. “You seem a little quiet. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Sure. It’s just hard to talk on horseback sometimes.” She slowed her pace until she was nearer to him. “That’s better. So, what do you think? Are you and Nellie getting along all right?”
 
   “We are. She’s being very patient with me, but I’d love to hear her thoughts. She’s probably rolling her eyes at me right now.”
 
   Liz looked at the horse with contemplation. “She might be, but she’s hiding it well. You know, if you loosened up your shoulders a little bit, your back might hurt less.”
 
   How did she know he was getting a knot in the center of his back? He supposed he was bringing it on himself, but it was so hard to stay upright when the horse kept swaying from side to side. This was an ab workout and a leg workout and an everything-else workout all at the same time. 
 
   He rolled his shoulders, wanting to do as she said. “So, I don’t mean to pry, but that letter had you pretty upset earlier. Is there anything I can do?”
 
   She looked ahead for a moment. “No, it’s fine. I just need to think some things over and make some decisions. It’s not something I can have someone else do, you know? I need to take care of it myself.”
 
   “Sure, sure.” Like dumping a body, he supposed . . . “But let me know, okay? I mean, you were so great with me yesterday when I was spilling my guts—I just want to return the favor.”
 
   She gave him a warm smile. “No problem. So, hey, Quantico, right? That’s so cool. Tell me about it.”
 
   He couldn’t go into every detail, of course, but he told her what he could of his training, and then he gave her the highlights of some of his trickiest cases. He focused on the “stupid criminal” stories, like the one of the guy who’d kidnapped the wrong person, let her go, and then went after her roommate—of course he’d been caught almost immediately. It had helped their investigation quite a lot that he’d told the girl exactly what he was planning to do before he released her. Liz couldn’t stop laughing at that.
 
   “Oh, dear,” she said at last, wiping her eyes. “I’d hope that I’d be a smarter criminal than that.”
 
   Hmm. An interesting thought indeed. “If you were a criminal, what kind would you be? Are you more of a murderer, or more of a petty thief?”
 
   Liz seemed to consider that. “Not a murderer, definitely. I can’t even kill a spider, as much as I hate them—Joni has to do that for me. Except for the time when I had Bob come over—Joni was out of town, and honestly, what was I supposed to do? Live with a spider for the whole weekend? I don’t think so.”
 
   Jack found himself suddenly and irrationally jealous of Bob. “Does he live nearby, then?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s in our apartment complex. A lot of the ranch employees live there, actually. I really think the Westons should build one on site—they could hold rent out of our paychecks if we chose to live there, which would be handy, and it would be closer. Not that I’m complaining—not everything has to revolve around the ranch, and sometimes it’s good to get away from it.”
 
   “So, you’re not a murderer,” Jack said, deciding to loop back around to his original question. If he didn’t change the subject, he’d obsess over how close Bob lived to the girls, and that wasn’t going to do anyone any good. “You sure?”
 
   “Why? Are you picking up some kind of murderer vibe from me? I know they teach you how to do stuff like that at FBI school—see who’s lying and whatnot.”
 
   “No, no murderer vibe—just the opposite, in fact. I just want to make sure my skills are still sharp.” He had to smile, though, at her term “FBI school.” 
 
   “You can totally practice on me all you want. What do you do? Stare in my eyes or listen to the tone of my voice or watch my body language? How do you know when someone’s lying?”
 
   Jack had to think about that for a second. How did he know? And for that matter, did he always know? Of course not—he’d been fooled more times than he cared to count. The trick was rectifying it as soon as he could. “I guess it’s a combination of all of the above,” he said at last. “And it’s not foolproof. I get bamboozled fairly regularly, but the facts of the case usually bear out the truth.”
 
   “Bamboozled. What a fun word. Reminds me of bamboo.” She flicked a glance his way. “Bamboozled . . . grasshoppers . . . hanging out with you is fun.”
 
   “I’m glad you think so because I want to do lots of it before I leave.”
 
   He wondered if he’d pushed her boundary a little too far. She’d told him she didn’t want to get involved, but here she was now, taking him on a horseback ride of her own free will and choice, seeking him out. Just exactly what were her boundaries? He was more than happy to let her keep deciding the rules, but he hoped she made them very clear. He was ready to see this through to a relationship, and he didn’t want to scare her off by suggesting it before she was ready too. 
 
   “I do have to work from time to time, you know.” Her tone of voice was light, and he guessed that she wasn’t too offended by what he’d just said. 
 
   “I’ll just be sure to eat in the diner those days,” he replied.
 
   She replied with a smile, then nudged her horse to move up ahead of him because the trail was becoming too narrow for them to ride side by side.
 
   Jack reached out and touched the leaves on the trees they rode between, enjoying their crisp greenness on his fingertips and the way they smelled like spring. Everything around him was fresh and new, brilliant green, pushing away the old dead debris of winter. A resurrection of life. Symbolic, really, and it reminded him why he was here—to find himself.
 
   Jaclyn came back into his mind, and he had to laugh.
 
   After passing through the narrow portion of the trail, they entered a clearing, and Liz brought her horse to a stop and slid off. “Picnic time,” she said.
 
   “Are you always this prepared?” Jack asked, imitating her movements and trying to get Nellie to pull up next to Thunder. The horse had a mind of her own and didn’t want to be anywhere near the other beast, but she did stop, which was good.
 
   “When it comes to food, yes. There must always be food.”
 
   Jack grabbed the saddle horn and swung his leg over Nellie’s side, but just then, she took a step, and he slid all the way to the ground, landing on his backside. He expected Liz to either laugh or come running over to help him up, but she did neither. Instead, she said, “Good thing you aren’t wearing your FBI pants,” and started to undo the buckles on her saddlebags.
 
   He stood up and dusted himself off, then walked over to Thunder and took some sacks from Liz’s hands. “Where do you want these?”
 
   “Over by that fallen log.” She motioned with her head.
 
   “You know, that’s one thing I never knew about the woods. They’re so accommodating—providing all these fallen logs for people to use as benches.”
 
   “It’s not that there’s a fallen log everywhere we go,” Liz explained. “I’m taking us to places where I know there’s a fallen log. There’s a difference.”
 
   “I see. What about the one across the trail on our hike?”
 
   “Well, that one was different. It was a conveniently placed fallen log.”
 
   “So out of the two fallen logs where we’ve eaten, one was on purpose, and the other was coincidental. Meaning that you’ve only led us to a fallen log once.”
 
   “Are you always this nitpicky?” Liz asked, sitting down and opening her water bottle.
 
   “Always. Notoriously. Precision of language is very important. It makes all the difference, you know.”
 
   “Yes, I do know. Like jodhpurs.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Liz concentrated on the label on her bottle for a minute. “Have you made any decisions yet about what you’re going to do?”
 
   Jack straddled the log, facing her. He stretched out his legs, feeling the muscles object to everything he’d put them through so far that day. “I’ve been thinking about it almost nonstop, especially while I’m in my room,” he said. “It’s too quiet in there—gives me too much time to get caught up in my head. I ought to move my bed to the center of the diner. That would keep me distracted.”
 
   “Definitely.” Liz set down her water bottle and rummaged around in one of her sacks. “Peanut butter and jelly, or peanut butter and honey?”
 
   “Honey,” he said automatically. That had been his favorite as a boy, and always brought back fond memories of a dog with lopsided ears and making mud pies. 
 
   She handed it over. “Cheetos or Lay’s?”
 
   “Cheetos.”
 
   “Root beer or Sprite?”
 
   “Root beer.”
 
   “Not fair.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   She pulled a face at him. “You’re taking all the good stuff.”
 
   “I am? I can give some back—what do you want?” He gestured to the small pile of food on his lap. 
 
   “No, it’s all right. I’ll survive.” Liz popped the top on her can of Sprite and took a long swallow.
 
   “Jaclyn tells me you make the best Sprite.”
 
   “She’s right—I do.” Liz covered her mouth as she gave a little carbonation burp. “Sorry about that. Anyway, the trick is getting the right ice-to-soda ratio.”
 
   “You know, I did notice that my Coke seemed especially nice. You do have a way with soda.”
 
   “It’s a gift,” she said airily, and he smiled. He could spend every day out here in the woods, eating peanut butter and honey, watching the sunlight bounce off Liz’s hair. He could change his life, learn how to guide riders on trails, work on the ranch, and be happy forever. 
 
   He could . . . if he wouldn’t miss the FBI so much.
 
   He loved being on the hunt. He loved gathering clues and rearranging them like puzzle pieces until they all fit. He loved looking at a family across the courtroom and knowing that for their son or their daughter, justice had been served and they could sleep better that night. Could he give that all up, even for mountain breezes and this girl who was fast becoming so very important to him?
 
   He didn’t know. And he needed to know, because he had a decision to make. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Liz was now quite thoroughly convinced that Jack really was an FBI agent. She wondered why she’d let May and Kaya throw her, but she realized that she’d been looking for any reason not to like him, any reason at all. If he was lying to her, that was an automatic out, and she could tell him good-bye forever without any guilt at all. But everything he said, every story he told . . . either he was FBI, or he was really good at telling long strings of lies for hours on end without any break in his façade. Yes, some people could do that, but she thought it was a lot more likely that he was who he said he was. She probably wouldn’t even call his office to verify his existence. Well, she hadn’t taken that off the table entirely, but she’d save that for another day.
 
   She watched him as he chewed his sandwich. He was still tense through his shoulders, probably because he was worried about falling off the horse. Like he had when he dismounted. It had been so hard not to laugh at him, but she didn’t want to make him feel bad. 
 
   A glance at her saddlebags sent her mind zooming right back to the letter from Fingerprint, not that it had ever really left. It had taken all her concentration to steer the conversation away from her dilemma when what she really wanted was to spill her guts and see what Jack thought, but she wasn’t ready to tell him about that part of her yet. So many rejections, so many unbelieving people in her life, so many disappointments. Aside from Joni, the only ranch people who knew about her writing were Kelsi and Bob, and that’s because they worked with her every day. Her mom believed in her maybe a little too much, and her dad thought she was cute for trying, but didn’t take her seriously. She needed to be taken seriously—she needed to know that this was something she could really do, and not in her mother’s overdone way. 
 
   Thank goodness for May and Kaya and Joni, her stalwarts.
 
   “I realize I made a horrible mistake,” she said as she wadded up her Lay’s bag. “I asked for peanut butter brownies in our lunches.”
 
   “Why is this a horrible mistake?”
 
   “Well, we just had peanut butter sandwiches. And I don’t even know if you’re allergic to nuts. That should have been one of the very first things I ever asked you. You could be dying of a horrible peanut allergy reaction right now and it would be all my fault because I wouldn’t even know.”
 
   Jack smirked. “If I had a horrible peanut allergy, it would be my responsibility to tell you that right up front, before you ever served me food. For the record, I do not. The only things I’m allergic to are polyester suits and Barry Manilow.”
 
   “What about Barry Manilow in a polyester suit?”
 
   “You might as well just bury me. No point in even calling the paramedics.”
 
   Liz pulled out the brownies and contemplated them. “So you don’t think eating this much peanut butter in one meal is a bad thing?”
 
   “I don’t think eating this much peanut butter in any combination of meals is a bad thing. Hand it over.”
 
   She passed over his portion, and he unwrapped it and took a big bite. “See, this is perfect,” he said, having a hard time speaking because of the peanut butter sticking to the roof of his mouth. “We just need one thing.”
 
   She reached back into the bag and pulled out two small cartons of milk. “Like this?”
 
   He blinked several times. “Are you for real? Like, honestly, are you? Or did someone send you here to pretend to be everything I’ve ever looked for and wanted, and this is some kind of trick and there are TV cameras hiding in the bushes and I’m on a reality show of some kind?”
 
   “That’s a pretty over-the-top reaction to have about milk,” Liz said, a little taken aback.
 
   He drank down several swallows, then wiped his mouth. “No, I’m serious. It’s like you read my mind.”
 
   “Milk and peanut butter together aren’t exactly uncommon,” she replied. “I didn’t read your mind or stalk you to find out all your favorite food combinations.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.” He finished off his brownie, then downed the rest of his milk. “You are pretty amazing, though. Except I’m not going to tell you that because you don’t want to get involved, so I’ll very politely thank you for this wonderful, nostalgic meal and leave it at that.”
 
   “Thank you. That’s very polite of you.” She gathered up all her bags and wrappers and tucked them inside a larger bag. “Should we keep going, or do you want to stick around here for a while?”
 
   “I’m good to keep going.”
 
   They stowed all their trash in her saddlebags, then remounted. Jack seemed to be gaining more confidence, which was good, and the rest of their ride went smoothly. He did get his hair caught in a low-hanging branch and he yelped when it pulled free, but he remained upright on the horse, and she considered that progress.
 
   When they reached the stable, they handed the horses over to Glen to brush down, and leaned against the fence that circled the building. “I had a great time,” Jack said softly. “I think I need to soak in a hot tub for about three hours, but I’ll risk the pruney toes because I got to spend time with you.”
 
   “You keep saying that,” she teased. “Whatever peril you have to endure, it was worth it because you got to bask in my beauty.”
 
   “Yeah, something like that.” He made a move as though to touch her hand where it lay on the fence, but then he pulled back. “What are you doing tonight?”
 
   “What, you haven’t had enough of me today?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   Liz thought about it. She could spend the evening with him, but what she really needed was some time alone to read over her letter from Fingerprint, and also to write. She was grateful for the words she’d been able to get in that morning, but it was like a gnawing need, never satisfied, and she didn’t feel like herself unless she was feeding that need. And she badly needed to feel like herself—between Jack and now this contract offer, she didn’t know whether she was coming or going. 
 
   “I have some things I need to do,” she said. “Will you survive all on your own?”
 
   A flicker of disappointment passed over his face, but he pushed it back. “Of course. I noticed the diner’s not open for dinner.”
 
   “That’s right—just breakfast and lunch.”
 
   “Well, maybe you could point me to a good pizza parlor in Riston.”
 
   “You bet. There’s one on Main Street—it’s called Dominic’s, and it’s just beyond the second light as you come into town. You should know, though, that since it’s Thursday night, there’s an informal trivia game going on in the dining room on the ranch, and they make excellent pizza. Just a thought.” 
 
   “Good to know. Well, I guess I’ll see ya?”
 
   “Yes, you will. I’m opening the diner in the morning, if you want to come in for breakfast.” 
 
   “I’ll be there.” He gave her another smile and walked off toward the bunkhouse. She watched him go, wishing he’d kissed her good-bye, knowing he was trying to respect her wishes, and wondering why she had those wishes in the first place. 
 
   ***
 
   Liz picked up some Chinese food on her way home and then plopped down on her bed with the fried rice leaning up against her left knee and the sweet and sour pork leaning up against her right. She pulled out the fortune cookie and studied it, wondering if it held any wisdom to see her through this rough patch. She really ought to save it for after the meal, but curiosity got the better of her, and she cracked it open.
 
   You are full of much beauty and kind words that will win you.
 
   What? The Golden Palace must have gotten this batch of cookies from a new supplier—their fortunes usually made a lot more sense. It was nice to be complimented on her beauty, though—who wouldn’t want that?
 
   She took a few bites of pork so she wouldn’t die of hunger, and then she opened the letter again. The letter. The one that had haunted her thoughts all day long and nearly eaten out her liver. 
 
   She hadn’t misread it—they really did want to publish Stab Wound. That had been her first Clint Holly novel, the one she wrote so she’d have a nice way to kill off her ex-boyfriend in effigy. She’d planned it as a standalone novel, but she’d enjoyed writing the main character, Detective Holly, so much that she decided to make it a series—something both May and Kaya approved of, telling her that series sold better than standalones.
 
   Now she just hoped Fingerprint wanted the whole series.
 
   She continued to read their letter. They praised her skillful writing, attention to detail, and the way she planted her red herrings. They especially liked her conclusion. They only had one criticism—they wanted her to add more detail to Clint Holly and make him more of a relatable person. She could agree with that—when she first wrote him, he did feel like a Dick Tracy character to her, sharp-witted and savvy, but not realistic. She’d be more than happy to go back and give him more depth.
 
   They were asking for a reply within three weeks, and they wanted to publish the book in nine months.
 
   Wow.
 
   She took a deep breath and set the letter aside while she ate. She could eat and think at the same time—it was one of her talents. She really couldn’t see anything wrong with the contract they’d included. The royalty rate was fair, compared to samples she’d seen online. She’d already investigated their marketing plans and how they treated their authors. She loved their covers, and while she knew the company wasn’t large enough to send her on a worldwide tour, she knew they’d get her into the important markets. And she didn’t want to go on a worldwide tour anyway—that sounded exhausting.
 
   On the other hand, she didn’t want to take this offer just because it was the first one she’d ever received. That would be foolish.
 
   But then on the other, other hand, sometimes the right offer was the first offer. Destiny did have some say in things, after all, and if she rejected this just because it was the first one, that would be even foolisher. More foolish. Sheesh—she couldn’t even grammar.
 
   Okay. She’d finish her food, then she’d scan the letter and the contract and send them over to May and Kaya. They’d help her sort through this. That’s what she paid them the big friendship bucks for, after all. 
 
   She really did need to meet them in real life someday—she just hoped they were as awesome in person as they were in the chat room. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Jack woke up a few minutes before his alarm clock and lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, wondering what that day would hold. It had been a little while since he’d looked forward to a new day, and he liked how it felt. He especially liked how it felt to think about Liz and wonder what she was up to. Was she already at the diner, or was she on her way? Was she feeling better, or was her mysterious letter still upsetting her? More than anything, he wanted to find a way to help her, but if he didn’t understand the problem, he could hardly come up with a solution. 
 
   He reached to the side of his bed and grabbed his tablet, then brought up the Internet. That was one thing he had to say about this ranch—it might be pretty rural, but it had great Internet access. He’d google Liz and see if he could gather some insight on her . . . but then he realized that he had no idea what her last name was.
 
   That would make things harder.
 
   He drummed his fingers on the side of the tablet for a second, then punched in Liz waitress River’s End Ranch Idaho. He wasn’t expecting to get any hits, but a website for the ranch popped up, and he started scrolling through the pages. Wait—yes, there was a page for the diner, and there off to the left was a picture of the diner staff, with Liz front and center looking friendly and holding a plate of fries. The picture was captioned, but it only listed the staff by their first names. He supposed that was to protect their privacy, but he didn’t want their privacy protected—he wanted to know more about this girl.
 
   If this was an investigation, he could place a call and have someone hack into the ranch’s computer and bring up payroll and he’d get her name that way, but he’d need a really good reason for doing that, and having a crush on a girl would never pass as a really good reason.
 
   He paused in his thoughts. Was that what this was? A crush?
 
   That was a cute way to put it, but no. Crushes were like summer flings, sodas at the mall, a high school dance and then they were over. This was something entirely different, something he wanted to explore. Something that maybe Liz wouldn’t object to because it would have meaning. The investment would pay off.
 
   Once he decided what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.
 
   There it was again—that question he kept tossing around in his head, the one that didn’t seem to have a clear-cut answer. 
 
   Maybe a visit to the fairies was in order.
 
   ***
 
   Jaclyn looked up from her flowerbed as Jack approached. He’d walked this time, wanting to stretch his legs, and was glad to see that she was out and about—he’d known he was taking a risk heading out so early.
 
   “The least you could have done was waited until I was out of the shower,” she said as he walked up.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “The fairies told me you were coming. I only had enough time to get dressed and start some hot water for cocoa.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll leave and come back again later, if that’s better.”
 
   She waved that away. “No, you’re here now. But what’s got your knickers in such a knot that you’re gallivanting around before breakfast?”
 
   Jack squatted down and began pulling some small weeds that were poking up between Jaclyn’s flowers. “You talked about finding myself.”
 
   “That’s right, I did. I take it you’ve been thinking about that.”
 
   “I have—quite a lot. And I know what you meant. Liz—you remember I told you about meeting her? Well, she’s turning into a big part of this whole puzzle.”
 
   Jaclyn gave a knowing nod. “And now you’ve got to decide what you’re going to do with that piece.”
 
   “Exactly. She says she doesn’t want to get involved unless it’s going to mean something, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to mean something, but I don’t know how to guarantee that.”
 
   “Liz isn’t the kind of girl who expects guarantees,” Jaclyn said, taking a broom and cleaning up the edge of her flowerbed where they’d been throwing the weeds. “And she doesn’t expect perfection, either—she’s a smart girl. She just wants someone who will give it their honest best, and for them not to be a dorkface.”
 
   “A dorkface?”
 
   “You heard me.” Jaclyn stepped back and surveyed the flowerbed, then gave a nod. “Now, are you going to help me with the rabbits’ litterboxes?” 
 
   “Litterboxes?”
 
   “You don’t think they piddle just anywhere, do you?” She shook her head. “I worry about you. I hope you appreciate that.”
 
   Jack followed her wordlessly to the side of the house, where four litterboxes were lined up on the porch. “We’re not scooping today—we’re throwing out everything and starting fresh,” she said. “Pour all the litter into that trash bag, and I’ll get the hose.”
 
   Jack did as he was told, dumping the contents of all four boxes and then tying a tight knot in the top of the bag. Jaclyn squirted out the boxes and then set them in the sun to dry. “They have a temporary box for now,” she explained as though he’d asked, “but they don’t like it nearly as much. They get habituated, you see, and changes in their schedules and things like that upset them.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen an upset rabbit,” Jack replied.
 
   “Oh, it’s not pretty. They won’t speak to you for days. It’s the most depressing silent treatment I’ve ever experienced. I do what I can to avoid it.” She held out the hose, water still running from the end. “Come wash your hands, and then we’ll go have some hot chocolate. There’s some liquid soap here in this frog-shaped decanter.”
 
   Moments later, Jack was seated across from Jaclyn at her kitchen table, sipping cocoa. She had the world’s biggest collection of china plates all over her walls, and he couldn’t make sense of them—they didn’t seem to follow any kind of theme or pattern. She probably just liked them all.
 
   “So, you run the RV park here?”
 
   “I do. With an iron fist, might I add. The folks who stay here know to follow the rules or they’ll have to leave. As long as everyone does what they’re told, they’ll have a plenty nice time without having to create their own excitement. That’s what will get you in trouble right there.”
 
   Jack had to agree. He’d seen that sort of thing often enough. 
 
   “Now, about Liz,” Jaclyn said as she took the lid off a tin of cookies. “She’s smart, but she’s fierce. Once she’s in your corner, she will be there for life, and she’ll do anything for you. But it’s that kind of loyalty that’s gotten her burned in the past. If you’re going to love her, you have to deserve that kind of loyalty. Do you?”
 
   Her question was like a jab. Jack blinked. “Do I love her, or do I deserve it?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “I . . . I think I’m well on my way to falling in love with her, and I’d try my very hardest to deserve it.”
 
   Jaclyn sat back and surveyed him. “Kind of a wishy-washy answer, but I like it. It’s honest. If you came in here and you were all, ‘Hey, Granny J, I’ve got the goods, I know what’s up,’ I’d be concerned.”
 
   Jack almost snorted into his cocoa. “Was that you trying to sound street tough or something?” She reminded him of Liz, asking about the gun. 
 
   Jaclyn crossed her arms over her chest. “I watch television. I know how you young people sound today. I have to say, I’m not impressed. Not one little bit.”
 
   “I promise, I’ll never come in here and say that.”
 
   “Good. Because that would be very upsetting.” She pushed the cookie tin toward him. “Help yourself, but don’t eat them all. Simon’s coming over later.”
 
   “Simon?”
 
   “A gentleman friend. And you don’t need to be so nosy.”
 
   Jack took two cookies from the tin and set them next to his cocoa cup. He really wanted some bacon and eggs, but he wanted to give Liz a little bit of space, and staying away from the diner was probably a good idea. At least until lunch. “So, about Liz . . .”
 
   “My goodness. You certainly do have a one-track mind. What is it that you’re wanting to know, exactly? Or do you just like to hear yourself work it out? I know some folks are like that—all they need is a chance to air their problems out loud, and suddenly, the answers come to them. The fairies don’t like that much, though—they like the credit.”
 
   “I’m sure they have a lot to do with it even when someone thinks of the answer on their own,” Jack replied. “I mean, did the answers just pop into their heads, or did a fairy put them there?”
 
   “There might be hope for you yet,” Jaclyn said, giving him an approving look. 
 
   “Thank you.” Jack ate his first cookie and followed it with a swig of cocoa. A little too much sweet for him this early in the day, but if this is what it took to win Jaclyn’s friendship—and her wisdom—he’d do it. He needed all the wisdom he could get. 
 
   “When you leave today, think about the two halves of your life and see if they could work together as a whole,” Jaclyn said. “Think of them as the yin and the yang—two pieces that seem so different, and yet they fit together perfectly. Or like chocolate and vanilla. Or Sonny and Cher.”
 
   “Sonny and Cher?”
 
   “My goodness. Do you have some sort of mental disability that makes you repeat everything you hear? If that’s the case, have another cookie.”
 
   Jack slowly shook his head. “I’m fine, thanks.”
 
   “Well, they’re here if you want them. Just save some for Simon.”
 
   “I will. So, the yin and yang . . . wait. You said I was leaving today—I’m actually not. I’m planning to be here until Wednesday or so.”
 
   “That might be what you’re planning, but that’s not what’s happening.” She paused. “Oh, dear. You don’t know yet. Well, just ignore me. I said nothing.”
 
   “Something’s going to happen?”
 
   Jaclyn picked up her mug and looked at him demurely. “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   Jack ate his other cookie and finished his cocoa. Then he rose from the table. “Thank you, Jaclyn. I’m not sure if I understood half of what happened here this morning, but I’m oddly comforted.”
 
   “That’s what I’m here for,” she replied as though she had no idea how very confused he was.
 
   “So, what’s Liz’s last name?” he asked, pausing by the door. 
 
   “You want to know what it is now? Or are you thinking about what you’d like it to be?”
 
   He felt his cheeks turn red. “I wouldn’t mind giving her my last name, but yeah, I’d like to know what it is now.”
 
   Jaclyn smirked. “Colby.” 
 
   He nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   When Jack left the RV park, he decided to walk down by the bank of the river that ran along the ranch property. He loved the sound of water, the coolness he felt rising from the surface. Why hadn’t he taken time to get out into nature more while he lived in LA? He’d asked himself that very question a dozen times since arriving here, and each time, he had no idea. Well, no idea that seemed reasonable. Of course he could make a long list of excuses—he’d been so busy working, he’d barely had time to grocery shop, he hardly had time to clean his house, he rarely even made it to the gym. Excuses, every one of them. He knew what fed his soul, and yet he hadn’t been doing it. No wonder he felt so messed up now.
 
   He plopped down on the ground at the river’s edge and lifted his face to the sky. The spring sun warmed his cheeks, and he forced every other thought from his mind. Peace. Calm. Tranquility. 
 
   Just then, his cell phone buzzed.
 
   Great. A rural ranch out in the middle of nowhere with good cell service. He’d never thought of that as a bad thing until now.
 
   He pulled it out and saw a text from his special agent in charge. Call in immediately.
 
   Jack didn’t even have to think about it. He sprang to his feet, started walking back toward the bunkhouse, and called while he walked. “Yeah, boss?”
 
   “How’s it going, Saunders?”
 
   “I’m fine, sir.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   Jack paused before answering. He knew his SAC didn’t want a flippant answer, but was looking for the truth. “I might still be a little shaken, but I believe I’m fit.”
 
   “Good. Listen, we have a lead on the del Gato case, and I want you on it. Can you do it? And can you get back here asap?”
 
   The del Gato case? Jack felt a surge of adrenaline. They’d been tracking Victor del Gato for five years, trying to make anything stick. They knew he was a criminal. They knew he was behind an entire network of drug dealers and human traffickers. They also knew he was as slippery as an eel and they’d had to watch him slide away time after time. If they had something solid this time, Jack absolutely wanted in.
 
   “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he replied. “I can drive there in about seventeen hours or fly there in four or five.”
 
   “Took your own car?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Leave it there and get here now. I can’t wait seventeen hours.”
 
   “Yes, sir. On my way.”
 
   Jack swiped his phone off and headed into the bunkhouse. He told Gwen he was leaving and paid his bill in full, then asked about car storage. She told him he could leave his car behind the cabins—there was some undeveloped land that they often used for overflow parking, and the fee was quite reasonable.
 
   “I’ll be back to get it as soon as I can,” he said. Then he took the stairs two at a time, changed back into his “agent clothes,” as Liz called them, and shoved his other clothes into the shopping bags he’d gotten at the general store. He’d put those in the trunk of his car and leave them here on the ranch. He had no use for them in LA, and he didn’t want to drag them on the plane so they could sit unused at his apartment. 
 
   He tucked everything in the trunk, double-checked that the car was locked, and walked over to the café. This was going to be hard. 
 
   Liz looked up from wiping down the counter when he walked in. “Oh, no. You’re wearing your agent clothes. What’s going on?”
 
   “Break on a case. I need to get back to LA effective immediately.”
 
   “Immediately? Like, right this minute?”
 
   “Like, I should be on my way to the airport right now.”
 
   “Ah. Well, there’s a small airport in Lewiston.” She paused. “Your car?”
 
   “Leaving it here. Gwen’s renting me a spot.”
 
   She gave a quick nod. “So, how are you getting to the airport?”
 
   “Hadn’t thought that far. Hitch a ride.”
 
   “No, I’ll take you.” She pulled off her apron and tossed it behind the counter. “Lindy, I need you to cover for me.”
 
   Lindy, their new hire, looked panic-stricken. “What? But . . .”
 
   “Tell Kelsi I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Liz grabbed her purse and was back in a flash, her pink uniform looking so cute and yet so old-fashioned and awkward. “Let’s go.”
 
   Jack strode out to Liz’s car and hopped in the passenger seat. “Trial by fire, eh?” he said, nodding toward the café.
 
   “Lindy? She’ll be fine. Kelsi only ran over to the bunkhouse to get some change—she’ll be back any minute.”
 
   “Will you get in trouble for taking me?”
 
   Liz didn’t take her eyes off the road as she pulled onto the highway leading to Lewiston. “I figure I’ll worry about that when I get back.”
 
   “Seriously. You might get in trouble for this. Why are you risking it?”
 
   She glanced at him and smiled. “Because I might never see you again, and in a case like that, I want my last memory of you to be a doozy. Remembering you climbing into a cab is so boring, but remembering taking off in the middle of my shift to drive you? That’s something worth daydreaming about when I’m ninety.”
 
   “So that’s what you think? That you’ll never see me again?”
 
   She didn’t answer for a minute as she changed lanes. “I’m not naïve, Jack. I know how life pulls people apart, and sometimes, they don’t come back together. If that’s how it is, then that’s how it is. I’m not going to waste time pining after something that can never be.”
 
   Something twisted in his gut at her words. “But what if it can be?”
 
   “Then it will be. We’ll see what destiny has to say about it, all right? In the meantime, if you’re supposed to be in LA, we’d better get you there.” She punched on the gas, and her car shot forward. “You have your badge on you, right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Good. If we get pulled over, you’ll need to explain this is official business so I don’t get a ticket.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Liz concentrated on traffic. Okay, there wasn’t a lot of it, but it was something to keep her mind off the fact that Jack was leaving. She’d known this moment would come. She’d known it since he first arrived at the beginning of the week. Wow—had it really been less than a week? It had been, and the most fulfilling week she’d ever known. Saying good-bye was going to be really tough, but at least she had these last few minutes with him and this hadn’t been reduced to a “See ya” at the diner. 
 
   “Like I said, I’m leaving my car here, so I’ll come back and get it as soon as I can,” Jack said. “I’ll just have to see how this case plays out. My boss thinks this is huge—that’s the only reason I’m leaving.”
 
   “I hope you’re able to get it wrapped up quickly and safely,” Liz said. Good grief—she sounded like someone’s maiden aunt. She didn’t know how to talk to him, though. Should she say “Break a leg” or “Bon voyage” or . . .? What was the correct sendoff when the guy you’d just met was leaving you to go into the thick of danger and possibly get himself killed? Jack hadn’t said as much, but Liz could imagine that whatever this case was, it wouldn’t be solved sitting behind a nice, safe desk. 
 
   “I mean it. I’ll be back. I’ll pick up the car, and we’ll figure out whatever this is between us, all right?”
 
   Jack seemed intent on reassuring her. Well, she didn’t need that. She was a grown woman, and she could certainly handle herself without a pat on the head. “I’m fine, Jack. Just concentrate on your case—you have more important things to focus on right now.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   She let out a little exasperated breath. “I don’t know what impression I’ve given you, but really, I’m fine. I’m not going to waste away, wondering about the good old days and naming every dog I ever own after you. You’re not the only guy to wander onto the ranch, and you certainly won’t be the last.” She didn’t know what made her tack on that last part. She was speaking out of pain, most likely, but she didn’t stop to analyze it. All she knew was that she sounded mean and spiteful, and she didn’t like that in herself.
 
   “All right, then. When I come back for the car, I’ll check in and say hi.”
 
   She didn’t reply. She didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t make things worse.
 
   She pulled up to the terminal at the airport, and Jack hopped out. “No need to see me in,” he said. “I’ll be fine. You’re not my first ride to the airport, and I’m sure you won’t be my last.” And then he was gone.
 
   Ouch. 
 
   She’d deserved that barb, but that didn’t take the sting out of it.
 
   ***
 
   Because of his badge, Jack was able to get a plane ticket pretty quickly and was on the next flight out of Idaho. They said something about changing planes somewhere—he wasn’t really listening because he was so distracted by remembering his parting shot at Liz. What on earth had gotten into him? He couldn’t believe he’d let his temper get the better of him that way. He’d been immature and purposely hurtful—two things she didn’t deserve. 
 
   He scrunched down in his seat and stared out the window. He knew what was going on—he’d been prepared to lay it all on the line with her, stop by a jewelry store and buy her a ring on the way to the airport, give her a big romantic kiss, and make it official before he took off, but she’d treated his departure like it meant nothing to her, and that hurt. So he’d taken that hurt and thrown it back at her like a dorkface. That’s right—he’d become the very thing Jaclyn had warned him against. 
 
   He growled, then glanced over at his seatmate, an older fellow who had dozed off and didn’t seem to have heard anything. Good—that would be kind of hard to explain. 
 
   When the plane descended for their short layover in Seattle, Jack was able to pull up Internet on his phone, and he found a florist in Riston. He had to get this mended as quickly as possible—he had no idea if it was eating Liz up too or if she even cared, but he needed to do this for his own peace of mind.
 
   ***
 
   Liz: You know how you guys are always telling me I should write romance? Well, I now have even more proof that romance is the very last thing I should ever write. I’m terrible at it in real life—how could I be good at it on paper?
 
   May: Uh-oh. What happened?
 
   Liz: Jack got called back into FBI headquarters and had to leave immediately. I threw a hissy fit, so he threw a hissy fit right back at me, and I’ll probably never see him again.
 
   May: I’m so sorry.
 
   Liz: So now you see why I can’t write romance.
 
   Kaya: You don’t think we write romance because our own love lives are perfect, do you? It’s called having an imagination. Men in romance novels never have bad breath. Have you ever noticed that? 
 
   May: And men in romance novels never fart. Ever. But real men do. And you know what—that’s okay because they’re real and we can love them for who they are. But don’t confuse romance in a romance novel with real love. Real love has warts. That’s just how it is. But you can count on real love in ways you never can a romance novel. I’ve seen that with lots of my friends, and it gives me hope.
 
   Kaya: And everyone throws hissy fits, and everyone gets over them. Don’t count him out entirely, Liz. Wait and see what happens. 
 
   Liz: I don’t like waiting.
 
   Kaya: Neither do most people. That’s how the cookie-dough-eating trend got started. And the dough tastes pretty good, but you’ve got to admit, the real cookie is a lot better. A tiny bit of patience goes a long way.
 
   May: Look at you, getting all philosophical.
 
   Kaya: Hey, I have a deep thought once in a while. 
 
   May: Don’t worry—I won’t tell anyone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Liz was grateful when Sunday morning dawned—the diner wasn’t open on Sundays. It was a great chance to catch up on her sleep, which was especially needed because she’d hardly slept at all the night before.
 
   There was so much weighing on her mind. The contract, Jack, Jack, Jack . . . She rolled over and pressed her face into her pillow. Joni was at church, and that’s where Liz really ought to be too, but she’d known she’d never make it through the service on so little sleep. And now it wasn’t like she was sleeping anyway—her brain had decided to start churning, and she couldn’t make the stupid thing stop.
 
   He wouldn’t leave his car on the ranch forever. It was a nice car, and she was sure it had set him back quite a ways. He’d be back. Or maybe he’d send someone to get it. Oh, that would be bad—his one real reason for returning, and he wouldn’t even do it himself. The twerp.
 
   Or he’d come back, but he wouldn’t talk to her at all. He’d just show up, get in the car and drive off, and she’d only know he’d been there because the car would suddenly be gone. The dweeb.
 
   Or the car would be gone, but that’s because it was stolen, and when Jack came to get it, he’d be mad at them because they didn’t file a police report, but they didn’t file one because they thought he’d come back to get it without telling anyone (the jerk), and now the car was at a chop shop and he’d never see it again.
 
   This wasn’t helping at all.
 
   Liz climbed in the shower and stood under the hot water until it ran cold, then got out and put on her favorite sweats. They were old enough that they fit her body just right, but they were new enough that the fluff on the inside hadn’t turned to balls yet. Then she mixed up a box of macaroni and cheese and settled in to watch an old movie, an afghan draped across her lap.
 
   “Oh, no. Macaroni and cheese, huh?” Joni closed the door behind her and took off her heels. “That bad?”
 
   “The worst. My imagination’s doing horrible things right now, and sleeping in definitely didn’t happen.”
 
   Joni grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl on the counter and plopped down on the couch. “So, what are you going to do?”
 
   “I scanned the contract and sent it over to May and Kaya. They’re reading it over, and they’ve promised to give me their thoughts tomorrow. One of them has a lawyer friend, and I should know what I want to do pretty soon. As far as Jack goes, well, we’ll see.”
 
   Joni tossed her banana peel toward the garbage, and it actually went in. Liz couldn’t aim that well. “And in the meantime?”
 
   “And in the meantime, I’ll just imagine that he’s been killed or that he’s being held prisoner or that he’s met a super-gorgeous girl agent and they’re off having marvelous adventures together and that he’s forgotten all about me.”
 
   “That sounds like a pretty miserable way to live.”
 
   “I agree, but I don’t know how to shut off my brain. Believe me, if I knew how, I would.”
 
   Joni looked thoughtful. “Maybe you just need to feed it different messages. Every time you think, ‘Jack has been killed,’ think, ‘Jack is sitting behind his desk, doing paperwork.’”
 
   “Jack hasn’t been mauled by gorillas—he’s doing his laundry,” Liz replied.
 
   “Jack isn’t running off with a leggy blonde spy—he’s organizing his tie collection. Now, see? Isn’t that better?”
 
   “I guess, but if all he’s doing is paperwork and laundry and organizing his ties and he still hasn’t called me, then what?”
 
   “Then maybe he dropped his phone in the washing machine and he’s got it in a bucket of rice, waiting for it to dry out.” Joni stood up and put her hand on Liz’s shoulder as she walked past. “And if he still doesn’t call, he wasn’t good enough for you anyway.”
 
   Liz covered her face with her afghan. Apparently, she was so awesome and amazing and wonderful that no man ever born was good enough for her, and that’s why she was still single.
 
   ***
 
   Special Agent in Charge Rick Holden studied Jack’s face. “How are you holding up, Saunders?”
 
   “I’m all right, sir. I’m ready to get back to work.”
 
   Agent Holden nodded. “When Dr. Nearing did your workup after the shooting, he said he believed you’d be all right after a break. I’m sorry it wasn’t longer.”
 
   “That’s all right, sir. I hiked and rode a horse and had some excellent meals. I believe it did the trick. Now, tell me what’s going on with del Gato—I’d like to get busy.”
 
   Agent Holden nodded once and picked up a folder that rested on his desk. That was one thing Jack particularly liked about the man—he cared about the welfare of his agents, but he didn’t belabor the point. When he’d first been assigned here from Salt Lake City, Jack thought he might be too soft for the job, but his doubts had quickly been squashed, and now Jack trusted him more than any boss he’d ever had.
 
   “One of del Gato’s men was picked up on a drug trafficking charge, his third, and he decided to plea bargain,” Holden said. “We’ve got him in deep lockdown for his own protection and also in case he tries to escape. Thing is, del Gato has to know we have him, and he’s going to try to clear out before we can get in there. We’ve had surveillance on a warehouse downtown for the last twenty-four hours, watching for any sign. Nothing. Not one muscle has even twitched.”
 
   “You sure this man isn’t lying?”
 
   “Of course we’re not sure, but this is the best tip we’ve had for months, and I figured that since you’ve been on this case so long, you’d want in.”
 
   “Absolutely. I’d like to go join the surveillance team immediately.”
 
   Holden slid the folder across the desk. “Address is there on top. Enter from the west side of the building—we’ve rented office space facing the warehouse on the east. Parker and Nelson are already there.”
 
   Jack nodded once and began walking toward the door.
 
   “Saunders.”
 
   “Sir?” He paused.
 
   “Glad you’re back.”
 
   “Me too, sir.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Joni stuck her head in the kitchen. “Liz, someone’s up front to see you.”
 
   Liz’s heart gave a thump, and she plopped the sack of coffee she was carrying on the counter and headed up front, wishing she looked at all cute in her uniform. She was disappointed when she entered the dining room and didn’t see Jack anywhere, but she did see a delivery guy holding a huge bouquet of flowers.
 
   “I’m sorry you didn’t get these sooner, ma’am,” he said, “but the order came after we were closed, and we got them here as fast as we could.”
 
   “No, that’s all right. Thank you.” 
 
   He gave her a nod and left, and she stood in the middle of the diner holding a giant bouquet of every sort of flower she could even imagine in a riot of color. 
 
   “So, who are they from, as if I need to ask?” Joni came up beside her and took the flowers out of her arms. “Let’s put them back behind the counter where they won’t get trampled before the end of your shift.”
 
   “Good idea.” Liz relinquished her grip, but she grabbed the card before Joni carried the arrangement out of reach. Her fingers shook as she opened it.
 
   I was way out of line, and you deserve so much more. Please call me at eight tonight, if you can. Jack
 
   His number was scribbled at the bottom of the card, but wait—what did “tonight” mean? When had he placed the order, exactly? He left Saturday, and it was Monday now . . . was she supposed to have called Saturday or Sunday? What if he thought she’d blown him off and wasn’t going to call him at all?
 
   She glanced at the clock. It was only ten. That meant another ten hours would go by before eight, and he must have a reason for choosing that time—maybe that’s when he got home from the office.  Or maybe he specifically meant eight o’clock just for that night . . . whatever night it was . . . and she could call him any time. Or maybe he’d given up on her and wouldn’t want to take her call.
 
   “Are you all right?” Joni asked.
 
   “What time is Lindy coming in?”
 
   “She’s not. She’s off today. We’re closing, remember?”
 
   That’s right. And they closed at two, meaning that they still had four hours, and that meant four hours until she could call this number.
 
   Torture! Sheer torture!
 
   As frustrating as that was, though, it was a huge burden lifted to know that Jack was thinking about her and wanted to talk to her. The flowers were a nice bonus, too. And they were in a nice vase, one she could keep and not one of those cheap plastic things that she’d have to throw out as soon as the flowers died. Or she could throw it across the room and shatter it if she ever got mad at him again. Hmmm. Maybe that wasn’t the best idea. 
 
   It was going to be a long four hours.
 
   ***
 
   Jack rolled out of his sleeping bag and joined Parker at the window, where they had set up a camera with a telephoto lens and trained it on the warehouse. Another set of agents had taken up positions on the opposite side of the warehouse, so between them both, they should have the place pretty well covered.
 
   “Anything?”
 
   “Not a thing.”
 
   Jack nodded. “Get some sleep. I’ll take over.”
 
   Parker stumbled off and plopped on his own bedroll, and within seconds, the soft sound of his breathing was the only noise Jack heard. 
 
   Liz hadn’t called him back in the small window of time he’d had before he took this assignment, and the number he’d given her was his private cell. That phone was now turned off, and the only one he was using was his work phone. He’d have to try her again when this was all over, but he had no idea how long this would take. 
 
   Surveillance was his least favorite assignment. The agents in question could sit there for hours or days or even longer, depending on the situation, and then have to spring into action at a moment’s notice. It was difficult to remain on high alert for that long and yet still be able to relax enough to sleep when someone else was on watch. At least this apartment was carpeted, although unfurnished—he’d once spent a week in a filthy basement with concrete floors and cockroaches. By the end of their stint, all the cockroaches had names and were partially trained to do tricks, that’s how bored the agents got before anything happened with the case.
 
   Nelson pushed his way into the apartment, his arms full of grocery sacks. He wore jeans, a hoodie, and a baseball cap, and looked nothing like an agent at all. He plopped a sack down on Jack’s lap. “Breakfast.”
 
   Jack pulled out a package of bagels, a box of cream cheese, and a bottle of orange juice. “Thanks, man.” He grabbed a plastic knife from the box near the window and got to work assembling his meal, his eyes flicking constantly to his target.
 
   Nelson squatted down next to Jack, his own bottle of orange juice dangling between his fingers. “I got a call from Holden on my way up. Seems our informant just died under mysterious circumstances.”
 
   Jack’s hand froze midway through spreading his cream cheese. “But he was under tight security.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Nelson didn’t say more. He didn’t have to.
 
   Jack went back to spreading, now pressing so hard that he broke the knife. This couldn’t be happening. Their best lead in ages, their best chance at finally catching the guy, and this happens. “Now what?” he asked at length.
 
   “Holden says to sit tight, that del Gato’s just trying to flush us out. If this is one of his buildings, he’ll wait a week, two weeks, and then he’ll start clearing it out. He’s going to play games with us until we give up.”
 
   “So we could be sitting here for two weeks, watching a building that’s absolutely dead in every way.” Jack knew it was a very real possibility. “But if our informant was right and this is a clearing house for human trafficking, we’ve got people in there, and if they’re not bringing food in . . .”
 
   “Exactly.” Nelson came to his feet. “This is either going to be the biggest hoax del Gato has played on us yet, or we’re going to have a lot of victims on our hands by the time this is wrapped up.”
 
   Jack bit into his bagel, hardly tasting it at all. He wasn’t in the mood to eat anymore, but he knew he had to keep himself sharp. They needed to get a search warrant on that building, and fast. If there were people in there, with no food deliveries . . . 
 
   But then again, maybe the warehouse had been fully stocked with a good supply before the agents ever set up camp. There could be pallets and pallets of food in there—food, water, medical supplies. They could have themselves a whole compound going on in there. Even as he thought about it, though, it didn’t ring true. It was like Nelson said—either that warehouse was empty and they were wasting their time on a hoax, or there were a lot of suffering people in there right now. 
 
   Search warrants were good, but so was probable cause . . . 
 
   And in cases of emergency, he wasn’t above taking the risk of censure. 
 
   He finished his bagel and washed it down with the rest of his orange juice. He’d wait until nightfall. Then he’d talk to Parker and Nelson and see how they felt. If they didn’t want in, he’d ask them to turn a blind eye, and he’d do it himself. If they wouldn’t turn a blind eye, well, maybe he’d steal their phones or at least ask them to give him a ten-minute head start. All he knew was that the question had to be answered. Were there or were there not starving people in that building? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Liz dialed Jack’s number again, but hung up before leaving a message. She’d already left two, both bright and breezy, and figured that anything more would be annoying and unwanted. If he didn’t want to talk to her, he wouldn’t have sent her flowers, so something else must be going on, and she didn’t want to think about that. His job was dangerous, so very dangerous, and there were too many unpleasant possibilities. 
 
   The contract from Fingerprint Press lay on her desk. May and Kaya had said that it looked pretty good to them, and the lawyer had confirmed that it was fair. But then there was that unanswerable question—would everything really go as they projected? Or would she find herself six months or a year down the road wishing she’d never signed on the dotted line?
 
   Argh! She hated this kind of unpredictability! She loved Christmas presents from unexpected sources and seeing old friends in random places and closing her eyes and pointing at a map when it came time to choose her vacations, but this was crazy making. 
 
   She needed to get out for a little while. 
 
   Yes, she’d left the ranch just an hour before when her shift ended, but she headed right back. 
 
   Jaclyn opened the door with a scowl on her face, but quickly swapped it out for a smile when she saw who it was. “Liz! Come in. I’ve been expecting you for a while. What kept you?”
 
   Liz entered the small house, careful not to step on the rabbits who had also come running at her knock. “Did the fairies tell you I was on my way?”
 
   “No, but when your handsome young man has been here twice and you haven’t come at all, well, it’s just a matter of time, isn’t it?”
 
   “Jack was here twice? He mentioned that he’d met you, but not how many times he visited.”
 
   Jaclyn settled herself in a chair and picked up a rabbit to stroke. Liz did the same. There was something about the repetitive motion of palm against fur that calmed her every time. “He was looking for himself, as most people are, and he was pretty sure he found himself, but then he wasn’t sure what to do with himself after that. It’s a very common problem. We get what we want and then we’re clueless what do to with it.”
 
   “That’s exactly why I’m here,” Liz said. The rabbit on her lap was a fluffy gray fellow, and he didn’t seem to mind being her emotional support animal for a few minutes. His nose twitched every time she stroked him. “I was offered a contract this week.”
 
   “You were? Oh, that’s wonderful news. And is it a good one?”
 
   “I think so, and my writer friends seem to think so. Still, I’m worried about it.”
 
   “As you would be. As anyone would be. What do you want to do?”
 
   “I want to accept it, but I don’t want to rush into it just because it’s the first one I’ve ever been sent.”
 
   “Wise.” Jaclyn nodded several times. “And if you turn it down?”
 
   “If I turn it down, I might not get another one for quite some time, but I have a lot of resources that will help me self-publish if I decide to go that way. My online friends are self-pubbed and have promised to help me.”
 
   “So either way, you’ll be published.”
 
   “That’s right. It’s just a matter of choosing which, and choosing timing—I do have queries out at other publishers too. What if one of them replies next week or next month?”
 
   “What if, what if, what if . . .” Jaclyn shook her head. “Can you imagine what would have happened if John Lennon and Paul McCartney had asked themselves that question? There would have been no Beatles. And then where would we be?”
 
   Liz couldn’t begin to make a correlation between her situation and the Beatles, but she supposed she could go along with it. “Not in a good place?”
 
   Jaclyn slapped the arm of her chair. “Precisely. Now, listen. You’ve just got to decide what you want most, and then go for it. All sails to the wind. No holds barred. Leap of faith. You know what happens when people don’t leap? We get a lot of faithless non-leapers, that’s what, and they’re all stuck on the side of the cliff and they won’t do anything, and you’re like, just jump or go home already because you’re blocking the way for everyone who really does want to jump. You’ll never know if those wings work until you test them out. You grew them for a reason, right? They aren’t just decorations?”
 
   Liz smiled. “No, they’re not just decorations.”
 
   “Well, there you go then.” Jaclyn slapped the chair again. “And as far as Jack goes, no worries there. Everything’s fine.”
 
   “He’s fine?”
 
   “Of course. One of the fairies went home with him, but he doesn’t know it—gracious, they never do. It’s like they’re completely blind. Anyway, you’re not to worry. Concentrate on you right now and let him concentrate on him, and in a little while, it’ll be time to concentrate on each other. In the meantime, you need to get this whole business with yourself straightened out—you can hardly be thinking about a relationship when you don’t even know who you are or where you’re going.”
 
   Liz nodded. That made perfect sense. She was tempted to ask just how a fairy had managed to go home with Jack, but decided that was probably a can of worms she didn’t want to open.
 
   “Thanks, Jaclyn. I think I’m going to go home and read the contract over one more time. My parents are thrilled, of course, but weren’t much help—they’re just excited that I got one.”
 
   “I’m sure they’re very proud. This is your decision, though—make it the best you can for you.” Jaclyn walked Liz over to the door. “And I highly recommend that you teach the other waitresses how to make Sprite. That new girl, that Lindy person—it was nothing but bubbles and ice.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll do my best.” Liz grinned as she stepped off the porch. She couldn’t say if she’d gotten the answers she came for, but she’d been loved and supported, and maybe that was all she really needed. 
 
   ***
 
   “And you intend to do this whether or not I give you my approval. Is that right?” Agent Holden’s voice reverberated through the cell phone Jack held.
 
   “I’d much rather do it with your blessing and the support of the FBI, sir, but if that’s not possible, then yes, I will go down there and break into the warehouse myself.”
 
   “I find it interesting that you informed me before you went ahead and did it.”
 
   “In this case, I thought asking permission first might be the better course of action than apologizing later.”
 
   “And it was the right choice. Yes, I support you. Wait until full dark and then head down. I’ll send a couple of snipers for the rooftops—we’ll be prepared for each eventuality. You realize, of course, the likelihood that the warehouse is completely empty and that you’ll find nothing.”
 
   “If that’s the case, we’ll just end our surveillance and wait for the next break,” Jack said. “And if we find something, all the better.”
 
   “Be careful,” Holden said.
 
   “Of course, sir.”
 
   Nelson and Parker were more than glad to get their orders. They’d been just as antsy as Jack had been, eager to find out what was really going on down there. They watched the clock and they watched the horizon, willing the sun to set faster—or at least, to seem like it had. 
 
   At last it was time.
 
   Holden informed them that the snipers were in place and that several more men would be joining them on the ground. Jack and his two fellow officers put on their Kevlar vests and headed down to street level, holding their guns at the ready. They assembled in front of the warehouse, the other set of agents still watching the back in case anyone tried to sneak out that way.
 
   Jack took the lead and shot the padlock that was holding the warehouse door closed. Then he and Nelson pulled it open. It was pitch black inside, barely any light filtering in through the door or any windows. The agents pulled out high-powered flashlights as they began their search.
 
   All Jack could see was hundreds of feet of empty storage space broken up with occasional shelving units.
 
   “Spread out,” he said, and the men systematically searched every shelf, every corner, and every nook. There were no rooms off to the side, no office cubicles—nothing. Jack lowered his gun slightly, feeling deflated. On the one hand, it was a relief to see that the human trafficking victims weren’t being held here after all. On the other hand, he wanted del Gato arrested, and he was disappointed in this lack of evidence once again.
 
   “All clear,” the other men reported one by one, and Jack nodded. 
 
   “Let’s go report,” he said, and they filed out of the building. 
 
   As Jack walked across the floor to the doorway, he noticed that his footsteps echoed as he stepped. That was a little odd, considering that he was wearing sneakers. He stopped, held up his hand, and when the other men had stopped walking as well, he stomped on the floor.
 
   It echoed. 
 
   “Shine your lights on the floor,” he said.
 
   What he’d thought was a solid floor was actually made of wooden planks, and some appeared to be a bit loose. He bounced up and down where he stood, noticing the give.
 
   “Help me out here,” he said, and he was instantly surrounded by agents who knelt and dug their fingers into the grooves between the boards. One shoved a pen between the slats and was able to get some purchase that way, and they lifted out several boards and shone their lights into the hole.
 
   “There’s a whole ’nother level down here,” Parker called out. He lowered himself down and dropped out of sight, and Nelson followed him. 
 
   “Saunders, you’re gonna wanna see this,” Parker hollered a moment later, and Jack dropped down as well. 
 
   He didn’t know exactly how far down the bottom floor was, and when he landed, pain shot up into his shins. He straightened and glanced around. 
 
   In the glow of the flashlights the other agents were shining around, he saw cages—and in those cages were women and children, bound and gagged.
 
   His stomach clenched. He grabbed the radio he wore on his shoulder. “Send in as many ambulances as you can and set up triage outside,” he said to the dispatcher. “We’ve got them. We’ve finally got them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Jack stayed down in that basement level until every single person was out. They’d found a ladder on the floor and leaned it up against the hole, and every woman or child who was strong enough climbed it to freedom. Those who were too weak were carried by an agent or lifted in a sort of hammock that they fashioned out of ropes or blankets. 
 
   At last, Jack was the only one left down there, and he made a final sweep before climbing the ladder himself. As his head and shoulders cleared the hole, everyone spontaneously began to clap, and one little girl ran up to him and threw her arms around his knees.
 
   He stood there, shaking, tears running down his cheeks, completely unashamed.
 
   This was why he did what he did. This was why he’d become an agent and why he would stay an agent. This was bigger than any payday, than any bonus, than any award or newspaper interview he’d ever received. These victims would be returned to their families, where they could begin to heal. He and his team had changed lives that night in a way that no one else could. This was why he carried a shield. This was why he’d devoted his life to being a man in blue.
 
   Henry would have loved this moment. Henry would have been right in the thick of it, making sure these children were cared for and tended. He would have had sticks of gum in his pocket or candy or stickers—he always had something, and Jack had never figured out how he managed it. “This is for you, Henry,” he said. He didn’t think anyone heard him, but he heard several echoes of “amen” from the agents around him. 
 
   Hours later, all the victims had been treated, and all had been transported either to the hospital or to a hidden shelter, where they would be interviewed by social workers and additional law enforcement officers. They would all be fed and warm for the night, and they would be given a chance to sleep in a safe environment for the first time in who knew how long. 
 
   As Jack went home that night, using a taxi, he closed his eyes as he thought about it. What if he hadn’t noticed the echoing floor—how long would those women and children have remained down there? He couldn’t dwell on it—the thought was too horrific. But he didn’t have to think about it. Instead, he could go to sleep in the knowledge that he’d been led by fate or destiny or the hand of God—whatever it had been—and that he’d done some good that night.
 
   Going to sleep . . . that was exactly what he was going to do.
 
   ***
 
   Liz tried Jack’s number one more time before heading in to the diner the next morning. No answer . . . again . . . and she was starting to wonder if he’d written one of the digits wrong. That was possible, right? She sometimes forgot her own telephone number because she didn’t call herself all that often. She just hoped he didn’t think she was purposely ignoring him . . . and she hoped that whoever she’d been calling instead didn’t think she was a total nutcase. 
 
   She kind of was a nutcase that morning, though . . . or at least a basket case. She’d called Jaclyn and invited her to come down for breakfast, and she waited until all the most important people were there. Then she climbed up on a chair right in the center of the dining room.
 
   “Hey, everyone? Can I have your attention, please?”
 
   Everyone’s heads swiveled her direction. 
 
   Her knees were trembling a little bit, and it wasn’t just because she was balancing on a chair. “I have an important announcement to make. I’ve just signed a contract with Fingerprint Press to have a novel published.”
 
   Applause broke out, and Liz felt her cheeks grow warm. 
 
   “I didn’t know you wrote!” Wes Weston called out from where he was drinking coffee at the counter.
 
   “Yeah, I haven’t told a lot of people. I wanted to keep it a secret until I actually did something with it,” she explained.
 
   “Will you hold a book signing here and let us all buy copies?” Simon asked.
 
   “Well, I haven’t even thought that far ahead, but sure, I’ll think about it.”
 
   Others wanted to know what the book would be about, and someone asked if she was going to keep waitressing once she made it big.
 
   “Waitressing is in my blood—my third great-grandmother, Abigail Peterson, was a waitress at a hotel in Topeka back in 1875—so I think I’ll be around a little bit longer.” She smirked. This was an actual ancestor, not a pretend one from Lithuania. “Besides, this book might be a total flop. It would be silly of me to quit my job now.”
 
   “Good, because I’m out of pancake syrup!” someone else shouted, and she laughed as she hopped down and went to grab him some more.
 
   The rest of the morning, Liz accepted congratulations while she served up coffee and fetched more toast. It was surreal—like everything she’d ever wanted all at once. She’d called her parents right after she’d emailed off the signed contract, and they were beyond excited for her. Now all her loved ones knew . . . all except Jack, who still didn’t know she wrote. 
 
   Where on earth was he?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   By the time Jack woke up, he’d been asleep for fourteen hours. He wiped the drool from his cheek and reminded himself to change his pillowcase later, then stumbled into the shower. He was absolutely starving, and he had no food in his apartment whatsoever. He’d have to go find a good diner somewhere, but he’d never found a diner as good as Kelsey’s Kafè. 
 
   A pang shot through his heart. It had been days since he’d seen Liz, days since his unkind words had left her sitting behind the wheel of her car, looking stunned. Maybe she’d tried to call while he was out on assignment. He grabbed his personal cell phone on the counter and tried to turn it on, but the power had run down. Of course. That’s absolutely what would happen when he was anxious to make a call. He plugged it in and then headed out to find some food. By the time he came back, it would be charged enough that he could see if he had any missed calls.
 
   ***
 
   Liz’s cell phone rang as she was driving home from the diner. She was tempted to let it go to voice mail, but then she caught a glimpse of the caller ID and pulled off the road—maybe a little too fast—to answer it. 
 
   “Hello?” She was as breathless as if she’d been running. 
 
   “Liz? Is that you?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me.” She swallowed, trying to sound calmer. “How are you, Jack?”
 
   “Listen, I saw that you called. I’m so sorry I didn’t call you back—I was on a job and didn’t have my phone, but it turned out well. We’ve been able to start making a case against someone we’ve wanted to catch for a long time.”
 
   “Oh, that’s good. I’m so glad.” So he wasn’t trying to avoid her—he had a genuine reason, and he wasn’t lying dead in a field somewhere. Excellent news on both counts.
 
   “Yeah, there’s going to be a press conference tonight, if you’re someplace where you can watch the news.”
 
   “A press conference? The national news?”
 
   “Yeah, around six Los Angeles time.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.” He’d been involved in a national case? Wow. For all her trying to sound casual, she’d most definitely be watching the news. Probably with her nose pressed up against the glass. It was tempting to tell him her news too, but it wouldn’t be anywhere near as cool, so she’d hold off on that for a bit. Plus, she didn’t want to seem like she was trying to outdo him in any way.
 
   Just then, she heard a tap on the window and looked up into the face of Sheriff Shane Clapper, the husband of her boss and not a bad short-order cook himself. He helped out at the café on occasion, and she knew him well. This didn’t look like a casual conversation he wanted to have, though.
 
   “Uh, Jack, can I call you back in a minute?”
 
   “I need to head down to the office—how about tonight around ten?”
 
   “Yes, ten. Absolutely.” She hung up and rolled down the window. “Hi, Sheriff. Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
   “What was that fancy little maneuver you just performed, Liz?”
 
   “Maneuver? Oh, you mean when I pulled over to answer my phone? Well, I know I shouldn’t drive and talk at the same time, and I don’t have a headset, so I decided that parking would be the best choice.” She smiled and batted her eyelashes. “Safety first, as my dear old auntie used to say.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Well, I don’t consider slamming on your brakes and then whipping onto the gravel at the side of the road to be safe. I don’t think your auntie would either. I saw it from clear down there at the intersection.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I really was trying not to talk and drive. Can you let me off with a warning this time?”
 
   He put one hand on the roof of her car. “I can, but only because you were pulling over to take a call, and not because you’re trying to use our friendship to get out of a ticket.”
 
   Liz put a hand on her chest. “Me? Why, I’d never do such a thing, Sheriff!”
 
   He laughed and shook his head. “Get out of here, Liz. And I hope that call was worth it.”
 
   “Oh, it was. Believe me, it was.”
 
   When Liz got back to her apartment, she took a minute to throw a load of laundry in the washing machine, knowing she’d never get the smell of hamburgers out of her uniform, but always trying. She still had a little time before the news started, so she brought up her manuscript for Stab Wound and began to tweak the character of Clint Holly.
 
   She gave him a wry sense of humor, made him a little uptight but willing to change, and worked in a dazzling smile. By the time she’d made all the necessary changes to chapter one, she realized she was writing a fictional version of Jack, and without any warning whatsoever, a tear rolled down her cheek.
 
   She missed him. 
 
   She looked over her shoulder as Joni came in the house a few minutes later, carrying a pizza box and a six-pack of root beer. “Hey, we both have the night off, right?” she called out. “I thought we could veg and eat ourselves sick. We need to celebrate your contract.”
 
   A thrill ran through Liz at the words “your contract.” She didn’t think she’d ever get tired of that. “Sounds great, but we have to watch the news first.”
 
   “The news? Whatever for? It’s so depressing.” 
 
   Liz hit save on her document and walked the whole three steps into the living room. If she ever made any money at this book thing, she was going to get a bigger apartment. “Yeah, it is, but Jack says he’s going to be on it.”
 
   Joni sat on the couch and tucked her feet beneath her. “You finally talked to Jack?”
 
   “Yeah. He was out on a case, and apparently there’s this news conference thing and he asked me to watch.”
 
   “That’s so cool.” Joni leaned forward and pulled a slice of pizza from the box. “I’m starving—I can’t wait anymore.”
 
   Liz grabbed a piece too, and they watched a game show until the news started. Then it came on, and Jack’s face filled the screen.
 
   “Our lead story tonight comes to us from Los Angeles, where police and the FBI worked together to locate the headquarters of a human trafficking ring,” the anchorwoman said. “We take you now to a live press conference in progress.”
 
   The camera went back to Jack, who stood behind another FBI agent now speaking into a microphone. “Our agency, in cooperation with the police, has been working tirelessly to locate these missing women and children and release them from their imprisonment,” he said. “Our lead detective on this case, Jack Saunders, lost his partner just a short time ago, but he led up the charge this week, and we were able to shut down one of the locations where these victims were being held. You may direct your questions to him.” He stepped back, and Jack came to the front.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming out this evening,” Jack said. “Our efforts this week led to the arrests of four traffickers, and we were able to rescue twenty women and ten children. Sadly, this is not the end of our investigation, nor did we rescue all the women and children taken by this particular criminal organization. The women we interviewed say they were taken along with many others, but they were separated and they haven’t seen the others since. We are still looking, and we will not give up.
 
   “Furthermore, the four traffickers we arrested were not the masterminds of the operation, if you will. Those are still at large, and our commitment to finding them and bringing them to justice remains as firm as ever.
 
   “Our office takes every crime seriously, but crimes that victimize children . . .” Jack paused, swallowed, and resumed. “Crimes that victimize children are particularly vile. We want to thank the community and the local police departments for their help and cooperation. We wish to extend our condolences to the families of those we have not yet found, and assure you that we will not ever give up. Never. That is our solemn oath to you.”
 
   Liz stared at the screen, dumbfounded, as the reporters asked their questions. Joni was silent too until she finally cleared her throat. “So, that’s your guy, huh?”
 
   Liz nodded. “Yeah, that’s him.”
 
   “He’s amazing. Like, Captain America amazing.”
 
   “Yeah.” Butterflies and fireworks and every other warm, fluttery, exploding thing took over her stomach. 
 
   “So, what next?”
 
   Liz didn’t take her eyes from the TV. “I think I need to pay a visit to California.”
 
   ***
 
   Jack’s warm voice sounded fantastic through Liz’s cheap cell phone. “So, you saw the press conference?”
“I did. I was totally blown away—I had no idea. Really, none.” Chills ran up and down Liz’s arms. “I’m so amazed, and so proud of you.”
 
   “Well, I have an excellent team.” Jack tried to talk around a yawn—it didn’t really work. 
 
   “You’re exhausted. Why don’t you go to bed?”
“Because I want to talk to you.”
 
   Wow. How had she ever found this guy? Well, he’d actually found her, but still. “Listen, go to bed. We can talk another time. I think you’ve earned some sleep.”
 
   He paused, but then she could hear the grin in his voice. “Okay. Good night.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   After that far-too-quick phone conversation with Jack after the press conference, which only solidified in her mind that she needed to be with him, Liz talked to Kelsi the next morning and asked for time off. Kelsi had seen the press conference and granted the request immediately, but said that Liz needed to train Lindy a bit more before she left, and that was proving to be a nightmare of epic proportions. The girl was nice enough, but if they held an intelligence contest between her and the coffee pot, Liz knew without a doubt which kitchen appliance would win.
 
   “Bob mentioned that you’re not writing down your orders clearly,” she said, sitting down with the girl across one of the tables. He’d given her a few order forms to use as examples. “Here, where you wrote ‘no mustard,’ it really looks like ‘no monkeys,’ and that was confusing because we don’t serve monkeys here at the diner.” She smiled, hoping a little comedy would help the moment along, but Lindy didn’t seem to get the joke.
 
   “We don’t?”
 
   “No, we don’t, so you need to use neater handwriting. And on this one, where it says ‘more ketchup than not,’ what does that mean, exactly?”
 
   “I was just writing down what the customer said,” Lindy replied. “That’s what you told me to do, right?”
 
   “I meant to write down what they want, not necessarily what they said,” Liz explained.
 
   “But what’s the difference?”
 
   “Well, sometimes customers will phrase things in an unusual way, like this one here with the ketchup. So your job is to find out what he means and then write that down.”
 
   “You mean, like, ask him?”
 
   Liz’s smile was now plastered on. “That’s right. You need to ask and then write it down in clear handwriting.”
 
   “Okay.” Lindy pressed her fingers to her temples. “I’m sorry—you must think I’m a total airhead, and I’m really not. I actually won my high school’s science fair my senior year with a very complex ant farm. I raised all the ants from babies and trained them each in an occupation.”
 
   “An occupation?”
 
   “That’s right. In addition to all the regular classes of ants, I had a lawyer, a doctor, a nurse, and a special needs kindergarten teacher.”
 
   Liz blinked a few times. “And . . . how did the ants get their college degrees?”
 
   Lindy rolled her eyes. “Well, they didn’t get actual diplomas because if they’d tried to walk at graduation, they’d get stepped on.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “So, like I said, I won the science fair, but my brothers didn’t understand the genius of the whole thing. They called me ‘Boring Belinda’ because all I ever talked about was the ecosystem in this ant farm and how they would struggle to determine their next mayor because both candidates were so well qualified.”
 
   Liz closed her eyes and held them that way for a moment. She was beginning to see why Kelsi had delegated this girl’s training to her. She was also coming to understand the expression “Good help is hard to find,” and was ready to go bribe Jess into coming back to work. 
 
   “No, I’m just kidding,” Lindy said, and Liz opened her eyes with a snap to see the girl laughing. “I made all that up to tease my brothers. It was just a regular ant farm.”
 
   “That is a relief. So, have you met Jaclyn?” Liz asked.
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Well, she lives at the entrance of the RV park here at the ranch, and I think the two of you would get along just fine. In fact, why don’t you go find her right now? I’m sure she’d love a visit.”
 
   “Oh, all right.” The girl took off her apron and left, and Liz remained exactly where she was, staring at the wall. That couldn’t have been real. That absolutely could not have been real.
 
   Kelsi came into the dining room from the back. “How are you and Lindy getting along?”
 
   “When can we fire her?”
 
   Kelsi threw her head back and laughed. “We need to have an actual reason for that.”
 
   “I have an actual reason—she’s a total fruitcake.”
 
   “I agree, but until she makes a pretty big mistake here in the diner, we need to give her a chance, don’t you think? It’s not like I have a ton of applicants beating down my door.”
 
   “What if I make it my personal mission to find some?”
 
   “More power to you.” Kelsi grinned before returning to her office.
 
   Hmmm. Waitresses. Waitresses. Where to find some waitresses . . . it’s not like they lived in a sprawling metropolis. She might have to get creative. Or she might never get to take a trip to California.
 
   A trip she very badly needed to take.
 
   ***
 
   “And the café is understaffed anyway, and I don’t know how to make waitresses appear out of thin air.” Liz took a deep breath. She’d been complaining to Joni for the last fifteen minutes without inhaling much, and the lack of oxygen was starting to catch up with her. “But my character is shaping up really well, so that’s good, right?” There was at least something positive going on in her life.
 
   Joni reached out and nudged her shoulder. “Of course that’s good. And you’ll get this figured out—there’s a gorgeous, wonderful man out there just waiting for the right moment to sweep you off your feet. Of course there’s a way to make this work.”
 
   “It might take so long that he’ll have forgotten all about me by then.”
 
   “And now you’re just feeling sorry for yourself, and that’s not the Liz I know. Come on—we need to get some groceries, and this place is a pigsty. Let’s take a couple of hours and take care of some things, and I’m sure you’ll feel a lot better.”
 
   Liz glanced around at the plates on the coffee table and the pizza box still sitting on the floor and the DVD cases scattered everywhere. “Ew. Who lives here—teenage boys?”
 
   “You’d think. Now come on—let’s get busy.”
 
   Liz took a quick shower to wash the smell of onions out of her hair, and then they headed off to the grocery store. She drove—Joni seemed to be carrying on a text conversation with someone, but wouldn’t share who. Maybe distracting herself with chores was a good idea. At least she was doing something productive instead of dwelling on what she felt powerless to do at the moment. 
 
   ***
 
   “And that’s that.” Agent Holden leaned back in his chair and tossed a file on his desk. “Every clue we’ve been following has dried up. It’s like del Gato doesn’t even exist.”
 
   Jack pressed his lips together. There was a reason the man had chosen to be known as “the cat”—he moved in and out of the shadows, leaving nothing but devastation in his wake, nothing solid to link him to his crimes. “I don’t enjoy feeling like we’re dealing with some kind of supervillain from a comic book,” he said at last. “We’re talking about real people, real crimes, real victims. We have twenty-five missing persons reports for young women who were last seen in the downtown LA area, and five of those have been identified by the women we pulled out of the warehouse. We know del Gato has them. It’s just a matter of where.”
 
   Holden nodded. “Agreed. Now, it’s entirely possible that he’s transported them out of the county or even out of the state. I’ve alerted the police, the Highway Patrol, and the FBI in all our border states that are already on the lookout for suspicious activity because of his confederates all over the country. Plus, how many rings are there that aren’t even connected to del Gato?”
 
   “Far too many.” Sometimes it felt like an impossible task. Jack pressed the palms of his hands into his eye sockets. “What’s our next step?”
 
   Holden tapped the folder. “There has to be something in here we can use. Maybe you could go talk to our newly released women and see if they can remember anything else—they trust you. Every single one of them asked about you during their debriefings—you were the first rescuer they saw, so they’d naturally be more inclined to want to talk to you.”
 
   Jack stood up. “They’re still at the shelter?”
 
   “Yes. We’ve asked them to stay a few extra days so we can make sure they all check out medically. Many of them have family who came and are staying in nearby hotels so they can be close by.”
 
   Jack nodded. What these women and children would need more than anything was love, and he was glad their families were offering that. Now to see if there was anything, even one small thread, they could follow to unravel this whole mess.
 
   And as soon as that was underway, he was heading back to Idaho. He had some unresolved business there, too, and the car wasn’t even on that list. It could stay there until it rusted, for all he cared. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Something was off in the atmosphere when Liz came into the diner the next morning. Kelsi seemed distracted, Bob wouldn’t make eye contact, and Joni seemed edgy. Liz felt as though she’d entered some alternate universe where everyone was the opposite of themselves. She filled up the ketchup bottles and made sure the syrup pitchers were ready to go, all the while wondering if someone had died and no one had sent her the memo. 
 
   Customers started trickling in and ordering their usuals, but they seemed a bit off too. It couldn’t be everyone in town—something had to be wrong with Liz, so she decided to ignore it. Her perceptions were probably messed up from lack of sleep, being worried about Jack, and wondering how they were going to staff the restaurant. A massage would help, she was sure, and she made a mental note to head over to the spa after her shift.
 
   But none of the customers left after eating. Instead, they stayed where they were, chatting quietly, and more came in. Pretty soon, they’d all be sitting on each other’s laps because space was filling up fast.
 
   Finally, Joni held up her hands, and everyone turned to face her. Maybe now Liz would get some kind of clue about what was going on here. It was creepy.
 
   “Hey, everyone, thanks for coming in,” Joni said. “Liz, would you step up here, please?”
 
   Liz glanced around as she walked over to where Joni stood. The customers were watching her curiously, and even Bob had a weird sort of smile on his face.
 
   “Am I getting another book contract?” Liz asked, and everyone laughed.
 
   “Well, not that we know of, but we think you’ll like this too,” Joni replied. “So, as you know, on the ranch, we’re like a big family. And like a big family, we want everyone to be happy. So we have a surprise for you. Kelsi?”
 
   Kelsi stepped forward, a grin on her face. “Liz, you’re officially fired.”
 
   Liz recoiled. “What?”
 
   “That’s right—you’re fired. You no longer work here at the café.” She handed Liz an envelope. “Here’s a severance package—we don’t ordinarily offer those, but you’ve been acting as an assistant manager for some time now without any real recognition for it, and I decided it was time to give you that recognition now.”
 
   “By firing me?” Liz was completely confused.
 
   “That’s right.” Kelsi gave her a wink and then stepped back.
 
   Then Gwen came forward, dangling a set of keys in her hand. “It turns out that we can’t store Jack’s car here after all. Wade found out about it and wasn’t too happy. In fact, he strongly recommended that it be returned to California immediately.”
 
   Things were starting to connect in Liz’s brain. “So someone needs to drive the car down there, I bet.”
 
   “That’s right,” Joni said. “Someone who doesn’t have a job anymore, so she’s free to go whenever she chooses.”
 
   “This is your going-away party!” Jaclyn called out from the back of the crowd, and everyone started pushing their way forward to shake her hand or hug her. Most of them pressed money into her hands, saying it was to help her get started in her new life. She wanted to object, saying that they were being too generous—and besides, what if she got down there and decided that she didn’t want to be with Jack after all? Or even worse, what if he didn’t want her? But even as she had those thoughts, she knew that’s not what would happen. Sure, she’d just met him. Sure, they had so much to discover about each other. But life was about discoveries and possibilities, and if she let this one slip by, she’d likely regret it forever.
 
   As each person came forward, Liz became more emotional until tears were flowing down her cheeks in torrents. “I can’t believe you all did this for me,” she said at last, grabbing a napkin out of the dispenser on a nearby table and mopping up her face. “Thank you so much. But who’s going to run the café? We’re still in the hiring process.”
 
   “I’m going to take double shifts for a while,” Joni said. “I can use the extra money.”
 
   “And I’ve started practicing my penmanship,” Lindy added. “I’m going to get this—I promise.”
 
   “And I’ve told my boss that I need a couple hours off each day,” Jess called out over Simon’s head. 
 
   “Everything will be fine until we get those positions filled,” Kelsi said. “We want you to be happy, Liz, and it’s plain to all of us that you and Jack belong together. What you have is real, even if he was only here for a short time.”
 
   Fresh tears started to fall. She’d never felt so loved and so supported. “So, it looks like I’m going to California,” she said at last, her voice shaking, and everyone cheered.
 
   “Now get out of here,” Kelsi said, nudging her shoulder. “You don’t work here anymore, and you’ve got some packing to do.”
 
   ***
 
   Liz had never cried so much in her life. When she got back to her apartment, she counted all the money she’d been handed—there was over a thousand dollars, plus a note from Simon offering to buy her car. If she’d leave it at the ranch, he’d come by and pick it up, and he’d wire her eight thousand dollars for it. That was a huge relief—since she’d be driving Jack’s to California, hers would have to go somewhere, and with eight thousand dollars, she could put a down payment on something once she decided where she was going to live.
 
   Where she was going to live . . . her stomach lurched, and she didn’t know if it was nerves or excitement. Probably both. She’d told Jack that she didn’t want to get involved, but here she was, diving in to the pool of involvement, swimming in it, doing the doggy paddle in it. She could write anywhere she lived, and she could also wait tables anywhere she lived. What she couldn’t do was be with Jack if she stayed in Idaho, and the more she thought about it, the more she knew that’s what she wanted.
 
   She didn’t mean to think about it, but sure enough, she was reliving their kiss again, and she grinned. She’d loved how she felt in his arms, so beautiful, so protected. Yes, this was the right thing to do. She wanted to feel that way again almost more than anything. 
 
   She dragged out all her suitcases and began to pack. Her uniforms were in the washing machine so she could return them fresh and ready to pass on to someone else. She wouldn’t miss them, not even a little bit, but she’d miss the diner. She packed up everything that would fit, then put the rest of her things in boxes. She’d have Joni ship those to her after she was settled. Most of it was memorabilia anyway, and she wouldn’t need that for a long while. 
 
   Now the question was, when should she leave?
 
   She opened her laptop. Neither May nor Kaya were online yet, so she sent them a quick email and told them what was going on. Then she googled the drive to Los Angeles. Hmm. It looked like it would take around eighteen hours to get there if she drove straight, but she could get a hotel in Lewiston for the night if she wanted to leave right away. That was a tough call—wait until morning, or leave now? There were definite points to each, but she finally decided to wait until morning. Leaving sooner would take care of the anxiety she felt to get on the road, but when she’d only make it to Lewiston before she’d have to pull over, it just made sense to stay one more night and then take off in the morning when she’d be fresh. If she managed to sleep, of course.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Even though they both knew Liz needed her rest so she could drive safely, she and Joni stayed up and watched one last movie together. They fell asleep in the living room, the TV still on, Cary Grant’s handsome face up on the TV screen, just as it should be. Then Liz woke up, showered, threw the rest of her things into her suitcase, and cried as she said good-bye to her best friend in the whole world.
 
   Her drive out to the ranch was so difficult. When she’d decided to leave home and strike out on her own, the Westons had taken her in and sheltered her while also giving her the wings to fly. She stopped in by Wade’s office first, where he gave her the very last paycheck she’d ever receive from the ranch, plus a little unexpected bonus. She hugged him good-bye, taking comfort from his solid strength.
 
   She took her uniforms in to the diner, hugged Bob and Kelsi good-bye, and then drove over to the RV park. This farewell was going to be equally hard.
 
   “So, you’re off, are you? I must say, it’s about time,” Jaclyn said. 
 
   “What do you mean? I haven’t been procrastinating,” Liz replied as she scooped up one of the rabbits.
 
   “We sent you off yesterday morning. What have you been doing all this time?”
 
   “Packing, paying some last bills, stuff like that.”
 
   Jaclyn flapped her hand. “You’re too practical. You need to seize the day! Live in the moment!”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t very well take off without giving you a proper good-bye.” Liz reached out with her free arm and wrapped the older woman up in a side hug. “You’ve meant so much to me while I’ve lived here.”
 
   “And I’m glad you stopped by.” Jaclyn returned the hug, then looked Liz in the eye. “Go find that young man and let him take care of you. Then take care of him in return. You need each other—you complete each other. You’re independent on your own and I have no doubt that you’d manage all right without each other, but together, you are complete. Now, go. And drive carefully.”
 
   Liz gave her another hug and then climbed into Jack’s car. She’d left her own parked in front of the bunkhouse, as Simon had requested, and they’d take care of the paperwork and whatnot through the mail. It was time for her adventure to begin. She put the car in reverse, backed out, and then pulled off the ranch, laughing as the sheriff brought his car into line to give her a police escort through Riston. She didn’t know if she was being given a celebratory sendoff or if she was being led off the premises so he could be sure she was really gone. Either way, she loved it. 
 
   ***
 
   Two days. Two days Jack had spent at the shelter, talking to the women he’d helped free from the warehouse, listening to their stories, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes when they weren’t looking. They’d remembered only a few additional things—snippets of overheard conversations, pieces of names. He sent everything on to Holden, hoping that any of it would help, fearing that it wouldn’t, but knowing that he’d remember this experience forever, what it was like to see these women begin to feel safer. He was worn out clean through, but it was worth it to give the victims a voice.
 
   He left the shelter and stopped by his apartment, showering and getting something to eat. He was tempted to take a nap, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to relax until he’d checked in. He hadn’t been at the office since he began his interviews, and he felt like he should at least talk to Holden face-to-face once before passing out.
 
   When the taxi he’d taken pulled into the parking lot at the FBI building, he thought he saw his car along the right side under a tree, but he had to be mistaken. His car was still in Idaho with Liz. A smile flickered across his face. He hadn’t spoken to her in a couple of days either, but her voice was still fresh in his mind. He couldn’t wait to get a break in this case so he could take off for a couple of days and go see her. That would be the ultimate reward for doing his job well—del Gato behind bars, and the woman he loved in his arms.
 
   He paid the driver, climbed out of the taxi, and took a step toward the building. But then he stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk. Liz was walking toward him, her skirt billowing slightly in the breeze and kissing her ankles. He blinked to make sure his eyes were working properly and that fatigue wasn’t having a laugh at his expense. 
 
   “Hello, Jack,” she said softly, and his knees nearly buckled. That voice. Her face. Her beautiful hair. She was here—she was really here.
 
   “Hello yourself,” he said, opening his arms, and she walked right into them without any hesitation. He crushed her into his chest, burying his face in her hair, loving the smell of her shampoo and the way her head melted into the crook of his shoulder. She fit. She belonged.
 
   They stood that way forever, neither of them moving until he finally took her face in his hands and kissed her. This was right. This was real. This was how it was meant to be.
 
   When he let her go, she grinned up into his eyes. “It’s rather sad, really. First Kelsi fired me, and then Wade told me I’d better get your car off the property, and then the sheriff escorted me out of town.”
 
   “Really?” That didn’t sound quite right, but he imagined she’d fill him in.
 
   “Really. So here I find myself homeless, jobless, driving around in someone else’s car, and in bad need of a fresh start. I wondered if you might know where I could apply for a job around here.”
“Oh, I could probably dredge up some ideas.” He studied her face. “I can’t believe you’re really here. You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to get away, but this case . . . I couldn’t leave it.”
 
   “I understand. I understand completely. What you’re doing here is important—it’s life changing. This is your calling, your purpose. I couldn’t interfere with that or ask you to change it. So . . . I came to you. That is, if you think there’s something here worth pursuing.”
 
   That she could even ask such a question with doubt in her voice . . . He immediately dropped to his knee. “Not only do I think it’s worth pursuing, I think it’s worth making it official. I don’t have a ring, but I’m going to get one as soon as I hear your answer. Liz, you came into my life at my darkest moment and brought me light. You shook me up, you woke me up, and the fact that you’re here now—the fact that you came all this way to support me in what I’m doing—it just makes me love you all the more. I know this is a risk, but I take risks every day, and I’m not scared of this one. Liz, will you marry me?”
 
   “You know, I was hoping you’d say that,” she replied, a laugh in her voice. “It would have been really awkward if I’d driven for two days just to get here and find out that you’d changed your mind about me.”
 
   “Changed my mind? Never. Never in a million years.” He came to his feet and kissed her again, feeling joy all the way down to the tips of his toes. “I just have one question,” he said when he let her go. “It’s actually been bothering me for a while now.”
 
   “Oh? What’s that?”
 
   “Well, one day when I was in the diner, I overheard you saying that you needed to dispose of a body. What were you talking about?”
 
   Her eyes filled with merriment, and she began to laugh. “Oh, no. Oh, wow. Um, yeah, I bet that sounded pretty weird. One thing we haven’t discussed yet—I’m a writer, actually, and I write crime novels. In fact, I just signed my first contract the other day. Joni helps me work out my plots, and we were talking about chapter eight of my newest book.”
 
   “You’re a writer? That’s so cool. And congratulations!” Jack grinned. “I’m so glad I haven’t fallen head over heels in love with a murderer. That would make things kind of awkward.”
 
   “Yeah, I imagine it would,” she said, then she grabbed his tie and brought him forward for another kiss.
 
    
 
   THE END
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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Ugh. Pizza again?” Kelsi Clapper rolled her eyes theatrically as she stomped into the café’s kitchen. “Don’t you get sick of it?” 
 
   “Nope. And I even ordered one with that pile of hot peppers you like to call ‘toppings’.” Will blew his younger sister a kiss from his spot by the ovens, where he was pulling out stacks of take-out pizza that had been warming. “Although you’ll be the only one to eat it. I don’t even think that husband of yours can stand the level of spicy you can.”
 
   “Nope!” Kelsi’s cheerful attitude could grate on anyone but her favorite big brother. “Shane tries his best, bless his heart.”
 
   “So, how’s life?”
 
   “Stressful!” Kelsi lowered her voice and peeked over her shoulder at the open door. “Since Liz and Jess quit the diner, I need about eight arms. But I’ve got two new gals starting this week, and I think they’ll work out well.” She sighed.
 
   “Awesome. I hate it when you’re frazzled. You’re harder to tease.” Kelsi made a face at him, so Will decided to start teasing her right then. Nonchalantly, he asked, “And how’s married life treating you?” 
 
   Take-out pizza called for paper plates, and Will found some in one of the cabinets. Bob Blakley, who ran the café’s kitchen when it was open to the public, would’ve been irritated by how freely Will poked around, but it was that or wash dishes, soooo…
 
   “About the same as the last time you checked, last week.” Kelsi sighed dreamily. “Wonderful.”
 
   “And any progress on that whole making-me-an-uncle thing?”
 
   Kelsi blushed a bright pink, just like Will had known she would, and he hid his grin by piling the plates on top of the pizza boxes. “I mean, since it’s going so wonderfully and all.”
 
   His younger sister slumped against the counter and put her face in her hands. “I can’t believe you’d ask me that. Do you have any idea how mortifying—”
 
   “Hey, I like Shane. And I like that he likes you. And that you like him.”
 
   She peeked between her fingers. “I love him.” Her voice was muffled by her palms.
 
   “Okay, sure. Love. Whatever.”
 
   “Come on.” Kelsi lowered her hands slightly. “I know you believe in it. Me and Shane, Mom and Dad. Jess and Jake. You see true love all around you!”
 
   True love? No matter what he believed in, he couldn’t let her go around spouting ridiculous fairy tales like that without poking fun at her. Will crossed his arms in front of his chest and propped one hip against the counter opposite his sister. “I believe that you believe in it.”
 
   She gave up all pretext of being embarrassed and dropped her hands to her hips. “Will Weston! I know that you know—” She broke off when she saw his smile grow. “You’re teasing me, aren’t you? You’re a terrible big brother.”
 
   “I’m the best.”
 
   “The best what?” Wyatt stood in the doorway, and Will raised a brow to hear his normally taciturn older brother join in the conversation.
 
   “The best big brother, obviously.”
 
   He’d said it with a chuckle, but Wyatt was impossible to tease. Instead, he just glanced between Kelsi and Will and gave a noncommittal “Hmmmm.” 
 
   But their sister wasn’t done. “Will’s saying terrible things about me, Wyatt.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Wyatt’s expression didn’t change. “You want me to punch him?”
 
   Will burst into laughter, and swore he even saw his brother’s lips twitch. “You’re welcome to try, old man!” Wyatt was four years older, at thirty, and Will never missed a chance to rib him about it. “But how about you come help bring dinner out to the masses?”
 
   “We’re having pizza again,” Kelsi chimed in, and then stuck her tongue out at Will behind Wyatt’s back.
 
   “Oh. Yay.” 
 
   Will snorted at Wyatt’s bland tone, and handed him three warm pizza boxes. Kelsi came over to try to help, but Will hip-butted her out of the way and jerked his chin at the stack of paper plates. He picked up the rest of the pizza boxes and followed his brother out of the kitchen, leaving Kelsi sputtering in his wake. 
 
   “Pizza again?” Dani’s complaint nearly matched her twin’s. They might be identical, but Dani’s cropped hair and lounge wear proved that the sisters did their best to appear different. Still…
 
   “Sometimes it’s uncanny how much you too sound alike.” When Dani stuck her tongue out at Will—exactly the same way Kelsi had—Will laughed and dropped the pizza stack on the table in front of her.
 
   “If you got anchovies on at least one of these, I’ll forgive you.”
 
   “I know.” Will whisked the second pizza out of the stack. “You always do.” 
 
   Dani’s ice-blue eyes—the only thing that all the Westons shared—snapped with something between exasperation and humor, and she took the box over to one of the booths. Since their family had expanded with the addition of Shane and Jake, they’d gotten too big to all sit together at their Monday family meals. Especially when it was Will’s turn to cook, which meant pizza. But they all still gathered in the same cluster of booths, and teased and laughed and caught up.
 
   That’s what family did, after all.
 
   After the prayer, everyone began to bicker over which pizza they wanted, and Will was happy to stand back and watch. Their family was huge, it seemed, but he couldn’t be happier than when he was surrounded by their craziness. Wade was the oldest, and managed the entire River’s End Ranch, the family business they all worked for and hoped to own stakes in one day. Then came Wyatt, who’d discovered at a young age that the Ranch’s horses didn’t require conversation, and was happy to oblige. Or as happy as anyone could tell with Wyatt. Wes was next at twenty-eight, and seemed to always be smiling. Will—the next-youngest—used to tell him it was because Wes was trying to make up for Wyatt’s lack of humor, but he admired them both equally. The four of them had grown up pushing and shoving and helping each other, and Will knew he was lucky to have them.
 
   It was their younger sisters, Kelsi and Dani, who gave them the biggest headaches, though. And their cousin Jess had lived with them for years, after her parents died. Now, with two of the girls married, the brothers had less to worry about—as Wes often joked, they were Shane and Jake’s problem now!—but family was still the most important thing in the brothers’ lives.
 
   True love. Hah. Will didn’t quite snort, but it was close. He saw in-love couples all around him, sure, but just because you found a perfectly nice person to spend the rest of your life with didn’t mean you went around forsaking your family. Luckily, the Westons were the kind of family who welcomed everyone…they didn’t lose Jess and Kelsi—they welcomed Shane and Jake. Yeah. That’s how it was supposed to work.
 
   “What are you looking so serious about?”
 
   Wade was sipping a root beer when he moved to prop his hip against the same table Will leaned against. At thirty-two, he was the most level-headed and responsible of the Westons, a personality flaw that made him about as opposite from Will as two brothers could be. “Nothing important. Why?”
 
   “Just wondering if you were thinking about that aquatics manager you were supposed to be hiring.” 
 
   Ah. Will should’ve guessed that Wade would give him grief about that little fact. “It’s taken care of, big brother.”
 
   “What’s taken care of?” Wes ambled over, talking around a big bite of pizza, and handed Will a plate with an all-meat slice on it. Will nodded his thanks; he and Wes shared an appreciation for the finer things in life, like grilled-meat selections. 
 
   Wade answered for him. “Mom and Dad sent Will an ultimatum.”
 
   “About the aquatics staff screw-ups?”
 
   Will ignored them and chewed. His entire family knew of his faults when it came to managing “his” staff, and treated them with varying levels of frustration or tolerance. 
 
   “He’s got ‘til the end of this month. They want to see a full week of no dropped shifts, no empty spots, and no pool closings or trip cancellations.”
 
   The Italian sausage just wasn’t as good as usual tonight. Or maybe it was the sourness on Will’s tongue that made it taste that way. He tried not to be irritated that Wade sounded so officious, or that Wes was looking at him so pityingly. 
 
   “Man. That’s only a few weeks to get them all whipped into shape. Plus, you’ve got your own trips to run, so you don’t have time to…you know.”
 
   Oh, he knew. Even if he had the time to sit in an office and manage paperwork, Will would rather chew off his own arm. Who wanted to be stuck in an office in front of a computer when there was the prettiest country on God’s green earth to enjoy? He started to pick off the sausage and leave it on the plate to give to Indy later. She at least understood him. 
 
   Wade—Mr. Still-Wearing-His-Button-Up-Shirt-To-Family-Pizza-Night—answered for him. Again. “Will and I sat down last month and decided that the best course of action was to hire a manager.”
 
   “Well, that’ll work. Hope he can work under pressure. What happens if there’s a screw-up by the end of the month, and shifts are dropped again?”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Will saw Wade make a slashing motion across his throat, and Wes blanched. Yeah, that’s right. Mom and Dad will cut me out. Some days, it didn’t seem like such a bad idea; if his parents didn’t think he was competent enough to manage even a portion of the Ranch, they’d remove him from the will, and he wouldn’t have to worry about all this paperwork and spreadsheets and whatnot. But then he’d think about all the hours he’d spent building the aquatics program, and the years he’d spent on the river and lake, and think of how much this place meant to him… and he knew that it was in his blood.
 
   No, he owned part of River’s End Ranch just as much as Wes or Wyatt, and deserved his chance at it. But he knew his limitations, which was why he’d begrudgingly agreed to Wade’s not-at-all subtle hint to hire someone. But rather than giving his oldest always-knows-best brother the satisfaction of hearing that, he pushed away from the table. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Wade obviously wasn’t done talking.
 
   “Getting more pizza,” Will said around the crust he’d stuffed in his mouth. “I figure you two are doing well enough carrying on my side of the conversation.”
 
   “Oh, don’t get pouty.” Wes’s smile didn’t ease the sting of his teasing. “So what are you going to do?”
 
   Wade answered for him again. “I told him to hire someone. But he’s only got four weeks—starting tomorrow—and at least one of those has to be perfect. I figure if he starts advertising—”
 
   “I did it already.” Will had a new slice of carnivore pizza, determined not to let his brothers ruin this treat for him. “After we talked about it.”
 
   It was kinda satisfying, the way Wade’s brows rose in surprise. Surprise, and maybe a little bit impressed. “You did? Any responses?”
 
   Will snorted. “Yeah, and he’s showing up tomorrow. Elliot Somebody-or-Other.” Elliot Redfern, but he didn’t want to let his worry-wart of an oldest brother know that he wasn’t completely incompetent all the time. 
 
   “You’ve already hired a manager, and you don’t know his name?”
 
   “Why bother?” Will asked around a big mouthful. “It’s not like I have to fill out his paperwork or anything.”
 
   It was hard not to grin at the look of disgust on Wade’s face when he rolled his eyes. “Yes, you do! That’s the whole point! That’s why Mom and Dad put you in this position, Will. You’re head of aquatics! I shouldn’t be filling out that paperwork; they’re your employees. How are you ever going to learn…” He trailed off when he saw Will’s wide-eyed rapt grin and realized he was being jerked around. “You know this already,” he said in disgust.
 
   “Yep.” Wade was easy to mess with.
 
   “Hey, go easy on Will.” Wes didn’t like to see his brothers fight, but it was galling when he felt like he had to stand up for Will. “He knows what he’s good at, and sticks with it. Does a darn fine job of it, too. Sometimes I’m jealous that—”
 
   “No.” Will cut him off. Jealous? Of him? Who hadn’t finished a book since high school, and who got headaches from trying to make sense of Wade’s scheduling software? “Just, no.” 
 
   Wes didn’t push him, and instead shrugged. “Well, you’ve already got a guy coming to take care of it?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Wade was back to looking impressed. “I gotta say that I didn’t expect you to handle it so easily. Where did you—“
 
   “Jace explained the Internet to me years ago, man.” Jace was his best friend outside of the Weston clan. “And it was hard to figure out where to post job notices. This dude’s coming in from Los Angeles. He knows it’s a four-week position, and that he gets paid regardless. Gwen has set him up with a room in the main house, and I’ve comped one meal a day.”
 
   Wes began to chuckle. “Look at Wade’s face. You blew him away.”
 
   “I’m not completely incompetent.” Suddenly the sausage pizza didn’t taste so bad anymore. Maybe there’d just been something wrong with that first slice. “And once this guy straightens out the staffing issues, I promise I’ll learn how to do scheduling or whatever. Or I’ll delegate.” Wade snorted. “Look, you guys are stuck with me, okay? I’m not letting Mom and Dad take away my stake in this place.”
 
   That last bit came out sounding a little more fervent than he’d meant it to. So much for trying to convince his family he didn’t care. Judging from the slightly pitying look in Wes’s eyes—an ice-blue identical to Will’s own—he knew the truth.
 
   His oldest brother clapped him on the shoulder. “Good, because things wouldn’t be the same around here without you.”
 
   Wes nodded. “Wade would get sick of all the free time he’d have if he didn’t have to bail you out of another catastrophe.” 
 
   “Oh, ha-ha.” But when his brothers started to chuckle, Will felt his lips twitching.
 
   “Hey, Will!” Jess was snuggled up next to Jake, who looked like he was trying unsuccessfully to get Wyatt talking about something. “Does Indy still eat crusts?” She held up one of the two on her plate, and Will grinned. 
 
   “She’d love you forever.”
 
   Jess snorted. “She does already. And I’ve told you to limit her bread intake.”
 
   Will ambled away from Wes and Wade. “And I told you that she only gets crusts on pizza night."
 
   “Which is like, what? Every other day?”
 
   “Once a week. Maybe twice, tops.”
 
   “Too much bread, Will.” Her exasperated tone told him she wasn’t serious about the scolding. “But she can have mine if she wants it, because I like spoiling her.”
 
   Instead of answering, Will pursed his lips and gave a distinctive two-tone whistle that cut off all conversation in the café. He didn’t do it to gain his family’s attention, though; in seconds, the back door slammed and a streak of black-and-white fur hurtled through the kitchen to halt, quivering, beside him.
 
   Kelsi shrieked. “Did you just let that dog into my kitchens?”
 
   Will was already bent over, giving Indy her well-deserved snuggles and Jess’s crust of pizza. “Not your kitchens anymore, baby sister. And what Bob doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” He saw Shane drop a kiss on Kelsi’s brow, and she settled back into her booth with a frown. 
 
   As conversation picked up again around them, he realized she wasn’t ready to let the topic go. “Seriously, Will. I know it’s not your…” she waved her hand dismissively, “thing, but if the health inspector ever caught a Border Collie back there…”
 
   “Fine.” He straightened, leaving a very pleased puppy thumping her tail against the tile. “I’ll teach her to open the front door instead.” 
 
   “You two can’t go a few hours without each other?”
 
   “Kelsi,” he said in mock seriousness. “Our Monday night dinners are about family.” He saw a reluctant smile pulling at her lips. “And I can’t leave part of my family at home, can I?”
 
   When she began to giggle, he smiled too. Family. It was the most important thing in the world to him, even if they drove him completely bananas sometimes. But he was willing to do just about anything for his family, and his place in it. Including hiring a complete stranger to do the job he couldn’t manage. 
 
   Starting tomorrow. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Wow. Idaho was a lot prettier than she’d thought. I mean, Idaho. That’s practically Canada, and to a girl raised in the South Carolina Lowcountry, Canada might as well be the ice planet Hoth, right? But gosh, the landscapes she’d seen as the small plane had flown northward were gorgeous; all distant snow-capped peaks and rushing streams and stretches of fir trees and bucolic clumps of cattle in the meadows. Surely someplace like this couldn’t actually be real? Ellie felt like she was flying over a movie set.
 
   Frank, the pilot of the little Cessna, had been chatty, and Ellie had been able to ask as many questions as she wanted over her headset. He’d wanted to tell her about the history, but all of Ellie’s questions had been about the landscape; what kind of trees are those? What’s the name of those mountains? What’s the biggest town up here? He hadn’t laughed at her, but she could hear the smile in his voice as he answered. 
 
   It wasn’t until he was setting down on a small airstrip that reality really sank in. She was going to be here an entire month. An entire month stuck way up in the panhandle of Idaho, which might as well be a foreign country to someone used to saltwater swamps and ‘gators. But even the Lowcountry was a long time ago for Ellie; after the last four years in Los Angeles and three years in college up in Philly, she was more used to skyscrapers than mountains. 
 
    However, she had to admit that she was looking forward to some real cowboys. Her coworkers back at the Ritz had teased her, talking about how Idaho must surely be overrun with hot guys in jeans and boots. So far, she’d seen some at the airport in Boise that she wouldn’t mind looking at further. And Frank looked and sounded exactly the way she’d always assumed a cowboy would, down to his charming manners. 
 
   No, ma’am, she definitely wouldn’t mind a full four weeks of cowboys, even if it did mean being stuck in Idaho.
 
   When the plane’s rotate-y things stopped spinning and Frank opened the little door to help her climb out, Ellie got her first real taste of Idaho. The fresh air was almost heady, full of pine and woodsmoke and scents she couldn’t even begin to recognize. When Frank rolled her bag over to her, she considered asking him, but then her brain momentarily stopped working.
 
   Strolling toward them was a man who looked more at home in Southern California than an Idaho ranch, but she discovered that she didn’t mind one bit. His dirty-blonde hair was a little too shaggy to be stylish, and he wore a pair of dark board shorts, a plain white tee-shirt, and flip-flops. Pretty much the exact opposite of a cowboy, but one she wouldn’t mind looking at for a while, either. Loping along at his side was a beautiful black-and-white collie, which he’d occasionally say something to, judging from his hand gestures.
 
   Maybe she’d been standing there with her mouth open at the surprisingly handsome man, but she quickly snapped back to herself when Frank cleared his throat. “Looks like your welcome committee has arrived, miss.”
 
   Him? He was the one who’d been sent to pick her up? Across the airfield, she saw a dirty pick-up truck, and had to guess that this good-looking not-a-cowboy was a member of the aquatics staff. If so, then she’d been hired to straighten him out, not gawk at him like a horny teenager. So she straightened her shoulders, hefted her carry-on bag a little higher, and got ready to introduce herself when he got close enough. 
 
   But he beat her to it. “Hey, Frank!” he called when he was still a distance away. “Who else you got on board? ‘Morning, ma’am, welcome to River’s End Ranch.” He dipped his chin respectfully when he welcomed her, but she could tell that his attention was on the plane behind her. 
 
   Thank goodness, because her knees had gone weak. Had she thought him handsome before, just talking to his dog? Well, when he smiled the whole world seemed to center on him. He had blue eyes about four shades lighter than her own, which reminded her of the froth on top of the southern California waves. Suddenly the sun was just a little too bright; surely that explained Ellie’s almost-overwhelming need to sit down.
 
   “Howdy, Will. Nope, no one else on board. You expecting someone?”
 
   A brief look of panic crossed that gorgeous face before fading to a look of chagrin. “Yeah, but maybe I got confused about his flight times. Nine p.m., maybe? My phone’s charging in the truck. I can drop him a message.”
 
   Frank shrugged, and just as soon as Ellie could find her voice, she’d ask if she could hitch a ride to the main ranch buildings. “Sorry. I only had the one passenger today.” He waved his clipboard. “Elliot Redfern. Says so right here.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s who I’m waiting on.”
 
   And that’s when Ellie understood, and closed her eyes on a little groan. Thanks a lot, Muz and Dad. It definitely wasn’t the first time she’d been completely embarrassed by the quintessentially Southern habit of giving daughters last names as first names. 
 
   Only one thing to do. She readjusted her shoulder bag, took a fortifying breath, and stepped forward. “I’m Elliot Redfern.” 
 
   Whitewater Wooing will be available Monday, October 31st!
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