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      Kinley

      

      “You must be the infamous Ed.” Kinley James stood at the top of the small knoll that once held a prominent wooden sign, welcoming visitors and residents alike to Sunset Ridge. That massive sign, though freshened up with some paint, was the same one Kinley saw in her rearview mirror the day she graduated high school.

      She never intended to see it again.

      Now, it lay on the ground, splintered and face down.

      The notorious moose, Ed, somehow a local favorite though Kinley couldn’t quite figure out why, stood off to the side of the sign. Blinking at her. Just blinking.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to pay for the damages?” Kinley retreated from the top of the grassy mound to lean against the side of the older Buick, thankful the bumper was not only still attached but mostly intact. Aunt Fiona had enough to worry about with her broken wrist. Kinley didn’t want her worrying about their only mode of transportation being out of commission.

      The bull took a step toward the tree line then stopped, looking over his shoulder. As if he intended to sneak away without her noticing.

      “Go ahead.” Kinley threw her hands up in exasperation. “Leave the scene of the crime so no one believes me.”

      She’d only been back in town for three days. Three wonderful days in which not a soul recognized her. Had it not been for the relic of a car she was forced to drive, she might’ve pulled off her tourist guise for the duration of her two-week stay.

      At least, that was a nice lie to tell herself before she took out the town’s sign with Fiona’s Buick. It would be easier to book a ticket to the moon than keep her return a secret.

      Since Ed had decided to saunter onto the road as though he didn’t have a single care in the world, forcing her to swerve a hard right into the ditch to miss him, Kinley felt certain her cover was already blown. She gave it half a day before all of Sunset Ridge decided she used her aunt’s car as a battering ram to take her disdain out on the town sign.

      Probably shouldn’t have given that speech at graduation.

      “You couldn’t even give me one more day to hide out?” Though it was easy enough to blame the moose, it was really the letter that had caused all this. A letter written by her mother—deceased more than a decade—that Kinley had been sitting on since it arrived in her mailbox.

      For two years, she’d kept it at the bottom of a shoebox filled with letters and birthday cards sent to her over the duration of her Army enlistment. Every time she slid the box from beneath her bed to add a new piece of mail, she resisted the urge to read her mother’s handwritten letter hidden at the bottom of the stack. No good could come from drumming up past secrets.

      But as she found herself at a crossroads, the urge to know tugged at her. Answers the letter promised were readily available, waiting. Before Kinley made the decision that would shape the better part of her future, she wanted to uncover the truth.

      “What do I do now, Ed?” she asked the bull, though she hardly understood why. She would not become one of those locals who talked to the wildlife as if they understood.

      Yet, here she was.

      The moose lingered at the tree line, almost as if it pitied Kinley’s predicament. Luckily, she was spared the brunt of embarrassment by unusually light traffic. The fewer witnesses, the better. Sunset Ridge was a tourist trap all summer long. She hoped to be long gone before the start of that madness.

      The Buick was too high-centered on the embankment to drive in reverse. All she’d accomplish was digging her tires deeper into the soft earth. But without friends who’d answer her call, Kinley was at a loss about a next step.

      “Coming back was a mistake,” she muttered. “Stupid letter.”

      Fate had given her a not-so-gentle nudge the day Aunt Fiona called and confessed a broken arm. The shoebox containing the letter she hadn’t touched in two years spilled out during that conversation. The light blue envelope—right on top of the scattered pile—taunted her.

      Before that letter, Kinley had accepted that learning the identity of her father was impossible. That her mother took that secret to the grave. But the letter promised one other person knew the truth. Kinley was on a plane two days later, making good on an offer to help Fiona while her arm healed.

      “Guess I’ll call Fiona,” she mumbled, fishing her phone from the center console of the car. Would anyone believe she wasn’t texting and driving when Ed wandered onto the road? She hoped for a signal, hard to come by on the outskirts of Sunset Ridge. A landline at Fiona’s cabin did little good if she couldn’t get a call to go through.

      As she reached her phone up toward the sky, hoping for at least one more bar, Ed let out a loud snorting huff then sauntered off into the woods. At least she was convinced it was Ed. No other moose she encountered before had ever acted that way, like a stray dog who couldn’t quite decide whether or not to trust the intriguing human. Add to that his slightly unusual antlers, and he matched Fiona’s description to a tee.

      No signal.

      She leaned in through the open driver’s side window to grab her purse. The offending blueberry scones that caused this mess could endure their punishment on the passenger side floor. Had they not slipped off the seat, Kinley would already be back at the cabin instead of a tourist eyesore on the side of the road.

      The whine of a siren caused every muscle in her body to freeze.

      “Great,” she muttered, annoyed to discover that the first passerby to stop would be a cop. “So much for staying under the radar.”

      Kinley wondered which of Sunset Ridge’s finest might be arresting her today. Or at least, writing her up and promising a hefty bill in the mail. She could tolerate almost anyone except Ryder Grant, the boy who stole her first kiss when they were fourteen. Kinley had been doing her best to avoid him ever since Fiona told her he was the Sunset Ridge police chief.

      Slowly, she pulled the upper half of her body from the open window and turned to greet the embarrassment head-on.

      Ryder Grant. Of course it is. Had they stayed friends in high school, she might have some hope to sweettalk her way out of this mess.

      “What happened here?” Ryder’s deep, stern voice boomed as he approached. The man filled out his uniform in all the best ways. He’d always had the firm muscles, but the beard was new. It made him look . . . attractive. Attractive in that official Alaskan way.

      Kinley ripped her gaze away, hating how tongue-tied she felt. She forced words out anyway. “There was a moose, probably Ernie.”

      “Ernie?”

      “The famous one.” Why was the name now eluding her when she needed it most? “You know. Ted?”

      “Ed.”

      “Yeah. That one. He was standing in the middle of the road. I had to swerve to miss him—”

      “Have you had anything to drink today?”

      Of course that would be the first question Ryder Grant asked her after nearly a decade. His physical appeal slipped away by the second, making it easier for her to regain her ground. Kinley let out a laugh of exasperation, which was apparently the wrong thing to do. “No.”

      “Nothing to drink?”

      “I don’t drink.” Kinley had been witness to too many incidents involving soldiers and alcohol. It ruined careers and took lives. She’d never wanted any part of it.

      Ryder turned a full, slow circle. When he faced her again, he said, “I don’t see any sign of Ed.” He removed his sunglasses, revealing startling intense eyes. Once upon a time, when she was fourteen, those brown eyes convinced her that Ryder was the perfect boy to give her first kiss to. Now, they unsettled her. “It’s not fair to blame the local moose. If you were on your phone—”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “The rebel Kinley James doesn’t text and drive?”

      “I’m not that girl anymore.” The Army had changed a lot of things about her life for the better. Made her more responsible. Gave her purpose when before she had none other than escaping this suffocating town.

      Kinley leaned against the hood of the car as she waited for Ryder to assess the scene. He’d always had that analytical edge to him that brought out his inner nerd. The trait the popular crowd stunted when he started hanging out with them. It was the part of him she liked the most.

      The collision with the signpost replayed in her mind. The bumper tapping the wooden post. The rocking of the massive billboard. For several moments, Kinley’d held her breath. Please don’t fall over. Please don’t fall over.

      Just when she thought the sign might survive and she dared to exit the car, ominous creaking echoed through the air.

      She watched in horror as it teetered on the weakened post. The sign wobbled and stilled. Then wobbled again and dropped forward. The cracking of wood assaulted her ears, though Ed hardly shuffled more than a step at the offending noise. By some miracle, the sign fell forward down the hill and not backward onto the hood of the Buick.

      The sign splintered down the center. If the thing weren’t bigger than the car, she might’ve tried to catch it before it fell. But that attempt would’ve left Kinley flattened like a pancake beneath the wreckage.

      “You look like you swallowed sour milk,” said Ryder. He dropped into a squat at the post, studying it from every angle.

      Kinley gave up guessing what he thought he might discover down there. It all seemed so obvious to her. “You’d look that way too if you took out the town sign and the police chief was the first one to find you.”

      Ryder might’ve flashed a smile, though if he did, it didn’t last. He looked much too serious, and for reasons Kinley couldn’t quite put her finger on, that bothered her. What had Ryder’s life become since graduation day? He’d always wanted to be in law enforcement. He loved Sunset Ridge almost as much as the town loved him, so discovering he became the local police chief wasn’t surprising.

      But that all-too-serious frown was.

      “What’s the protocol here, Chief?” Kinley asked, dreading the answer. Another car passed by, slowing way down. At this rate, the entire town would know she was back within an hour. Ava would no doubt be extra salty to find out that way.

      “I could write you a ticket for reckless driving.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Ryder stretched back up to his feet. “Nope. The sign is twenty feet off the highway and up a small hill.”

      Kinley felt the unexpected sting of tears early enough to ward them off as the memory flashed. The massive, antlered moose standing in the center of the road, staring at her car. Kinley profusely honking her horn. The beast unmoving. She was forced to swerve into the shallow ditch. In her panic, she floored the gas pedal instead of hitting the brake. The momentum launched her up the small knoll.

      She would not cry. Clearing her throat, she repeated, “It was Ed.”

      Ryder might’ve laughed if the quick rising and falling of his shoulders was any indication. Though his lips, hardened into a straight line, didn’t bend. “Sure, blame the moose. I’m sure the mayor’ll love to hear that.”

      “The mayor?”

      “It’ll be up to him.” Ryder pointed at the fallen sign. “What to do about it.”

      “Who is the mayor these days?”

      “Lee Daniels.”

      Kinley felt her heart sink into her stomach, crushing any hope that this incident stayed off the record. “It would be him, wouldn’t it?”

      “He’ll probably expect you to pay for the damages,” Ryder offered, his words gentler than before. Almost as if he was extending a shred of sympathy for her craptastic situation. “Might have me issue a ticket.”

      If Kinley had another encounter with the notorious Ed, she was going to let the moose have a piece of her mind. “Can you help me get my car back on the road?”

      Ryder crouched down to look beneath the car. “Looks like you’re a bit stuck.”

      “Really?” she snapped, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “Here I thought I was out of gas.”

      “Not too late to write you that ticket, you know.” As he rose, she saw the first traces of a smile. A real smile. One that she remembered well from the summer when they were friends, untainted by high school popularity and the weight of other peoples’ opinions. “I’ll call Liam. See if he can’t make it out this way to pull you out.”

      Kinley didn’t know who Liam was, and was too wiped to solve that puzzle from memory. “Sure we need a tow truck?”

      “Yep.”

      Ryder stalked off toward his car to make the call, leaving Kinley to wait. A string of cars passed, each one slowing to gawk at the scene. So much for keeping this quiet.

      “Liam’ll be here in about an hour,” Ryder said when he returned.

      “An hour?”

      “He’s finishing up a job. He’ll be over after.”

      “No one else has a tow truck?”

      Ryder’s shoulders rocked with another laugh. “You forget where you’re at?”

      Never. “Guess I could walk.” Fiona’s cabin was a little more than a mile down a dirt road, the turn just past the sign. But without another vehicle, she’d have to return on foot. She’d be eaten alive by mosquitoes before the ordeal was over.

      “I’ll give you a ride.”

      Kinley hated leaving the Buick as a spectacle for locals and tourists alike. She suspected it was the oldest running car in town, and therefore a highly recognizable classic. But she hated the idea of waiting here with the car even more. “Fine.”

      “You could try thank you,” Ryder said as they walked toward the patrol car, lights still flashing, drawing additional attention. Cars slowed on the highway, passengers glued to their windows. Kinley ignored them the best she could, but the feeling in the pit of her stomach was the same one she’d felt too often growing up here.

      “Thank you for the ride.” Her tone dripped with the sarcasm she couldn’t seem to shake. “Do I at least get to sit up front?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What?” Fiona would have a mild heart attack if Kinley arrived in the back seat of a police car.

      “Kidding. Lighten up, Kin. The sign can be fixed, and I’m not arresting you. The day’s not all bad, right?”

      Dropping into the passenger seat of Ryder’s patrol car, Kinley remembered the scones. She debated whether to retrieve them from the car, considering all but one had stayed inside the container.

      “What brought you back to town anyway?” Ryder’s question made the decision for her.

      I’ll get them later.

      “Fiona broke her arm and needs some help,” she answered as they rolled through the rural residential neighborhood. Half of Sunset Ridge’s population lived on the town’s outskirts, preferring privacy they couldn’t achieve in the crowded neighborhoods. And, as had always been her family’s case, the cheaper rent.

      “I thought I heard something about that. How did that happen, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      Kinley searched her memory for the answer she was certain Ryder already knew. Most of Sunset Ridge had to know. She remembered the night Fiona called to tell her about the incident. But Kinley had been too distracted by the letter to recall the details of Fiona’s mishap. “I’ll let her tell you the story,” Kinley evaded. “She gets a kick out of that.”

      “I’m sure she’s happy having you home,” Ryder added as he turned into Fiona’s driveway. “What’s it been? Eight years?”

      “Nine.” For nearly a decade, she’d managed to avoid this town by sending Fiona plane tickets to meet her in various places where Kinley was stationed. She never expected Sunset Ridge would summon her back the way it did.

      “What’s your plan? Visiting or moving ba—”

      “I’m not staying.” Kinley had no illusions that learning the identity of her father would change her feelings about this town. She might view it with a slightly less harsh lens than her grieving teenage self had, but it would never feel like home.

      “Considering it?”

      “No. I’m in the Army.”

      “Forever?” Ryder turned his face toward her, but Kinley focused on the tree-lined road. The man couldn’t be bothered to cover those intense eyes with sunglasses. It wasn’t fair.

      “Pretty much.”

      “What if—”

      “Ryder Grant, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you missed me all these years.”

      “I’m just surprised to see you here, is all. After that graduation speech—”

      “You would remember that.”

      “It was quite a speech.”

      When the car rocked to a halt in front of the cabin, she curled her fingers around the door’s handle. “I’m here to help Fiona while her arm heals.” Every attempt to look at Ryder failed, so she stared at the handle instead. “I’m not staying, and I don’t expect to come back again any time soon. That’s all there is to it.”
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      Ryder

      

      “Kinley James, did you get arrested already?” Fiona James stood on her covered porch, eyes narrowed as both Ryder and Kinley emerged from the patrol car. Fiona’s ankle-length skirt fluttered in the light breeze, revealing painted toes and no shoes. For as long as Ryder had known the woman, Fiona’d kept the same hairstyle—long and fluffy. She’d always worn half of it up, but streaks of gray highlighted along her temples now.

      “No, I did not.” Kinley hopped onto the porch. Fingers curled around the door handle, she turned her head to look over her shoulder. “Ryder’s not staying. He just gave me a ride.”

      “A ride—” Fiona’s suspicious gaze bounced between the two. Pink sequins sewed along the hem of her arm sling reflected the sunlight, a stark contrast to the sheer black scarf wrapped tightly around her neck.

      “I met Ed,” Kinley explained before Ryder could utter a word.

      He still wasn’t convinced the infamous moose was responsible for the accident, but he couldn’t rule it out. He’d been given the same explanation multiple times when residents tried to dodge speeding tickets or explain why they rolled through a stop sign. Just last week, Ed startled Geraldine Franks when she left the grocery store. The moose had been standing next to her car, licking the rear passenger window.

      “I’m going to take a stab and assume you’re not injured,” Fiona directed at Kinley, who still stood frozen on the porch.

      “Kinley and your car are fine, Fiona. Just a little scratch on the bumper.” Ryder left out the detail that the town sign, however, had suffered a different fate. He’d give Kinley the honor of divulging that detail.

      Kinley added, “Car’s high-centered off the road. Tow truck’s an hour out.”

      “I didn’t want her to sit out there and wait,” said Ryder.

      “You’re too sweet, Ryder Grant. Anyone tell you that lately?”

      “Not today, ma’am.”

      “Thanks for the ride,” Kinley called over her shoulder before she disappeared inside.

      Ryder backed away from the porch toward his patrol car, but Fiona caught him before he reached the door. “Why don’t you come inside? I made a fresh pitcher of iced tea. Would hate for it to go to waste.”

      “Are you supposed to be doing all that?” Ryder nodded at her sequin-lined sling.

      “Pish posh. It’s healing just fine. Come in before the mosquitoes eat us all.”

      The last time he stepped foot in Fiona’s cabin, Kinley had received terrible news. The day marked the end of their friendship. Entering now felt more like a violation than a welcome visit. Ryder willed a call to come in, even the cranky Johnson brothers. They were overdue for a daily complaint. “I better not. Still on duty—”

      “Chief, you’re always on duty. Do you ever take a day off?”

      “Took off last Saturday,” he admitted, relenting and following Fiona inside. It was all familiar—the couch on the same wall, the kitchen tucked in the back, the cramped loft above an office area. The ladder leading to it needed repairing.

      “Your brother’s wedding does not count as a day off.” An orange tabby cat hissed at Ryder from the opposite side of the cramped living room as the door closed behind him. The cat never dropped eye contact with Ryder as it backed up behind the couch, out of sight. “Don’t mind him. Pickles hates everyone at first.”

      Ryder’s trained eyes discreetly scanned the small cabin for signs of Kinley, but he was certain she’d retreated into her room. They were good friends when they were younger, before her mother died and Kinley’s life turned sideways.

      “Sit down, sit down,” Fiona ordered, moving about the kitchen and pulling glasses from the cupboard with practiced ease. She didn’t seem hindered in the slightest with only one arm. “Do you like sugar in your tea?”

      Unable to admit he didn’t like tea at all, he said, “The way it is now is just fine, thanks.” Plain was easier to stomach than all that sugary stuff.

      He checked his phone once to see if Liam sent an update or if the dispatcher needed anything. The two Johnson brothers had been feuding on a daily basis for the past two weeks. Ryder wondered what complaint Martin would raise today. They’d been kind enough to take turns.

      “It must be nice to have Kinley visiting.” Ryder dropped his phone into his shirt pocket as Fiona set a full glass in front of him.

      “She’s come back to help me out while my wrist is all busted up.” Kinley might have her aunt fooled, but Ryder suspected her true motives in returning to town lie somewhere else. He shouldn’t care, but since the first time he spotted Kinley downtown just before Denver’s wedding last Saturday, he couldn’t seem to leave the thought alone.

      “Surprised she had time,” Ryder said, shamefully fishing.

      Fiona eased into a chair and took a generous sip from her glass. “The Army does keep her quite busy. I doubt I’ll see her much when she heads off to flight school. I’m happy to have her back, even if only for a couple weeks.”

      “Kinley’ll be a pilot, then?” Ryder raked his gaze down the hall, catching the end of a blonde ponytail disappearing through a door.

      “Hard to believe some days, isn’t it? The same Kinley who used to—”

      Ryder’s phone chimed in his pocket. It was anyone’s guess who it might be—Liam, the feuding Johnson twins, or a citizen complaining about the wildlife raiding their garden. Sunset Ridge had no lack of excitement.

      “Is that Liam?” Fiona asked.

      Ryder did his best to hide the sigh as he slipped his phone back in his pocket. Martin Johnson, right on time. “No. Got to answer a call.” He hated to leave Kinley to walk back to her car, though he wasn’t as sad to leave behind the overly sweet tea. “I can drop the keys off with Liam,” he offered. “No point in one of you walking back out there. Mosquitoes are thirsty today.”

      “That’d be lovely.” Fiona leaned toward him across the table. Lowering her voice, she asked, “What did she run into?”

      The words nearly escaped before Ryder pulled them back. “I’ll save the pleasure of telling that story for Kinley. I’d hate to spoil her fun.” He felt the glare sizzle into his back from down the hall.

      Everyone reassured Ryder that in time he’d forgive Mercedes for leaving him standing in front of a filled church. That he’d let go of his bitterness, move on. In two years, this was the first time he held any hope they were right. He couldn’t remember the last time he fought so hard to hold in laughter. Telling Fiona to ask her niece—knowing Kinley would’ve heard it—felt oddly . . . amusing.

      The orange tabby hissed at him again as Fiona led Ryder to the front door. Apology lingered in her eyes, no doubt for Kinley’s disappearance. “Thanks again, Ryder. You’re a good man.”

      “Of course.” Ryder gave a nod, and added no more. His gaze lingered on the deserted hallway but redirected to the log ladder leading to the loft. It bothered him that it was missing one wrung and two others were broken. “You should really get that fixed.”

      “Been meaning to get around to it.” Fiona lifted her sling in explanation.

      “I can bring over my drill,” Ryder offered, unsure when he’d find the time. But one ladder had already caused Fiona grief. No need for another avoidable accident.

      “That would be just lovely, Ryder. Thank you. I’ll make you dinner,” Fiona offered.

      He left with her a nod.

      As he drove away from the cabin, he let his thoughts drift back to a decade earlier. Ryder had enjoyed high school. He had plenty of friends, played sports, got to drive his dad’s beat-up Ford Bronco. His grades were decent. His teachers and coaches liked him. He had every reason to want to stay in Sunset Ridge. To settle down and create a life here.

      Kinley James, however, had every reason to leave.

      In those days, she had her two partners in crime—Ava and Laurel—but otherwise, he remembered her keeping mostly to herself. She rarely spoke up in class, though he knew her to be incredibly smart. She opted out of all sports and clubs. The only thing he recalled her doing with her free time was working at the lodge.

      Of course, she had a rebellious side outside of all that. One that liked to pull pranks. He remembered more than one incident with firecrackers; one got her in quite some trouble with the man who was now the elected mayor.

      In fact, the more Ryder thought about it, the odder it seemed that Kinley latched on to the Army enlistment so quickly. One day she showed up at school and announced she signed the papers. Her flight to basic training left two days after graduation. No one knew what to make of that. The most unlikely person in their class to join the military signing up the second she could leave. “Now she’s going to be a pilot,” he mumbled at the stop sign leading back to the highway. “Isn’t that something.”

      It still didn’t answer his real question: Why is Kinley back?

      Fiona’s dominant wrist was broken, no doubt about it. He’d heard about that the day it happened. Everyone had. Gutter cleaning on a ladder gone wrong.

      But Fiona had friends who offered to drive her to and from the library, and had until Kinley arrived. The local grocery store made deliveries in special circumstances. Kinley might be back to help out, to alleviate some of her aunt’s burden, but she was definitely here for another reason.

      Ryder spotted Liam’s tow truck headed his way and pulled onto the shoulder. As he waited, his cell chimed twice. He pulled it from his pocket to read the texts. One from the dispatcher alerted him to trespassers on Old Man Franks’ road. The other was from the mayor, requesting Ryder stop by to chat when he had a chance. “That might be a new record,” he muttered, referring to the news about the sign. In a small town, word traveled like wildfire with a tailwind, but even this was fast.

      He hoped Lee wouldn’t push him to write a ticket. She’ll probably get stiffed with the bill. Considering Kinley’s history with the mayor, he wasn’t confident he could get around it.

      Liam Davies pulled up along the highway shoulder, and Ryder stepped out with the keys in hand.

      “Am I towing the car or the sign?” Liam gave a laugh and a head shake as he met Ryder halfway. “I’m not even going to ask what happened.”

      “It was—” The echo of a shotgun rang out, drawing Ryder’s attention to the north. Old Man Franks. He had a reputation for firing off shots at trespassers on a road many believed should be public property. A road everyone in town used as a shortcut to the highway, heading north when they were truly in a hurry. Though Franks never hit anyone, he’d flattened a couple of tires and busted half a dozen taillights. But he’d no sooner shoot a squirrel than a man. Franks hated to harm a fly.

      Liam took the keys from Ryder. “I got this, Chief. Go save the poor tourist who took a wrong turn.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryder stalled inside the patrol car parked outside the city office, sipping on the black coffee he’d grabbed from Black Bear Coffee after handling two calls back-to-back. Murph would be on duty in thirty minutes, but he hadn’t wanted to call her in before that so she could watch her son’s tee-ball game.

      The extra minutes weren’t much help, though. If Lee already knew it was Kinley who plowed into the town sign, Ryder would be helpless. He couldn’t erase the history between them. Though Ryder was on the fence about Ed’s involvement in the matter, he didn’t want Kinley in unnecessary trouble.

      Ryder wrote tickets and made arrests when they were warranted. But the mayor was always pushing for him to do more. To set examples. Ryder had an instinct about people and what they really needed. More times than not, a ticket or a trip to jail was not the best long-term solution. He and the mayor had butted heads on the matter since the day Lee took office. Lee would want to make an example of the girl who lit up his yard with fireworks in the middle of the night.

      If only Ryder knew the real reason Kinley was back in town, he might be able to help keep her out of too much trouble. He didn’t want anything following her back to her unit. She was active duty military now. That had to mean something, even to the mayor.

      He spotted the mayor pulling apart the blinds of his front window, forcing Ryder out of the sanctuary of his car and into the office.

      “Ryder, glad you could make it.” Sarcasm lightly coated Lee’s words, but Ryder didn’t bother explaining the calls. His words would fall on deaf ears. “Come on in.” Lee stood in the open doorway to his office, waving Ryder to a chair.

      “Coffee?” Lee offered.

      Ryder went rigid at the offer. For all his shortcomings, Lee Daniels was a good man. But he rarely offered anyone coffee. He expected if someone wanted coffee, they could help themselves to a cup. Lee would share, but only then.

      “You heard, then?” Ryder folded his arms, standing behind the chair he was meant to sit in as Lee filled a mug and handed it over.

      “Ryder, why don’t you take a seat.”

      Lee closed the door.

      Odd.

      “I’m good.”

      Lee let out a gentle sigh, one of the few tells that the man had a compassionate side. He hadn’t been voted in as mayor based on his charm and easygoing nature. He was a man who got things done and wasn’t afraid to do what it took, even when it ruffled feathers. Sunset Ridge adored him for that reason, and that reason alone.

      Lee pointed to the chair. “Sit.”

      Ryder gave up this battle so he could better fight the next, despite how this chair made him feel trapped with its wooden arms boxing him in. “The sign can be fixed,” Ryder said before Lee could launch into a set of instructions. “It’s splintered, but only on the back side. The rest is still intact. If we can have someone reinforce the back—”

      “The sign?”

      Ryder’s heart thrummed in his chest, making him realize his mistake. Lee hadn’t heard. “Someone swerved off the highway to miss a moose and bumped into the town sign,” he explained, hoping against odds that Lee might not ask who. But it wouldn’t matter. Even if only one car passed by the scene as witness, the news would spread. Dozens had slowed to gawk at the scene. Kinley’s name—or worse, Fiona’s—would eventually circle back to Lee.

      Lee dropped into his chair behind the desk. “We can discuss that another time.” The grim undercurrent to Lee’s voice raised hairs on the back of Ryder’s neck.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You have an awful lot of vacation time saved up, isn’t that right?”

      Ryder gave a couple of hesitant nods. He had more than a few days, as far as his pay stub indicated. But he was rarely afforded the luxury of taking a scheduled day off, much less a vacation day. “Sure, a few.”

      “Good.”

      He caught a flash of Murph passing by the office, but she didn’t look over. It wasn’t that Ryder didn’t trust his officers; any one of them would take a bullet for him. He enjoyed being involved in his town. Taking more than a stray day off meant he might miss out on something important.

      Ryder sat forward in his chair, leaning his elbows on the expansive oak desk that separated them. “Mayor, you mind getting to the point?”

      “If I suspend you with pay, we have to print it in the paper.”

      The word suspend lingered in the air like a thick, suffocating fog. Ryder curled his fingers around the chair arms, ignoring their ominous creaks. An hour ago, he stood on a sidewalk between two squabbling, elderly brothers. How had reality skewed so much in so little time? “What are you talking about, Lee? Why would I be suspended?”

      Lee sat back in his chair, stealing a couple of deep breaths. With his build, height, and steely gaze, Ryder could be quite intimidating when he wanted to be. He suspected Lee felt a bit of that pressure now. “Remember that foot pursuit, when you kept the Samson kid from falling off the cliff?”

      “That was two weeks ago.” Ryder’s way of saying get to the point.

      “Chalmer is suing the city of Sunset Ridge.”

      “Todd Chalmer? The kidnapper?”

      Lee nodded.

      The incident flashed through Ryder’s mind. Reports of a tall, wiry man nabbing a four-year-old Rhett Samson from the park. Ryder finding and chasing them on foot to the cliffs at the edge of town. Chalmer wasn’t a local, because all locals knew the cliffs weren’t meant for trail walking. A couple hundred yards from the sandy shore, the illusion of a trail disappeared. Caught off guard, Chalmer let go of the kid. Both he and Rhett lost their footing. Ryder could only save one from the fall. The decision was a no-brainer.

      “He’s got a lawyer now.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “His lawyer claims you made the conscious decision not to save Chalmer from the fall that landed him in the hospital with dozens of broken bones.”

      Ryder had replayed that incident over in his mind hundreds of times since it happened, wondering if there was anything he could’ve done differently to save them both. By some miracle, Chalmer survived the treacherous fall, but it would be weeks—maybe months—before he might hope to walk again. With both arms broken, he couldn’t even use crutches to get around. “You know I would’ve saved him too if—”

      “I know that, Ryder. We all know that. No one in Sunset Ridge is questioning your character. No one.”

      “So, why are you suspending me?”

      “I’m not. I’m insisting you use up some of the vacation time you’re about to lose. You have too much saved up. Enjoy some time off and let the dust settle.”

      Ah, this way no one had to know why he wasn’t on duty. Lee was doing him a favor. “How long?”

      “Start with ten days. We’ll see how quickly we can shake this lawyer. Jenkins doesn’t think he has much to go on, but that doesn’t mean he won’t try to stir up as much trouble as he can.”

      “Ten days?”

      “Talk to no one about this incident, most importantly Chalmer’s lawyer. Feel free to leave town,” Lee added. “Just keep me informed if you do go anywhere, and make sure you’re in cell range from time to time in case we need you for any questions.”

      “Where would I go?” Ryder only left town twice a year—both for fishing trips that lasted less than forty-eight hours.

      “I believe you, Ryder.”

      “Then why not let me keep doing my job? I don’t need to hide, Mayor.”

      “Better out of sight. You know that.”

      Any minor slipup could be used against him until they got rid of Chalmer’s lawyer. His every move would be watched and scrutinized. Despite every urge to battle the request, Ryder had to relent. If he refused, this whole mess could cost him more than a few vacation days. It might cost him his badge. Lee didn’t have to lay that one out on the table.

      “Who—”

      “I’m putting Murph in charge while you’re on leave.” Murph Sterling was the obvious choice, but Ryder felt guilty leaving her with the Johnson brother feud. That would no doubt interrupt her son’s tee-ball schedule. “Ryder, you’ve used one vacation day in two years.”

      Why, was what neither of them had to say aloud. Ryder hadn’t put in for a single day since his wedding day. He’d tried to use the time allotted for his honeymoon to fish. But as much as he enjoyed fishing, he felt restless after two days and went back to work. His job—his duty to keep his community safe—gave him purpose. It fed his soul. Idle time off did not.

      “What if I used four days?”

      “This isn’t a negotiation.”

      Ryder pushed up from his chair, returning the full coffee mug to the counter. “Ten days.”

      “To start. More if we can’t shake this lawyer. Do yourself a favor and lay low so this doesn’t drag out.”
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      Kinley

      

      If Kinley lived to be ninety years old and never returned to Sunset Ridge after this visit, she’d always remember the way the sunrise made the logs of the lodge glow. Sunset Ridge Lodge, the massive two-story cabin, greeted her like an old friend offering a welcoming embrace.

      She stepped out of the Buick, taking in the familiar sight with a smile. The dots of flowers blooming, the expansive deck that ran the entire length of the building, and those massive windows stretching toward the heavens.

      Nine years had passed since she worked her last day cleaning rooms for Patty Whitmore. Had she only known back then that the woman held the answers she sought, Kinley might’ve made a point of asking who her father was before she got on that plane for basic training.

      One last time before she marched inside, Kinley fished the faded blue envelope from a purse she rarely carried, feeling the need to read the most important words from the half-page letter she’d all but memorized.

      Your dad lives in Sunset Ridge as of the writing of this letter. Patty Whitmore is the only one who can tell you everything. You must go to her in person.

      The letter was dated five months before her mom passed. Penned just days after receiving a fatal cancer diagnosis. Growing up, Kinley had incessantly bugged her mom about who her dad was, and was always met with the same answer. I don’t know that, Kinley. We’ve been over this.

      Kinley had never believed her, but she’d come to accept that her mother would take that secret to her grave.

      It took staring death in the face for Cassidy James to tuck a mere clue in a letter Kinley wasn’t meant to receive until her twenty-fifth birthday. A letter her mom gave Patty Whitmore to send her. Not Fiona.

      Her best guess was that whoever her dad was would be scandalized to find out he had a daughter. Maybe a little less so now with so much time elapsed. Or does he already know? Shoving the pesky questions away, Kinley tucked the letter away in her purse to show Patty later.

      Palms sweaty, Kinley took a brave step forward. She might be minutes from an answer that had plagued her for decades. Despite her best efforts to remain objective, emotions tangled in her chest. Questions assaulted her no matter how hard she fought to silence them. Had her dad lived in Sunset Ridge all these years? Had he been in town while she went to school? When she graduated high school?

      Kinley’s string of questions was interrupted when she nearly collided with a rustic sign swinging from two wooden posts, directing foot traffic to Whitmore Patio. “Serving breakfast and lunch five days a week,” she read from the smaller print.

      The restaurant was new and unexpected. Patty swore she’d never add one, despite her guests’ relentless requests. Then again, Kinley didn’t know where the woman found the time to manage a restaurant on top of the bustling lodge. She didn’t have many memories of Patty taking a break. Just an occasional glass of wine with Tillie Grant enjoyed on the deck.

      The crunch of gravel announced another car approaching, ushering Kinley down the walkway. Might as well get something to eat while I’m here. With Fiona at the library for the rest of the morning, she’d be on her own for meals anyway.

      “Welcome to Whitmore Patio.” The woman who greeted Kinley did so with a warm smile. Those eyes . . . they looked an awful lot like Patty’s. But her former boss never had any kids. Patty married only once, before Kinley’s time. She blinked hard, convinced she was imagining things. “Are you new to town?”

      “Something like that.” Kinley tried not to be rude, but sometimes her desperate need to keep to herself slipped out. A knee-jerk reaction the town brought out in her more than anything else. “Table for one.”

      “Well, welcome to town. I’m Cadence. Follow me, please.” The woman, near her own age, led Kinley to a small two-person table along the deck railing. Kinley would’ve liked one with a little better view of the mountaintops, but she wouldn’t argue the privacy this one afforded. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Water.” Last night, Kinley decided to forgo any unnecessary spending until the mayor slapped her with the bill to repair the sign. Its heftiness would no doubt force her to dip into savings she worked hard not to touch. She browsed the appetizer menu, favoring their less expensive prices, but a breakfast craving tugged her eyes to the eggs Benedict platter.

      Folding her menu, Kinley waited for Cadence to return.

      She stretched her neck toward the side door—one she’d used often when working here to keep out of the way of guests—hoping to catch a glimpse of Patty through the glass. Kinley imagined the woman had slowed down in her older age, no matter how stubborn she pretended to be. But she couldn’t imagine her selling the place, or even retiring. This lodge was her legacy, an entire lifetime in the making.

      “Decide on something?” Cadence asked, sliding a sweating glass of ice water with a slice of lemon onto the small table.

      After ordering, Kinley mustered the courage to ask after her former boss. She hoped Patty Whitmore would be happy to see her, but that wasn’t something she could say about most people in Sunset Ridge. “Is Patty busy today? I’m an old friend. I’d love to say hello if she has a minute.”

      Cadence’s smile dropped slowly into a straight line, the sparkle in her kind eyes dimming. “I’m afraid she passed away.”

      Kinley felt lead drop into the pit of her stomach. I waited too long. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Are you—are you related, by chance? Your eyes, they look so much like hers.”

      “I’m one of Patty’s great-nieces. There’re three of us—Tessa and Sophie, too. We reopened the lodge a few months after she passed away.”

      Kinley’s heart thrummed anxiously against her chest, fearing her mission was hopeless now. Nieces. That—and the restaurant—made more sense now, but it didn’t make the news any easier to digest. “How long has she . . .”

      “Two years.”

      Two years. If only Kinley had flown straight to Alaska the day she received that letter, as her instincts had tugged at her to do. She might’ve had the opportunity to talk to Patty Whitmore before she was gone. The woman had been responsible for sending it, after all, even if she didn’t know its contents. “I used to work here, when I was a teenager.”

      “You should come inside after you eat. I’ll give you a tour if you like.”

      “Maybe another time.”

      “Of course. I’m here every day. Feel free to stop by at any time.”

      When Cadence moved away with her breakfast order, Kinley gulped down her glass of water. The entire reason she came back to Sunset Ridge was to talk to Patty and get that one answer.

      “I see Ed didn’t prevent you from finding our newest restaurant.” From behind, Ryder’s deep voice startled her. She’d been so set on staying invisible that she broke her own rule, ingrained by all her military training. She’d kept her back to the deck entrance, unable to see who might be approaching, whether friend or foe. Definitely foe.

      “I’ve heard good things,” she lied, unwilling to admit she didn’t even know it existed until minutes ago.

      Ryder looked different out of uniform. More relaxed. More Alaskan in those Carhartt jeans and worn T-shirt. Different than his official appearance, but no less intimidating. Of course, Kinley had always felt that way around Ryder. Intimidated. “See you have an empty seat. Mind if I join you?”

      Kinley wanted to say no, but people were watching. She wasn’t trying to attract any more attention than necessary, considering she still needed to pay Ava a visit before someone else told her friend she was back. “Have a seat.”

      “You used to work here, I recall.”

      “In high school, back in my more rebellious days.”

      Ryder reached for a menu, a smirk flashing and disappearing so quickly Kinley wasn’t sure whether it had really appeared or if she’d imagined it. “Patty passed away a couple years ago. Didn’t know if you heard?”

      Kinley refused to tear her fixed gaze from her silverware roll. “Fiona never told me. I would’ve come back for the funeral.” That’s probably not true. The heartbreak and embarrassment she felt at the table now would’ve been easier to mask if only she’d asked Fiona about Patty to begin with. She’d have some warning before arriving at the lodge unprepared for the news.

      “She left the lodge to her great-nieces. Everyone in town’s happy they decided to take it over. One of them, Sophie, is very recently my sister-in-law.”

      “Really?” Kinley wasn’t sure if that connection would come in handy, but she wasn’t going to rule anything out. Not yet. Just because Patty passed away didn’t mean some clue wasn’t tucked away in this lodge. If she could convince someone to show her the office . . .

      “I see those wheels turning. As I recall, that look always meant you were up to something.”

      “I don’t have a look.”

      “You most definitely do.”

      “You’re using that police training to jump to unfair conclusions about me.”

      “Nope. I remember that look well. It’s like mischief dancing in those eyes.”

      “Ryder, didn’t see you come in.” Cadence returned with Kinley’s side of toast, shattering the light moment between them. A moment that reminded Kinley of a happier time in this town, before her mom died. Before she felt as though everyone had turned against her and she lashed out. “Usual cup of coffee or you after something more?”

      Just coffee. Say just coffee.

      “I think I’ll take one of those Alaskan-style omelets. Hungry today.”

      “Fishing on the schedule, then?” Cadence asked.

      He answered with a shrug.

      Kinley wasn’t sure why this exchange bothered her. She didn’t think Cadence was flirting with Ryder, and even if she was, it shouldn’t matter. She just didn’t like how someone knew Ryder so well and Kinley had never been able to quite figure him out. That had to be it.

      “Did you know Kinley used to work here?” Ryder offered.

      “She mentioned that. You must’ve grown up in Sunset Ridge, then. How lucky!”

      Lucky was hardly the word Kinley would choose, but she smiled through the assumption. “I worked here throughout high school. Laundry and cleaning rooms, mostly.”

      “Don’t suppose you want a job?” Kinley couldn’t tell whether Cadence was teasing or serious, but either way she wished she could accept. A couple of weeks cleaning rooms with access to the master key ring . . . If Patty left any clues behind, surely she could find them then.

      “Kinley’s active duty, isn’t that right? Soon to be an Army pilot.”

      Kinley fought the urge to kick him under the table. Ryder had no right interfering.

      “Wow, thank you for your service.” Cadence flashed a genuine smile that made her look an awful lot like Patty. Kinley’s heart twisted again, not only at the loss of valuable information, but for the loss of an old friend. She remembered the day she confessed to Patty that she signed enlistment papers. And most vividly, the flash of pride in the woman’s eyes before she wrapped Kinley in a tight bear hug. “I better get your order in, Ryder.”

      He waited until they were alone again. Well, as alone as two people could get on a deck filled with diners. “You wanted to accept that job offer, didn’t you?”

      “What? No.” His perceptiveness had only sharpened over the years. “That was a high school job. Why would I want to do that now?”

      Ryder leaned on his elbows, his gaze fixed on her. “You tell me.”

      She wasn’t about to admit she was home to discover who her father was. Especially now that the answer was six feet under. Slowly, Kinley was forcing herself to accept she’d never know. Maybe that was how it was always meant to be. “I thought it might me help pay for the damages,” she jested. “Unless the mayor decides to give Ed that bill.”

      “Still blaming the moose, huh?”

      “Are the stories about him true?” Kinley asked, finally relaxing her tense shoulders at her successful diversion. “Do people feed him from their kitchen windows?”

      “Patty started that, you know.”

      “I thought it was illegal to feed moose, Chief.”

      He dropped his voice low. “It is.”

      “Ed is above the law, then? He doesn’t have to face any consequences for stealing from people’s gardens or causing accidents?”

      “Tell me something, Kin.” No one had called her that in years. Ryder pinned her in her seat with his intimidating and slightly smoldering stare—a look that no doubt convinced criminals to confess to all their crimes. “You were on a straight road with no trees closer than ten yards from the edge of the shoulders. The sun was hidden behind an overcast sky all day. How did you not see Ed until it was too late? He’s not really known for his impulsive speed.”

      “One eggs Benedict, one Alaskan omelet.” Cadence slid plates in front of them both. “Tessa insisted I bring you a side of her homemade hot sauce,” she directed at Ryder with a wink.

      Kinley felt relieved for the brief interruption. It was unnerving how Ryder saw right through her with so little effort, noticing the tiniest details anyone else might’ve overlooked. The man had to be a brilliant cop.

      “You ladies spoil me,” Ryder chided.

      Cadence patted him on the shoulder, the flash of a diamond catching the morning sun. Engaged. “By extension of Denver, you’re one of the family now.”

      “How is your brother?” Kinley asked when Cadence was hailed by another table across the deck.

      “On his honeymoon with his new bride.” Ryder emptied the ceramic container of hot sauce onto his omelet, spreading it around evenly. “Why are you really back, Kinley?”

      “Like I told you, to help Fiona.”

      “It’s funny,” he added between unhurried bites. “I wasn’t even sure you’d come back for her funeral someday.”

      Her fork wobbled in her hand. She stabbed it into her breakfast to steady her shaky fingers. “That’s not fair, Ryder. She’s family; the only family I have. I’d do anything for her.” Kinley may have avoided coming back to Sunset Ridge to see her aunt. But over the years, she’d booked countless plane tickets for Fiona to join her in several places around the world.

      Ryder cleaned up his plate and wadded the napkin in his lap. “Sorry for prying. I didn’t mean offense. You always were easy to rile up.”

      Kinley stared at the table. Her gaze landed on his ringless left hand. “Why aren’t you married, Ryder? I thought for sure you’d have a hockey team of kids by now.”

      Pushing up from the chair, Ryder pulled his wallet from his back pocket. His lips formed into a chiseled frown. “Thanks for sharing your table.” He dropped a couple of bills onto the table. “Enjoy your visit.”

      “Ryder—”

      With quick strides and a few waves to locals scattered among the early tourists, Ryder never looked back.

      “Can I get you anything else?” Cadence’s voice startled her from her distant thoughts.

      Temptation to take the lodge tour she was offered tempted her, but Kinley couldn’t procrastinate going to see Ava any longer. “No, thank you. The food was wonderful.”

      “I’ll pass that along to the chef.”

      Two steps from the table, Kinley realized she’d left her purse on the floor. By the time she retrieved it and hooked it over her shoulder, the taillights of a black truck illuminated at the end of the lodge’s gravel road. Ryder had turned left, up the hill, no doubt headed to his mom’s place.

      They’d shared their first kiss—a kiss that often drifted into her unguarded thoughts like a blissful aroma—but once grief got its clutches into her, nothing had come from that. Nothing would now. Kinley’s heart shouldn’t clench in her chest the way it did over Ryder Grant.
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      Ryder

      

      Ryder eased into his mom’s driveway, shoving away the guilt he felt for the way he ended breakfast with Kinley. Though he could tell with one eye closed that she was harboring some secret, he pushed too hard. It was only natural she pushed back. From the nonchalance of her comment, he doubted she’d heard what happened with Mercedes. Kinley had no way of knowing the way her words stung.

      He dropped the tailgate, the familiar screech of his mom’s screen door piercing his ear. He’d forgotten the WD-40 again. But with another nine days—or more if that lawyer caused trouble—ahead of him, Ryder had time to take care of the many items on Tillie Grant’s list. Dropping by Mom’s gave him something to occupy his time since Denver’s solitary request wasn’t exactly a time suck. Mist the fern every day. Really? “Couldn’t even ask me to watch the dog,” he muttered.

      Tessa, the oldest Whitmore sister, and her husband Liam had Sherlock and Sophie’s daughter Caroline for the week of the honeymoon. Denver’s words echoed in Ryder’s mind. “Don’t worry about it. You’re too busy for a dog.”

      He battled the urge to text Murph and ask how things were going—to find out if the Johnson brothers were impeding on her son’s tee-ball schedule—and lost. Sunset Ridge saw little excitement on a Wednesday morning, but one could never be too complacent. He pulled his phone out and was halfway through composing a text when Mom appeared.

      “Ryder, I didn’t know you were stopping by today.”

      Until a few minutes ago, he hadn’t known either. His original plans were to grab a sandwich from Willamina’s Big Dipper, then head out to the marina. The halibut were biting more reliably now, and his freezer was empty. Deleting the text, Ryder dropped his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “Thought I’d finally get those deck steps fixed.” He gathered the two-by-fours he’d been hoarding for almost a month and carried them around back. Mom stayed on his heels.

      “Why aren’t you working today?”

      Dropping the boards near the bowing steps, he debated how much to confess. Though Mom was known to be a bit gossipy at times, she always kept the important things a secret. He could trust her to do that now, but he wasn’t certain he wanted to burden her with worry. It brought a little comfort to know he could always blame the mayor for the white lie if she found out on her own. “Took some time off,” he said, carefully choosing his words.

      Mom placed her hands on her hips, tilting her head with exaggeration as she peered up at him through purple-rimmed glasses. “Who are you, and what have you done with my son? Outside of his brother’s wedding last weekend, I haven’t seen him out of a police uniform in months.”

      “It was either use some days or lose them,” he added, still technically telling the truth. He went back to the truck for his drill, tape measure, and a box of screws. He hoped the circular saw was still in the garage from when they used it to make a parade float last summer.

      When he made it back to the deck, Mom was already sliding the door closed. She handed him a bottle of flavored water before dropping into a floral cushioned chair pointed right at him. “Ryder, I love you. You know I do. But you wouldn’t even take the day off for your brother’s rehearsal dinner. What’s going on?”

      The two were a lot alike, and sometimes it was downright inconvenient. “Nothing you need to worry about. I promise. Mayor insisted I use some of my vacation days. Recharge my batteries and all that.”

      After an overpowering gulp of strawberry-lemonade water, Ryder went back for the circular saw before Mom could dissect his response. The overly sweet taste lingered on his tongue for several minutes. It didn’t matter how much he reminded anyone that he didn’t care for sugary drinks and treats, he got them anyway as though they were a special gift.

      “Well, I’m glad the mayor twisted your arm,” Mom said, watching him work a crowbar at the bowing steps. She was a smart woman, great at puzzling any mystery together. Ryder suspected he got his best detective instincts from her. It wouldn’t be long before she figured it out.

      “I’m surprised you’re home,” Ryder said after the first board popped free. He tossed it to the side and went for the next. “Don’t you have some committee to lead or organization to start?”

      Mom leaned so far forward he expected her to tumble off her seat. Her purple-rimmed glasses slid clear to the end of her nose before she caught them. “Why Ryder Grant, I do believe you’re smiling.”

      “Don’t get too used to it.”

      “I should take a picture.”

      Ryder turned his back as she pointed her cell phone at him. He regretted the day he showed her how to snap pictures with it. Never occurred to him it could be used as a weapon. “Put that thing away,” he grumbled.

      After removing the warped boards, Ryder noticed the rotted supports. Fishing was definitely out of the question today.

      Mom hovered from the deck. “I was afraid of that. Maybe you could teach me to use some of those power tools on one of your days off.” She grinned. The thrill in her eyes made Ryder uneasy.

      He wiped away a bead of sweat with the back of his hand. “Not going to happen.”

      “Oh, come on.” Mom leaned an elbow on the railing. “A little mother-son bonding never hurt anyone.”

      “You with a circular saw?” Ryder shook his head. “I don’t need a heart attack, Mom.” She was as independent as they came, but Dad had always handled these types of projects. After he passed, the brothers split the honey-do list between them. But then Denver joined the service and Ryder stayed behind. He’d been on top of everything, too—until these past several months. Since the wedding that never happened.

      “You thought about getting a dog?”

      Ryder nearly dropped his water bottle, catching it inches before it spilled against the exposed step supports. “A dog?”

      “Why not? They’re great companions.”

      “You don’t have a dog.”

      “I’m never home,” Mom argued.

      “Me, either.”

      “You could take the right dog with you. Wouldn’t the kids love that?”

      Ryder shook his head, stopping while he was ahead. He supposed the push for a dog was better than her nagging him about getting back out there in the dating world again. Something he had no immediate, or distant, plans to do.

      “Get me a list of what you want done,” Ryder deflected. He liked being alone, not being responsible for taking care of another’s every need. Being alone meant no one could hurt him. A dog could run off as easily as a woman. “I need to run down to Davies’ for some more two-by-fours.”

      Ryder’s phone buzzed half a second before Mom was through the sliding-glass door. Thirsty enough not to care, he forced another swig of fruity water down before he checked the text.

      
        
        Denver: I want proof of life. Did you mist Oscar today?

        Ryder: Only you would name a houseplant.

        Denver: You’re evading my question.

        Ryder: At Mom’s. Headed to your place next.

        Denver: Remember, mist not water.

      

      

      Ryder rolled his eyes. Oddly, he missed his brother being in town. They were as different as oil and water—case in point, Denver owned some frilly fern that required daily misting. Still, he enjoyed riling Denver up about his mystery novels and quirky writing habits. Maybe he’d never be able to put it in words, but he was proud of Denver.

      
        
        Denver: I want proof.

        Denver: Please.

        Ryder: Calm down, Romeo. I’ll get you a photo.

      

      

      “There’re a few things on here,” Mom said as she slid the deck door closed. The narrow blue paper in her hand fluttered in the breeze. “You don’t have to get them all done today. How many days did you take off anyway?”

      “About a week.” Ryder reached for the double-sided list, skimming it quickly. Kitchen cabinet latch, wood shed door lock, clean gutters, pressure wash garage. Most of the items Ryder could knock out before mid-afternoon if he got right to work. Fixing the retaining wall would require recruiting help.

      “I feel like I should take your temperature,” Mom mumbled. “Oh, Geraldine called.”

      He flipped the list over once more to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. “Yeah?”

      “She heard that Kinley James took out the town sign with Fiona’s car like she was at a demo derby. Didn’t even know that girl was back in town.”

      Ryder tensed at the rumor he wasn’t surprised to hear circulating. Since the mayor had stuck him on vacation, Ryder wasn’t sure he could keep Kinley from receiving a harsh punishment and hefty fine. “It was an accident,” he said.

      “You sure about that?”

      “Car hardly has a scratch on it.” Seemed he wasn’t the only one who remembered that graduation speech and Kinley’s true feelings about the town. “She swerved to miss Ed.”

      “You believe that?” Mom’s eyebrow shot up.

      “I believe Ed was involved, yes.” The other details of the accident eluded him. He might’ve extracted them out of Kinley this morning if he hadn’t stormed away from their table before she could confess. Still, Ryder’s gut told him the incident was not intentional, but convincing the town would be an undertaking.

      “You and Kinley were friends once.” A hint of mischievousness lingered in that simple statement. Ryder wasn’t sure what Mom was up to, but he recognized the need to escape before he found out.

      “I better get down to the hardware store. I need to catch Harold before he takes his lunch break.”

      “I need another favor,” Mom called to him before he could round the house and disappear from her sight.

      Ryder stopped and braced. “Yeah?”

      “It’s my turn to make bars for the monthly fire department meeting. Mind dropping them off for me later? I have book club tonight.”

      “Ha, I knew it. Always leading a club or something.” He flashed her a rare smile before he hurried off to his truck, list in hand. Strangely enough, Ryder had smiled more in the past two days than he had in the past two years. It felt . . . good. It felt like hope. A secret he’d best keep close to the vest. The last thing he needed was Mom, or anyone else, trying to set him up on a string of dates.
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        * * *

      

      “Picked up a new hobby with all your time off, Chief?” Chase Monroe jabbed as Ryder carried a stack of treat-filled tubs toward the fire hall entrance. No surprise Mom baked enough bars to feed the entire town twice over.

      “You wouldn’t eat ’em if I made ’em.” Ryder followed Chase inside, amused at how quickly word spread about his vacation.

      “Over there on that table is fine,” Chase directed.

      Ryder passed the couple dozen folding chairs already set in rows. It felt odd not to attend the meeting tonight, but Murph had sent him a warning text earlier. The mayor didn’t want Ryder anywhere near the crowded station tonight, in case the lawyer slipped in and tried to cause trouble.

      “Anything good on the agenda tonight?” Ryder prodded.

      Chase was the deputy fire chief, one of only two paid firefighting positions in Sunset Ridge. The rest were volunteers. For as much time as Chase spent at the fire hall, it only made sense he be on the payroll. “Planning a fire drill beginning of June if the fire risk stays low.”

      So far, this had been a wet year. More rain than sunshine, keeping the risk for forest fires low and the onslaught of mosquitoes a little higher than people liked. Ryder followed Chase into the garage bay to a table filled with radios and a pack of batteries. “What are you burning?”

      “That old shack off Jack Rabbit Creek Road. The one that sets back a ways from the highway with the caved-in roof.”

      Ryder was surprised that Henry Davenport, the owner, was willing to part with the building. Though his derelict cabin lay a couple hundred yards outside of city limits, it was an eyesore for tourists. Ryder’d chased a squatter out of there last winter, and still the owner refused to do anything about the property. “What did you bribe Davenport with?”

      “Apparently he’s a fan of crab.”

      “Warren.” The owner of the local seafood restaurant, Warren’s Sea Shack, was a two-decade-long volunteer firefighter.

      “Free weekly king crab dinner for a year.”

      Ryder winced at the cost, but secretly he loved it. He’d been asked many times why he stayed in a small town. Why hadn’t he become an Alaska State Trooper, or moved to Anchorage where there was more action. But Ryder couldn’t imagine living anywhere but this charming, quirky town with its unending variety of characters.

      Chase tossed batteries into a trash bin. “Heard Kinley James is back in town.”

      The gossip, however, Ryder could do without. “She is.”

      “You know, Mercedes never made sense to me.” Chase slid the battery cover back on a radio and set it in a box, reaching for the next. “I didn’t feel right saying that before now, but it’s been two years. She was never your type.”

      Ryder tensed, forcing a swallow down his throat.

      “Mercedes never really got you. But Kinley—”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Don’t go there, man.” Ryder eyed his escape options, eager to leave though unsure where he’d go next. Denver’s houseplant was misted. All of Mom’s chores, outside of the collapsing retaining wall, were done. It was too late to fish. His stomach demanded dinner.

      “I was just surprised you and Kinley were never a thing.”

      If Ryder was being honest with himself, he wondered the same thing too from time to time. That first kiss was seared into his mind. It seemed foolish, to remember something he experienced so young as though it happened days ago and not years. A kiss that’d been filled with promise, but led to nothing. After her mom passed, Kinley pushed Ryder so far away he had no hope of returning. “She’s only in town for a few days.”

      “So, you’ve seen her?”

      “I ran into her, yes. She’s about to be an Army pilot. I bet after this, she doesn’t come back for another nine or ten years.”

      “Too bad.”

      Yeah, tell me about it. Itching to shift the conversation away from Kinley and any talk of matchmaking, Ryder asked, “You free any time this week? I need to redo a small retaining wall at Mom’s. Might need some help.” Ryder couldn’t argue that Chase had more skill when it came to landscaping than he did.

      “Let me get back to you after the meeting.”

      Ryder nodded.

      “Help me with these boxes of radios?” Chase nodded at the cartons lined up on the table, picking up one and leaving the other for Ryder. “I don’t mean to be a pain in the neck about Kinley James, but I always thought there was something there. Maybe there still is. Don’t you think that’s worth investigating before she’s gone another decade?”
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      Kinley

      

      “You took out the town sign? Like, drove right into it?” Laurel Evans’ excitable voice burst through the phone like a loud siren, causing Kinley to pull it away from her ear and turn down the volume.

      “It was an accident.” As her feet shuffled along the bay walk path, Kinley glanced down the street to the brick building on the corner, wondering if the mayor had decided on her punishment. The slight possibility that Ryder might have to arrest her sent uncomfortable shivers through her shoulders. No way could she hide that from her commanding officer.

      “Accident, huh?”

      “I thought you’d believe me. But I haven’t even told you the best part.”

      “It gets better?” Laurel sounded positively giddy.

      “Guess who the mayor is these days.”

      “No!”

      Kinley let out a heavy sigh. “Yep.”

      “Maybe pick Daniels up a box of those blueberry scones from—what’s that bakery? Bobbie’s?”

      “Bonita’s.” In Kinley’s younger years, she’d once used a batch of Bonita’s legendary blueberry scones to bolster the courage of her two best friends. A string of fireworks rapid-firing through the middle of a ribbon-cutting ceremony at the local park had been the result. Laurel hadn’t cared about the week-long community service after they were caught. Ava still blamed the coveted scone.

      It was no wonder Lee Daniels didn’t care for Kinley, considering it was his family’s ribbon-cutting ceremony she’d disrupted. Scones were unlikely to shorten whatever punishment he deemed just for this infraction. Lee was a well-liked man, but he was firm.

      “Why would anyone believe it was an accident? Kinley, I love you, girl. But let’s be honest. You hated that place and you made sure everyone knew it.”

      Spotting a bench a few paces ahead, Kinley made a dash for it. Though she’d stopped at Ava’s shop immediately after leaving the lodge, afraid she’d lose her nerve if she didn’t, Ava had been out on a bank run. Kinley left the Buick parked at the top of the hill outside Forget Me Not Boutique and took a stroll the few blocks down a residential street toward the water.

      When bothersome thoughts of Ryder’s abrupt departure from breakfast earlier wouldn’t leave her alone, she called Laurel. Sometimes the bay walk was the only place in town to get a strong signal.

      “I’m trying to fix all that,” Kinley finally said to Laurel.

      “I can think of better ways.” Laurel always did love a good, humorous jab. “Have you seen Ava yet?”

      “No. She was running an errand. Want me to tell her hi?”

      Laurel either sputtered a laugh or spit out a drink, Kinley wasn’t quite sure which. “Yeah, maybe don’t. You know she doesn’t want to hear from me ever again.”

      In high school, the three of them were inseparable; ironclad in their mission to ditch Sunset Ridge given the first opportunity. Kinley missed that bond the most. She had friends in the Army, but it wasn’t the same.

      “You still haven’t talked to her?” Kinley pried, though she had no right. Kinley and Ava hadn’t kept in touch the past few years either, though for entirely different reasons. The last time they had a phone conversation, Kinley had been days from heading overseas. Ava was moving back to Alaska. Instant messages on social media eventually dried up until there was nothing.

      “You, uh, run into Chase?” Laurel asked, her voice quiet and lacking her usual boisterous pep.

      “So, the rumors are true. Kinley James is back in town.” Ava Monroe’s voice floated through the breeze, catching Kinley off guard.

      She flinched, jerking around while her brain made the necessary connections between a friend’s voice and no visible danger. She really had to stop sitting with her back to possible threats. Heart still slowing, Kinley flew to her feet, phone launching from her hand and landing in the soft grass. As she fumbled for it, her thumb bumped the end call button. Just as well right now.

      “Hey, Ava.” Kinley tried shoving her phone in a back pocket, but these danged skinny jeans had skinny pockets too. She missed having her ACU cargo pockets. Dropping her phone in an unzipped purse pocket, she wiped a sweaty palm against her jeans and added a quick, “I went to see you. At the shop.”

      “I was on a bank run.”

      “That’s what the girl said. Becca, I think.” Kinley wished for the blueberry scones now so she had a peace offering.

      “She’s my part-time summer help.”

      After Kinley joined the Army, she did her best to stay in touch. She’d even met up with Ava a couple of times in the lower forty-eight. But around the time Ava moved back home to help out at her mom’s gift shop, she and Kinley lost almost all contact. It made Kinley feel all the more guilty for keeping in such close contact with Laurel.

      “You own the store now. Forget Me Not Boutique.”

      “Yep.” Ava folded her arms across her chest. “Did you really crash into the town sign and blame Ed?”

      “It’s Ed’s fault.”

      “How do you even know Ed? You’ve been home all of—how long have you been back?”

      “Since Saturday.”

      “Four days?”

      Kinley cleared her throat, willing the apology she owed her best friend to form into words. “Ava, I—”

      Ava marched forward, closing the distance between them. Kinley braced for the unexpected, but she wasn’t prepared for the bear hug her petite friend wrapped her in. It pushed out all the negative air she’d been holding tight, her lungs burning from the lack instead of angst.

      “It’s so good to see you, Kin! I’ve missed you.”

      Kinley failed twice to force words without oxygen.

      “Oh, sorry.” Ava hopped back, giving Kinley exactly three seconds to suck in a breath before she punched her in the shoulder.

      Kinley rocked back on her heels a step, rubbing the afflicted spot. “Ow!”

      “Four days, Kinley? You’ve been hiding out for half a week and didn’t even send me a text?” Ava folded her arms over her chest with such force her entire frame rocked. “I’m only one of your very best friends, you know.”

      “I’m sorry. Fiona broke her arm. I’ve been getting settled in.” The narrowed gaze did Kinley in. She broke. “Okay, so I was hiding. I’m not excited to be back. I was worried you wouldn’t even want to see me.”

      “Why on earth would you think that?”

      “We haven’t talked in so long—”

      “So? That doesn’t change anything.” Ava looped her arm through Kinley’s, nodding toward the hill. Kinley hadn’t given a lot of thought to climbing back up it when she left the car parked outside the boutique. “We’ll always be friends. It’s not like you married my brother and disappeared six months later.”

      Kinley didn’t take the bait about Laurel. She cared for both of her friends dearly but refused to be pitted in the middle of an issue only the two of them could solve. Unfortunately, it would likely require kidnapping Laurel and dragging her back to town so these two could get it out of their system face-to-face.

      “I am back to help Fiona,” Kinley said, deflecting the best she could. The urge to tell Ava about the search for her dad felt natural, but pointless now. Surely there was a good reason her mom had kept an iron wall around the information for all those years.

      “How much longer are you in town?”

      “I fly back next Thursday.”

      “Conveniently missing the alumni event the weekend to follow, I see.”

      “Alumni event? Yikes, I dodged a bullet there.”

      Ava rolled her eyes at Kinley as they waited for a car to pass the last intersection to the store. “Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

      “I didn’t!” Missing the alumni event was a happy coincidence. Maybe it was fate’s way of apologizing for her missing Patty. “Do people actually go to that thing anymore?”

      Ava held the shop door open, allowing Kinley to step inside first. During her visit earlier, Kinley had been on a mission. She hadn’t stayed to look around or even let her eyes scan all the changes Ava’d made to her family’s store. Everything was vastly different. The atmosphere, the products, the layout. It all felt more elevated. Less typical Alaskan gift shop and more charming boutique.

      “Of course people go. I go,” Ava said.

      “I finished the ulu display, Miss Ava.” The teenager from earlier lifted her head from the front counter after the clamoring bells above the door faded.

      “Thanks, Becca. I’ll check it out. See you same time tomorrow?”

      “You bet.” Eyes glued to her phone, Becca grabbed her purse and headed for the door.

      Ava moved behind the lone checkout counter, unlocking the office before slipping inside.

      The gift shop Kinley remembered from her youth no longer existed. Gone were the tacky tourist souvenirs and trinkets. No more gawky sweatshirts or cheap baseball caps. An adorable boutique housing women’s clothing, handcrafted jewelry, and scarves had taken its place. The entire atmosphere of the store had transformed, gone from gawky to chic.

      “Everything in this store is handmade by Alaskans,” Ava told Kinley, closing the office door behind her. “I couldn’t convince Mom to let me make any changes until she signed the store over to me. But I told her, the day she flew out, it was game on.”

      Kinley remembered the shop had changed names a few times over the decades, side effect of being passed down through generations. Each new owner tried to put their own stamp on the place, a new spin on the usual. Ava was the first one to transition not only the name, but also the store.

      “Ava, this is amazing! And I love the name.” Kinley sifted through a rack of thin, silky tops. “These are gorgeous.” She spent so many of her days in a uniform, never thinking about what to wear, that Kinley hardly thought about dressing up. Several items on the clothing racks tempted her to think outside her camo-colored box. Maybe even let her hair down out of its military-regulation bun. “You’re going to make me spend all kinds of money today!”

      “Better wait and see how much that sign’ll cost you,” Ava teased.

      Kinley removed a periwinkle blouse from the rack and carried it to the counter, dismissing Ava’s teasing. Kinley had no idea where she’d wear the piece, but the top called to her. Maybe that was the boutique’s real charm. Ava had a knack for keeping products in stock that customers couldn’t resist. “You must miss your mom.”

      Ava carefully removed the tag and folded the blouse. “You’d think so, but honestly, the lack of hovering is kinda nice. Mom used to shoot down all my ideas. We get along so much better now that she’s three thousand miles away.”

      “You seem happy,” Kinley said.

      “I am.”

      “Anyone special in your life? Anyone I should know about?”

      “Anyone in yours?”

      “Hardly.” It felt good to catch up with Ava, almost as if the time they’d spent apart was weeks instead of years. Kinley recalled how easily they fell back into a natural routine during the times they’d met up or spent hours on the phone.

      Ava handed Kinley an adorable gift bag the color of forget-me-nots with silver thread sewn into the handles. “Maybe we can find you someone while you’re here.” Ava smiled.

      “Yeah, right. Everyone’s lining up around the block to date the woman who plowed into the town sign.”

      “Maybe not one of your finer moments.”

      “It was downright embarrassing.” Kinley let out a pitiful laugh. “How’d you feel if the police chief showed up seconds after Ed vanished into the woods?”

      “So, Ryder was the first person who got to see you. Besides Fiona, of course. I see how it is.”

      Leaving the gift bag on the counter, Kinley turned her attention to a round jewelry tower. She held an aquamarine necklace against her fingers, admiring its handcrafted details. “Not by choice, believe me.”

      “You heard what happened to him?” Ava asked.

      Gently letting the necklace go, Kinley returned to the counter. She disliked how empty the store was, though surely it’d be filled with more customers in a couple of weeks when the tourists flooded town. Right now though, she was thankful for the lack of eavesdroppers. Whatever Ava was about to say sounded important, but not necessarily good.

      “What’s that?” Kinley asked.

      “He was left at the altar.”

      From all the scenarios that ran through her head moments ago, this wasn’t one of them. “Who did that to him?”

      “Mercedes.”

      “He was going to marry Mercedes?” Kinley couldn’t decide which was more shocking. Ryder and Mercedes had been that on-again, off-again couple all through high school, but she never once thought he’d be serious enough to marry her. “What happened?”

      “I guess she left him a note, her engagement ring, and an empty bank account.” Ava retrieved a notebook from the office and settled on a stool. “Took off to Hollywood to pursue her dream of being an actress with some tourist who rolled through town. Rumor is he was an agent, but you know how rumors go.”

      Kinley fidgeted with a display of hand-carved pocket knives. Each one had a different design etched into the handle. She gravitated toward the one with the moose. Go figure. “How’d that work out for her?”

      Hunched over a paper ledger, Ava gave an indifferent shrug. “It’s been two years. I don’t know if that’s enough time for her to be in anything we’d see on TV.”

      “Probably not.” Two years? The grumpiness and frown practically chiseled into Ryder’s face made more sense now. But two years seemed like a long time to stay mad. He must’ve loved her a lot.

      “I did hear she was on a hand soap commercial, but I never saw it.”

      The bells above the door chimed, turning both their heads. Several more questions swarmed about this whole situation, but asking them would have to wait.

      A man their age with a reddish-brown beard stepped inside, seemingly out of place in a boutique more heavily catered to women. Kinley couldn’t place his name and suspected he was a new to town since she called Sunset Ridge home. “Who is—” Kinley’s whispered words trailed off when she noticed how fidgety her friend became, straightening displays that didn’t need the adjustment.

      “Need something, Brayden?”

      He admired the rack of silk scarves, holding a lavender one in his hand. “Mom might like this,” he said.

      “Thought your mom didn’t like Alaska.”

      “She doesn’t.”

      “Don’t tell her you bought it here, then,” she teased. “She might burn it.” The light flushing of Ava’s cheeks hinted at something more than annoyance. A crush? Kinley watched the exchange with fascination.

      “Guess we’ll have to gamble, won’t we?” Brayden lifted the scarf from the rack and carried it to the counter. “Came to get some of those homemade dog biscuits. Elsie can’t get enough.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Ava removed a few individually wrapped treats from a display case, all in the shape of a bone, and placed them in a gift bag. “I could just make her some, you know.”

      Brayden dropped a few twenties on the counter and strutted toward the door, despite the register asking for thirty-nine and a half dollars. “This gets me out of the house. Have a nice day, ladies.”

      “You sure you aren’t seeing anyone?” Kinley repeated her question.

      Ava rolled her eyes with all the dramatics of a tantrum-throwing three-year-old. “He’s my neighbor. If it weren’t for his dog, I’d probably just move.”

      “What does he—”

      Bells chimed again. Kinley expected Brayden to make a second appearance, but it was an elderly woman instead.

      “Hi, Glenda,” Ava greeted with her naturally warm tone. Everyone in Sunset Ridge loved Ava Monroe, even during the time when she ran around with Kinley. No one believed Ava was capable of doing anything bad. It was why when they were caught setting off fireworks during the ribbon-cutting ceremony, Kinley shouldered all the blame. “Don’t know if you remember Kinley?”

      If Kinley wasn’t mistaken, Glenda was one of the book club members, or at least had been years ago when her mom was part of it.

      “Kinley James, wasn’t sure I’d ever see you back in Sunset Ridge.” Glenda’s smile was bright enough, but reservation hung in her eyes. Kinley couldn’t blame her.

      “I’m just visiting for a few days,” she mentioned. She looked to Ava. “I need to pick Fiona up from the library. Are you free later?”

      “Come back around five-thirty. We’ll grab a bite to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      Kinley waited by the door later that afternoon while Glenda gently nudged Ava from behind the counter.

      “I’ve got everything covered,” Glenda said to Ava. “Go enjoy some time with your friend. I’ll see you when we’re ready to close up.”

      “Thank you, Glenda,” Ava responded.

      Kinley stopped herself from asking about the store, about how business was going, as they strolled a block over. Worry etched into Ava’s brow, despite her innocent everything is great smile she sported so well. The lack of customers, even so early in the season, seemed an ominous sign. “Do we have to go through downtown?” Kinley asked instead.

      “Yes.” Ava latched on to Kinley’s arm. “This hiding-out nonsense has to stop. You’re not the same person you were back then. Give people a chance to realize that.”

      From the top of the hill leading into the heart of downtown, Sunset Ridge looked like a postcard image. For all its faults, the town had one of the most spectacular landscapes she’d ever seen. Colorful shops lined the streets. Seagulls flew over pristine blue water that sparkled with intermittent rays of sun. The backdrop of mountains had the slightest splattering of snow at their peaks.

      “You know, I’ve been a lot of places,” Kinley said to Ava, giving in to the inevitable stroll that’d lead them right by city hall. “South Carolina, New York, Germany, Georgia . . . but I’ve never seen anywhere quite this beautiful. For all its faults, I get why people never leave.”

      “It has a way of sucking you back in. You should move home.”

      Kinley let out an awkward laugh. “Don’t go getting any crazy ideas. I said one nice thing about the town.”

      “Could you?” Ava asked. “Move back? You know, if you actually wanted to.”

      Though the automatic answer that wanted to leave her lips was no, Kinley wasn’t being fair. She was at a crossroads with the Army, even if Fiona had all but written her off as a lifer. True, her flight school packet was nearly ready, her goal of becoming an Army pilot within her grasp. But such a move would rope her into service for the full twenty years. Maybe more. “I have a decision to make, actually.”

      When the hill flattened, the downtown area branched out at an intersection, forming a plus sign. This central area was where every street dance was held for the various different festivals. Kinley was almost sad she’d miss the first one of the year. The Fireweed Festival had always been her favorite.

      “Let’s turn here.” Ava pulled Kinley to the left across the street. “I need to ask my brother a favor if he’s around.” They headed down another shop-filled block. “So, what’s this decision?”

      “Two days after I get back, I either sign reenlistment paperwork or I lose the option to stay in.”

      “I’m confused,” Ava said. “I thought you wanted to be a pilot. I didn’t think you could be enlisted to do that.”

      “You can’t. But I’ve haven’t submitted my packet yet. I still need a letter of recommendation from my commander. I don’t even know if they’ll take me. If I don’t reenlist, I’ll likely forfeit my chance to even apply to flight school.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cutting it a little close. So, you came home to get what? A little perspective?”

      Ava dragged Kinley around another corner leading to the fire hall. Chase stood outside with folded arms talking to Ryder and one other. Kinley swallowed hard, her heart fluttering the way it used to when she was fourteen. It wasn’t fair. No man should look that attractive. Alaskan beard, muscular arms bulging the sleeves of his T-shirt, and that half smile she knew meant his eyes were laughing. “Something like that,” she said in delayed answer to Ava’s question.

      Ryder turned his head as they approached, confirming her suspicions and almost knocking the wind out of her all in a beat. As much as she wanted to deny it, Kinley might be in a bit of trouble when it came to Ryder Grant.
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      Ryder

      

      “Ryder, what’re you going to do with all your time off?” Ava asked from the opposite side of the reclaimed wood table at Warren’s Sea Shack. When Ava sprang a dinner invitation that included Kinley and Chase, as well as Ryder, he’d no excuse at the ready to turn it down. Especially since Chase just announced as much to the group.

      “Got some projects at Mom’s. A few around my place.” He left out the houseplant duty Denver had bestowed upon him. “Probably spend the rest of it fishing.”

      Ava let out a light laugh. “Don’t sound so excited about a vacation.”

      Kinley pointed a cracker at him. “Is it really a vacation if you don’t go anywhere?” She let her gaze linger as she scooped a dollop of crab dip onto her cracker.

      Ryder lifted his frosted beer mug and took a sip, mostly to block out Kinley’s assessing eyes. His pulse operated a little funny when she studied him this closely, and he wasn’t all too certain he cared for it. “We can’t all travel the world.”

      “Iraq is lovely in the summer.” He wasn’t certain, but he thought Kinley was flirting with him. “Ever been?”

      “If there isn’t fishing involved, he’s not leaving town,” Chase directed across the table at the women, nudging Ryder with an elbow. “Did you know we almost had a pool going down at the fire hall? Whether or not you’d even take off the day for Denver’s wedding.”

      Saved by the entree delivery, Ryder ignored the comment and unrolled his silverware from its cloth napkin restraint. Not that he’d need it much. Wednesdays, most patrons came in for the fish and chips special. Warren’s deep-fried halibut was known to draw in a crowd.

      Kinley let out a moan of delight with her first bite. “Nobody does fish and chips like Warren’s.” Despite Ryder’s best efforts to study his beer mug, he caught the sparkle in her eyes. The summer they’d spent as friends, before that kiss, they came here half a dozen times on Wednesdays.

      “You should come back more than once every nine years,” Ava said to Kinley. “You miss out on all the good stuff.”

      “Ryder says you’re going to be an Army pilot. Fly helicopters,” Chase said between bites.

      “Maybe.” Kinley stared at her fish basket, moving around the pieces with a fork.

      “Sounded like a done deal,” Chase said. “Change your mind?”

      Ryder’s curiosity piqued, because the way Fiona made it sound, flight school was already on the calendar for Kinley. It shouldn’t matter to him, whether she spent another decade in the Army or not. He shouldn’t feel a shred of hope that she might have the option to stay.

      “No, I just have to submit my packet. Go through that whole acceptance process. I’ll start that when I get back.”

      Ryder casually dunked a piece of halibut in tartar sauce, pretending he didn’t notice Ava’s raised eyebrow. Before he could take a bite, the inner cop in him noticed the lone man wearing a green Hawaiian shirt, standing at the bar and pounding his drink. Judging by the trouble he had staying on his stool, he wouldn’t be safe to walk out, much less drive.

      “I’m hoping to fly Blackhawks. But you don’t find that out right away.”

      “Why Blackhawks?” Ryder asked.

      Kinley swallowed a bite, dabbing at the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “I ended up in an aviation unit when I joined, and I’ve spent most of my time around them. I’m in the supply shop, but I’ve gone on lots of flights. Even got to play crew chief on a few test flights overseas. Thought it would be fun to fly one.”

      Ryder didn’t care for the sinking feeling in his stomach. He should be happy for Kinley, finding a purpose. The Army had clearly been a good thing for her. She was so lost years ago, after her mom died. He’d been witness to too many youths heading down the wrong path because they felt that same way . . . lost. He couldn’t save them all, no matter how much he wished he could.

      Still, the news settled like a stomachache.

      “That’s so cool!” Ava cooed. “I’ve always wanted to take a helicopter ride, but the whole afraid-of-heights thing kind of ruins that.”

      When the man at the bar slipped off his seat, Ryder tensed. Mr. Hawaiian Shirt gripped the back of the stool with enough force to rock the heavy chair as he climbed back in. Ryder slipped his phone from his pocket and shot Murph a text.

      
        
        Ryder: Male, 50s, gray hair, green Hawaiian shirt, jeans. Drinking too much @ Warrens.

        Murph: What are you doing?

        Ryder: Might want to drive by. Looks like Mike just cut him off.

        Murph: I got it covered. Go back to vacation.

      

      

      “Germany, really?” Chase said to Kinley on a topic Ryder missed completely. “How was that?”

      When the man at the bar stumbled outside to the deck, Ryder felt obligated to keep an eye on him. But he couldn’t see him through the window from where he sat. The last thing they needed was the man—tourist as far as Ryder could tell—falling over the railing and into the bay. If Ryder could avoid going for a chilly swim, he would. He ignored Kinley’s curious gaze and pushed out of his chair. “I need to make a quick call.”

      When Ryder made it outside, Mr. Hawaiian Shirt was leaning over the railing too far to be safe. “Where’s za otter? They said there’z an otter. I don’t see ’im.”

      Despite the restaurant half full of volunteer firefighters watching him, Ryder did what any cop—on or off duty—would do. He approached the man with the intent to keep him from going over the side and remove him from the public restaurant before he disrupted dinner service. “You all right there?” he asked, leaning against the railing. He stayed far enough away to avoid a swing should the man get violent, but close enough to leap to action if required.

      “Do you sees an-an otter?” The r rolled for several seconds. The man was drunker than a skunk, and several patrons watched from the windows. At least the chilly evening kept the deck closed for diners tonight.

      “Where’re you staying?” he asked, hoping this tourist had a room. With any luck, it was not at the Sunset Ridge Lodge. The Whitmore sisters didn’t need to deal with this mess.

      The man spun ninety degrees so suddenly he bounced against the wooden railing when he tripped over his own feet, kicking off one flip-flop completely. “What do ya wants with—”

      “Ryder, I got it.” Murph, in full uniform, stepped around him. “C’mon, bud. Time to get you anywhere else.” She led the man off the deck by the arm, leaving Ryder with one warning look before leading the man toward her cruiser. It felt wrong not to help, but Murph was tough as nails. No one would dare pick a fight with her. They’d lose.

      Aware that the table he left was peering at him through the glass, he let out a sigh. He turned, ready to make apologies, but was stopped one step later by a man in jeans and a sport jacket. His dark, thinning hair was slicked back, and day-old stubble covered his cheeks. Ryder’s hackles rose instantly.

      “Are you Ryder Grant?”

      “Who’s asking?”

      “Clark. Clark Matthews.” Clark extended his hand but Ryder folded his arms over his chest. Ryder didn’t need the business card Clark fished out of his wallet to know he was Chalmer’s lawyer.

      Frustration bubbled in his chest, but he kept his expression void of those traitorous emotions as he took a deliberate step forward, ignoring the card. He towered over most people, but he had several inches on Clark. If the man had any sense, he’d be intimidated. But crooked lawyers chasing a buck didn’t often have the good sense to be afraid. Should’ve gone fishing today. “Excuse me, I have a dinner to get back to.”

      “Sure you couldn’t spare a few minutes?” Clark asked as Ryder brushed past him. “I promise not to cause a scene. Lots of people watching, you know.”

      “You can speak to my lawyer, Mr. Matthews. I don’t have anything to say to you.” Ryder stomped off, wishing he could unleash his true feelings on the shady man who would sooner defend a criminal for a buck if he thought he could make one. A criminal who’d endangered a child’s life on several occasions.

      Ryder was the only reason Rhett Samson hadn’t fallen to his death. Unlike Chalmer, the boy wouldn’t have survived such a brutal fall.

      “Everything okay?” Chase asked after Ryder took his seat.

      A sip of his beer left him annoyed that it’d grown warm. He crunched on a chip instead. “Yep. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Ryder, we’re trying to convince Kinley to extend her trip one more day for the alumni event.” Ava leaned into the table, her bright eyes filled with hope that he’d, no doubt, help convince Kinley to stay. “You had fun last year, right?”

      “Sure.”

      “Ryder had fun?” Kinley teased. “I’d pay money to see that.”

      Chase’s phone chimed, effectively interrupting the conversation. “I need to head back to the fire hall.” He waved the server over for the check, handing him a card before anyone else could grab money. “Dinner’s on me, kids.”

      Ryder emptied his ice water, uncertain what the night held for him. His mom might be on to something—maybe he should get a dog.

      “I have to head back to the shop and help Glenda close. She’s still not comfortable with cashing out the drawer,” Ava said as the group vacated their table and headed toward the door. Chase grabbed his card on the way out and followed them to the gravel parking lot, now twice as full as when they arrived. “Kinley, we’ll have to do that pier walk another night. Unless Ryder wants to go? He does have all that free time on his hands right now.”

      Distractedly scanning the parking lot for grubby lawyers, Ryder wasn’t prepared for the suggestion. Not enough to make an excuse.

      “You up for a walk?” Kinley asked, surprising him. She’d grown more comfortable around him over dinner tonight, but he hadn’t expected her to fall back into old routines so quickly. Maybe they could be friends once again.

      “Yeah, why not?” It’d be the first time he took a stroll down the pier in civilian clothes in a couple of years, maybe longer. He waited as the girls exchanged their good-byes, convincing himself he only agreed to keep Kinley safe.

      Kinley held on to the purse strap slung over her shoulder with both hands. “Ready?”

      They covered the short distance from Warren’s to the pier in silence. Stepping onto the wooden pier brought Ryder a sense of relief he hadn’t realized he sought. Better above the planks than below them.

      Below them, while the sand sucked in their toes, Ryder had given away his first kiss to Kinley. It was odd how vivid that memory was all these years later. He couldn’t recall his first kiss to the woman he almost married, even before she left.

      “Why aren’t you at the fire department meeting?” Kinley asked when they reached the halfway marker, noted by benches on either side. “Isn’t that something the police chief usually goes to?”

      “Not if he’s on vacation.” Ryder’s smile was harder to find tonight. He didn’t mean to be short with Kinley. The brief encounter with the pesky lawyer still had him riled up. He’d expected a few phone calls, and maybe even a surprise visit at the house. He should’ve known the man would attempt to corner him in a public place.

      “You never mentioned the whole vacation thing this morning at breakfast. When did you decide that?”

      Ryder scrubbed his hand over the back of his neck, evading her question by replacing it with another. “You like fishing?”

      After a few beats, she lowered her raised eyebrow and relented. “I guess so. Haven’t been in years.”

      “Well, if you want, you can come out with me sometime before you leave. Thought I might head out on the water tomorrow, actually. But I’m sure I’ll go again if that doesn’t fit into your busy schedule.”

      They stepped to opposite sides as a jogger hurried between them on a mission to the end of the pier. A mother and two kids—twins, if he remembered right—huddled in the corner at the end. Otherwise, the pier was deserted. One couple strolled hand-in-hand along the water, too far away to depict who they were.

      “You know how to turn that thing off?” Kinley stepped back to the middle after the same jogger passed them again.

      “What thing?”

      “That cop radar thing you do.”

      He did manage a smirk then. “Old habits.”

      “Fishing, huh? Are you asking me on a date, Ryder Grant?”

      “What? No, um—”

      “Relax!” Kinley gently shoved at his shoulder. He was keenly aware how long she pressed her palm against his shirt sleeve. “I’m kidding. C’mon, why would you ask me of all people out on a date? I’m not even staying.”

      With effort, Ryder let down his defensive wall enough to join in her light laughter. “It was just a friendly offer,” he added about the fishing. The heat signature of her touch lingered. “Fewer people out on the water and all that. Figured it was kind of your thing.”

      “I’ll have to see what Fiona needs first.”

      “Of course.”

      Kinley spun toward the railing and leaned over, pointed toward the sun that was still two hours from setting.

      Ryder’d always had a good sense about people, even before he trained at the police academy. The sense that Kinley was holding back something big nagged at him. As much as he wanted to know, he refused to push her. But he did what he considered second best. “Fiona mentioned me fixing that ladder. When do you think I should come by?”

      “I know she’s around Friday evening. I wouldn’t want to rob her of the joy of cooking you a meal. And dessert.” Kinley was definitely flirting with him.

      He resisted the urge to touch her elbow, unwilling to risk shattering this blissful moment. Worse, he wasn’t sure what physical reaction the contact would cause in himself. His bicep still tingled at the earlier graze of her fingers. “Now you’re just being cruel.”

      “Apple or peach pie—”

      Chaotic skittering against the wooden planks cut Kinley off, causing both of them to jerk their attention behind them. A black and brown dog—German shepherd from the looks of it—charged at them, yellow leash whipping behind. Ryder’s brain flashed numbers—the speed of the dog versus the slipperiness of the planks, and a rail board too high to keep him from sliding under. Crap. Not good.

      The dog would end up in the water and, this far out, the current was extra active. Even an incredibly active dog might struggle to shore.

      Ryder leapt into action, planting himself in the dog’s path, and using his body like a blockade. Squatting down like a football linebacker waiting for the signal, he braced for impact. “Hey, boy,” he said to the dog in a cheerful voice. “C’mere. Easy, bud.”

      The dog’s tail wagged in double time, giving Ryder hope that he’d successfully distracted him from whatever mission sent him hurtling down the pier.

      “Ryder, be careful,” Kinley said.

      “Slow down, boy. Slooow down.”

      “Ryder, look out! He’s—”

      The dog plowed harder into Ryder than he expected, knocking him backwards against the planks. Still chasing the wind that was knocked out of him, Ryder grabbed at the leash. It slid quickly through his hand, reminding him of the time he got rope burn as a kid while fishing with his dad.

      Kinley leapt into action, hopping over him as the end of the leash slipped free from Ryder’s hand. “Got him!”

      The dog let out a few boisterous barks.

      “Excuse me. Got her.” Kinley encouraged the dog back Ryder’s way, but met no resistance. In fact, there was no tautness in the leash at all. “You okay?” She reached out a hand to help Ryder up. Pride tugged at him to ignore it, but he shook away his grumpiness and let Kinley help him.

      Aching all over, palm stinging, Ryder stretched off the worst of it. His back would be stiff tomorrow, but he didn’t think anything was strained or pulled. Small victories.

      The shepherd bounded toward Ryder, enthusiastically licking his injured hand. “I think she likes you.” Kinley giggled.

      “She better, for all that trouble.” He let the dog sniff his hand a few more seconds before he knelt and rubbed her neck. He heard the distinctive jingle of tags when she hopped over him. “Up to date on rabies. Says her name is . . . Rowdy.”

      “Seems appropriate.”

      “Rowdy, where’s your owner?” By now, someone should’ve been racing down the pier after their dog. Ryder leaned over the railing, scanning the nearly empty beach below. Not a single person seemed out walking, let alone searching.

      “She has to belong to someone,” Kinley said. “Maybe they don’t know she’s missing yet. Why don’t we walk her up and down the beach?”

      For the booming entrance Rowdy made, she was a pleasure to walk on the leash. Rarely pulling, she did get distracted by odd-shaped flowers and tree branches, forcing them to stop and linger often. One questionable-looking wildflower sent her shuffling backwards against Ryder’s legs. But she walked right by a gray cat hiding in the shade of a tree. Probably wouldn’t make the best police K9.

      Two long passes resulted in more aches and pains, but no frantic dog owner.

      Ryder led them to a bench and sat down in the middle. Kinley dropped down on one side. Rowdy hopped up on the other, as though she had as much right to sit there as they did. The shepherd stared straight ahead at the bay, watching a seagull fly overhead. When it flew off in the distance, Rowdy licked Ryder on the side of the face.

      “She likes you,” Kinley said with an easy laugh that thawed his icy interior. “A lot.”

      Ryder used the side of his hand to wipe away the slobbery affection. “Yeah, I get that.”

      “What are you going to do with her tonight?”

      It didn’t feel right to drop the dog off at the local shelter that was already overcrowded. Though the owner never refused an animal who needed a place to stay, Ryder wasn’t comfortable asking the favor. Though this probably wasn’t what Mom meant when she told him to get a dog, he said, “I guess I’m taking Rowdy home with me.”
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      Kinley

      

      “Fiona, I thought you were supposed to work today,” Kinley said, finding her aunt in the middle of assembling a pie one-handed. A flour smudge painted Fiona’s cheek, and a trail of white paw prints on the laminate floor led away from the kitchen sink. Kinley checked her watch, certain they were supposed to leave at eight-thirty—three minutes from now.

      “No, not today. Had my schedule mixed up.”

      Sensing that something was off, Kinley leaned her hip into the counter, purposely getting in her aunt’s way. But Fiona refused to look at Kinley, even when she had to reach past her for the cinnamon. Fiona’s hand trembled a little as she flicked open the tin, only to drop it in the flour. Concern clenched Kinley’s heart. Her aunt was holding something back from her. Is Fiona sick?

      “Need a ride anywhere else?” Kinley helped herself to a glass of iced tea, swallowing her panic and replacing it with a nonchalant smile. If something were wrong with any of the James women, they weren’t likely to come right out and say it. It was best eased out with gentle prodding and a front of indifference.

      “You can have the car. Bev’s getting me soon for coffee.”

      Kinley leaned backwards against the counter, ignoring the growing mess Fiona made. She’d only allow herself to worry if her tidy aunt left behind the clutter of dirty dishes scattered along the counter. She sipped on her tea to hide her frown. “Need me to do the dishes or bake the pie while you’re out?”

      “Oh, no. Pie’s going in the fridge for now.” With her left hand, Fiona spooned blueberry filling from a jar she’d canned, dropping a splotch on the counter when it missed the pie pan. Kinley didn’t dare offer to clean it up. “You’re free to do as you please today. Don’t worry about a thing here.”

      “Does your arm bother you at work?” Kinley asked carefully.

      “Not any more than it bothers me anywhere else.” Fiona rinsed the empty jar in the sink and set it in the dishrack, finally looking over at Kinley when she finished. Her slightly quirky smile caused one corner of her mouth to lift a smidge higher than the other. “Something on your mind?”

      Pickles darted through the kitchen, leaving behind a couple of fresh paw prints on his way to the living room window for his morning bird watching. Kinley rinsed off a dishrag and wiped up the flour trail. “I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by the library since I’ve been back. I’ve been meaning to come in.”

      “You don’t want to be there,” Fiona said matter-of-factly as she worked a crust over the top of the pie. Her precision with one hand impressed Kinley, but Fiona’s tone unsettled her. “You don’t have to pretend otherwise.”

      “Maybe I’ll pick up lunch for Ava.” Kinley rinsed out the dishrag and carried it into the laundry nook off the kitchen. Maybe I should go see the mayor about the sign. “Willamina’s still good as it was ten years ago?”

      “Better. Mind covering this pie and sticking it in the fridge for me?”

      “Of course.” Kinley approached with caution, accepting the box of clingwrap Fiona handed to her. Fiona hadn’t asked for much more than a ride since Kinley came back. All the help she’d given had been offered, or in some cases, forced. Fiona was stubborn when it came to admitting she couldn’t do everything on her own, more so now that she was down one arm.

      Fiona plugged one sink, turned on the water, and squeezed in a line of soap. “You never told me when you head off to flight school.”

      Kinley could skate the question, tell Fiona she didn’t have a date just yet. Instead, she let out a sigh and tried the truth. “I haven’t submitted my application.”

      “I thought flight school was a done deal.”

      “Being an Army pilot sounds cool, doesn’t it?” Kinley had helped out on a few test flights during her time in Afghanistan. The idea of becoming a pilot sounded epic when Ms. Nova, a warrant officer and test pilot in her unit, suggested as much during their most recent deployment. She made the entire process sound simple with Kinley’s scores and near-perfect vision.

      “Did you change your mind?”

      When Kinley left on a plane for basic training nine years ago, she had no idea how long she would stay in the Army. Only that it was her fastest—and cheapest—ticket away from the place that most reminded her of her mom. A town that represented nothing but heartache and bad memories.

      However, now that she was back, her resentment seemed to be softening.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” Kinley said finally. “I thought I had it all figured out. I’m still planning to put my packet in when I get back. Just need one final letter of recommendation.” She left out the part about her waiting to sign her reenlistment paperwork, or the ticking clock she was up against. “I should have dates in a few weeks.”

      “Well, if you do decide to move back instead, I’ll be happy to have you around. You’ve always got a home here.”

      “Thanks, Fiona.”

      “The Army’s been really good for you. I’m proud of you. Your mom is, too. I know it.”

      Swallowing back sudden threatening tears, Kinley busied herself with wiping down the kitchen counter while Fiona washed her dishes. Time didn’t fill the void she felt every time she looked at the kitchen table. Her mom should be there, sitting on a cracked vinyl chair, working on a crossword before her shift at the lodge. Words lingered on the tip of Kinley’s tongue.

      Fiona looked at her expectantly. “Wait any longer and you might choke on whatever it is you want to say.”

      Kinley drew in a deep breath, held it until it burned, then released it with her words in a rush of air. “Mom wrote me a letter.” There, it’s out. No turning back.

      “She what?”

      “She wrote a letter and gave it to Patty Whitmore before she died. I got it in the mail on my twenty-fifth birthday.” On a handful of occasions, Kinley tried to tell Fiona about the letter, but every time she lost her nerve. Why Cassidy entrusted it to Patty and not her own sister had always nagged at Kinley. She wondered if it was a secret Mom didn’t want Fiona to learn. Kinley had convinced herself that not mentioning the letter was a way to protect the only family she had left.

      “Two years ago.” The hurt in Fiona’s eyes was unmistakable. “You’re just now mentioning it?”

      “I-I’m sorry, Fiona. I should’ve said something a long time ago.”

      Flicking her drying towel over a shoulder, Fiona pulled Kinley away from the counter and into the living room. They settled on the couch almost as one. “Kinley, I love you like a daughter. Always have. But why are you really back?”

      “Did Mom really never tell you who my dad was?” She hadn’t asked the question in years. Only once since she left home, when Fiona came to visit her in New York while she was stationed in Fort Drum.

      “Ah, so this is about your dad.”

      “I could never figure out why Mom gave the letter to Patty and not you.”

      “Well, that’s an easy one.” Pickles hopped away from the window, seemingly bored, and strutted across Fiona’s lap. Fiona ran her hand along the back of his ears as he settled against her thighs. “She probably gave it to Patty because the woman was known for keeping secrets. People trusted her. I would’ve given you the letter right away. I couldn’t hold on to a thing like that, not knowing it contained some big secret that could alter the course of your entire life.”

      “Well, the letter only told me to talk to Patty to get the answer. I’m no closer to knowing now than I was before. Maybe I’m not meant to know at all.”

      Fiona set her good arm around Kinley’s shoulders, pulling her in tight for a hug. “If you’re meant to find the answer, you will. If not—”

      “I’m not going to waste my leave turning up every stone in town,” Kinley said. “I think it’s time to enjoy myself before I make any life-altering decisions about flight school. Might even take Ryder up on his offer to go fishing.”

      “Rumor has it you’ve been spending an awful lot of time with Ryder Grant,” Fiona said.

      How to explain that one. “I’ve run into him some.” The man did seem to pop up everywhere she was. First, the accident scene, then Whitmore Patio. Warren’s was certainly not her fault, but Ava’s, but the pier walk had definitely happened with her encouragement.

      “Better be careful, or that boy might get attached.”

      “Doubtful.” Kinley feared it might be the other way around. Not less than three times this morning, she’d thought of stopping by to check on Rowdy and see if that fishing invitation was still open. Though she loved dogs, it was Ryder she looked forward to seeing the most. Spending time with him was dangerous if she couldn’t get a handle on her wandering thoughts. No matter what, Kinley still had to get on a plane next week. “We’re just friends. That’s it.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “I mean it.”

      “He’s a good one, Kinley. I know you two had your differences when you were kids, but you’re grown up now.”

      Differences hardly described it. She’d resented him for years, replaying that kiss for what it was, moments stolen from her mom in those final hours. Of course, she was mature enough to see that night for what it actually was. And none of it was his fault. The least she owed him was an apology, and she’d find the words before she got back on a plane. “Not going to happen.”

      Fiona lifted her hand in surrender as she stood, forcing Pickles to move from her lap and into Kinley’s. “I better grab my jacket. Bev will be here any minute.”

      Kinley welcomed the cat’s comforting purrs, even if it required nonstop head scratches. She kissed between his ears, all out of words for the moment.

      “If I had any theories on who your dad is,” Fiona called from the hall, “I’d tell you. I promise I would. Told your mom you deserved to know the truth, no matter what it was. But your mom was too fond of her secrets. I didn’t even know she was seeing someone until she told me she was pregnant. She was that good at hiding things from me when she wanted to be.”

      Kinley stared straight ahead, convincing herself that she could accept not knowing who her father was for the rest of her life. Maybe even be okay with it. Her gaze landed on the broken rungs of the loft ladder. “Ryder’s stopping by tomorrow to fix the ladder,” she called out to Fiona, ready to move on to a different topic.

      Fiona shrugged into a jacket almost as long as her skirt, having little issue on her own. “Good thing I made a pie, then, isn’t it?”

      A horn honked out front, causing Pickles to hiss and leap off Kinley’s lap. He skittered down the hallway and disappeared into a bedroom.

      Fiona stopped before opening the screen door. “There’s a box of your mother’s things up in the loft. We can get to it after Ryder fixes that ladder. Just . . . don’t expect much. Probably nothing in there that’ll give you the answers you want. She didn’t keep a diary or anything that easy, Nancy Drew.” Fiona stepped out onto the porch and stopped. “Don’t go trying to get it now. I suspect broken bones won’t expedite your military plans.”
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      Thrumming her fingers against the back of the sofa, Kinley considered her options. She’d already called the mayor, determined to face judgment over the sign debacle, but he was out all morning. Too early to bring Ava lunch, Kinley reached out to Ryder instead. Better to go fishing than face the temptation to monkey climb into the loft for a box that likely held nothing of significance.

      Kinley followed Ryder’s text directions, navigating a tree-covered dirt road that weaved its way around several properties of varying sizes. She recognized his driveway on Choke Cherry Lane by the mailbox; a bear carved from wood held it on his shoulders.

      A single-story log cabin with a covered porch and green metal roof emerged through the trees. Ryder’s massive truck sat in the driveway, no doubt too large to fit inside the single garage bay. She parked behind it.

      His text promised he and Rowdy would be in the backyard.

      Three strides from the car, Kinley realized she forgot her purse. She really was over carrying the dang thing, but she needed her license and credit card to buy the fishing license. Ryder promised to help her with that before they headed to the marina.

      Snagging her purse with a less than elegant compliment, Kinley popped out of the car again and let out a startled scream. Ed stood hardly five feet away, staring straight at her. The air died in her lungs. No inhale. No exhale.

      “You.”

      There were so many things Kinley wanted to say to the elusive moose who left her high and dry at the crime scene, but his proximity reminded her what the beast was capable of should she make him feel threatened.

      Ed extended his neck toward a leafy branch.

      The car door wasn’t shut. Not all the way. But would it startle him if she yanked it wide and dove in? She didn’t think her aunt’s car deserved any more of a beating than she’d already given it.

      Kinley pushed her back as far as it would go against the side of the Buick, clenching her purse straps so tightly her fingers turned white. “You know, no one believes me, Ed.”

      He watched her closely, slapping frothy lips around a clump of leaves and stripping them off. He blinked once, just so she was quite sure he didn’t care, and chomped.

      “The whole town thinks I was driving irresponsibly.” She relaxed enough to return the color to her fingers. “They think I took my anger out on the sign or something. It’s all over town. Why did you do it, Ed? The mayor hates me. Always has.”

      Mid-chomp, Ed’s ears perked at a sound Kinley couldn’t make out. Ed shuffled backward, turning and vanishing into the tree line.

      Kinley let out a heavy breath, allowing her body to slide against the car. She stole a few minutes to herself, expecting the energetic dog to round the cabin any second. Surely Rowdy had frightened away the moose. Though she didn’t hear the scuffle of energetic paws on the grass, Rowdy did let out her deep bark.

      Heartrate slowed, she pushed back up to her feet. Dusting off her jeans, she followed the steppingstone path around the side of the house.

      Ryder lounged with his back to her on a cushioned loveseat. Rowdy sat erect at his side, her body turned toward the Cheeto he held at the ready. The shepherd gave her a brief glance and a few quick tail thumps, but her attention immediately returned to her prize. “Good girl. Take it nice, now.” Rowdy leaned closer, delicately taking the snack from Ryder.

      “I do hope you’re feeding her more than Cheetos,” Kinley playfully scolded, forcing her pulse to slow yet again. The sight of Ryder and this dog—Kinley would be smart to run away now before feelings crept into the equation uninvited.

      “Don’t let Rowdy fool you.” Ryder snagged another Cheeto from the bag and held it out, repeating the trick. “She had a generous helping of ground caribou last night, and she stole a couple sausage links this morning.”

      Kinley stepped onto the deck and dropped into a swivel rocker with red-orange cushions across from the duo, a dark wicker and aluminum coffee table separating them. “Any luck on figuring out who Rowdy belongs to?” she asked.

      “Nope. Vet can’t find a chip, but she’s researching the rabies tag for me. Clinic it’s from had some sort of computer glitch this morning and can’t access their records.”

      Rowdy delicately licked Ryder on the cheek, requesting more goodies, no doubt. Kinley secretly hoped the owner didn’t claim the dog and Ryder was forced to adopt her himself. The two seemed to make a good pair.

      “I have to admit, I’m impressed with this patio set. It matches and everything. Who would’ve thought you had taste?”

      “I can’t take any of the credit. Mom picked it out. I just handed over my credit card. She’d flip if she saw Rowdy getting hair all over the cushions.”

      Dropping her purse beside her chair, Kinley leaned back and let the morning sun kiss her cheeks. “How is your mom?”

      “Busy as always. Heading committees, starting organizations, you name it. Retirement hasn’t slowed her down a bit. I think it’s made her more social, if that’s possible.”

      Kinley hoped to see Tillie Grant before she left town, even if only to say a quick hello. Tillie had always been kind to her and her family, even when others weren’t. “And your dad? What’s he up to these days?”

      Ryder’s rare smile faded as he wadded up the empty chip bag. Rowdy hopped down once she seemed to realize the treats were no more and sauntered over to Kinley for behind-the-ear scratches. “We lost him a few years ago, right before Denver joined the Army. Brain aneurysm.”

      Kinley’s heart clenched in sympathy. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” Avoiding her hometown at all costs had caused her to miss out on so many things. She made a promise to herself that she’d do better about not just keeping in touch, but visiting more.

      Ryder popped out of his seat, grabbing Rowdy’s full attention. The dog leapt up and trotted back to him. “You ready to get this license and get to fishing? My freezer is in halibut deficit.”

      “What are you going to do with Rowdy?”

      “Take her with us, of course.”

      “You’re going to take a dog fishing?”

      Ryder gave an indifferent shrug that made Kinley’s stomach flutter. Aunt Fiona was right. They were all grown up now. “Why not? Plenty of room in the boat.”
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      Ryder

      

      Inviting Kinley to go halibut fishing might’ve been Ryder’s gravest mistake in weeks. For starters, he couldn’t fault her functional wardrobe. Dark jeans tucked into rubber boots, an ARMY-emblazoned hoodie and a down vest to block the chilly ocean air, and her ponytail pulled through the back of a purple baseball cap. Ryder had to look away the minute he cast them off. She looked right at home in the passenger seat of his boat.

      Don’t get used to this, he warned himself.

      “I forgot how beautiful it is out here,” Kinley said, eyes on the open waters, Rowdy pressed against her leg.

      “Ava’s right. You should come back more than once every nine years.” Ryder suppressing what he really wanted to say behind an easy smile. You should come home to stay. He tore his gaze from Kinley as he slowed the boat.

      Though he’d fished with Chase and a few others on occasion, he never brought anyone to this spot. This fishing spot was where he chucked a twelve-thousand-dollar engagement ring before he had the good sense to pawn it. It was the place he returned to when he needed an escape, and until now, he hadn’t wanted to share it with anyone. Why he was willing to share it with Kinley was a riddle he didn’t care to ponder.

      “I think I might have to work on that whole visiting thing,” Kinley admitted, popping up from her seat when the boat rocked in place. “Are we stopping?”

      “Yep.” Chum bag attached to the anchor, he dropped it overboard. “It might take a while to get bites, but I promise it’ll be worth it. You’re not in a hurry?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good answer.”

      “Tell me if you feel the same after you’ve had to teach me how to do all this”—she waved her hand at the rigs and bait buckets—“stuff. First timer here.”

      Kinley was an attentive student, not afraid to ask questions or touch the bait. She listened with interest as he explained, as if she wanted to understand the significance of the swivel, union knots, and circle hook. Ryder didn’t like to compare, but he couldn’t keep the memory of Mercedes at bay. The blank stares she gave him through these same explanations. And when she realized he used salmon heads as bait, she lost her lunch overboard.

      “Got it?” he asked, shifting back a bit to see what Kinley did.

      Kinley gave a nod of understanding and stuck her hand in the bucket. “I thought everybody used herring,” she said, eyeing the head for a moment before he talked her through attaching the rig to the pole.

      “A lot of people do. It’s the most popular. But I’ve had the best luck with salmon. I catch enough reds and silvers every year. No point in letting any of that go to waste.” He reached around her to double check the rod was secured in the holder bolted to the boat, the sway of the current bouncing him against her arm.

      Rowdy let out an excited bark, her tail swishing from hip to hip. Ryder chuckled. “Like to fish, girl?” he asked, but her nose was already lifting skyward to the seagull.

      Kinley nodded at the shepherd. “She’s really enjoying herself. Too bad you can’t keep her.”

      Turning away to set his own pole, Ryder shook out his shoulders in a feeble attempt to shed the tension and his sudden frown. “I don’t know if I’m ready for a dog,” he said. “Especially one that’s as big a bed hog as this one.” Last night, he’d made no less than three attempts to keep the bed to himself. He’d made Rowdy a perfectly comfortable bed on the floor out of old blankets and a cheap comforter.

      “You let her sleep on the bed?”

      “Why does that surprise you?”

      Kinley gave him a look that said it all.

      “It’s not like I let her. She decided my bed was more enticing than the one I created for her. I gave up after the third time.” He discovered Rowdy was an expert at ninja-crawling into bed. He had no clue how long she’d cuddled against him each time before he woke up.

      “She likes you.”

      Ryder flashed Kinley a smirk. “Can you blame her?”

      As he talked Kinley through baiting her circle hook and letting her line freespool into the deep water, he found himself more relaxed than he’d been in weeks. Months, maybe. She’d always had that effect on him when they were younger. Nothing ever felt tense or awkward between them.

      “You look lost in thought, Officer Grant.” A teasing sparkle danced across her eyes. “Deep thought.”

      Despite his best efforts to forget what Chase said yesterday at the fire hall, Ryder couldn’t shake his words. If there ever was a chance for him to see what could be with Kinley— She’s not staying. “Thinking about the past, that’s all.”

      “I heard what happened,” she said, the sparkle fading, compassion replacing it. “With Mercedes.”

      Ryder turned his back to her, taking his time with the rig and bait. Though the urge to avoid the subject altogether tugged at him, he decided for once not to give in. “Have you ever stood in front of a crowded church when everyone turns to see the bride approach? That bridal march plays. And plays. And plays. Slowly, every one of those heads turns to the front of the church instead, as if they expect the groom to know why no one ever walks down that aisle?”

      “That wasn’t fair of her, Ryder.”

      “I know. I should’ve seen it coming. How she was always talking about her dream to be a famous actress. Never mind that she never once talked about taking any specific action to make it happen, until that note she left behind. And no, she didn’t clean out my bank account. I know that’s the most popular rumor. She did help herself to a healthy portion of what was in there, though.”

      “You never reported the money stolen?” Her question held more curiosity than judgment. A refreshing change from what he’d endured from people in town.

      Ryder shook his head. It felt oddly therapeutic to talk about this with someone who wasn’t there that day. Someone who hadn’t had the time to create their own exaggerated version of events or make unfair assessments. He missed this easy friendship with Kinley; dreaded losing it already. He didn’t examine those feelings too closely. “Do you want to know the ironic thing of it all?”

      “What’s that?”

      “She left me her engagement ring.” The stupidity of what he did still haunted him. He looked out across the blue waters, wishing he could take that one thing back. “The ring was worth more than twice what she took.”

      “She didn’t pawn it?”

      “No.” Ryder offered his hand to Rowdy’s insistent nudging nose, not surprised with the extra sniffing that followed. He’d washed his hands after baiting his hook, but it wasn’t enough to remove all traces. “She left it behind for me to pawn. Her one act of kindness in such a—”

      “Craptastic situation?” Kinley offered.

      Ryder huffed a laugh. “Exactly.”

      “Do you still have it?”

      “Nope.” He nodded toward the water. “I threw it in the ocean.”

      Kinley’s expression morphed from blank, to shocked, to amused. Her light laughter offended him at first, but the more it grew, the harder it was to resist. He joined in, the two of them laughing so hard his belly ached when they were finally through. He spotted the tears that sprang to the corners of her eyes. When he caught his breath, he said, “If I’d kept the stupid ring, I’d have a bigger boat.”

      “What’s wrong with this one?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t have a cabin, for one.”

      Kinley raised a challenging eyebrow at that. “You have a hard time taking a day off work, from what I hear. What on earth would you do with a cabin on a boat? Don’t feed me some line about spending a week or two out on the water.”

      Ryder shrugged, not wanting to admit Kinley had a point. Or that he didn’t really have a good reason to want a cabin, except that he wanted a bigger boat. “It’s been twenty minutes. We should switch out the bait. We’ll get yours first, then I’ll grab mine.”

      They worked in sync as a team, pulling Ryder further into the past, to the summer they spent nearly every day together. Riding bikes, fishing from the shore, eating ice cream cones on park benches.

      “What’s that crooked smile about?” Kinley asked once the bait was switched. She didn’t seem in any hurry for the fish to bite, and for that Ryder was thankful. “It looks suspicious.”

      “We used to get ice cream.”

      “It’s the one sweet treat you actually like. Or did. But only butter pecan, right?”

      He busied himself studying the depth finder, unable to shake the feelings stirring inside him. She remembers. The air felt heavier in his lungs. Charged in an uncomfortable way as emotions he’d put under lock and key attempted escape. They were a forty-minute ride from town, and without any fish biting yet, he didn’t have a good excuse to go back. But he felt like running anyway. It all felt too . . . much. After Mercedes left, Ryder swore he was done. With relationships. With women. With love. With it all. Kinley back in town for a few days wouldn’t change any of that.

      Keeping his guard up should be easy, but Kinley’s mere presence weakened his defenses.

      “I’m sorry, Ryder.”

      Her unexpected apology drew his attention from the depth finder. “What on earth do you have to be sorry for?”

      “I was so horrible to you. After my mom died. You didn’t deserve that.”

      “It was a long time ago, Kin.” Apologies, emotions, regrets, all of it made him squirm. He yearned to change the subject, but the sincerity in her eyes forced him to swallow down his discomfort.

      “You were my friend, Ryder. But I blamed you.”

      Ryder remembered that terrible day with eerie vividness. The one when they ventured out despite strict instructions from Kinley’s mom. They only meant to ride out to the pier, grab ice cream cones, and race right back to the house. “If anyone should be apologizing, it’s me. I convinced you to stay out longer. Not to go home right away like you were supposed to.” Because I wanted to kiss you. “It was my fault.”

      “I agreed to go,” Kinley finally said. “I knew my mom wasn’t feeling well, and I willingly went to the pier anyway. You didn’t steal those final minutes from me, but I punished you for it anyway.”

      For weeks after her mom died, Ryder stopped by the cabin only to be turned away by Fiona or yelled at by Kinley. In less than kind words, she barked at him to go away and never come back. He came back anyway.

      He cared deeply about Kinley. It wasn’t just that kiss. It was everything about her.

      But after months went by and his heart could no longer take being wrung out day after day, he eventually gave up.

      “I should’ve kept coming back,” he said. “I never should’ve stopped.”

      “I told you to leave me alone.” Kinley wiped away a tear with the side of her hand, her gaze locked on the mountains in the distance. Rowdy licked her hand, resting her body against Kinley’s legs. For such a young, energetic dog, she had a gentle side that both touched and warmed him. A dog this well behaved, someone took a lot of time and energy to train her.

      “I was mean about it, too. I was so mad, and I unfairly directed my anger at you. It didn’t feel right to be so happy one minute, and completely destroyed the next. Ryder, I’m so sorry.”

      So happy? Ryder swallowed, relieved in so many ways to know Kinley had felt the magic of that first kiss, too. The stolen kiss beneath the pier was the highlight of his summer. He still remembered the way his heart soared. He’d been waiting for weeks to kiss her, and when it finally happened . . . he’d never experienced anything like it.

      He wanted to feel that again.

      Abandoning his pole, he was across the boat in two strides. “Kin, I—” he said, struggling to choose the right words. Their first kiss felt like a forbidden topic, one they both no doubt thought about but refused to voice.

      If he couldn’t vocalize his thoughts, he could channel them another way. His gaze dropped to her lips, remembering the way the sun shone thrown the pillars beneath the pier the first and only time he’d tasted her kiss. He reached out a hand, intending to caress her cheek. But it never made it. “You have a bite.”

      One thrilling moment shattered and gave way to a new one. Excitement filled her widened eyes. He’d be tempted to give up his fishing boat if it meant seeing that smile every day. “Did I catch a halibut? What do I do?” Her hands wrapped around the handle of her rod. “Do I reel it in?”

      Rowdy barked enthusiastically, tail wagging in earnest.

      Ryder let the traitorous urge to kiss her wash away as she went into fisherman mode. “Don’t do anything yet. Just wait. When you see the end of the rod’s just bobbing up and down like that, it’s too soon. The hook might get pulled away from its mouth, and he’ll get away. Wait until the tip is bent over.”

      “I’ve never caught a halibut before,” she squealed, biting her bottom lip. “I’ve only ever been fishing with you.”

      With one stride, he could close the gap between them. Turn her cheek to face him. He felt his frozen heart thawing with each moment they spent together.

      The gentle rocking of the boat brought his focus back to the line. The catch tugged it harder. The tip of the rod bent all the way over, arching in an extreme way. “Is it going to break?”

      “Nope. Now we’re going to lift it up a bit. To finish driving the hook in place.” Reaching both arms around Kinley, he guided her hands back to the reel. Ryder was the most focused fisherman he knew when it counted, but right now he was struggling with Kinley between his arms. Her vanilla-scented shampoo floating on the breeze. Her neck exposed and close enough for a soft kiss.

      “Ryder?”

      He cleared his throat, refocusing. Knock it off, Ryder. You’re just friends. She still leaves next week. The Army won’t let her stay. He placed her fingers around the handle and crank of the reel. “Like this.”

      “Now what?”

      “Reel in your catch,” he answered, unmoving. Kinley likely didn’t need him standing so close. But Ryder’s feet felt cemented in place as he said against her ear, “I’m here to help you if you need it, but this one’s all you. Show me what you got, soldier.”

      Rowdy paced behind them, uncertain why they were excited but certainly willing to be excited. A vague flash of a future caught him off guard. The two of them in the fishing boat, with Rowdy, catching their dinner. Together. He shook it away. She’s not staying. You know that.

      Ryder waited to assist until Kinley asked for his help. Together they worked to reel in her halibut—at least a thirty-pounder. Maybe close to forty. Once the fish was in the boat, Ryder handled the rest. It was easier that way, and necessary for him to clear his head. Her vanilla scent lingered anyway.

      Rowdy let out a happy bark from the front of the boat where Kinley held her back by the collar.

      “Easy, girl. You can’t eat the fish yet,” Kinley soothed the shepherd. Though Ryder always pictured getting a dog that’d fall asleep halfway through any fishing excursion and avoid the actual fish when caught, he found he rather enjoyed Rowdy’s excitement. It was akin to having a personal cheerleader.

      Despite his best efforts not to get attached, he realized he’d miss the company when she was returned to her owner.

      He’d miss Kinley, too, when she boarded that plane.

      “Ryder, you have a bite,” Kinley announced.

      Moving into action, Ryder willed the ice to again slowly harden over his heart, remembering why he’d vowed to be alone. He didn’t want to suffer the pain of losing anyone else close to him. But the pair had made their stamp on his life in an alarmingly short period of time, and he had no clue what he was going to do about it.
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      “Back away from the onions, Fiona.” Kinley quickly marched over to the casserole pan, confiscating the chopping knife before her aunt managed to claim it. “You are not slicing three whole onions with your left hand.”

      “I’m more than capable—”

      “If you lose a finger trying to prove a point, then what?” Kinley bumped Fiona’s hip with her own, letting out a tiny yawn she quickly suffocated before it could be scrutinized. “Scoot, I got this. Honest!”

      But she wasn’t being honest, not by a long shot. Of course, she wanted to protect Fiona’s innocent digits from damage, but Kinley also needed the distraction. Ryder’d be over for dinner within the hour, and she wasn’t ready to face him. She’d never dreamed, when she took him up on his fishing offer yesterday, that the day would end up so . . . perfect. The easy way they worked and bantered together unsettled her. They’d fallen into an old, comfortable rhythm in five seconds flat.

      It was one thing to be friends. It was another to feel . . . more.

      Yesterday, after they returned to Ryder’s house, Kinley insisted she could clean her own fish if only he showed her how. Who knew you can scale a fish with a power washer? They spent the evening reminiscing about the shenanigans they used to get into when they were only old enough to ride bikes. They never spoke about that kiss but it was evident the thought lingered between them. An electric current hung in the air, growing stronger as the night wore on. When Ryder offered to whip up some grilled salmon, Kinley ignored the clock.

      It wasn’t until this morning that panic set in. Her waking thoughts were of Ryder and that enchanting smile. She dreamed about kissing him. She couldn’t be falling for Ryder Grant. Not again.

      She’d managed to avoid Ryder all day. Hanging out with Ava at the shop filled her morning with girl talk, but it didn’t stop her from constantly checking her phone. Ava noticed, commenting with a raised eyebrow and a smirk. Kinley diverted by treating Ava to lunch at Moosecakes, their laughter filling their favorite corner booth by the window.

      “It was awful nice of Ryder to help you clean that halibut you caught yesterday,” Fiona said, setting a plate with halibut fillets next to Kinley’s baking pan. “What time did you get home? I didn’t even hear you come in.”

      Fiona had been fast asleep when Kinley slipped inside last night, or so she assumed by the snoring. “Sometime after ten, I think?” Eleven forty-five, but details.

      “Hmm.”

      With Fiona in the kitchen, Kinley feared her aunt was going to read every emotion written on her face. “I’ve got this,” she said. “You know, if you wanted to watch TV.”

      Unfortunately, that had never been Fiona’s style. She continued bustling around the kitchen, collecting plates and silverware for the table settings. “Thought the sun was down before I passed out. Maybe I was wrong.”

      Betrayed by the midnight sun.

      “I haven’t had Halibut Olympia in years,” Kinley said, hoping to deflect. When she was younger, it’d been one of her favorite homecooked meals. “I can’t wait to eat tonight.”

      “Surprised you still remember how to make it,” Fiona ribbed.

      From the hallway, Pickles let out an obnoxious meow Kinley’d learned was a milk petition. He stretched slowly, as if giving his humans time to prepare his delicacy before he strutted forward. He’d be inconsolable until his daily demand was met.

      Kinley scooped the onion slivers off the cutting board and spread them evenly into the buttered baking pan. Her chopping skills left something to be desired, but she shielded her efforts from Fiona when her aunt whisked by on her way to the fridge. The onions didn’t have to be pretty, just cut.

      “Should I put Pickles in the bedroom before Ryder gets here?” Kinley asked, unsure how the cat felt about canine visitors. Judging how he reacted to closing doors and shadows from birds passing by windows, she didn’t expect him to greet Rowdy with open paws.

      “Nope. He’s afraid of his own shadow most days, but he’ll put that dog in her place if she gets out of line. If he even comes out of hiding. Let’s see if they can be friends first.”

      Friends. If only Ryder could keep her. There’d been no word on Rowdy’s owner since Kinley left his place last night, but he was certain he’d know today. The only text she had from him was a picture of Rowdy snuggled up against his legs this morning, labeled the ultimate bed hog.

      All other messages were from Laurel, demanding a call. Kinley wasn’t certain whether her bestie was concerned Kinley had fallen off a cliff or if she wanted intel on her ex-husband. Kinley wondered how Laurel would react to hearing Kinley went to dinner with Chase the other night.

      “What are we going to do with the rest of this halibut?” Fiona asked, placing seasoning jars on the counter for Kinley. “I’ll freeze some of it, but I hate to rob you of enjoying it before you’re gone for another decade.”

      “It won’t be a decade,” Kinley promised. “Not this time.”

      “Either way, you should enjoy your catch.”

      Kinley recalled the exciting thrill she felt when the massive flat fish emerged from the water. Until it broke the surface of the ocean, she feared it would turn out to be a throwaway fish—or a boot. “I wouldn’t say no to halibut tacos.”

      Fiona slipped a tub of sour cream and a jar of mayo onto the counter, leaning her hip against the silverware drawer as she hovered. “We can do that.”

      If Kinley thought it possible to convince her aunt to sit down and let her follow the recipe on her own, she might’ve tried a little harder to chase her out of the kitchen. At least the pie was already baked and cooling on the windowsill. Silly as it seemed, she kept checking for Ed, wondering if he’d try to mooch a bite or two of the blueberry pie for himself. Ridiculous.

      Loud barking announced Ryder and Rowdy’s arrival as Kinley finished the dish and slipped it into the preheated oven. Pickles hissed loud and long, eventually bolting for the laundry room. He liked to hide on the shelf above the washer and dryer, next to a cloth tote filled with hangers and clothespins. She didn’t expect him to warm up to Rowdy or even move until the dog was gone.

      Ryder filled the screen door window, the sight of him causing Kinley’s stomach to flutter uncontrollably. With the back glow of sunlight, every feature was highlighted from his broad shoulders to his untrimmed beard. He’d only grown more attractive during their years apart.

      “This must be Rowdy.” Fiona invited them in because Kinley apparently forgot how to breathe, much less move her feet.

      Kinley heard faint hissing from the laundry room, but Rowdy seemed oblivious, more worried about head scratches than cats. “Dinner’s not quite ready,” she said from the kitchen, because she needed to say something.

      “Not a problem.” Ryder’s gaze lingered on her a couple of seconds longer than usual, a hint of a smile sent her way. “I can get that ladder fixed up first.”

      As Rowdy trotted off, sniffing the perimeter of the living room, Ryder followed Fiona to the ladder made of logs, tucked just out of sight from Kinley’s spot in the kitchen. From her own examination yesterday, she recalled one of the ladder’s lower rungs was missing and two others hung haphazardly by a single screw.

      Creaking drew Kinley to the doorway in time to see Ryder rocking the ladder. “It’s still sturdy. Let me grab my tools out of my truck. I’ll get it back to functional in no time, but you’re not going up there until that arm heals,” he directed to Fiona. “If I hear you tried, I’m removing it from your temptation.”

      Fiona patted him playfully on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry, Ryder. I don’t have any reason to go up there. If Kinley didn’t need that box, I probably would’ve had you wait.”

      Ryder’s gaze fell on Kinley, no doubt curious about the box she’d told him nothing about. Her pulse climbed at the unspoken pull in the air between them. If Kinley had any sense earlier, she would’ve made plans to be anywhere else but here tonight. Ryder Grant had always been quicksand for her, even when she was busy pushing him away. How had she forgotten that?

      “Be right back.”

      The second Ryder was off the porch, Kinley spun toward her aunt. “Fiona, get that look off your face.”

      “What look, dear?” She adjusted the dark purple scarf that matched her skirt, but Kinley didn’t miss the mischievous twinkle in her eyes or her subtle smirk that promised meddling. Why were the people closest to her trying to play matchmaker?

      “I’m not staying.”

      “You suggesting they don’t have cops in Georgia?”

      “This won’t take but a few minutes,” Ryder said upon his return, interrupting any defense Kinley might’ve tried. “But it will be noisy.”

      “You’re just an angel, Ryder Grant,” Fiona cooed as he lifted the ladder off its track with ease. Anyone with eyes could see the way his biceps flexed through his tight shirt sleeves.

      The cramped cabin didn’t offer a lot of space to lay the ladder down, but Kinley jumped into action. Quickly, she moved both coffee table and recliner to give him more room. Anything to avoid gawking at the man. Rowdy barked a couple of times, convinced the furniture shuffle was a game.

      “Ryder, would you like me to fix you a glass of iced tea?” Fiona offered.

      “You have anything else?” Kinley interjected. Though she enjoyed the sour look on his face whenever he tried to stomach something sweet out of politeness—and Fiona’s tea was as sweet as it came—she felt the need for intervention. “Beer? Water?”

      “I suppose I could grab a round.” Fiona looked at her. “Last time you were home, you weren’t old enough to drink. Amber or White, kids? It’s all I got.”

      “White, thank you,” Ryder said, laying the ladder flat on the cabin floor.

      “Water for me, thanks.”

      Thank you, Ryder mouthed to Kinley when Fiona’s back was turned. It only made those stupid overactive butterflies in her stomach crazier. Keeping Ryder at arm’s length was only becoming harder. But then again, she only had a few days left. Maybe she should focus on enjoying her time as the gift it was. Surely, distance would solve the problem of actually making a decision.

      Fiona handed one bottled water to Kinley and set the beer on the coffee table shoved up against the couch as Ryder removed the old screws from the disabled rungs.

      “How long’s it been since you’ve been able to get to the loft?” Kinley asked Fiona.

      “Year or more, I guess. Don’t really have much need to go up there these days.” When Kinley and her mom both lived in the cabin, the loft had been the only place to store anything. Cassidy had one bedroom, and Kinley stayed in a small room Fiona eventually converted into a pantry. They were cramped, but they made it work. She missed that bond, the way the three of them stuck together no matter what. Sending her aunt plane tickets was special in its own way, but it wasn’t the same as being home.

      Fiona set her hand on Kinley’s arm. “We’ll grab that box after dinner. If you’re meant to find the answer you’re looking for, you will, baby girl.”

      Kinley returned to the kitchen to prepare the salad, the whine of the drill echoing off the cabin’s high ceiling. But the chore bought her little time to calm her erratic pulse before the oven timer dinged and Ryder announced the ladder was good as new. Whether her heart beat a little faster for the box or Ryder, she couldn’t be certain.

      “Let’s eat!” Fiona announced. “I’m starved.”

      Rowdy trotted toward the table, lying obediently beside Ryder. “It’s amazing how well-trained she is,” Kinley commented, both impressed and filled with a sense of dread. No one who spent so much time training a dog would just dump her off. Would they?

      Ryder slid into his seat, but the tension he carried in his shoulders never released. Gone was the easygoing smile from earlier, and in its place that hard straight line she wanted to kiss away. “I have a name and address,” he said to Kinley. “For her owner.”

      “Well, that’s wonderful news, right?” Fiona chimed in. “I’m sure she misses home.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Palmer.”

      “That’s like a three-hour drive,” Kinley said. “How—”

      “I tried the phone number, but it’s been disconnected.”

      “What will you do?” Fiona asked, cutting into her fillet.

      “Thought about taking a drive up there Sunday if the owner doesn’t come claim her before then.” He lifted those pained eyes at Kinley, pleading. “Didn’t know if you wanted to come along?”

      Overwhelmed by a whoosh of sadness at the thought of saying good-bye to Rowdy, Kinley cleared her throat, attempting to swallow back a tear. She scolded herself into pulling herself together. You’d be telling her good-bye next week. What difference does it make?

      “You should go, Kinley,” Fiona encouraged. “You never got to do a lot of traveling inside Alaska. Might be a fun road trip before you head back to your Army deal. Palmer has some good restaurants and charming shops. Might as well make a day out of it for that long of a drive.”

      “What do you say?” Ryder asked.

      Despite her common sense warning her to keep her distance, she couldn’t let him make that trip alone. “Of course I’ll go.”
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        * * *

      

      Dishes washed and leftovers put away, Kinley retreated to her bedroom and closed the door. The cardboard box from the loft sat on the chair beside her bed, both calling to her and taunting her. Fiona was right. The chance that the box held some mysterious answer was unlikely.

      The odds the box held pieces of her mom that’d bring Kinley to tears were high.

      She dropped onto the bed, pulling the chair closer. She heard Pickles hiss from the other side of the door as she opened the flaps. “That cat,” she mumbled with an amused head shake. He was no doubt happy to have the run of the cabin again with Rowdy gone. It’d taken him more than an hour to abandon his hiding spot after Ryder left.

      With delicate hands, Kinley removed one item at a time and set them on the comforter for further investigation. Her mom’s favorite sweatshirt, an Aerosmith CD, a couple of paperbacks—one so worn the spine had unraveled, leaving the book in three sections—a postcard of a B&B she didn’t recognize, a handful of photos, and a tiny velvet pouch.

      Cassidy wasn’t known for keeping many possessions. She believed in the less is more philosophy. This box was all that was left of her. A box Kinley had never been able to open before now.

      Kinley clenched the sweatshirt against her chest, inhaling the faintest trace of the jasmine perfume her mom wore more days than not. She wished she had a bottle of it now. Memories of happy times flooded Kinley at an alarming rate. Walks along the bay, ice cream cone Saturdays, nature hikes, nights spent on their backs stargazing from their backyard . . .

      She anticipated the eventual heavy tears the moment Ryder carried the box down the ladder. But the choking sobs of grief gripped her the most when she looked through the half dozen photos. Cassidy’s illuminating smile stared back at her from each one. Some included Fiona, some Kinley. And others were just her mom. But always, always smiling.

      Kinley sobbed into the sweatshirt, desperately trying to suffocate her sobbing so Fiona wouldn’t worry. She cried until the tears dried up and her face was swollen. She didn’t need a mirror to tell her she looked terrible.

      The phone chime that resembled a doorbell echoed in the small room, drawing Kinley’s focus away from the pile of her mother’s things for a moment. Had signal not been so rare out at the cabin, she might’ve ignored it. Instead, she reached for the phone and flipped it over screen-up on the bed.

      
        
        Ava: I have a pint of moose tracks ice cream that’s about to go bad. Want to help a girl out?

        Kinley: I’ll be over in 10.

        Ava: Your phone works!

        Kinley: Must be something in the air. Don’t eat it all without me! I’m on my way.

      

      

      Relieved for the distraction and not sad at all about the late-night treat, Kinley gathered her mother’s items together. She tucked the pictures and postcard into an interior pocket of her purse. The velvet bag dropped onto the floor with a thud as she placed the rest of the items back in their box.

      She snatched the blue drawstring bag from the floor, but before successfully adding it to the treasures in the box, a necklace poured out onto the comforter.

      Lifting it with her fingers, a hollow heart dangled at the end of the silver chain. Red gems twinkled against the lamplight. Kinley wasn’t one for jewelry, but she couldn’t resist slipping it around her neck. The necklace brought her closer to her mom, and for that she’d make an exception. Maybe it was Mom’s way of reminding Kinley she was still watching out for her—she was still here even though she was gone.

      “You heading out?” Fiona asked with a yawn from her recliner, rocking with Pickles nestled in her lap.

      “Going over to Ava’s for a bit.”

      “Ava’s, huh?”

      “Yes, Ava’s. For ice cream.” If she didn’t know better, she’d think Fiona was hoping she and Ryder would become a couple. Never mind the impossible logistics of that scenario. Everyone seemed to overlook the small detail that Kinley would leave next week.

      Everyone but Kinley.
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      Ryder

      

      The retaining wall project on Mom’s list was a larger undertaking than Ryder had anticipated. Chase tried to warn him, but until they tore it apart, Ryder didn’t believe him.

      He surveyed the supplies it’d taken them the better part of the morning to bring in. They’d just finished unloading their second haul from Mershire’s Home and Garden: twenty bags of pea gravel, top soil, and mulch that Ryder was really hoping they didn’t need all of. But Chase insisted. The masonry blocks were stacked in piles along the gravel drive, small pyramids to the gods of bad timing.

      “Got a hot date or something?” Chase ribbed when he caught Ryder checking his phone.

      “Supposed to meet Kinley for lunch.” With her only days away from leaving, he hated canceling on her. He wasn’t convinced the time they had left was enough to change any possible future between them. In fact, that felt impossible. But the retaining wall still required reassembling. It’d be an all-day project.

      “Knew it.”

      “Wipe that smug look off your face,” Ryder warned, though a smile cracked through his rigidly straight lips. “We’re friends. That’s it.” Never mind that he almost kissed her on the boat. Or that last night he dreamt about their first kiss at the pier. It didn’t change the inevitable end crashing toward them.

      Rowdy let out a bark when Mom emerged from the sliding door, two bottles of that overly sweet water in hand. Maybe she hoped to drown out the sour inside him. “Don’t worry, girl,” Mom said to the shepherd. “I have some water coming for you. Maybe a little something extra too.”

      “You don’t need to spoil her,” Ryder called to her, though he didn’t mean it. Rowdy had been happily living on ground caribou, Cheetos, and shared meals for days now. It didn’t get more spoiled than that. He’d been putting off buying dog food from the grocery store only because he didn’t want to jinx their time together. Buying her a bunch of supplies seemed the surest way to summon her owner back to town.

      Ryder should want to help Rowdy return home, where she was possibly loved beyond measure.

      It bothered him most that no calls had come in to the vet clinic, local shelter, or even city hall about a missing dog. The image of Rowdy racing down the pier, dragging a leash behind her, plagued him. It screamed abandonment.

      Tomorrow he’d make the promised drive, if necessary.

      “Here you boys go.” Mom handed the pink lemonade-flavored water bottles to them, Rowdy trotting beside her. “I was just about to start lunch. Thought I’d whip up that taco casserole you like, Ryder.” She adjusted her slipping glasses. “Chase, you’ll stick around?”

      “You don’t have to twist my arm, Mrs. Grant.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Tillie?”

      “At least once more.” Chase winked at her, eliciting a giggle. “Might just be the two of us, though. Ryder’s got a hot date.”

      “Oh?” Mom’s voice climbed an octave at that.

      “Was just going to grab some lunch with Kinley. Not a date,” he grumbled.

      “Well, invite her over. There’ll be plenty. I better grab this dog some water and a treat.” Rowdy’s ears perked as she followed Mom up the deck and through the sliding door. And she pretends she doesn’t have time for a dog.

      “Heard you and Kinley went fishing. Alone.”

      “You’re worse than your sister, you know that?” Ryder groused. Secretly, though, he didn’t mind an excuse to talk about it. Especially now that he didn’t have to bring it up. Kinley being back in town was having strange effects on Ryder’s openness. He hadn’t decided how he felt about it. “We caught a couple halibut. Thirty-six and forty-three pounders.”

      “Bet Kinley caught the forty-three.”

      “Yep.” He forced down a gulp of Mom’s flavored water before pulling out his phone again to invite Kinley over for lunch. Mom had always liked her, even when people in town had less than kind things to say about her. To be fair, she nearly lit the park on fire with fireworks. But Mom recognized the rebellion for what it was: grief.

      Chase knelt at one end of the dirt channel, assessing its dimensions that Ryder had guessed at. Ryder was happy enough to know his way around a lawn mower and putting down mulch. His buddy had the landscaping gift.

      “Had anymore run-ins with that sleazy lawyer?” Chase popped back to his feet and nodded toward the blocks.

      Ryder arched a brow, silently asking the question Chase wasn’t supposed to know anything about. What lawyer?

      “He dropped his card on the deck at Warren’s,” Chase added, though it still didn’t explain how he got his hands on it. Ryder and Murph were the only ones out there, aside from the drunk she’d escorted off the premises.

      Ryder glanced at the deck door, ensuring Mom was still inside and the windows were closed. Last thing he needed was her worrying about nothing. “Nope, nothing.” Except a close call outside Black Bear Coffee yesterday, but he dodged any interaction. “If he has sense, he’s left town and moved on to another pointless case.”

      They carried block after block, refusing the wheelbarrow Mom suggested on two separate occasions. Ryder enjoyed the manual labor and invited the aches surely to follow after all the sitting around he’d been doing. He was ready to get back to work, back to what mattered.

      “You saved that kid’s life,” Chase said when they were alone again, aside from Rowdy. “No one in town questions that.”

      Ryder tensed, wondering how many people heard about this lawyer stirring things up. So much for keeping it under wraps. Lee hadn’t bothered him during a single day of his vacation, though. It couldn’t be that out of hand.

      Fiona’s old Buick rolled up the sloped driveway, effectively putting an end to that conversation.

      “No hot date, huh?” Chase said. “You’re sure smiling like a fool.”

      Ryder didn’t care. He had more reasons to smile since Kinley came back than he had in two years. He didn’t know how long it’d last. If he’d go back to brooding the day she left. There’s no way to make this work. Unless she moves home . . . someday.

      “Kinley!” Mom popped out of the sliding door, interrupting Ryder’s chance to greet Kinley first. He gave her a nod but kept moving blocks, accepting that Mom was about to steal her away. The sooner the wall was reassembled, the sooner he’d be free to spend time with her. He hoped. “It’s so good to see you, dear.” Mom outstretched her arms, pulling her in for a hug Kinley warmly accepted.

      “Future daughter-in-law?” Chase mumbled to Ryder, darting a friendly fist to the shoulder on his way to grab another block.

      “What a beautiful necklace!” he heard Mom coo, though he didn’t give in to the temptation to look for himself. “We’ll be inside catching up, boys. Lunch’ll be ready in twenty minutes.”

      Ryder sent Kinley an apologetic look, but she didn’t seem uncomfortable or put out about the arrangement. It all felt oddly . . . normal.

      “If I didn’t know better—”

      “Tell your ex-wife that you’re still married yet?” Ryder interjected.

      “Oh, playing dirty.” Chase let out a long laugh, but he didn’t answer the question. “You win. I’ll stop giving you crap about Kinley, for now. But you’d better do something about that, man. You don’t always get a second chance to make things right.”
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        * * *

      

      KINLEY

      

      Kinley had her arms elbow-deep in dishwater when she spotted the police cruiser through the window. Her shoulders tensed instantly as irrational fear gripped her. Had Lee Daniels decided the best course of action was to arrest Kinley for plowing into the sign?

      “Wonder what Murph is doing here,” Tillie mused, reaching for a plate from the dish rack to dry.

      Kinley watched through the window, wishing it was cracked open, as Ryder met Murph in the driveway, away from Chase. Something akin to sympathy was painted on her face. Ryder glanced over his shoulder, the smile from earlier gone. Then he turned his back completely to the window.

      “Murph from here?” Kinley asked, mostly to keep conversation flowing so her nerves didn’t fray with anxiety. The hair at the back of her neck raised anyway. Murph might be delivering a hefty bill that’d wipe out Kinley’s savings.

      “No, she came from Indiana a few years ago.” Tillie slipped the last dry plate in the cupboard, joining Kinley in the spying session. “Wanted a fresh start for her and her son. Ryder has nothing but praise to give her anytime I ask. She’s like him. Fair and good with people. Just what this town needs.”

      A tinge of jealousy shot through Kinley, but it seemed petty to ask if Murph was married. She shook it away. None of it mattered if she wasn’t staying.

      When Ryder glanced back at the window a second time, his expression forlorn, Kinley pulled her arms from the sink. “I think I need to see what this is about,” she said to Tillie. “Sorry—”

      “I got this covered. Go get whatever it is straightened out.” That Tillie sensed this matter was about Kinley too only made the whole situation feel more ominous.

      “Kinley James?” Murph called out to her.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry to have to spoil your vacation.” Pity was written all over Murph’s face. Kinley hated pity more than anything. The town had been full of it after her mom died, convinced that she and Fiona would struggle to make ends meet without Cassidy. They expected her to fail. It was her desire to prove them all wrong that set her down the rebellious path she’d traveled.

      Joining the Army, though a spontaneous decision, gave her the chance to make something of herself. Gave her a sense of pride this town never allowed her to have. She hated that this one moment was causing all these old feelings she’d suppressed to bubble to the surface now.

      Ryder touched her elbow. “Kinley, I’ll talk to Lee.”

      “Don’t sugarcoat it,” Kinley said to Murph, ignoring Ryder’s attempted heroics and shaking away his fingers. “Am I getting arrested?”

      “No, but I am giving you a citation.”

      Kinley ripped the ticket from Murph’s outstretched hand. “Careless driving?” Her fist balled automatically, crumpling a portion of the paper. “I swerved to avoid hitting a moose. Was I supposed to plow into Ed instead?”

      “Kin,” Ryder said gently, “she’s just doing what she’s been told.”

      Of course, Lee Daniels would find a punishment for an accident. Had it been anyone else in town, she doubted the outcome would be the same. She marched toward the Buick, determined to set this straight once and for all.

      “Kinley, wait,” Ryder called. “I’ll go with—”

      She slammed the door shut and cranked the ignition. Her hands shook as she backed out of the driveway and gunned down the road. If Lee wasn’t in his office, she’d go to his house. One way or another, this was getting settled face-to-face right now.

      Kinley rocked the Buick to a stop outside city hall, snatching the citation off the front seat. With a clear line of sight through the window of the mayor in his office, she marched inside. Her pulse was double its normal rate. Emotions she hadn’t experienced since she was a teenager flooded back.

      Lee was still punishing her all these years later. It had to stop.

      “Kinley James, heard you were back in town.” Melba Daniels’ voice was as razor-sharp and irritating as Kinley remembered, causing her to take a step back once inside the building. The only person in town who disliked her and her family more than the mayor was his mom. Melba had always harbored a particular hatred for Kinley’s mom. “Of course, everyone’s heard that by now. Curious how there’s so little damage to that junker your aunt calls a car when you used it as a battering ram on our town sign.”

      Defending herself to Melba was futile. The woman had a knack for belittling people and painting a picture to her liking. “Why do you hate my family?” Kinley stabbed at the heart of the matter, toes curling in her shoes to prevent an accidental step forward.

      “Excuse me?” Melba took a step back, closer to the door, clearly unprepared for Kinley’s hostility.

      Through the glass wall, Kinley spotted the mayor on the phone. “Forget it. I have nothing to say to you. My mom wouldn’t want me wasting my breath.”

      Kinley flung the mayor’s office door open and slapped the citation on his desk. When Melba moved toward the doorway, as if she were inviting herself to be a part of this confrontation, Kinley slammed the door in her face.

      Lee mumbled something through the phone about calling back and hung up.

      “What is this?” she barked.

      “A ticket.” Lee leaned back in his chair, folding his hands in his lap. If he were intimated by Kinley, his expression didn’t betray him. “You’re welcome to fight it in court.”

      “You know I won’t be here to do that.”

      Lee nodded to the seat, but Kinley refused to sit. Sitting would give the man more power than he already had. She sucked in a deep breath instead, realizing quickly that her erratic anger would likely bury her deeper in this hole.

      She wasn’t certain about flight school anymore, but she didn’t want the option stripped from her. Her commander had warned her to keep her nose out of trouble while on leave or it could cause unexpected hiccups. Whether careless driving was a serious enough offense to make waves, Kinley didn’t want to find out.

      “I’m doing you a favor, Kinley.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “How’s that?”

      “I convinced the council to downgrade your citation from reckless driving to careless driving. In case you’re unaware, that saves you six points on your license and a possible arrest.”

      “It was an accident,” Kinley said through gritted teeth. She caught a glimpse of Ryder as he flew through the front door, but she ignored him. She could handle this battle on her own. “A moose walked into the road. I didn’t have a lot of options if I wanted to live.” Hitting Ed with Fiona’s Buick at forty-five miles per hour didn’t promise survival. At the very least, it guaranteed several broken bones and a totaled vehicle.

      “No one else saw a moose.”

      “No one else was there.”

      “Would you rather I stick you with the bill for a new sign?”

      Kinley’s fists balled at her sides. Daniels could pay for a new sign and not even notice the dip in his wallet. His family had that kind of wealth. But Kinley, even now that she saved every spare penny, didn’t have the thousands to spare. She’d never wanted to be without options, like when she was growing up, and this would wipe her out.

      Lee leaned forward, folding his hands. “I’ll tell you—” He stopped mid-sentence, staring at her neck. The first trace of emotion flashed across his face, but Kinley couldn’t make out what it meant. “Where did you get that necklace?”

      Self-conscious, she covered the red-gemmed heart with her hand. “You’re not taking my mother’s necklace as some sort of collateral.” Kinley wasn’t a fool. It may not be worth what a new custom billboard sign would cost, but it wasn’t a cheap dime-store trinket.

      Lee let out a heavy breath. “I’ll tell you what, Ms. James.” He ripped up the citation in front of her. “I’ll take another look at Ryder’s police report.”
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      Ryder

      

      Ryder pulled into Kinley’s driveway the next morning, unsure whether she still planned to ride along with him to Palmer. After she stormed out of the mayor’s office yesterday, she ignored every text and call. The Kinley he remembered, riddled with grief and anger, had made a surprise appearance after the citation was handed over. He wasn’t sure how to feel about it, but he hated being pushed away again.

      “C’mon, girl,” he said to Rowdy, holding the driver side door open for her to jump out. “I need all the help I can get.”

      After Kinley sped away from the city building in the Buick, Ryder stepped into Lee’s office. He was shooed out before he could help himself to a cup of coffee, but he spotted the ripped-up citation on the mayor’s desk before the door closed behind him.

      Rowdy hopped onto the front porch before Ryder, and he heard the unmistakable hiss of the annoyed tabby from the other side of the screen door. Rowdy’s tail swished excitedly, more so when Fiona stepped into view, apology thick in her eyes. “I don’t think she’s going with you today, Ryder.”

      No. He wasn’t going through this again.

      He’d tossed and turned most of the night, hoping this would all blow over today. On the drive over, he warred with how to handle her rejection. Whether Kinley meant to or not, she’d stepped through his defenses. He wasn’t going to give up on her. Not while she was in Sunset Ridge.

      “Can I talk to her?”

      Fiona nodded, holding the door open. “Good luck.”

      Rowdy darted inside, head high and nose snuffling with each rapid inhale. He suspected she was searching for Kinley. Good girl.

      Ryder took deliberate but soft steps down the hall, stopping outside the door he’d watched Kinley dart into the day he’d dropped her off. The whole ordeal with the town sign and Ed—he accepted she was telling the truth about the moose—was unfortunate to say the least, but he wondered if he and Kinley would’ve reconnected without the incident. Would she have dodged him her whole visit back?

      He tapped his knuckles on the door.

      “Fiona, I’ll get something later. I’m not hungry,” Kinley grumbled.

      “Good thing, because I fed Rowdy your breakfast.” Ryder waited for a response, resting his forehead against the wood. Heart thrumming in his chest, Ryder felt the viselike grip he’d perfected start to slip, feelings slipping through his grasp. As much as he hated the idea of coming home without Rowdy, he’d been looking forward to a day trip with Kinley since he brought it up. The countdown clock continued to tick tock their time away and Ryder didn’t want to miss a minute of it.

      “I’m sorry, Ryder. I-I can’t go with you.”

      Rowdy trotted down the hall, her claws clacking against the laminate. The sound of Kinley’s voice made her ears perk. She sniffed loudly at the bottom of the door, dust motes swirling under the crack. “You really want to tell Rowdy good-bye through a closed door?”

      “I—”

      “At least tell her face-to-face.”

      After a bout of silence, the door opened. Kinley’s smile was nonexistent, but her eyes softened as she squatted down to meet Rowdy at eye level. The shepherd’s tail swished against the doorjamb as she snuck a lick to Kinley’s cheek.

      “Okay, okay!” Half a smile flickered across Kinley’s pale cheeks.

      Rowdy gave her another lick, then two.

      “I’ll go, girl. Are you happy now?” Kinley scrubbed both hands over Rowdy’s face and neck, pulling the dog against her for a hug. Emotion twisted inside Ryder at the sight. Everything he wanted was right here in this crowded doorway.

      Kinley stretched to her feet, inviting Rowdy into her room. “Give me five minutes?”

      “Of course.” The relief that flooded through Ryder was undeniable. The idea of traveling to Palmer without Kinley was one thing. But he hated the idea of making the three-hour trek home by himself even more. No matter what happened today, Ryder wanted Kinley at his side.

      “Coffee?” Fiona offered from the kitchen.

      “Thank you.” Ryder felt so relieved she wasn’t offering him sweet tea that he took the mug without looking at the color of the contents. He could stomach sugary coffee better than sweet tea any day.

      “Let me fix you a to-go cup.”

      His first sip was heaven. Black, just like I like it.

      “I’m glad you’re getting her out of that room.” Fiona patted him on the arm, keeping her voice low. “I-I just couldn’t go through that again. Watching her waste away in there until the day she can leave. Waiting another decade for her to brave coming back.”

      “I wouldn’t have let that happen,” Ryder said.

      Fiona adjusted her sling, the pink sequins catching the morning sunlight. “You’re good for her, you know. You always were.”

      Claws clicked down the short hallway. “Ready?” Kinley asked, appearing in the kitchen. He caught the distinct scent of lavender. The blonde hair she usually wore up hung down in soft waves, covering the shoulders of a zipped-up jacket. Rowdy seemed torn between searching for goodies and sniffing the purse that dangled from Kinley’s fingers.

      Fiona handed Ryder a lidded cup that warmed his hand through. “You kids let me know when you get there, okay?”

      

      Sensing Kinley needed some time, Ryder let the light hum of the radio fill the cab until they were several miles outside of town. Rowdy lay on the blanket he wadded in the back seat, content to lift her head out the back window and watch the world go by. Ryder felt just as comfortable with Kinley in the silence as he did in the throes of conversation. He’d miss this more than he cared to admit.

      When the station turned to static, Kinley flipped it off. “I’m sorry I acted . . . crazy yesterday. I was just so mad about that ticket. Seeing Melba on top of all that, it just set me off. It felt like I was seventeen again, waiting to bust out of this forsaken town. If you and Rowdy hadn’t come to my rescue . . .”

      He passed Melba yesterday on her way out of city hall, not realizing the two women had an exchange, though the scowl on Melba’s face should’ve given it away. It was no secret in Sunset Ridge that the woman didn’t care a bit for the James family. Ryder never understood the extent of her disdain, but it’d started before his time.

      Ryder reached his hand across the center console, resting it on top of Kinley’s. “I’m glad you’re coming with me today. Couldn’t imagine doing this alone.”

      Kinley spread her fingers, interlacing them with his own. “I really hope you can keep her, Ryder. I do.”

      Me, too. He cleared his throat, uneasy about the emotion this situation was conjuring up. “Who ripped up the ticket?”

      “Lee.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “It was . . . weird, Ryder.” Her fingers tightened around his, but he ignored his racing pulse to listen to her. “One minute he was threatening me with the bill to commission a new town sign, and the next he said he’d take another look at your police report.”

      Lee wasn’t known for rash actions, especially those that countered any of his previous decisions. He was a man who always knew his end goal. Ryder frowned, wondering what could’ve caused the mayor to have such a drastic change of heart. “Should keep it off your record, anyway. Sure that helps your situation with the Army some.”

      “I didn’t really want to explain it to my commander,” Kinley admitted with a light laugh.

      He yearned to ask if she’d made any decisions about flight school, about staying in the Army. But the words strangled in his throat. He wasn’t ready to lose both her and Rowdy in the same morning.

      Kinley leaned her head toward her window. “I’ve really forgotten how beautiful Alaska is, even when it’s murky like this. Easy to take for granted when you’re young and feeling caged. I regret not getting out and exploring more. I’ve never been north of Anchorage.”

      “I’m overdue for some exploring myself,” Ryder admitted, calculating how long it’d been since he last left town for a reason other than hauling a prisoner. “Rushed dip netting trips don’t really count as scenic drives.”

      What at first felt like a chore quickly turned enjoyable. Neither was in a hurry to locate Rowdy’s address. They stopped at three different pull-offs along the Turnagain Arms stretch of highway. Mom would be proud of him for getting in more than a few photos with the jutting peaks of the Chugach Mountains in the background, even if it was at Kinley’s insistence.

      At the last pull-off they visited before Anchorage, an older woman on her first trip to Alaska with her husband offered to take a photo of the three of them. Ryder sent it off to both Mom and Fiona before he thought better of it. He’d figure out how to deal with their excessive excitement later, because the moment was too special not to share.

      They stopped at a gas station on the north end of Anchorage to pick Rowdy up a bag of Cheetos after Kinley feigned outrage that Ryder hadn’t bought any real dog treats. While inside, Kinley found him a butter-pecan waffle cone from the freezer section, and picked up a chocolate caramel one for herself.

      “Trying to sweeten me up?” he teased as they walked back to the truck where an eager Rowdy stuck her head out the half-open window.

      She nudged him with her elbow. “Can’t hurt, can it?”

      The blissful day didn’t last, though. Not when a lump formed in Ryder’s throat as the outskirts of the Palmer city limits emerged in front of them. Too soon, their trio might be down to two. Then, next week, he’d be the last man standing. Again.

      “What’s the address?” Kinley asked, phone at the ready. Until a few miles ago, neither had cell reception. Gone was her enthusiastic, carefree tone, along with the rare stretch of sunshine they’d captured. An overcast sky matched the grim feeling that filled the cab. Even Rowdy was curled up on her blanket, no longer interested in peering out the window.

      He handed Kinley the sticky note the vet gave him, wishing it weren’t too late to turn around. Whenever Ryder felt his happiest, life seemed to take the cruelest turns. “I’ll drop you and Rowdy off at a park nearby.” He’d looked up the neighborhood online last night to familiarize himself with the layout. He felt confident judging by the style and price range of the houses that the two would be safe three blocks over.

      “Why?” Kinley asked.

      “I want to meet this owner first, before I hand Rowdy over.” Ryder felt responsible for Rowdy’s wellbeing. That no one had been looking for her—in Sunset Ridge or Palmer from the calls he’d made—bothered him. “It’s possible that someone stole her and dumped her in Sunset Ridge, but I doubt that’s what happened.”

      “And if someone had gotten separated from her—”

      “Exactly.”

      With a heavy breath, Ryder pulled up alongside the park. Rowdy let out a couple of barks, no doubt because she recognized her neighborhood. “I won’t be long. Call me if you need me.”

      “I have a spare bag of Cheetos.” Kinley dangled the bag, drawing Rowdy’s excited attention from the window. “We’ll be just fine.”

      “If anyone tries to take her from you—”

      Kinley placed her hand on his shoulder. “I know hand-to-hand combat.” She winked at him. “Ryder, they won’t get her from me. I’ll call you.”

      As he’d been forced to do many times on the job, Ryder steeled his emotions as he weaved the couple of blocks through the neighborhood to the light blue split-level home in the middle of a cul-de-sac.

      Two power-riding toys—a red Jeep and a pink sports car—sat in the driveway, blocking the garage door. Had the owner dumped the dog to protect his kids? It didn’t make sense. The few kids that Rowdy had met on Ryder’s daily coffee run loved her. She licked their faces, elated for the new friends. She wasn’t a threat to them any more than she was to the cat she practically ignored.

      He rang the doorbell.

      The pounding of tiny feet echoed on the other side of the door as he waited.

      A woman in leggings, no makeup, and a toddler on her hip answered the door. “Can I help you?”

      “Mrs. Gladwell?”

      Her eyebrows drew together. “Um, no. I think you have the wrong house.”

      “You’re not married to Norman Gladwell?”

      “No.” The slow way she dragged out the word revealed it meant something to her, but she didn’t know him enough to admit what that was.

      He pulled out his wallet and showed her the badge he kept there in a special flap. “I’m Police Chief Ryder Grant from Sunset Ridge PD.”

      “You’re a long way from home, Officer.”

      “Yes, I am.” He put the wallet away. “I’m looking for Norman Gladwell. I have something of his that he misplaced. Any idea where I might find him?”

      “Mommy, I want juice!” a girl’s voice shouted from inside.

      “Just a minute, sweetie.” She set down the fidgeting toddler and he scurried up the stairs to the main level. “I’m really sorry to tell you this, Officer. But you’ve wasted a trip. Norman passed away last month.”
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      Kinley

      

      Rowdy dozed in the back seat of the truck on her new plush dog bed. They’d stopped in Anchorage on the way back to Sunset Ridge to pick up dog supplies—food, bowls, enough treats to last a year, toys of multiple varieties, two new leashes, and even a doggie life vest for those days when the water looked rougher than normal.

      The news that Rowdy’s owner died a month ago was a shock Kinley still hadn’t fully digested. The abandonment Ryder suggested earlier made more sense now. An overwhelmed relative, perhaps? It still didn’t answer the question of why the new owner didn’t surrender the dog to the shelter. Why leave her to chance in a small town three hours away?

      Whatever the answer, Kinley felt hope that the pair wouldn’t be split up. Not today, not for years to come.

      She smiled at the memory of grabbing a second cart at the pet supply store because Ryder filled the first one so full that toys were spilling out. It warmed a place in her heart to know he’d still have the dog after she boarded a plane in a few days.

      “Are you disappointed we didn’t stay in Palmer?” Ryder asked as they rounded a curve with a breathtaking view of mountains and an expansive lake. Kinley had felt her inner tourist come to life multiple times today. There wasn’t a stretch of road that bored her.

      She almost said we can go back another time but stopped the words before they slipped out. Would there be another time? “No, it’s probably better we’re closer to home.”

      The Army had given Kinley a purpose—a direction when she needed one most. It became her whole life, her identity. She didn’t know how to be anything other than a soldier. The idea of becoming a military pilot thrilled her. But admittedly, the excitement had dulled since the moment Fiona called about a broken wrist.

      After only a few days in Alaska, Kinley felt herself starting to wonder. Was it time to close that military chapter of her life? Was she supposed to turn a page and start a new one?

      “You know, people usually smile when they see scenery like this,” Ryder teased.

      The urge to hold back from him didn’t seem to exist anymore. Not to the extent it had the day he found her standing beside the town sign. Their friendship, however brief, had always been this easy. “Thinking about flight school, actually.”

      “Would be pretty epic to fly a Blackhawk through the Wrangell Mountains.” Ryder shifted hands on the wheel. Her pulse jumped when his free hand slid over the console, reaching for hers. The graze of his fingers felt both exhilarating and natural. “They have aviation units in Alaska.”

      Not in Sunset Ridge. “True.”

      “You don’t have to make any life-altering decisions today, Kinley James. Just enjoy the view. And I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      The mile marker promised they were less than half an hour from home, but Kinley wasn’t ready to return yet. “Should’ve packed a picnic.”

      “I have a better idea. We’re about to pass through an itty-bitty town in a few miles. I know a place that makes great sandwiches. Don’t tell anyone, but I sneak over there about once a week to grab myself a meal after a long shift.”

      “Aren’t you full of surprises, Mr. Homebody?”

      Ryder flashed her a smile she was much too accustomed to seeing. What would her days be like without it brightening them up? “What do you say we grab a couple sandwiches and take a detour down a dirt road? That picnic thing sounds doable, and I know just the spot.”

      The sandwich shop was as quirky and charming as promised. The elderly couple who owned it welcomed Ryder, one of their very favorite customers, they claimed. Ryder ordered two of his usuals and grabbed a couple of waters from the cooler.

      Kinley stared out the window, watching Rowdy stand on the center console in the truck. She no doubt smelled the inviting aroma. What would it be like to have a dog? She’d grown up with a cat, reason enough for Fiona and Mom to say no. But even on her own, the Army made having a dog of her own difficult.

      Ryder placed a hand on Kinley’s shoulder, drawing her back to the moment. He leaned closer until his lips were hardly an inch from her ear. “If you don’t love this sandwich, I don’t know if we can be friends anymore.”

      “Here you go, Ryder. You two enjoy, now.”

      He reached for the bag held out to him, but Kinley couldn’t seem to get her feet to work or her breath to slow. Having Ryder that close, it reminded her of their first kiss. The thrill and possibility that was supposed to be stretched out before them but never was. Thousands of miles would separate them soon, but that didn’t stop Kinley from wanting that experience. Just one more time.

      “Ready?” he asked, holding the door open for her.

      Rowdy perked at the enticing aroma when they hopped into the truck. Kinley wasn’t certain what she was smelling, but she’d bet bacon and salami were part of the equation. Whether her stomach rumbled from hunger or was filled with pesky butterflies, she wasn’t certain. Maybe both.

      “Easy, girl,” Ryder said to Rowdy, calming her whining as he turned back onto the highway. All rested up, Rowdy seemed hungry and ready for adventure. “It’s just a short drive. I promise I’ll share.”

      Kinley laughed. “Like she’s really worried about that.”

      Within a mile, Ryder slowed again and turned onto a dirt road Kinley might’ve missed if she were driving. No signs alerted passersby to its existence. “It’s not a driveway,” Ryder said before Kinley could ask. “Promise I’ve been here before.”

      “Good. The day’s been going so well. I didn’t really want to end it with being shot for trespassing.”

      Ryder slowed when the trees thinned and a lake emerged. He maneuvered the truck so the back pointed toward the water. Their picnic view was the most stunning of the day yet, and best of all, they had the spot all to themselves. “Thought we might have that picnic on the tailgate. Mountain view and all that.”

      If Kinley told either Ava or Laurel about this day—more particularly this moment—they’d bombard her with squeals of excitement about how romantic this all was. Alaska and all its beauty had that effect on people.

      “You never told me why you really came home,” Ryder said to Kinley as he secured Rowdy on a long lead attached to an anchor in the bed of the truck. Until the food was no more, she doubted Rowdy would be tempted to run off.

      “You want to know the truth?” she asked, no longer feeling it necessary to keep the secret guarded.

      Ryder hopped onto the tailgate next to her and reached for the rolled-up paper bag. “Kind of why I brought it up. Again.”

      “I came back to find out who my dad is,” Kinley admitted, taking the foil-wrapped sandwich he offered her. “If you remember, my mom never told me.”

      “She said she didn’t know.”

      “Well, a letter she wrote me said differently. I didn’t get it until I turned twenty-five. But you remember Mom. It’d be too easy if it had the answer right there in black and white. Her letter told me to talk to Patty Whitmore; she had the answer.” As Kinley unwrapped her sandwich, she explained everything to Ryder about the unexpected letter and the path it led her down. “Guess I’m not meant to know.”

      “Try your sandwich before it gets cold,” Ryder encouraged. “Or before Rowdy leaps up and steals it out of your hands.”

      Kinley bit into the toasted hoagie bun, savoring the tasty flavor of bacon, ham, salami, sweet mustard, and onions. She moaned in delight with the second bite. Swallowing, she said, “Wow, this is amazing. I see why you drive all the way out here.”

      “Right?”

      They finished their sandwiches in comfortable silence. Ryder tossed Rowdy a couple of generous bites before it was gone. “I can help you figure it out. Who your dad is. I’m not so bad when it comes to detective skills.”

      Tempting as the offer was, Kinley shook her head. “No, thank you. I got so caught up in finding the answer when I first came back that I almost missed out on the important things. I might’ve missed out on this beautiful day.” With you. “Mom had a reason to keep it a secret. It’s probably time I trusted her about that.”

      “If you change your mind . . .”

      Kinley covered his hand with her own. “Thank you, Ryder.” She made the mistake of meeting his eyes, exhilarated by the intensity that lingered there. Her gaze dropped to his lips, then back to his intimidating dark eyes. Memories of that first kiss flooded back to her. Sunlight shining through the pillars beneath the pier, the way her heart raced as though she’d just sprinted a mile, the graze of his lips against her own.

      Rowdy let out a series of barks, causing Kinley to jerk her hand back as if they’d been caught doing something inappropriate.

      “Rowdy, girl, shh.” Ryder hopped off the tailgate and knelt beside the dog to soothe her as Kinley looked across the expansive lake. There on the opposite shore, a giant brown bear—a Kodiak if she had to guess—strutted to the edge of the water.

      “Ryder?”

      He turned his head over his shoulder at her while he continued to calm the dog with his long strokes down her back. “We’re fine, Kin. Long as we don’t make it feel threatened.”

      “It’s a bear.”

      “Way over there.”

      “Bears can swim.”

      “If it starts to, we’ll pack up and leave. It’s a big lake.”

      Alaska was a beautiful place, but also a dangerous wilderness. With a couple deep breaths and Ryder’s reassuring words, Kinley released her panic and watched the bear with interest.

      “Ever thought what you might do when you get out of the Army?” Ryder asked, taking a seat on the ground next to Rowdy. Kinley preferred the false sense of safety the tailgate provided.

      “Not really.” Up to the day she left Sunset Ridge after graduation, Kinley had no plans to go to college. No dream of being a doctor or lawyer or teacher to chase like so many others in her class. All she wanted was out. “I’ve taken some college classes. Almost done with a business degree. But not really sure what I’d do with it.”

      That was the biggest problem of all, she mused. If she decided to let her military enlistment expire, what came next?

      “Between that and your military experience, I bet you have a lot more options than you think.”

      “Guess I haven’t really looked into it. Always planned to be a lifer.” She’d miss the Army if she decided to end her time now, but she’d miss life happening here if she stayed in. What else would she miss if she was gone another decade? Her gaze fell on Ryder. Occasional visits wouldn’t be enough to make up for it all.

      The bear moved into the shallow water near the shore, causing both Kinley to freeze and Rowdy’s ears to stand straight up. “He’s just hungry. We’re not a threat to his dinner,” Ryder said, again in a low, calm tone.

      “You must think I’m a sad excuse for a soldier,” she said with a half-hearted laugh. “Send me to combat, but get me the heck away from the bears.”

      Ryder locked his gaze with hers. “I don’t think that at all. It takes bravery to join the military. Signing your name on that dotted line means you’re willing to give your life for your country if it’s asked of you. My brother had the same courage you do when he joined.”

      The candid compliment did a number when it came to inflating Kinley’s ego. “You’re pretty brave yourself, Chief. You put yourself at risk every day you put on that uniform. Sunset Ridge is more than the sleepy, charming town it portrays.”

      The swishing of water echoed across the lake, announcing the bear’s retreat. He—or she, Kinley wasn’t certain—carried a fish in its mouth.

      “Looks like she’s taking home a salmon dinner.” Ryder slowly stretched to his feet, eyes on the beast until she disappeared into the tree line. Rowdy popped up with him, leaning against his leg as together they watched the departure.

      Ryder hopped back up on the tailgate, sitting a few inches closer than before. Their palms, both flat on the metal, nearly brushed. Kinley swallowed. “Should we be heading back?” she asked.

      “Not just yet.” Ryder reached for the paper bag, digging inside. He pulled out two wrapped cookies and handed one to Kinley. “You know I’m not really a dessert kind of guy, but I make an exception for their butterscotch chip cookies. Don’t tell anyone, though. Mom gets wind of that she’ll try to stuff me so full of sugar I’ll choke.”

      Their fingers grazed when Kinley accepted the treat, tingles dancing through her hand and up her arm at the touch. It wasn’t fair that Ryder Grant still had such a strong effect on her after all these years. Stronger. Even when she’d pushed him as far away as she could, she was stuck with a horrible crush on him all through high school. Watching him date Mercedes, no matter how on-again, off-again they were, had been torture.

      “Try it.” Ryder nodded at the cookie she had yet to unwrap. “I promise you’ll thank me when you do.”

      Kinley took a bite before Ryder could steal the cookie back. It really was as tasty as he claimed. She chewed slowly, hoping to make the enjoyment last as long as possible.

      They sat on the tailgate for a while longer, enjoying the relaxing sounds of nature. No more bears, thankfully. Kinley could handle days like this . . . forever. She swallowed hard as deep emotions rushed through her chest. Before long, she’d no longer be able to lie to herself about what she felt—or didn’t feel.

      “Guess we better head back before everyone wonders what’s become of us.” Ryder pushed off the tailgate, then reached a hand to Kinley.

      She didn’t need his help, but she didn’t mind it, either. The excuse to place her hand in his was enough reason to set aside her pride. “They might think the bears got us,” she jested. Her hop down propelled her forward, planting her nose right into Ryder’s hard chest. His arms went around her back, steadying her until she no longer rocked on the tips of her toes.

      His woodsy scent, so strong on his shirt, invaded her senses. The world stilled in his strong, capable arms.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      He eased his protective embrace but didn’t drop his hands away or take a step back. “Fiona wouldn’t forgive me if I returned you with a twisted ankle.”

      Kinley couldn’t convince herself to slip out of his hold, which only made her gaze land on his lips again. She yearned to run her fingers over his beard, to pull him down by the cheek.

      “Kin, you can’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?” Her words escaped as barely more than a raspy whisper. “Like I want to kiss you?”

      Ryder swooped down so quickly she had no time to brace for impact. Their lips collided, moving as one in an old familiar rhythm. Kinley’s fingertips tingled and her toes curled inside her hiking shoes. Kissing Ryder was more exhilarating than she remembered. Unlike their first kiss, which had started out awkward but ended with a thrill, this one began right where the first left off.

      Her fingers curled around the back of his neck, pulling him closer still. Worries of the future faded away as electricity coursed through her veins and danced in the air surrounding them. Ryder was the first boy she’d ever loved. Could he be the last?

      Something buzzed against Kinley’s shoulder once, then twice.

      Ryder was the first to break apart the kiss that left them both panting for air. “Sorry,” he said, pulling a phone out of his shirt pocket.

      “You have signal out here?” She turned a full circle, certain they were contained by mountains in every direction.

      “It’s Mom.” Ryder held out the phone for her to see the text.

      
        
        Mom: Lunch @ 11am Wednesday for the newlyweds. Bring Kinley XOXO

      

      

      “You sent her the picture of us.”

      “I don’t really do photos.” Ryder gave her a shrug as he pocketed the phone. “Thought I’d be a good son and share the rare prize.” Ryder brushed her cheek with his palm, drawing her in for a soft kiss. “We better head back now.”
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      Ryder

      

      “You look happy.” There was almost a note of accusation in Denver’s comment, but Ryder couldn’t blame his brother for that. Denver narrowed his gaze, apparently noticing nuances Ryder wasn’t trying to hide anymore. “You’re smiling.”

      Ryder flipped the burgers on the grill with practiced patience. He’d been bitter for months before Denver was officially out of the Army and moved home. It was the only side of him Denver had seen in months. His brother’s surprise wasn’t unwarranted. Ryder shrugged. “Thought I’d try it on for size.”

      “I don’t know whether to be relieved or afraid.”

      Ryder smiled broader. “Afraid might be the wiser option.”

      Denver dropped onto the deck stairs, sipping the sickeningly sweet flavored water Mom loved so much. Watching Ryder tend the grill, Denver’s head cocked a bit in thought. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      Eyes scanning the driveway again for the Buick, Ryder had no denial left in him these days. Kinley would arrive any minute, and dang it if he wasn’t giddy to see that beautiful smile. “Are you going to help, or just stand around and prod into my personal life?” Ryder pointed a metal flipper at Denver in jest. He wouldn’t let his brother interfere with the grilling, and they both knew it. Mom did, too, but it saved Denver from all the girly honeymoon talk happening inside with Sophie.

      Denver folded his arms over his chest and rocked back on his heels. “You know, I’m enjoying myself, watching you do all the work.”

      For all that had gone south for Ryder these past couple of years, and even the impending gloom of Kinley’s departure on the other side of a sunset, he was grateful to have this relationship with his brother again. He found a sliver of relief knowing he still had his family. And now Rowdy. “She leaves tomorrow.”

      “And?”

      The million-dollar question. Ryder flipped the last burger and dropped the lid of the grill back down. “I don’t know. I don’t have it all plotted out like one of your books.” Guilt hit him for snapping, and he felt an uncomfortable flush. “I wish I did, believe me,” he added, softer.

      “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”

      Yes. The silent answer came immediately. How could he not be in love with Kinley James? Her return brought him back to life, awakening a part of him he thought long dormant. Life flowed with natural ease when they were together. Two souls destined to find each other if only they could figure out how to stay together.

      The past couple of days had been nothing short of magical. Leisurely walks along the pier, stolen kisses, shared sunsets, shore fishing, and so much laughter. Ryder could see a future all painted out for them, but that depended on fate. Something he hadn’t believed in a few short weeks ago.

      “You tell her?” Denver asked.

      Mom poked her head out the sliding door. Rowdy took the opportunity to shoot out the gap and ran a circle around the backyard. “Burgers about ready?” Mom asked.

      “Five minutes,” Ryder called back.

      “Ryder?” Denver pressed after Mom retreated inside.

      “No. Before you ask, I’m not going to.” Ryder hadn’t pushed Kinley to make a decision about the Army. He’d never ask her to stay and give up being a pilot if that’s what she really wanted. This had to be her decision and hers alone. Dropping serious feelings into the equation—especially that four-letter word—added unfair pressure.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      The Buick rolled up the driveway, effectively severing the conversation Ryder was only too happy to end. Spinning what ifs in his head would only spoil what time they had left together. The future wasn’t promised, but today was.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you started writing romance novels,” Ryder teased.

      “Deflect all you want. You can’t fool me. I mean, you even have a dog now.” Denver shook his head, popping up from his seat on the steps to head inside. “I need to go on vacation more often. Maybe next time I’ll come back and you’ll be married with a couple of kids.”

      “You want to meet her?” Ryder asked, surprised Denver was fleeing.

      “Inside, I will. That smile tells me she wants you all to herself right now.” Denver paused on the top step. “Sophie has something for her. Said she recognized her name or something like that. Girl stuff,” he added with a shrug before disappearing inside.

      Kinley’s smile grew with each approaching step, like the rising sun illuminating the horizon a little more with every passing second. Rowdy raced straight toward her, intercepting their greeting for a few beats longer. She welcomed her with a hearty neck rub and a hug.

      Dog appeased, Kinley walked right up to Ryder. “Hey, you.” She placed her hands on his elbows, drawing him in for a kiss as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

      It was her kisses that cast the strongest spell on him. “Hey, yourself.”

      “Sorry I’m late. Had to drop Fiona off at the library.”

      Ryder draped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her against his side. “I’m glad you’re here.” Sizzling from inside, the grill reminded him he still had a task to complete. He opened the lid, hoping he hadn’t burned any of them.

      “Those smell wonderful,” Kinley cooed.

      After plating the burgers, Ryder cut the gas to the grill. Both Kinley and Rowdy followed him to the door, though Rowdy was more motivated by the handout prospect than Ryder’s company. The dog was well-trained, but she was still spoiled. Ryder could do something about it, but he didn’t care to.

      Hardly three seconds after the sliding door closed, his phone buzzed in his pocket.

      “I’ll take the plate,” Kinley offered, heading right for the chaos in the kitchen without a shred of fear in her eyes. For years, family meals at Mom’s had been a quiet affair. Not anymore.

      He stepped back outside to answer the unknown number.

      “I’m looking for the police chief,” a woman’s voice said. “An Officer Grant?”

      “Speaking.” Though Ryder did his best to protect his privacy while off duty, more people than he cared to admit used his personal cell number for work-related matters. The past two years, it’d kept him busy. Glancing at the scene inside, he considered changing his number.

      “I heard you came looking for Norman.”

      Ryder’s body stiffened, but he didn’t respond. He watched that happy tail bounce around the kitchen as he waited for her to say more. Hoping his entire world wasn’t about to come crashing down.

      “I’m Margaret Gladwell. Norman Gladwell is my late brother.”

      Ryder’s stomach tied in knots. “I’m sorry for your loss.” Rowdy’s guardian?

      “I-I’m really ashamed to admit this, Officer. But I left Rowdy in your town last week. Norman left everything of his to me; it was just the two of us left, see. Now there’s only me. He loved that dog so much, and I tried to take care of her, but I have a bad hip.” She let out a heavy sigh. “Honestly, it doesn’t matter why. I can’t take her back. But I was hoping you’d tell me Rowdy found a good home.”

      Ryder thought back to the shopping trip at the pet store the other day. The way he kept adding items to the cart—and needed a second. He wanted to give Rowdy the best home he could. “You can rest easy, Ms. Gladwell. Rowdy has a very good home. She’ll be loved and cared for. I promise you that.”

      He thought he heard sniffling from the other end. “Thank you, Officer. I’m so sorry for what I did, but thank you. Norman might be able to forgive me now.”

      Ryder pocketed his phone, taking a minute before going inside. He’d accepted Rowdy as his own the second they left the Palmer city limits. But to know that no one would come looking for her—to take her away—gave Ryder a sense of peace.

      “Everything okay?” Kinley asked, slipping outside on the deck with him. “We’re ready to eat.”

      He pulled her into his arms, wrapping Kinley in a hug. “Yeah, it’s great.”

      “As much as I’m enjoying this, we better get inside before your mom comes looking for us. I’m not trying to make any enemies.”

      Laughing, Ryder kissed the top of her head and led her inside by the hand.

      When Denver was away in the Army, the guest list to family meals was two attendees long—Ryder and Mom. Even when Mercedes was in the picture, she usually had an excuse to avoid coming. Now, however, every chair at the dining room table was full. Mom rushed about, refusing help from anyone but Denver’s stepdaughter, Caroline. The young girl had helped cook the side dishes and was therefore allowed in the kitchen when everyone else was shooed away to take seats.

      If Mom was frazzled, she hid it well beneath a radiant smile. Ryder felt certain she loved the commotion in a house that’d been quiet for too long.

      “Is it always like this?” Kinley asked against Ryder’s shoulder.

      “This chaotic?” Denver chimed in from the opposite side of the table, draping an arm around his wife. “No. Never. But I suspect it will be from now on.”

      His brother and Sophie had that newlywed glow about them, and a hint of sunburn to go with it. For the first time since he accepted the two should be together, Ryder felt envy. He’d always wanted what they had but had given up on finding it. He understood now that it was never meant to be with Mercedes. But with Kinley . . .

      If only she would come back to stay.

      Caroline trotted to the table with a bowl filled with sliced melons and red grapes. “Some fresh fruit.” For such a young girl—six or seven, if Ryder recalled right—she had such a grown-up air about her when she was in the kitchen. She loved cooking almost as much as her aunt Tessa, the professional chef at Whitmore Patio.

      “How was your honeymoon?” Kinley asked, pilfering a grape from the bowl.

      “Too short!” Sophie looked at Denver with such love in her eyes. A couple of weeks ago, the exchange would’ve made Ryder bitter and grumpy. Before Kinley showed up and brought him back to life. “We went to Barcelona,” Sophie continued.

      “How romantic,” Kinley said the words with a sigh.

      “Some of it was book research,” Denver admitted.

      “Denver’s a famous mystery author,” Ryder explained to Kinley. “So, be careful what you say to him. He might put it in a book.”

      Denver raised an eyebrow at him from across the table. “Did you just tell a joke? Like, a funny one?”

      “Lunch is served!” Mom announced, carrying the heaping plate of burgers to the table. “It’s so very nice to have all of you here. I just love it!”

      The family meal was everything Ryder didn’t realize he wanted it to be. Leftovers were scarce, laughter was plentiful, and love overflowed. The time off he begrudgingly took from work became the best inconvenience he’d ever had. He reached for Kinley’s hand beneath the table, giving it a squeeze before hopping out of his chair to help clear the table.

      Mom stood by the sink, filling it with dishwater. No matter how many times he brought up the benefits of a dishwasher, Mom always shot the idea down. “I have to ask you about something, Ryder.” Mom’s voice sounded less peppy and more serious than it had all morning. The way she looked over her shoulder at the doorway to the dining room didn’t bode well for her question, either. It made sense that she volunteered him, and him alone, to help with clean-up.

      He steeled himself, prepared for the inevitable question about Kinley.

      “What really happened for you to take so much time off?”

      Thrown off balance, Ryder busied himself scraping the extra crumbs from plates into the trash. “It’s nothing to worry about. Can’t talk about it anyway.” He flashed her a calm smile, hoping that satisfied her unexpected curiosity.

      “I wouldn’t ask, except—” She waited until Caroline set a pile of bowls on the counter and skipped back toward the dining room. “Except a man came by yesterday.”

      Ryder stiffened. “Who?”

      “Some lawyer. Matthews. He was asking questions about you. About that kid you saved.”

      What was the point of laying low if the slimy ambulance-chaser was harassing his family? “Why didn’t you tell me right away?” He did his best not to growl, but the words came out a little scary anyway.

      “I chased him off a minute later.” Mom wasn’t intimidated by his Hulk-like response as most others would be. “I still own a shotgun, and I know how to use it.”

      “Oh, geez, Mom.”

      “He won’t be coming back. But Ryder, what’s he even doing in town? I thought that whole ordeal was over. Rhett’s poor family doesn’t need it all drummed up again for no reason.”

      “You can’t gossip about this at your book club or birthday socials—”

      “Garden club tonight, but go on. I promise not to breathe a word.”

      Ryder got to work scrubbing dishes as he filled Mom in on the lawyer’s grand scheme to defend the kidnapper and sue the town for his negligence. “Lee wanted me to lay low for a few days. Didn’t want me drawing any attention.”

      “Or doing anything stupid like confronting him on a crowded sidewalk?” Mom added.

      “Who me?” The mood lightened a hair. But that didn’t change the facts. Ryder’d be speaking with the mayor as soon as he left Mom’s. If Matthews wanted to harass his family, he wasn’t going to stand idly by. His family was more important to him than any lawsuit.

      “You got that look in your eye,” Mom said. “Don’t go doing anything crazy, okay? Stay focused on what’s important. Your time with Kinley’s almost over.”

      The irritation that clenched his heart slowly eased its grip as his gaze traveled through the doorway to the dining room. Kinley, mid-conversation with Sophie, looked over at him briefly and smiled.

      Towel-drying his hands, he slipped down a hallway off the dining room to text Murph.

      
        
        Ryder: Did you know anything about Matthews harassing my family?

        Murph: No. I’ll handle him. You’re still on leave.

        Ryder: Only if you keep him away.

        Murph: I got this, Ryder. I mean it.

      

      

      Ryder pocketed his phone, relieved he had an officer like Murph he could rely on. She’d hardly bothered him during his time off, and when she did, she kept it brief. Ryder’s first reaction to the time off—that his sense of purpose was being stripped away—now felt more like potential freedom.

      Maybe I could take a trip to Georgia.

      “Kinley James. I knew I recognized your name,” he heard Sophie say from the end of the hallway. She and Kinley were tucked right around the corner from the sounds of it. Ryder perked his ears, curious but not wanting to interfere. “I have something for you.”

      “Me?” Kinley asked.

      “I started cleaning out some of the closets at the lodge before the wedding. I ran across this in a box stashed way in the back of one. Had no idea who it belonged to until now.”

      Ryder crept closer until he could sneak a peek around the corner. He spotted Sophie handing Kinley a manila envelope.

      “It has your name on it,” Sophie explained. “I haven’t opened it or anything, but I think it’s from Aunt Patty.”
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      Kinley

      

      Kinley’s hands trembled as she accepted the large envelope from Sophie. Sure enough, her name was scribbled across the center. “Th-thank you.” The floor spun beneath her feet, the possibility of what the envelope contained making her dizzy and sick all at once.

      “You worked for her?” Sophie asked. “Patty.”

      “Yeah.” The strangled word barely made it past her lips. She needed to sit down. Drink a glass of water. Jump into an ice bath.

      “Hey,” Ryder said, swooping in with his strong arms seconds before her wobbly knees threatened to collapse. “There you are. You ready to go? Those kayaks won’t paddle themselves.” Kinley doubted they’d keep their plans to go out on the water today, but she appreciated that he sensed her caginess and swooped in with the excuse.

      “Yeah, we should probably . . .” Words might be her enemy for the rest of the day. She battled her erratic pulse, willing her thundering heart to slow. The envelope might contain nothing of significance. Something Mom left behind during her time working at the lodge that Patty came across years later. It didn’t promise to reveal her dad’s identity, but Kinley felt certain it would.

      “It was nice to meet you, Kinley.” Sophie touched her arm softly. “I really hope I get to see more of you.”

      Ryder ushered them out of the house with impressive swiftness, effectively dodging the drawn-out good-byes and questions she couldn’t handle right now. Outside in the breezy air, Rowdy trotting beside them. Kinley felt as if she could finally breathe.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked Kinley in the driveway, hands on both her shoulders. She felt steadier now, his touch reassuring her she wasn’t alone unless she wanted to be. How would she manage to say good-bye to him tomorrow? “Kin?”

      “I-I need . . .”

      He opened the passenger door of his truck and ushered her inside. “We’ll get the Buick later.”

      Kinley didn’t bother to ask where they were going. She didn’t care. As long as she could leave the windows rolled down to invite in the late spring breeze, she’d calm down. Her fingers clenched the edges of the envelope so fiercely her knuckles turned white. “There’s no way this . . .” She stared down at the envelope, too thin to contain much. “I just— Where are we going?”

      Ryder drove into the tree-covered park along the water. “Thought some fresh air might go well with whatever you decide to do. Plus, we’re walking distance from ice cream if that tempts you at any point.”

      “Thanks, Ryder.” In this moment, she wanted to let her Army enlistment expire. To move home and see where things with him could go. But she’d promised herself she wouldn’t make any rash decisions until after she returned to base. She had to know for sure it was time to close that chapter before she promised Ryder, or anyone else, she’d open another.

      Rowdy, prancing on the end of her new leash, led them to a bench pointed toward the water. In two weeks’ time, after their town doubled in size with tourists, there’d be few daylight hours when any spot was deserted. But today, it was theirs for the taking.

      “Do you want me to take a walk or something?” Ryder offered.

      She caught his wrist before he could stand up. “No. Please stay.” Though her breathing had returned to normal, her fingers still shook as she broke the seal of the manila envelope. “I’m going to feel really stupid if this is like a senior picture of my mom or something and that’s it.”

      Ryder didn’t say anything, just rested his arm behind her back on the bench.

      She found a handwritten note, written on a flowery-themed kitchen notepad taped on the outside of another envelope, and swallowed.

      
        
        Kinley,

      

        

      
        I fear my days on this earth are numbered. You still haven’t come to see me after I mailed your mother’s letter, and maybe you’ve decided you don’t want the answer. But if you’ve changed your mind, I want to make sure the truth doesn’t die with me. If you don’t want to know, don’t open it.

      

        

      
        I hope I’ll see you once more before it’s too late. But if I don’t, I want you to know I’m proud of you. Nothing inside this envelope changes who you are.

      

        

      
        Patty

      

      

      Having already committed to learning the answer once and for all, Kinley didn’t hesitate to tear open the small envelope. A picture dropped out first, nearly catching on the breeze. Ryder was faster.

      “What’s that?” She leaned against his arm, both of them squinting at the photo of some pinkish document.

      “It’s your birth certificate,” Ryder said.

      “But I have mine.” She’d looked at it often enough, willing the word unknown under the father slot to morph into a name. An answer.

      “This one has your dad’s name on it.”

      Lee Daniels.

      “No. No way. That’s not possible.” She hopped up from the bench, letting Ryder keep the photo as she paced. “Why? How? Lee hates me. He can’t possibly . . .”

      Ryder stood, capping her shoulders with sturdy hands. “It’s just a photo, Kin. Photos don’t prove anything. Take some deep breaths.”

      The flutter of the breeze rattled the torn edges of the smaller envelope, drawing Kinley’s attention back to it. “I think there’s more.” She dropped back onto the bench, pulling out a couple of pink sticky notes. Melba still has the original? one said. The other Chippendale. Melba’s office. Secret drawer?

      “What do they say?” Ryder asked.

      “I-I need to go home. Clear my head.” Kinley handed over the sticky notes, unsure what to do—to think—anymore. “Do you think it’s true? Do you think for some sadistic reason, Melba is holding on to my original birth certificate?”

      Ryder led her to the truck. “I’m not sure. It doesn’t make sense that she’d have it.”

      Does Lee know? Has he known this whole time?

      In a blur of events, they retrieved the Buick and Ryder followed Kinley back to the cabin. She needed to pick up Fiona in another hour and didn’t feel comfortable leaving the car at Tillie’s house.

      On the front porch, she heard Pickles hiss through the cracked window screen, whether at Rowdy or Ryder she wasn’t sure. Before she could unlock the door, Ryder’s phone rang. It gave her a reason to fake a smile. “I swear you’re the only person who has reception out here. Is your phone magic or something?”

      He flashed her a half smile. “Something. Sorry, it’ll just be a minute.” He stepped off the porch, pacing at the side of his truck. Kinley stood with Rowdy, stroking the dog’s neck and straining her ears to listen in, but his low tone was impossible to make out.

      “I’m sorry, Kin. I have to go.”

      “Everything okay?” Concern shook her, worrying someone close to him might’ve been hurt. Or worse.

      Popping up to the second step, he kissed her. “Everything is fine. More than fine, I think. But I have to go to city hall for a bit. Will you—”

      “Go, Chief. I’ll be okay. Promise.”

      “Tomorrow morning, we can go talk to Lee together if you want. Just . . . don’t do anything rash, okay? If you spook Melba, who knows what’ll happen to your birth certificate. I suspect Lee’s the only one who’ll be able to get her to admit she has it, if she does.” After one more kiss, he and Rowdy sped off down the dirt road headed for town.
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        * * *

      

      “This is a bad idea.” Ava obsessively scanned the wooded trail, unable to give Kinley a decent glare because she kept looking over her shoulder. Had it not been for the magic of Bonita’s blueberry scones, Kinley wouldn’t have a lookout, even if a paranoid one. “Doesn’t this fall under breaking and entering or something?”

      “It’ll be quick. Promise.”

      Ava let out a laugh that suggested it’d be anything but. “You better not get me arrested. I locked up an hour early for you.”

      “Melba’s at garden club tonight, right?” Kinley asked as the massive log cabin and heavily landscaped yard came into view through the thinning trees. The Daniels family had never wanted for anything, and they had no shame showing it off.

      “Yes. She’s the president.”

      “We shouldn’t have anything to worry about. Plus, if we do get arrested, I know a guy.” Kinley meant it as a joke, but Ava didn’t laugh. Truth was, Ryder would be displeased. The tip about Melba’s unlikely cooperation conjured up another plan to take back what rightfully belonged to her. Melba couldn’t accuse her of stealing something that didn’t belong to Melba in the first place.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Ava demanded as Kinley scoured the perfect spot to dart across the expansive lawn to the garage door.

      “What?”

      “Why didn’t tell me you were back here to figure out who your dad was?” The hurt in Ava’s voice was unmistakable. “You told Ryder.”

      “Not right away.” Kinley turned toward her best friend, risking valuable minutes. “I didn’t tell anyone, not even Fiona. Not until I realized I’d probably never get the answer. I just . . . I didn’t want to burden anyone. I didn’t want to risk finding out my dad was—What if me finding out the answer meant someone else got hurt? It could’ve been anyone, Ava.”

      “I get it. But I’m your best friend. Remember that for next time, okay?” Ava’s scowl softened.

      “I promise I will.”

      “Let’s get this over with. You have an hour, two tops if the coffee doesn’t run out.”

      Kinley poked her head through the trees, relieved she couldn’t see any other houses on either side of the property. The thick trees and massive acreage kept Melba’s mini mansion tucked away and private. Though the overcast sky was dusky, she wouldn’t have the cover of darkness on her side. “Let’s go.”

      “Can I just wait—”

      “I need you to be the lookout,” Kinley said. “You don’t have to go in.”

      “Fine. Go!”

      The two hurried across the lawn, headed for the garage door. Kinley suspected if any of the doors were unlocked, it’d be this one. She wiggled the knob. “Dang. Locked.” She trotted around the back of the house, toward a sunroom entrance. “Bingo.”

      “What if there’re cameras?” Ava asked from outside, refusing to cross the threshold into the sunroom. “Or an alarm? You really think Melba Daniels of all people doesn’t have a top-notch security system?”

      “If we hear an alarm, we run. And I’ll tell the cops I made you do it. I blackmailed you or something.” Kinley twisted the knob leading into the main house, relieved to find it open. She waited a beat to see if an alarm triggered, but only silence greeted her. “Whistle or something if someone comes, okay?”

      “What if it was a silent alarm?” Ava hissed, but held her post.

      Kinley crept inside, using her phone’s flashlight app to guide the way. Natural light poured in through the few windows not covered with blackout curtains, but mostly the house was dark. She welcomed the reassurance that no cleaners or visitors lurked inside to catch her.

      Once through the most expansive kitchen Kinley’d ever stepped foot in, she saw Melba’s home office. French doors stood open directly across from where she lingered. The room was larger than Fiona’s entire cabin, decked out with bulky antique furniture—a desk, bookshelves, hutches filled with expensive souvenirs from all over the world.

      “Hurry up, Kinley,” Ava’s voice called into the house.

      “Someone coming?”

      “Not yet. But I think the meeting got out early.”

      Kinley recognized the Chippendale slant front desk only because she had the good sense to Google it before she trespassed. Pre-mission planning she could thank the Army for instilling in her. “How do you know?” she called back, opening drawers and riffling through the contents, running her hands along every edge in search of any secret compartments.

      “Facebook.”

      “Freakin’ social media,” Kinley muttered, searching the last drawer without any luck. At least, it offered a key for the top. She let down the top slant, searching through the nooks and pigeon holes.

      “Kinley!” Ava shouted, her voice more urgent. “Time to go. Now!”

      The pinkish document sat in a top compartment, hidden in plain sight. With trembling fingers, Kinley removed it and shined her flashlight on it. “Melba, you have some questions to answer,” Kinley mumbled.

      “Kinley Ann James! Now!”

      She closed the desk but didn’t waste time locking it. If Melba wanted to incriminate her later, she’d have a hard time explaining that Kinley stole her own birth certificate.

      Headlights illuminated the windows. “Ava, go!” Kinley shouted as she sprinted for the sunroom door. “I’ll meet you on the trail.”

      “But—”

      “Go!”

      Kinley caught a glimpse of her friend leaping into the cover of trees as she closed the exterior door. Relief washed over her for that small victory. Headlights shone over the grass, forcing Kinley to plaster herself against the house and wait or risk being revealed.

      Shuffling in the grass nearby caused her to jerk her head.

      She screamed, startled by the moose’s unexpected appearance. Where the heck had he come from? “Really, Ed? Now?”

      The moose stared at her curiously, pinning her against the house. If she ran now, the moose might decide she was a threat and charge. She stood a better chance waiting for the sliver of nightfall still a couple of hours away than she did outrunning a two-thousand-pound moose. Explaining her delay to Ryder on her last night in town would be . . . difficult.

      “Kinley!” Ava hissed from the trees, her faraway voice faint.

      “Shoo,” she said to Ed, her heart pounding loudly in her ears. “Please?”

      Flashing lights illuminated the edges of the house, painting the backyard in strobes of red and blue. Kinley’s stomach plummeted. “Guess I’m getting arrested after all,” she muttered to the moose. “Thanks a lot, Ed.”
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      Ryder

      

      The last place Ryder wanted to be during Kinley’s final night in town was at city hall. Matthews had wasted more than enough of their time, but even more so now that he was sitting in one of Sunset Ridge’s two holding cells.

      “Think he’s any closer to sobering up?” Lee asked, handing Ryder a cup of black coffee.

      Matthews snored loudly, sleeping off the drinking binge he’d gone on earlier today. Warren’s had reported him, and Murph happily arrested him. Ryder’d only been summoned for his expert interrogation skills. He had a way with people, an odd mix of good cop/bad cop that convinced them to talk. With Matthews three sheets to the wind, Lee hoped Ryder could extract something out of him that’d put the lawsuit to bed for good. He just had to be awake.

      “We could leave him here overnight,” Ryder suggested, eager to get back to Kinley. He’d sent her a couple of apology texts, but he couldn’t be certain they made it through. If she moved home, the first thing he was doing was adding her to his cell plan and buying her a better phone. “Bet he’d still be loopy enough to confess a few of his secrets first thing in the morning.”

      “Give it another half hour and we’ll call it,” Lee said, patting Ryder hard on the shoulder. “I’ll be in my—”

      “Kinley James, you’ll pay for this!” a shrill, angry voice echoed off the high ceilings, drawing attention to the propped-open door. Ryder and Lee stared at each other a beat, then hurried into the hallway to identify the owner of the clacking heels.

      “Melba, please go home,” Murph said over her shoulder, leading Kinley forward in handcuffs.

      “Lee!” Melba pleaded. “This menace broke into my house. These James women have always been nothing but trouble. First the town sign, now this. Lee, throw the book at her. Then get her out of our town. She doesn’t belong here. Let the Army deal with her. Bet they don’t much care for their soldiers getting arrested.”

      Kinley bit down on her lower lip, briefly meeting Ryder’s gaze with apology before staring back at the floor. Despite the handcuffs trapping her hands behind her back, he could see the tension she carried in her shoulders. She was no doubt holding back the brunt of her anger. “Sorry, Ryder. I had to.”

      “Where is she?” Fiona’s voice echoed from the front door, Ava at her side. The two rushed down the hall toward them. “Kinley!”

      “What on earth?” Ryder muttered.

      Lee scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s like a dang circus in here. Should’ve closed up when I had a chance.”

      Murph shuffled around Ryder and led Kinley to the empty holding cell. Kinley went inside without a fight, but she stood right at the door. Fire lingered in her gaze, unspoken accusation directed at Melba. A gaggle of people crowded into the room outside the holding cells. Ryder hoped no one else showed up; there wasn’t room.

      Matthews snored away, oblivious to the commotion around him. Go figure.

      The chorus of voices talking on top of one another grew so loud Ryder’s ears hurt.

      “Enough!” Lee shouted, effectively silencing the room. The mayor rarely raised his voice—rarely needed to. It startled everyone, Melba included. “Does someone want to bother explaining what’s going on?” When everyone spoke at once, he added, “One at a time. Murph, you first.”

      “Responded to an alert about a tripped alarm. I called Melba and she requested I investigate. When I arrived on the scene, Kinley was standing outside the door that’d been tripped. She admitted entering the house without permission.”

      Ryder let out a heavy sigh of frustration. Had Matthews not picked today of all days to polish off more liquor than he could handle, Ryder would’ve been with Kinley. None of this would’ve happened. He couldn’t blame her for leaping into action—it was her way—but he couldn’t help but feel responsible.

      “The charges?” Lee asked.

      “Breaking and entering.”

      “That’s it?” Melba barked. “What about robbery? My desk was unlocked and all the drawers had been riffled through. She stole something of mine.”

      “You mean my birth certificate?” Kinley barked.

      Ominous silence swept over the room, except for Matthews and his awful snoring. Ryder braced for the bomb about to be dropped on everyone. He couldn’t stop it if he tried.

      “What are you talking about?” Melba snapped, but her tone didn’t hold its usual bite.

      With two deliberate strides, Fiona stood in Melba’s face, towering a couple of inches over her, even in Melba’s heels. “Why did you have it?”

      “Mom?” Lee asked, his voice softer than Ryder had ever heard it. Judging by the pained expression, the pieces were falling into place for him. “You care to explain this?”

      “She’ll probably keep lying to you, so I’ll just come out and say it,” Kinley said. “You’re my dad, Lee. I’m as shocked as you are, believe me.” She leaned her head against the bars. “But it is what it is.”

      “You can’t prove that,” Melba growled in warning.

      “If someone’ll take these stupid cuffs off me, I’ll show you.” Murph worked the key through the bars, re-holstering her set of cuffs as Kinley rubbed at her wrists. “I have my birth certificate right here.” She pulled it free of an inside jacket pocket. Melba reached for it, but Kinley yanked it back. Ryder placed himself between Kinley and Melba to prevent it from happening again.

      “How? I don’t . . .” Lee looked at Melba. “Start talking, Mom.”

      “Let’s go into your office, dear.”

      “No,” Fiona said firmly as Ava blocked the doorway. “We all deserve to hear this. She was my sister. Kinley is my niece. You’re done pushing my family around.”

      “Fine.” Melba dropped onto a bench and leaned against the wall, more defeat in her eyes than Ryder thought possible for a woman most joked was carved from glacier ice. “You all might as well get comfortable. It’s not a quick story.”
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        * * *

      

      KINLEY

      

      Kinley still hadn’t wrapped her head around Lee being her father. She kept stealing glances at him as she waited for everyone to settle. Searching for physical similarities between them. She had her mom’s eyes, but maybe Lee’s slightly upturned nose? Or was she trying too hard to see what might not even be there?

      “I knew about your secret affair with Cassidy James,” Melba directed at Lee.

      “It wasn’t an affair,” Lee corrected. “Just secret. Because you didn’t approve.”

      Melba let out a pompous laugh. “Of course, I didn’t. She didn’t deserve you, Lee. She was only after your money.”

      “You’re wrong,” Fiona lashed. “You didn’t know her. Cassidy never cared about money or material possessions. My sister only cared about people. If she was with Lee, she loved him. Make no mistake about that.”

      Melba waved the declaration away, as if it were an annoying interruption. “Imagine my surprise when it turns out Cassidy is pregnant. She came to tell you,” she said again to her son. “But luckily you weren’t home.”

      “Why would she ever tell you?” Kinley asked.

      “She didn’t mean to. But the doctor’s note slipped out of her purse.” Melba huffed out a sigh. “It didn’t take me much to put two and two together. I wasn’t going to have her trap you, Lee. You had so much potential. A scholarship. A future. A baby when you were just nineteen?” Melba shook her head. “I threatened her.”

      “Mom—”

      “Oh, don’t look so surprised.”

      “That’s why she went away for a year,” Fiona said. “You sent her away.”

      “She told me the baby wasn’t mine,” Lee said. “She swore up and down that her pregnancy was the product of a one-night stand.”

      Kinley remembered the letter, wishing for once she had that stupid purse with her. “She said in her letter she’d only ever been with one man her whole life. I guess it was supposed to be a clue or something.” She looked to Lee, touched when he flashed a weak smile. For the first time, Kinley saw more than a man who went out of his way to make her teenage years painful. She saw a man who once loved her mom very much. A man who thought the woman he loved betrayed him, and Kinley was the reminder.

      “I blackmailed her,” Melba finally said. “Promised that if she didn’t take the job I found her in Fairbanks for at least a year, I’d make sure the bank foreclosed on the cabin.”

      “You’re leaving something out, Melba,” Fiona interjected. “She never would’ve gone for that without talking to me.”

      “Who do you think paid her hospital bills? Did you really think a little bed and breakfast offered health insurance, much less enough money to bring the mortgage payment of your shack current? I paid for everything that year.”

      Ryder had to intervene when Fiona leapt at Melba. “Ladies, please.”

      The man who reeked of alcohol in the next cell over grumbled in his sleep for a moment, his eyes opening wide and confused. But it didn’t last long. Within a minute, he dropped back into a heavy sleep. Snoring resumed. Kinley didn’t have enough brain power to care who he was.

      “I was there, you know,” Melba directed at Kinley. “The day you were born. Patty, too. Cassidy tried to pull one over on me, put Lee’s name on the birth certificate. Thought I wouldn’t know about it until it was too late. But I expected her to try something like that. I couldn’t have her coming after our family for child support, soiling our reputation. I promised to ruin her—and her whole family—if she crossed me again.”

      Lee’s expression soured. “Mom, you’re unbelievable.”

      Kinley dropped onto the bench inside her cell, for once relieved to be behind bars. Anger coursed through her veins. If she were free, she’d react unpredictably. “Is that why you hated my mom so much? Because of me?”

      “Mom, let’s go. My office, now.” Lee made a path for Melba, escorting her back to the hallway. He stopped in the doorway, looking at Ryder. “Drop the charges. I don’t want any of this following her back to her unit. Kinley’s free to go.”

      Adrenaline had to be the only thing keeping Kinley from bursting into a waterfall of tears. A bundle of emotions she couldn’t pretend to identify mixed and jumbled inside her. When Ryder popped open the cell, she fell into his arms.

      “I’m sorry, Ryder.” After betraying his trust, she didn’t feel deserving of his comfort, but he offered it anyway.

      “Let’s get you home, Kin.”

      “What about that guy?” She pointed to the snoring man in the other cell. Surely, he was why Ryder had been called to city hall to begin with.

      “He can wait. Nothing is more important than taking care of you.”
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      Kinley

      

      The last place Kinley expected to spend her final morning in Sunset Ridge was Moosecakes with Lee Daniels. Though he gave her the previous evening to digest everything—and no doubt needed it for himself—he was insistent on seeing her before she left.

      “I don’t expect you to call me Dad or anything,” he said with an incredulous laugh once pancake orders were in. “But I have to admit, I always secretly wished you were mine.”

      Years of animosity between them had hardly faded overnight, but Kinley softened more than she expected. She’d read Mom’s letter over and over last night, until her eyes dropped closed. Hints of love were sprinkled in every sentence. If Mom felt that deeply about the man, he couldn’t be all bad. “I guess I should finally apologize for the firework incident.”

      Lee chuckled. “You gave us quite the scare. Sawyer gets a kick out of telling that story to his boy.”

      “You have a grandkid.” The reality of this complicated situation had only begun to sink in. Lee married—and divorced. A grown son with his own family. “I-I guess that means I have a brother?”

      “In time,” Lee reassured.

      The server delivered two plates of moose-shaped pancakes and a syrup decanter. “Can I get more coffee?” Kinley asked. She’d need it to survive not only her final hours in town, but the trip to Anchorage to catch her flight.

      “I loved your mother with all my heart, Kinley. She was everything to me.”

      She cut into her pancake slowly as the questions raced through her mind louder than ever before, but she waited to give Lee the chance to answer some of them without the interrogation she longed to launch at him.

      “We had plans to run away together. Bet you can guess how my mom felt about that. She found the plane tickets.” Lee sipped on his coffee. “That was only days before I found out Cassidy was expecting. I should’ve known your mom would’ve never been unfaithful. We loved each other too much. I was young. Hurt.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I’m still processing all this.”

      “That necklace.” Lee pointed his fork at her neck. “I gave that to her days before we were supposed to leave. After she told me it was over, I never saw her wear it again. I thought she pawned it. Thought it was her way of telling me it was really over.”

      Why Lee shredded Kinley’s citation the other day made more sense. “What now?”

      “We take one day at a time. I know you have people you want to spend time with before you leave, but I’d love to hear about your life while we finish up.”

      Talking about her time in the Army was effortless, and a capable distraction from deep emotions she wasn’t ready to face. It’d take her weeks, maybe months, to adjust to all this. For the first time since she kissed Ryder out by the lake, Kinley was relieved she’d have a few thousand miles between her and this town to process it all.

      “A pilot, wow! You certainly have your mother’s passionate spirit. You really enjoy that whole military life, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I really do. Strange, huh?” The praise felt oddly good coming from a man who’d only ever looked at her as though she was trouble. “I haven’t decided about flight school yet,” she admitted. Or even staying in. “I’ll have to figure it out on the way back.” If she didn’t sign reenlistment paperwork at her appointment tomorrow, Kinley would need to make a new plan by the end of the summer. What had seemed such a simple answer these past few days plagued her more now. She loved being in the Army and the opportunities she’d been given because of it. Telling Lee about the different places she’d been as they finished up reminded her of that.

      Just outside the door, Lee stopped her. “I won’t ask you to give me a hug or anything,” he said, “but I’d like to keep in touch, Kinley.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Lee dropped his hand on her shoulder. “If you need anything, just ask. If you’re like your mother, you won’t want help. But you’re my daughter. I’ll always be here for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Good-byes were Kinley’s least favorite occasions. She spent her final hours at Fiona’s cabin, surrounded by family and friends as she packed, realizing for the first time in her life how very special they were to her. She was through taking them for granted.

      No one put her on the spot about the Army or coming back. Ava hinted how wonderful it’d be to see her more often before she hurried back to the shop. But otherwise, everyone seemed to pretend it wasn’t a relevant topic.

      Kinley appreciated the space to make her own decision, but she kept waiting for Ryder to ask her to stay. To tell her he and Rowdy couldn’t stand another day without her. Maybe he’d confess his love for her on their drive to the airport. Kinley, at least, needed those miles to build her courage. She hated to leave without telling him how she felt about him, but she was afraid.

      “Got you all loaded up,” Ryder said from the front door. “Ready, Kin?”

      “She’ll be right out,” Fiona said.

      Ryder took the cue and stepped back outside.

      “Fiona,” Kinley said, refusing to leave without knowing what’d been bothering her aunt. She’d given her more than ample opportunity to come clean, but the clock was ticking away its final seconds. “Tell me why you’ve been acting so odd. Are you sick?”

      “Heavens, no.” Fiona wrapped her in a tight one-armed hug. “They cut my hours at the library some, that’s all.” Though her aunt said the words flippantly enough, Kinley saw the pain in her eyes, the stress the reduced income would’ve already caused. Fiona had lived and breathed that library her whole life. It never paid much, but now . . . “Get that look out of your eyes, sweetie. I’ll manage, okay?”

      “Are you sure? I can—”

      “I want you home as much as anyone else, but don’t you dare come back on some selfless mission to support me. I mean that.”

      Kinley made it to the door before she realized she nearly forgot her purse on the kitchen table. “I’ll never get used to carrying one of these.” The lighthearted joke brought tears to her eyes, forcing her out the door before waterworks started in front of Fiona.

      “Let’s get you to the airport.” Ryder held the passenger door of his truck open for her, offering his hand. Rowdy stood on the center console, her greeting committee. She stopped before getting in, failing to find the right words. Instead, she drew Ryder in for a sweet kiss. The earth still rocked beneath her feet when their lips met.

      The words I love you lodged in her throat.

      “What was that for?” Ryder said with a smile she’d grown to love.

      “Just because.” Kinley hopped in the truck and waited for him to join her.

      As Ryder trekked down the dirt road, Kinley watched Fiona’s cabin disappear in the rearview mirror. Her heart clenched at the thought of leaving this all behind. It didn’t feel right to go, but her commander would never authorize an extension with that important appointment scheduled for its last possible day tomorrow.

      As they rolled down the highway, passing the knoll still missing its town sign, Kinley saw a moose loitering near a patch of trees. What now, Ed? “I swear, that moose has it out for me. Can’t imagine why.”

      Ryder reached for her hand. “You know, if it wasn’t for Ed, I might’ve never known you were home. You’re pretty good at hiding when you don’t want to be found.”

      “But he got me arrested!”

      “Which also got Melba to confess everything.”

      “True.” Kinley looked over her shoulder through the back window, but Ed had faded from sight. “He needs to work on the execution of his plans.”

      The long drive felt over in a blink of an eye, the outskirts of Anchorage appearing long before Kinley was ready. They skipped any leisurely sightseeing to ensure Kinley didn’t miss her flight. Though the Army had instilled the habit of being early to everything, Kinley dragged out her airport return to the last second.

      The brave words she’d been searching for the whole drive still eluded her as he pulled alongside the passenger drop off. “Ryder—”

      “I’ve enjoyed our time together, Kin. Really, I have. But I haven’t forgotten for a second that you have a life—a career. To throw it all away . . . I could never ask you to do that, and I won’t.”

      The words, though kind, still squeezed her heart in an unpleasant way. She gave Rowdy a bear hug, letting the dog lick her face. “I left you a secret bag of Cheetos in the glove box. Don’t tell your dad.” Kinley bolted from the truck before she lost her nerve.

      “Let me know you get back, okay?”

      He wrapped her in his warm, protective embrace, tucking her head beneath his chin. Kinley closed her eyes tight, warding off tears and fighting to memorize the way she fit so perfectly in his arms.

      “Better get inside,” Ryder said. “Take care, Kin.”

      The declaration of love she’d hoped to hear from Ryder never came.
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      Ryder

      

      Driving away from the airport gutted Ryder. Rowdy seemed to sense his despair because she crept into the off-limits front seat and curled into a ball, resting her head on the center console. She gave his hand a gentle lick.

      “Doesn’t feel right, does it, girl?”

      The silver lining in all this was that Ryder could go back to work tomorrow and keep himself distracted.

      While Kinley had breakfast with Lee this morning, Ryder was able to get incriminating information out of Matthews. Jenkins sat quietly in the corner, recording it all. Any lawsuit would crumble in court if Matthews was clueless enough to pursue it, and he might be disbarred before he ever had the chance to try.

      “Let’s stop for something to eat. What do you say?”

      Rowdy’s ears perked and she licked his hand again.

      He meandered through town, toward a lake, and a float plane restaurant Liam had recommended. He doubted they offered dog-friendly patio service, but Ryder could get some food to go and pick out a spot in the grass near the water. He wasn’t in any hurry to start the long drive, or make it back to Sunset Ridge.

      Rowdy didn’t seem put-out in the least, hanging out in the grass and catching flying fries while Ryder watched the sky overhead. With each plane that launched from the airport, he wondered if Kinley was on it.

      “I should’ve told her,” he murmured to the dog. “I should’ve told her I loved her. I just-I didn’t think it was fair, girl.” Sitting here without Kinley, unsure whether they’d even keep in touch, much less see each other in the near—or distant—future, filled him with regret. “Dang it, I screwed up.”

      Ryder watched float planes land and take off in the pond, one after another, no sense of urgency to leave. He kept checking his phone, hoping for a text from Kinley. Something to let him know she hated leaving him as much as he hated saying good-bye.

      But why would she? Take care. “I can’t believe that’s what I said. I’m an idiot.”

      When the sun began to bake his arms and Rowdy was panting heavily, they walked back to the truck. Ryder dug her travel bowl out of the back seat and filled it with water. Setting it on the shaded pavement to let her slurp it up before they got back on the road, he checked his phone once more. Nothing.

      Then he spotted it.

      The silver purse on the front seat. “Rowdy, have you been laying on that the whole time?” He tossed open the door, reaching for Kinley’s purse. Normally, he wouldn’t dare riffle through a woman’s purse, but this was an exception. He found her billfold and phone stuffed into the larger of two open pockets.

      “Rowdy, we gotta go.”

      The dog happily hopped into the truck, tail wagging and ears perked, much more excited than the sullen dog who left the airport with him over two hours ago.

      “Two hours.”

      Kinley couldn’t board a plane without an ID.

      He sped across town, catching late yellow lights. He pulled up alongside the drop off area, spotting Kinley before she saw him. She sat on a bench, staring down at her folded hands. She’s still here.

      Ryder darted out of the truck, racing around to the sidewalk. The second she looked up at him, he blurted, “I love you.”

      Surprise washed over her eyes, then a slow if confused smile began to spread. “What was that? Didn’t quite make it out—”

      “I love you, Kinley James. I should’ve told you sooner.” He held her purse out in offering. “I know you can’t stay, but you forgot this.”

      “This stupid purse,” she mumbled, taking it from him and hanging it over her shoulder.

      “Rowdy was sitting on it—”

      “You want to know something?”

      “What?”

      “I love you, too, Ryder.” She launched into his arms, their lips crashing together as Rowdy barked in approval from the truck. Every emotion he’d been holding back channeled into that kiss. The thought of losing Kinley again was too much to bear.

      “I’m glad.” He kissed her again until they were both breathless, ignoring the honks of impatient drivers.

      “Your flight,” Ryder said.

      “I definitely missed it.”

      “You can stay?”

      She combed a hand over his beard, perfectly content to stay in his arms even with the security guard approaching them. “I can’t stay, Ryder. Going AWOL isn’t exactly an ideal way to end my career.”

      “End—”

      “The next available flight isn’t for another six hours. With the added layovers, I’ll never make it back to Georgia in time to sign reenlistment paperwork tomorrow.” She tugged him by the hand back toward the truck.

      “But you wanted to be a pilot.”

      Kinley shrugged. “It sounded cool at the time.”

      “What does this all mean?”

      “It means one, that I have time to grab some ice cream—you taste like French fries, so I’m guessing you don’t need lunch—and two, that I’ll be going back to Georgia to out-process. With the leave I have saved up, I should be moving home in about six weeks.”

      “Moving home.” He repeated the words, their meaning slowly sinking in. “Moving home!”

      “Alaska is my home. Sunset Ridge. I never appreciated it growing up, but I know now it’s exactly where I’m meant to be. With my family, friends . . . with you.”

      Ryder pulled her into his arms, kissing her again until the security guard interrupted them, kindly asking them to get a move on. Ryder hefted Kinley’s bags into the back of the truck, thankful for the few hours they still had together.

      “Think you two will survive without me for a few weeks?” Kinley asked as they drove away, reaching for Ryder’s hand. Rowdy gave their joined hands a collective lick. “You can’t just feed her Cheetos all the time.”

      “I don’t want to say good-bye even for a day, but we’ll manage until you make it home,” Ryder said. “Because we have a lifetime ahead of us.”
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      Brayden

      

      Snow dusted Brayden Young’s beard as he made the trek down the shared driveway to the mailbox. The late November breeze cut through his sweater. He shoved his hands in his pants pockets, regretting the gloves he left behind on the bench near the front door.

      “Elsie, c’mon,” he called to his straying golden retriever. The older rescue he adopted shortly after deciding to stay in Sunset Ridge rarely needed a leash to stick close by, but he often caught her distracted by a bird or a questionable tree branch and had to remind her they were on a mission.

      The dog abandoned the suspicious stick in the snow and trotted beside him.

      Of all the properties he owned in town, he liked this duplex the best for its extra acreage and tree-sheltered lot. Not many parcels like it only a few blocks from downtown Sunset Ridge offered the same level of privacy. Plus, he had the added benefit of a beautiful neighbor who spoiled Elsie daily.

      He brushed away the lip of snow on the mailbox with his sleeve and scooped the pile of letters and magazines into the crook of his arm. He chastised himself for waiting so long to check his mail as he headed back. Working from home had its benefits, like saving on gas, keeping his own hours, and lounging in pajama pants at any given hour—so much different that the life he’d left behind. But he’d be better about picking up the mail if his truck left the garage more than once or twice a week.

      He caught a glimpse of Ava through the open bay window in her unit, whisking by. No doubt in a hurry as she often was as of late. His chest warmed of its own accord at the sight of her. Elsie’s tail wagged.

      Inside, he kicked off his boots and carried the stack to the kitchen table. Once his coffee mug was refilled, he opened one envelope at a time. He didn’t have the ability to leave untouched mail collecting on the counter.

      Most were ads, a couple were bills, and one was a donation request. The second to last letter caused him pause. “Final notice?” Brayden wasn’t behind on a single payment. He had more cash than he knew what to do with, thanks to his former life. Let the town believe he was simply a woodworker, but he’d never been late on any payment. The letter from the bank had to be a mistake.

      Halfway through a sip of coffee, he choked when he noticed the addressee. “Ava Monroe?”

      He’d been so caught up in getting through the hefty stack that he never stopped to verify their mail hadn’t been mixed up. Guilt crept in as he realized he opened a letter not meant for him, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from scanning the contents.

      She had until December twenty-fourth to pay the entire delinquent balance. That’s just cruel.

      Ava Monroe shouldn’t have a mortgage. She rented the other half of his duplex, and the family store was paid off decades ago from what he’d been told. “Unless . . .” He recalled her story about the extensive renovations of a store she’d completely rebranded. It was possible she took out a second mortgage against the property to front those costs. Possible also that she hadn’t seen a favorable return on her investment if the bank was threatening foreclosure.

      Brayden carefully tucked the letter in its envelope and slipped back into boots. The sooner he gave her the letter, the easier it’d be to convince her he never saw the contents and save her that embarrassment.

      Elsie gave a bark from the top stair, her tail swishing against the railing. He’d fair better if the dog came with him.

      “I guess—” The hum of a garage door warned him of her pending departure. “Sorry, girl. I’ll be right back.” He stumbled outside and barely managed to close the door before Ava backed up and shifted into gear to turn around.

      “Ava!” he called, flagging her with his arms and the envelope. “Ava, wait.” He assumed it was his wildly waving arms that caught her attention, because the blaring Christmas music had certainly drowned out his shouting.

      She tapped the brakes and rolled down the driver side window. “Jingle Bell Rock” cut out halfway through the chorus. “Can it wait?” she asked him. “I’m late for the engagement party. I’m Kinley’s maid of honor.”

      “It’s true, she is.” Kinley leaned over the center console and gave Brayden a friendly wave. A sizeable diamond flickered from her left hand. “We are in a hurry,” Kinley added, apology in her tone.

      “Our mail got mixed up.” Brayden shoved the letter through the open window to Ava. “I tore it open before I saw your name.”

      Ava yanked the envelope from his grasp. Her soft brown eyes widened to twice their size before they narrowed. She shoved the letter into her purse. “You read my mail?”

      Though telling the truth was Brayden’s natural urge, he bit down on his tongue. He doubted it’d do any good if Ava knew he’d read it. Less even if her best friend knew. “No. Just ripped open the top. Then I saw who it was addressed to.”

      “Thank you. I guess.”

      Brayden yearned to prolong the moment, but he couldn’t think of the right words to say. “My regards to the future bride and groom,” he called to Kinley.

      “Thanks,” Kinley said, much friendlier than Ava. “If you wanted to come to the party—”

      “We really have to go,” Ava interjected. “Brayden?”

      His heart pounded against the bars in his chest as her alluring peppermint scent drifted to him. He wondered if she wore that perfume all year or just during the holidays. Maybe she was capable of surprising him with an invite to tag along. One her friend had already started to offer. “Yes?”

      “Can you move? Snow’s getting in my car.” She nodded at his folded arms, leaning over the open passenger window. “Tillie’ll kill me if I make Kinley late.”

      Brayden hopped back, searching for the right words. But before they came, Ava sped off and closed the window. He stood there in the snow-dusted driveway as he watched her taillights fade.

      His heart hurt for Ava. Losing the store that had passed through generations of women in her family would be the ultimate blow. He might lose Ava as a neighbor when she realized she couldn’t make rent.

      Elsie greeted him inside with a bark as he brushed the snow from his shoulders. “I have to help her, Elsie. But how?”

      If there was one thing he’d learned about his neighbor, pride would never openly allow Ava to accept his help. He’d have to figure out another way.
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        CHAPTER ONE

        AVA

      

      

      “Ed, step away from the Christmas wreath. Those aren’t even real berries.” Ava Monroe didn’t have time to be detained by a decoration-eating moose. Especially not Sunset Ridge’s local celebrity.

      She bit her lip and glanced at her watch. Anyone who’d lived in the Alaskan tourist town for any length of time had at least one Ed story to tell. The moose had a definite habit of getting in the way when it was the least convenient.

      His timing was part of his charm.

      The bull moose didn’t seem impressed by Ava’s demands and continued sniffing the wreath hanging off her duplex neighbor’s railing. She would leave the animal to his criminal mischief, if only her car wasn’t parked on the other side of him.

      “Please move?” she asked nicely.

      Ed didn’t budge.

      With a groan, she shoved a hand into her overstuffed purse and wiggled her fingers through the contents. It was almost like one of the Halloween blind boxes Mrs. Baker used to make for her third-grade class, except without the peeled grapes filling in for eyeballs.

      Ava froze, fingers now curled around a buzzing phone instead of the car keys she needed. Wait. Could I make Christmas-themed blind boxes that parents might be interested in buying? She’d have to think about it. Time might be against her.

      Excited with her new idea, Ava pulled her still-buzzing phone out of her purse and glanced at the caller ID. Mom? Again! “Just great,” she mumbled, energy deflating. Ava sent her mother to voicemail for the second time that morning.

      Ed, now pawing at the air as if he could knock the wreath down, shifted his wide hips a little farther in Ava’s direction. Dropping her useless phone back into the abyss, she glanced at Brayden’s bay window. Elsie, her neighbor’s golden retriever, watched the scene eagerly, pacing along the slightly jutted window.

      Elsie’s anxious presence wasn’t doing anything to deter Ed. The moose hardly seemed affected by the whining dog.

      “Come on, Brayden,” she muttered under her breath. “Maybe investigate why your dog is going nuts.” Even though she’d been avoiding him these past couple of weeks, she longed to see the blue of his eyes right about now. Maybe Ed would move then.

      Or maybe Brayden wasn’t even here and she was on her own.

      Scanning the area for a secondary escape route, Ava spotted Brayden’s open garage door. His truck filled most of the narrow space, but there was no sign of him. Okay. So he was here and just didn’t care if Elsie threw a fit.

      Ed yanked a plastic berry from the wreath and spit it on the ground. Ava wanted to cheer. Yes! Yucky plastic. Now go away. But Ed, if nothing else, was a tenacious moose. One bite of plastic was never going to be enough. Ed widened his stance, settling in for the full demolition.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Ava said to Ed, her words a plea. Her ridiculously long to-do list raced through her mind as she fumbled for her keys with thickly gloved hands. Pick up the ribbon order. Get sugar cookie lattes for Glenda and Becca. Review the schedule.

      Her only hope was to skirt around Ed. Interview Rilee. Check the website for online orders. “Just need to make a run for it,” she told herself even as the list continued in the back of her mind. Assemble as many baskets as possible.

      Ava glanced down at her short boots, contemplating how they’d stand up against the deep snow surrounding the plowed drive. Most days she loved this duplex for its privacy in the middle of town. Right now, however, the lack of close neighbors was downright annoying. “Thank goodness for auto start,” she mumbled, her breath frosting in the chilly air.

      Her buzzing phone drew her attention to the purse again. “Mom, I swear . . .” Ava wanted to ignore it, but there was always a chance it was the store. Or her brother. Or her best friend, Kinley.

      Nope, Mom again.

      Freeing her fingertips from her mittens, she snapped a photo of Ed, since he didn’t seem in a hurry, and sent it to Mom with one word. Detained. If Ed had to make her late for everything else today, at least she could use the situation to her advantage.

      Mom had been blowing up Ava’s phone for weeks now.

      It was partially Ava’s fault. She’d been avoiding most of the calls, sending her mom straight to voicemail. But Mom had a way of drawing the truth out of her, and this was one time Ava couldn’t admit what was really wrong.

      The family store, one passed down to generation after generation of women in her family, was nearing foreclosure. A business that shouldn’t even have a mortgage. She had ten days to come up with the delinquent balance or the bank was taking it. On Christmas Eve, no less.

      “But I’ve got a plan,” Ava promised the phone in her hand. A huge, all-in gamble that had as great a chance of failing as it had of succeeding. Christmas gift baskets. The sudden idea caused Ava to max out her credit cards, empty her savings, and take her biggest risk yet. And she hadn’t shared it with Mom. Ava planned to brag about it after she sold a few dozen baskets.

      With any luck, Mom would never know how close the Forget Me Not Boutique had come to closing its doors.

      
        
        Mom: Call me later. Geraldine Franks’ grandson moved home. You should go out with him!

      

      

      “Ugh!” If Mom’s inability to let the store go wasn’t overbearing enough, in pursuit of more grandkids, she was also on a mission to find Ava a husband. Ava entertained the urge to text back that her sister Jamie already had the Monroe siblings covered when it came to grandkids. It was the reason her parents retired to Minnesota three years ago.

      Before she could free her mitten-clad fingers a second time, Elsie let out a chorus of excited barks from the living room window. Ed had the wreath on the ground and was yanking off plastic berries. Ava cringed, watching Ed destroy the wreath Brayden recently purchased at her store.

      “Ed, leave that alone!” A plastic berry sailed her way, bouncing off her leg.

      Elsie continued to bark from the window, which only seemed to aggravate the beast.  Goofy grin or not, the lovable local favorite was still capable of trampling Ava flat. With the snow flurries now falling in heavy sheets, it might be spring before anyone found her.

      “Look, I really have to go.” Hoping to escape, Ava took one cautious step toward the edge of the driveway, but Ed wasn’t having any of it. He began to trot at her. “Crap!” She shuffled backward, praying she could make it to her front door—or any door. She didn’t have time to get run over by a moose today.

      With each step, Ed picked up speed.

      Desperate, Ava darted into Brayden’s garage. It was only by some miracle he hadn’t realized it was open while she was outside facing the beast. She zipped for the door, palmed the garage door opener, and fell into his kitchen.

      Brayden Young held a coffee mug inches from his lips, as if he were about to take a sip. It lingered midair as his gaze fell on her, one eyebrow raising. “Ava?” He set his mug on the counter beside a laptop. The forget-me-not blue on the screen drew her gaze. He pushed off the counter, one hand closing his laptop and the other reclaiming his mug. “Everything okay?”

      It was entirely possible—and probable—that Brayden already knew her deepest, darkest secret. She’d steered clear of him ever since he gave her the final notice letter he claimed to have opened on accident. But now, she couldn’t run.

      “Ed,” she finally said, pointing to the living room window where Elsie still paced and whined. She wondered what had him so engrossed on his laptop that he remained oblivious to the commotion outside. “Did you really not notice?” Ava asked, still panting to catch her breath.

      “Elsie makes the same fuss over squirrels and questionable tree branches,” Brayden said, flashing her a smirk on his way to the window. That smirk, one capable of melting an unsuspecting woman into a puddle of goo, was one of his most dangerous weapons. But Ava was ready for it. Besides, he had his chance months ago and blew it.

      Didn’t matter anyway. Ever since the day of Kinley’s engagement party, she’d kept her distance. The guilty look on his face when he shoved a ripped envelope with a foreclosure notice through her car window, promising he hadn’t read it, made her extra cautious of him.

      Ava didn’t need anyone, let alone her neighbor, knowing how dire things were for her store.

      “Is he gone?” she asked, referring to Ed. Anything to put space between them. Once she saved the Forget Me Not Boutique, they could be friends again. Until then, she’d stick with slipping Elsie treats on their adjoined deck and avoiding Brayden at all costs.

      “Nope. Ed’s right outside the garage.” He shook his head, scratching an eager Elsie behind the ears. His gentle fingers seemed to calm the pup. “This town has it all, doesn’t it?”

      “Part of its charm.” Ava’s gaze swept over Brayden, jealous of his plaid patterned pajama bottoms. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a day off, much less the freedom to be in pajamas this late in the morning. Though Brayden was still a big mystery to most of Sunset Ridge, she doubted he had a to-do list that grew longer every second he wasn’t working to whittle it down.

      No, Brayden worked from his home-based woodworking shed, crafting bookshelves and rocking chairs to order. He could work when it suited him.

      With a deep breath, Ava dared to join him at the bay window to assess the situation. The moose was back at the wreath, shredding the poor thing in retribution for its lack of edible bits. Ed was known for his stubbornness, but this was ridiculous. “Not really a chance I can get to my car, is there?”

      “I wouldn’t risk it.” Brayden sipped his coffee, not the least unsettled that Ed was tearing apart his wreath. If she wasn’t mistaken, he was fascinated by the beast. “Guess I’ll need another one,” he said about the decoration that was now little more than a pile of pine branches scattered on the ground. “Want some coffee while you wait it out?”

      “He’ll move.”

      Brayden stretched his neck to get another look. “I know I’m not from Alaska, but I wouldn’t bet on it. He looks pretty determined.” He returned to the small kitchen that was a mirror of her own and fixed her a mug. “Why don’t you park in the garage anymore?”

      “It’s full.”

      “Of what?”

      Ava scanned the open living area, surprised to find Christmas decorations scattered throughout—a string of garland along the fireplace mantle, a metal snowman hanging from the wall, and a holiday throw pillow adorned with northern lights on the couch. All things she sold in her store. Maybe he still felt guilty about standing her up for their date. But that was ridiculous. Months had passed.

      Yet the more she looked around, the more holiday items she recognized from the Forget Me Not. The only thing missing was a tree, which she didn’t carry. It made her feel ashamed that her own place didn’t have a single decoration yet. She’d been too busy.

      “Ava?”

      “Supplies,” she finally answered. “The garage is full of supplies.” Every spare inch of her garage was lined with rickety shelves she’d picked up cheap at a store closing in Anchorage. Those shelves were filled with baskets, garland, and a wide assortment of Alaskan-made gifts. Her garage held either her salvation or the final nail in her coffin.

      “I know it’s not a spacious garage, but your car isn’t that big.”

      Ava studied the mug he slid to her, not eager to meet his assessing eyes on the opposite side of the breakfast bar. She felt too vulnerable. Brayden knew too much, even if he never admitted to it. Before she could find words to swiftly change the subject, her phone buzzed again.

      She set the mug down so she could scour her purse for the offending electronic device. Mom, again. “She just doesn’t give up,” Ava mumbled. She jabbed at the ignore button with gusto, sending the call to voicemail. Again. The picture of Ed really should’ve bought her more than three minutes of silence.

      “I thought I was the only one with an overbearing mother,” Brayden said with a chuckle, hiding most of his smile behind his cup. A Christmas mug, handcrafted in Kenai. Another item the Forget Me Not housed on its shelves.

      “She’s called three times just this morning,” Ava explained before finally taking a sip of coffee, savoring the hint of peppermint.

      “Mine’s called four.”

      Ava nearly choked on her second sip. “You’re making that up.”

      Brayden pushed a couple of buttons then slid his phone across the counter. The call log displayed on the screen.

      Ava pulled it a little closer, counting with a quick finger scroll. “Ten times yesterday?”

      “That doesn’t include the text messages.”

      The tension between them eased the slightest. “Didn’t realize we had that in common. Is your mom also trying to subtly control your life from thousands of miles away?”

      “Thousands of miles,” Brayden agreed. “But she’s not subtle at all.”

      “Oh, yeah? What is your mom trying to decide for you?”

      “You know, the usual. What I do for a living, where I live, who I marry.”

      Ava raised an eyebrow at that. “Who you marry?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Almost on cue, Brayden’s phone lit up, buzzing across the counter. “Five. I’m winning.”

      Ava realized that despite months of being neighbors, she still didn’t know much about him. He had perfected vague answers. She knew he was from Texas, but not why he moved to Alaska. He spoke of his mom, sister, and grandma, but never anything personal. She didn’t even know their names. Brayden was a mystery to most of Sunset Ridge and seemed to prefer it that way. “Who does she want you to marry?”

      “Today?”

      “Wow, that bad?”

      “She’s a determined woman. Luckily, I’m extra stubborn.” Brayden turned to refill his coffee. “Why are you avoiding your mom?”

      With Elsie still firmly planted at the window mildly whining, Ava gave up the idea of leaving soon. She settled on a barstool. “She retired from the family store almost four years ago, but you wouldn’t know it by how involved she still wants to be. She stalks my website, tells me I’m pricing everything wrong, and doesn’t approve of most of the changes I’ve made.” Ava’s phone lit with another string of texts about a date with some guy named Pete. She dropped it back in her purse, hoping it’d get lost until New Year’s. “If that’s not enough, she constantly badgers me about grandkids and sets me up on dates.”

      Brayden’s eyebrow rose at that.

      “My parents moved to Minnesota to be near the only sibling who’s married with a kid—my baby sister, Jamie. But she’s constantly on Chase and me to create more. Never mind that Jamie’s nearly ready to pop with baby number two.”

      “Chase, your brother?”

      “Yeah.” Ava sipped her coffee, but it was now cold. “But since Chase was actually married once before, she’s on me a lot more.” She sucked in a deep breath, willing the memories of her former best friend Laurel, eloping with her brother behind her back and disappearing six months later, to go away. She had enough on her mind without old wounds festering too. “I wish I could get her to back off. It’s embarrassing having your mom set you up in your hometown, you know? This place isn’t that big. So if I say no, then I’m the bad guy. Even when they stand me up.” She cleared her throat, but didn’t apologize for the jab that Brayden also deserved. “I’m half tempted to invent a fake boyfriend just to make it stop.”

      Ava moved to the coffee pot to freshen her cup, an ominous feeling washing over her as Brayden remained silent behind her.

      “That’s not a half-bad idea.”

      “What?”

      “Making up a significant other for some reprieve.”

      Ava took a cautious sip. “I wish it’d work, but my mom would want proof.” She let out a laugh. “Knowing her, she’d demand photographic evidence and probably badger my brother and friends for details about how serious it really is.”

      “Pictures . . .” Brayden drew out the word as if pondering something deeply. “Maybe it could work for me, too.” He spun toward her. “What if you and I pretended to—”

      “What?” Ava shook her head, suddenly suffocated by their close proximity. She scurried out of the kitchen and back to her barstool. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s just pictures,” Brayden continued. “We dress up in Christmas sweaters, take a few selfies, and send them to our mothers. At the very least, it should stop the ten-plus phone calls a day for a while. Maybe let us enjoy the holidays in peace.”

      “No.”

      “You dislike me that much?” Brayden asked, as if hurt.

      “What? I don’t dislike you.”

      “You’ve been avoiding me for two weeks. If it weren’t for Ed, you’d still be avoiding me. Why?”

      Because Ava was not about to answer that question, she gave in to the lesser evil. “Fine. Pictures. But be warned, it won’t end there. You’ll be dragged into a Christmas sweater Skype event too.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      Ava laughed. “You really have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, do you?”

      “Desperate times. And both our moms will be thousands of miles away. How hard could it be to pull it off? At least until Christmas is over. Then we can tell them it was all a joke if you want. Get a rise out of them for a change.”

      “Pictures,” Ava muttered, wondering how she could convince her mom the relationship was real if she didn’t post about it on her social media. “Why did I ever teach my mom how to use Facebook?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing.” She could head off Chase, beg him to play along for the sake of her sanity. Bribe him with the Bonita’s Christmas cranberry scones if necessary. And Kinley. Surely she’d play along for Ava’s sake. A few pictures and one Christmas sweater virtual event. Simple enough. Ava slipped off her hat and fluffed out her hair. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Brayden laughed again.

      “What?”

      “You don’t know my mother. It has to be convincing.”

      “Is there something wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      “No.” He said the word so quickly, she knew he meant it. “It’s just my mom, she’s not easily fooled. Couples do things together. We need to look more like a couple. And I’m in my pajamas, in case you didn’t notice.”

      Ava approached the living room window because she had noticed. An enormous relief swept through her when she spotted Ed finally headed toward the trees, even if he was taking his sweet time leaving. This fake relationship, no matter how simple, was a bad idea. But her buzzing purse cemented her decision. “Fine. I’ll be home this afternoon.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Dashing for the front door, Ava asked, “Think you can get out of your jammies by then?”

      “I might even shower.” He held his Christmas mug in toast. “See you later, fake girlfriend.”

      

      Want to know what happens next? Read UNDER THE MOOSELTOE now!
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