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“You keep doing that.”

“Doing what?” He walked backward, taking her with him.

“Catching me off guard.”

At the edge of the dance floor, out of the way of the brighter lights, he drew her close. He must have sensed her uncertainty because he slowed their steps and leaned in.

“Dance with me, Madison.”

Her name whispered from his lips, the feel of his fingers wrapped around hers, sent a shiver straight through her, enough he must have felt it. “You're making me nervous.”

“I don’t mean to.”

The sincerity in his eyes echoed his words, and she focused on him, letting everyone else around them fade into the background.

“But I do have a confession.” His hand slid to the middle of her back as if he was afraid she'd pull away. “You made me nervous the moment I walked into the restaurant and saw you standing there.”

The warmth on her cheeks had nothing to do with the dancing. “It’s—it’s the music. And all of the lights…”

He moved closer, his breath teasing the tender spot behind her ear as he gave a hesitant laugh. “It isn't the music or lights that have been breaking into my thoughts since the gala.”
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Chapter One

Madison Blakeley stared wide-eyed into a sea of dark suits and little black dresses, all accented with platinum cufflinks and cascading diamonds. She smoothed her scarlet gown with shaky hands then twisted her bracelet as her choice in evening wear taunted her already tight nerves. “Don’t ever let me take the advice of a style magazine again. Bold colors are definitely not all the rage.”

“Oh, come on.” Eric Strand, her friend and companion for the evening, peered over the crowd. “Those two women over there aren’t wearing black. And at least you didn’t take advice from the senator’s wife.” He gestured to the curvy blonde’s gold and white striped skirt that could have doubled as a mini circus tent.

He had a point.

The Stratton hotel stunned tonight with its crystal chandeliers dripping from the ceiling, their dramatic light catching the gold damask patterns in the burgundy walls. She glanced between the white marble fountain in the center of the room, with its raised fluted basin, to the scrolled custom crown molding, and her fingertips itched to trace the details. Both features stood as tributes to the ballroom’s original architectural history—something she’d be thrilled to lose herself in if it were any other night.

Where are you, Jase Cutter?

Madison followed Eric through a crowd of guests, their cocktail of perfumes and cologne whispering of money and importance. “Any sign of him?”

“Not yet, but I’m sure the bachelor won’t be too hard to spot. Or, what is it they’re calling him these days? ‘Brilliant real estate mogul?’” His snort drew a few looks.

“And you’re sure he’ll be here?”

He stopped behind an older couple waiting to accept their drinks at the bar, his voice going flat. “Trust me. He’s on the list.” The last three words were emphasized with air quotes. “All the one percenters in southern California are.”

“Well, I don’t care what they’re calling him. I care about making a good impression.”

No. Not good—unforgettable.

“Right. Give Mr. Cutter a face to go with your bid.” He snapped his heels together, his shaggy hair falling across his eyes as he gave her a sharp nod. All that was missing was his signature mock salute.

She smothered a laugh behind her hand. “Stop. This contract is important. You understand that better than anyone.”

“I do. Unfortunately…”

“Not all wealthy people are awful, you know.”

“Pleading the fifth on that one.” His shoulders relaxed. “Listen, I’m already in, and not just because we’re friends or you’re my boss. If you’re determined to get away from designing the single-family homes and pool houses your father was known for, I’m behind you four hundred and ninety-nine percent. You know this.”

“Thanks.” She smiled but twisted her fingers together only to smooth out her gown again, her stomach knotting like it did right before boarding a plane. “I guess I still feel like Richard Blakeley’s baby girl playing shop in his architecture firm, you know? Working with Jase Cutter could change that.”

He didn’t respond one way or another, and she wasn’t surprised. She was simply grateful he’d pulled some strings to get them into the gala, so she could make a business connection with the entrepreneur.

If we can find him.

“Just be prepared to get in line behind his entourage. No doubt he’ll be surrounded by a mob of women.” Eric rubbed his chin. “Actually, that might make him easier to find.”

She stilled. What if Jase lumps me in with his fan club? She couldn’t afford that. He needed to see her as a professional.

Wishing her father were here, she lifted the charm on her bracelet and rubbed a finger over the engraving. To my Sidekick. Love, Dad.

A familiar ache stole through her, but instead of filling her with grief, it gave her determination. Her father had chased his dreams, and she could chase hers, too.

“What are you having?”

Eric’s question jarred her from her thoughts, and she let the charm drop. “Water, please.”

He turned back to the bartender. “A scotch and soda for me, and a water with a wedge of lemon for the lady.”

Deep laughter cut above the music and loud chatter, and she spun to see a camera crew circle a small group of men.

Anticipation had her tugging her companion’s arm. “Think that’s him?”

“I can’t tell…maybe?”

She gave his arm another pull, but he gestured to the bartender who was still getting their drinks.

“Oh. Right.” Madison looked from the bartender to the group, not realizing she drummed her fingers on the counter until Eric pinned them to the wood.

“Go.”

“You sure?”

“I’m wearing a tux, attending a stuffy gala, and looking up everyone’s upturned noses. All so we can chat with Mr. Money over there. So, yes. Go. I’d like to leave before someone recognizes me. Or worse, I run into the parents.”

Madison took his scowl for what it was, a judgment of the people around them in all their rich and entitled glory. No one could blame him with his history.

“I owe you, Eric.” She patted his satin lapel. “And bowties suit you.” Laughter escaped her lips when he grunted, but without another word, she spun around and headed toward the commotion.

When she reached the other side of the room, the group near the camera had split up, and her steps slowed. Most of the gentlemen were easy to pick through with their silver receding hairlines. Her sights, however, were set on broad shoulders and wavy hair hinting of ground cloves. But as the cameras backed away, Jase Cutter was quickly surrounded by a handful of women.

No. Make that two handfuls of women. In all their French silk and custom tailoring.

“Figures.”

She stopped next to one of the antique-capped marble columns and debated what to do. On its other side stood a man with perfectly sculpted hair more blond than sandy. The stranger adjusted his bowtie, his long fingers straightening the paisley silk. He had maybe ten years on her own twenty-six.

Something about him brushed at her memory, and then it hit her. “Simon Weston. With Weston Designs in Seattle?”

The man gave her a vague nod, barely glancing in her direction.

“I’m Madison Blakeley with Blakeley Architecture & Design.” She held out a hand, which he took in a limp shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Your work is incredible. You designed the library on the corner of Fifth and Heaston, if I remember right?”

He adjusted the cuffs of his starched shirt then sniffed, wrinkling his straight nose. “I did.”

She waited for him to say more, but he stood silent.

Okay…

Complimenting the library had been sincere. Simon Weston was considered one of the west coast’s top architectural designers. A fact clouding his head, apparently. What confused her was why he was here. Unless…

Unless he was her competition. Here to schmooze Cutter like she was.

Tilting her head, she studied both the Seattle architect and the bachelor. The Old Theatre restoration had tempted several architects to bid, including her. It made sense Simon would also be in the running for Jase’s project, and more stupid knots tortured her stomach.

It’s fine. Completely fine. Everything will be fine.

“So, you’re an architect?” he asked, only slightly shifting her way.

“I am.”

“Local?”

She nodded. “San Diego has been Blakeley A&D’s home for fifteen years. I took it over a year ago, last August.”

More silence ensued, and for several heartbeats, a harmony of clinking glass, muffled conversation, and soft music were the only sounds between them. She didn’t know whether to laugh or groan.

Glancing back at the bar, she wondered what kept Eric, only to see him cornered by the mayor.

Straightening her shoulders, she returned her attention to the architect. “Did you see the news about Cutter’s recent project?” She was fishing for his motives and didn’t even care, but if his eyes were a window to his soul, he’d boarded them up and pulled the curtains.

“I’ve known about it for several months.”

“Oh.”

“Naturally, I was consulted.” His gaze focused solely on her for the first time. “But as so often happens, a headline project like this always attracts amateurs—architects who don’t realize what an undertaking a restoration of this size will be. Or the vision and experience it requires.”

She brushed at a lock of dark hair, working hard to keep a pleasant smile tacked in place. “There’s a lot of history in the Old Theatre. Something only a native of the city can appreciate. I hope Mr. Cutter won’t dismiss the value of tapping into that knowledge.” She nodded in Jase’s direction. “It would be disappointing for him to overlook talent in favor of years in the industry.”

As if aware he was being discussed, Jase looked up from the conversation he was having and glanced their way. A smile pulled up one corner of his mouth, and she swallowed, shocked at the heat feathering her skin. The papers had not embellished that particular asset of his.

A throat cleared next to her, and she turned back to Simon.

He pinned her with a stony stare, his brows angled low over gray eyes. “You know, I’ve seen your type before when it comes to Cutter and his projects. Young. Ambitious.” He gave her an obvious once-over. “You think you’ve got what it takes to play with designers who’ve sacrificed years developing their craft, gaining experience, and building business relationships with industry specialists. And when you realize you don’t, you use your feminine persuasions to get what you want.”

Fire sparked in her veins as she stared, eyes wide. “Excuse me?”

“Maybe I’m wrong and you’re different.” He lifted a shoulder. “Either way, you won’t have to worry. Cutter and I met about the contract this morning.”

Her pulse pounded in her ears, and she stumbled over her words. “He’s already given you the contract? For the restoration?”

“And the surrounding shopping district.”

“But the announcement is still a week out.” She scanned the bar again, silently pleading for Eric to come and help her challenge the man’s claims.

“Sorry to be the one to tell you.”

Facing Simon’s stiff posture and aloof expression, both shouting he wasn’t remorseful at all, her disbelief drew out sharper than she intended as she battled the sinking weight in her stomach. “Forgive me, but I think I’ll wait to hear who’s won the contract from Cutter himself.”

If the Seattle architect heard her, he didn’t show it. Neither did he look back as he walked away. And the more space the designer put between them, the less tall she stood—until all the excitement and hard work she’d put into her bid for the restoration fell like a crumpled, discarded drawing to the floor, where it was trampled by the expensive shoes of the strangers around her. What had been a brightly drafted vision for her company’s future might now be a shadowed reality—one that tempted her to crawl into its dark hole.

But as she touched the silver charm on her bracelet again, felt its warmth against her skin, she lifted her head. She hadn’t promised her father defeat. Or acceptance. She’d promised scary leaps and new beginnings.

****

Jase stood on the balcony, welcoming the salt-brewed air coming off the Pacific. He mentally shut out the noise of the gala and all of the long looks and not-so-subtle touches. He’d spent twenty minutes alone trying to escape the claws of the senator’s daughter. Not that all of the women on the other side of those doors were that determined. Some actually seemed to know the meaning of personal space.

He shrugged out of his tailored suitcoat and laid it over the balustrade, fighting a yawn. Thoughts of the letter sitting on his nightstand, and his sleep stolen since its arrival, weren’t as easy to fight—or forget. Nor were the nightmares that had come with it. Between that stress and his latest project, his mind resembled the sand below, where the crashing waves pelted and clobbered the tiny granules.

A killdeer called out in the distance, and he closed his eyes, pleading with nature to restore his mental balance before he had to return to the gala. But not thirty seconds passed before a sharp, too-sweet fragrance broke his peace, and he opened his eyes to find Simon’s sister two feet away, her hot pink dress clashing loudly with his mood.

Natasha tucked a platinum curl behind one ear, the large diamonds in her bracelet catching what light was left of the late summer sunset. “Mind if I join you?”

He did mind, but it wasn’t her fault he was grouchy. It also wasn’t her fault they’d barely had a chance to talk earlier that morning. “Are you enjoying the gala?”

She shrugged a bare shoulder and took a sip from the fluted glass she held. “It’s a little too crowded for this girl.”

“How long are you staying in town?”

“Depends on Simon and the new contract he signed a few hours ago.” She gifted him a half-smile and a wink.

“What contract?”

She laughed, the sound deeper than he remembered.

“Right. It’s hush-hush. Can’t wait for the big announcement.”

“Makes it more exciting.” He grinned at his old friend then nodded toward the party. “Speaking of your brother, we should go find him and plan for lunch in the next day or two. I’d love to catch up and hear all about the business.”

“Yeah, sure.” But she only lifted her glass and drained its contents. “Your proposal to the city for the Old Theatre restoration was fantastic. I can see the headlines now: ‘Jase Cutter, Scraping the Downtrodden from the Jaws of Depravity.’”

He laughed. “Hardly. Though, like I mentioned to you and Simon this morning, this community needs something to tie them together after the last blow the economy took. And with Weston Designs onboard, the restoration will exceed expectations.”

She straightened the pendant on her necklace, the teardrop stone resting several inches below her neckline. “Simon’s designs are brilliant. I told him he’d be foolish not to put in a bid.”

Jase tipped his head in agreement but glanced to the door, his eyes burning from his lack of sleep.

“You know, now with the contract being official, we’ll get a chance to spend some time together. It’s been what, two years since we saw each other last? Even longer since Berkeley.” She reached out and straightened his collar, her fingers lingering a moment on the stiff fabric.

He caught a hint of something stronger than champagne and decidedly not floral in the air between them, and his eyes narrowed as he took in her slightly unfocused gaze.

“Seeing you earlier today reminded me of all our late-night chats by the campus fountain,” she continued. “I miss those. The college days before Seattle job offers, real estate gambles, and eight figures.”

“Yeah, those were good times.” He watched her confident, playful smile falter as if she fought to keep it there. During their time at Berkeley, he’d been able to read her like a flashing neon sign. It wasn’t so easy now. “A lot has changed since graduation. Like the rumor there might be an engagement party in your future?” He nodded toward her left hand.

She lifted her empty glass, but without flair. “Yes, that. Don’t believe everything you hear.”

“My mistake.”

“I noticed you still haven’t settled down.” A pout pulled at her red lips as she set her glass on the railing. “Taking that California Bachelor title to heart, I see.”

“Something like that.”

She dipped her head, her lashes framing eyes full of questions that looked too much like needs. Drawing back a step, he glanced at his jacket and motioned toward the door but stopped when her hand covered his. When he’d chosen Simon for the restoration, he’d looked forward to reconnecting with Natasha, but the woman in front of him was a blurry version of his old friend. She no longer had her spark—that driven, full of amusement, take-life-by-the-horns spark she’d practically glowed with in college.

“Do you ever wonder about that night? What would have happened if I’d stayed and not taken that job with my brother in Washington?”

He remembered the gist of it. The night he’d let her kiss him as she’d said her good-byes. “That was a long time ago. I guess a lot has changed since then, hasn’t it.”

“Has it?”

There was no coldness where their hands touched. But also, no warmth. Just memories. “We should go back in to the party.”

“We both felt something that night, Jase.”

Despite the open balcony, the space seemed to close him in, and he almost begged for one of her playful shoulder bumps, or sarcastic jabs to show she was messing with him. “Nat—”

“Don’t. Don’t keep me out like you did back then.”

He pulled his hand free, flexing his fingers like they could release the tension coiling around his spine. “I never kept you out. You were one of my closest friends.”

“Friends. Right. Because you wouldn’t allow me any closer.” But regret buried the bitterness in her words. “You threw yourself in to school, investments, that next big adventure…never letting anyone in. Yet, that night at the airport, for that one moment, you did.”

He glanced to the distant water, its deep blue hard to decipher from the darkness creeping over it, unlike the truth in her words. “What do you want from me?”

The alcohol on her breath bristled against his nose as she looked up, and he barely jerked his head in time to avoid her kiss as she leaned in. He wiped her lipstick off his cheek with the back of his fist.

Embarrassment fought hurt in her eyes, but he didn’t apologize, even as guilt for causing her pain bruised him. “Listen, I’m sorry. About tonight, and the past, but I can’t…”

Her arms folded across her middle as she sniffed, but, to his surprise, her eyes were dry, and that worried him more than tears. He reached out to touch her arm but let his hand drop.

Her chest rose, her lips disappearing in a thin, shaky line, charging the air before she spoke. “So, that’s it?”

“Can we not just be friends?”

Natasha pushed her hair over one shoulder, the lift to her chin contradicting the tears that finally pooled in the corners of her eyes. But with one last sniff everything in her changed, as if her features were a blunt cut sculpture—all hard lines and sharp edges.

“Funny, you playing the friend-role with your colorful reputation.”

Her complete one-eighty had him stepping back. “My what?” He rubbed again at his cheek. “I hope that’s the alcohol speaking, because the girl I knew in college would never have used the media or rumors as a reference for my morals.”

She wiped at a single, fallen tear like she hadn’t heard him. “You’re still just as broken now as you were then. You try and hide it, but I can see right through you.”

A stab in his chest mocked the childhood rhyme of sticks and stones, but he ignored it, focusing on his future with her and Simon as he grabbed his jacket. “This restoration is a big deal. Please don’t make me regret my decision in hiring Weston Designs.”

Rising to her full height, she held her arms stiff at her sides. “Like you’d replace us.”

“Your brother’s concepts for the theatre are amazing, and he may be the most qualified, but he isn’t irreplaceable.” He kept a tight leash on his words as a knot clawed its way up his throat. “Contract or not.”

One sleek eyebrow cocked, but he only matched her gesture. And then, in a streak of pink, she was gone, her tall heels clicking on the stone tile.

Jase’s head hurt from the train wreck of the last fifteen minutes. He shook out his jacket, trying to undo the damage his fist had done to the expensive material, and tried to understand what just happened. So much for reconnecting with an old friend. One who’d always been strong, always been there—never judging, never pushing lines…

As he pulled his jacket on, he actually considered choosing a different firm. A local architect would make the mayor happy.

And the people.

He laughed without humor. The legal hassle wasn’t worth it, not with a signed contract, despite what he’d said. And the project needed Simon’s expertise.

Steeling himself for another hour of photo ops and trivial conversation, he walked back into the gala—and right into a woman. The jolt caused him to almost lose his balance, and his hands shot out to her waist, trying to steady them both as her fingers grabbed at his arms.

“I am so sorry! I didn’t see you there.”

He cut off her apology. “It was my fault.”

A flush burned the curves of her cheeks. “I didn’t hurt you, did I? I was looking for a friend when I should have been looking right in front of me.” She let out a shaky laugh and took a step back. Or tried to.

Dropping his hands from her waist, embarrassment flushed his own skin. “No, you didn’t hurt me.”

She brushed back a few dark strands of hair escaping her updo, and he was surprised by the strong desire to stop her, liking the way they framed her face around the heat still lingering there.

Instead, he gave his head a subtle shake. “Have we…met?”

“No. Well, sort of. I mean, not officially, but…”

Something about her was different. Maybe it was the way she fidgeted with the bracelet on her wrist, telling him he made her nervous. Maybe it was that she wasn’t creeping into his space, or batting thick, ridiculously long lashes. Or, maybe because there was no alcohol on her breath or glaring expectations…

Jase racked his brain to place her. “Are you Dreschler’s daughter?”

“Richard Blakeley’s.”

“Oh.” He mentally shuffled through his acquaintances but came up empty.

“I’m an architect, I mean, Madison. My name is Madison. Blakeley.”

And there was that blush again—the one that matched her dress. Both looked good on her. She held out a hand, her curved lips accentuating the humor in her gaffe.

Refreshing.

He wondered if he’d seen her work before but let the question slip away as their hands met. “Nice to meet you, Madison Blakeley. Jase Cutter.”

“I know.”

She winced, and he couldn’t keep the grin from tugging at his lips.

“I should probably stop talking now.”

His laughter spilled out. “Please don’t.” The lightness in his chest was like a balm to the disaster he’d just come from, and more sounded good. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“My friend was supposed to be doing that, but I think he got cornered by the mayor.”

“Ah, good old Marty.”

“Exactly.”

He grinned for the first time that night—a genuine grin.

She stepped closer to allow a group to pass behind them, yet he felt the opposite of claustrophobic.

“Are you sure we haven’t met?”

She smiled, but some of the light left her eyes. “Positive. Though I did put in a bid—”

“Mr. Cutter, might I have a moment of your time?”

He turned to the intruder. A press badge hung from a lanyard around the guy’s neck, a local news station’s logo printed on it.

“I only have a few questions about tonight’s gala,” the reporter said. “I'm sure the lady won't mind.”

She stepped back. “Of course not.”

Jase opened his mouth to tell the reporter to take off but thought better of taunting the media. He turned to Madison and lowered his voice. “I guess being uncharitable at a charity gala is probably bad karma, right?”

“Most definitely.” She mimicked his half-whisper, the light in her eyes dancing.

Those eyes.

He cleared his throat and touched the knot of his tie. “How does it look? Am I good?”

“Here.”

He leaned in as she reached up and straightened the striped silk. The subtle fragrance of her perfume pulled him a notch closer—a scent of blossoms laced in a spice he couldn’t place. He swallowed.

She tucked his collar in place then smoothed the lapels of his jacket. “There.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

With a deep reluctance that surprised him, he turned toward the reporter. “You’ve got two minutes.”

A cameraman stepped up beside him, his recording equipment gleaming under the lights. “Let’s set up right here. We’ll shoot from this angle.”

He took his place and, on cue, answered questions about the gala’s success and how much money he thought the night would bring in. Jase kept his answers short, hoping the reporter would move on to the next big donor so he could return his attention to Madison and learn more about her architecture company. But he should have known the glint in the reporter’s eye wasn’t a trick of the light.

“Can you comment on the Old Theatre restoration and the rumors you’re considering an out-of-state architect? I understood, as did the fine people of this community, that your promise to use local businesses with this project would extend to every aspect of the job.”

He didn’t flinch, not at the veiled accusation or the trap, and only wondered where the venomous reporter got his information. “I purchased the Old Theatre because it holds a special spot in the hearts of the citizens, as well as someone I respect very much. My promise to have it restored to reflect the great presence in our city that it once was hasn’t changed. The community and its businesses will be very much a part of this project and the surrounding shopping district.”

Every stiff angle in the reporter’s stance reeked of daring. “Well-spoken, but there’s still the question of which architectural firm you will choose for the restoration.”

The cameraman adjusted his hold on the lens and shifted his weight. Red recording lights blinked mercilessly as if mocking the situation. The gathering crowd didn't help. He needed to choose his words wisely, but when a familiar shade of pink filled his peripheral, his heart froze solid.

“Oh, I didn't know you were making the announcement!” Natasha slipped her arm around his and gave the camera a dazzling smile. “Weston Designs is thrilled to be a part of the Old Theatre restoration. My brother Simon and I look forward to working alongside Mr. Cutter and this quaint little community.”

Jase could only stare at those cherry lips twisted up in a satisfied smile. He stood rigid as she leaned in and spoke close to his ear.

“Just making things more exciting.” Even for the growing whispers, her words were as clear as the fluted crystal in her hand.

From the corner of his eye, he spotted Madison just in time to see a guy with brown surfer hair hand her a drink and pull her away from the crowd. He swallowed back a grain of remorse and did his best to answer the Pandora’s box of questions the reporter threw at him.

“Yes, Weston Designs is more than qualified for the job. Simon has worked on several restorations over his twelve years in the business. The theatre will be in good hands.”

Giving the crowd and camera a half-bow, half-wave, he untangled his arm from Natasha’s grasp, pushed through the onlookers, and headed for the exit, too aware that his subconscious sought a certain scarlet gown.

As he approached the double doors leading to the lobby, something hard beneath his foot brought him to a stop. Under the toe of his Italian loafer was a silver bracelet with a single charm. The same delicate chain the refreshing architect had twisted around her wrist in all her nerves.

He ran his thumb over the charm before placing it in his pocket, and a small glimmer of anticipation eased his tight frown into the ghost of a smile. For all of Natasha’s storm brewing, tonight held one bright spot.


Chapter Two

Jase jolted awake and gasped for breath. Beads of sweat cooled against his forehead where the ceiling fan stirred the air above him, and bedsheets clung to his clammy body. He sat up straight, pushing the sateen fabric off his tensed limbs. He squeezed his eyes shut and ran shaky hands over his face, wiping away the moisture. But when scenes from his nightmare—reels of images stripped of any fiction—unfolded behind his lids, he quickly opened them wide again.

A tug on his lamp string flooded the room with soft light. For eleven years, he’d shut his old nightmares away.

Eleven.

Years.

Yet, for the past three nights, the floodgates had stood open, ushering guilt, his old companion, to crash through his conscience unfettered.

He glanced at the long, white envelope next to his phone, a single piece of mail from Idaho—the object responsible for opening the door to his past he wasn’t ready to face. But he knew he needed to answer it.

Only, answering means…

He cradled his head in his hands against the weight of a sleepless night of fighting mental demons as they crowded on his shoulders. But the last weight, the heaviest of the chains straining against the cavity of his chest, terrified him most. Because it breathed he’d hid long enough. That his family’s legacy deserved better.

With unsteady fingers, he took the envelope from the tabletop and concentrated on the smooth texture. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes then carefully pulled out the folded paper, focusing on the name at the bottom.

William Henry.

The halting curves of the rancher's handwriting formed words short and to the point—all business.

That's William.

But between the man’s request to meet in person and stating it was a private, time-sensitive, family matter, he sensed a plea for help. A plea he couldn’t ignore any longer.

Jase dug his palms into his eyelids as practiced words tumbled from his mouth in a rough whisper, “Dig deep. Get centered.”

His breathing slowed as he grasped for that place in his mind where there were no distractions, no heavy loads drowning him, only the pounding rhythm of his old college baseball mantra repeating in his head.

The tick of a wall clock eventually replaced the hallowed words, and he opened his eyes, more in control. Light filtered in through the blinds, a sign the sun had made its first appearance for the morning.

Checking his phone for the time, he rubbed a smudge from the screen, only to flinch when his alarm pierced the stillness. Penny was most likely on her way to the office, but the thought of starting his day sounded as appealing as reliving his nightmare. Tugging joggers on over his boxers, he dialed her number then rolled his neck before putting the phone to his ear. His assistant answered on the third ring.

“Morning, Penny.”

“You know, hot pink really isn’t your color.”

“Huh?”

“Just looking at this picture of you and Natasha from the gala. Sounds like the night was eventful.”

The lilt in her voice made him smile, despite the leftover residue in his mouth from the grenade Natasha had handed him last night. “You could say that. Wait. They’ve already aired the story?”

“They had all the charity coverage on the ten o’clock news. Though yours got a little more attention than the others, what with you being the west coast’s current favorite.”

He snorted. “Right. Lucky me.” His last word broke into a yawn, which he covered with the back of his fist.

Jase dropped William’s letter back onto his nightstand and noticed Madison’s silver bracelet. Scooping it up, he headed to the kitchen, fighting another yawn.

“Is everything okay?”

He rubbed a hand over his face, the stubble on his jaw rough against his fingers. “It was a long night, that’s all.”

“Another nightmare?”

His answer came out more a grunt than anything coherent.

“You aren’t fooling me. I know they’re still bothering you. Just like I know when you’ve gone more than four days without a good run.”

He winced at her motherly tone. Not because it annoyed him, but because it was so full of worry. “They’ll go away. They did before.” Never mind he’d run to escape them. But this time would be different. Instead of reacting, he’d act. He would.

It’s time.

And then Natasha’s words crowded their way through his mind on repeat. “You’re as broken now as you were then.”

He rubbed his forehead, putting pressure at his temples.

“Are you still there?” Penny asked.

“I’m here.”

There was a pause on her end, as if she silently debated whether to dig further, but he didn’t give her the chance. “Do you know a Madison Blakeley?”

“She’s one of the architects who bid on the restoration.”

His palm met his forehead. “No wonder she didn’t stick around after Natasha’s announcement.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” He set Madison’s bracelet on the counter, careful not to tangle it. “Is she local?”

“Yes. I believe she took over her father’s firm when he passed away last year.”

The corners of his mouth fell. “Why don’t I remember her bid?”

“It’s possible you only skimmed it. Your criteria were a minimum five years restoration experience, hers was maybe half of that.”

“Right.”

“Why the interest? If I might ask.”

“I met her last night at the gala and was curious.”

“Curious, huh?”

The endless blue of the architect’s eyes, and that red dress with her blush that matched, had him past curious, but he wasn’t going to admit those thoughts to the woman who was almost as much of a mother to him as an assistant. Not when it would only get her hopes up of seeing him in a relationship—the serious kind she probably prayed about nightly for him. The kind he didn’t have time for.

“Strictly a business curiosity.”

“I see.”

Her words might have well been a giant sigh, but he let the subject drop. “I meant to call and warn you about last night. I’m sorry.”

“Whatever for?”

“You’ve planned, with careful precision, every detail for next week’s scheduled announcement, clear down to which of my ties will coordinate best with the theatre’s background. Natasha stole that moment from you.”

“No one could have predicted her actions last night.”

“Still.”

“How the restoration is announced isn’t important. Not really. That it’s finally happening is what I’m celebrating.”

“Well, you deserve this and more.”

Penny sniffed, and he pictured her dabbing her eyes with the embroidered square handkerchief she always carried—the one that reminded him of his grandmother.

“Don’t knight me just yet. In case you forgot, I’m making a lot of money on this.”

She laughed out loud, but the last note turned wistful. “I can’t wait to hold season tickets again. My heart truly broke the day the theatre closed their doors nearly twenty years ago.”

“We’ll get it perfect. I give you my word.”

He let her know he’d be in after lunchtime and disconnected the call, his promise to her settling in on his shoulders for the long haul. The weight wasn’t uncomfortable, simply a steady reminder to get this one right.

Jase tapped his fingers on the counter next to Madison’s bracelet and took in dawn’s peaceful, cloud-scattered sky beyond his windows. The early morning blue hit him with a shot of assurance—and reminded him of a certain architect’s eyes.

Less than twenty minutes ago, he’d fought the cold, lingering remains of his nightmare, and less than stellar thoughts about his old college friend. Now, those images and thoughts were only as ominous as the shadows from those brilliant white clouds in the distance. Definitely manageable.

He considered the piece of jewelry and whether to ask Penny to send it to Madison’s office or return it himself, but somehow, the idea of stuffing the personal item in a shipping box sounded careless. Returning it in person was the only choice, but he’d wait until later. A stutter in his breathing told him he needed some down time.

Grabbing his laptop, he sank onto a chair on his deck, the wood cool beneath him. He pulled up his files for the restoration, skimming the bids until he came across Madison’s, his curiosity too strong to keep at bay.

Her cover page and executive summary were standard, but it was her Our Approach section that caught his eye. The bulk of the statement was typical business lingo, but it was what he read in the details that made him sit forward and take note.

…Drawing on our intimate knowledge of the Old Theatre’s original presence, we’ll tailor an approach to your expectations by fusing form and functionality to restore the space with a mind toward its future. With roots in its rich history, we’ll propel the project forward to meet your new vision, crafting something truly inspiring…

He scratched at his scruff again and sat back. “Impressive.”

Jase skipped the Project Milestones section until he got to the profile page where her company’s address and website were listed. He clicked on the link like it was the first major league baseball game of the season, hungry to see the talent on the field but anxious, fully aware even the best teams had their weaknesses.

As the page loaded, he held his breath. Maybe it was the pedestal he’d put her on last night, but he didn’t want to see any glaring drawbacks in her designs or tastes.

Not that it should matter since I didn’t pick her.

Blakeley Architecture & Design’s webpage was simple but fluid, and his confidence rose. He brushed at a persistent gnat buzzing next to his ear and then clicked on the tab to see her most recent projects. It didn’t take long to scroll through her portfolio, though, since she was still a relatively new designer, but he craved more.

Pulling up a new search bar, he typed in her name and waited for it to load. About halfway down the screen was an article on a restored coastal cottage dated a little over a month ago. The news clip was only one page but had a photo collage of the building with a small caption at the bottom. The reporter mentioned the name of its proprietor, a sixty-something California native who ran the shop with her daughter, fulfilling a life-long dream of opening her own heirloom shop.

He studied the exterior lines of the structure. They were soft and feminine and, though definitely modern, gave off a seventies vibe that, with its bottom swinging shutters, pulled a smile from him. The inside shots drew him in further.

The cottage wasn’t large, but the space was used well, full of intriguing angles and inviting light from the cleverly placed windows. In the very center of the room, Madison stood smiling with the owner, their cheeks pressed together. She was exactly as he remembered her from last night—refreshing. Beautiful. But the woman next to her? She glowed like ten Edison bulbs. Crow’s feet, gray hair and all. She beamed.

He leaned an elbow on the armrest and shook his head. The cottage in the photo wasn’t just a trinket shop. No, what he saw on the screen in front of him was this woman’s dream—a dream Madison brought to life.

And knocked out of the park by the looks of those faces.


Chapter Three

Madison set her watering can down to study the entrance to her firm’s new home on Girard Avenue in the early evening sun. Out of the five businesses squished together in the quaint shopping strip, her place was the smallest and smack in the middle. It oozed charm, though, with its four-panel, beveled glass door, large picture window, and vintage French oak flooring. She adored it. Still, the entrance needed something more. Eric suggested a wood pergola, but she leaned toward a copper awning. Unfortunately, in the end, it would come down to which fit within their tight budget.

I think you’d love this, Dad. Well, maybe not a certain curmudgeonly neighbor to the south… She side-eyed the plain brick and mortar of the financial firm, her eye twitching, but then she exhaled. I really wish you could see it.

She slipped a glance to her bare wrist, to where her bracelet didn’t hang, and a familiar sick lurch turned her stomach. Her entire night had been spent retracing and re-retracing her steps at the gala in her head. She checked her phone for any missed calls from the hotel’s front desk, but the only thing lighting her screen were a few new email alerts. At least she had business to distract her from her worry.

And an almost perfect business entrance.

She tipped her head to the side, not rubbing her wrist for the hundredth time, and scrutinized the view in front of her again. “Yep. Definitely almost perfect.” Careful not to get her skirt dirty, she nudged her terracotta container with its little tree two inches to the left. “There.”

She brushed away some freshly watered soil from the pot’s rim, but yelped when something hairy, huge, and with too many legs scurried past her knuckles. Her heart about jumped from her chest as the ugly spawn of Satan disappeared beneath a low-hanging leaf.

“Why don’t you go next door and terrorize grumpy finance guy’s place.” A shudder tore down her spine as she tip-toed away from the pot, followed by two more involuntary tremors.

“Don’t tell me you’ve fallen out of love with my gift already?” Cisco, the owner of Casa dei Fiori, the floral shop to her other side, stopped beside her.

“Never! I love my lemon tree.” The tender green leaves shone in the sunlight, begging for admiration, which she was happy to give. From a distance. “This has to be one of the most charming and unique gifts I’ve ever received.”

The older man beamed, and she couldn’t help but match his wide smile with one of her own, but she wrinkled her nose when she glanced back at the pot. “It’s the creepy crawly thing trying to make your gift its home that I don’t love.” Another shudder taunted her, despite her laughter as she took another step away from the pot.

“Ah, but they’re harmless, no? Nothing a broom can’t fix.”

Cisco’s humor shone in his dark eyes, reminding her strongly of her father, and she wondered if he’d have the same salt-and-pepper hair as the eccentric florist if he’d lived to that age. “All I know is you can’t trust anything with that many legs. Or eyes.”

His belly bounced as his laughter echoed up and down the sidewalk. When he caught his breath, he wiped the creased corners of his eyes. “It is a blessing, you moving shop next door.”

“A blessing, huh?”

He leaned in, his voice lowering as his gaze flicked to Mr. Grumpy’s place. “For once, I get a beautiful smile and cheerful hello when I wave. Not a harrumph.”

“I figure it takes too much work to be a grouch.”

“Sí.” Chuckling, he rocked back on his heels, his hands clasping behind his back. “So?” He nodded toward her entrance. “Tell me, are you all settled?”

“You know? I think we are.”

“Fantastico! We must celebrate.” He clapped his hands together, the sound as big as his Sicilian smile.

The gesture was so full of spark and excitement it was hard for her to tell him he’d already done enough. “You’ve made our welcome amazing. You don’t have to do anything else.” She glanced to her lemon tree, its deep green foliage and bright yellow fruit contrasting perfectly against her firm’s white stucco. “Really, it’s fantastic.”

He held up both hands. “Di niente. It’s nothing. The success of a family business is something to celebrate.”

His mention of family pinched her heart, and she resisted touching her wrist again. “How did you know it was a family business?”

“Your eyes. They are full of love when you look at your new place. That kind of passion usually has roots that run deep.”

“So, you’re a florist and a wise man.” He didn’t deny it, endearing him to her even more. She began to tell him it was now only her, but something in his eyes told her he already knew.

I do have Eric. He’s practically family.

“If ever you need a thing, Casa dei Fiori is always open to you.”

He took her hand and gave it a squeeze, which she returned with one of her own. “Thank you.”

Cisco waved goodbye, and she watched as he entered his shop, whistling an unfamiliar but happy tune. She shook her head, laughing softly as she tucked her watering can away.

Back inside the office, Sarah, her receptionist, was on the phone and typing at her computer, her mass of golden curls gathered into a messy ponytail that somehow looked front cover worthy. Besides the soft cadence of her voice, and the clack of her keyboard, the small, open space was quiet as they wound down for the night.

Madison turned a full circle, letting it all sink in, then came to a stop in front of the long wall adjacent to the picture window. Staring back were a dozen or more black and white photos of her father’s designs. Snapshots of his beloved and too short career.

The lightness in her heart from her encounter with Cisco diffused to a dull ache as she took in the frames of various shapes and styles, some thick and scrolled, others simple cuts of wood. She brushed a fleck of dust from the frame directly in front of her, studying the southern colonial home—her dad’s favorite.

She fought the sting of tears and let her fingers encircle her bare wrist, the ache of missing her father spilling into every recess of her heart. Cisco was right. This was a family business, and she loved it. But that didn’t change how alone she felt at times—like last night when she learned she didn’t get the contract. Then losing her bracelet. The experience was something she’d not only felt but apparently looked.

Haggard. That was how Eric described her when she’d arrived at work earlier that morning. He was supposed to be a nice employee and keep those little observations to himself, as she’d pointed out. Not that he could do it. He had no filter—a trait both endearing and frustrating. She reminded him often she’d make him a permanent beach loafer at the age of twenty-seven if he wasn’t so great with numbers, or her dad hadn’t loved him so much.

Of course, she could never make good on her threat. Not because he’d be out of a job—Eric had access to buckets of family money if he wanted it. But because you couldn’t be around someone for the better part of eight years and toss them out like it was nothing.

Sarah, on the other hand, had chalked her drained appearance up to a long night at the gala and losing her most treasured piece of jewelry, and she was right. Mostly.

“What are you doing?”

Madison jumped at the sound of Eric’s voice next to her and slapped his arm. “Don't do that.”

“Hey.” He rubbed his bicep and stepped back. “I came to tell you I'm heading home. It’s not my fault you were zoned out.”

“I do look haggard, don't I?” she asked.

He must have seen her shoulders slump because his expression softened. “Man, I knew that would come back to bite me.”

Behind him, Sarah snorted as she hung up the phone, and he started pleading, “You know I didn't mean it like that, right? Besides, like you could ever look haggard. All I meant was you look tired.” Another snicker from the firm’s receptionist and he held up his hands. “I mean, I probably have bags under my eyes, too—not that you have bags…just, uh…”

Madison pinned him with a steely stare. “Are you finished?”

“That depends…are you still mad?” A dimple appeared in his left cheek as he flashed his boyish grin.

She scowled because he deserved it. “Last night wasn’t exactly a good time.”

“It wasn’t all bad. You got to meet Mr. Money like you wanted to.”

More like ran him over.

“I’m sure I was just another face in the crowd to him. And he has a name.” Her heart missed a beat at the memory of Jase’s hands around her waist when he’d caught her from falling.

“Yes. He does. But I don’t have to use it since he didn’t pick us for the restoration. And you could never be just another face.” He caught and held her gaze. “Yours is one a guy doesn’t forget.”

She forced a half-eye roll, half-smile, though her nerves tipped uncomfortably at his soft, almost intimate tone. “I already forgave you for the haggard comment.”

He cleared his throat and laughed at the same time, the odd sound echoing between the walls to fade into the background hum of machine noise. “Phew. I was worried I’d have to get on my knees and beg.” He threw Sarah a look of challenge before returning his attention her way. “Which I would if you asked.”

She scolded herself for reading more into his tone than she should have. He was still the same Eric. The same stubborn, determined, sarcastic college freshman her father had hired to do Blakeley A&D’s books when she was only a high school senior. Only, they were both college graduates now, of course, and no longer teens. “Thank you for making last night possible. I know how much you loathe parties and being in the same room as your parents.”

“Don’t let his shabby shoes and untucked shirts fool you,” Sarah said. “He loves getting all fancied up.”

Eric pulled out his favorite death glare. “I don’t loathe parties. I loathe snobby people who attend them.”

Snobby people like your parents—people who put their own selfish wants before their son’s needs. She thought about the instant bond her father and Eric had shared. She suspected, without his love and encouragement, the guy standing in front of her might have given up on humanity altogether.

“Well, I owe you. Without your connections, I couldn’t have gotten past the parking attendants. And…”

He raised an eyebrow when she paused.

“I’m proud of you, Eric. And you’re nothing like them. I know you worry about that.”

“So, you’re saying I’m not conniving, self-serving, and completely amoral?”

There was too much deep-seated hurt in his joke to laugh at it. “Not even a little.”

For one brief moment, his guard slipped, and a raw vulnerability reflected in his eyes. “Our choices make us who we are. Your father taught me that. And I will never choose to let money drive my decisions. I’m not like those rich clowns at that party, and I couldn’t be happier about that fact.”

She bumped his arm with her elbow. “I’m glad. And I mean it—I owe you.”

A heaviness threatened the office, and she glanced to Sarah for help, hating to see this side of her usually goofy, if not snarky, friend linger too long. To her relief, her assistant winked and pulled something out of her top drawer.

“Actually, you’re going to have to owe him twice. The American Architecture Organization tickets arrived today.” She waved an envelope above her head, an errant curl escaping to fall beside the beauty mark high on her right cheek.

Eric made a face—one that gave the impression he had a charley horse in his right calf. “The architecture convention? That’s this month?”

Madison pointed at him, grateful to see him snap out of his past. “Yes, it’s next weekend, and you already promised to take Sarah’s place. Both days. And at least it’s local this year.” She took it as a white flag when he only frowned.

Leaning a hip against the wall, she resisted the tug the AAO brought on her heart. She didn’t think the tender muscle’s walls could handle that ache on top of the loss of her bracelet.

“What’s up?” Eric folded his arms, watching her. “You still thinking about not getting the contract?”

“Or is it your charm?” More curls fell loose as the receptionist shut down her computer and stood. “The lady at the hotel is looking for it. I'm sure it’ll turn up.”

She clung to their hope-filled smiles. “Sorry, guys. Yes, I’m dying about my bracelet. And it was hard finding out about the Old Theatre the way I did.” Simon Weston’s insulting words shuffled front and center. Right along with his sister’s big announcement, but those weren’t her only worries. “Maybe Eric was right, and I was too ambitious changing the company’s primary direction. And location.”

When she didn’t elaborate, Eric placed his palms together and pointed his fingers at her. “First of all, I never said you were too anything. I merely stated the higher risk. Which is my job. But…” He waited for her full attention. “I’ll ask you the same thing I did six months ago. Will being a residential architect make you happy?”

She dropped his gaze. “No.”

“We have a solid plan, Mads. And an equally solid one if things don’t pan out here. Designing commercial and public buildings has been your dream since I’ve known you, and one of the promises I made your dad was to not let you settle.” He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and leaned against the front desk. “I think it’ll work out. With or without Mr. Money.”

She wanted to believe his words. She’d believed them in February when her father’s lease had come up for renewal and she’d decided not to resign. She’d also trusted them when she’d made the choice to pursue commercial contracts instead of residential, like her father.

Scary leaps, Madison.

“You’ve already got two great contracts in the works,” Sarah added. “Royce’s Charter Club is practically a done deal, and his sister-in-law, Camille, and her husband are all but begging you to design their new restaurant.”

Eric added his agreement with several nods.

“You’re right. I just hope moving the business to La Jolla pays off like I’ve envisioned it will. Your numbers painted a pretty clear picture, Eric. If I can’t make it in commercial, Dad’s old contacts and residential designs will barely keep us afloat here.”

He bounced away her concern with a lazy shrug. “Still not worried.”

She matched Sarah’s eye roll.

“Well,” the receptionist began, “what I want to know is what Cutter was like up close in person? Is he really as yummy as his pics in the magazines?” She held up last month’s business section of the newspaper, Jase’s face front and center.

Madison didn’t have to study the picture to know his lips curved the slightest bit higher on the left side but did anyway, because it was a great smile. And so much better in person.

“I bet he had every girl at the gala swooning at his feet.” Sarah batted her lashes in Eric’s direction and fanned herself with the magazine.

He gagged. “Swooning?”

Laughing, Madison pulled a set of keys from her pocket and shooed them away. “Why don't you both take off?” She placed Sarah’s purse in her hands when she hesitated and pushed her down the back hall after Eric, who didn’t have to be told twice. “I’ve got this. Go enjoy your night.”

She watched them leave before reaching over to shut off the lights, but the sound of a loud engine stopped her. A red pickup parked along the curb directly in front of her firm. Straightening her pencil skirt, she checked the time, half-hoping the new arrival was looking for either financial help or a spring bouquet. Then again, she needed more contracts.

When a gentleman got out of the truck and stepped up to her door, Eric’s blundering echoed in her ears. Haggard. She ran a conscious hand over her jade sweater and tried to muster up a natural smile.

Perhaps this guy in the fancy truck and suit will come in with the job of a lifetime.

A smirk tugged at her lips as she envisioned Blakeley A&D outshining Weston Designs, but she had a hard time holding the smile when the man walked inside.

“Mr. Cutter,” she breathed.

He pushed up his sunglasses to rest in his dark waves, his expression hinting of mischief. Or secrets. She didn’t know him well enough to read the subtle lines of that grin he wore.

“Miss Blakeley.”

Her skin heated and tattled on her nerves. “What brings you here?”

“You disappeared last night.”

She couldn’t tell him sticking around would have been a torture not even his charming self could compensate for. “You seemed pretty busy.”

“Yeah. That. The plan was to make the announcement next week. Natasha got ambitious.”

She smiled and tried to mean it but was still sore over losing to Simon. “So, what can I do for you?”

Despite her best mental prowess, she couldn’t figure out why Jase Cutter was standing in her office. And making her nervous. But then he held up her silver bracelet, and she all but vaulted over the desk to get to him, a dam of emotion threatening to spill over its feeble edge.

“How did you get that?” She reached out to take it, but he held it up, dangling the tiny charm above her open palm.

“You must have lost it last night right before we were rudely interrupted,” he said. “Something I feel terrible about, by the way. That, and running you over.”

“It was my fault. I really am sorry.”

He took her wrist and turned it over, his gaze not leaving hers. “Don’t be.”

She stood perfectly still as he carefully fastened the clasp. It was all she could do to hold back a shiver as his fingers grazed the tender skin on the inside of her wrist. When he finished, she glanced up to see only pure pleasure in that dangerous grin of his. The gesture sent her pulse sprinting.

“I take it the bracelet means a lot to you.”

“It does.” She watched the light dance off of the charm in its familiar way. “It was a gift from my father. His last gift actually.” She blinked a few times to keep her emotions in check. “I didn’t think I’d see it again.”

“I heard about your father, and I’m sorry. Losing someone you love is…hard.”

“I appreciate that. And, thank you for returning this.”

He smiled a welcome then looked around her office, taking his time in his appraisal. She laced her fingers together to keep from fidgeting, wishing she were in his head. When she caught his slight nod, she exhaled.

“This place is fantastic. Did you have to do a lot of work to it?”

“Sort of.” She took a tiny step back, realizing, in her enthusiasm to get her bracelet, she’d invaded his personal space. “It had been a nail salon for six years, so we gutted the inside. I think originally it was an art studio, though. There were several large and small rectangular shadows on the exposed wood where the light had most likely faded it around paintings. Plus, I swear I can still smell turpentine in my office. Which, strangely, doesn’t bother me. I’d love to have seen it back then.” She stopped herself, not wanting to bore him.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“How long have you been an architect? I mean, the work I saw in your portfolio is timeless—not something you usually see from our generation. Most are going for the wow factor.”

She considered a moment. “I think for some architects it’s the lure to stretch the bounds of convention. And gravity. It’s tempting to any designer.”

“From what I saw, you haven’t given in to that particular temptation. Even here.” He gestured to the straight, sophisticated contours of the interior. “It’s simple yet a sort of bold classic. You’ve reimagined the room but kept its roots, bringing to life your vision perfectly.” His attention rested back on her. “You did the same thing with that pink cottage you finished restoring last month.”

She put a hand over her heart. “The Shell Garden? I adore that little shop.” She narrowed her eyes. “Wait. How’d you know about Cécile’s place? I haven’t gotten those pictures on my site yet.”

He grinned. “Google.”

There wasn’t an ounce of shame in his answer, and she didn’t know whether to laugh or blush.

“Your approach is unique. It’s like you have this…tangible connection with each design, or…I don’t know.” He laughed, but the timid sound contradicted his shameless confession from seconds before. “I’m not making any sense.”

A physical rush shot through her, radiating warmth within her heart. Not only because he’d searched out her designs but because of what he’d taken away from her work. “No, you are. I guess, for me, it’s all about finding the heart of a project, its story, and weaving those elements into a fresh and stirring design. Whether a restoration or a new build, there's always a story attached, you know? And it’s those details that really grab you.” She regarded the photographs of her dad’s work, knowing each one had a tale to tell. “My father was the same.”

He ran a hand over the cream and burnt cayenne swirled marble of Sarah’s desk. “You really think that?” His thumb traced a dark, almost black streak in the pattern. “That each piece of land has a story?”

She didn’t have to think about her answer. “Absolutely.”

His hand stilled. “What if the story isn’t a happy one?”

Pulling from a place of honesty, she responded to the cautious curiosity reflected in his eyes. “Out of sadness, even cruelty, lies hope. Even if that hope is only a new beginning.”

He met her gaze; a physical charge stirred the air.

“And you can find those stories? Their new beginnings?”

“Well,” she hesitated. “A little history or background helps, but…”

“But?”

He’d leaned in, hardly blinking, and she shrugged, though her arms prickled with the change in the space between them. “Sometimes I just feel it. Like an impression or sentiment, and I let that guide me.” She winced when he only stared. “You think I’m crazy.”

He shoved his hands into his slacks’ pockets. “No, it’s brilliant. And I know it’s not any consolation, but your bid would have been right at the top with more restoration experience. You have a gift.”

His praise was like a summer sunrise, filling her with a confidence to take on anything she set her heart to, and she returned his admission with one of her own. “Thank you. I had a good teacher.”

“Your father?”

She nodded. “He taught me everything he knew. He started Blakeley Architecture & Design over fifteen years ago in a small rundown corner office he rented in the city. He loved it.” She laughed. “The business. Not the office.”

“Of course.”

The amusement in his voice sparked another kind of energy, and heat soaked deep under her skin. “And now I’m rambling.”

“Not at all. Your father sounds like a great man. It’s obvious he passed on his passion for design.”

The compliment struck her. “With all of the sharks out there, I don’t think I’d make it if it were merely a business to me.” She thought of Simon Weston’s cheap-shot words. “Besides, there are too many stories out there waiting to be told, right? I’d hate to think they’d be forgotten.”

For a moment, the only sound in the room echoed from Sarah's miniature Eiffel Tower clock as it kept time. Then he focused on her with an intensity that magnified each fleck of color in his hazel eyes.

“What would you think of doing a personal project for me?”

She blinked. Personal project?

“It's not as glamorous as the Old Theatre restoration.” His brows carved downward. “And it's nothing like the work I'm sure you’re used to, but…”

He shook his head as if trying to get his thoughts straight, but all she registered were the words personal and project.

“It's in Idaho.”

Wait. “Idaho?”

“Yeah.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I have a ranch a few miles north of Sun Valley.”

“You want me to work on a personal project for you? In Idaho?” She hadn’t seen that detour coming.

“Yes,” he said, but it sounded like a question. “Except, I’m afraid it’ll be a simple residential design.”

And with those two words, her excitement broke like the tip of a drafting pencil when pressed too hard. With all of her current work to build her portfolio with larger-scale projects, a house in Idaho was a step back.

But this is Jase Cutter.

She stalled. “What sort of residence?”

“Honestly, I'm not exactly sure.” He played with the stack of business cards on the desk. “Maybe something large enough for a guest or two to stay but small enough to keep everyone together?” He slipped his hands into his pockets only to pull them back out and fidget with the cards again. “I guess what I mean is…a place you’d want to call…”

“Home?”

There was a guarded edge to his expression, but he nodded. “Yes.”

“Are there any buildings up there now? Or, is this new property?”

“There’s nothing there anymore but raw land.” He cleared his throat. “I haven’t been back in a while, but I’m sure it’s the same.”

She chilled suddenly and pulled her sweater sleeves down over her palms, despite the warm temperature in the office. “When do you want to start?”

“As soon as possible. I think.”

Okay. Whatever this project was, it appeared to affect him deeply if the way he avoided her eyes said anything.

“I understand if you can’t do it, or if the timing is bad. It was a random thought, really. Building probably isn’t a good idea anyway—”

“I’d love to.” She wasn’t sure what had come over her, but the moment he’d started to take the offer back, she’d panicked.

Abandoning the cards, he studied her closely. “You don’t mind it’s out of state?”

“Not at all.” Working on a project for Jase—any project—could lead to other incredible opportunities.

And wasn’t I hoping to show him what I can do?

It wasn’t the type of job she’d hoped for with her new start, but if it had potential to open big doors, she wasn’t going to turn him down.

She quirked her lips in a lopsided grin. “I’ve never been to Sun Valley. Come to think of it, I’ve never been to Idaho.”

“Really?”

She laughed. “Really.”

“Man, it’s incredible up there. At least that area is. Pines three stories high, a fishing creek. The ranch and surrounding land is pretty diverse, as far as nature goes. I know most people roll their eyes or think potato fields when you say Idaho, but…it has its charm.”

A flutter of anticipation had her fingers itching to sketch the possibilities. “Sounds like there’s a ton of inspiration. A lot to pull from.”

His nod was stiff. “There’s definitely inspiration there. It’s just been…buried.” He combed his fingers through his hair, like he debated his next words. Readjusting his dislodged sunglasses in his thick waves, he said, “You could meet me up there to see the property for yourself.”

The curve ball hit her heart with a mess of quick beats. “How soon are you thinking?”

“The sooner the better. Before I have a chance to change my mind.”

The last part he’d said with a chuckle, but he didn’t completely sell her on it, and she got the impression he was serious. She didn't want to lose the project before it got started. Not when she’d just jumped in with both feet.

“I'll be up there the end of next week,” he said. “I know it’s short notice, but if you can swing it, we can walk the land together and go over some ideas.”

Remembering the AAO convention, the one she’d gone to every year with her father since she was twelve, she hesitated. Did she want to miss it? Would she regret not going? She could squeeze in part of the first day. It would just be tight.

Scary leaps, right? It was almost as if her father spoke the words.

Madison gulped down her nostalgia. “I should be able to make that work.”

“Then it's a deal.” He reached out a hand. “I'll have Penny, my assistant, arrange everything. We can talk contracts and numbers after you see it. If you decide it’s something you want to do, that is.”

“Deal.” Anticipation spread through her as he held her hand a moment longer before letting go. She walked with him to the door then followed him out when he opened it for her.

He gestured to her tree. “Nice.”

“Hey, don’t knock my lemon tree. It’s perfect. Except for the fact it’s a spider haven lately.” An all-too-familiar shudder inched up her spine. “I hate spiders.”

“Not knocking your tree. Or your fear of arachnids.”

“I blame my mom. My dad said she was the same way.”

“So, it runs in the family?” He rubbed his jaw like he tried to keep his grin from spreading. “Your brothers, too?”

She shook her head. “Only child.”

“Ah. So, you’re a spoiled brat.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she had a sudden desire to slug him sideways a foot or two. “Am not.”

He laughed. “That is exactly the sort of thing a spoiled brat would say.”

She lifted her chin.

“Okay, okay.” He put up both hands. “Not a brat, or spoiled, but afraid of spiders.”

The smile she’d bitten back spilled free. “Right.”

“Got it.”

“And I love my lemon tree. And Cisco, the gentleman who gave it to me. Seriously, it was the sweetest gift. Spider home or not.” She clamped her mouth shut. Stop. Rambling.

“Definitely. And very cool of Cisco.”

“Right?” The way his eyes narrowed the slightest bit had her clarifying, which she refused to analyze. “He’s the florist next door. Gave it to me as a welcoming.” The light in his eyes danced, and she cleared her throat. “Anyway.”

His mouth hinted at that same mischievous smile he’d worn when he first arrived. “I'm glad I almost ran you over last night.”

One of her brows rose. “I thought you said you felt bad about that?”

“I lied.”

His laughter filled the air, its deep sound rich and untainted, like the warm caramel-colored accent wall behind the reception desk.

She rolled her eyes but matched his grin. “Thank you for returning my bracelet. And for the opportunity.”

He dipped his head and stepped toward his truck. “I look forward to working with Blakeley Architecture & Design.”

Her smile faltered when he didn’t open the door right away, her nerves clinging to the sudden worry she read all over his face.

“This project.” He dropped her gaze, his attention going to something at his feet for a moment before looking back up. “I’d like it kept under the radar. Lately, the media has their claws into everything I do, and this…I’d liked to keep this private. At least for now. I'm sure I can count on your company's discretion but want to make sure that’s clear up front.”

Whatever she’d expected him to say, it hadn't been that, and she stumbled over her answer. “O-of course.”

“Great.”

He gave her that killer grin that tripped up her heart and then pulled open his door and climbed inside, its firm click the only sound before his truck roared to life.

She felt for the door behind her and leaned against it. Last night when she'd been determined to tell Mr. Cutter more about her company, the prize had been a chance to cement Blakely A&D as a real player in commercial architecture. Now, not twenty-four hours later, she held the next best prize—only nobody was going to see it. There would be no headline news.

But, he thinks my designs are timeless. My ideas intrigue him. He says I have a gift.

Some of the original thrill soaked back in as her mind wandered the possible avenues this project could lead her. She straightened her back, bringing her hands together with a new focus.

So, maybe it isn’t the big leap I expected, but it isn’t a leap backwards. Sideways maybe? Regardless, I’ve totally got this.


Chapter Four

Madison tucked a brochure from the sustainable energy booth into her purse, alongside half a dozen other pamphlets and business cards, as they entered the main hall of the AAO convention. She touched the papers Jase’s assistant had faxed over earlier that week with their flight information, making sure they were still in place, and an all too familiar lurch stirred in her stomach. In less than three hours, she and Eric would be on a flight from San Diego to Sun Valley, Idaho. And in less than twenty-four, the real estate mogul would join them.

Eric side-eyed her. “How you holding up?”

“Hmm?”

“You’re freaking out about the plane ride, aren’t you?”

“No.”

One of his brows shot up so high, it disappeared behind the hair falling across his forehead.

“Okay, maybe a little.” A lot.

“Don’t. That’s why you’re dragging me along.”

“Not true.”

When his brow inched skyward again, she scrambled for a topic change. “So, what do you think? This place is pretty great, right?”

He mumbled something under his breath. “You know conventions aren’t my thing,” he reluctantly translated after she placed her hands on her hips. “Don't get me wrong, I enjoy learning about new strategies to build business and the latest in materials, but all these panels and classes put me to sleep.”

“This is the American Architecture Organization—the AAO. It’s like, one hundred times better than all the others combined.”

“If you say so.”

She laughed but admitted that toward the end of the last lecture she'd found herself yawning, too. “I think it's the stuffy rooms. There are definitely more people attending this year.”

He was being a good sport, even if his efforts were accompanied by several yawns and head bobs.

“It was pretty great of you to come and use my dad’s ticket. I think out of everything, this conference has me missing him the most. He loved these, and I hate that he isn’t here with me. Not that I don’t appreciate you taking his place.” Genuine gratitude made her smile come easy. “And not only to the conference, but to Idaho as well.”

“Uh huh. Like I said before, you don’t like flying, and Sarah already had a commitment. You also hate staying alone in strange places. You’re totally using me.”

She scoffed and made a face at him. “I need someone to bounce ideas off of. That’s all.”

“Well, in between idea bouncing, I have two weeks’ worth of work to get done this weekend from the move so, while you’re out convincing Cutter he can’t live without your designs, I’m going to hide in my room and play catch up.”

“Deal.”

Leaning against a side wall, he fought a yawn. “Tell me again why we’re going a day earlier than Cutter?”

“Because I asked to.” She ignored another of his sideways glances that seemed to question her sanity. “I’d like a chance to see the area before we meet with him.”

“And?”

Avoiding his eyes, she tightened her purse strap over her shoulder. “And because I don’t need Jase to see me freak out at forty thousand feet.”

“Ha. Told you it was about the flight. But I get it.”

“Honestly, though, I just don’t want to mess this up.” It meant too much for their future.

“You won’t.”

The noise of the conference ebbed and flowed around them as they began to walk, the energy like a living thing, calling her nerves out one by one. “Listen, just…please don’t forget what I said about Jase’s request for privacy on this project, okay?”

Eric’s shoes squeaked against the polished tiles as he stopped and faced her. “I know what discretion means. I’m not ten.”

A niggle of shame crept over her as she nodded.

“And I’m happy to go. It's barely three days, right? Besides, I'm curious about our famous bachelor. I want to see this little ranch of his.” He rolled his eyes until only the whites showed.

Her laughter broke through the crowds. “What’s your deal? You’ve never even met him.”

“I don’t need to. He’s your typical millionaire. Same cut as my dad. Plus, who wears the title of Most Eligible Bachelor like a shiny badge?”

“Oh, please, he does not.”

“Tell me, when you found him at the gala, did he have half the women in the room hanging on his arm? Hmm?”

“No—”

He pointed straight at her. “Tell the truth.”

She gave him the stink eye but couldn’t completely deny it. “When I ran into him, he was lady free. And he was perfectly normal and nice in our office.” And entirely intimidating and more attractive than a person had a right to be…

His eyes narrowed.

“What?”

He grunted something unintelligible as she looked for the exit. “We should probably get going.”

“Don't have to tell me twice.”

Madison wove a path through the exhibits with the late morning sun spilling in through the glass front of the convention center. The brilliant light added to the energy buzzing around them, making up for the strong odors that sometimes accompany large conventions. The kind where body odor, perfume, and aftershave sparred, and nobody won.

“You’re right. Your dad loved these. I shouldn’t have given you a hard time about taking the extra ticket.”

Surprise turned her his way. “It’s fine. At least we got to come.” Her voice thickened, and she swallowed hard. “Even if only for a few hours.”

“Yeah.”

His expression held so much of the sadness she felt in her own. Sometimes it was easy to forget her father’s passing had left an empty spot within someone other than herself. Eric carried his grief well, but, times like now, it slipped through his walls, opening a window to his pain. But, selfish or not, Madison was glad he was here, even if she suspected part of the reason had to do with promises to her dad.

“I worry sometimes I’m letting him down,” she said, confessing her thoughts of the past couple of days aloud. The weight of Eric’s hands on her shoulders brought a measure of peace. A token of assurance that she wasn’t alone.

“Hey, look at me. You’re doing amazing. He’s proud of you.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Like I said the other day, it takes time. Trust me. You’ve got the Charter Club and Camille’s restaurant, and soon you’ll have so many commercial contracts, you’ll have to hire half a football team of designers and assistants just to keep up.”

She shoved the tips of her fingers in the front pockets of her jeans, wishing they were her college sweats. “You’re the best. But I’m not celebrating the Charter Club or the restaurant until we have signatures.”

“They’re both done deals. Royce said he’d fax the contract back by the end of next week.”

Unwilling to count deals before the ink hit paper, she half-nodded. He gave her a funny look, but she ignored it and turned her attention to the center’s expansive, intricate ceiling, where several banners were strung. An almost adolescent excitement nudged a smile to her face, like she was twelve again and seeing them for the first time. Among the colorful convention’s logos, hung the names of some of the country’s most celebrated architects.

How would it feel to be listed among the great? A forerunner in design?

“Earth to Madison? You ready?”

After one more moment of dreaming, she brought her attention back to reality. “Yeah, let’s go.” But as they cut through a class letting out, her thoughts were on her company’s future and not the man whose shoulder she bumped. An apology lay on her lips, but a pair of pale gray eyes stopped the words from falling.

“Blakeley.” Simon Weston’s aloof stance was the same as that night at the gala.

She consciously lifted her chin and met his cold stare. “Mr. Weston.”

Next to him, in a baby-doll dress and knee-high leather boots, stood his sister, the sleek blonde who’d caused such a stir with the big surprise at the gala. The announcement had been all over the news and in the papers. According to one article, Natasha and Jase had something going in college, a fact the journalist suggested got Weston Designs the restoration bid.

Stupid politics.

Simon made formal introductions, and Madison shook the woman’s hand graciously, mentally congratulating herself.

“Your name sounds familiar.” Natasha’s blonde brows creased as she inspected her head to toe. “Do we know each other?”

“She’s the San Diego architect I met at the gala.”

A silent look passed between the siblings, one layered with more than simple recognition, but the meaning of those layers was up for grabs.

“Well, it’s a pleasure,” Natasha said. “Were you also one of the bidders for the theatre restoration?”

Madison forced a smile and prayed it didn’t look as hollow as it felt. “I was.” Polite manners pressed her to ask them about their stay or about the convention, but the echoed words feminine persuasions decisively smothered those particular niceties, and instead, she asked if they planned to stay in California long.

Please say no.

“Our flight leaves later this afternoon, after our lunch with Jase,” Natasha said. “He insisted on getting together one last time before we head back to Seattle, to celebrate the new contract. He’s good like that.”

Madison almost let one of Eric’s snarky retorts slip out but caught herself at the last second. “Yes, he seems like a great person.” And it was true. Both times they’d spoken, he’d been the perfect gentleman. His easy laughter had been infectious.

And the way he’d searched my eyes right before making his offer?

She glanced at Natasha, wondering how many times the bachelor had looked at her that way.

Simon cleared his throat. “Speaking of our lunch, we don’t want to be late.” He made a show of checking his watch, the same fancy piece from before at the gala.

Next to him, his sister made no sign they were in a hurry. “Don’t be too disappointed in losing the bid, Jase is pretty selective about who he does business with. Having a history together is important to him. I’m sure you understand.”

Madison’s mouth fell open a fraction, but before she could force it closed, Eric edged himself between them.

“Definitely.” He wore an easy smile like he spoke to two old acquaintances, offering a handshake to the brother and sister. “Sorry, I'm Eric Strand. I oversee Blakeley A&D's finances.” He glanced between the two, unblinking. “Yeah, Madison here made quite an impression on Mr. Cutter at the gala.”

She choked, giving her blabber-mouthed accountant’s foot a hard nudge as Natasha’s penciled-in lips twisted into a smile as sympathetic as a four-inch needle. Warmth flooded her cheeks. “It’s not—”

“I’m sure it’s only the beginning to a long future with the entrepreneur,” Eric cut in.

Every angle of the blonde’s posture stiffened, from her back to the grip on her designer purse. “Well, I wish you the best. It’s not often Jase shows such pointed interest.”

Eric continued to grin as if they discussed nothing more than what a fine day it was, despite the crack of cynicism in the air between them. “It was nice to meet you both, but I'm afraid we also have somewhere to be. If you'll excuse us?”

Simon’s eyes narrowed to slits, but he nodded, and without another word, led his sister into the crowd.

Once out of the building, Madison doubled her pace and headed for the parking garage. Conference goers parted wide to let her pass, but when her annoying companion’s ruckus laughter reached her ears, she spun around. “Why did you do that?”

His shoulders shook. “What?”

“Eric.” She lowered her voice when people stared. “Mr. Cutter asked us not to say anything about Idaho.”

“Did I say anything about Idaho?”

She threw her hands up before turning and walking again, her anger at both him and the haughty, snooty Westons boiling inside. “What if they say something to Jase?”

He matched his stride with hers. “Like what? There’s nothing for them to say.”

“I want him to know we're a respectable company he can trust.”

For the first time since running into the siblings, Eric’s voice sounded repentant. “They cut you down. I was putting them in their place. People like that need a little reminder. Believe me. I’ve lived most of my life around that type of entitlement.” A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Why didn't you mention Simon’s sister was a viper?”

“I never met her before today.” She forced a deep breath as she dug her keys out of her bag when they reached her car. “We’ve worked thirteen or more hours a day the past few months moving and writing up bids, all so we can make important connections like these. So, offending Jase? Or his friends? Not the wisest route to get us there.”

“Listen, nothing Simon the Twit or Natasha the Horrible says will hurt you. I promise.”

Her lips twitched. “Just…behave in Idaho, okay?”

“I’m always a model of behavior.”

Madison mimicked one of Eric’s famous eye rolls. “You forget I’ve known you way too long to keep a straight face when you say that.”

He reeled back in mock offense then pointed over the top of the car. “Your dad thought I was pretty perfect.”

“I still don’t know why.” She ducked into the car, a spark of lightness pushing out the tight pressure behind her ribcage with their old, familiar banter. With luck, Simon and Natasha wouldn't say anything to Jase. It would be sad to mess up her chance before even starting.

What wouldn't be sad was to never see those two again.


Chapter Five

Jase waded through the melting pot of culture and style along the shorefront, a few minutes early for his lunch with Simon and Natasha before their flight back to Seattle. His eyelids scraped like grit against his eyes from lack of sleep, and pounding the sand next to the sharp cliffs below Torrey Pines reserve sounded better by the second. Exhausting himself from a hard run would keep him from restless nightmares. Or dwelling over his own flight in the morning.

The sun was still on the upside, ushering in the perfect afternoon with a few clouds and a cool breeze, and his focus clung to them. He bought a bottled water, found an outside table at the little seafood shack where they were supposed to meet, and rested his forearms on his knees.

All around him, people milled about, enjoying their day, and he welcomed the distraction of watching them come and go. Families and couples. Fathers and sons. Moms. Brothers…

A jagged emptiness speared his heart dead-center. Without even a warning stutter, his chest caved in on itself, pinching so badly it hurt to breathe. He closed his eyes as parts of his nightmare resurfaced. Pine trees replaced light poles, cowboy hats replaced ball caps. His feet were no longer planted on hot dry cement but blackened soil…

He rubbed his hands over his face and up under his sunglasses, pulling them off to dangle in one hand. Sunlight blazed against his closed lids as he lifted his face to the sky, its warm, blinding rays rooting him back to reality—one that told him maybe Natasha was right. Maybe he was still broken. And foolish to return to the ranch. To rebuild.

But though the knots in his gut physically loosened with the idea of backing out, another part of him latched onto those minutes in Madison’s office when she’d spoken of inspiration and new beginnings.

Dig deep.

He opened his eyes and traced a streak of condensation on his water bottle, focusing on that moment instead of the dark, familiar guilt that had been his soul’s only companion for the past eleven years. The guilt he’d thought he’d overcome but had only buried.

“Hey.”

A quick shove had his sunglasses back in place as Natasha stopped next to the table. “Hi.” Clearing his throat, he stood, hating the gravel in his voice. “Where’s Simon?”

She waved her hand behind her, not meeting his gaze, and he could have reached out and touched the invisible three-foot wall between them.

“Don’t worry, he’ll be here. Marty Ferris called as we were getting out of the car. Something about wanting regular updates on the restoration.” She sipped from the fruity cocktail she held before accepting the chair he offered.

“The mayor means well. He might be a pain, but he’s harmless.” Jase glanced between his watch and the crowd, but Simon was nowhere in sight. “Did you get that list of local contractors I sent over this morning?”

She lifted one perfectly sculpted eyebrow, fully acknowledging him for the first time. “We’re really going to do this?”

Resentment flexed its pointy claws, and he could only stare.

“Fine. Let’s talk business.”

“We can talk about your little announcement at the gala instead, if you’d like?” he shot back, her audacity from that night still gnawing at him.

She spread her pink lips in a wide smile. “You said you liked surprises.”

“Nice to see we’re being professional here.”

“You started this party. I’m just playing along.”

“No. This mess started the moment you crossed the line out on that balcony.”

Natasha shrugged. “I was drunk.”

“Drunk.” He searched for the girl he knew in the woman across from him. Not a hint. “Sure. Let’s go with that.”

Holding her glass high, she saluted him before taking a long sip.

Jase refrained from pinching the bridge of his nose as a headache inched up his neck to throb at his temples and across his forehead. “So. Did Simon get it? The contractor list?”

Her gold and mint-tipped nails flashed in the sunlight. “I wouldn’t know about that. My brother doesn’t like me stepping out of my marketing role.”

“Huh? He does know you double majored, right? Marketing and business. I assumed you were running Weston Designs.”

“Don’t expect my name on the company letterhead any time soon.”

He winced at her bitter undertone, but she didn’t seem to see his reaction. She’d shifted her attention to the ocean. The dull light in her expression contrasted sharply with the sun glinting off the water, and guilt for not being a better friend pecked at the wall they’d both built. “You’re brilliant with business. I’m sorry, but your brother’s a fool not to see it.”

The tight lines around her mouth relaxed. “Simon’s protective of what he’s built. He’s worked hard to get where he’s at.”

The excuses didn’t quite fly. “But does he know how you feel? Do you want to be a bigger part of Weston Designs?”

“Doesn’t matter. It won’t happen.”

“Tell him.”

Her laughter cut him off. “You might be good with real estate, honey, but you know nothing about relationships. Family or otherwise.”

He flinched back. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re the man who hides behind his bachelor status, remember? The guy who buries himself in work to keep anything real from getting too close.”

The accusations stung. “I love how you think you know me so well.”

“Don’t I?”

She finished off her drink then flagged down a waiter cleaning off tables and asked for a refill, reminding Jase of the night she’d tried to kiss him—the alcohol on her breath and her wild actions after. But alcoholic was a big label.

Just like broken.

He took a swig from his water, letting the cold liquid slip down his throat as he searched again for Simon, ready to end the day altogether.

“So, who’s this Blakeley girl? If you don’t mind me asking.”

The bottle slipped in his hand. “Madison?”

“First names, huh?”

Three quarters of his college years had been spent around Natasha, enough time to tell there was more than general curiosity behind her light words. “She’s an architect. I met her at the gala.”

“So she said when I met her this morning.” She barely thanked the waiter as he replaced her drink with a fresh one.

“You saw her?”

“Mm, hmm. She seemed pretty excited to work with you in the future.”

A jolt hit him in the gut like waves against rock. “She told you that?”

She ignored his question. “You like this girl.”

The way her jaw muscles pulled tight dared Jase to contradict her, and he felt another row of bricks layer that invisible wall between them. “Does it matter?”

A mottled red colored her cheeks and throat as she glanced away. “You’ll let her in, but not me.”

Confusion coiled with frustration at the emotion behind her questions, and he rubbed his forehead. “She’s just an architect I met at the gala.”

“Right.”

“It’s true.”

Her answering snort and change of expression hit like an uppercut, catching him off guard.

“Since you were so kind to give me advice the other night,” she said, “let me repay you with some of my own. Don’t fall into that trap. Simon told me all about his run-in with her that night. Business ambitions are great, but do hers really end there?”

She took another sip from her drink, casually wiping the moisture from her lips with her finger like she hadn’t just pulled the ground from beneath him.

“Just watching out for you,” she replied to his silence.

His grip tightened on the water bottle, crinkling the edges. No way is she right.

The idea of a conniving, in-it-for-the-opportunity Madison triggered a number of defenses, but it was the possibility that she didn’t respect his wish for discretion that soured his appetite as the seconds slipped to minutes. His judgment had never been that far off.

When Simon still didn’t show, he stood, his chair scraping against the concrete. “Listen, your time is short with your flight leaving tonight, and I’ve still got a lot of work to do before I leave tomorrow. Let your brother know I’m sorry we couldn’t catch up as planned, okay? I’ll get in touch with him next week about those contractors.”

Natasha pulled on a pair of shades but wasn’t quick enough to mask the hurt in her eyes before covering them. “Sure.”

He hovered only a second before heading to his car without a backward glance. Her assessment of Madison was like a record on replay, matching his steps. They repeated in his head, leaving him unable to concentrate on anything else. Not the people he bumped into in his haste or their pointed glares. The sweet and salty aromas battling along the shorefront, even the fishy odors woven in between, didn’t faze him. His thoughts were on the first time he'd met the charming woman in the scarlet gown.

He needed to talk to her. Hear from her own mouth it wasn’t true.

He needed to be on the next flight to Idaho.


Chapter Six

Madison dug her fingers into the airplane’s tiny armrests. “The seatbelt sign lit up five minutes ago. Didn’t you hear the announcement?”

Eric set his magazine in his lap. “Relax. Seriously, you’re going to break the plastic off those things.”

She tried to unstick her fingers from their death hold, but they refused. If anything, her knuckles grew whiter. The captain’s voice came over the speaker, reporting their descent and expected landing time, and a strong temptation to cover her face until then might have won out if Eric hadn’t already razzed her for not taking her belt off even once.

The small plane had two seats on one side with a single seat on the other and handled turbulence like the rickety Rocket Ride at the traveling fair her father used to take her to as a kid.

“Be a decent person and distract me with some good news? After you buckle.”

He clicked his belt in place with an exaggerated sigh. “Let’s see, Camille’s supposed to look over the restaurant contract this weekend. We’ll have to celebrate on Monday when she returns it. Sarah can bring her famous indoor s’mores.”

She laughed as he patted his stomach, but when the plane bumped again, her eyes clamped shut.

“Here.”

The callouses he’d earned from working on getting the La Jolla shop ready were rough against her skin as he rubbed his hands back and forth over hers.

“Um, thanks.” Madison peeked at him sideways as the almost intimate touch crowded her stomach with distressed spikes. Pulling her hand from his grasp, she tucked her hair behind one ear, hoping the unease in her voice passed for plane jitters and not confusion from his touch. “I hope Jase likes my ideas.”

“He’d better.”

A weak laugh made it past her tight throat.

“Cutter’s an idiot if he doesn’t recognize your skills.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but his lips stayed pressed together.

“Did you know Jase was from Idaho?”

He twisted a loose string on the hem of his shirt. “I didn’t. Did he say that’s where he’s from?”

Rolling the tension from her shoulders, she stole a glance out the window for any signs they’d be landing soon. “No, but something his assistant said made me think he did. I’m surprised none of us knew that about him.”

“Not sure what makes his life so special that we need all the little details. Just saying.”

And there was his bitterness again. She got why it was there but wished he’d hold off his judgment before condemning Jase to be a clone of his mother and father. “True. I guess I assumed Sarah, at least, would have known.”

He conceded her point with an eye roll. “Promise me something.”

“What?”

“Promise me you won’t go all gaga on him like Miss Swoonypants. Cutter probably wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage of certain situations.”

Her laughter startled the woman in front of them, and she covered her mouth, speaking low. “You’re serious?”

Eric wasn’t smiling. “You know what I mean. He didn’t get his reputation for nothing, and I can see you’re flattered by the attention. And I get it. It’s a big deal for the company, but…”

The laughter that had burst from her moments before died flat on her lips. “But what?”

Creases marred his forehead, his gaze flicking between her and his hands. “Just don’t let his flattery cloud your judgment.”

“Whoa, I’m not—”

He put a hand up. “I only mean, make sure you get a fair deal. You aren’t getting any recognition for this. The least he can do is make it worth our time.”

A distinct suspicion Eric worried about more than protecting the business unearthed that same uncomfortable feeling from before. Any other time, she’d press him for the truth, but not now. Not when his gaze lingered slightly longer with each glance lately.

The plane shuddered with a sudden dip, and she slammed her eyes shut again, a small squeak escaping her lips. Their conversation, along with her worry, drowned between the blood rushing her ears and the captain’s voice over the speaker.

When they safely touched down a few minutes later, Eric nudged her arm. She groaned at the queasy feeling in her stomach. “Is it over?”

“Yep. Unless we collide with another plane as we taxi to the terminal.”

“Not. Funny.”

They made it off the plane and got their car without much trouble, and, once on the road, her muscles relaxed. Eric played navigator as she drove, her unsettled stomach from the flight slowly fading with each mile. The fresh air coming in her open window helped.

His face was lifted toward the sun through the open passenger window, where wide pastures flowed into large hills that blurred by them. “Huh.”

“What?”

“I’ve counted about ten dirt roads that appear to lead nowhere. Except, they all have these fancy signs saying stuff like Dew Ranch and Dusty Peak Ranch. One I couldn’t make out all the way because of the big bull horns nailed to it, but there was definitely a ranch in the name. Something tells me we aren’t in Kansas anymore.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Or maybe we are…”

Laughter sprang from deep in her throat to fill the cab of the rental car. “What did you expect?”

“Good question. I have no idea.”

She gathered the loose strands of hair that swept across her face in the breeze and tucked them behind her ear, enjoying the scenery. The farther they drove, the greener it got.

“Turn here,” he said a few miles later, pointing to a sign at a bend in the road. “It should be just up ahead.”

After about a hundred yards, a modest but intriguing lodge came into view, the structure tucked into the trees like it was made for that exact spot of land.

Eric leaned forward in his seat. “You ever stay at a B&B before?”

“Nope. But it sounds cool. And they feed you breakfast. You know, in case that wasn’t clear.” Madison parked in one of the designated spots and smiled like it was her birthday. “It’s gorgeous.”

“Meh, it’s all right.”

She stared at him. “You’re crazy.” The symmetrical yet charming building oozed enchantment. “Maybe it’s a girl thing.” Though she knew her father would like it.

Call it enchanting—no. Charming? Possibly.

Regardless, she was in love, especially with the stone foundation and wraparound deck. Each window had character as well, but the half-moon on the second level with the little walkout balcony above the front door was instantly her favorite.

The three roof peaks were white-washed, complementing the honey-colored logs making up the rest of the structure. A tall chimney rose up on each side of the exterior, the rockwork matching that of the foundation. She’d bet her favorite sketch pad the stones were original and most likely local. There was even a rope swing in the trees that edged the clearing off to the side of the house.

Beautifully perfect.

Climbing out of the car, she hurried to grab her things and was at the door before Eric started up the steps.

“Do we knock?” he asked.

“Um. I don’t know.” She searched for a sign or directions, but there was only one massive wooden door with a dogwood wreath on it.

“I still think it’s weird we’re staying here and not at a hotel.”

“Penny, Jase’s assistant, mentioned there’s some sort of convention going on and everything in town was booked.”

Taking the welcome mat literally, she twisted the handle and pushed the door open. Spices ushered them inside, and her mouth watered the exact moment her stomach growled. A heartbeat later, a tall man in blue jeans and flannel pushed through a set of swinging doors off the entry.

“You must be Miss Blakeley and Mr. Strand.” He tipped his broad cowboy hat. “I’m Dustin Henry, fillin’ in for the owner, Jo, while she picks something up in town.”

There wasn’t a woman alive who wouldn’t smile at the country in the man’s voice, and Madison grinned like a schoolgirl.

“You’re welcome to anything in the kitchen, so make yourselves at home. I guess you’re the only guests until tomorrow night, so you’ll have the place to yourselves.”

He took them on a small tour of the main level before showing them where they’d sleep the next two nights. There were four rooms total upstairs as well as a large loft. The half-moon window gifted the open space with light, and she made a mental note to ask Jo about the B&B’s designer before leaving.

A loveseat and several overstuffed chairs of different shades and styles were spread about, along with a few reading lamps. It was simple but inviting, and the high vaulted tongue-and-groove ceiling gave it an open feel. “I love it.”

“Yeah, Jo’s got herself a great place here,” Dustin said.

Again, the sweet, spicy aroma wafted up, and Eric put a hand to his stomach. “Okay, please tell me she still has some of whatever it is that smells so amazing?”

The corners of the cowboy’s eyes creased, his deep tan complementing the light brown hair peeking out from beneath his hat. “That amazing smell is Jo’s homemade apple turnovers. And I believe she kept two just for you guys.”

“I’ve landed in heaven,” Eric said.

Eyeing everything around her, Madison couldn’t argue.

The fill-in-host nodded below to the kitchen. “I’ll set them in the oven to keep warm while you two get settled. Go ahead and help yourself when you’re ready.”

She thanked him and then followed Eric down the hall to drop their bags in their designated rooms. The low-key atmosphere of the B&B spilled over into her bedroom’s furnishings, lightening her heart. Being at the end of the hall was also a bonus, giving her not one view but two.

Through the opened windows, brisk air fluttered the thin but pressed white embroidered curtains. Thick trees beyond hinted at mysteries waiting to be explored. Too bad she had work to do. Plus, with her sense of direction, she’d get lost in less than five minutes.

On the bedside table, in a vintage milk glass vase, was a fresh arrangement of small, paper-like white flowers and… “Chili peppers?” Her lips hitched up on one side as she ran the tip of her finger over one shiny pepper. “Oh, Cisco would love you.” She laughed, pulling out her phone and snapping a picture.

Situating her stuff, Madison took one last glance around the room before joining Eric on the wraparound porch on the main level. The sky prepared to welcome dusk over the towering pines, stealing her breath.

“Good?” she asked, seeing him shove the last of his turnover into his mouth.

“Mm, hmm.”

“You better not have eaten mine.”

He swallowed and lounged back into the rust-orange Adirondack, the wood creaking beneath him. “Give me credit. I’m not a barbarian. Though, if you don’t want it…”

She pointed a finger at him. “Hands off. I’m saving mine for breakfast.”

Eric’s answering salute evoked her usual eye roll, only he missed the gesture when his attention turned to Dustin who’d rounded the corner.

“Tell me Jo’s real job is running a bakery.” The accountant patted his stomach. “One within walking distance of here?”

Dustin’s chuckle echoed through the trusses of the overhang. “Nope.” He flipped the screwdriver he held, catching the handle with ease. “The only people she bakes for are her guests. And occasionally twenty little six and seven-year-olds.”

Eric’s brows rose to perfectly frame a blank look, and she tucked the comical image away to taunt him with later.

“Her daughter teaches first grade,” the cowboy explained.

Madison covered her snort with a cough when Eric’s mouth formed a pout to rival any child’s. Dustin threw her a knowing wink before grabbing the corner of a sagging window box to tighten a screw and re-secure it in place. The flowers it held splashed of violet, crimson, and yellow, creating a happy accent to the B&B’s rustic log exterior.

“There’s a fantastic pie shop not far from here, though,” he said. “Also, if you’re into blue grass, one of my favorite local bands is playing in town tonight.” The host leaned against the wooden railing, crossing his boots at the ankle. “Or, are you here for the convention?”

She opened her mouth to respond, but Eric beat her to it.

“No, we’re here on some other business. We’ve been asked to draw up some designs for a client and flew in to see the property.”

“Cool. Is it a commercial project?”

The southern California native slouched lower in his chair, lifting an ankle over his knee. “Nope, it’s a home for one of the ranches a few miles from here.”

Madison shot him a warning look before shifting her attention to Dustin. “Do you live in town?”

“Nah. I live on a ranch myself, up that way.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

“I swear everyone up here must live on a ranch,” Eric said. “Do you all actually ranch something?”

She snorted. “Ranch something?”

“Dude knows what I mean.”

A deep chuckle shook the cowboy’s shoulders. “Yep, it’s a workin’ ranch. Though it’s nothing fancy. Won’t bore you with the details.”

“What, are you kidding? I'd probably find stories of mucking out stables exciting.”

Dustin tipped his hat back, full on laughing this time, and stared at Madison. “Is he for real?”

“I’m afraid so. Just nod. It’s safer,” she said, knowing it was way too late to unclaim her accountant no matter how ridiculous he got.

“Ha. Ha.” Eric glared, but the gesture was weak. “So, are all of the ranches around here legit?”

“A lot are.”

“With horse stables and cattle and all that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Awesome.” His surfer waves fell across his forehead as he stretched his legs.

“Well, I’m gonna finish up here,” Dustin said. “It was nice to meet you folks.”

Madison watched him check and tighten the other screws on the window boxes, then she glanced back to her unusually silent companion. His eyes were closed, hands on his stomach.

“I changed my mind,” he said. “This place is great.”

“Agreed.” She shoved her fingers into her front pockets, her gaze following a trail of dust from an old pickup in the distance. Nature was the dominant sound here, not horn blasts and revved engines. Clear skies stretched between peaks that literally looked as if they rolled from east to west. Following the horizon with her gaze, she inhaled the air, letting its freshness work through each of her tight muscles.

“You have to admit, that’s funny.”

When he didn’t elaborate, she pulled her attention from the view. “What’s funny?”

“Jase Cutter knee deep in horse manure.” He barked out a laugh. “No wonder he moved to So Cal.”

Something metal thudded to the ground behind them, and both she and Eric whipped around to see Dustin fumble with the thick screwdriver as he picked it up.

“You need some help?” Eric asked but was waved down.

“Just clumsy…” The rancher-slash-cowboy rubbed a hand along his jeans, clearing his throat. “I’m sorry, did you say Jase Cutter?”

Eric didn’t seem to flinch at the glare Madison shot him, and her anger flared, but like a tightened vice, her throat constricted, leaving her words to barely escape above a whisper. “We really can’t say.”

The practical stranger took off his hat, running calloused fingers through his hair, his jaw as hard set as the foundation beneath them. “Right. Of course.” He placed his hat back on his head, tugging the brim low. “If you’ll excuse me.” His feet scraped back a step only to knock over a tin watering can, spilling water across the floor boards of the deck.

She rushed to right the can. “Here, let me help—”

“Nah, I got it. Just a klutz today, I guess. You two enjoy your stay. I’m sure Jo will take good care of ya. And please, don’t worry. I understand you need to keep your business private.” He shoved the handle end of the tool in his back pocket and stepped off the porch to disappear around the back of the house, the last two window boxes forgotten.

“Madison—”

“Please tell me this is all a nightmare.” She massaged her temples, closing her eyes.

“It’ll be fine.”

Counting to twenty seemed like the safest thing to do, so she counted to fifty.

The scratch of the Adirondack against wood as he stood broke the quiet between them. “Don’t stress about it. He doesn’t strike me as the type to stir up trouble.”

He bumped her shoulder, and she opened her eyes. “Are you hearing yourself?” She jerked her sleeves down, her hands trembling with a frustration that ran through every vein. “We weren’t asked to keep this private out of courtesy. Jase is a prospective client, one who requested us not to say anything. That means this”—she spread her hands wide—“is anything but fine.”

Eric rubbed the back of his neck. “I think you’re worrying too much. He isn’t going to say anything.”

“So, we should just dust it off? Not stress?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what we should do.”

He smiled his easy, care-free smile—the one she’d been gifted a thousand times since her father hired him, but right now, she could hardly look in his direction.

“Let’s go into town, and I’ll make it up to you. Dinner’s on me.”

“I think I’ll stay here and work. We can’t afford to mess this up any more than we probably have.” Her words held more punch than she intended, and there was no surprise his jaw flexed. Bringing him had been a risk. Only, she hadn’t realized how big of one until that moment.

Pulling the car keys from her pocket, she held them out to him, the flimsy, laminated rental tag swinging. There was a glint of remorse in his expression; though, in the fading light, it was hard to be certain.

“I screwed up. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to Cutter and explain, okay?”

She didn’t drop her hand. “No. I’ll handle it.”

He grabbed the keys and stepped off the wraparound to yank the car door open and fire up the engine.

When his taillights faded, Madison walked back into the B&B, upset and tired despite the fact any sort of bedtime was still a few hours away. She spied the empty sitting room off to the left, with its plush carpet, stone fireplace, and book-lined shelves, then remembered what Dustin had said about no other guests being expected tonight.

With Eric’s taillights long gone, she made a decision and rushed up to her room to change. If anything could chase away her stress, it was a couple of hours curled up by the fire in her comfies with her sketchpad. And with some luck, she’d come up with the perfect design to make Jase forget about her accountant’s little mess up.


Chapter Seven

Gravel crunched beneath Jase’s rental car as he slowed to a stop outside the Aspen Ridge Bed & Breakfast. He ignored the lingering scent of stale cigarette smoke and leather cleaner as his head fell against the seat. Sunset had faded to dusk, hiding the shadows outside the car’s windows.

If only I could hide this pathetic fear so easily.

A hundred acres of emotions had battled him on the short drive from the airport. It didn’t help that after eleven years he still knew every tree, rock, rise and depression in the land. Including the pungent, earthy smells of pasture and livestock.

But despite his anxiety and heavy dread, the moment his plane landed, a piece of him clicked into place, echoing what he’d known for days now. Leaving Idaho had left a gaping hole inside him—a hole that needed to be healed. Except, how did someone hold only to the good and erase the horror? And then there was everything else—everyone else. His old high school buddies. His best friend. Were they still around? Had they forgiven him? They'd made so many plans…

And then, with a single decision, he'd ruined every one of them.

Broken.

He took his sunglasses from where they rested on his head and tossed them onto the dash. Nothing had to be decided today. Or even tomorrow. For now, only two jobs mattered—confront Madison and visit William. He could do that. It’s only business. And I’m good at business.

Grabbing his duffel from the backseat, he got out of the car before he could change his mind—or think too much. A warm light glowed in one of the front rooms of the B&B as well as above the door, and a rich fragrance met him upon entering. The smell was both comforting and strangely familiar and immediately conjured a reel of childhood memories—of his mom baking apple pies in the fall and thick applesauce on the stove. He blinked several times, needing to focus, needing something to focus on…

Remembering the light he’d seen from outside, he wandered over to the sitting room and peered inside. The sound of shuffling papers pricked his ears, and a glance down revealed the reason for his last-minute flight half-hidden by a couch, sitting crossed-legged on the floor, drawings spread out around her. His pulse rushed, the clichéd reaction feeling nothing close to old or overdone.

Madison’s hair was pulled into a ponytail, and white earbuds were fixed in each ear. From his angle, it appeared her eyes were closed, and he could swear she hummed. Her fingertips poked out from the long sleeves of her hooded T-shirt, and bright purple, zebra print socks covered her feet. He grinned, seeing her water bottle sported the same design. When she stretched out her legs and wiggled her wild toes, his smile grew, despite his mission.

Standing, she gathered her things but only got about a third in hand before she finally saw him. “Mr. Cutter.” She yanked out her earbuds. “I thought you were coming tomorrow.” Her gaze flicked between the mess on the floor and her clothes, and a deep flush touched her face.

“I caught the last flight out.” All his reasons for said flight flooded back, and he folded his arms across his chest. “We need to talk.”

She set her drawings back down. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m trying to think of when you might have mistaken my request to keep this project quiet. I thought I’d spelled it out pretty clearly for you when we talked in your office. I even had my assistant make sure you understood.”

“I do—we did. I understood perfectly.”

Jase cocked his head and studied her, a spark of hope challenging Natasha’s claims.

“If this is about Dustin Henry, I can explain.”

The name rang in his ears, and he staggered back a step. “What did you say?”

Her arms fell limp at her sides. “It was an accident. We didn’t mean for him to overhear our conversation, but I don’t think—”

“You talked to Dustin? Dustin Henry?”

Air seemed to rush from his lungs as if he’d been struck in the gut with a fastball, and he silently begged for her words to be the punchline to a joke, but the red blotches on her cheeks tore through his hope.

He jammed his fingers through his hair, where he held his head, staring. “We had an agreement.”

Flinching, she stepped back, but her foot caught on a loop in the rug. He grabbed for her arms, a hand, anything as she fell backward, but it was the stone fireplace that broke her fall. A gasp of pain escaped her clenched teeth, but she pushed his hand away when he crouched down to help. Using the wall for leverage, she stood, but instantly hugged her arm to her chest.

Jase reached out again only to hesitate and stare helplessly. “How bad is it? Did it break the skin?”

She didn't answer, only kept pressure on her arm just above the elbow.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?”

“I’m fine.”

Worry pushed him to stop her as she moved past. “Please, let me help. And I’m sorry, I just…” Her hand fell away from its hold on her arm, heightening his concern as he stared at the streaks of red. “You're bleeding!” His voice came out equal parts shock and shame.

Careful with his touch, Jase lifted her arm at the wrist to inspect the wound better. Her white cotton sleeve was stained a bright red, the blood from beneath slowly spreading. He replaced her hand over the cut gently, but firmly, and led her out of the sitting room and through the swinging doors to the kitchen.

“I'm sure it's not as bad as it looks,” she said. “Really, I'll be fine.” The words were believable enough, but her sniffs ruined the tough façade.

Dragging a stool out from under the counter, he helped her sit. “Don’t move.”

He skimmed cupboards and drawers for some sort of first aid kit, finally locating one under the sink. Dust coated the outside, but otherwise it looked useful. Placing the box down on her left, he studied her profile. Her back was straight, her shoulders rising and falling with what he knew was a lot of pain.

“You don’t need to do this. I can take care of it.”

He paused in his search through the kit but decided not to respond. Finding a few packages of gauze, he threw them down on her other side before pulling out the tape. It was a little yellowed on the edges but would have to do.

Without words, he took her hand again and gently lifted it away from the cut. Her slender fingers, so small in his large hand, warmed his skin—a warmth that spread through his palm and crept up his arm, cutting him with guilt. His attention fell to her lower lip, the one she held between her teeth…

Nice, man. A real gentleman.

He lifted her arm to inspect it, glad it wasn’t too gruesome. She started to pull on her sleeve to see for herself, but he stopped her. “Easy. Here.” With a steadiness he didn’t feel, he pushed the end of the sleeve up, wincing when she sucked in a breath.

“How was your flight?” he asked, hoping to distract her. “Penny mentioned you were bringing someone from your company with you?”

“It was…fine.” She picked up the tape, rolling the end of the thin material tightly between her fingers like the motion might numb the pain. “And yes, Eric is here. Well, not at the moment. He headed into town, probably to see a few places Dustin suggested.”

Jase’s fingers slipped, and she jerked.

“Sorry,” he said, not meeting her gaze.

She craned her neck. “How bad is it?”

“Doesn't seem too deep. I don't think you'll need stitches, but…” Another bucket of guilt dumped over him as he fingered the large tear in her hoodie’s thin material. “I'm afraid your shirt didn't make it.”

“If you’ll get me a wet cloth or some wipes, I can clean it up.”

Madison moved to hop off the stool, but he put his hand on her knee to stop her, ignoring the flame of awareness in that one small touch. “Let me take care of it. We both know it's my fault.”

“No. I’m just clumsy.”

“I doubt that.”

Several strokes of silence passed between them. “It really was an accident,” she said, meeting his gaze a moment before focusing on the charm her father gave her. “Dustin hearing about your ranch.”

There was honesty in her words, but… “What about Simon Weston? Or his sister? Did you mention the project to them, too?”

Her little nose scrunched up. “No, of course not. I’ve hardly talked to either of them.”

“You spoke with them this morning.”

The blue in her eyes sparked a shade darker as she lifted her face to look at him. “I promise you, nothing was said about the project to Simon, or his sister. Nothing.”

Words saying he believed her, stuck in Jase’s throat.

After a few ticks of the clock behind them, her shoulders wilted. “I’d still love the chance to draw up designs for you, but I’ll understand if you don’t want to continue the project with us.”

And there it was. The perfect excuse to postpone rebuilding the ranch. All he had to do was nod. Tell her it was probably best.

I just have to say it.

Shallow breaths replaced the words, and he searched her eyes, seeing his reflection in their steady gaze. “You don’t want to find my land’s story?”

****

Madison peeked at Jase where he’d been pacing the kitchen for the last twenty minutes, talking on the phone and putting out a fire by the sounds of it. He ran a hand through his dark waves again—a habit he probably didn’t know he had. The quirk suited him. Like the fitted navy button-down he wore.

Discarded bandage wrappers littered the counter, and she took one, folding it in half over and over as she shifted her gaze toward the hallway. But when another one found its way into her hands, Madison realized she was fidgeting.

Standing, she cleared the mess off the counter, taking the wrappers and tossing them in the garbage bin. The towel he’d used to clean her wound was put in the little laundry room off to the side and across from the mudroom. There would definitely have to be an apology made to Jo for the dirty linen.

A wave of dizziness tripped up her steps. The wall supported her as she closed her eyes until it passed, and a realization hit her—apparently, a person needed more than crackers to make it through a stressful day.

Once certain the room would play nice and stand still, she stepped back into the kitchen and looked around for the bowl of snacks she’d spotted when they arrived. She grabbed the first thing she saw and started to sit back down, but her bloodied sleeve caught her attention. Jase was right. It hadn’t made it.

Deciding now was a good time to change, she took her granola bar and tiptoed out of the room. A quick stop was made to the study to gather her drawings, and as a shot of pain streaked up her arm, she scowled at the dumb fireplace.

At the top of the loft, Madison caught a glimpse of the shadowed tree line through the half-moon window. Her heart expanded at the idea of exploring some of those grandfatherly trees during her stay.

Maybe I’ll still get the opportunity.

An hour ago, a plane ride home felt inevitable thanks to her accountant’s carelessness. But now, it seemed she might have a second chance.

Once in her room, she closed the door and tossed the papers and granola bar on the bedside table. The four-poster sighed under her weight as she sat on the edge to lug her bag up next to her. Using her sore arm as little as possible, she pulled out a silvery sage, oxford blouse. It was the top she'd planned to wear for her official meeting with Jase tomorrow, but right now, the wrinkled top was only slightly more appealing than her hoodie covered in blood.

Digging a little farther through the rest of her tops revealed a cream V-neck folded near the bottom. The cashmere sweater had been a gift from her father after graduating with her Master of Architecture. He'd had it embroidered with the company's name and logo in gold thread that glittered in the room’s light. Tracing the stitching, she smiled at the memory of his beaming face when he’d given it to her—how proud he’d been.

She carefully removed her ruined hoodie and slipped the sweater over her head, the soft material like a velvet petal against her skin. Its warmth rivaled a certain bachelor’s touch downstairs—a touch she shouldn’t have been so aware of but couldn’t get out of her head.

Careful of her bandage, she threaded her sore arm through the sleeve but jumped when a knock sounded on her door.

“Just a second.” She adjusted the hem down over her leggings and tucked her hair behind one ear before opening the door and apologizing. “Thought I’d better change.”

Jase’s frame filled the entire doorway. “Good call.”

Her pulse hiked up two notches too quick as the lamp-glow from inside her room defined the days-worth of stubble along his jaw and the easy slope of his shoulders. Too late, she realized she’d been staring, but his hint of a smile faded to concern.

“How’s your arm?”

“Better.” Madison touched her sleeve just below where the bandage ended, and dropped her gaze, only to have her purple-clad feet come in to focus.

Nice.

She slid her fingers down her leggings, searching for pockets that weren’t there. “Unless you want to count my bruised ego.”

His deep laughter filled her room, the sound like spring’s first rainfall, and she wanted to abandon every responsibility to revel in it.

Maybe I hit more than my arm.

The room teetered, like it had in the kitchen, and she closed her eyes. She leaned her head against the edge of the door, praying it would pass quickly like before.

“Whoa, are you okay? You’re white.”

“I’m fine. Just give me a second.”

“You’re not fine.”

His face blurred when she opened her eyes, and gravity laughed at her efforts to stay on her feet, but it wasn’t until strong fingers gripped her shoulders that she realized she’d actually swayed.

“You’re right. I think I need to lie down.”

His hand slipped around her waist. “Hold on.”

Embarrassment heated her skin as he guided her toward the bed.

“I’m sorry for all of this.”

“You apologize a lot, you know that?”

“Sorry,” she offered automatically, then winced.

A shiver ran over her skin where his breath tickled her neck when he laughed. He tossed several decorative pillows from the bed then pulled back the down comforter so she could climb under the sheets.

She curled up on her side and adjusted the pillow to see him better. “Thank you.”

“What else can I do?”

“I’ll be okay. I think it’s just been a long day.” She spied the granola bar on the little table and wished she’d eaten it before changing but figured another ten minutes wouldn’t matter.

He hesitated before sitting on the edge of the bed by her knees, and for too many heartbeats to count, he stared, like he tried to unravel a mystery.

“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head when you fell? You might have a mild concussion.”

“I’m pretty sure. At least, I don’t remember hitting my head.”

Lines appeared in his forehead as he continued to watch her, and she stilled as he carefully felt her head. Even her pulse seemed cautious as his fingertips ran over her hair with the slightest pressure.

“Does it hurt anywhere?”

She shook her head, not realizing how cold she was until his warm touch. The gesture was intimate, not in a passionate sort of way, but tender, and her thoughts slipped out. “You’re not like I thought you’d be.”

He didn’t pull back right away. “And you’re not like most of the women I know.”

She stared into his face, searched his eyes, hungry to know more. More of the real Jase. More of the man who had every right to be angry with her right now but instead was full of concern.

“I really do feel bad. About Dustin overhearing our conversation. We’d never intentionally breach your trust.”

He braced his arms on his knees, focusing on the floor, and she doubted a hot coal could snuff the coldness slinking through her bones.

“As for Natasha and Simon, I don’t see how they could know. We haven’t spoken of it to anyone. Even Dustin doesn’t know specifics.” A lot of places on her hurt, and her head was still a little fuzzy, but she was with it enough to read the disappointment in his profile.

“Can I ask you a question?”

She nodded.

“When we ran into each other that night at the gala, was it planned?” His head was still bent, his voice barely audible.

“I don’t understand.”

“After what Natasha said about your run-in with her brother at the gala, about your ambitions, I’m not sure what to think.” The muscles in his jaw tightened, like he struggled to choose the right words. “Like I said, you’re unlike most women I know, but…I don’t like games.”

A dozen defensive words crowded on her lips, but they didn’t fall as he pointed to the gold lettering below her left shoulder.

“I understand what it’s like to want to succeed. To prove yourself,” he said. “But I’ve also seen firsthand that doing it at someone else’s expense will hurt you in the end.”

“I would never—”

He put up his hands. “I’m just saying.”

The green glow of the time on the alarm clock slipped to the next minute as she sorted through her own response. “I know the Westons are friends. I understand you trust them. But you didn’t hear what was said that night. Just, please…don’t judge my character too quickly. Or by someone else’s opinion. I might not be perfect, but I do have integrity.”

A noise between a tired breath and a laugh fell from his lips. “Judged characters are something I understand all too well.”

“True. I guess you would.” Pushing her hand under her pillow, she nestled into it, grateful the room no longer spun. A breeze fluttered the curtains from her open windows, carrying in the scent of pine and grass. “Is it hard?” she asked. “Having so much of your life scrutinized?”

He hooked his knee over the edge of the bed, his hand coming to rest on the other side of her feet. “You get used to it.”

She couldn’t keep her skepticism from creasing her forehead.

“Okay. Yes, it’s frustrating. And annoying. And sometimes I want to throw sharp things, but…” He scratched at the scruff on his jaw. “I don’t have paparazzi camped outside my gate or tailing my every move. I don’t have every single thing I say plastered all over social media to be dissected, twisted, or labeled an agenda. So, the invasiveness could be worse. A lot more personal.”

Like the last angle drawn in a new design, the whole picture of his situation became clearer, and she dropped her gaze, realizing she’d almost been the one to make it worse and a lot more personal. “That can’t be easy.”

He laughed, but it was tight. “Eh, it’s all about balance. For the most part, I’m left alone. It’s only when I’m in the middle of a big real estate deal or project, the heat turns up, but I’ve learned if you give them a little, they don’t get too desperate, and everybody wins. Luckily, business transactions aren’t as interesting as Hollywood or politics.”

“Right. Because it’s only your business that attracts all the attention,” she murmured, but her face flamed when his eyes narrowed, and her fingers begged to tug the pillow over her face.

“I think maybe you did hit your head.”

“I think maybe you’re right.”

Jase leaned over, his hand sliding up to the edge of the blanket. He was close enough to kiss if she pushed up on her elbow. Angled just the right way. The room seemed to spin again, but this time with a different hunger, and she swallowed, mentally berating herself for the rogue thought.

Professional lines, Madison.

“I really feel scummy for what happened downstairs.”

A smile parted her lips. “You seem pretty far from scummy. And it wasn’t your fault.” Then she sobered and looked up into his face. “Thank you for the second chance. We’ll find the perfect design for you, I promise. I won’t let you down.”

But a spike of panic shot through her at the thought of doing just that—of not being able to deliver to his expectations, to find his land’s story. Yet, her worries stilled when he took the edge of the white down comforter he held and carefully pulled it over her shoulders, tucking it around her back.

“I’m counting on it.”


Chapter Eight

A horse’s cry forged with a crack of thunder. Blinding light sliced the air, each strike impossibly close to the other. He could hear the pounding of his feet as he ran. Or was it the blood pulsing in his ears?

He needed to reach the stables, but which direction? He couldn't orient himself, couldn't gain any ground. He had to get to the loft.

The darkness tripped him up, and his knees collided with the cold earth, his hands splayed out in front of him. Through his fingers, an energy mounted, coursing through his body, prickling his skin. He knew the lightning strike was coming before he saw it.

He would be too late.

"Please no…" his voice cracked.

Flames licked the barn wood where it was struck, claiming it plank by plank at a speed to match the devil on a run. He gasped for breath, not daring to breathe through his nose. Any second his nostrils would fill with an acrid, choking smoke.

A blast rocked the night, and he covered his ears.

Wood ripped from metal, grinding and popping in the flames. Amidst the horses' frenzy roared the haunting cries, echoes to be seared into the marrow of his bones forever. He pressed his palms harder against his ears as uncontrollable tremors seized him…

Jase stumbled from his bed, staggering out of his room to the bathroom, his ears filling with the sound of rushing water as he turned on the sink faucet. His shaky fingers barely held water as he splashed his face, but the shock of the cold liquid helped drive away most of the lingering nightmare. Reaching blindly for one of the embroidered towels, he pressed the soft cotton to his face, concentrating on breathing in and out.

In…out…in…out…

Back in his room, the bed sighed under his weight as he sat down and unzipped his duffel with only the light of dawn from his window. He touched William’s letter—the object responsible for the emotional tornado that was his life lately. The envelope’s corners were crumpled and the edges no longer straight. Everything about the state of the letter contradicted William. Like one giant piece of irony. The man who’d encouraged him to leave Idaho eleven years ago, knowing about the nightmares and their suffocating hold, was now the man responsible for dredging them back up again.

Not that he’d meant to.

Numbing his emotions, he dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and made his way outside to his rental car. Madison’s open window caught his attention, and his thoughts slipped to the woman still sleeping in the room next to his.

She’d been both brave and beautiful last night when he’d fixed up her arm but also afraid because she’d messed up. He’d seen it in the way she’d wrung her hands, twisted that bracelet of hers. And yet, she hadn’t made any excuses, only apologized and asked for a second chance.

Refreshing.

He lowered his gaze from her window, but it didn’t stop the vision of her from last night with her head on that pillow—the one big enough for two, with her dark hair against the stark white bedsheets, the curve of her body all curled up like she’d been when he’d left her…

The pictures were as vivid now as they’d been last night, and he wondered if waking up every morning next to someone like her would keep his nightmares away. Except, those were dangerous thoughts.

Pulling open his car door, he slid into the driver’s seat and concentrated on putting the key in the ignition and shifting into gear. William needed him focused. Letting the man down by being distracted wasn’t an option. Not by nightmares, or thoughts of relationships he shouldn’t have.

He drove north a few miles until stopping at a fork in the road. There, in front of him, was an old sign with two arrows. One pointed left, the Henry’s brand carved into a sturdy piece of wood that still held some shine. On the other was written the name of the Cutter ranch, the white paint chipped and faded until it was almost unreadable.

His fingers choked the steering wheel. Not due to the sign’s dilapidated or lonely state, but from the fact it was because of him it was left so abandoned. An ache burrowed deep in his bones as he stared down the dry and cracked dirt road to the right. His home. Except, it wasn’t. Now it was only an empty piece of land, strewn with the literal ashes of his past.

Clutching the wheel at ten and two, he stared down those arrows, his knuckles stiff and white. The pointed pieces of wood screamed he couldn’t cruise the middle lane forever, the safe lane. They shouted that ignoring his past wouldn’t heal him anymore than it would stop the nightmares. Not this time.

You gotta dig deep. Get centered. Nothing else you do matters if you can’t step up to the plate.

Words from his old coach came so clearly his foot almost slipped off of the brake.

His pulse beat loud in his ears, filling the entire car. “Connect and make it count,” he whispered, finishing the saying.

He hadn’t played baseball for seven years but missed crossing home plate. Missed making the hit that got him there. His coach had been right. Connecting with the ball mattered, but before you could knock it out of the park, you had to step up to bat.

At that moment, he felt the weight of the bat in his hand and realized what he wanted more than anything, more than the fame or the dollars in his bank account, was to make this place a part of his life again. To heal.

Memories of how Madison’s eyes had lit up in her office that day as she’d told him about finding the story of a project or piece of land, discovering its heart, of hope, were lucid. Her passion and assurance were why he’d made the unexpected offer. And why he’d extended it again last night, even after her mistake. She could help him take the plate.

The grip on his chest lessened, and he filled his lungs. A stillness settled around him. Even nature gave him a moment of peace, leaving the trees calm and the insects quiet outside his open window.

Peace.

The sun had gained more height in the sky, and he eased his foot off of the brake, turning left toward William’s.

Dig deep, he fought. Get centered.

Jase parked outside the fence at the entrance and walked the curved gravel path that led toward the house. A red barn cut into the skyline a few minutes later, its weathered wood visible across the distance. Manure, dust, and fresh hay filled in the rest of the scene, making it as if he’d never left. Movement caught his attention from outside the tall, heavy doors, where a stocky man washed his hands at a spigot.

His footsteps faltered when the man turned. He swallowed the lump crowding his throat as he covered the distance between them on shaky legs. “William.”

The strong, weathered rancher embraced him tightly, and when he pulled back, his eyes spoke an understanding words could never do justice. “It's good to see you, son.”

Jase offered a weak smile, one that belied his raw emotion. Neither talked as he followed the man to the back door of the Henrys’ ranch home. William paused to scratch the dirt from his feet on a stiff rug, and he did the same.

Inside, the sheer curtains next to the fireplace were new, but the faded floral couches where he’d had his first kiss with Dustin’s cousin Emma were the same. As was the coffee table where he split open his chin wrestling his best friend.

A squeeze of his shoulder snapped him back from the memories, and William ushered him into the den, offering him a seat before lowering himself onto the one behind the familiar, sturdy cherry desk.

Now under brighter lights, Jase noticed the lines and fatigue in his father’s friend that he hadn't seen outside in the early hours of dawn. “The ranch looks good,” he said, grabbing at anything to snuff the awkward moment. “Is that a new A-frame roof on the barn?”

“Put it on last summer. Happy with it so far.”

Laughter almost pushed through the tightness in his throat. Eleven years and they were making small talk. It was definitely laughable. Except, anything personal choked the air from his lungs.

“I hear things are going well for you.”

Jase lifted his shoulder in a half-shrug. “Yeah, I’ve been lucky.”

“That ain’t luck, son. You’re a hard worker like your dad. Smart like your momma. They’d be proud of what you did with the money they left you.”

Chest tight, he traced a scratch in the wood of his chair, not meeting the man’s eyes.

“And I’m proud of you, too.”

He mumbled a weak thank you then picked up a framed photo of William and his wife and asked a little too quickly, “How’s Marla doing?”

William took the photograph and ran a thumb over his wife’s picture. “She’s been at her sister’s for the past two weeks but will be home tomorrow morning. She’d love a visit.”

“I’d like that.” And he meant it.

Removing his cowboy hat, the older man held it between his fingers. His eyes focused on the worn straw, but his expression suggested his thoughts weren’t anywhere near the state of his Stetson.

“What’s going on? Something isn’t right. I can feel it. I could read it between the lines of your letter.”

The rancher’s fingers shook slightly, but his voice was steady. “I’m sellin’ the ranch.”

Boulders could have crashed through the front door and he wouldn’t have heard them with William’s words pounding in his head. “What? Why?”

“I know I could list it and get some bites, but this land has been in our family for three generations. I don’t want to let it go to just anyone. That’s why I asked you to come. You’re the only person I know who loves this land as much as I do. It’ll be a fair price.”

Jase laughed without a grain of humor. “I haven’t been back in years. You know this. And you can’t sell the ranch.”

William pointed straight at him, this time his hand steady. “You can’t keep a man from his land, son. You’ll be back when you’re ready.”

His chair creaked as he shifted, and still shots from his nightmare struck the air from his lungs. “You always had faith in me. Honestly, I’m not sure why.”

“Two reasons. You’re a Cutter, and you have a good soul.”

Jase smiled, but it felt dishonest and undeserved. “I don’t understand. Why are you selling?”

“Marla’s not doing well. She’s been pretty sick for the last eighteen months. Between the medical bills and the repairs on the ranch…”

Coldness settled in his veins. “I had no idea she was sick. How bad is it?”

William bowed his head. “Dr. Bennet says she has months, maybe a year.”

He slumped back and stared. “I don’t know what to say… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Knowin’ she’ll be free of pain helps. For Marla, too, though she’d never admit it.”

The musky air in the small den, with its papers scattered about and books lying open, mocked him. He was sure they mocked William, too, shouting life was simple. Normal.

But it isn’t.

“You know I can help, you don’t have to sell. Let me take care of the medical—”

“I’m not takin’ charity,” he interjected with no room to argue. “I know what I need to do, and I’ll do it. But…” He left his hat on the desk and ran a hand over his thinning hair. “Truth is, I asked you to meet with me because Marla doesn’t know about any of this. And, I’d like to keep it that way.”

The rancher’s gaze focused on him, its dark color imploring.

“This is the home we raised our kids in. The only home Marla’s known these forty-two years we’ve been married. She planted her first garden here and celebrated each of the kids’ birthdays in that dining room down the hall, on that same old table with the wobbly leg I never got to fixin’.”

William pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose. His eyes were red but dry of tears, and Jase wondered if he’d used them up.

“I can’t take her away now. She needs to spend her last days here in her home where she belongs. Only, I don’t know how many days she’ll have. So, I’m hopin’ if you agree to the sale, you might not mind us staying ‘til…well, ‘til the good Lord calls her home.”

He studied the man across from him. Not just a man, but a husband and father. And friend. A part of William was shattered inside. “I’ll have Penny call the bank on Monday. And you’ll stay here as long as you need.” He stared at the desk, his eyes burning with the unshed moisture he held back.

“Sending that letter was one of the hardest things I’ve done. If it weren't for my Marla…”

“You don’t need to explain. I understand more than you might think. I'm glad you sent it.” And it was the truth. No matter the pain he’d endured the past several days, this time with his father's friend made every moment worth it.

William stood when a grandfather clock chimed the hour, and Jase followed.

“Have you been home?”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Not yet, but…I’m thinking about rebuilding.” The lack of conviction in his answer rang loud in his ears.

“Your dad always wanted to build a fancy house for your momma. One with room for all the grandbabies.” The older man smiled wide for the first time. “I can’t think of anything he’d like more than to see that still happen.”

That dream house wasn’t the only plan his dad had for the ranch, he’d had a notebook full of one days, but Jase couldn’t stomach to think on the others. “Yeah.”

Those familiar eyes studied him. “You still havin’ those nightmares?”

He blinked. “Am I that transparent?”

A shrug was his only answer.

“They’ve been bad the past few weeks, but I'm surviving them when they come.”

William nodded once before opening the door to step into the hall. “I meant it when I said I'm proud of you. Always have been. I want you to know that.” He paused, as if wanting to say more, but had trouble getting the words out. “Thank you…for everything.”

Jase held up his hands. “What I'm doing to help doesn't begin to repay what you did for me.”

The rancher laid a calloused hand on his shoulder. “It took a lot of courage to survive what you did, you don’t owe—”

“Courage?” The word hissed from behind him. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

Jase twisted around to see his childhood best friend standing just feet away. He sensed the clenching of Dustin's teeth, the hard rise and fall to his chest, but didn't see the fist he'd pulled back until it was too late.

Shocks of pain exploded along his jawline as the swing connected, snapping his face hard to the right. He staggered but held his ground, despite the adrenaline pumping hot through his veins. Across from him, William held his son back, both men’s bodies strained. Every thread of muscle in Jase tensed to fight back, but he only stared at the man who'd once been like a brother to him.

Dustin's breaths were heavy, but he no longer fought his father's hold, and Jase’s pulse spiked at the steal in his friend’s eyes—their hardness because of him. Yet, the one emotion that pierced him deepest was the shadow of abandonment on the edges.

What was he supposed to do? Beg for him to understand? Tell him he was sorry for bailing? He couldn't say the one thing his friend wanted to hear, because the truth was, if he could go back to that night eleven years and twenty-one days ago, he would leave all over again. It sounded harsh, even to himself, but it was honest.

Getting out of Idaho had been his only way to escape the slow poisoning he'd felt after the accident. The lethal concoction of all the dark emotions he'd harbored, combined with the suffocating sympathies the community poured over him, had proved too much for his callow nineteen years.

But hurting his friend was his biggest regret.

Without words, Jase walked out the front door, away from the questions he couldn't answer. He knew his actions would prove to be one more regret where the Henrys were concerned, but his legs kept pushing forward. The low sound of Dustin's voice sticking to his steps like a tossed-away, chewed up piece of gum.

Coward.

He abandoned his car for the familiar walk between the Henrys’ ranch and his own land to meet Madison, but each step was crested by a deep sense of unrest. By the time he roused his sense of awareness, he stood not ten feet from his family’s stables—or what was left of them.

The once-fresh structure, charred black, was now grayed with time. Most of the wreckage had been cleared away, but enough remained to stand as a token of what would always be a horrific scene. A part of him wanted to reach out, to touch the twisted pieces to see if they were as rough as the scars on his heart, but his feet wouldn't swallow up the distance.

Nor would they retreat, and Natasha’s words stabbed deeper.

Broken.

For days after the accident that ultimately took everything, he'd avoided the stables. It wasn't until the night he’d left, almost four months after the fire, that he’d found himself standing on this same spot among the few remaining scattered pines. A part of him had clung to the hope that he’d made some peace since that day, but the hole in his chest gaped bigger than ever.

A faint buzzing prodded the quiet, and he pulled out his phone to see it was Penny.

“I'm not interrupting, am I?” she asked when he answered.

“Not at all. And, hello to you, too.” He threw her favorite line back, desperate for anything familiar. Safe.

“Sorry. Hello, dear. I called to see how things went with Miss Blakeley.”

Jase filled his lungs with clean air then let out a slow breath. “Honestly? Both terrible and better than I expected.”

“Okay…”

He laughed. “It’s a long story.”

“So, she didn’t tell the Westons about Idaho like you feared?”

“No. But she did tell Dustin Henry.”

“Who?”

“William’s son.” He kicked at a loose rock. “But I don’t think Madison meant to let it slip.”

“How did she take the news about you postponing the build?”

“I didn’t bring it up.”

“Have you decided not to postpone then?”

Her question, so full of hope, added a layer of confidence he was doing the right thing. “Every time I make up my mind to wait, something pulls me back.” Like Madison’s enthusiasm and passion. Those wooden arrows. He scowled at a moth trying to land on his shoulder. “And I know what you’re probably thinking.”

Her laughter spilled over across the line. “You do?”

“Yes. You’re congratulating yourself that you were right all along.”

Silence.

He snorted. “Exactly.”

“Out of curiosity, what pulled you back this time?”

Grabbing a broken branch, he absently poked at the ground with it. “The main reason? William’s ranch is in trouble. I’ll fill you in when I get back.”

“Are you still meeting with Madison then? Or do you need me to try and change your flight?”

He checked the time. “I told her I’d still like to hear her ideas.” He jabbed the grass with the stick a few more times before chucking it toward a grove of aspen. “My gut tells me to trust her.”

“Then I say follow your instincts. They haven’t steered you wrong yet. Well, not too wrong,” she teased.

A grin pushed its way past the heaviness he’d carried since leaving the Henry Ranch. “How are things on your end?”

“Business as usual. The mayor called yesterday with more suggestions on local companies he thinks we can use on our restoration team.”

“Of course he did.”

“I think the man still has a rock in his shoe over your choice in architect.”

“If there had been any local firms qualified, believe me, I would have chosen them.” He thought of the dark-haired architect and her bid, but it was too late to regret his choice now.

“Deep down, he knows the situation. He’s only being Marty.”

Jase switched the phone to his other ear. “I want the best for this project. For you and the rest of the city. I promise. It’ll be great.”

“Quit worrying about letting me down. Both the theatre and the addition of the surrounding shopping district will be amazing. You’re good at what you do. If you don’t believe me, I can open the brag book—”

His deep laughter cut into the stillness. “No. You can keep that thing buried under your desk.”

“It’ll all work out. With both the Old Theatre and William. Even Madison.”

He stared at the remains before him. “I’m hoping so.”


Chapter Nine

“Are you sure this is still worth it?” Eric asked from the driver’s seat.

Madison stuffed papers into a folder on her lap and ignored his question. She was still irritated with him, especially after Jase’s confrontation, and the way he tapped his thumb on the window seal, without any rhythm whatsoever, didn’t help.

“Look what he did to your arm. The guy’s completely unprofessional.”

She stared straight at him. “Who’s unprofessional? Um, we broke his trust.”

He had the decency to wince and even put his hand back on the wheel, though his thumb taps still echoed in her head.

“It isn’t Jase’s fault I was clumsy. I’m not going to mess this up again.”

“You can't even tell anyone you're working for him.”

“For now. But, if he’s impressed with my work, his recommendation could open so many doors for the company.”

“Could. It could open doors. Meanwhile, we could be back home concentrating our efforts on actually signing commercial contracts. That’s the whole reason we moved the shop. Fresh start, new direction. Those were your words, your dream. Even Sarah doesn’t think we need his help.”

Letting the seat support her head, she closed her eyes a moment. Of course he told Sarah.

“We’re doing this, so, please let it drop.”

For the second time since arriving, she wished she’d come alone. Eric might have been a favorite of her father’s, but she’d punch him by nightfall if he didn’t ease up on Jase and her decision to come to Idaho.

Several more miles of road passed but, with the tension between them, it felt like several hundred.

“I worry about you, okay?” He nudged her arm. “I promised your father I’d watch out for you. But it’s more than that, I…”

“What?”

His attention fell on her a beat before returning to the road. “I just don’t want you to get hurt. That’s all.”

“I appreciate the big brotherly concern, but I’ll be fine.” She touched the bandage on her arm beneath her shirt sleeve. “Well, unless I trip again.” Please don’t trip again.

Eric’s usual answering snicker or snort didn’t come. The only sign he’d heard her was the unmoving set to his jaw.

The view outside their windows ate up the rest of the drive until asphalt gave way to dirt.

“Okay. Jase will be here in half an hour. Meaning, I have thirty minutes to be inspired. I better be inspired…”

“Give me a break. You could stand out here blindfolded and still come up with something stunning.”

“Funny.” But she appreciated his faith in her.

Eric brought the car to a stop under the shade of a thicket of scrub oak. The driver’s side door creaked as he got out and shut it behind him, followed by a lot of grumbling.

“You didn’t have to come, you know.” She leaned across the console to stare up through his open window. “In fact, wasn’t your plan to hole up at the B&B all weekend and work?”

“It still is.”

When he looked anywhere but her, she cleared her throat.

“Fine. I wanted to see where Cutter grew up. Happy?”

Madison nodded then grabbed her own handle and got out, but only two steps from the car told her a better view of the ranch was needed. Spotting an outcropping of rocks next to a sagging gate, she headed straight for them, motioning him to follow. Leaving her folder on a patch of grass, she started to climb while he shook his head. Gripping the rough rock, she pulled herself up to the top, using her sore arm as little as possible.

The scents of grass and pine floated on a lazy breeze as she shielded her face from the sun to peer over Jase’s land. The view left her speechless. Trees, wildflowers, and wooden fences—a paradise she hadn’t known existed. Yet, what burned its mark deep down in her soul was glimpsing the flawless sky perfectly reflected in the peaceful winding stream running to one side of the property. That sparkling ribbon of water wrapped endlessly around the ranch, playing peek-a-boo. Whatever direction he wanted to go with the design, the home demanded an array of windows—floor to ceiling—to capture every shot of nature morning, noon, and sunset.

My west-coast heart might need to make room for some country.

“Come on. You’re making me nervous.”

Eric stood at the base of the largest rock, his hands on his hips. A sudden mental image of him counting to ten almost had her giggling.

“You should see this place. I mean, Sun Valley was beautiful when we flew in, but there’s something about this spot of land.”

She observed a distant bird and followed its playful antics until it landed on a row of neatly stacked rocks framed here and there by tall grass. They were arranged about four rows wide and six rows deep. Even from her distance, their coloring flaunted mother nature’s artistic flair. What looked like bands of white swirled through the deep molasses and rust-colored stone. Maybe Jase could tell her about them since it was obvious they’d had a purpose at one time, and they were too unique, too beautiful, to be left abandoned now.

“Have you ever seen anything like those? What do you think they are?”

Shielding his eyes, he glanced in the direction she pointed. “They’re rocks.”

Madison dropped her arm, wishing he was close enough to flick.

“What?”

“Never mind.”

He didn’t get it. Never did. Numbers? Business plans? Totally. The accountant might admire her work, but he didn’t get it. Eric didn’t sense the inspiration that drove her designs. No, the only person who’d ever gotten her was gone, buried in the East Brooke Cemetery.

Except…that wasn’t entirely true. That moment in her office, Jase had seemed to underst—

“Well, if I can’t convince you to come down, maybe he can.”

Madison teetered as she spun to see him pointing out the land’s owner a dozen or more yards away, a still form facing a bruised and charred pile of wood. Something about the whole picture looked…fractured, and suddenly her vision for the home took on an unexplainable reverence.

Her fingers itched to jot down the snippets of ideas nudging her brain but froze when he started their way. “Perfect,” she mumbled. “He isn’t supposed to be here yet.”

Jase’s strong shoulders and wide gait were right at home on the rugged ranch.

He belongs here.

Why the thought surprised her, she didn’t know. Then an image of the real estate guru in tight jeans, dusty boots, and a worn cowboy hat caused flames to flirt with her skin when he stopped a few feet away. Her face burned further from her precarious perch on the tall pile of rocks.

“Mr. Cutter.”

“Miss Blakeley.” Amusement reflected in his eyes—their color like copper in sunlight. Jase held her gaze until a cough sounded behind them and he turned. “You must be Eric.”

With an anxious squeeze on her chest, she regarded them closely as they shook hands, silently begging her accountant to play nice. Then she noticed Jase’s jaw and gasped.

“What happened to you?”

The mogul touched his fingers to the red spot. “Just some unfinished business.”

Curiosity over the cryptic remark made keeping her smile intact hard, but she didn’t pry further. “Your land is stunning. I could listen to that water all day.”

A noise that sounded like a grunt reached her ears as he walked a few yards to where the dirt drive faded into wild grass.

Facing west, he said, “The stream cuts in and out of this land and the neighboring ranch.”

“I can’t believe you’ve waited this long to build up here.” Madison turned a slow circle, admiring every perspective, but catching sight of his pale face, she stopped.

“I didn’t know you had roots in Idaho,” Eric commented.

“Most don’t, or they forget. I’d like to keep it that way.”

If the words weren’t enough to cause her friend some remorse for his actions, Jase’s loaded look would, but like the professional he was, the subject got dropped.

“Are these your ideas?” He gestured to her folder lying on the ground.

A touch of panic crept over her as she bent to hop off the rocks; they were taller than she’d thought. Scooting down on her backside was an embarrassing option, but she also wasn’t keen on jumping. Knowing her track record, she’d reinjure her arm, or worse, break something.

“Here.”

She glanced from the ground to Jase. The way his fingers flexed held no room for argument.

“Take my hand.”

When she lifted a brow, he only met the gesture, and a smile quirked up one corner of her lips.

Crouching low, she slipped her hand into his. Like the sun on her back, his touch warmed her skin, and Madison obeyed his gentle tug without thinking. The uneven ground caused her to stumble, and she let out a tiny gasp of pain when he put his hand on her sore arm to steady her.

He winced. “Sorry. Again.”

“It’s fine. It was my—”

Jase’s deep chuckle cut her off. “Let’s not start that again.”

Her own laughter broke free. “Probably a good idea.”

“You all right?” Eric stepped in front of her, blocking Jase out.

“I’m fine. Promise.” She waved away both of their concern as she bent to pick up her folder. “And yes, these are some concepts I sketched up from your description. Though, now having seen this place, I admit, I didn’t do them near enough justice.”

“They’re good,” Eric said.

Gratitude for her accountant’s confidence pulled her lips into a wide smile, her stomach less antsy as she turned toward the land’s owner. “How about we walk the area you have in mind, and you can tell me more about what your vision is?”

Jase cupped the back of his neck, eyeing the stream one last time. “Sure.”

She and Eric followed as he led them to a clearing, and the same reverent shadow from before attached itself to her as she walked a few paces ahead, studying the tree line on the small rise in front of them. What looked like a long, winding trail in the tall grass caught her eye. Squinting, she followed its sweeping turns to where it stopped at the base of a thick but distant tree. The dark bark looked rough, the opposite of the quaking aspen’s.

But it wasn’t the kind of tree that stole her attention, it was the skinny boards nailed to it that piqued her interest—each one spaced evenly to form a ladder. And, like the piece of land the B&B sat on, with the evergreens and ever-white trunks of the aspen, she wanted to explore every inch of his land.

“Had anyone asked me two days ago if I’d ever give up sun and sand, I’d have laughed.”

Eric responded with a snort, but not Jase.

“You approve then?” he asked.

“Of you building here? It would be a sin not to.”

The tree ladder was filed away for another time as she took wide steps, counting each one to box off a large area. The guys followed more slowly.

“Except, something was here. Before, right? The level ground and newer vegetation…” She backed up several yards. “Yeah, there was definitely—”

“A home and a few outbuildings.”

The California bachelor was hard to read, both his posture and expression, but there was something in his eyes. A realization hit her as clear as the water in the stream. “You don’t want to rebuild what was here.”

“No.”

She nodded slowly. “I think that’s great.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You do?”

The top of a sapling bristled against her palm as she ran her hand over its needles, its tallest branch maybe waist-high. “Same rich soil, same landscape, but new life. New roots.” She met his gaze. “I think it’s what I’d choose to do as well.”

Jase rubbed a hand over his jaw but avoided the tender spot that was still an angry red. “Then it looks like I chose the right architect.”

Squealing would be ridiculous, because she was no longer eleven, but grinning like one who’d just taken first place in a sixth-grade art contest was totally acceptable. Hopefully. “Tell me more about your plans. What time of year will you be up here most?”

He pulled at the needles of one of the older pines and rolled them between his fingers. “I’m not sure.”

“I bet winters can be pretty brutal up here,” Eric said.

“They can get a little wild, but I used to love that season as much as summer.” His sleeves had been pushed up his forearms and a crooked grin took over his face, giving him a bit of a boyish aura. “A couple of snow machines, and the world is a whole new playground.”

Visions of following the mogul as he carved trails through fresh powder like she’d seen on T.V. wiggled their way into her thoughts. “Huh. I guess it could have its charms.”

A scoff came from her accountant’s direction. “You hate being cold.”

This was true. But with enough layers and scarves, she might be tempted. Plus… “That’s why I’d have an oversized fireplace in the great room to come home to.”

Eric nodded, conceding the point. “And one near the kitchen?”

“And in the master,” she added. “A double. Between the bedroom and bath.”

Her smile slipped when their excitement wasn’t reflected in Jase’s eyes. His head was bent, and his forearms tight, their rigid muscles leading to hands fisted and white beneath his folded arms. If she had a penny, she’d toss it in the stream and wish for a redo.

“Or, you know…something along those lines.” She glanced from the sky to the west fence and tried to rein in the ideas crowding her brain.

Ideas he’s obviously not into.

Deciding on a change in direction, she cleared her throat. “You could face the front of the home southwest, leaving the main living areas to pull in the sun’s rays during the winter. With that factor, as well as multiple heating units, you’ll be set from October to May.”

“Yeah, that sounds perfect.”

She made a note in her folder, stealing the moment to rally her confidence—something she’d never needed at this stage before. “You’ll also want treated windows to help regulate the heat when the sun is higher in the sky through the summer months.” She mentally calculated angles as well as reasoning in the wrap-a-round porch she considered a must.

“Will that leave the back of the house to carry the brunt of the snowfall, since it won’t melt off as fast?” Eric asked.

“I have some ideas to counter those issues.” She held up the folder. “We want it perfect, though, so we’ll go through each possibility and weigh all the options we have available. But you need to have your back-porch face this.” She spread her arms wide to frame the hillside. “Where you can step outdoors and be right in the heart of your land at any moment.”

Jase stared to where she pointed, quiet for a full minute, and she fumbled the folder in her hand, almost dropping it when he finally spoke.

Meeting her gaze, he nodded once. “I trust you.”

The sun seemed to run straight through her with his assurance in those three words, its rays branching into every part of her body, pushing out all doubt and filling her with light. “I promised I wouldn’t let you down, and I won’t.”

He studied her face with an intensity that stole her breath, and an overwhelming thrill joined the reverence from before, cementing her conviction to find his land’s story—to create something truly stunning. To get the design perfect.

What stories are hidden in this rich soil? In the stretch of those fence lines?

She glanced to the trail again, to the abandoned tree ladder, wanting so badly to know the ranch’s history. The town’s, too. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him.

But now wasn’t the right time. Something in his reaction from moments ago told her she couldn’t go there. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

He needs this home.

“So?” He cleared the waver in his voice. “You really think you could brave a winter here?”

She did her best to match his easy tone, despite an undercurrent he seemed to carry. “Totally.”

Eric’s snicker echoed through the trees. “First snowfall, she’ll beg for home.”

Madison rolled her eyes to hide the fact she’d completely forgotten he was there. “Ha, ha. A thick fuzzy blanket and a hot chocolate bar, I’d be set.”

“Hot chocolate bar?” Jase asked.

“Yeah, you know, like a wine bar but with hot chocolate and all the toppings.” She licked her lips just thinking about the steamy, creamy goodness.

“Hmm. I like that.”

“If it were possible to get drunk on hot chocolate, Madison would be a lush.” For the first time that morning, Eric sounded more like himself.

“You’re my kind of drinker,” Jase teased. “And I see you aren’t denying it, so I guess we’ll have to add hot chocolate bar to your notes—with one caveat.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“You stock it personally.”

The playful request had her snarky accountant shoving his hands deep into his pockets, the act like a frown of its own. If she hadn’t been equally surprised by the request, she would have laughed. “You’ve got a deal.”

“Winter really isn’t so bad here,” he said. “You just have to be prepared.”

Her smile came easy. “I believe you.”

Eric coughed. “You planning on more than the main house?”

“No.”

Though her company’s numbers-lover didn’t holler over Jase and tell her this project was even more a waste of time, the one eyebrow he raised was as clear as the blue sky that stretched for miles.

Ignoring him was her best option, and, as the sun inched higher, she and Jase discussed angles, accessibility, and foundations, building off one another’s suggestions. Beyond an occasional pensive look, he seemed on board.

“I think I’d like the master on the main floor, with its own entrance.”

The request had her instant approval. Picturing him sitting on the wraparound porch with a steaming cup of Mexican hot chocolate, enjoying a sunrise over that hill, was easy.

Too easy, she thought as she herself entered the little daydream. Instead of fanning the warmth from her face, she scribbled a note in her folder.

Her phone buzzed, but she ignored it and continued to write down his ideas. When it buzzed again, she switched it to silent.

“I didn’t realize it was so close to lunchtime.” Jase checked his own phone. “We should probably head back.”

“If you’re sure.”

His gaze swept across the fields. “I think we’re good here.”

Clutching her folder, she followed Eric, who’d started for their rental car, but stopped when Jase touched her shoulder lightly.

“How’s your arm? Are you still feeling dizzy? Did it get worse last night?”

Mention of the night before doused her with a fire that didn’t stop at the tips of her ears. Awesome. “Not dizzy. Luckily. My stomach and flying don’t mix well, so I hadn’t eaten a lot yesterday. That’s probably all it was. I’m not usually such a wimp.”

“Wimp isn’t the first word that comes to mind with you. Or weak. You took a pretty solid hit against that fireplace.”

“Thanks?”

He chuckled. “It’s a compliment.”

“Well, either way, I appreciate you taking good care of me.” The folder slipped again, but she caught it. “I mean, my arm. Thank you for taking good care of my arm. And getting me into bed—” Her eyes had to have widened to the size of tennis balls the way she couldn’t blink, and she was pretty certain her jaw had fallen to the ground with horror at her brain’s lack of basic function. “I mean—”

“You’re welcome.”

His grin was huge. And sweet. And a little bit sexy.

She swallowed helplessly. “I’m going to quit talking now.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have something I want to ask you.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Several, if the flutter in her stomach was any indication. “All right.”

“I’d like to take you to dinner tonight.”

Goose bumps toyed with the skin on her arms and neck. “That wasn’t a question.”

“Will you let me take you to dinner, Miss Blakeley?” His mouth hinted at that same killer grin. “It’ll give us a chance to finish discussing your ideas.”

She found the charm on her bracelet, the silver heart cool against her now-warm skin. “Okay.”

“Great. I’ve got reservations for Tines.”

She saw him glance past her and then hesitate.

“Eric’s invited, too, of course.”

“O-okay,” she repeated, only this time she tripped over the word. “I’ll let him know.”

They walked side by side toward the car where Eric waited, but Jase stopped her again just out of earshot. He gestured to her arm, creases appearing around his mouth as he frowned. “Really, though, you’re good?”

With the natural wild landscape at his back, and the way he stared with those intense golden eyes, she couldn’t think. Not about scrapes and bruises. “I’m good.”

“Are we still heading back to the B&B?”

Eric’s voice stumbled into her consciousness, and she stepped back. “Yes. Coming.”

When they reached the car, Jase held her door open for her. She thanked him, then grabbed the dash a moment later when Eric sped off, leaving a trail behind them.

“What was all that about?” he asked, as if he hadn’t possibly just showered the land’s owner with dust.

She would have griped about his teenager move but decided to choose her battles. “He wants to finish talking about the designs with us tonight over dinner.” Her still-thumping heartbeat laced her words.

“Do you want me to be there?”

Turning in her seat, she tried to read his face. “You’re invited.”

“That’s not what I asked.” When she took too long to respond, he shook his head. “You two have fun.”

The way he glared at the road had her feeling sorry for the asphalt. “Hey. Of course, you should be there. We’re both a part of—”

“I really do have a lot work.” His voice softened. “And you know fancy dinners aren’t my thing.”

“You think it’ll be a fancy dinner?”

He shrugged then nodded to her bracelet. “You’re going to break that thing.”

She let go of the charm and stuck her hand under her leg, only to bounce her foot as she sorted through a mental list of her wardrobe.

“Listen. If you want me to be there, I’ll be there. Though, it’s just a business dinner, so you should relax.”

Right. Just a business dinner.

The rest of their drive was a quiet one, at least outwardly. Inside, Madison’s mind was a whirlwind of worry. Worry over nailing Jase’s vision for his ranch, worry about doing her father proud, worry that she was over-worrying… The familiar scrape of gravel beneath tires snapped her back to the present, and she gave her head a small shake, focusing on the B&B.

Once parked and out of the car, she followed Eric up the steps to the inn but paused when her phone dinged.

He held the door open. “You coming?”

Camille’s name on her screen made her pause. “I think I’ll hang out here for a little bit and catch up on my e-mails.”

“All right.”

The door clicking shut behind her barely registered as she skimmed the three paragraphs of Camille’s email. Then she reread them. “This can’t be right.”

Cold inside, she stared at her phone, sinking into the Adirondack on the wraparound. The tiny black text against the bright white background on her screen made the icy blow worse, and more of her shock came out in a whisper. “She’s having second thoughts?”

Instinct urged her to go up and tell Eric, but she hated to disturb him. Except, a part of her knew that wasn’t the whole truth. She didn’t want to tell him because saying it out loud would make it more real. Because then they’d have a conversation. He’d give her a speech about dusting it off and how there are a million other contracts to be won. And he’d be right.

Except, I’m not giving up that easily.

Standing, Madison wandered out to the edge of the clearing with the little swing, mulling over the best way to tell Camille how important this project was to Blakeley A&D—how there wasn’t a more dedicated architect for the job. A phone call she planned to make before tonight’s dinner.

The swing’s rope was rough against her palms where she grasped the braided threads, and she focused on that and not panicking about the email. The wooden plank used for the seat was weathered but looked sturdy enough for swinging. At least she hoped so when it creaked under her weight.

“Need a push?”

Her hand slipped from the rope at the sound of Jase’s voice, and she twisted backward, almost falling off the seat. It took her a second to regain her balance and push her hair out of her face. “Seriously, you’re going to stop my heart for good one of these times.”

His shoulders shook. “Sorry.”

“Liar.” She glanced toward the gravel that led to the front driveway, not having heard him arrive. Come to think of it, he hadn’t been right behind them on the return drive. “Are you just getting back?”

He leaned against a tree and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Pulled in a couple of minutes ago. Ran into Eric in the kitchen.”

Smiling, Madison pushed against the ground just hard enough to sway a few inches back and forth. “The kitchen? Figures.”

“He has a lot of respect for you.”

She peeked at him, wondering where his thoughts were. “He’s a good guy. And a little biased.”

“Yeah?” Reaching up, he broke off a dead, knobby branch from the tree, the edge of his shirt flirting with the top of his jeans where they rested just below his waist. He tore pieces of the brittle wood little by little, absently tossing them. “How so?”

“He’s known me forever. My dad hired him to do his books before I’d even graduated high school. He’s kind of like one of the family.” Fighting for a steady voice proved difficult when every nerve in her body was aware of the guy in front of her—his dark, slightly curling hair, his defined arms that had just the right amount of sun, the cleft in his chin that might actually be a scar…

Seriously. Killing me.

When he stepped away from the tree, she pulled herself up from the swing but didn’t let go of the ropes. “So. This Tines restaurant. What kind of place is it?”

“Good.”

She made a face. “Helpful.”

He untangled a lock of her hair that had wrapped around the rope. “I try.”

The weight of the plank against the backs of her knees, the pressure to close the space between them to see if it was his cologne or the breeze that hinted at spice, was hard to fight.

“Don’t move.”

Her hands dug into the aged rope as his voice deepened to a whisper.

“Just hold still…”

His attention shifted from her eyes to somewhere behind her, and she followed his gaze, catching something big and spindly crawling over her shoulder to disappear down her back. A shudder rippled through her, followed by a squeal she couldn’t control echoing up the hillside.

“Get it off! Get it off!” She spun around, hands flailing and batting at her sweater as she craned her neck to see behind her better.

Catching her good arm, Jase spun her back toward him, a chuckle low in his throat.

“Is it still on me? Did I get it off?” Her body gave another involuntary shudder as her skin prickled like the monster had given birth to a thousand tiny baby ones.

“Your arms are covered in goose bumps.”

“I hate spiders,” she whispered, afraid the beast might come back if she offended it too loudly.

He nodded and whispered back, “I remember.”

“You’re funny.” Her fingers twitched to flick the grin from his face, but then he brushed a hand up over her back and along her shoulder, and she shivered for a different reason.

“Good news is, I think he’s gone. Bad news? I get to tease you about this forever.”

She stepped back to see him better, and because it felt safer for her heart.

It wasn’t.

“You just wait until I find one of your weaknesses.”

Jase’s scoff created more echoes. “Best of luck with that. I’m pretty perfect.”

Containing her laughter was impossible. “Of course you are.”

His hands were back in his pockets, and he’d dialed his arrogant smile back a notch or two. “Are you going to be okay? No permanent psychological damage? Because that makes making fun of you a little tricky.”

“Ha. Ha.” Almost unconsciously, she rubbed her hands down her arms, shivering for what felt like the ten billionth time. “What was that thing? I swear he was ten times the size of the one in my lemon tree.” She stole another glimpse of her sweater.

“Wolf spider. Completely harmless.”

She shook her head. “No way. Something that huge is definitely full of harm. Lots and lots of harm.”

He brought a fist to his mouth as he cleared his throat, but the gesture far from hid the smile behind it. “Actually, this guy was puny compared to the ones we’d catch in the barns—”

“Stop! I’m not listening.” Madison covered her ears. “I don’t want to know.”

Two birds took flight from a nearby tree as he cracked up. Even the leaves seemed to shake with the sound of his deep laughter.

“It’s not funny.” Madison pushed at his arm, trying not to join him but failed. When she finally did catch a breath, she wasn’t the only one swiping at tears. A sigh fell from her lips. “I think I really needed that.”

He cocked his head. “You needed to be assaulted by a spider?”

Another shudder tore through her, but she lifted her mouth at one side. “No. But I haven’t laughed like that in a long time. So, thank you.”

“Anytime.” His phone rang, and he pulled it out to check the screen. A tight line replaced his smile. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to take this. It’s that same problem from last night.”

“No worries.”

Hesitation seemed to keep him in place. “See you downstairs at seven?”

She nodded then watched him walk back toward the B&B with his phone to his ear.

With his absence, her resolution to call Camille slammed back into her, mixing with everything else as she made her own way to the house. Her thoughts were so mottled in her head, she couldn’t have read schematics to a beach hut.

Camille. Hopes and dreams. Then there was a certain gorgeous guy who radiated ambition and assurance, as well as forgiveness and kindness. One who had her considering long walks on La Jolla Beach under midnight stars or evenings spent cooling off in the river teasing his Idaho ranch.

Which was stupid. Like her foolish daydreams. And that’s all it was. Jase was attractive.

And haunted, if his actions on the ranch were any clue.

I’m no better than those ridiculous women at the gala who fell all over him. Which is one more reason to keep things on the right side of professional in all things Jase Cutter.

“Focus, Madison.”

Tonight was important. She needed her A-plus-plus game. Camille and the restaurant were out of her control at the moment, so she’d sweep all disappointment under the hope Jase would see her talent and want Blakeley A&D on future projects that would get her name out there in a big way.

Madison mulled over her new determination as she entered the kitchen through the back door, but stopped barely two feet in. “What is that goodness I smell?”

“My grandmother’s famous peach pie.”

She smiled at Jo, the B&B’s owner she’d met during breakfast. “And here I thought your amazing waffles couldn’t be topped.”

“I have a few surprises up my sleeve.”

Her stomach growled. “You won’t hear this girl complain.”

Jo laughed, tucking her slightly graying hair behind one ear, exposing a single white feather hanging from a delicate metal hoop earring. “Well? How do you like Idaho so far?”

“It’s nothing like San Diego.”

The host snort-laughed. “We’re a lot more slow-paced, for better or worse.”

With a Santa oven mitt on one hand, and a pumpkin mitt on the other, Jo fanned the spiraling steam from the most mouthwatering fruit pie Madison had ever seen. The aroma alone intoxicated.

“I’m going to leave this place five pounds heavier and not regret it a second,” she said. “That looks and smells heavenly.”

Jo pushed the pie to the middle of a cooling rack and nodded toward a stack of plates. Her orange and yellow shift dress settled right above her knees, complementing the turquoise stones in her multi-layered necklace and the blue in her eyes. “Want a slice?”

“Tempting as that is—so tempting—I’d better not. I’ve got a dinner tonight. But…save me one?”

“Deal.”

Madison answered with a grin, but it faltered. “Speaking of said dinner, can I get your help?”

“I’ll do my best and try.”

“What is the dress code for the Tines restaurant?”

The proprietress returned the oven mitts to a drawer next to the stove then brushed her hands together. “Being a resort town, it’s usually anything goes, but Tine’s is definitely higher scale. You could wear a casual dress or slacks and a cardigan, though, and not feel too out of place.”

Too out of place.

Madison chewed on the end of her thumbnail, staring off at the wall, as if it might suddenly rearrange her wardrobe upstairs and present something brilliant to wear. Which it didn’t. “Jo?”

The woman’s brows quirked over curious eyes. “Yes?”

“You don’t know of a place in town I can find a dress last minute, do you? I really, really don’t want to be out of place tonight.”

She also really, really didn’t want to examine too closely why.


Chapter Ten

Madison sat on the edge of the cold, white enameled tub, staring at the back of the bathroom door. A long, black vinyl bag hanging there gawked back. She padded her foot against the ivory tile, the continuous tap-tap-tap loud in the small space. She’d rationalized her hasty trip into town on wanting to make a good business impression, and it was true.

Mostly.

Catching sight of her phone screen, she flinched. The time showed less than twenty minutes to be downstairs, and it didn’t take a mirror to know her hair framed her face in volume-less layers, a gift from standing under the afternoon sun. Avoiding the large gilded thing altogether, she tugged on the bag’s zipper, sending more echoes through the room.

The bag crinkled as she lifted it off the door's hook and carefully pushed the vinyl away, letting it fall to the floor. The knee-length dress hung on a satin hanger, the deep blue shimmering like it held a sky full of tiny stars. Beautiful. Just like in the store. A thin silver belt looped around the middle, the elbow-length sleeves gathering at the ends where they’d hide her bandage perfectly.

A thrill eddied through her as she held it close.

Classic with a little flair.

The flowy, silky material was heaven against her skin as she slipped it on, and the strappy sandals purchased with it complemented the dress perfectly. For a moment, she was almost able to forget her phone call with Camille. The one that hadn’t changed anything. The one that had left her feeling all but numb afterward. But, those heavy thoughts wouldn’t do any good tonight, so she urged her chin up and stole a few extra moments to admire her outfit, keeping all of her focus on the future.

Madison almost kissed the four bobby pins hiding at the bottom of her makeup bag and decided on a low bun. Twisting and pinning her hair at the nape of her neck, she let a few pieces escape to fall around her face. With a swipe of her favorite lip gloss, and purse in hand, she headed out to the loft where Eric waited.

“Wow.” An almost tangible awareness deepened the color of his eyes as he took her in, then he swallowed, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck as he cleared his throat. “You changed.”

“Mm, hmm.”

“You packed a dress?”

“I’m wearing one, aren’t I?” She prayed he wouldn’t pry further, knowing the truth would spill out if he asked.

He didn’t. Her friend-slash-accountant also didn’t move from his spot by the coffee table. His jaw worked like he had something to say.

She restrained from fidgeting with the charm on her bracelet. “What?”

“All this for him?”

“No.” Adjusting the belt around her waist, she didn’t meet his gaze right away. “This dinner is important. I want to make a good impression.”

He waited.

“And I want to enjoy tonight, don’t you?”

“I’m taking the fifth.”

She folded her arms, ignoring the shot of pain from her cut, and waited.

“Fine. I’m thrilled about dinner. Happy?” His shoulders relaxed, but there was an edge to his joking.

“Be serious.”

“Oh, come on. Fifty bucks says this is one of those restaurants that employs artists instead of cooks. Where your plates come out mimicking a Picasso, the servings the size of quarters. You can’t tell me you’re looking forward to that.”

“Eric, please.” Madison lowered her voice. “I need you to be professional about this.”

He looked at his slacks and then touched the second to top button on his polo shirt.

“I’m not talking about how you look. I mean your attitude.” His dislike of the wealthy, the subtle jabs at Jase, all of it dug under her skin. Adding to that her own company goals and losing Camille’s restaurant contract, and a headache began to stab the base of her skull. Eric’s prejudices had never been a secret, so why had bringing him sounded like a such a good idea?

“You have something to say. I can see it.”

Stealing every ounce of her nerves, she clutched her purse and stood tall. “I need you to step up tonight and act like you’re a competent member of my team. If you can’t do that, then maybe you should stay behind.”

He stared. “You’re serious?”

She studied his familiar face, trying to find words to make him understand his careless observations and opinions were going to hurt the new direction she was trying to take the company. How they already had. “You’re a good friend, one of the best, but I don’t need my friend tonight. I need my accountant.”

The shadows beyond the windows had nothing on the hollow reflection in his eyes. “I think tonight three’s a crowd.”

“Eric—”

“Stop. I get it. I screwed up with Dustin. And yes, it’s hard for me to trust Mr. Money over there.” He pointed like Jase was down the hall, his voice low and even. “So, maybe you’re right, and I should sit this one out like I’d planned on earlier.”

Madison waited for it, for the tension-breaking jest and reassuring smile, but he only brushed past her to his room and shut the door. She stared at the thick wood separating them but startled when Jo appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Gorgeous.”

“Thank you,” she managed. “Especially for the last-minute help. That charming shop you suggested was perfect.”

“Glad it worked out.” One of the woman’s brows inched lower than the other. “Is everything all right?”

“Perfect. Everything’s perfect.” Her answer was hardly convincing, but thankfully Jo let it drop.

“Jase asked me to tell you he’s out front when you and Eric are ready to leave.”

“Okay, great.” Needing an extra minute, she waited at the top of the stairs for her hostess to disappear into the kitchen, then made her way down to the front door and pulled it open.

Jase stood with his back to the B&B but turned when the boards creaked beneath her steps. His gaze traveled over her dress but lingered on her eyes as his mouth lifted at the corners.

“Miss Blakeley.”

“Mr. Cutter.”

His cologne was definitely an earthy spice, the combination a perfect match for the man in front of her. A little small town, a little big city. She inhaled, letting the scent spark her anticipation for the night. A night that was not a date…

“I apologize for being a few minutes late. Eric… He had something come up that needs his attention, so he won’t be joining us.”

“I hope everything is okay?”

She glanced over her shoulder to the door of the B&B, her words to her old friend still painfully clear. “Me, too.”

Returning her focus to her potential client, she noted how his dark sweater pulled across his chest as he gestured to the car, the blue, collared shirt beneath heightening the green in his eyes. Eyes focused on her.

“Ready?”

“Yes.” For the second time that night, she resisted the urge to fidget with her bracelet.

In the car, Jase pushed the key into the ignition but didn’t turn it over. “You look like you have a lot on your mind.”

“Just excited to see more of Sun Valley.”

Starting the engine, he pulled out onto the road, but she didn’t miss the way his brows creased together.

“How’s the new business location been for you?” he asked. “Do you like La Jolla?”

“Love it. That area of San Diego has always been one of my favorites.” The topic change helped her settle deeper into the seat, her headache easing as the landscape blurred past. “I can’t believe everything is still so green up here.”

“Don’t be deceived. Two more weeks and this place will hit the jackpot.”

Pulling her gaze from the scenery, she raised her brows. “Jackpot?”

“That’s what my dad always called it. You know, when fall hits? Jackpot.”

“Okay, why?”

“Because.” He pointed to a cluster of quaking aspen tucked into the hillside between the pines. “Pretty soon all those leaves out there will turn golden yellow. The hillsides will look like someone sprinkled buckets of gold on them.”

“Hmm.” The description left a vivid picture in her head. “We should have timed this trip better.”

Making a left as the Sun Valley resort came into view, he caught her gaze. “We’ll plan better next time.”

Warmth rushed her skin, something she decided to blame on the car’s heater, and she blessed the first busy street light that came into view. “Wow, where do you park around here?”

“Tonight? Probably over there.” He pointed to a large public parking lot. “But…” He made another left and then a right, leading them several blocks away from the entrance to the public parking. “I’m going to be a gentleman and drop you off. The reservation is under my name. I’ll park and meet you.”

“I don’t mind walking.”

“I know.”

“But you’re dropping me off anyway, aren’t you?”

“Yep.”

And without a missed beat, Madison stood in the middle of a crowd outside of Tines, watching him speed away. After several excuse mes, and pardon mes, she found the hostess standing at a tall podium.

The woman greeted her with a smile, but it was a little frazzled like her hair. “I can take your name if you’d like, though there’s about an hour and twenty-minute wait.”

“We have a reservation for a party of three under Cutter,” she said. “Though, it’s only for two now.”

Scanning a tablet, the hostess mumbled the name under her breath until she found it. “If you’ll follow Peter, I’ll have him show the rest of your party to the table when they get here.”

Unlike the entrance, the restaurant was quieter. Intimate. And definitely exclusive. Touching the silver belt at her waist, she followed the server, tempted to run a hand down her dress to smooth any creases as a few faces turned her way.

After the lanky but well-groomed teen helped her into her seat in a secluded corner of the room, she watched him retreat, and winced when he almost ran into someone—no, not someone—Jase. And all too quickly thoughts of wrinkles, Camille, and Eric shuffled to the background.

A flutter accompanied her to her feet when he reached the table, mixed with something else…

Anticipation? Apprehension?

She decided it was a mix of both.

Business, Madison.

Jase gave her that killer grin she loved, though he kept his face angled away from the other patrons, leaving her to wonder what it must be like under a spotlight. Even a small one.

“Hey.”

“Hi.”

Retaking her seat, she laid her napkin across her lap while he sat down. “Is the town always this busy?”

“Only when there’s something going on.”

“That’s right. Your assistant mentioned a convention.”

“They host a lot of different events here throughout the year. Growing up we usually stayed away on those weekends. Except for the antiques and arts shows.”

“Oh, so you’re a connoisseur of the arts?”

His tenor laugh was just loud enough to reach her ears.

“My mom loved antiques and dragged us down a few times. We may have kicked and screamed.”

She couldn’t picture him throwing a tantrum but would have liked to see the bachelor as a young boy. “At least you can say you’re well-rounded.”

“Or something.” He still chuckled. “I do have good taste in art, thanks to her.”

Memories she couldn’t see seemed to steal his attention, fading his smile like the sun at dusk. She started to ask more about his mother, but the weight of the lines around his mouth stopped her. Instead, she focused on the details of the large room. “I love the stone archways in here.”

His expression softened, and he nodded. “They’ve always reminded me of an old train station. On a smaller scale.”

“Exactly!”

“As a kid, we visited some great stations. I used to imagine them as portals to another realm. You know, because all otherworldly portals are found in old train stops.”

“Obviously.” Light laughter connected between them, easing the tangled nerves that had followed her into the restaurant.

“Thank you again for coming to Idaho.” He leaned back, resting his fingers casually on the edge of the mahogany tabletop. “To look at the ranch and also tonight.”

“You have a fantastic place up here.”

Soft, dazzling lights winked from where they stretched over an arbor on the other side of the window, their romantic glow undermining her vow to keep tonight strictly business. Madison clasped and unclasped her hands in her lap, but that only brought her nerves lurking back. Picking up her menu, she scanned it, hoping he couldn’t see she was hiding. Which she totally was.

“Tell me more about your ideas for the back of the house. I noticed several notes you’d made in your folder about a covered deck.”

She peered over the top of the menu’s thick sheets of paper bound with twine then set it down. “I was pretty excited about the possibilities from the start, but after seeing the view, it changes so much.” After taking a small sip of water, she continued. “With the northeast tree-lined hillside, I assume you’ll spend a lot of your time outside. Of course, you’ll want a lot of focus on the kitchen and the great room, but if you're anything like me, the perfect outdoor space will lure me in every time. Or in this case, out.”

“Do you have a spot like that at your place?”

She blinked at the genuine curiosity highlighting his eyes and tracing the curves of his mouth as he waited for her answer to the personal question. “I guess I do. It's nothing grand or too exciting, but it's enough to tempt me out there more than I probably have time for.” A small laugh escaped.

The waiter appeared then and, after taking their orders, Jase asked more about her ideas for the deck. “I like how you talk as if that outdoor space is its own room.”

“It is though, right? Or maybe more a gateway space.” She scrunched up her nose, trying to frame the right words. “Your land, I don’t know. It’s begging to be used. Enjoyed. And the perfect deck or wraparound will create an easy access to all of those adventures.” The awe in walking and observing his land from earlier had her softening her voice. “Like a certain trail I noticed earlier today.”

He touched the stem of his glass but didn’t take a drink. “I’d forgotten about that path. I’m surprised it’s still there.”

“Pretty please tell me there’s a clubhouse at the top of that tree ladder.”

A half-smile touched his lips. “What good is a ladder without one? Though, it was an army fort, of course.”

Something inside her begged him to take her by the hand and lead her there at that very moment. Which is ridiculous. “You know, you might break both the ranch and my heart if you don’t spend at least half of your time up here enjoying it all when this is finished.”

His answering laugh turned at least three heads. “Are you always this passionate about your designs?”

“Yes.” Her quieter laughter didn’t attract attention, but it sparked a light in his eyes, and she loved that she’d put it there.

“I like it.”

Madison tucked the compliment away, disappointed when their food came. While they ate, they discussed the thick wood beams she’d envisioned for the large, covered, wraparound porch and the different options for flooring.

“What would you think about adding a lower deck?” she asked after finishing her last bite of pasta and pushing her plate to the side. “It could be great for entertaining on a more personal level.”

He folded his napkin and rested his arms on the table. “What do you have in mind?”

“Maybe a hot tub. Or a… Well, you know. Something fun and relaxing.”

“Wait, back up. You were going to say something else.”

Her own napkin wrapped between her fingers as she twisted it where it lay across her lap, her confidence stretching thin like the black fabric as she mentioned her idea of a built-in fire pit, conscious of his reaction to the fireplaces earlier. “It could be a great feature. If you like that sort of thing.”

“Hmm.” He sipped from his glass, then set it down slowly. “You sound pretty convinced it needs one.”

Despite her casual shrug, she took a chance. “If it were me, I’d spend hours out under the skies up here, wrapped in a blanket by the fire, sipping hot chocolate. Or, unwinding in a hot tub where the water’s almost too hot, but the cool night against your skin makes you want to sink lower.” She leaned forward. “That would be the perfect evening under the stars.” When one of his dark brows rose a fraction, she cleared her throat. “Anyway, it’s a thought. The lower deck.”

“It’s good.”

A waiter chose then to refill their glasses and remove their plates, and this time Madison was grateful for the young man’s timing. The interruption pulled her back to business and away from starry skies and late nights on the ranch. When they were alone again, she asked Jase about his preferences on different building materials and got so caught up in woods versus composites and other modern products, she barely noticed the couples rising from their chairs to enjoy the band who'd begun to play in the corner of the room.

“Your outdoor space will be the perfect spot for entertaining and family gatherings or to simply relax with a good book or great music,” she said. “But be careful. Whoever you invite to visit may never leave.”

He laughed, if the short, clipped sound could be called that. “Right.”

Silly as it was, his short answer depressed her.

“Does your family get together a lot in your outdoor space you love so much?” he asked.

“We used to.”

Like something out of a photo shoot, he rested his fist lightly against his lips, adding awareness to the trace of stubble along his jaw. His hair was longer than she remembered, the ends curling slightly over the tops of his ears.

“You said used to, what do you mean?”

His question touched the tender corners of her heart where memories of her family were cached away. “Well, since losing my dad, it’s just me now.”

“Right. Only child. But not a spoiled brat.”

She laughed. “Yep.”

“But what about your mom? The one who passed on her hate of the eight-legged creatures?”

“My mom died when I was four and a half.”

Regret clouded his features. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s okay.” And it was. The memories of her mother might be blurry, but she loved the stories her father had shared with her. Many of which included their outdoor spot with its small patio deck, swing, and fire pit.

“So, you have no other family?”

His direct gaze pierced right to her core, like he cared—like the thought she might be alone truly concerned him. “I have an aunt and a few cousins scattered here and there, but it's pretty much only me. I'm okay with it, though. I mean, I miss my parents, but it's getting easier—most days anyway.” She set her napkin on the table. “My dad was so excited the day I graduated college with my Masters of Architecture. Like, embarrassingly giddy. He'd had all these dreams for us.” The wistfulness in her voice caused heat to wash over her cheeks. “And now I’m rambling. Again.” A breathless laugh fell from her lips, and she wished she could hide behind her menu again. “So, you're originally from Idaho?”

“Yes.”

Okay, she thought when he didn't elaborate. “What made you want to move to California?”

A shadow crossed his face, but it could have been a play of the lights. Under the soft glow of the lamps, the bruise on his jaw didn't stand out so much, and he pushed his sleeves up to rest below his elbows. When he met her gaze, his eyes had gone nearly as dark as the night sky.

“Dance with me?”

“What?”

He rose and, standing in front of her, took her hand and pulled her up. “Dance with me, Miss Blakeley.”

The timbre of his voice toyed with the tight control she’d placed on all of her senses, and she found herself standing. “You keep doing that.”

“Doing what?” He walked backward, taking her with him.

“Catching me off guard.”

At the edge of the dance floor, out of the way of the brighter lights, he drew her close. He must have sensed her uncertainty because he slowed their steps and leaned in.

“Dance with me, Madison.”

Her name whispered from his lips, the feel of his fingers wrapped around hers, sent a shiver straight through her, enough he must have felt it. “You're making me nervous.”

“I don’t mean to.”

The sincerity in his eyes echoed his words, and she focused on him, letting everyone else around them fade into the background.

“But I do have a confession.” His hand slid to the middle of her back as if he was afraid she'd pull away. “You made me nervous the moment I walked into the restaurant and saw you standing there.”

The warmth on her cheeks had nothing to do with the dancing. “It’s—it’s the music. And all of the lights…”

He moved closer, his breath teasing the tender spot behind her ear as he gave a hesitant laugh. “It isn't the music or lights that have been breaking into my thoughts since the gala.”

Like a hummingbird’s wings, her pulse sped wildly. She leaned in so he wouldn't see her blush, but the soft scratch of his jaw against her temple and the strength of his arms as he held her only challenged her heart to a quicker beat. His cologne filled her senses, that faint spice with a hint of sweet, tempting her like she knew it would, and the lure to let her fingers get lost in his thick hair was hard to resist with her hand at his shoulder.

Attraction wasn’t a novel feeling, yet with him it overwhelmed, and it hit her for the first time that the allure wasn’t simply his attractiveness or admirable success, it was also his easy smile and his confidence. Not only in himself, but in her, and, at the same time, his vulnerability. That shadowed light she'd glimpsed in his eyes, the one reflecting the weight of the world pressing down on his shoulders, stirred her soul.

I’m in trouble.

The song ended on a low, almost reverent note, but her heartbeat quickened. He pulled back, all of his attention on her. Not the room, not the band, not the low conversations. She sensed desire there and, for one breathless moment, thought he might kiss her.

Instead, he let his hands drop away. “Thank you for the dance.”


Chapter Eleven

Jase’s foot slipped off the edge of the sidewalk, and he cursed under his breath, re-matching his steps with Madison’s. If those loose strands of hair framing her face weren’t so distracting, he could concentrate more on walking a straight line than on the beautiful woman next to him.

He’d asked about her decision to follow in her father's footsteps as they passed the Sun Valley shops, loving the way her eyes lightened and her posture relaxed as she talked, just like they had earlier after the spider incident.

Glimpsing this part of her made it easy to forget the nagging dread of running into someone from his past. Dinner had been a risk, one he originally hadn’t planned to take, but his brain didn’t think clearly around the passionate architect. Like now, and this morning, when he’d made their reservation at Tines. At least these conventions meant swarms of out-of-towners and strangers, crowds too big to be recognized in, leaving him free to enjoy her company.

“So, you're a daddy's girl,” he concluded.

“Yeah, I totally am.” She laughed. “When I was little, I followed him everywhere and did everything he did. He had this woodshop out back where he liked to tinker. I would sit for hours watching him.”

Jase slowed his steps to see her better. She stared at the display windows, though he wasn’t sure her eyes focused on anything in particular.

“My dad had this picture of me on his desk from when I was six, with his safety glasses on my face and the biggest grin. They drowned me, of course. He loved it, though.”

“I'm sorry you lost him.” He spoke just loud enough to be heard over the chatter around them. “For what it's worth, I'm sure he's proud of you for what you're doing with the business.”

Hope brightened her features like sun over water. “It’s definitely been one of the hardest things I've done, but I love what I do. He gave me that passion. Besides, giving up isn't an option when something is so much a part of you.”

Awe guided his steps as he walked next to the adorable, yet incredibly strong woman. Who would have guessed the burdens she carried?

Burdens not so different from my own.

“No, giving up shouldn’t be an option.” The words struck with a guilt-tipped sword. In one part of his life, he'd done just that.

“You know,” she began, her brows scrunching together, “my father had this dream for me. He wanted people to see a magnificent building or structure and know, ‘that’s a Madison Blakeley design.’” Determination shone in the brilliance of her eyes, though there were flecks of self-doubt mixed in. “But it wasn’t just his dream for me. It’s my dream, too. And not only for the prestige but because this world is an amazing, inspiring place. I want my designs to reflect its grace.”

A tense laugh rose from within her, and she turned her head away, but not before a blush kissed her cheeks.

He couldn’t help his smile. “Sounds perfect to me. Though, now I'm feeling even guiltier asking you to draw up designs for a measly home.”

“Don't say that. I'm happy to do it.” But she shook her head. “No, not just happy, excited. Your land is like this fantastic art gallery, and the artist in me can't wait to finish adding my own piece to its collection. Besides…”

“What?”

“There’s a sweetness to your land.”

He kept his focus ahead, though his chest pounded at her words as they settled deep into his soul.

“Sorry. Ignore me.” Her voice softened. “I'm weird when it comes to my work.”

“Not at all. The way you seem to speak to the land, and the excitement you find in the stories surrounding them? How you inscribe those elements into the designs? It's an incredible talent. One I saw reflected in both your portfolio and in that pink cottage. Even your own office. And I felt it tonight as we talked about the ranch home.”

Wonder colored every detail of her expression, and he wanted to wrap her up in his arms and share the feeling with her. It was palpable.

“Thank you for that. Eric usually rolls his eyes at my creative process.”

“Trust me, you have a gift. I have good taste in art, remember? And I’m sorry, but the guy’s an idiot if he doesn’t see it.”

She bumped his arm, making him misstep again, and his fingers flexed to take hers and keep her close—a pull he hadn’t experienced in a long, long time.

He walked them past more shops, stopping occasionally to let a large group pass. “Speaking of your accountant, does he want us to pick him up some food?”

“Nah, he’ll have found something, I think.”

The poor straps of her purse were absently strangled as she wound and unwound them between her fingers. “About projects with stories to tell, how’s the restoration coming?” she asked. “Even boarded up, the curvature of the theatre front always brings a smile to my face. It’s a striking building. I can’t wait for its completion.”

Something weighed on her, but he accepted the subtle topic change and pushed his hand into the pocket of his slacks to stop the urge to lace his fingers through hers. “The building is definitely unique. And it’s going well. Though, if you have any tips on how to get finicky designers and nitpicky mayors to play nice together, please share.”

Her laughter was both knowing and unashamed.

“I probably shouldn’t have said that,” he said. “Simon does seriously amazing work. He’s just a bit…eccentric, and he doesn’t appreciate the city hovering. Or me.”

“Do you hover?”

A teasing smile played around her cute mouth, and he inhaled her perfume. The scent was a dangerous, alluring combination, and he stopped right there in the middle of the sidewalk. There, with her next to him, his demons seemed no bigger than the bugs drawn to the glow of the shop lights. “Maybe. Does that bother you? Me hovering?”

“No.”

Her breathless answer pulled him closer, and his hands begged to slide up her arms and cradle her face. “You sure?” People veered around them as he gazed between the blues of her eyes and the soft curve of her lips. “Because, you might find me hovering quite a lot over the next several months if we decide to do this.”

She reached up and fixed his collar like she had the first night they’d met, not quite meeting his gaze. “I’ll tell you if it gets annoying.”

“You’d better.” He lingered close another beat and then grinned, but it took another few seconds for the heat at the back of his neck to fade.

They walked again, and her hand brushed his as she stepped out of the way of two small children skipping. His skin burned with the touch. Thoughts of how well she had fit in his arms as they’d danced, how she was nothing like the other women in his life, crowded his brain, and he pushed at his sleeves.

Nothing like them.

No. The girl walking by his side was every sunset on his private beach home in La Jolla. Calm. Freeing. Full of inspiration.

Breathtaking.

And something he craved more of. She was low tide, carrying away his anxieties with seemingly no effort. Only she wasn’t his to come home to each night…

Jase cleared his throat for probably the fiftieth time that evening and focused on the scenery, the people, his own shadow. Anywhere safe. “I’m not going to lie, I’ve stressed more over this restoration project than all my others combined. Penny practically kicked me out of the office this weekend, saying it would do me good to get away.”

When the resort lodge broke into view, she nodded toward the large pond situated in front of the portico and the illuminated landscape framing it. “At least you picked the right town to escape to. This place is seriously cool.”

She tipped her face toward the night sky, having no idea how refreshing and beautiful she was.

“Tell me more about you. What made you decide not to follow in your father's footsteps? Unless you have, and I don't know about it.” A playful grin parted her lips. “Maybe you moonlight as a rancher back in California?”

When asking about her family earlier, he'd known there was a chance it could come around to him, but he'd taken it anyway. Now sweat threatened his palms. He wasn't ready to talk about that part of his life. Even if she was the one person who’d understand.

“Maybe.”

Despite the warm night, she rubbed her arms and gazed around. “The lodge is beautiful, but I think I’m glad it was all booked. I like the charm of the B&B. I would have hated to miss it.”

Her changing the subject was subtle like the shadows on the moon rising over the hillside, and Jase’s respect for her deepened. Turning them back, he soaked up the easy calm between them; it was the perfect companion to the low murmur of people and nature as they walked side by side.

As they neared the restaurant, he veered off the main sidewalk, but she kept going. Grabbing her good arm, he laughed. “What are you doing?”

“Walking back to your car,” she said, though it sounded like a question.

“Well, you’re going the wrong way.” He pointed out his rental car three stalls down. “Since I’m parked right over there.”

Her cute lower lip dropped open. “How’d you find a spot so close?”

“I’m the parking shark king.”

She snorted at his self-proclaimed title as he held the passenger door for her.

“Actually, it was luck, but aren’t you glad?”

Her subtle perfume hit him again—the fragrance whispering of somewhere tropical under the stars. The way her dress shimmered in the streetlamp’s glow, and the hint of her tanned calves as she straightened her dress back over her knees, had him wishing it was the summer before senior year and they were out at old Thompson’s barn dancing until midnight, sharing secrets. Back when everything was easy. Simple.

Closing her door, he made his way to the other side of the car, taking the few moments alone to rein in his thoughts. Once inside, he pushed the key into the ignition and concentrated on backing out and getting onto the main road, but after a couple blocks, his attention drifted back to his passenger. There, in the dim light, between the acoustic guitar and deep vocals of the slow country song in the background, business contracts and deadlines were long forgotten. Even his nightmares were only vague memories.

“What are you thinking about over there?” he found himself asking.

“Truthfully?”

A smart remark was on the tip of his tongue, but the opportunity for a glimpse into her head, into her thoughts, rushed his body with nothing but sincere desire. “Truthfully.”

“I was thinking I really enjoyed tonight.”

Her face was angled just the right way that her expression was hard to read, but he grinned at her admission as he focused back on the road. Then he startled as her laughter filled the small space.

“Actually, if you want the whole truth, I sort of panicked when Jo told me about Tines.”

“What do you mean?”

A glance caught her pinning him with the most adorable, pleading look.

“Don’t judge me…”

Crossing his heart, he tried for his best solemn expression. “No judging.”

“It’s just…I didn’t know what to expect. Or what to wear.” She winced. “I hadn’t planned on a fancy dinner, being in a little Idaho town and all, and I worried I’d embarrass us both.”

The sound of stretching leather told him she’d leaned back in her seat and another stolen glance from his peripheral showed she’d removed her heels, something he wondered if she was conscious of doing. He liked it. A lot.

“Yeah, no. Not embarrassed.”

At the last stoplight out of town, his attention strayed to her toes then to her face. The glow from the dash reflected in her eyes, and he saw in them something that matched his own growing attraction.

Undoing the top button of his dress shirt, he loosened the collar beneath his sweater, hitting the gas pedal a little late when the light switched to green.

I’m playing with firecrackers.

He watched the dark fence line along the road like he was on it, with the ambitious, original-thinking, dedicated architect on one side and adorable, tempting, refreshing Madison on the other.

Maybe I can have both.

His soul begged for her talent and inspiration for the ranch, but to know her better was like an unsatisfied craving. Questions constantly swirled in his head. Like, what was her favorite movie? What scared her? Did she prefer cake or pie? What California beach would she choose to spend the day at? How would it feel to be curled up next to her on a blanket under the stars, her lips parted against his…

The car’s headlights caught the street to the B&B, and Jase barely made the turn without throwing them both into their seatbelts. Parking next to her car a few moments later, he got out to open her door, mentally chastising himself for his juvenile distractions.

Instead of slipping back into her shoes, Madison grabbed them and stepped out barefoot as night sounds joined the rustling leaves in a breeze that swept through the aspen.

“Thank you.”

“For?” she asked.

The car’s fender supported his weight as he tried to articulate his thoughts. “For agreeing to design the home.” There. That was true, but he pushed away from the rental and faced her. “You did agree, didn’t you?”

“I don’t think you officially asked.”

“Will you please design my home, Miss Blakeley?”

“Can I have some time to think it over?”

His jaw slackened before he could stop it.

She laughed. “Of course I’d love to design your home.”

“You’re literally torturing me tonight, you know that?”

He shoved his keys in his pocket and kept his hand there, so he wouldn’t do anything stupid like press her up against the car and kiss the mischief off her lips. Or, pull the rest of her hair free to fall around her shoulders and thread his fingers through the dark layers while discovering that favorite beach of hers.

“Here.” He held out his other hand toward her. “Let me see your phone.” He wiggled his fingers when she eyed his open palm. “Come on. Don’t you trust me?”

She dug her phone from her purse and dropped it into his hand. “Why do you need my phone?”

“Because you want my number.” Her mouth fell open, and he looked away so he wouldn’t close it for her. “That way we can throw ideas back and forth for the ranch house without going through email or poor Penny.” He typed his info into her contacts and then sent himself a message before handing it back.

Her laughter complemented the beautiful night as she read it aloud. “Tonight was incredible?”

“You’re welcome.” He started them toward the B&B but stopped at the foot of the steps. “So? What’s your verdict on Idaho? You like it?”

Her shoes dangled from her fingertips, their silver catching the porch light. “It’s definitely slower paced than San Diego.”

“Night and day.” The door was only four steps and a few feet away. I should close that distance. I really should. But he wasn’t ready for the moment to end. “Your concepts for the house are fantastic. I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with.”

“Hopefully the ideas I shared today made sense. I tend to ramble when I’m enthusiastic about a project.”

“I like when you ramble.” Under the stars, blanketed by night, a recklessness sparked inside of him, and he took a step toward her, the hammering of his heart at odds with the calm, clear evening.

Her gaze dropped to his lips as she felt for the railing and pulled herself up the first step. “Do you know when you’d like to break ground?”

Reaching up, he swept back those few strands of her dark hair that had been calling to him all night, letting his touch fall against her skin. She trembled as he traced the curve of her cheek and stepped up beside her, a whisper falling from his lips. “Tell me I’m not the only one feeling this…”

Floorboards creaked, and he jerked back to see Eric step onto the porch, carrying a loaded cardboard box. A torrent of ice water couldn’t have stopped his heart quicker, and when it finally picked itself up, it beat with a different sort of swiftness than it had seconds ago.

“You’re back.” Eric’s attention cemented on his boss, and the hard lines around his mouth spoke volumes.

Jase didn't have to dig too deep to understand where the guy’s reaction rooted.

Echoes of distant engines and crickets wedged themselves into the instant hush like the scratchy static of a CB radio until Madison spoke up.

“What’s with the box?” she asked, clutching the straps of her shoes.

He sniffed. “Told Jo I’d take it out back to the shed for her since it’s so heavy.”

She nodded toward the large carton. “Need help?”

“Wouldn’t want you to ruin your dress.”

Jase almost laughed at the entire scene, but from the expression on Madison’s face, she didn’t see the humor.

“I can help,” he offered. A protest was no doubt on her tongue, but he raised an eyebrow. “It really is a great dress.”

Color washed over her cheeks. “Thank you again for listening to my ideas. I look forward to working on the ranch house.” Her shoes clattered together from where they hung at her fingertips as she skipped up the few steps, crossed the porch, and slipped into the B&B.

He raked a hand through his hair and down over the back of his neck before meeting the pins in the accountant’s unblinking stare. The look said help was the last thing the guy wanted.

“She’s a great designer. You’re lucky she’s agreed to take the job.”

“I believe you.”

I really do.


Chapter Twelve

Several circles of light danced on the ceiling, reflections from a jewelry box sitting in the sunlight on the bedside table. Madison snuggled deeper into her covers and stared at the patterns, focusing her thoughts on anywhere but last night.

Her phone alarm went off, but she ignored the beeping until it gave up. Curling into a ball, she nestled her head into the white pillow. Less than a second later, she pulled it over her face like the action could smother her traitorous mind for going straight to Jase and those steps last night.

Really. This is ridiculous.

She threw her covers back and scraped her phone off the nightstand, canceling the alarm for good. On the screen was a missed text.

From him.

Swiping her hair back from around her face, she sat up and read that he had business and might not be able to see them off. The message wasn’t long. Or personal. Which was a blessing, because it was safer that way. Because Jase Cutter wasn’t just any guy, as she’d reminded herself last night when she couldn’t sleep. He was the man whose ventures every west coast newspaper noted, the man half the women in southern California fangirled over on social media. His lifestyle, the society he moved in, was one she wasn't used to.

Thinking to the night of the gala reaffirmed that gap. It would be foolish to toe even a pinky over that professional line. Keeping things on a business level was safer.

Much safer.

In the bathroom, she avoided the mirror as long as possible, only using it long enough to sweep her hair into a ponytail. She did all of this determined not to think about a certain bachelor’s almost kiss. And failed.

What a disaster.

But her eyes fluttered closed at memories of the warmth he had trailed on her cheek with his touch last night. And then there was everything else. He’d gifted her so much confidence with his praise of her work and had seemed genuinely intrigued. Yesterday was the first time since losing her father she’d felt someone truly got her. That someone understood the way a plot of land or dilapidated building, even a blank sheet of drafting paper, spoke to her.

Beautiful disaster? Ugh.

Whatever last night had been, Eric’s timing was a blessing.

It was.

That last thought was repeated over and over as she dressed and made up her bed and was almost believable by the time she hefted her bag off of the floor and shut her door behind her. There were no doubts Idaho would be missed—Jase’s land, too—but her time with its owner left her anxious for home and normalcy, and, for the first time ever, Madison was impatient to get on a plane.

“Morning.”

She startled at the sound of Eric’s surly voice. “Good morning,” she said, not bothering to infuse a cheerfulness she didn’t feel.

Her grip on her bag tightened when he only took his stuff downstairs and out to the rental. His disappointment in her hurt, but she couldn’t fault him. She’d promised, made a resolution, to show the influential mogul her company was worth taking a chance on…and that got a little skewed last night.

Downstairs, she grabbed a bottled water from the fridge for their drive, passing on the homemade breakfast and treats heaped on a platter in the center of the kitchen island. As tempting as the gooey pumpkin chocolate chip and orange cranberry muffins were, eating before a flight would not be a good move.

The heady scent of nature greeted her outside, the rich layers striking at least three of her five senses. Grateful for the distraction, she filled her lungs with the fresh country air. Even the crunch of gravel embedded in the scattered clumps of grass filled her soul.

Who knew Idaho would find a place in her heart?

Eric took her bag wordlessly, placing it next to his and slammed the trunk shut. He had the engine running before she could open her door and slip inside. A cringe tensed her shoulders as he tapped the window seal in that way he did. They had plenty of time to make their flight, but the way he gave the car gas had her double checking the clock on the dash. He stopped at the main road and flipped the blinker.

“Wait. Turn left.”

For the first time that morning, he looked at her. “Left?”

“Let’s drive by the ranch before we go.” An overwhelming pull to see Jase’s land one more time poked at her every nerve, spurring her to the edge of her seat, her leg bouncing as she waited.

His eye roll was subtle, like he hadn’t meant to let it slip, but he switched the blinker and headed away from town. “You’re the boss.”

Right. The boss. She absently smoothed the fresh tape of her bandage in place, welcoming the breeze from her open window as she chose the best opening to tell him the news she couldn’t the night before. “I heard from Camille yesterday.”

Dark lenses covered his eyes as he pushed his sunglasses in place. “Was it the contract?”

“No.”

He pressed the stereo dial, cutting off the low music.

“Camille says they’re going a different direction. With a different firm. One that has more experience under them.” Despite her best effort for a strong voice, her answer barely carried over the car’s engine.

“Another firm? Like who? The woman loved your ideas.”

Madison’s phone call with Camille still didn’t sit right. There had been something oddly close to regret in the business woman’s voice, contradicting her decision to walk away, which somehow felt worse than a flat-out, cold rejection would have. “I don’t know who. Guess she didn’t love the ideas quite as much as we thought.”

Maybe it was the vulnerability coursing through her, or maybe she just missed younger days, but she pulled her feet up underneath her like she had as a little girl playing shotgun in her dad’s truck. The familiar position brought a token of peace, but it lasted less than a mile. “I don’t know what I could have done different. Maybe La Jolla was a bad idea. What if now isn’t the right time to change the company’s direction?”

“Don’t say that.” His tone clipped the air inside the small car. “There’s never going to be a perfect time for anything. That is why you chase after what you want. And if you trip a few times along the way, no sweat. That’s what tomorrows are for.”

Easy for you to say, with your trust fund security blanket.

She didn’t have that fallback. Eric meant well, and he was probably right, but her current scary leap seemed riskier than ever. “Maybe.”

His hair fell across one eye as he shook his head, but nothing else was said as he turned toward the Cutter Ranch. She was out of the car the minute the tires stopped.

Lifting her face toward the sunlight, Madison listened to the battle between the insects, quaking aspen, and the trickling stream, all creating a soundtrack worthy of any playlist. With one full circle, she took it all in but stumbled when she spotted Jase’s rental car parked several yards away along a row of pine trees. Shielding the sun from her eyes, she searched until she found him.

He stood, unmoving, in front of the pile of wreckage she’d noticed the day before. The lonely structure hid something—secrets, stories, or both—but, at the moment, her mind only stirred for the man standing in front of it. The realization unbalanced her.

“You can't seriously want anything to do with him?”

She startled but didn't turn as her long-time friend stepped up beside her.

“Look at all the women he’s been with.”

Madison stared at him, about to return his earlier eye roll, but as countless media photos crept into her thoughts in one continuous loop, she dropped her gaze.

“He hasn’t earned his bachelor title for nothing. You’ve seen the pictures. It’s a different girl in each one. Guys like that are all about making the most of every opportunity before moving on to the next one. Real estate deals, girls. It doesn’t matter. Trust me, I know.” The veins in his arms bulged where he’d folded them tight against his chest. “That’s exactly what my father does. And he’s married.”

She peeked at Jase’s stooped frame, and even from this distance sensed a shadow over him. A defensive reply bubbled up inside her, but she couldn’t have this conversation right now. “I’m going to go tell him good-bye.” A tug on her arm shot pain clear to the bone where her cut stretched beneath its bandage.

“Sorry, I forgot.” He winced and let go, raking his hair back from his face. “It’s just… I’m not the bad guy here, Mads. I’m trying to protect you. I care—”

“I don’t need you to protect me. I really don’t.”

Eric’s footsteps through the grass were the last thing she heard before the car door creaked as he opened it and slipped onto the driver’s seat, and as she walked away, the most insecure parts of her wondered if what he’d said was true. Maybe Jase was one of those guys. The type that didn't think twice about taking advantage of a situation. Like Eric’s dad. And his mom, if half of what he told her over the years was true.

She twisted her bracelet, her thoughts leading her down a murky path, but it had a few specs of light impossible to ignore. Like Jase’s compassion toward the loss of her father. And she'd never once detected a cavalier attitude during any of their conversations.

A carefree breeze tumbled by, twisting the hem of her red Venetian blouse. Eric’s accusations, along with her angst from losing a client, started a dull ache at the base of her neck like the one from yesterday. Her uneven heartbeat as she approached Jase didn't help.

Only feet from the bruised wreckage, he stood with his head hung low, and his shoulders sagged as if bereft of their strength. The twisted and splintered wood lay in a heap, the charred pieces looking as if they'd suffered the pains of two wars, and Madison realized too late she was probably trespassing.

“It used to be our horse stables.” His voice was quiet but clear on the early morning air. “Lightning struck it, starting a fire on the roof.” He slipped his hands in the pockets of his jeans, his attention not straying from the torn rubble.

Her heart stilled, sensing what lay beneath his words was difficult to bear, and that same reverence from before returned.

“You know, I’m not sure if I would have followed in his footsteps. My father's.” He laughed softly and kicked at a rock. “I was always restless. Mom used to tell Dad all I needed was a little adventure, and then I’d settled down.”

Her lips curved up at the picture of a teenage Jase, eager to take on life, but it sobered as he continued.

“I think I would have ended up back home, though. Maybe not to take over the ranch but, well, I don't know. I don't think I would have left Sam to do it alone.”

“Sam is your father?”

“He was my older brother…well, only brother. It was the two of us and Mom and Dad.”

The past tense in which he spoke of his brother wasn’t missed, and her heart broke. “How long ago did you lose him?”

His focus seemed fixed on something far away. “I lost them all over eleven years ago.”

As if weights were shackled to her chest, the air squeezed from her lungs as all of the pieces began to fall into place. “I had no idea.”

“Sam and I had just gotten back from old Pete’s place, helping him round up a loose bull. We'd seen the first strike of lightning when we pulled up and noticed how close to the hill it hit behind the house. We thought it was pretty cool.” His humorless laugh cut the air between them. “And then it struck the stable. The whole ranch lit up.” He absently rubbed his left arm. “I remember the hair on my skin prickling. It was almost painful.”

For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of insects and the distant bawling of cattle. She wasn't sure what to say or even how to act, only had the strongest desire to reach out and show him some kind of support, but hesitated.

“My parents raced past us, heading straight for the horses inside. I don't even know where they came from. And then…the little fire that had glowed so weak…” The words seemed to catch on his lips. “It was eating up the entire roof. I ran forward, but Sam held me back. He yelled at me to call for help and to go get Dustin’s dad.”

Nothing but the black and grayed remains filled her vision. His nightmare.

Her throat thickened. She could almost taste the choking smoke and couldn't help glancing at him. His absolute stillness and unblinking stare broke the damn holding her tears.

As if he needed to touch a piece of the wreckage, he stretched out his left hand, but his fingers didn’t make contact. They only trembled slightly before falling back to his side. She slipped her hand around his and squeezed, but when she started to let go, his grip tightened.

“Everything happened so fast. Sam hollered at me again to get going, but I froze. Stood there and watched as he darted inside the stable after Mom and Dad. The smoke billowed high into the night sky. I remember how it blocked out the stars,” he whispered, sounding ashamed for remembering that detail.

His struggle for composure caused her tears to spill over, wetting her checks. Her own loss was gentle compared to the torment he must have endured at losing his family so horrifically. And then guilt slammed into her. No wonder he asked for privacy.

And we let him down.

“Sorry.” His voice hitched with a shallow laugh. “I’m sure you didn’t want to hear all of that.”

“No, don’t apologize. Please.”

“I realize I should be over it by now. Or at peace, or whatever, it’s just…if I’d followed Sam, or not hesitated. I mean, I didn’t even move until…” His eyes filled with self-blame. “Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered. I don’t know, but…” He took a deep breath and looked down. “Seeing—hearing the roof tear away, collapsing…”

He rubbed his jaw. “Dustin was right to call me a coward.”

Right. His unfinished business… “You’re not a coward. You were practically a kid.”

“I was almost nineteen.”

Her jaw hurt from biting back her emotion. She didn’t dare speak further, knowing the tears wouldn’t stop.

“That small fire spread. It not only took my family, but everything. The house and all of the outbuildings.” His attention strayed across his land. “So, yeah. No family gatherings.”

She leaned her head against his arm, giving him the only support she could, and, for several long seconds, they stood on that spot of dried grass and dark soil. Time ticked by, leaving her with little left before she and Eric needed to catch their flight, but how could she go?

“Has it gotten easier for you? Living without your father?”

“Yes.” She waited until he raised his chin slightly and then held his gaze. “But I haven't forgotten him. And I hope I never do. Even the moments at the end when he was so sick. It makes all our good times that much sweeter.”

Jase regarded her before focusing on what had been the stable—or the few pieces left.

“Storms and lightning still mess with my head. Fires, too.”

His sideways glance whispered he expected her to think less of him, but then his expression shifted, and the tightness in his jaw eased.

“How’s your arm feeling?”

The dull throb from where Eric had grabbed her was nothing to what he’d shared. “Fine. And, it was an accident,” she reminded him again, hating the thought of adding to his troubled conscience.

Sounds of a car door shutting from several yards back, carried her way. She untwined her fingers from Jase’s grasp, scared by the ache in her heart at leaving him there. “Thank you again for everything.”

“You know I can’t let you go.”

“No?” She swallowed hard as his gaze, dark as honey, searched hers. Like they had the night before.

Goose bumps feathered her skin as she recalled their moment on the steps—his fingers brushing back her hair, the way he’d leaned in—of the kiss that never happened. Was it going to now? Would she let him?

“Nope.” A beautiful, amused grin lifted one corner of his mouth. “Not until I get an answer.”

“An answer?”

“Want to make sure you haven’t changed your mind.”

He’s talking about the house.

What she was sure was red hot embarrassment replaced the heat on her skin. “Right. My answer hasn’t changed from last night. I’d love to do the design.” Her voice was that of a weak-kneed girl, rather than a professional woman.

She wanted to slap herself for being such a dummy.

All mischief faded from his smile. “I’m in your debt. Especially for fitting in such a small design compared to your usual, larger projects. But, after hearing your ideas and your process, you’re the only one I trust to do this.”

If only she were that swamped with large projects.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, of course.” She tried for a more convincing smile, but his forehead creased.

“Listen, last night—”

“It’s work.” For reasons she couldn’t explain, she didn’t want to hear any apologies or regrets from him. “One of my accounts is reconsidering. That’s all.” But, too late, she grasped what she’d said and bit hard on the inside of her cheek.

Seriously? You did not share that with him.

What Madison hoped was sympathy and not concern, flitted across his face. The last thing she wanted was him thinking he’d offered an incompetent architect a job.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She waved it off and tried for a bigger smile. This time he seemed to buy it. “Most likely they’re only putting it on hold.”

“Well, good luck.”

Her glance followed his to where Eric’s back rested against the car, his arms folded.

“I think maybe your accountant has had enough of Idaho.”

“I’m sure he just doesn’t want to miss our flight.”

“Uh huh.” He rubbed his jaw. “Guess I better let you go.”

“Hopefully, I’ll see you soon. To…you know,” she stammered, “show you the designs.”

His deep chuckle followed her to the car.

He totally enjoys playing with my nerves.

Without words, she slid onto the passenger seat, and Eric drove them away from the Cutter Ranch, but her mind stayed welded to the story of the land’s owner. A story too personal and too tragic to repeat.


Chapter Thirteen

Jase stood by the window next to his desk, the afternoon sun not quite as bright with the lingering smog. The ugly grittiness usually stuck to the L.A. area, which he preferred. One place it never crept up was the ranch. And, not for the first time since being back, his mind slipped to Idaho. And to a certain beautiful woman.

His phone vibrated with a new text, and he wondered if Madison’s ears were burning.

—Radiant heated floors on main?—

He couldn’t remember how their almost daily texts started—some trivial project question like this maybe—but the first one had popped up the day after they’d returned four weeks ago.

—Does get cold up there in winter—he typed.

—Good option for staying toasty—

His office filled with his laughter.

—Then yes, please—

—Smart man. How’d mtg w/Simon go?—

—It’s in 5—

—Lucky you ;)—

He only had two words typed before another message lit up his screen.

—*Face Palm* I meant that winky face for the mtg, not Simon!!—

A grin pulled at one side of his mouth. Their conversations had become less business-y and more friendly with every send.

Just like in Sun Valley.

Only now, due to several untimely scheduling conflicts on his end, the conversations were just bubbles across a screen. His grin slipped. Black text didn’t translate the way she talked faster the more excited she got, nor did it allow him to see her fidget with her bracelet when he made her nervous.

The gloom beyond his window seemed to darken, the gray, hazy mess the opposite of everything she was…

—Meet over lunch tomorrow to discuss the garage designs?—

The cool screen beneath his finger as he typed the invitation contradicted the warmth at the back of his neck. He drummed his foot against the hard floor as he waited for her reply, but when a full minute passed without one, he dropped the phone back on the desk.

He tugged on the corner of his calendar to see it better. To his relief, his day was free after Simon. He intended to make the most of it with a run along the beach, followed by relaxing under the shade on his deck to get his brain in the right game.

“Mr. Weston is here to see you.”

Jase straightened his calendar as he looked up at Penny just inside the door. “Great, thank you.”

“Oh, and Missy Oldman says she can meet you Thursday at seven and to dress nice.”

“Seven? In the evening?” He rolled his eyes. “If I don’t close this deal Thursday, I’m swearing off real estate.”

Penny stifled a chuckle but didn’t argue. “I’ll send Simon in. Would you still like me to stay and take notes?”

“Please.”

The architect entered his office a moment later, impeccably dressed as always. His combed and gelled hair swept across his forehead with angled precision. Jase doubted there was much that could move it out of place, but he suddenly had a strong urge to try.

Just one little flick.

“Simon.” He extended his hand. “You’re in town for a friend’s wedding if I remember right. How was it?”

“Windy.” He gave a trace of a smile. “It was a shore-side event. Natasha loved it, of course, and got a lot of referrals. She says to tell you hello.”

“How long are you in town?”

“End of next week.”

He made a mental note to check his schedule, knowing he should offer to entertain them one night but already dreading it.

Cowboy up. You can handle Mr. Eccentric for one night.

Except, he worried about Natasha, too. Who knew what mood she’d be in?

“Well, thank you for making time to meet.” Jase waited for him and Penny to be seated before taking his own. “I figure speaking in person is better than a phone call or e-mail. Actually, that’s partly what I wanted to talk about.” He picked up a pen and rolled it between his fingers, choosing his words with care. “I met with Mayor Ferris yesterday afternoon.”

Simon sat his messenger bag next to his chair, crossing one knee over the other before stretching his arms along the chair’s armrests. “What’s Marty’s complaint now?”

“He’s received several hundred e-mails from the community about the restoration and feels like he needs more answers. He says he’s reached out to you, but without much success.”

He rubbed the tip of his nose as it scrunched like the air was foul. “That man. All of this will blow over once construction starts. I told him that a week ago.”

“I mentioned the same thing, but you can’t really fault his concern. He has a responsibility to the people. Plus, he’s up for re-election next year.”

Simon snorted loudly, a sound that couldn’t have contradicted his manners more if he’d walked in with a stain on his dress shirt. “So, his concerns are less for his people and more for himself?”

“Maybe, but he and the city council have been good to work with me for the past year in regard to the zoning for this project,” he said. “If it takes a response or two to keep him happy, we’ll do it.”

The architect didn’t protest.

“Did you get the list of local contractors I sent you?”

“I did.”

“Good. Look them over and let me know your thoughts.” Jase smoothed down his tie and braced for the push back defining the lines creasing Simon’s forehead.

“You do realize the limitations that puts on this project?”

“What? Using local?”

“Subcontractors are one thing, but I hesitate to use a general contractor I’m not familiar with.”

“You have the list. Check them out. Penny can help as well. She’s acquainted with most of them.”

His steadfast assistant rested her pencil against her notebook and smiled at Simon. “The Gardvant Group built the very building we’re sitting in. They’ve been in San Diego for over six decades. I think you’ll find there are several on that list you can trust. I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have.”

Mr. Eccentric’s nose twitched again, but he inclined his head, and Jase took the gesture as a cue to move on to the next item on the agenda. “Where are we at with the exterior? Your original proposal suggested quite a bit of restructuring. I’d like that included in the first round of sketches you’re working on.”

Simon uncrossed his legs and sat forward. “I’ll have a rough draft sent over soon. The most extensive part will be taking it from its circular front to an inverted design.”

The soft scratch of Penny’s pencil stopped. “Inverted?”

“Here.” Simon pulled a paper and pen from his messenger. His hand raced across the single sheet with speed, creating short, straight lines in a rough but thorough sketch. “Like this.”

Jase nodded, mentally tracing the sharp angles jutting out over the entrance but stopped when a crease appeared between Penny’s brows. “What are you thinking?”

She sat back, clutching her notebook, but the lines didn’t fade. “The design is definitely intriguing.”

“But?”

His assistant studied the drawing before meeting their stares. “I’m afraid my opinion is tainted. I grew up going to this theatre. The entrance with its curved double doors and the way the building domes at the top? I felt like a princess entering a palace.”

As if the Old Theatre were right beyond the window in all its glory, his assistant looked past them with a wistful longing that cut straight to his core.

“I’ll just miss it, is all.” She took up her things again and gestured to Simon’s picture. “But this is impressive. The younger generations will especially love it.” She smiled, but those happy creases at the corners of her eyes didn’t appear like they should have.

Simon held up the eight and a half by eleven sheet of paper, his pinky sticking out. “As I explained to Jase in my original proposal, there really are only two choices. We can restore the theatre to what it once was, or we can wow and defy. This property won’t only be a grand theatre, it’ll be a cornerstone to the city, reflecting its forward-thinking ideals. The very way it mocks gravity will tell a story of ambition and daring.”

Jase took up his green and black pen again as Simon’s words drew out a memory. He focused on the blur of colors as he twisted the pen back and forth.

“…it's the lure to stretch the bounds of convention. And gravity. It's tempting to any designer…” His fingers froze as the rest of Madison’s words settled over him as clearly as if she’d whispered them in his ear. “…I like to build on what is already there…every piece of land or building has a story…”

Jase cleared his throat. “Penny.”

“Yes?”

“Can you give us a minute?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Of course.”

He stood as she gathered her things and shut the door behind her, but instead of retaking his seat, he walked to the window, needing a moment to think before turning back toward Simon. “What if we can have both?”

Simon’s silence couldn’t have been louder.

“Maybe we’re approaching this restoration from the wrong perspective,” he continued as he turned back around.

“What do you mean? You asked for bold. You wanted a statement.”

“And I still do.”

“You can’t please everyone.” The Seattle native threw a glance at the door Penny had just exited. “That’s one of the first lessons of any art. And business. You of all people know this.”

“I do. I also know when to follow my instincts.” He leaned a shoulder against the cool glass, folding his arms. “Here’s something else I know. The Old Theatre meant a lot of things to a lot of people. It’s a part of their history.” A thrill shot through him at the possibilities opening up in his mind, and he wondered if this was what Madison felt with each of her designs. “I think we might be wrong to alter so much of it.”

Simon stood, a curse parting those thin lips. “So…what? Weeks’ worth of work, weeks of my time, gone. Like that? We’re just going to go in there and restore the theatre to an exact mirror of its old self? I didn’t sign on to restore another architect’s creation.”

Jase’s ears stung by the time the designer finished his fueled speech, but he couldn’t fault the man. “Neither your time or work is wasted.” He held up a hand. “We simply need to find a way to mesh its history with our current vision.”

The outburst he expected didn’t come. Instead, Simon paced the spot behind his chair, his fingers massaging his temples.

“There’s more.” Jase pushed off the window and scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck, following another instinct. “I’d like to bring Madison Blakeley in on the project.” He braced for the uproar but Simon’s eyes only steeled.

“Is this some joke?”

Despite the calm words, feral came to Jase’s mind as the man’s mouth twisted around the question. He pointed to a chair. “Please, sit.”

Simon’s hands flexed at his sides. “No. I won’t sit. Blakeley? Are you serious?”

“This project is more than a business opportunity for me. It has personal value. So, to answer you, yes. Yes, I’m entirely serious.” He raised himself to his full height. “And the more I consider it, the more right it feels.”

“Unbelievable.”

His head felt as heavy as the hazy skyline. “You’ll be lead architect, and the whole of your ideas will stay. Think of it more as a collaboration.”

Simon’s nostrils flared.

“This is a massive project with several phases. You can’t deny having someone here on this end, close to the project, would be a huge benefit to your firm. It will also go a long way with the community.”

The designer gripped the top of his chair. “Weston Designs does not collaborate.”

“Think about it. It’s the right decision.”

His phone chose that moment to chime a text, and he glanced to the screen as it lit up with Madison’s name between them on the desk.

Simon scoffed. “She’s completely played you.”

“Watch it.”

The man’s posture was as stiff as his hair. Completely inflexible.

“Your ideas for this project are fresh and cutting edge, and I’m not asking you to give them all up. Nor do I want you to. I’ll make sure she understands the agreement and what it entails. She won’t be under any illusions as to why I’m bringing her on. But she’s incredibly talented and will be able to add some authenticity to the theatre. Trust me on this one.” He’d never been more sure.

Simon’s lips pressed into a thin line as he seemed to even out his breathing. “And she agreed to all of this?”

“She knows nothing about it. I’ll meet with her tomorrow to make the offer.”

“Something tells me you aren’t giving me a choice here.”

“I want you on this restoration, Simon.”

The man’s hooded eyes gave nothing away. “It better be made clear to both Blakeley and the media that Weston Designs is the head architect on this project.”

“Fair enough.”

“And I want the mayor off my back.”

“Done. Only I expect a few things in return,” he countered.

“Of course you do.”

Jase deflected the juvenile jab with a raised brow. “There will be respect between the two firms. Nothing less will be tolerated. And, please, give her input real thought and CC me on any correspondence.”

Simon jerked his suit jacket down before securing the single button. “Anything else?”

“I’d like the three of us to meet before you fly back to Seattle. Preferably in the next few days.” Moving around his desk, he walked toward the door. Simon didn’t respond. He didn’t argue either, so Jase took it as a go. “I don’t regret my choice in hiring your firm, Simon. You were my first choice, and I stand by my original decision. If this project didn’t have such deep roots in this community, I wouldn’t go to all of this trouble. But like I said, it means a lot to a lot of people, so I appreciate your understanding.”

His outstretched hand was barely acknowledged before Simon walked out, and a long run sounded better by the minute. Sitting on the edge of his desk, he read Madison’s text through twice, then typed out a reply.

—Friday instead?—

He startled when his phone rang a second later. “Hey.”

“Hi. Thought this might be easier.”

The stale mood from Simon’s departure lifted with the sound of Madison’s voice. He’d missed it. “Except, now I can’t use emojis to express all the layers of my emotion.”

“I can hang up…”

His laughter started deep in his throat. “Don’t you dare.”

“About lunch tomorrow. I feel terrible, but I can’t make it. I’ll be onsite with a client the next two days. I have a few minutes now, though, if you’d like? Just let me grab my notes.”

“I actually have something I’d like to discuss.” He scratched the day-old scruff on his jaw, debating. “Though, I’d prefer to do so in person.”

“Oh.”

Her uncertain reaction got a smile out of him. “It’s about the Old Theatre.”

“Oh.”

The change of inflection in her voice made his grin stretch wider, and he straightened, the proposition spilling out as he walked around behind his desk. “How would you like to join my restoration team? For the theatre?” He stared at a knot in the wood desktop, his lips pressed together as he waited for her answer.

“I don’t understand.”

“I’d like you to partner with Simon on the theatre. In a collaboration.” Her hesitation seemed to buzz in the static on the line, and it hit him she might actually say no. “There are two main reasons I chose Weston Designs for the project,” he rushed on as he sat in his chair. “Simon has the experience, and his ideas are solid. But…”

“Does he have a conflict?”

“No. Nothing like that. It’s just…a part of why I took on this project was to give back to the community.” He glanced to the seat Penny had sat in earlier. “And I feel like I’ve let them down.”

“I’m still not quite following. Why me? Why now?”

He slouched back into his leather chair. “Truthfully?”

“Truthfully.”

He gave into the ghost of a smile with the familiar back-and-forth. “Like I said, Simon has some incredible ideas, but it hit me today that something is missing. There’s a disconnect between what the theatre once was and what our vision is for its future. You can fix that.”

More static.

“Madison, this project needs you. It needs your inspiration. I want Penny, and the others like her, to recognize the iconic theatre they grew up with but also to get the future generations of San Diego excited. I want that awe factor.”

“And Simon agreed to this?”

He crumpled an old memo in his fist, wishing he could see her face. “He has.”

“So, I’d be working under him?”

“He’ll take lead. I know it’s not ideal, but collaborations aren’t unheard of, and I think it can work here.” The paper in his hand was now a tight ball. “I’m not below begging.” He wanted that playfulness back between them, but still, several seconds ticked by before she answered.

“Okay.”

He sat forward. “Is that a yes?”

“I’d be a fool to turn it down.”

It wasn’t necessarily a lack of joy in her words as it was caution, and, for the hundredth time, he wished he knew what had happened between the two architects at the gala. “You won’t regret it.”

I know I won’t.


Chapter Fourteen

Madison stared at her e-mail, afraid to close it out for fear it would chime again with more horrible news. If only this were some demented dream she would wake up from at any moment. Except, it wasn't. This was definitely reality, and it wasn't great. A month ago, she would have never believed any of this could happen.

The worst part was not understanding why.

“Everything okay?”

She glanced up from where she sat behind her desk to see Sarah by the door. “No.”

“Um…anything I can do?”

“Not unless you can tell me why Royce isn’t signing the contract.” She stared at her computer, still wide-eyed, absently running her fingers over the raised pink scar on her arm.

“What?” Sarah threw the door open, walking all the way inside. “Did he say why?”

Madison rubbed her forehead. “He said he’s concerned with the company’s competency, but the way he worded it was funny. I don’t know. When Camille cut ties with us, I knew there was a chance Royce would follow. They’re family, after all, and I know they talk.”

Flopping down in one of the empty chairs, her receptionist made a disgusted noise. “I still can’t believe Camille didn’t sign the contract. Last month, she stood right here, gushing about how amazing you are.”

“Apparently, things changed.” She put her head on her desk, unable to shake the ugly seed that had sprouted when they were back in Idaho—a seed that was now a giant, itchy weed, that couldn’t be yanked out. One that hinted strongly of Simon and Natasha. “But I don’t get it,” she muttered.

“What don’t you get?”

Madison glanced up at Eric over Sarah's blonde curls. “I got an e-mail from Royce. He’s out.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope.”

He leaned against the side of Sarah’s chair. “He’ll regret it. No one will nail his vision down like you did. I’m glad he didn’t see your final ideas.”

She shrugged, because what else was there to say? Reading the names on her calendar of the two client meetings the following week, self-doubt crept in, and anger joined her disappointment.

“You know what? We’re only surprised because these are happening at the same time.” Sarah’s curls bounced as she put both hands on her hips. “Clients change their minds all the time. How about old Dave Campbell? The guy left us three times before we finally got his place built. Everything is fine.”

Madison answered with a smile, or at least what she hoped resembled one. The encouragement was appreciated, but the deep sense that something, or someone, was working against her only grew.

“Or,” Sarah added, her forehead wrinkling, “maybe it’s time Mr. Cutter gives us some publicity with the Idaho house. Two words from him and Royce and Camille will come slinking back. I’d bet my Rover on it.”

Madison was shaking her head before her receptionist finished. “Not an option, sorry.”

“Fine, then.” The girl’s bangs puffed up with her dramatic breath. “You’ll just have to wow everyone with your ideas for the restoration.”

This time a genuine smile pulled at Madison’s lips. It didn’t stick long but did ease some of the heaviness pressing down on her shoulders. “True.” She leaned back, swiveling her chair back and forth slowly. “If Simon gives me the chance. Honestly, it was hard to get a yes out when Jase made the offer yesterday. Both because of Simon, and my pride. I’m not going to lie that it feels like seconds—which, it is, but…I couldn’t turn down the opportunity. This is what I’ve wanted.”

Sort of.

She released a heavy breath, rivaling Sarah’s, but caught Eric’s gaze. His face was as blank as the sheets in her open drafting pad, giving zero visibility to his thoughts.

“You can handle Simon,” Sarah said.

The confident declaration pulled a laugh from deep within her, and she could have hugged her receptionist right there. “You’re the best. And you’re right. We’re going to nail the Idaho project and do the same with the Old Theatre.”

Eric’s nod lacked Sarah’s enthusiasm, probably because he understood the blow they’d just received better than anyone, but Madison gave him points for trying to stay positive.

“How's the Manor House coming?” he asked.

“Great. The windows should be in soon.”

“It's going to be killer. I can't wait to see the project finished,” he said.

“Same,” Sarah chimed in.

“Thanks, you guys.” She watched them leave, knowing it was close to closing, but didn’t follow. Instead, she shifted her thoughts to the Manor House Country Inn—the one, and only, commercial contract going well since their move to La Jolla. That design held a lot of pride for her. The couple having it built called often, telling her how much they loved it, too.

It was good to be reminded of those people who cared and trusted her. Jase did, and not with one project but two. He found her capable and saw her ability.

So, why didn’t Camille? Or Royce?

As the shadows grew in her office, so did her suspicion over her bad luck with the restaurant and Charter Club. She pinched the bridge of her nose to relieve the tension building behind her eyes, trying to sort through it all. Simon was snotty and prideful, but vindictive? And why? Because Jase thought her designs worthy?

She stood and wandered from her window to the bookshelf then back to the window, her focus on nothing at all. And then her laughter broke the quiet, the sound as tired as her mind and body. The truth was, she had no control. Not over which clients stayed, and which ones left. Not over other bids, or other firms. It was a startling reality.

Picking up the photo sitting on her desk, Madison looked into her father’s smiling eyes. They seemed to stare into her soul, and she begged him to give her all the answers. To tell her she imagined her worry over Camille and Royce, but he didn’t.

After several quiet minutes, she kissed her fingers and pressed them over his heart.

I miss you, Daddy.


Chapter Fifteen

Jase’s head pulsed under the strobe lights. The room was cool, despite the large crowd gathered in the nightclub. Not a conventional spot to conclude business, but Missy Oldman resembled nothing close to convention.

He ducked to avoid the large emerald feathers in the heiress’ hair as she spun to yell something toward the man in the music box. Her whole hippie bohemian motif was absurd, but he supposed if anyone could pull it off, it was Missy.

If this deal hadn’t been in the works for fifteen months, and one he’d fought tirelessly over—and possibly groveled for—he’d have put his foot down at going clubbing to celebrate the sale of her entire southern estate to him. But a happy Missy meant a good business relationship for the future. And he still had an interest in at least two of her dozen or so pieces of real estate.

Strangers and couples on all sides danced to the layered beats, their moves playing off each other like some mixed-up version of truth or dare, and his thoughts hovered on Madison. He couldn’t picture her in a place like this—a place where women wore too little and men stared too long.

No, she was a horse ride on a Saturday morning. A dip your toes in the creek on a Sunday afternoon, or a walk along the pier on a Friday night sort of girl. She was the kind to lay your head in her lap and fall asleep with her fingers in your hair.

Or vice versa.

The room temp seemed ten degrees hotter, and he tugged on his jacket collar. He hoped he’d made the right move yesterday in making her the restoration offer and, like before, thoughts of that fence in Idaho with architect Madison on one side and fun, warm-hearted, adorably sexy Madison on the other came to mind. And again, he wondered if there needed to be a choice.

“Hey, you look a little lost. Want to join us?”

A woman with a heart-shaped face and fire-red lips appeared in front of him. Golden blonde spikes tipped purple were strategically styled to frame her face—a face turned up and hopeful.

“Uh.” He squinted under the low lights, wondering where Missy had gone. “I’m actually waiting for a friend.”

The girl’s fake nails dug into his skin as she wrapped her fingers around his arm and gestured over her shoulder. “You can come wait with us?”

His gaze followed hers to a group of five staring women with way too much energy between them. “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t.”

His new lady friend stepped closer anyway. As polite as possible, he shrugged out of her hold with another apology, grateful when at last she got the hint and rejoined her little group.

A flash struck from his peripheral, and he forced his jaw to relax before turning to stare at the camera phone pointed at him.

“Hey, man, you’re that big real estate shark, right? You’re here with Missy?” The guy smacked his gum between each word.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

“Oh, don’t hurt the poor darling’s feelings.” Missy appeared at his elbow. “This will probably feed the parasite for a month. Might as well make the shot count.”

A groan rose up in his throat, but he faced the camera, allowing the heiress to press her cheek next to his while the punk snapped a shot. When the dude readjusted for another, Jase threw up a hand then whispered close to Missy’s ear to be heard over the noise. “I’ve got to run. It was a pleasure closing the deal.”

“It definitely was.”

“Don’t start any bar fights.”

“Who, me?” Her long, glittered lashes fluttered.

Jase took the hand she held out and lifted it to his lips, knowing she wouldn’t settle for a handshake. Not Missy.

She then waved him off. “Don’t be a stranger.”

Outside, the blast of frigid, unseasonal San Diego air was a huge welcome as he gave his name to the valet, but the second sweep of cold air held moisture. The hair on his arms stood up as thunder grumbled. Even for the city lights and late hour, dark clouds were visible in the night sky, their heavy masses inky, roiling shadows.

Rubbing his arms, he muttered self-admonitions under his breath to not be pathetic. He was a grown man, for crying out loud. An adult. Storms couldn’t break him. Lightning shouldn’t paralyze him.

They shouldn’t.

He startled as another clap of thunder hit followed by a streak of light in the distance. A couple narrowed their eyes in his direction as he shrunk back a step, and he barely waited for the trim, neatly dressed valet to open his truck’s door before shoving a large bill into his hand.

The rain’s patter against the windshield increased the closer he drove to his home. The music shouting through the station did little to drown it. With the storm’s pressure, and its taunting fingers of static light grabbing for the ground, his nerves weakened, and his breathing shallowed—so much so, his vision blurred as he pulled into his garage and cut the engine. He’d always labeled himself a fighter, but tonight, the torrent raging outside left him powerless.

Dig deep.

Darkness engulfed him as the headlights eventually faded, and, with the waning light, he shifted his focus to things more under his control. Like finalizing things with the bank for William’s ranch. Making peace with Idaho. Appeasing the community’s concerns about the restoration—which hopefully will happen now with Madison onboard—and getting Simon to not only see her potential but use her skills.

He pulled his keys from the ignition, the storm no longer the biggest challenge he faced. Something told him that last particular battle might be two hundred times more difficult than closing a deal with Missy Oldman.


Chapter Sixteen

Madison held the schematics for the Idaho design tightly in one hand as the elevator ascended to the twelfth floor. She'd forgone her black power suit in lieu of something softer, but as the little red light displaying the floors counted higher, the choice felt like a mistake. In her suit, she’d be less likely to forget her personal vow to keep things professional with Jase.

Making sure her blue oxford was still tucked in, she adjusted the wide brown leather belt at her waist and took a deep breath. And then another. The last time they’d spoken had been only two days ago—yet the thrill that had rushed her insides at the sound of his voice then, hadn’t ebbed. Correction, she thought, checking her reflection in the mirror. That thrill hadn’t ebbed since their time in Idaho.

Worse than that realization, were the daydreams. The most recent featuring him as her date to the movie in the park tomorrow night instead of the girls’ night out that it was supposed to be. Though, who could blame her? A blanket for two under a night sky watching an old classic black and white film with him and that grin of his? Where she’d make him laugh, chase away his ghosts, and…

“Professional, Madison. Keep it professional.”

The elevator dinged, signaling his floor, and she smoothed her favorite knee-length, camel-colored skirt with a shaky hand, forcing herself past the sliding doors and into the bright lobby.

All concerns vanished in the floor-to-ceiling windows and antiqued black walnut furnishings. Large canvas prints of what she assumed were photos of his developments lined one wall. Beneath her feet, in a simple grid pattern, was dark stone tile. Love wasn’t a strong enough verb. The mogul’s story wasn’t exactly unique, but it awed her how someone so young could turn one property investment into the multi-million-dollar holdings he claimed today.

“May I help you?”

Madison smiled at the regal woman behind the large desk. “This is a great space.” She held out her hand. “Sorry. I'm Madison Blakeley. I have some designs to drop off to Mr. Cutter.”

“Oh, yes. I'm Penny. We've spoken on the phone. It's so nice to finally meet you.” She stood and accepted her handshake. “Jase has nothing but great things to say about your work.”

She hadn’t put much thought into Jase’s assistant, but somehow Penny seemed completely perfect for the post. Maybe it was her friendly voice, or gentle features…but the woman radiated calm. Something she suspected Jase could use in huge doses. “Thank you.”

“So, tell me, how did you like the ranch?”

“Amazing. I warned Mr. Cutter about letting people visit, because once they see a sunrise or sunset from his wraparound porch, they'll never want to leave.”

The woman’s eyes actually twinkled with nothing but happy light.

“Is he available?” Madison fidgeted with the handles of her bag as his assistant studied her, determined not to check her attire again. “I should have made an appointment, but I was in this part of town and thought I’d surprise him.”

“Very available. Why don't you go ahead and walk right in.”

She glanced at the solid wood door with narrowed eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. He won't mind at all. He’ll be pleased to see you have the design ready.”

Walking over, a rush of excitement jolted through her as she twisted the handle and took a tentative step inside his office, confident Jase would love the way the design had come together. But when the door shut behind her, the loud noise of that one little click filled the room like a shotgun, and some of those assurances drained away. He was staring when she looked up, surprise reflected on his face where he stood behind his desk.

“Sorry,” she mouthed, realizing he was on his phone. Her face flamed coal hot, and she gestured she'd wait outside, but he held up a finger.

Backing up to the wall, she kept still, except for the brief glance she gave the room. It had the same open and light feel as the lobby, but there was something different about his space. One she couldn't put her finger on.

“Yes. I agree,” he said to the person on the phone. To her, he pointed at one of the leather chairs.

She obeyed, trying not to make any noise as he switched his phone to the other ear and nodded at something being said. His dark waves were slightly mussed, and his sleeves pushed up his forearms, something else she noticed he did a lot. The look took her back to when they were in Idaho, a trip down memory lane she’d taken more than once since being back.

A few minutes later, the rancher-slash-entrepreneur set his phone on the desk and grinned. “Miss Blakeley.”

“Mr. Cutter.” She fought the heady effect of his smile but loved the endearments they’d created for each other. “I should have texted about stopping by, but I finished these and was impatient to show you.” The edge of the seat supported her as she scooted forward and placed the designs on his desk. A small crop of doubt pushed through her carefully constructed confidence. “These are rough, of course. You know the drill.”

Instead of sitting in the chair behind his desk, he took the one next to hers. “The wraparound turned out great. You're right, it will be the perfect outdoor spot.” Smoothing out the corner of the top page, he studied it. “Okay, so we haven’t discussed this, but I’ve been thinking about a balcony off the loft. Can we put it in without it interfering here?” He pointed to the exterior section of the rough draft.

She reached underneath the top sheet to pull out another draft. “Like this?” Delight rushed her, physically teasing her skin as he shifted his attention from the drawings to stare into her eyes.

“I knew I liked you.”

The thrill melted to a yummy warmth, and she almost lost her train of thought. “I added two chimney stacks here.” She pointed them out. “Of course, we can keep or throw out any of these additions. Or swap them…whatever you want.”

“Perfect.” He nodded, giving emphasis to his agreement before returning his focus to the papers.

They spent the next several minutes dissecting the interior, and her confidence reconstructed itself every time he praised her ideas—which, to her excitement, was often.

“This is really good.” But he shook his head. “No, that's not the right word. It's right.”

With a wave of her hand, she brushed the compliment away. “Just doing my job.”

He straightened the papers on the desk and shifted in his seat, his knees brushing hers. “Your skills are meant for more than meager houses.” His voice sobered. “I appreciate you taking this job. My mom would have loved this.”

Her throat tightened around several emotions, hearing him speak of his mother and witnessing the heartbreak in his voice. “I’m happy to do it. And I’m sure your mother simply loves that you’re rebuilding.” Then she took a chance on something weighing on her. “I hope you don’t wait too long to go back. Really go back.”

He placed his forearms on his knees, lowering his head over clasped fingers. “I want to go back. I do. But.” A hollowness settled over his office. “All the memories and expectations… And the stories and speculation all over again…”

Warmth enveloped Madison’s hand where she touched his arm, and she hoped he felt it, too. “If you’re talking about the media, they can’t report on what they don’t know, right? We’ll be careful. And you don’t need to build until you’re ready. When you are, I’ll have the designs available.”

An incredibly perfect smile played on his lips. “Right.”

She gave him a three-finger salute, to which he raised an eyebrow.

“What, am I not doing it right?” She lowered her hand, studying the sign. “I swear this is how my dad did it.”

His laughter filled the room. “So. What’s this here?” He pointed to handwriting in the far right-hand corner of the design.

Her reminder. She’d almost forgotten. “There were these stones I saw up at the ranch. I made myself a note so I wouldn’t forget to ask you about them.”

A crease appeared on his forehead. “What do you want to know?”

The sturdy and obviously hand-placed stones had drawn her attention from that first moment on his ranch. The colors were bold and beautiful, and she’d imagined them surrounding a large cut of mahogany to hold his future family photos—a true hearth. “I wondered if you’d consider them here, to surround the mantel, in the new great room.”

He pierced her with an unreadable look. “Why those stones?”

“When we were up on your land, I was struck with how rural and raw it is. Also, loved. You can tell by those hidden paths and tree fort. By simply stepping on the dirt and soil. I imagine your old home with handmade window coverings and quilts, a worn and well-used table and chairs. I know you don’t want an exact replica, but those stones were obviously set aside by careful hands, and I think they’d be stunning and memorable in the new one…” She trailed off when the thought struck her that she might be trespassing again. Emotion squeezed her throat for the second time, but she was encouraged by the light mirrored in his expression.

“This. This is why I need you on the restoration.”

She smiled but rubbed her charm. “What if you’re putting too much trust in me?” There. She’d said it. She’d voiced her deepest concern. One tugging at her since hearing his story.

“Not a chance. And your idea for the stones is perfect. My dad gathered those for years. Mom gave him a hard time, but he told her that one day he was going to do something special with them. So, see? I definitely have not put too much trust in anything.”

The tight squeeze on her heart lessened as his words soaked in. He was pensive, then cleared his throat and stood, his chair creaking as it lurched back with the movement.

“Before we go any further, there’s some business we should get out of the way.”

She watched him move around his desk and open a drawer with file folders. He pulled out some papers, and she joined him as he smoothed them flat, the letterhead familiar even from beneath his fingers—the contract she’d sent him the week before.

“Unless you’d rather me not make it official?”

Her lips curved up as he took a pen and signed it. This moment was big for Blakeley A&D—for her. Deep down, she knew accepting this job would open up greater opportunities for her and her company. It was something Eric didn’t understand.

“Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts now that my ink’s on the paper?”

She glanced up to see him watching her. His nearness caused what felt like a thousand tiny shivers to sweep down her arms. Her head filled with his scent, and she drank it in. “Not at all.”

“I'm glad you dropped by today.”

“Me, too.”

One of those moments of awkward silence snuck in between them.

“Thanks again, Mr. Cutter.” Vow. Remember the vow. But when he leaned closer, she didn’t retreat.

“We’re way past the Mr. and Miss, don’t you think?”

The deep tenor of his voice heated her skin. His spacious office closed in with the attraction she'd fought for weeks, and the difference between here and the lobby was instant. It was Jase Cutter. And right now, every inch of the room was filled with him. His overwhelming presence. His cologne. That piercing stare.

“I'm not sure what we are.”

She felt as much as saw his hazel eyes study her own for several pounding heartbeats, before his gaze dropped to where their fingers almost touched on the desk. A crushing desire to close the space keeping them apart rushed her veins.

“I can’t stop thinking about that night in Idaho.”

Her resolve frayed to a solitary thread with his confession, but she clung to it. “Jase. We—”

Her breath hitched as he tucked her hair behind one ear, his fingers brushing her skin, just like he’d done on the steps all those weeks ago. She closed her eyes a moment, trying to tread water and not drown completely in the warmth of his touch. Only, the spicy, woodsy scent that was all him taunted her, and she leaned in the slightest bit. And then she made the mistake of placing her hand over his heart. There was no confusing the wild rhythm against her palm. She gathered the fabric beneath her fingers but kept him there and looked up into his face.

“Madison.” His voice was full of questions, but his eyes shone with hope, a hope she knew reflected in her own eyes.

She held perfectly still as his head dipped down, but his lips didn't meet hers like she expected. Instead, they found the soft spot at her temple. He trailed kisses along her cheek and then lightly kissed the corner of her mouth, first one side, then the other.

Her skin tingled from the feather-light touches, but her lips burned when at last he sought her mouth with his own. Their softness contradicted the heat of that single, perfect moment, and her fingers slipped around his arms as his hands circled her waist.

Too soon he broke away. “I’ve wanted to do that since the first time I held you like this.”

She remembered that night at the gala when she’d run into him—how desperate she'd been for a chance at the restoration. That she'd be standing in his office, his warm eyes drinking her in like they were, never crossed her mind after the way that night ended.

And then reality slapped her. “We shouldn't do this.”

He slipped his fingers through hers. “Why not?”

“Because we’re working together.” She tried to catch an even breath as he stared—at her eyes, her lips.

He wanted this. The way his arms flexed as he tightened his hold on her hands—he wanted more than designs, meetings, and bridled conversations. He wanted more. But he also wanted it to be her call…

She framed his face as she touched her lips to his, but the sound of clapping startled her, and they both spun to find Natasha in the doorway. A harsh smile adorned the woman’s red lips, but her eyes held a reflection of something resembling sorrow.

“Well played, Blakeley. Well played.”

The bite in Natasha’s words left a cold trail on Madison’s skin, where seconds before was warmth. She had no clue how long Simon’s sister had stood there, but, from her expression, she hadn't just stumbled in.

Jase appeared unfazed beyond his tensed shoulders. “What do you need, Nat?”

She hooked a thumb over her shoulder, glancing between them. “You might want to talk to your receptionist about leaving her desk.”

“And, you might try knocking next time.”

Natasha ignored him and brushed a loose curl over one shoulder, her large earrings the same blaring red as her nails. “My brother told me all about you joining the restoration. No one can say you aren’t determined.”

Madison clamped her jaw shut, not willing to give the woman’s goading the satisfaction it begged for.

“You know, Jase, I take my advice back. The two of you really could be great for each other. You can’t do permanent or real when it comes to women, and you”—she pointed one of her fake nails at Madison—“only want your company under the spotlight. It’s perfect.”

“I think you should leave,” he said.

Natasha snorted, but there was hurt behind the gesture. “What? Am I wrong? You’re no longer the broken man I knew?” She stared at him and then sank into an exaggerated half-curtsey. “Forgive me. I wish you both the best.”

Backing up toward the doorway, the blonde adjusted her purse over her shoulder, her fingers shaking as she fumbled with the strap. When she spoke, her voice carried a hint of the same tremble. “I only came to see if you wanted to grab a late lunch. Possibly…catch up this time.”

Without the rigid posture and waspish accusations, Jase’s old college friend was quite beautiful. And hurting. For a moment, Madison felt sorry for her. But only a moment. The sting of the woman’s clap still hadn’t left her ears.

“Another time, then.” Natasha stepped through the doorway and headed to the elevator, exchanging places with Jase’s assistant as she held the sliding doors.

“What did she want?” Penny asked, balancing several folders in her arms. “Oh, and I've picked up those documents from downstairs you asked for. Paul from security says hello.” But her sweet smile tripped over the charged silence. “I’ll just…put these away.”

She backed out of the office and shut the door behind her. The sound echoed thickly as Madison faced Jase, but he didn’t reach for her. Not right away, and those few seconds of hesitation hit her square in the stomach.

Her thoughts blurred along with her vision, and she didn't know what to say or where to look. “Um, I should go.”

“Wait. I’m sorry. I…”

She blinked, mortified, as more moisture pricked the corners of her eyes. “It’s fine. Promise. I’ll get those changes drawn up and sent over as soon as I can.” She scurried around the desk, scooped up her bag, and had the door pulled open before he could stop her.

Skipping the elevator, she headed straight for the stairs; her pulse hammered with each concrete step. Why had she let him kiss her?

Why did I kiss him back?

Two floors from the bottom, she gripped the cold metal railing, knowing why. She hadn't just fallen in love with that remote little piece of Idaho. She'd fallen for its owner.

Sagging against the rail, Madison begged her mind to make sense of what happened, but confusion and embarrassment cut her off at every corner, making it impossible to grasp at anything useful. What made it all worse was the way Natasha's words ate at her, their relentlessness gnawing and gnawing.

Except, that isn’t true.

Jase’s flicker of doubt had hurt worse.

She compelled her feet to carry her down the last two flights. As she pushed her way outside of the building, she found the bright rays of midday like pokes of a needle to her heart. At that moment, her tender feelings were only capable of holding gloom.


Chapter Seventeen

Madison parked in her usual spot behind Blakeley A&D and headed inside, the thirty-minute drive from Jase’s office not nearly enough time to collect herself. There'd been too many emotions to navigate on the way home after Natasha's ill-timed entrance.

“So? How'd it go?”

Eric’s unexpected voice had her hand at her heart, but when she glanced up to the familiar face of her friend, the words that had dogged her the whole drive back, spilled out. “I'm such an idiot.”

He followed her into her office and took his hands from his pockets like he might pull her into a hug but, instead, folded his arms and leaned against her desk. “Pretty sure you’re the least idiotic person I know.”

“Not today.”

“What happened?”

She hesitated.

“Does this have to do with Cutter?”

The edge to his voice made her feel a little better, but she slumped against the desk next to him. “No… Maybe.” A miserable laugh escaped her lips.

“You gotta give me more here, Mads.”

She smiled at his use of her nickname, something he hadn’t called her in weeks, but she couldn’t tell him the details. “Why is everything so complicated?” She brought her fingers to her lips, where the taste of Jase’s kiss lingered, then she jumped when Eric swore.

He raked a hand through his hair as he moved toward the window only to swing back around. “Seriously? You and him?”

Her eyes widened. “No, it’s not what—”

“I warned you about guys like him. I told you.”

His reaction cut deep, further twisting Natasha’s razor-sharp words. The implication she'd been taken in hurt to hear, whether true or not. “It isn’t like that.”

“No?”

She blinked back her emotions as the comfort she'd hoped to find in him quickly washed away in his overt anger.

Eric picked up a local magazine off her desk and jabbed a finger at the cover. “Look at him. Everyone can see the guy relishes his single status. He flaunts it. Parades every woman he’s dated. As in past tense, Mads. The guy doesn’t do serious. He’s a rich, selfish… You’re not his kind. His interest in you can’t be real.”

She reeled back at the personal assault and then went numb. Walking past him, she stood by her open door, a silent demand for him to leave. He slapped the magazine on her desk and strode out, the backdoor slamming as she sank onto her chair.

The magazine sat askew as if too eager to mock the last hour of her life. Madison didn’t pick it up, only stared at the man smiling back—and the woman next to him with feathers in her hair. Even for his companion’s outlandish hairband, they stunned. So much so, it hurt to linger on them, on the way they leaned into each other, cheek to cheek, the gorgeous dress that embraced the woman’s beautiful shape, or Jase’s jaw cut at just the right angle. His lips.

Those soft lips that are heaven.

With one blunt shove, the magazine thudded in the trash, the loud clang charging through her office. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the tiny, misshapen, patched together mug on the edge of her desk. The one she’d made for her dad in the fourth grade. She’d begged to take it with them everywhere, despite her dad’s warning it could break. She remembered thinking how silly he was. Her whole heart was in that mug. She’d never let it fall. Except, one night she’d tripped on the lamp cord in their living room, and it had clattered to the floor, breaking into several chunky pieces.

Those were tears she’d never forget, but she learned something that day. Sometimes, no matter how hard you try to keep things together, no matter your good intentions, things can fall apart. They break. And right now, her life felt a lot like a million tiny pieces of broken pottery lying on the floor.

Lost clients. A teetering friendship. Broken promises to herself. Falling for a guy completely wrong for her but who felt so right. Being wholly and utterly alone.

A million.

Tiny.

Pieces.

“Can we talk.”

Madison whipped her head up to see Jase in her doorway.

Sarah edged past him, her eyes wide as her gaze darted between them. “I’m sorry. I tried to tell him to wait.”

“It’s fine.” Madison stood and wiped her fingers under her eyes.

Her receptionist hesitated then lowered her voice a notch. “But I heard you and Eric, and—”

Jase’s gaze didn’t waver from her.

“Really, it’s fine. Give us a minute, okay?” She swallowed and willed her pulse to calm as Sarah backed out of the room, leaving them alone.

“Madison.” Deep lines framed the corners of his eye, as if he'd had ten restless nights.

For one crazy moment, she wanted to reach out and smooth them away. She wanted his arms around her, for him to draw her close and tell her she was wrong, that what was happening between them was real, and safe, and not just for the moment.

Then Natasha's clapping filled her ears, along with those few, gut-tearing seconds of hesitation in Jase’s eyes after Penny had left them alone. But, even for all of that, there was her promise to herself, her vow to keep things strictly professional with him.

The one I completely broke.

“I’m sorry for what happened back there.”

She flinched, and anger boiled up and burned her throat, surprising her as much as the question that came with it, and words she hadn’t realized mattered, slipped out. “For kissing me or letting me walk away?”

He dropped her gaze.

“I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything else.” She took a step back, catching sight of the magazine in the trash bin. “I knew who you were.”

Jerking like he’d been slapped, he pointed at her. “You're a better person than that.”

She blinked several times as a whisper pushed past the lump crowding her throat. “Am I? We barely know each other.”

The air shifted as he moved closer, like gravity required they be in the same space. “We know each other better than you think.”

She raised her chin at the way his words countered his actions earlier but hugged her arms around her middle. “What do you want me to say?”

He touched her arm only to pull his hand back. “You want the truth?”

“I think we both deserve that.”

“I want you to say you don’t regret what happened. Because, I don’t.”

A spark of that thrill from before in his office settled around the edges of her heart, but the way his lashes guarded his eyes kept it from spreading. “But?”

His jaw worked against what she suspected was another truth. One she didn’t want to hear, and she rubbed her arms against a chill that rose from the inside, her fingers brushing the raised, thin line of her scar. It was hard to believe their time together in Idaho was so long ago.

“Natasha was right.” His voice wasn’t quite a whisper but rough all the same. “I’m no good for this. And I’m sorry.”

Words telling him he was wrong were on the tip of her tongue, but they didn’t fall. She inhaled, clinging to the hint of turpentine that still lingered in her new office. In the distance through the window, Torrey Pines dotted the shoreline where waves broke against the warm sand of La Jolla.

My fresh start.

All of it stared her down, throwing back her vow to herself in echoes. Keep it professional. Chase your dreams…

A laugh fell from her lips, but it was small and held no humor. “Maybe it isn’t a coincidence we keep getting interrupted. I think…professional lines would be better for both of us.”

He took her hand in his but didn’t tug her closer. “No regrets?”

She glanced to where the warmth of his hand enveloped hers and tightened her grip before letting go. “No regrets.”

“So. Business colleagues.”

She nodded but swayed the tiniest bit, as if she’d stepped off a merry-go-round. For doing what she thought was right, there was a terrible gaping hole inside of her.

****

Jase’s feet hammered the sand, his pulse rushing his ears. His lungs burned, but he pushed through another mile before slowing and coming to a stop. He yanked out his earbuds then grabbed the hem of his shirt and wiped the perspiration from his face as his muscles laughed at him from his glutes to his calves. This was the first decent run he’d had in weeks, and his body was letting him know it.

His phone buzzed, but like the past four times, he ignored it. Whatever Simon wanted, he wasn’t in the mood to hear, not after the day’s fiasco with the man’s sister.

Dropping to the dry sand, he rested his forearms on bent knees while his breathing evened out. His thoughts were a different beast, though, and not as easy to tame. Like the scavenger birds tearing into the garbage up the shore, his last conversation with Madison picked at him relentlessly.

Shoving his hands in the sand, he lifted the tiny granules. What didn’t stick to his skin spilled between his fingers.

Business colleagues.

He fisted another handful, ignoring the pain in his palm from something sharp.

No regrets.

His eye twitched, but he pulled in a deep breath. A calm breath. One to center him. Choosing the professional side of the fence with his new architect was the right choice, and he’d been a fool to consider otherwise. Because anything more would only lead to disappointment. To more things left broken…

Jase opened his fist to a jagged piece of shell mocking him. He chucked it, scattering every bird within thirty feet, and grunted, causing two kids to steer extra clear of him as they dragged their buckets toward the water.

Out on the horizon, the sun was making its last show for the night over the water, but the colors barely registered in his mind as they faded to gray. When his phone buzzed again, he wiped his hands along his shorts, brushing off as much sand as possible before yanking his cell from where it was strapped to his arm. He didn’t even try for a filter as he answered on the last ring. “This is Cutter.”

“I think I may have the wrong number.”

“Penny?”

“That depends on your current mood.”

He cracked a faint smile. “Does it now?”

“Where are you? You sound distant.”

“On the beach. Decided to take a run to clear my head.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Is it cleared?”

His scoff sent a few more birds flying, and he absently picked up more broken bits of shell and tossed them. “Actually, no. It's not.”

“I feel awful.”

“What for?”

“I should have been there to intercept Natasha. The little sneak snuck right in.”

He laughed without humor. “Yeah, she did, didn't she? It wasn't your fault.” He stretched his legs and leaned back on his free hand. “So, what’s up?”

“The mayor called to give us the dates for their Heritage Days celebration. They have a spot set aside to display the future Old Theatre project. He commented on having a large canvas print of what the theatre will look like when completed, as well as information about what people can expect from the surrounding shopping district. Marty says he wants to give his citizens a taste of what’s to come to their great city. His words, not mine.”

“Whoa, what? This is the first I've heard of it.”

“I wondered, but he said he’d mentioned it.”

His head fell back. “I'm pretty sure I would remember canvas prints. When does he want all of this?”

“Three weeks.”

“That’ll be a fun conversation with Simon.”

“Mr. Weston is the main reason I'm calling. I thought I should warn you…”

That didn’t sound good.

“The good mayor took it upon himself to call Simon.”

And that explained all the phone calls. “I thought this day couldn't possibly get worse.”

Waves continued their constant pull on the shore, the sound more noticeable in the faint static that stretched across the line before Penny spoke.

“I realize I don't know exactly what happened today between you and Miss Blakeley, but—”

“Don't worry. It was nothing. And, I’m fine.” He stood slowly, his body and mind tired.

“That's the thing. You haven't been fine for a long time.”

Jase climbed the path back to his truck with dusk as his flashlight. “Gee, thanks.”

“You know what I mean.”

He neither balked nor agreed.

“Since Madison, there's been something…more. That light I only glimpse in your eyes on small occasions, it's been incredibly bright the past few weeks. That sounds flowery and all, but it's true. And that's in the midst of all the nightmares, the Henrys, and your past you've been dealing with.”

“It’s better the way it is. Trust me.” A bitter taste coated his words, but he swallowed it back.

“You really believe that?”

His toe hit a rock, and he swore, his attention far from his footing. Penny’s insight was usually solid, but what happened between Madison and him wasn’t so easy.

To his relief, his phone beeped, telling him he had another call. “That's probably Simon again. I'll see you on Monday. Thanks for the heads-up on Marty.” Cutting off her concern made him feel like the bird poop splattering most of the parking lot, but it was easier than opening all those doors at once—the doubts and what-ifs.

With what was left of the day’s light, he brushed off as much sand as he could, then unlocked his door and slipped inside the cab. To the east, low, gray clouds whispered of a storm, and his chest constricted.

He focused on his phone and dialed Simon back. “Hey, I noticed I missed a call.”

“I thought we agreed the mayor was to stay out of the restoration. And when were you going to mention these mockups? There’s no way I can have them done by next week.”

“Penny told me it was three weeks, and I found out about it five minutes ago. Can you do it?”

“Before you had your change of heart on the design, I would have said yes. Now, I don’t know. It would have to be strictly conceptual.”

“I think that’s all he’s looking for, but I'll be clear on what we can deliver,” he said. “We can discuss it more in our meeting before you head home.”

“Natasha mentioned going back early. If there’s any way we can push the meeting up a day, I’d appreciate it.”

He stared at the gray interior of the truck’s ceiling before closing his eyes a moment and rubbing his temples. “I’ll check with Madison, but that should be fine.”

“Good.”

From his duffel in the backseat, he grabbed a water bottle but didn’t remove the cap right away. “Speaking of your sister, have you talked to her?”

“Not since this morning.”

“Well, I have, and I don’t appreciate the stunt she pulled today in my office. It ends now or, believe me, I won’t do Weston Designs any favors.” He ended the call, not giving the guy a chance to respond, nor caring about his own questionably juvenile threat.

Jase drained the lukewarm water then tossed the bottle onto the passenger seat. He threw the truck into drive but didn’t let off the brake as he recalibrated the restoration’s timeline with this new development. Hopefully, Madison could take the extra work. She was probably the best one for it. A rush charged his veins at the thought of speaking to her again, but that call could wait. Remembering that kiss, hearing her voice, and experiencing the thrill that came with it would only leave him with something too close to heartache.


Chapter Eighteen

Hot, angry words warred for release as Madison listened to Simon, but she nailed them back. Like she’d been doing for the past twenty minutes as they stood in the lobby of the Old Theatre. Keeping her eye rolls and curled fists guarded proved just as hard. Not that it mattered. The puffed-up architect hadn’t looked her way once since his stiff dip of acknowledgment at the start of the meeting over an hour ago.

If it weren’t for the couple of shared smirks with Jase at Simon’s flaring hand movements, there’d probably be a hole in her tongue from biting all the words back.

She peeked sideways at the mogul, and a jolting flutter erupted in her middle, instant and almost painful. Looking away, she shifted her weight and swallowed, but neither kept the rushing heat or heart-aching awareness of the last time they were together from recurring with every glance or brush.

We’re professionals. Business colleagues. It’s what I wanted. What he wants…

Like a slow turned vice, her throat constricted, but oblivious to her internal chaos, Simon rattled on about the benefits of his design and his vision for the Old Theatre. Though, as grating as his voice was, she focused on that. Granted, this was his contract—he had a right to his visions and ideas, and they were good, but he could at least include her in the conversation, instead of treating her like one of the boarded up and graffitied windows everyone ignored on purpose.

Not that anything else was expected, but his self-righteous monologue still gagged her. Only, her anger and nausea were corner dust compared to the thick, charged air between her and Jase, who stood so close, his arm had brushed hers four times.

Yes, she’d counted.

Sensing his gaze on her now, Madison swore he shifted closer. Was he doing it on purpose? Did he know the mix of his cologne with the warmth from his body killed her?

“Given the interior angles, one grand staircase is the best way to go.” Simon concluded his shameless, glittery presentation by steepling his fingers under his bony chin.

The smug twist to his thin lips sent her fingernails deeper into her skin.

“I’m sorry. Can I just…” She uncrossed her arms and looked at the room they stood in—from the tarnished fixtures to the broken, hand-placed tiles beneath their feet. “Do you want to hear something awful?”

Both men watched her with blank stares, but she only cared about one. “My father brought me here once when I was younger, and I don’t even remember the play. But I do remember this.” She gestured to the large staircase that led to a balcony, the brass railings swirling at the beginnings and ends. Above those ran now-yellowed crown molding with intricate detailing. Even for the boarded windows and cobwebs, the structure had a dominating presence. “It was magical. Seriously. Stepping into this theatre was like stepping into another time.”

Jase’s head cocked to the side, his eyes bright like they begged for elaboration, and she blinked, almost losing her train of thought.

Stupid beautiful eyes.

The Seattle architect cleared his throat, and she jumped.

“Simon, your vision really is stunning,” she continued quickly. “And the model is well thought-out.”

“But,” prompted Jase when she hesitated.

“I understand, in its simplest form, this theatre is a place to be entertained. It’s also a business. One that needs to turn a profit. Yet, it can be so much more. It needs to be more.”

Simon snorted, though he did a good job of covering it up with a sniff.

“What if we go with two sweeping staircases instead of one?”

The older designer could have been slapped with a dead fish and not looked more appalled. “You want to split the staircase?”

“It would take the focus, even if for a moment, to that little area right in the center.” She used her hands to help show her thought process as she walked toward the area being discussed. “This spot is precious real estate. Maybe not in the monetary sense but imagine old gilded photos of the Old Theatre in its glory days enchanting the walls.”

Jase joined her. “And old newspaper clippings. Like those encased in glass?”

“Yes! Resting on pedestals to match the columns Simon mentioned for this space here.” She pointed to either side of the lobby, stretching her grin wide like his. “And photographs of theatre goers throughout the decades.”

A thrill filled every part of her creative soul as he followed her steps across the small section of floor, where they both pointed out different spots and heights, finishing each other’s thoughts like they were back on his ranch.

“Giving a nod to the building’s history is vital.” Her voice grew steadier with each breath. Stronger. A lightness filled her as he searched her eyes.

“And what better way to frame those memories than to place them right in the heart of the grand lobby,” he concluded.

The entire room seemed to hold its breath when Simon cleared his throat.

Jase took a step back, and with his absence by her side, a chill crawled over her skin.

Training her focus on Simon, she said, “At least consider it.”

Jase had moved to the railing, his thumb tapping the dusty, dull brass, the rhythm stealing control of her heartbeat. He looked everywhere but her, and she’d never wanted to will something to happen so badly. Just one glance. One connection.

Madison couldn’t have his kisses, or his arms around hers, or walks under brilliant night skies, but she had this project. And Idaho.

Even if it’s torture.

The tapping stopped. “I do have one concern.”

“I have several.” Simon tugged on the sleeve of his pale pink dress shirt like he’d won a final round of chess.

“My concern,” Jase continued, flicking a glance to the uppity architect, “is making the changes and still meeting our deadline for the Heritage Days celebration. We’re down to weeks.”

“Aren’t we only planning on showcasing exterior concepts?” she asked.

“We were.” Jase pushed away from the railing. “But it would be great to have a sketch of the lobby.”

Simon’s Italian leather loafers squeaked as he spun to face the mogul. Red blotches colored his high cheekbones, contrasting the deep lines forming around his mouth. “You’re serious?”

“The community will love Madison’s idea,” he said. “So will Penny. This is the connection we’ve missed in all our planning.”

“I really didn’t set out to create more work.” She rubbed her arms against Simon’s glare. “But I do think it’s the right direction.”

“Don’t apologize.” Warmth framed Jase’s smile, but it gravitated back to neutral—not cold, not hot. Just…neutral. Like the color taupe.

I hate the color taupe.

He pulled his keys from his pocket, the tink of metal creating a small echo in the abandoned theatre. “Simon, I realize our deadlines are tight, so take what we’ve discussed today and focus on those changes. But keep everyone in the loop. Madison, I’ll leave it to you to decide what to present at the Heritage Days celebration.”

She nodded.

“Good.” His phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. “I’d like to set up a conference call for the beginning of next week, which will be the halfway point to the Heritage Days celebration.” When his phone interrupted again, he frowned. “You two discuss a day that will work for you both. I need to step out and take this call, and then we can wrap up.”

Madison watched him slip out the front entrance, her gaze lingering where his hair curled at the collar of his shirt. Her fingertips tingled, knowing how heavenly it felt to weave her hands through its softness.

“Natasha was right,” Simon muttered, gathering his designs. “He finds himself a new fling, and now I’m stuck with you until he moves on to the next one.”

Her eyelids stretched wide at his statement. One she had no trouble understanding—every twitch, blink, and crease sold the architect out as to exactly what he thought of her.

“What do you have against me?”

His messenger bag hit the floor, clouding the air with a burst of dust as he pointed at her. “I got this contract because I have the experience for this restoration. And I’ve worked hard for that experience. You?” He stopped in front of her, his lips spreading over his too white, too straight teeth. “You got it by flirting and pretending to be something you’re not.”

“You don’t even know me.” She spoke over the brutal beating in her chest, her hand shaking from restraint as she kept it from slapping the side of his pale, narrow face. “You’re afraid. I can see it in your eyes. Hear it in your words. You’re afraid, because what I’m doing at twenty-six, you could only achieve in almost twice that time.”

Simon’s face settled within inches of hers. “All I’ve seen you do lately is lose clients.”

Madison stood motionless. “And how would you know that?” She narrowed her eyes when a triumphant snarl took over his face.

“Losing the Royce Charter Club isn’t something you can sweep under the rug."

Picking up her purse and brushing past him was the only smart move. Slinging mud had never been her style. But at the door, she found her path blocked by Jase’s tall frame where it filled the exit. His brows creased downward, his mouth pressed together, and she wondered how much of the exchange he’d heard.

“Mr. Cutter.” She almost sent up a prayer right there when her voice didn’t shake. “If you’ll let me know when you and Mr. Weston would like to have that conference call, I’ll schedule it in.”

His nod came a beat late. “Of course.”

Sleeves rolled, tie slightly off-center—his whole appearance had her wanting to reach out to touch him, to straighten the red and navy silk knot of his tie and forget all about the vipery twit behind them…

Instead, she took half a step back.

The muscles in his jaw flexed as he tipped his head and studied her. “Is everything okay—”

“Like I said, let me know what you decide.” Hardly breathing, she forced a smile and stepped past him through the doorway.

“Your idea is good, Madison. Solid.”

His warm, almost reverent tone froze her on the bottom step, the opposite of the validation that surged inside of her. “It feels right. I think you’ll both be amazed how it all comes together. Both past and present.”

“And future.”

A slinking, miserable ache melted her voice to a whisper as a realization that architecture would only ever be their future mocked her in his words. “Right.”


Chapter Nineteen

Jase texted Madison with the date and time for their conference call, his mint gum souring at the stony, business-like words as he hit send. But a girl who had suffered so much loss already didn’t need a broken man like him muddying up her life. He’d been foolish for taking it as far as he had.

No, selfish.

Stepping off the elevator, he loosened his tie with a hard tug, not thinking of their last meeting together at the theatre. And definitely not thinking of how they’d gotten caught up in each other’s words about the grand lobby. Or how she tasted of cool summer nights or glowed with that soft natural tan. Not how she settled his demons or calmed his fears…

“Well, hello.” Penny barely glanced up before giving her attention back to her computer screen.

He returned her greeting, his voice sounding like it had been through a grater.

“I've always liked that color on you.” She nodded toward her screen. “You look very handsome. Not sure the feathers in Missy Oldman’s hair are all too flattering, though, I suppose her choice in clothing usually isn’t.”

Frowning, he peered over her shoulder. “Pretty sure Missy’s goal isn’t to conform, and I still think I should get a medal for not shoving the guy’s phone down his throat.” He pulled open the door to his office. “I can’t believe that picture is still floating around.”

With notebook and pen in hand, she followed him for their usual Monday meeting. “I never did ask how that night went.” She paused next to her usual chair. “There’d been a pretty bad storm, if I remember right…”

He yanked on the cuff of his sleeve, wanting to undo the buttons and roll them up, but at that moment the action felt like admitting weakness. Just like admitting the lightning storm had chased him home that night showed how far he hadn’t come with his past. Or with himself. But unlike Natasha’s unabashed assessment, Penny didn’t badger him to answer, not verbally or with a sympathetic look, and he could have hugged her for it.

“From the photo, I can see Missy made the most of that evening,” she said.

“It was definitely an event.”

“Anything to do with the Oldman family usually is.”

Jase folded himself into his chair and rested his head against the back of it. Something in the corner of his mind murmured that glossing over his lightning problem would never fix things, but he ignored it. “Only Missy could turn a simple sale into an all-night party.”

She sat and faced him. “At least she agreed to the deal.”

“Finally.” His calendar was angled toward him with a red circle over the weekend. “Did the bank finalize the paperwork for the Henrys’ property?”

“They did. I scheduled your flight for tomorrow morning like you asked.”

“Perfect.” He tried for a smile, but it slipped when his phone buzzed with a reply text from a certain beautiful architect.

—I’ll schedule it in—

The message was read three times but didn’t change. No smart-alecky comments, no obnoxious emojis. All professional, all business.

Jase hated every word of it.

“Everything all right?”

“I'm fine.” Setting the phone face down on the desk, he pushed thoughts of Madison and dumb rushing pulses from his mind. Again.

“You know, you keep saying you’re okay, but, forgive me for pointing out, it sounds as hollow now as it did a few days ago.”

He ran a hand through his still-damp hair. “I have a lot on my mind.”

Resting her notebook and pen in her lap, his overly observant assistant studied him. “Like Miss Blakeley?”

His reply stuck in his throat, coming out as a low grunt.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“You know you can ask me anything.” But, he braced himself.

“Since when have you ever been afraid of taking a risk? It’s not like you. You wouldn’t be sitting here in this office, in a building you built, or convinced the Oldman heiress to sell off half her property if you’d stopped fighting at the first sign of uncertainty. So why now? Why with this?”

His neck heated, and he rubbed his palms on his slacks.

“You mentioned Natasha had some pretty harsh accusations toward Madison. Are you afraid there’s some truth to them?”

“What? No.” Those doubts had been shoved away long ago.

“Then why’d you let her go?”

He opened his mouth only to close it, then open it again. “I wasn’t the only one who wanted it this way. Madison made things pretty clear she wants nothing but a professional relationship.”

“She’s trying to prove herself to you—to California's most eligible bachelor and real estate tycoon. And she’s probably scared. Not to mention, she has some pretty big shoes to fill.”

His chair scraped across the tile as he stood abruptly and moved to the window. “Then the last thing she needs is someone like me getting in her way.”

Or causing her more pain in the end.

She didn’t offer more, and he looked out to the yawning Pacific without really seeing it. After a minute, he gave his friend and confidant a sideways glance. “Real estate tycoon?”

“Just repeating the caption under the latest photo of you.” She shrugged too casually, her bright eyes crinkling at the corners. Gathering her things, she stood and moved toward the door. “Why don't you go over your schedule for the week and let me know if you need me to change anything.”

Nodding, he watched her go, but kept his place by the window. After that day he’d kissed Madison, he’d been confused and angry. Angry at Natasha, angry at himself. Confused when what should have felt like a lighter weight on his shoulders was now only heavier.

Why?

Because, Penny was right. He cared about Madison. Not just that, he'd fallen for her, his intriguing, entirely genuine, adorably sexy, dark-haired architect. The business colleague who wanted to be only that. And should be only that.

I need fresh air.

He stepped out of his office, but Penny wasn't at her desk. Grabbing one of her blue sticky notes, he wrote her a quick message, but his hand stopped when he caught sight of the picture she still had pulled up on her computer.

There he was, grinning for the camera with Missy Oldman, her heavily jeweled fingers wrapped around his arm, her cheek pressed against his. Her lips were full and sultry under the club’s lights. The photo, which had popped up everywhere, showed none of his annoyance or the fact he’d been dead tired. He looked like he’d enjoyed the evening. He looked like…

I look like a guy enjoying my title of most eligible bachelor.

Wadding up the sticky note, he chucked it in the trash. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied Penny's brag book. He pulled it out and it fell open to an article in the middle about a convention he'd attended a few months back. There'd been a dinner with a guest speaker, black tie and all. He'd asked a woman from his lawyer’s firm to accompany him. The night had been all right, nothing to remember really, but from the colored newsprint, they'd been the star couple. She was beautiful with auburn curls and, in her heels, they were almost the same height. The camera loved her, but he hadn't felt a thing.

A hesitant dig through the rest of the magazine clippings and paper cuttings told the same story. A tall, curvy brunette, with her arm around his waist at the premiere of a friend’s newest movie. A woman with obsidian hair, her Latin heritage evidenced in her smoky eyes, dancing with him at an event he couldn't even recall.

“I knew who you were.”

Madison’s dig from that day in her office crawled front and center, and he didn’t try to stop it.

She’d apologized for those words, but they had stemmed from somewhere. There was a reason that title had stuck. He’d never refuted it. Not once, except to Natasha that night on the balcony. And, why?

Jase caught sight of the horizon beyond the windows through his open office door. Because, he thought, rubbing at his head. Standing on the shore, keeping to the sand, was safe. Wading? Wading led to swimming, and swimming required trust. Trust in yourself to navigate the waves and pull of a tide you couldn’t control…

He closed the book but didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Natasha was right. He’d never let anyone in. But you don’t build on a broken foundation. And he had too many fractures and cracks to count.

Glancing down at the brag book, he ran his thumb along the edges. A vision of Madison on his land, pulling inspiration from its roots, had him pausing. The women pictured on the pages between his hands were nothing like his architect, and his pulse kicked up speed, digging into his conscious like a dull, jagged blade as it raced at his temples, pounded in his head.

He’d given her no explanation, only murmured something about business colleagues, and left her there to think…anything of him. For better or worse. He’d told her once that he trusted her ideas, trusted her, but gave nothing back in return. If he were any kind of gentleman, he’d have given her an explanation.

He straigtened when Penny stepped out of the ladies’ room. “Clear my schedule for the rest of the day, will you? There's something I need to do.”

****

Jase neared Blakeley Architecture & Design with a thousand speeches in his head, but not one feeling right. His nerves were no help. Or, maybe they were the culprit. Either way, he was pulling into a parking stall, out of time, and frowning at the perky lemon tree next to the entrance.

Inside, Madison’s receptionist sat behind a desk, and from her wide-eyed expression, she hadn’t forgotten their last encounter.

“May I help you?”

He took off his sunglasses. “Is Madison in?”

Eric emerged from the back room, his stare glinting like a steel I-beam. “She's not here.”

“Do you have a time she'll be back? I need to see her.”

“I'm sure Sarah will be happy to take any message you wish to leave.”

Jase shoved his glasses into his breast pocket. “Do you know where I can find her? It's important.”

The girl watched him, her eyes guarded, while Eric only crossed his arms over his chest.

“So, we're resorting to grade school games?”

“You want to talk maturity? Who's the one living like he’s still in a frat house? The least you could do is show her some respect.” The accountant set a folded newspaper on the desk, twisting the black and white print for him to see.

Jase’s lips pressed into a hard line as he read the small words between the guy’s fingers. Then the tightness leaked to his gut. It was a feature on the Old Theatre. “What are you getting at?”

“You tell me. There’s six paragraphs of Simon Weston giving a hand out to one of the local architects. A company whose name isn’t even mentioned until the second to last line.” Eric scraped the paper off the counter, curling it in his hand. “She deserves better.”

The muscles in Jase’s jaw flexed along with his knuckles. “I can’t control the media, and I didn’t know anything about this piece, but I’m sorry.”

“Right. Such trivial details are beneath you, I’m sure.”

His fists itched to hit something. Lucky for the accountant, he had both maturity and restraint.

Eric glanced past him to the far wall, the one lined with photographs, and a shadow fell over the guy’s eyes, sobering his next words. “She’s carrying enough doubt and insecurity right now, she doesn’t need that in her personal life as well.”

Painful heartbeats hammered the walls of Jase’s chest. “You’re right.”

Surprise flickered across the other man’s face, but he masked it. “Good. Then leave her alone.”

“I need to talk to her, Eric.”

Sarah glanced up at her co-worker as he shook his head and said, “You really don’t.”

Jase could only stare at him. “And you know what’s best for her?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I won’t let her get hurt.”

The low hum from a printing machine filled the room as both men held their ground, then Jase turned his attention to the receptionist. “Will you please let Miss Blakeley know I stopped by?”

She peeked at Eric before nodding.

Outside at his truck, Jase fumbled with his keys, then rubbed his neck, his gaze falling to a blackened, grimy piece of gum ground into the asphalt. The exchange with Eric, hearing about the weight Madison carried, made him feel beyond that scum rotting next to his shoe. He should have been honest with her in her office that day. And he should have made sure she got the recognition for the restoration she deserved—should have considered how important the project was for her company. Just like he should have considered what kissing her might mean.

A rush of wind bit at his skin, and his nerves jumped at the darkening sky. He hustled to unlock his door.

“Mr. Cutter?”

He jerked around, dropping his keys. The young receptionist stood behind him, her wild curls whipping her face. Looking between her and the front door, he bent to retrieve them. “Yes?”

“Listen, I'm sorry about Eric. He's worried about Madison losing another…” She glanced over her shoulder before turning back. “This has been hard on all of us lately. Seeing that article didn’t help.”

“I’ll make it right.”

She studied him, her head titled with just enough mistrust that his heart sank, but then her lips lifted in a half-smile.

“The Manor House Country Inn.”

“What?”

“That's where Madison is,” she said.

“The Manor House?” His pulse spiked for the second time that afternoon. “I'm not familiar with it.”

“It's a secluded country inn she designed up on the way to Cowles Mountain, east of here. It's still under construction, but she’s been going up there to check the progress. And think.”

His attention went east and then up to the sky, the early evening blue all but gone. In its place, ominous, unfriendly clouds gathered, their ugliest parts rolling right over the hillside she’d pointed out. “She’s up there, in that? This far into the day?”

She nodded. “I’m sure she’s fine. It’s just a late summer storm.”

Flashes from a specific late summer storm cut into his vision, blurring it. He closed his eyes to shut the memories up and ran a hand over his face. “Thanks for telling me.”

Sliding into his truck, he grabbed his phone without a second thought to the receptionist. Madison needed to be found.

—Call me—he texted, his fingers only hesitating a moment—Please—

Jase shoved his key in the ignition but didn’t turn it over. Through the driver’s side window, the base of Cowles Mountain was visible but nothing more due to the storm’s greedy fingers.

“Come on, call.” He ran his thumb back and forth across the keys hanging from his key chain, letting the metallic clink work against his anxiety, but the familiar soothing sound didn’t clamp down the building dread as his blank phone screen stared back at him. “Where are you?”

The sky groaned in the distance, and a curse fell from his lips in a hoarse breath. He wiped his palms on the seat before starting the engine.

Jase threw the truck in gear but kept the brake pedal pinned to the floor as a loud crack rocked his nerves. He closed his eyes a heartbeat only to open them and find Eric staring from the other side of the glass door of Madison’s firm.

Deep, fierce determination started at the base of his spine. Just business colleagues or not, he couldn’t leave her up in the mountains alone. He had to do something this time.

Letting his foot off the brake, he drove as fast as he dared, eating up the distance between him and Madison. Suffocating fear dogged him, but he kept ahead of it, repeating his baseball mantra in a tight whisper under his breath. Now, if he could only do the same with the low, brutal clouds closing in above him.


Chapter Twenty

Madison slipped under the thick sheet of plastic covering the front entrance of The Manor House Country Inn. The air was cool with the dense clouds gathering, and her fleece-lined hoody slung over her passenger seat sounded heavenly right then.

With the absence of workers, a stillness settled inside the half-completed structure. Her lungs filled with the scent of freshly cut wood, the earthy fragrance piercing her soul, and she ran her hand over the six-inch window casings with the initials of the inn monogrammed into the center design.

My details.

Her heart thrummed like she was back at college graduation, accepting her diploma. Seeing her designs come to life did that to her. The thrill never got old.

She turned a full circle then wandered from room to room but eventually found herself back on the main floor in the reading nook. Her favorite spot. Only, today the gray clouds seemed to have found their way inside, because everywhere she looked was a reminder of Sun Valley and the Bed & Breakfast, especially the way the inn nestled into the green forested hillside, secluded from the rest of the world.

Refusing the memories, she inspected the rough cutout in the wall for the hand-carved archway the owners requested, wishing it was in already. She adored how the older couple was more concerned with details than size. That was a big part of why the design had meant so much to her—that, and the inn had become her place to decompress and think.

Madison rolled her shoulders, rubbing at a knot on the left side. As if tossing and turning all night wasn’t bad enough, her muscles had to join in the fun. She glanced down at her charm, wondering how many sleepless nights her dad had suffered when business had been rocky. Though, he’d probably never lost three potential clients within days of each other.

Eric took the latest loss almost as hard as she had. His advice was to talk to Jase about getting some exposure on the Idaho home, convinced that would solve all of the company’s problems. He said it was the least he could do after the way he'd used her. Only, she couldn't ask that of Jase.

Her footsteps trailed through the sawdust as she moved to the grand fireplace and sat down. The rough wood wasn’t yet rocked and mortared, but she sagged against it anyway.

Who am I kidding.

Her problems at work were only a mere part of her miserableness.

A loud howl tore through the trusses as a gust of wind whipped the plastic in violent bursts, and she jumped, bumping her shoulder. She shivered, rubbing the sore spot as she swept the inn with one last glance before moving toward the door.

Even here I can’t find peace. Stupid weather.

The sudden storm beat against the exposed wood framework, causing bits of dust to swirl at her feet and in the air. Rain pelted her entire body as she stepped outside, its stinging droplets slanting sideways. Her shoes sank into the mud, squelching with each step. Madison tried to stay to the patches of grass, but the soggy blades were just as slippery, and she barely managed to grab onto her car’s side mirror to stay upright.

Deep rumbling sounded behind her, and she hurried to dig out her keys, realizing the worst of the storm hadn’t hit yet. But what she’d mistaken for thunder was the grinding engine of a truck. Shielding her eyes from the rain, she swallowed hard as shiny red metal came into view, and flashbacks to the first time she’d seen that color red, glinting in the sun outside her office, froze her in place.

Her confusion at seeing the truck here, now, fell from her lips in a string of whispered words. “What in the…”

In less than a few strokes of a drafting pencil, Jase slipped from the cab and crossed to where she stood, careless of the rain and dirt splattering his expensive suit. Like the rogue it was, her heart turned into a mess of quick beats as the heat from his nearness kissed her skin.

“What were you thinking?” Grabbing her arm just above the elbow, he raised his voice over the storm as the rain picked up. “You need to get in the truck, now.”

Pulling out of his grip, she wiped the water from her face and found the words that had stuck in her throat at his arrival. “How did you—why are you here?”

“Madison, I'm not messing around. We need to get off of the mountain.” His eyes blazed, the hazel like a fiery sunset. “Please.”

Another surge of wind gusted, and Madison gripped his shoulders to steady herself. She peered into his face only to frown, her shock at his sudden appearance forgotten. “Are you…are you all right?”

His chest rose and fell heavily beneath the wet shirt clinging to his body, and he lifted a hand to his face, scrubbing the rain away. “Please, just get in the truck.”

“I'm fine.”

More rain shredded the air, biting her exposed skin. She was being difficult but couldn’t help it. Her tangled hair fell across her face as she wrenched her key ring from her wet pocket, but when shoving the drenched layers out of the way, the keys tumbled from her fingers. She bent to pick them up, but he beat her to it.

“Seriously?” But a crack of thunder ate up her words.

She cowered at the booming sound, and then the air was forced from her lungs as his shoulder dug into her middle. Before she could do more than cling to his back, he’d hoisted her off the ground like a sandbag.

“Put me down, this is crazy!” She squirmed, trying to get free, but stopped when he almost slipped. Gripping him tighter, she prayed they’d both make it to his truck without taking a mud bath as he struggled across the saturated ground and weeds to his truck.

Opening the driver’s side door, he dropped her on the seat. She scrambled over as he climbed in beside her and threw the truck in gear and headed down the mucky, beaten road, his knuckles white where they choked the wheel.

The truck jerked and bumped as they descended. Every tendon in his body was tight, every muscle flexed, intensifying the air in the small space. Madison clutched the door handle, staring at his profile, and her stubbornness melted as she tried to puzzle out the reason he was there. All she knew was the fear radiating from him alarmed her.

She lifted a hand to give him comfort but stopped, afraid. She'd barely had enough strength to pull away the last time. It wasn't a battle she'd win twice. The safest place for her and her heart was on the other side of the bench seat. To reaffirm her conviction, she scooted closer to the door.

His attention flicked her way. “I'm sorry.”

The raw apology rose just over the engine and rain, and at least one thing became clear. Coming here in the storm had cost him a lot.

Madison didn't know what to say. Her heart hurt for him. This was the Jase not many knew. It was the part of him outside all the glamour. This was why she could never ask him to publicize the Idaho project. Eric wouldn’t understand, but that couldn’t be helped. The horrific weight Jase carried each and every day from his past was one few could begin to fathom, and one she could never exploit.

“It's okay,” she said. “But I'm blaming you if my car gets carried away in a mudslide.”

“Deal.”

His lips hinted at the lopsided grin that held so much power over her, but it faded to a tight line, and she reached for her seatbelt, needing a distraction. Only, too soon her attention ended up right back on his side of the truck, the questions over why he was there, torturing her mind again.

Keeping one hand on the wheel, he removed his tie with the other and threw it in the backseat, his biceps stretching the wet fabric of his dress shirt.

The same sweet, delicious heat that crawled under her skin every time he was close spread now, and she let her gaze slip to his mouth. There had been a whole lot of attraction surrounding the kiss they’d shared, but only a part had been physical. With him, it had encompassed so much more. And, despite him pulling away, she knew he’d felt it, too.

No regrets. That’s what we’d both said. Had those words been a lie?

The raindrops on the windows all blended together, where they streaked out in no particular pattern, speeding like her pulse, and right there, Madison questioned everything she'd told him during that moment in her office.

But it wasn’t only her vow, or his reputation. Natasha’s warning to him about how she used him had been as much a reason to draw a thicker line. Because, she couldn’t face that doubt and suspicion in his eyes again, like in Idaho.

Tucking a few wet pieces of hair behind one ear, she studied a spot of mud on her jeans. Her mind was an open drafting pad full of scribbles, where none of the angles or lines matched up.

Maybe that’s how he feels, too…

Something close to drum beats tortured her heart as again the words asking why he was here begged to get out. Instead, she said, “I need to apologize.”

“For heading into the mountains alone during a storm? Apology accepted.”

His voice, though steadier, was commanding and caught her off guard.

“That's not what I was going to say.” She rubbed her palms over her thighs to generate some warmth as she tried to gather her thoughts. “And Cowles Mountain is more a glorified hill than a mountain.” She let a smile curve her lips, showing she was only half-serious.

“And what if you'd been hurt? Who would have been there to help you?” His face was ashen, the tendon’s in his neck tight. “Promise me you won't ever do something like that again?”

“You don't need to worry about me. I've taken care of myself for a while now.”

Her body hit the seatbelt, her hands bracing against the dash, as he ground the truck tires to a stop and shifted into park. A hush clung to the inside of his cab like the rain to the windows. Shifting in his seat, he hooked one knee on the bench and faced her. Drenched hair, dark as coal, curled over his forehead, his eyes brilliant in the storm’s filtered light.

“Promise me, Madison.”

“I…” She blinked, and for a second, only the sound of their breathing filled the cab.

He tore his gaze from hers. “I can’t… You can’t crash into my life, put all of these thoughts into my head”—he raked his fingers through his hair—“and tell me not to worry about you.”

His focus was on something she couldn’t see—a memory, a moment. A regret…

She unbuckled and placed her hand on his arm. He flinched but didn’t shrug away from the touch, and she leaned in, letting her hand slide down to cover his.

“It’s fine. I’m okay. Everything is okay.”

Jase’s lashes lowered, making it impossible to read his eyes. “I don’t want us to be just okay.”

His whispered confession sent a sweet chill through her, and she cupped his face in her open palm, loving the barely-there scratch of his whiskers against her skin.

And then she kissed him.

A noise, deep in his throat, urged her on, and she pushed her fingers into his hair, letting her kiss linger on his lower lip. As if reading her desire, he shifted in his seat, allowing her to pull him closer. His cold, wet shirt against hers had her shivering, but she only held him tighter, until the heat from their bodies soaked through. Even the windows felt the change and protested the heat, but she barely noticed the fogged-up glass or thick cab air…only his arms where they circled her back.

His neck was warm against her lips as she pressed a single kiss there, then two. Another groan rose in the back of his throat…

Then he pulled away, his hands going to her arms, keeping her at a distance. Panic, like she’d witnessed moments before out in the storm, flashed in his eyes where it burned to something close to resolution.

“Don’t pull away.” She moved her palm to his chest. “Please. Tell me what you’re thinking?”

The rain had lessened outside the truck, intensifying the hum of the engine, but his voice was clear. “Truthfully?”

A laugh, light as a breath, fell from her lips, but she pulled her hands into her lap, her fingers turning her charm over and over. “Truthfully.”

“I meant it when I said I was no good for this.” He faced forward and rested his hands on the steering wheel. “I don’t do personal. But not for the reasons you probably think… Or how the media makes it look.” He bent his head. “I’m probably not making any sense—”

“You are.”

It was his turn to breathe out a laugh, though his was rough at the edges. “You know my past. You know how messed up I am.” He tugged at his soaked shirt with both hands, shaking his head. “I mean, look at me after one thunderstorm.”

“I am looking at you. And I see an incredible person, despite your past. Maybe even because of it.”

He stared, unspeaking. Madison tried to unravel the thoughts in the creases of his forehead, and the thin line of his mouth, but, whatever he was feeling or thinking, he guarded closely.

On instinct, she reached out and smoothed his collar, ignoring the warmth that gathered on her cheeks at the feel of his solid shoulders beneath her touch. “When I submitted a bid for the restoration, it was in hopes of being a part of a grand-scale project. Chasing my dreams and all that.” Madison chose her next words carefully. “I didn’t plan on Idaho. And I never planned on…you.” She gestured between them. “On this.”

A flicker of hope crossed his features, but his jaw flexed. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

She glanced away from the pain in his eyes, stealing the moment to navigate her heart. Through the windshield, patches of sunlight lit the road ahead, glistening off the rain-soaked foliage and undergrowth at the sides of the roadway. The sight stole her breath. It was as if the fiery ball mocked the clouds for trying to hold it back, and she clung to its boldness as she turned fully in her seat. “And I don’t want to fight against this anymore.” The lines around his eyes softened, encouraging her further. “Dinner. Tonight. You and me.”

“What?”

“Let’s go on a date, Mr. Cutter.”

His lips lifted at one corner, but his eyes narrowed.

“And then let’s go on another. We’ll do this right. See where it goes. No pressure. No regrets.”

“No regrets?”

She moved her head slowly from side to side as her crazy idea settled, loving it more as each piece fell into place. “Only possibilities.”

He framed her face with one hand and traced the curve of her cheek with his thumb. “You’re sure?”

The simple question seemed as much for him as it was for her, and her heart ached at the depth of pain he’d carried for years. Pain he still held. She thought of her vow, of Eric’s warnings, but as the sunlight beyond the truck grew its reach, she knew the only regrets she’d have about the man in front of her would come from not exploring those possibilities.

“Absolutely. But…” She straightened and reached for her seatbelt. “First date’s on me.” Madison held up a hand when he protested. “It’s my fault we’re even in this mess. And soaking wet.”

He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “It totally is.”

She smacked at his arm then pointed to the gym bag in his backseat. “Got any dry clothes in there?”

His gaze followed hers. “I do.”

There was no fighting her smile at the way he dragged those two words out with uncertainty. “Perfect. Dinner’s at my place.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Jase stood in Madison’s living room, where he’d picked up a magazine to keep his mind out of the bedroom where she’d gone to change. But eco-friendly ceiling panels held nothing to the girl on the other side of that wall.

From the outside, her home wasn’t overly fancy, but statelier on a smaller scale. By contrast, the inside was thick woven, multi-colored rugs, mismatched throw pillows, and worn leather couches that promised to swallow you up in a good way.

The coffee table looked like one you could kick your feet up on, unlike the glass table at his place. Where his wall art was intriguing cityscapes and black and whites, hers were finger paintings and pastel chalk works—all originals, by the signature scrawled across the bottom. The chunky letters spelling out her name on the stick figure family portrait hanging next to one of the tall windows had him grinning.

Dropping the magazine back onto the table, he walked over to her mantel. More than a handful of photos sat there, the various-sized frames only interrupted by an occasional conch shell or enormous starfish. In the very center, next to an orange-tinted shell, was a thick glass jar three quarters of the way filled with sand. Inside the jar, buried not quite halfway, was a scrolled piece of paper.

Odd.

Turning back to the photographs, his attention fell to an eight by ten of her as a baby near the end of the row, and a low chuckle escaped.

“What’s so funny?”

With a joke on his lips, he glanced over his shoulder. Madison stood across the room, barefoot in dark skinny jeans and an oversized gray T-shirt with the words “Beaches love me” across the front. And just like that, his head buzzed with only serious thoughts—like wooden rocking chairs on the porch and fifty-year anniversaries.

He swallowed. “You’re beautiful.”

“You clean up pretty well yourself,” she said.

That blush he loved so much kissed the sweet curve of her cheek, and his muscles relaxed for the first time since heading toward Cowles. He shoved his fears aside like the unwanted hitchhikers they were and chose to live in the moment. In the possibilities.

“You okay?”

He rubbed his jaw, wishing he’d shaved that morning as he mentally traced the tempting lines of her mouth. “Better than.”

“So. Hungry?”

Jase caught his laugh in a cough behind his fist. “Starving.”

With her fingertips tucked into her back pockets, she nodded toward the kitchen. “You’ll have to trust me, but I think you’re gonna love it.”

I think I’m already there…

He missed a step as the thought slammed into him and had to clear the thickness from his throat. “What can I help with?”

“Want to get the electric griddle from that cupboard down there?”

He opened the door to the cabinet she pointed out and grabbed the griddle, grinning at the simple domestic task. “Where do you want this?”

“Oh, here.” She scooped up a pile of papers that looked like a few days’ worth of mail from the counter. “Right here’s good. There should be a plug underneath the counter. Shoot…”

Papers and envelopes scattered across the tile where they slipped from her hands. He set the griddle down and knelt to help her pick them up.

“Sorry. And no judging the clutter. I didn’t know I’d have company.”

He soaked in her adorable smile while stacking papers, the last of which was a bubble gum pink sticky note with last Wednesday’s date scribbled across it with Channel 2 underlined twice at the bottom next to the name Kit Gentry.

“I can take those. Sorry,” she repeated. “I’m such a klutz.”

Jase handed them over, his mind on the familiar name.

“One or two?”

“One or two what?” He leaned against the counter.

“Sandwiches. I’m making us grilled cheese.”

The lift of her chin dared him to protest, and he held up his hands, laughing out loud. “One is great.”

Her eyes narrowed, but her lips twitched. “Sit.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He straddled one of the barstools as she pulled some bags out of the refrigerator. When one of those bags contained green leafy things, curiosity had him scrunching his nose. “Are you putting a plant in our sandwiches?” He held up the bag with two fingers like it might bite him.

“Basil. It makes the sandwich.” She yanked the package back from him. “Where’s the last fancy place you ate?”

“Restaurant? Or, does a catered event count?”

“Either.” With expert precision, she began slicing the various cheeses she’d set out. “What did they serve?”

“Shrimp kabobs, lettuce wrap thingies, grilled pineapple—which should be its own food group by the way. I know. It’s childish.”

Her answering snort was adorable, and he almost disobeyed her order to sit just to feel her in his arms. “Let’s see, I’m pretty sure there was also lobster. Your typical coastal feast, if I remember right.”

“So, you’re telling me,” she began as she leaned over the cutting board, “that a country boy can eat lobster, calamari and, who knows what other ocean creature, but not a grilled cheese sandwich?” Her head tipped to the side in a silent challenge.

He stood and leaned his forearms on the counter, bringing his face within inches of hers. “Excuse me? I eat grilled cheese sandwiches. Probably more than I should. But I never put leaves on them.”

“Herb. Basil is an herb.”

“It’s still a leaf.” His fight to keep a straight face faltered when her gaze flicked to his mouth.

“What happened to trusting me?” The blue in her eyes darkened, and several seconds passed between them before she straightened, breaking the spell.

He caved to a grin and gestured for her to continue, happy to watch her move around the kitchen in those bare feet and yellow sunflower painted toes. But when she reached for a wooden cutting board on the wall next to her sink, a need to erase all distance had him caving again.

In two steps, he was behind her, his hands on her waist, his lips next to her ear. “You know you’re killing me over here, right?”

“Sorry?”

Her breathless voice had his arms snaking around her middle and bringing her back flush against his chest. “I’m trying to play by the first date rules, here. Help a guy out.”

“Hey, I told you to sit. Don’t blame me.”

He skimmed the tip of his nose across the top of her ear, her damp hair hinting of blossoms. “Give me something to do. Anything.”

She laughed. “See those bottles up there? Grab those for me.”

“On it.” He hugged her closer before lightly pushing her aside and went to work pulling down over ten bottles of Italian syrup. He read the name on the last bottle. “Somebody has a sweet tooth.”

“Don’t make fun.”

He lined the bottles up on the counter as she put two sandwiches on the grill, their sizzle filling the kitchen. This time his mouth watered from real hunger, and he closed his eyes, inhaling the familiar aroma.

“Okay, so here’s the game.” She set a pair of tall, fluted glasses on the counter between them, her eyes dancing. “You get up to two syrup flavors, any combo of the drinks you want, but the twist is, you’re making it for the other person. The goal is to stump them. Don’t make it nasty, though, because that’s just mean.” She searched in the fridge again, this time pulling out club soda, cola, three different kinds of fruit juices and heavy cream. “Any questions?”

“Hmm, any two flavors? And you have to guess them both?”

“Yep.” She lifted one corner of the first sandwich, checking its progress.

He flipped one of the bottles in his hand, catching the long neck. “Easy.”

She didn’t comment, though he could swear he caught a smirk just before she turned around.

“All right, me first. And I’d better not catch you cheating,” he said.

While she flipped their sandwiches, Jase looked over his choices. He started with the club soda and raspberry cocktail then debated between three of the syrups. Unable to decide, he grabbed the last two and tipped the thick syrup in, guessing at the amount. He gave it a good swirl and set it down. “Done.”

“Switch with me. You can get these on plates.” She handed him the spatula. “No peeking yourself.”

He saluted, spatula and all. When she announced she was finished a moment later, he’d barely slid the last sandwich onto the plate. “Something tells me I’m going to lose.”

She grabbed the drinks while he picked up the dishes and followed her to the table. Instead of taking the seat opposite hers, he pulled out the one to her left, not wanting any more space between them than necessary.

She held up her glass. “Cheers.”

He followed suit, a thrill lifting one corner of his mouth as their glasses clinked, then waited for her to take a sip.

Her lashes were dark against her smooth skin as her eyes closed. “Mm. Raspberry colada with a splash of mint.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.”

She opened her eyes and fist-pumped the air with an unrepentant smirk. “Don’t worry. I took it easy on you.”

Eating up her playfulness, he held his glass to his lips and took a small sip. Then, narrowing his eyes, he took a longer one. “This is good.”

“But you’re supposed to guess the flavor,” she reminded him.

She laughed when he swirled the glass and took a good sniff. “Hmm, pineapple and…something?”

“I think I’ll let you work it out while I eat.”

“How’d you do that?” Jase pointed to her glass.

“What? It’s easy.”

He folded his arms. “Show off.”

Madison’s shoulders shook as she pulled the two halves of her sandwich apart, strings of white cheese stretching between them.

He spied his own plate and the green peeking out from the golden, crisped bread, and wrinkled his nose.

“It tastes better if you eat it instead of stare at it.”

Her expression after taking her first big bite was like a sigh of pleasure, and Jase gave his sandwich another look. “I’ll make you a deal. If this grilled cheese is as amazing as you say it is, you tell me your flavored soda decoding secrets.” He nodded to her half-empty glass.

Wiping a crumb from the corner of her mouth, she lifted her glass for another drink. “Deal.”

The temptation to lean in and taste the raspberry and mint on her lips almost overpowered him, but he behaved. For reasons not fully understood, he needed to take this slow. That meant keeping things light between them tonight.

So, instead of stealing a kiss, he made a show of separating his sandwich halves. “I can’t believe I’m eating a plant with my cheeser.”

“Your what?”

His sandwich was halfway to his mouth when he paused from taking his first bite. “Cheeser. That’s what my brother and I called them. Grilled cheesers.”

“O-o-o-k-a-y.” She drew out every letter.

He fidgeted with the stem of his glass. “It started when we were like three and five. It stuck.”

A soft, understanding smile touched her lips, and Jase dropped his attention to the table as his mind replayed days of family dinners on a table like hers. Where the wood was scratched in a few places, and the chairs wobbled a bit. If he closed his eyes and concentrated hard enough, he could probably feel Sam kicking him under the table…

“I really do promise it won’t bite back.”

Shaking off the flashbacks and emotions, he bit into his sandwich.

“So? What do you think?”

Jase chewed slowly to annoy her but then ate the entire half in three bites, the flavors melding perfectly in his mouth.

“Fine. You win.” He didn’t even try to hide his surprise. “This is fantastic.”

“Ha. Told you. Never doubt me.”

“Okay, now spill it. How’d you guess the flavor?” Giving his glass another swirl, he took a long drink. “You know, I don’t think it’s pineapple. Mango?”

She finished off her sandwich and pushed the plate back. “It’s my dad’s fault. He loved flavored sodas.” The napkin she’d had across her lap was set next to her plate. “Every Monday night since I can remember, we’d go out for sodas on the pier. When I was about nine, we started this game. There was only one rule. The server got to surprise us. Whoever guessed their flavors first, won.”

Between her words and the expression on her face, he could picture it clearly. The salty, tangy air, the constant noise of the lapping waves below. A young Madison sitting next to her father, her feet dangling from a tall stool. “Who usually won?”

“Do you have to ask?”

He laughed, the deep sound echoing through the kitchen. “Maybe tonight was a lucky guess.”

“Or not.”

Jase held up his glass, his drink the color of liquid sunshine. “I give up.”

A huge grin brightened her face. “You got the first one. Its mango almond.”

He scrunched his nose against the combination. “That doesn’t sound right.”

“Kinda like grilled cheese with basil?”

“Touché.” Snatching her soda, he took a sip. “I didn’t do too badly on yours, but I think I like mine better.”

In one move, she stole his glass and drained it. “Me, too.”

“You don’t play fair, do you?”

More of her laughter spilled out, a sound he was certain he’d never tire of hearing.

Stacking their plates, he stood to take them to the sink, but she stopped him.

“Leave it.”

“I can’t do that.”

Madison took his hand and led him away from the table. “I insist.”

Jase let her win, only because the clock on her stove read past nine, and the later the hour got, the weaker he’d be. “You still haven’t told me about all this artwork.” He tipped his head toward the frames on the wall and kept his tone teasing, but his intrigue was completely genuine.

“I’m so embarrassed. I promise I’m not some weird narcissist.”

Jase felt as much as heard her soft laughter, and like earlier in the kitchen, he put his arms around her, loving the warmth from her blush as it seeped through his T-shirt.

“I did have my own place for a while but moved back home when dad got sick. I haven’t had the heart to take anything down. My dad loved, I mean loved, to brag about my art…or anything, really. I think there’s a framed spelling test of mine somewhere in his office.”

Her fingers traced the back of his hand, and he wondered if she knew she was doing it.

“I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Right. Because your place is filled with kid art.”

“My place is lame.”

“Mm-hmm.”

He turned her toward the mantel and gestured to the scroll of paper in the jar of sand. “So, what’s the story behind this?”

“That…”

Her shoulders rose as she took a deep breath, and he hoped he hadn’t pried.

“It’s a wish.”

“Like, genie in a bottle sort of wish?”

She dug her elbow into his ribs. “No. It’s my wish. It’s another one of my dad’s things.”

“Tell me.” He rested his chin on her shoulder, making his own wish that he wouldn’t screw this up, wouldn’t hurt her.

“The first day hospice came, they went over what to expect and set us up with some equipment. It wore my dad out and he fell asleep. Or, so I’d thought. He caught me crying on the edge of his bed, my face buried in my hands. A huge mess.

“Anyway, he patted my arm and asked me to grab a pen and a piece of paper. So, I did. He told me to write down the thing I wanted very most in life. My one wish. He told me if I focused on that one wish, I’d be able to get through the hard days we both knew were coming.”

Everything seemed to still as she shared her story, and he hung on each word.

“A dozen times I started to write that I wanted more time with my dad, but I couldn’t. He was so sick, so weak. He was ready to be with my mom again. So, I wrote something else. I wrote the next best thing.”

She stepped out of his arms and took down the jar. Reaching inside, she carefully pulled out the rolled-up paper then set the jar back in its place. With a steady hand, she unrolled it and held it out to him.

He started to shake his head, but Madison nodded for him to take it. Not nearly as steady as her, he spread the paper and read the five little words written there.

A family of my own.

Jase’s throat thickened, and he pressed his teeth together, like that alone could clear the emotion, but it drummed down into his bones, painful and deep, and he dipped his head so she wouldn’t see the way those words affected him.

“That paper is a part of why I haven’t changed anything here.” She took a sober look around the room. “This is the home I grew up in, and I guess…I’m not ready to let that go.” Taking the paper, she rerolled it and placed it back in the jar. “It’s probably childish, but, yeah… Bet you’re glad you asked about that one.”

She laughed it off, but pink touched her cheeks. He started to tell her he would spend all night listening to her talk and tell stories, but instead, took her hand and led her to the back door.

“Where are we going?”

“To sit in your outdoor spot you told me about.”

Her fingers tightened around his, and he kept her close as they walked out onto her porch. Several potted plants lined the half-circle slab of stamped concrete, and off to one side was a wooden swing with large, oversized cushions. His mind conjured up visions of her escaping out here on a Sunday to read with her hot chocolate, and he made a mental note to have her include a built-in swing on his deck.

Jase pulled her down to sit beside him, not letting go of her hand. “You’re right. This is the perfect spot.”

“Everybody needs one.”

She brought her knees up, her feet resting on the edge of the seat, letting him slowly rock them back and forth. For several minutes they sat like that, simply enjoying the cool night and distant stars.

Her skin was warm beneath his touch as he traced the lines in her open palm. “I love that. The wish in the bottle. The soda tradition with your dad. Thank you for trusting those memories with me.” Words were hard to articulate with all of the thoughts unraveling in his head. “It’s been a long time since someone has allowed me to be close—since I’ve wanted to be close. Not that I don’t care, or I’m heartless, just…”

“I get it.” Her voice was quiet as she leaned her head against his shoulder. “It’s easier keeping everyone at a distance when you feel like you’ve already…felt too much.”

“Yeah.”

But as the beautiful architect nestled further into him, laced her fingers through his, feeling more didn’t hurt so much. Instead, Madison had him wanting long drives up the coast with her riding shotgun, and sunrises over the water. He wanted Monday nights on the pier, sipping Italian sodas, and walks in downtown San Diego with tickets to the Old Theatre—where it would be her on his arm in the papers the following day. He wanted Penny’s brag book filled with no one but her by his side.

He slowed the swing, no longer pushing his feet against the ground as more wants took shape, wants with a much different backdrop. Hot country summers on the ranch, golden autumns riding horseback across his land, and snowy winters with hot chocolate where the media couldn’t get to them.

A quiet laugh fell like a breath as he realized where his mind had taken him.

“What’s so funny?”

“Just thinking,” he said.

“About?”

He tightened his hold on her. “Stuff.”

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“Nope.”

“You’re terrible.”

Her laughter spurred Jase’s own, but his humor faded as he glanced to the windows of her home, their warm glow encasing a thousand memories. From the pictures on the walls to the scuffed table and her wish on the mantel.

A family of my own.

Swallowing, he looked down to the girl cuddled up beside him. His mind harbored no doubts of her courage and strength, but he knew how uneven the ground could feel after losing someone, how vulnerability outlined every shadow, and his palms began to sweat with Eric’s warning loud in his head about not hurting her.

His pulse deafened his ears, and he massaged his temple with his free hand as if the action could squeeze out the noise, but his head only crowded with images of Dustin and the pain he’d caused his friends when he’d broken apart and ran.

Except, I’m not nineteen anymore. I’m not going to run again.

“You okay?”

“Better than okay.” The reply came a beat too quick, and she scrunched up her forehead, making him laugh. And with that one simple release, the bulk of his worry eased. “I’m sitting out under the stars with you snuggled up next to me. Trust me. I am better than okay.”

She glanced up toward the blanket of sky above them. “It is a pretty great view.”

There was no argument over who had the better view as he looked down at her dark lashes and full, incredibly kissable lips, but instead of pointing out that truth, he told her something he’d meant to tell her for days now. “Penny said to thank you for joining the restoration. You nailed the design for the lobby. She teared up when I told her about your idea.”

“I think your assistant might be my new favorite person. In all seriousness, though, I know it added more work.”

“It’ll be worth it.”

“Simon’s proposal is pretty fantastic as well.”

There was sincerity in her words, but it was obvious she’d had to force the compliment out, and he grinned. “True, but it was missing something. Which I didn’t know until Penny mentioned a memory of hers from the theatre’s glory days. And then it became pretty clear we needed someone from the outside to point out what exactly that was. Someone who could find the missing piece.”

“I do like a great mystery.”

Her clear, carefree laughter was refreshing, and he soaked it in. Trailing his fingers up her arm, they brushed the scar above her elbow, and he drew his lips downward. “I’m truly sorry for this.”

The apology was waved away. “Adds character.”

Jase framed her face with his hand, and she stilled. He slipped his fingers through her hair to the back of her head, tilting her face toward his. She seemed to hold her breath as a familiar spark danced between them. He shut his eyes against the attraction, repeating the rules of the night in his head, but he couldn’t stop the groan from deep in his throat.

“I need to let you go.”

“Right. Probably a good idea.”

“Probably, yes,” he repeated but held her another few seconds before pulling her up with him. “About your car…”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll have Sarah or Eric take me to get it in the morning on the way to the office.”

“You sure?” More guilt lodged in his gut.

“One hundred percent. Sarah’s not too far from me.”

“That doesn’t make me look very chivalrous.”

Madison squeezed his hand before letting go. “You can make up for it next time.”

Anticipation and promise replaced some of his guilt. “Deal.”

Refusing his second offer to help clean up, she walked him to the door.

“So…” He cupped the back of his neck. “We’re doing this?”

She leaned her head against the door jam. “I think we are.”

Her hair shone under the light as he tucked several strands behind her ear. “I’m headed out of town in the morning to take care of some business, but I’ll be back Sunday night. Can I see you then?”

“Like, a second date?”

A forgotten thrill spiked his pulse, one he hadn’t experienced since his youth. Only this time, the reaction was definitely flavored more to his adult tastes. “Yes, please.”

“I’d like that. A lot,” she said.

“Me, too.”

In her bare feet and T-shirt, and the way her fingertips were shoved into her denim pockets, it was all he could do to pick up his duffel and sling it over his shoulder. But he froze when she pushed up on her toes and leaned in. Only, instead of tasting his lips like he’d expected, her breath teased that sensitive spot next to his ear as she placed a soft, lingering kiss there.

“First date rules, remember?” she whispered.

He groaned again but let her push him back a step and open the door. Then he retraced every inch and pushed his fingers into her hair, kissing her once, then twice, pouring everything into a moment he couldn’t express in simple English.

When he pulled away, his lungs had to work for air. “Sorry. Never have been one for rules.”

Her laughter melted over him like sweet honey as he stepped off her porch and walked to his truck. Tossing his bag into the backseat, he hopped up inside and started the engine. He shifted into reverse but didn’t let off the brake. Not even when she waved and shut the door.

He shot a glance at the passenger seat, where she’d sat not hours before. She’d opened up and shared everything. He’d stroked her hair, held her hand…all of his actions telling her things would be fine. And it would be.

I’m not nineteen anymore.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Jase stood on the Henrys' porch and knocked again. The house was still and quiet. Being around dinnertime, he’d expected to find William home.

He tapped the manila envelope Penny had prepared for him against his leg, deciding what to do. Driving straight over from the airport, his plan was to give William the papers right away, but it looked like that would have to wait for later.

Turning to step off the porch for his rental, he ran right into flannel and Wranglers.

“Whoa. Sorry, man,” Dustin said, but trailed off when recognition hit.

Jase rubbed his chin, not forgetting their last encounter. “Dustin.” A crease appeared between his friend’s brows, and he got right to the point. “Is your dad around?”

“He's down by the point. Won't be back for another hour.”

Jase nodded then moved around the cowboy to leave before his old friend could cash in on any more resentment.

“What Dad said is true then?” he asked. “You’re going to rebuild?”

Back in the day, Jase could have finished Dustin's sentences and read most of his thoughts, even predicted what kind of baseball pitch he wanted just by the set of his jaw. Time had definitely changed them.

“Tell your dad I'll come back tomorrow.” He swallowed hard, not sure why he avoided the question.

“That's it?”

He kept his feet planted in the dirt where he stood, angling his body away from his friend and the old house.

“Eleven years and you can't even look me in the eye? Or are you going to run away again?”

“I didn't run away.” Jase swung around, crumpling the envelope he held as his hands fisted.

Dustin raised a dark brow in challenge. “Then what exactly do you call up-and-leaving in the middle of the night? Not a word to anybody.”

The pressure of so many years of bolted-up emotions railed against his conscience, and he wished he were back at Madison’s place, eating grilled cheese and laughing at the smallest things.

“You weren't the only one hurting after that fire. I loved Sam like a brother.” Dustin’s voice caught. “And you just left—”

“I know.” His voice was loud in the quiet around them. After a moment, he said it again, only this time the words a rough whisper. He tried to smooth the envelope he held, but his hands shook. “Maybe I did run.” A helpless laugh tore from his throat. “I was just a teenager.”

“You still could have told me. Heck, I might have gone with you.”

Jase had no answer for him. Not one that he could articulate. Not even after eleven years.

“We were best friends. You should’ve told me.” He tugged on the brim of his hat, lowering it over his eyes.

They both stood silent under the growing shade of the setting sun, and then Dustin gave a shaky laugh. “Look at us. You'd think we was ten again, fighting over who was going to miss ol’ Rusty most when Dad had to put him down.”

Jase exposed a sad smile as he remembered the Henry’s dog. They'd all tried to act tough, but their red, swollen eyes hadn't fooled anyone. This memory ushered in a score of others. “We had some good times, didn't we?”

“Some of the best.”

The stiff envelope weighed in his hand. Dustin and his family were suffering again right now, and though he couldn't change the past, he wasn't going to repeat it. “I'd like to catch up. Maybe make up for some of what I missed.”

His friend studied him long and hard before nodding once. Then he gestured behind the house. “I’m headed out now to fix some busted wire on the west fence line. Could use some company. If you ain’t afraid of getting a little dirt under them pretty nails, that is.”

Jase snorted but touched his jaw again. “As long as you keep your right hook to yourself, I think I can manage.”

“Sorry ‘bout that.”

“No, you're not.”

“Yeah, you're right.”

The familiar, light banter eased the pit in his gut, but behind it was still over a decade of pain to get over.

But today was a start.

Dustin reached into his truck and grabbed extra work gloves and tossed them over. He gave the ranch a sober look as he pulled on his own worn pair, then picked up a stapler and pliers. “Ready?”

Dropping the folder for William in the open window of his rental, Jase followed him across the grassy field separating the Henrys’ home and the distant river. He was quiet for several yards as he mentally switched gears for the change in plans.

“So, California, huh?”

Of all the questions he’d anticipated, he hadn’t expected this to be the first. “Yeah.”

Dustin’s snort scattered robins from a nearby tree. “Let me guess, you have a beach house with a maid and drive a Lamborghini.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

The cowboy side-eyed him with a sharp arc to his dusty brow.

Jase drilled his friend with a stony look he’d perfected their third year in grade school. “I do not have a maid. And I drive a three-quarter-ton.”

“And the beach house?”

He scratched his jaw, studying the landscape.

“That’s what I thought,” the cowboy said, mumbling something about surfboards and soft hands.

Mental snapshots of low tide and La Jolla sunsets had the truth spilling out. “It grows on you.”

“Yeah, well, I think I’ll keep my farmer’s tan.” He pointed to the section of fence that needed mending several yards ahead. “Mom says you’re restoring some fancy theatre in San Diego.”

Mention of Dustin’s mother tripped him up a step, and he stuttered out a reply. “It’s kind of a pet project of mine. I have high hopes for it, especially now that Madison’s onboard.”

“She’s the architect from the B&B, right?”

Heat gathered on his neck as he thought to the night before. “One and the same.”

Dustin’s eyes narrowed, and Jase walked ahead until the sounds of lucid, bubbling water reached his ears. A moment later, the winding river came in to view, and he nodded toward a large, curved rock splitting the lazy current in the center of a bend where it widened. “It’s still there.”

“Kissing Rock?”

“I still say it looks like a plumber’s crack.”

Dustin laughed. “Don’t let Shanna Thompson here ya. This was her spot.”

He grinned. Shanna Thompson, every guy’s first crush. She’d dragged him out here after one of the Henrys’ summer bonfires, eager to show him the heart-shaped rock, dubbed kissing rock by Dustin’s older sister.

His smile stretched at the idea of bringing Madison here, balancing on the smaller rocks to get to the bigger, heart-shaped one, and stealing a kiss or ten.

“Wanna talk about it?”

“About what?”

“That architect who put that love-sick grin on your face.”

Jase rolled his eyes and bent to pick up several flat rocks half-tucked into the soil at his feet, shaking the loose dirt from his hands as he straightened. “Are we really talking girls?”

His buddy shrugged then adjusted his hat. “Is it serious then?”

He chucked one of his rocks underhand in a sweeping motion. It skipped across the water three times before disappearing beneath the surface, the stream’s blue reflection the same color as Madison’s eyes when she laughed. “I don’t know… But, yeah. I think so.”

“Yeah?”

Jase’s smile faltered at the real question in his friends’ tone. “What?”

Dustin walked again, switching his tools to his other hand as he followed the river for a few yards. “I guess I wasn’t sure you’d ever do the whole…family thing. After what happened. Mom was worried you’d never…” He laughed on an uneasy breath. “Anyway.”

A lump tore into the sides of Jase’s throat, the sharp pain hard to swallow against.

“She seems great.” Dustin cleared his own throat and tapped the pliers against the open palm of his glove, the leather muting the sound to a dull thwap, thwap, thwap.

“She is.” He shuffled the rocks in his hand, keeping his attention on the river, the thriving trees, a fallen trunk, anything but the pressure building in his lungs as he thought about Madison and her wish on the mantel.

His chest constricted with a battle between protecting her wish and the dark whispers that he was fooling himself, and he chucked another rock. And then another until he fisted the last one, its edges biting into his flesh.

“She’s the reason I decided to build. Her work is incredible. Not flashy or showy. It’s more subtle—beautiful.” Like her. He tossed the rock but missed the water completely. It thunked against a tree before wrestling its way through some brush to the ground. Releasing a heavy breath, he pulled on a long piece of pasture grass.

Off in the distance, the rumble of an ATV broke into their surroundings. He watched as William cut across a field to park off to the side of the barn, a dust trail in his wake.

“You remember how to do this?”

Jase glanced back to his friend and the stapler he held out. “Funny.”

Dustin got to work stretching the barbed wire tight between the wood posts while Jase stapled it into place. Neither spoke as they worked their way through the half-dozen slack lines. He drank in the low sun and faint heat at his back, the tall grass and fresh meadow air, like a glass of his mom’s homemade lemonade on an August summer day. Refreshing. Like his adorable architect.

Placing the last staple, he stood back with Dustin as they checked over their work. “Thanks for letting me tag along. I miss this.”

“Definitely ain’t a day on the beach in California.”

He chuckled. “Nope.”

“Gotta love life’s curve balls, don’t ya?” Dustin cleared his throat as he scrubbed a hand over his mouth, his words barely rising above the bubbling river. “After all this time, you coming back just as we’re leaving.”

“I’m sorry about your mom,” Jase said, realizing he hadn’t spoken those words yet.

Like with William, the sentiment wasn’t enough, but it’s all he had. Well, that wasn’t true. He glanced out toward his parked rental and the front seat.

“It sucks. Dad’s been a mess. Though, he don’t show it.” The cowboy removed his gloves and tucked them into his back pocket before gathering his tools. “Can’t lie. Seeing how good you’re doing helps.”

Jase swallowed back a laugh. The rollercoaster that was his life the past few months, especially the nightmares, had almost thrown him from the cart more than once. Not that his friend could know that. Because Jase hadn’t given him a chance.

Dustin pulled his brim lower as he started walking toward the house, and Jase focused on the swish of the long grass against his jeans, letting the soft rhythm even out his pulse from the shift their conversation had taken.

To the west, blue faded to purple, and purple to pink. It wasn’t anything glorious, but familiar and content, and he soaked it in. At his truck, he reached through the window and grabbed the manila envelope.

“That the paper work for Dad to sign?”

“Sort of.”

Dustin leaned against the hood of the rental, crossing his boots at the ankle. “What game are you playing?”

“No games.”

His friend snorted. “Your poker face is still crap.”

“You talk like yours was any better.” He grinned, but it was hard to hold as he rubbed his thumb over the pale-yellow surface of the envelope. Without a word, he held it out.

A reverence settled over that spot of ground as Dustin took it, as if the land sensed the importance of what lay inside. With a slight tremble, he slid his finger under the seal and pulled out several sheets of paper.

“Wait. This…” Dustin’s forehead creased. He focused on the paper again then lifted it to see the one beneath, before returning to the first. “Dad said you were buying the place.”

“I did buy it.” He nodded to the paper on top. “As a gift.”

Red rimmed the cowboy’s eyes as he rubbed his jaw, his hand covering his mouth. “We can’t…How did you…”

“I needed to do this.” A pleading note took over Jase’s words. “Your dad won’t like it, but it’s how it should be. And I could never come back without knowing the Henrys are next door.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

He scanned William’s land—their home. “That maybe you’ll forgive me for the past eleven years?” His emotions made it hard to clear his throat.

Dustin removed his hat and laughed. “Only if you’ll forgive my right hook.”

“I’ll make you a deal. Help me convince your dad to accept the deed to his ranch, and we’ll call us even.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Jase dropped his bag inside the door and kicked off his shoes. He glanced between the freezer, where he’d stashed four different kinds of Ben & Jerry’s, and the sky beyond his sliding doors, cursing the sun for hovering just over the horizon. His plan to figure out Madison’s favorite ice cream and her favorite beach would have to wait for tomorrow.

Stupid airport delays.

He poured a tall glass of orange juice and debated between hitting the shower or hitting the sheets. After sitting for hours in the airport’s hard plastic chairs, he was beat, but the sunset through his windows had him choosing option three.

Sitting in one of the outdoor recliners, he switched his phone out of plane mode and started a text to Madison, but his lawyer’s name popped up on his screen as an incoming call before he could hit send. “Hey, Leeza. How are you?”

“Oh, I’m glad you made it in. Did you receive my messages?”

Her business tone had him sitting straight up. “No. I had my phone off for the flight.” He switched his phone to speaker and looked at his notifications. Twenty-six? “What happened? What’s wrong?” A deep foreboding brought him to his feet. “Is Penny all right?”

“It isn’t Penny. Turn your T.V. to Channel Two News.”

Orange juice and sunsets were forgotten as he walked back into the house and fished out his remote to wake up his flat screen. His throat felt gritty when he tried to swallow. “What’s on Channel Two?”

“Apparently, your life story. I only saw the teaser at the beginning of the broadcast. That’s when I first called.” Her voice softened. “I’m sorry, Jase. I’m going to make a call in the morning to a friend of mine at the news station. I’ll let you know what info I can dig up.”

The moment the call ended, his phone screen lit up again, this time with Penny’s number, but he let it go to voice mail. He moved around his couch and sat on its edge, turning the volume up on the television. Then he froze. A reporter in a bright blue jacket stood by a fence, words of shattered childhood, devastating fire, and tragic loss of life, falling from his lips—the backdrop a blackened spot of ground.

The ruins of his family's stables.

Jase stared, unable to tear his gaze away as the man told a skewed story of his past. Hearing the guy speak the names of his parents and of Sam, with all of his false condolences, like it was the world’s business to hear them, gutted him open.

Details of the fire—details that had fueled his every nightmare—played out on the screen now like a slow-motion recording as the news station played the old footage of the fire, and it was as if the last eleven years hadn’t happened.

Nine hundred miles. I ran over nine hundred miles to get away from those images.

He pressed his palms to his eyes, searching for the rhythm of his baseball mantra, but deafening pulse beats crowded his ears like it had when he’d gone after Madison in the storm. Fear gathered like whispers, piercing the air all around him, and he choked on their darkness. It was as if every shadow in the room hissed his weaknesses.

Broken.

His hands fell limp to his knees, where his fingers shook, their color pale white against his blue jeans as a news anchor’s voice cut into his conscience.

“…now, after more than a decade, Cutter is ready to rebuild with the help of architect and designer Madison Blakeley. Inside sources told our own Kit Gentry that the California real estate developer approached Blakeley about the project after meeting her at the exclusive West Shore Gala, where the two made a connection…”

His breath stuttered, and his fist tightened around the remote as the station cut to another reporter standing to the left of a white store front, a lemon tree contrasting her red pant suit.

The frame widened to include another woman and his hands stilled. He could draw every curve of that body with his eyes shut, pick her laugh out of a crowd, recognize her intoxicating fragrance anywhere, and he turned the volume up another notch despite the foreboding pressure in his chest.

“Tell us what it’s like working with Jase Cutter. A contract with the real estate mogul is quite an honor.”

“Mr. Cutter is very professional and incredibly smart. He puts all of his focus on his projects and is a real team player. Blakeley Architecture & Design is lucky to be a part of that.”

The reporter’s words faded along with his focus on the screen as a name lit a memory in his brain—a name scrawled on a bubblegum pink sticky note in Madison’s kitchen from just a few days ago.

Kit Gentry.

Black plastic shattered against the wall next to the screen. Pieces of the remote rained in a heap onto his floor. All he could do was stay still. Even when the small screen on his phone lit up with a text, he didn’t move to read it. Nor did he move when it rang two minutes later. Or thirty minutes after that.

A rap on his front door jolted him. Outside his windows, dusk had settled for good, making the glaring lights from the television strain his vision. Still, he remained frozen, worried if he moved he’d break as easily as the remote he’d thrown at the wall. When the knocking continued, he forced a breath and wiped a hand over his face and down his jeans. There was only one person who knew the code to his gate. He considered not answering, but he knew Penny would only worry more.

Another knock rattled the thick wood right as he pulled the door open. “I’m okay, you didn't…” His words trailed off as he stared at a pair of clear blue eyes, rimmed red, in a face of which he knew every angle. Her hands were all but lost in the long sleeves of her purple hoody.

“I’m so sorry. This isn’t what it looks like. I don’t know—”

“How did you get in here?” The harsh words cut into the night, the tight, angry coil in his chest springing undone quicker than he could control it.

“Penny.”

He cursed under his breath but folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe, relying on its strength to hold him up.

“Please. I need you to listen to me. Let me explain.”

A short laugh fell from his lips. “I really think I heard enough on the T.V., don’t you?”

“No.”

“Right. Of course.”

She flinched, but even for the moon’s weak light, he saw a wounded spark flicker in her eyes and guilt crept up his spine, but the pit of emotions widening inside of him left him helpless.

“Please don’t do this. Don’t shut me out.”

“You wanted some recognition. And, you know what? I get it. I do. I should have given it to you sooner.” He balled his fists where they hid beneath his arms.

“You really think I betrayed your trust?”

Crouching his brows together, he hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Kit Gentry? Channel 2? It was all on there.” He rubbed his neck, but feeling the unsteadiness of his hand, he tucked it back under his arm. “You know, you could have asked. One phone call. One conversation, and I would have made things right.”

She slid her fingers through her hair, pulling on the ends as her eyes squeezed shut. “You’re not listening. That interview you saw of me? That was for the restoration. That story about Idaho? I knew nothing about that.”

He swallowed hard around the mass of confusion lodged in his throat, flinching when the warmth of her hand rested on his arm.

“Please believe me.” Her lips trembled when she spoke.

Jase tried to speak, but every muscle was stiff, as if his body was afraid it would collapse with the slightest movement. The adrenaline that had clogged his veins moments ago now left him weak and unstable, the difference as jarring as Dustin’s right hook.

She pulled her hand back, wrapping her arms around herself. “I’d never do that to you,” she whispered. “Ever.”

His eyes stung, only he couldn’t blame it on the ocean’s spray from the water behind his home, or an east wind. He studied her eyes, those pools of blue almost silver. There wasn’t a heartless fleck in them, not even at the edges. “I trusted you.”

“Jase, ple—”

He put up a hand. “I still do.” He could feel her gaze on him, but he focused on the muted shadows in his yard created by the rising moon. “But I don’t trust me.” His voice slipped on the last word as snatches of his nightmare filled his head like smoke to eat at him. Triggers from his past were like a minefield. There wasn’t any escaping them. “I knew better. And I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean?” The question barely rose above the lapping tide in the distance. “What are you saying?” Her voice broke, and she ran a finger under her eye as a tear fell.

“I’m not good for this. I’m too…” Truth snatched at his voice, but he drove out the words she needed to hear. “Broken.”

Her head started to shake before he’d even finished. “No. You’re not.” She wiped at more tears, though others spilled in their place, and pointed a shaky finger at him. “I get what it feels like to lose the people you love. It’s heavy. Crippling. Sometimes you don’t even know who you are, but it doesn’t mean you’re broken.”

“Then what does it make me, huh? What does that make me?” His throat burned raw with the shouted words. “I can’t sleep, I can’t think lately. All I seem to do is fight this thick…blanket of guilt and anger. I thought I could shut those feelings up, live a normal life, but I can’t. For so many years I fooled myself. It’s been eleven years, Madison. Eleven.” He barked out a laugh. Natasha had seen him for what he was. Even Dustin, and with a pleading look, he begged the girl in front of him to understand. “I won’t be that naïve again. I won’t bring anyone else down with me.”

She flinched, and his arms fell limp at his sides, his fight, drained, leaving him numb. “You deserve better. So much better.” He took a shaky breath. “Someone who can make your wish real.”

“You really believe this? You’re willing to throw away the chance at something amazing just like that?” She reached out to him, but her hand faltered and fell to her side when he moved back. Then she stepped closer anyway. “Look at me.”

He obeyed the intensity in her voice and met her gaze, though he kept his own guarded.

“You are not broken, Jase.”

His jaw flexed.

“You’re not, but if you want to spend the rest of your life hiding behind that lie, then I can’t stop you.”

His muscles tensed as she took another step toward him, the lines around her eyes and mouth softening.

“There’s a difference between broken and brokenhearted. And it’s okay to be the second. It means you’ve loved. Deeply. And that sounds pretty unbroken to me. It sounds brave.”

Jase lifted his chin as he fought to control his emotions and grasp even a scrap of clarity, but he couldn’t think straight, and his body charged for flight.

“Please don’t shut me out.”

Her sweet fragrance swept over him, but the hum of the television in the background distorted it, and the only thing he was capable of at that moment was thick, empty silence. There was nothing left for him to give.

“So that’s it?”

“I’m sorry.”

****

Sunlight crept across his face, like an obnoxious horsefly. No matter which way Jase turned, the blinding rays found his eyelids. He stuffed his pillow over his head, but it only intensified the dull ache in his skull.

Shoving his covers off, he stood, his feet cringing against the cold floor as he stretched his back. He stared down at his king-sized bed and the single pillow bunched up against the black headboard. The echoes of how alone he was seemed to scream back at him, and he fought the urge to chuck a pillow at the blinds and sun and sit in quiet. But pride had him sending Penny a quick text telling her he’d be there in an hour. It was also pride that got him showered and dressed and past a news truck outside his gate.

As he entered his building, he studied the polished tile, the paneled halls, anything but the other faces in the large lobby. Only, it was still there—the sympathy and curiosity. The pity. Why any of them cared so much about the old story was beyond him. He was just a guy that bought and sold real estate and dabbled in developments here and there.

Nothing newsworthy.

Penny was waiting for him as he exited the top floor. “Morning.”

“Morning, dear.”

The catch in her voice stopped him short, and he blinked back the prick of moisture in his eyes as she gave him a hug. The scent of her familiar perfume engulfed him like an embrace of its own, and his arms tightened around her small frame. She returned the pressure like he was her own son—one she was hurting for.

After a moment, she let him go. “You've got a visitor in your office.”

He frowned, eyeing his door.

“It's only Leeza.”

His shoulders relaxed as he pulled it open, holding it for Penny to join them.

“Good morning, Jase.”

His lawyer’s professionally tailored suit and modest heels, along with the sleek knot at the nape of her neck, spoke all business, and he relaxed further. Business was safe.

“How do you want to handle this?”

“I’m sorry?” He rolled his neck, trying to disperse the fog in his brain from the last twelve hours, but he was aware enough to know there was slim, if any, legal action she could take over the news story. No laws were broken.

Only trust.

“You do have some recourse you can take if you choose.”

A headache spread to pound at his temples. “I’m sure it’s very little.”

One of his lawyer’s brows settled lower than the other. “Penny doesn’t think it was Blakeley despite how it looks.”

“I just can’t believe she’d do this, can you?” she insisted.

“She says it wasn’t her, that her interview was for the Old Theatre.” Jase didn’t meet either woman’s gaze, not wanting to go into the details of last night.

“Unfortunately, the zealous reporter could have decided to dig into your past on his own. The story isn’t new of course, but tragedy makes for good click-bait. Your involvement with this restoration has you more under the spotlight than usual.”

Hearing his past discussed openly and without much emotion soured his gut, but Leeza was one of San Diego’s best for a reason. Emotional detachment was probably a necessity. Still, he could only manage a nod.

Penny dropped onto one of his chairs, her shoulders drooping. “Except, how would they know about Madison’s contract with Jase?”

Leeza tapped her nails against her jet-black phone case. “You two spent time in public up in Sun Valley, right? Maybe someone put it together. Also, the Henrys knew. Word could have spread very quickly in such a small community.”

“No,” he said the same time as Penny, but nodded for her to go first.

“After what Jase is doing for them, I can’t believe they’d do something so heartless.”

His lawyer looked at him for confirmation.

“William wouldn’t do this, and Dustin might have had a few axes to grind, but he’s a good guy. I’d be surprised if it was him, but…” He lifted a shoulder. “In the end, is it worth pursuing?”

“Is it?” Leeza asked.

Smooth skin met his palm as he scrubbed a hand over his freshly-shaven face, another pretense that his life wasn’t a total mess.

“I do have some information that may interest you.” She scrolled through her phone. “That friend of mine from the news station messaged me back an hour ago. She said Natasha met with one of their journalists earlier this week, but for what she couldn’t say. Penny mentioned that Simon and his sister were upset when you brought Blakeley on to his project, so the timing fosters suspicion.”

Had one of them found out? Does it matter? A snapshot of Madison on his porch last night with her swollen eyes—eyes that held a pool of disappointment—parted the fog like the bow of a ship. That memory would be stamped permanently on his brain. A painful reminder of another failure. Another regret. His bitter laugh was harsh in his own ears.

Penny's lips pinched, and he knew she’d mistaken his reaction as a condemnation of the Westons. Leeza tapped her phone, staring off at the wall, probably trying to connive a way to unearth the truth and bring him justice.

He leaned against his desk, put one ankle over the other, and massaged his temples. Natasha could have overheard him and Madison that day in his office. She’d been pretty mad when she left.

Mad enough to do something like this? And pin it on Madison?

Even for all of her faults, it was hard to believe she’d intentionally hurt him.

“Jase?”

His assistant’s voice reminded him he wasn't alone.

“Are the Westons still in town?” he asked.

Penny narrowed her eyes. “I believe so.”

“As your lawyer, I should probably tell you it’s not a good idea to confront them right now,” Leeza warned.

“You’re probably right.” But he pushed off from his desk and exited his office, pulling up the address for Simon’s hotel as he walked to the elevator.

Putting all of his energy into getting answers meant he could escape the sharp claws of his reality for at least another twenty-four hours.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Jase wrapped his knuckles on the door to the hotel room then knocked harder. After some shuffling from inside, Simon opened the door.

“If Natasha is here, get her.” He stepped over the threshold, not waiting for an invitation.

If the architect was surprised to see him, it didn’t show. After calling his sister’s name, Simon faced him. “What’s this about?”

Jase swept his gaze over the room, his attention falling to the mini bar in the corner, where several empty bottles sat on their bellies.

Natasha yawned as she stepped into the room, her hair matted down on one side. “What is it?” She stopped when she saw him, not nearly as good at hiding her surprise as her brother.

And then it was there. Sympathy, pity…and something more, something like real concern.

“Did you know about my family? Back in college?”

She wrapped her long cardigan tighter around her. “I knew something haunted you.” Going to the sink, she poured herself a glass of water but stared at the crystal liquid. “Why are you here?”

“Madison says she didn’t leak the information about me rebuilding.”

“And you believe that?” Her bitterness clung to the stale air in the room. “If you don’t think she’s behind last night’s story, then who?”

The question he came to ask rolled on his tongue with words he knew would cause her pain, but if the way she stiffened was any sign, she didn’t need them.

“You think I did this. You’ll believe her over me?”

Her lips pinched together, their natural pink looking a thousand times better than the loud, screaming colors she usually wore. In that moment, she was almost the same girl he remembered from college. Except, that girl would have never sold him out.

“You met with someone last week from the same news station that broke the story.”

The glass in her hand clanged to the counter. “Maybe you should look at the girl whose name is plastered all over the papers right now. You know, the one who was on the news talking about it!”

Simon rested an elbow on the marble separating the hotel room’s kitchenette and living room. “Blakeley’s business is having trouble. This is all a win for her.”

Jase tore his attention from Natasha to pin it on her brother. “What do you know about it?”

“I know the Charter Club is better off without her,” Natasha said. “And I told Royce exactly that. At least his friendship with me means something to him, and he listened.”

He spoke each of his next words with deliberate clarity as he stared her in the eye. “And you know her client how?”

“Our parents go way—”

“What did you say?”

“I shared my opinion. Same things I told you.”

She rubbed at a spot on the counter he couldn’t see, averting her gaze, and he inhaled one long breath through his nose before daring to open his mouth. “When was this?”

“I don’t remember.”

Frustration flushed his skin with an angry heat, and he lost the battle to keep calm. “Try harder.”

“It was a while ago, okay? And the night was a little…fuzzy.” She avoided his scrutiny. Simon’s as well.

“Who else did you talk to about Blakeley?”

Silence met the question, and Jase caught the mini bottles across the room in his peripheral. “How long have you had a drinking problem?”

Her nostrils flared. “Any other stones you want to throw at me? Because I don’t think accusing me of selling you out was brutal enough.” Her voice trembled and the moisture in her eyes magnified her hurt. “No wonder you’re alone.”

Grabbing her water, she pushed past him, knocking him back a step, but stopped at the bedroom door. “Oh, and the woman I met with at Channel Two? She’s the one who did the story about Weston Designs and our part in the restoration. She’s a friend of mine, and we had lunch plans. I’m sure she’ll be happy to confirm it.”

The door’s frame rattled as she slammed it shut, and Jase winced.

“She hasn’t always been like this,” Simon said. “She used to be full of spunk, ready to take on the world.” A genuine smile appeared only to fade. “But you know that.” He sank onto a stool, all of his stiff angles sagging. “The girl she was has been slowly dying this past year or more, and I don’t know how to help her,” he whispered. “I thought things would change with this project, but…”

Jase leaned against the wall, letting it shoulder some of his weight. He felt bad for the man in front of him. Felt worse for Natasha. She’d made some poor choices this past month, but a bigger picture was unfolding.

“You do see how brilliant your sister is, don’t you? How she has a crazy keen sense for corporate business? But she’s lost herself. And if I were you”—he leveled a hard stare at the architect—“I’d be asking myself why.”

Moving toward the door, he rested his hand on the doorknob. “My guess is, that spunky, ambitious girl is just wanting a place in this world that encompasses more than simply being the sister of a great designer.” He stepped into the hall but paused, nodding toward the bedroom door where Natasha had escaped to. “I suggest you two figure this out before the unveiling next week.”

The door clicked shut behind Jase, though Simon’s miserable expression stayed with him to the elevator. He prayed Natasha would get some help but knew how stubborn she was. As the doors slid shut, he jabbed a fist at the down button, having no more answers than he did before.

That’s not true.

Natasha lost Madison the Charter Club. And who knew how many other clients when she’d been too far gone to be rational. He pressed his palms flat against the elevator wall, his forehead falling between his hands to rest on the cold, reflective metal.

Natasha could have let my plans for the ranch slip without even knowing it.

The doors dinged before sliding open, but it took him a moment to move. He needed a place to think and thought about the bag in the backseat of his truck and the sand along his favorite run.

He had five miles. Five miles to choose the course of his future.

If I still get a choice.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Tall, cool blades of grass softened Madison’s footsteps as she walked along a small row of headstones. At the end, by a mature, full-leafed oak tree, rested two marble markers. Dropping down between them, she pulled her knees to her chest.

With one finger, she traced the scrawling letters carved on the one to her left. Beside the name was etched a lavender rose. Of course, the stone wasn’t lavender, but she’d always pictured the flower that way. It had been her mother’s favorite.

Her father’s headstone was free of any drawings or designs. Just simple, sturdy, and fresh. Exactly like he’d been up until he’d gotten ill.

Before he left her all alone.

Unyielding heartache burrowed into every corner of her chest. She closed her eyes and filled her lungs slowly, begging for release from all the pain bottled up inside. And, if the hurt was for the loss of her parents alone, peace might have come in the blue of the cloud-spotted sky or the sun’s beams filtering through the oak leaves. But right now, her heart only connected with the shadows around them.

I can’t make him believe in himself.

Jase’s words from last week on his porch had tormented her everywhere, giving her the worst kind of whiplash—from inextinguishable frustration to maddening heartbreak to gutting emptiness. Her father would be disappointed in her.

“Sorry, Dad. I’m trying to kick this. I really am,” she whispered, brushing a weathered, black and white bird feather from one corner of his stone. A slight wind rustled the leaves above, and she tasted salt on the air.

Madison wasn’t totally alone. Not really. She had memories. Her home and her father’s business. She was simply a little lost. Had taken the wrong fork in the road.

But I can get back.

A flicker of peace stole over her, and she let her head fall back, accepting the sun on her face, hoping it would spread to inch out the gloom on her heart.

“Can I join you?”

She lifted her lashes as Eric dropped down on the grass in front of her.

“Sarah said I might find you here.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve visited them.” Her attention drifted back to the rose on her mother’s marker.

“I’m sorry.”

Somehow she knew he watched her. “What for?”

“Everything.”

She crowded her brows together as she glanced up. “None of this is your fault.”

He swallowed several times. “I didn’t realize…” Lines marred his forehead, beneath his light hair. “I hate seeing you like this. I want my Mads back.”

Her empty laughter carried across the cemetery. “I’m fine. Really. I’m just trying to find my place again.”

The scratching of a distant bird challenged the peace and quiet, and taking strength from its lead, she spoke what had been on her mind, despite the ripples it might make. “I’ve been thinking,” she said. “Maybe after the Heritage Days celebration tomorrow, I should step away from the restoration. By then the city will be onboard and excited for the way the project is going.”

“What?”

“Just saying, it might be the right decision.” She ignored the pinch to her heart that walking away created, but for a truly new start, quitting might be the best thing to do.

“And what about Cutter and Idaho?”

She pulled at a clump of grass and sifted out a few long blades to rub between her fingers, inhaling their earthy scent but missing the calm it usually brought her. “What about them?”

“You’re going to walk away from that project, too?” Uncertainty and a touch of shock filled his voice.

Guilt, confusion, resolution…they each warred inside her. “It’s for the best. Really.”

“Did he say that?”

Madison shook her head.

“What about the company? This is what you wanted.”

She met the scrutiny harbored in his expression straight on. “Not like this.”

Eric absently frayed the ends of his sneaker’s laces, making them more of a disaster than they were before. “You’re stepping away because he doesn’t trust you? Or something else?”

Despite the slight quiver in her voice, she shrugged. “Does it matter?”

Without an answer, he stood and offered her a hand.

Slipping her fingers around his, she let him pull her up. “Thanks for being a good friend. You’ve always been there for me, and it means a lot.”

“Yeah, well, that’s easy.”

“Maybe for you, but Jase…” Her sigh turned into a groan, yet when the pressure of his finger under her chin silently asked her to face him, she obeyed.

“I’m sure he’s just…upset.”

She raised one of her brows. Is he defending him?

Not that it mattered. If Eric had been there that night on the mogul’s porch, he’d realize the gap between them. The wide, bottomless gap. Jase believed he was too broken. Too incapable. Too messed up.

Except, niggles of doubt attempted to blind her like the sun glinting off the hoods of the parked cars in the distance. Doubts that said he just didn’t trust her, and she cursed the irresponsible news story that had triggered it all.

“Who could do that to him?” she said, speaking more to herself. “Only a monster. A heartless human being is the only kind of person who would do that to someone.” The empty reflection in Jase’s eyes from that night haunted her. “He’s hurting so much. Having to relive all that pain.”

Eric shifted beside her, and she manipulated her ugly thoughts back. Like she’d been doing for the past week. Like she’d done when Jase’s simple business text had come through yesterday to confirm she had the prints for tomorrow’s event.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to unload.” Rising up on her toes, she gave him a light hug. “Thanks for checking on me.”

A deep flush mottled his cheeks. “Madison, there’s something I need to tell you.” He raked a hand through his hair, giving a quick glance to the headstones. “But not here.”

Grabbing her hand, he led her to a sidewalk that skirted the cemetery, his pace too quick for the Eric she knew. He didn’t stop or let go until their feet hit cement.

“Hold up. What is it?”

He released a heavy breath but kept his focus on the ground ahead. “Before your father died, he asked me to make him a promise.”

“I know.”

His head whipped up. “You do?”

“Sure. You promised you wouldn’t let me settle.” She slowed her steps and cocked an eyebrow. “But, Eric, I’m not settling—”

“It was more than that. Mads, I didn’t just promise him I’d help you with the company. I promised him I’d be there for you.”

“And you have been.” She smiled, though a slow chill rushed her veins as he found her hand and twined his fingers with hers.

“No. I haven’t. I should have…”

“Don’t.” A slow panic started behind the coldness, and she swallowed, feeling in his touch more than promises made to her father. “We’re good. Okay?”

“You don’t understand. I need you to listen to me—”

“No. You don’t. Please. Let’s not do this.” She pled with her eyes, pulling her hand out of his and stepping back.

“I love you, Madison. I do. I know you don’t want to hear it right now, and that you might not feel the same, but I need you to know.”

His light eyes were pain-stricken, and she hated that she had no cure.

“I’m telling you so maybe you’ll understand.” His fingers shook as he ran a hand over his mouth and his head bent. “I told myself I was helping you. Convinced myself I was justified.” He laughed, the bitterness startling. “But truth is, I was jealous of the way he pulled you in.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He took advantage of you, Mads. He’s preyed on everything good and amazing about you, giving nothing back.”

Helplessness leached into her chest, and she balled her fists against his words.

“You deserved recognition on the Idaho project. You’ve worked so hard. Only…” He rubbed his hand along his jaw again. “I didn’t know about his past, about the fire and his family. I didn’t mean for… I’m so sorry.”

When he reached for her, she flinched back. “No!” She jerked a finger at him. “It wasn’t you. You didn’t…You’d never do this to me.” Her voice cracked. “To him.”

There wasn’t an emotion of his she couldn’t read. And the guilt on his face now crushed her heart. More than her heart. It smeared her trust and confidence in the one person who’d always been an anchor, and her words fell out in a whisper. “How could you?”

“I don’t know. I was angry. I wasn’t thinking, I just…” His eyes were wide and pleading as he repeated himself. “You deserve so much better.”

“Angry?” The words scraped like a match, burning through her. “No. Angry is the way Jase looked at me when he thought I leaked his past after he’d confided in me.” Her voice rose as his admission settled into every crevice of her brain. “I stood there on his front porch, begging him to believe it wasn’t me.”

“It wasn’t.”

“No…it was just my best friend.” Her hands were white and shaking, her throat raw. “That wasn’t even the worst part. Do you know what he’s lived through? What he’s living through again, because of your actions?” She pressed her eyes shut, feeling every breath come and go. “What am I supposed to do now? I don’t know what to say. I can’t even think.”

“I’ll talk to him, okay? You don’t need to do anything. I’ll fix this.”

“You make it sound so easy.” She put her hand to her stomach, nauseous. “I think…maybe you should take some time off.”

“Madison…”

She forced her gaze to meet his. “Your choices make you who you are.” Her father’s wise words slipped out just above a whisper, but their truth kept her voice steady. Unwavering. “And I don’t like this person you’ve turned into.”

With unsteady legs, she moved past him, her steps matching her racing pulse. At her car, she slid into the driver’s seat but for several minutes only sat there, not hearing or seeing anything, only wondering how she’d make it through the celebration tomorrow. When she finally turned the key, a thousand tiny stars of light danced and twisted inside of the car.

Lifting her wrist, she noticed her father’s charm reflecting the sun’s light. How such a small piece of metal could give so much beauty overwhelmed her. Yet it did. Because it had been shaped and molded and cut just right.

Madison envied that charm. She’d never sheltered such anger and confusion during her entire twenty-six years as she had in the past year alone. Her father’s greedy cancer, the whole mess with Jase, and now her closest friend. She’d been beat, and beat, and beat upon, until now, alone in her car, her life was anything but beautiful.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Madison brushed her hair to one side and fastened her other earring. The single hoops were surprisingly heavy, unlike the matching necklace. Twisting in the small bathroom to shove an empty hanger into her bag, she bumped her hip on the antique vanity. She rubbed the sore spot, hoping it wasn’t an omen for the night. The fact it was a Saturday and she was at the office didn’t help.

She should be celebrating the need to work a weekend, celebrating the five new potential clients she’d heard from over the last handful of days, but it was impossible, knowing the business came at the price of the story leaked about her and Jase’s Idaho contract.

Tonight was it, though. She was going to tell Simon and Jase about stepping away from the Old Theatre restoration. All three of them could move on. Well, two of them would. Her heart wouldn’t be so forgiving, but she needed to start somewhere.

Running behind on a night this important wouldn’t do, so she gave herself one last glance in the mirror, smoothed down a fold in her ivory faux-wrap dress, then grabbed her purse and keys from her office and hurried out the back door.

The sky seemed handpicked for the Heritage Days celebration, with its endless blue a perfect backdrop to the stars that would come out in just a couple of hours, and she closed her eyes a moment, soaking in the peace.

“You’re going to be late.”

Smiling, she opened her eyes to see her favorite florist. “Some things are worth stealing a minute for.”

Cisco kept his hands behind his back as he lifted his face toward the sun. “Si. You are very right.”

She studied the older man with his wrinkles and bushy brows. It had been a while since they’d shared more than a friendly wave, and she wished for more time. With him, her heart didn’t beat so painfully.

“Will I see you there tonight?”

“Perhaps. But, before you go…”

She gasped as he held out a brown box tied with white twine. Cupping the gift in his hands, he nudged her with a small smile to accept it.

With a careful tug, she undid the bow and opened the lid. Her awe tumbled out in a whisper. “It’s beautiful.”

“Gladiolus. It means strength.”

She lifted the cluster of three delicate flowers out of the box and inhaled the scent. The fragrance was subtle, not overdone, just like the corsage. Sarah would giggle at the thought of wearing something so old fashioned, but she blinked back tears.

“I’ve seen the sadness in your eyes. But I’ve also seen the strength and courage. The one will keep you humble, the others will help you live, no?”

Madison ran her hand over a coral petal, the scallop-like edges feather soft. “I was right. You are a wise man.” She wrapped her arms around him in a tender hug. “I love it.”

He gestured for her to hand it over and pinned it to her dress like he’d done it a time or two. Then he took her hands, holding them in his own, close together. “Sei bellissima, cara mia.” Then he shooed her away with a smile. “Nel bocca del lupo. Good luck.”

She waved good-bye as his words of humility and strength settled inside her, and careful not to crush her new flowers, she slipped into her car, checking to make sure the Old Theatre mock-ups were secured in the backseat.

When her phone rang, she rifled through her purse to catch it before it went to voice mail. “This is Madison.”

“Miss Blakeley, is there a problem? I checked the table for the display, and it’s still empty.”

And there goes my peace, she laughed to herself. “No, Mayor. I ran into a little traffic,” she lied, “but I’m on my way.” Hopefully her voice sounded more confident on the other end of the line than it did in the front seat of her car.

“We’re scheduled to kick the event off in less than forty-five minutes. I suggest you hurry.” Marty hung up, his irritation lingering in her ear.

Minutes blurred by as she sped across town, and she was grateful to arrive with ten of them to spare. Opening the back door, she unfastened the large canvas prints, tucking them under one arm, while securing their stands in the other. Somewhere between the two, she shoved her purse, and using her knee, shut the car door, praying her dress didn’t get smudged.

“Need help?”

Perfect. She rolled her eyes, and the prints slipped an inch, along with her manners. “I’ve got it,” she said in a curt tone foreign to her own ears.

Natasha raised one of her perfectly shaped brows. “Suit yourself. The table’s over here.”

Simon’s sister led her to an enormous white tent, yards of clear round lights stretching across its lines and angles. She pointed out a tall pedestal in the middle of a cluster of tables already decorated with pamphlets and fresh Gerber daisies.

Madison bent, trying to maneuver the large prints to the floor without dropping them, but, in heels and a dress, she was only making a fool of herself, and she gritted her teeth when Natasha snickered.

“Here.”

Pasting on a smile that was more a grimace, she let the other woman take them from her. “Thank you.”

The beautiful blonde set up the stands and grabbed one of the canvases. Together, they positioned them, making small adjustments so the prints caught the light.

Taking two steps back, Madison studied the finished display critically. With the little time she’d had to work on them, they turned out well. The print that showcased the theatre’s exterior was vibrant and full of color—like a rich, textured oil painting, but her favorite out of the two was the other. With willowy lines of black on white canvas, the drawing gave an exciting hint of how the grand lobby would shine. The twin staircases stunned, and she felt a spring of excitement. The theatre was going to be brilliant. With a last nudge to one corner, she covered them with a silver cloth.

“Simon says you were pretty passionate about the lobby.” Natasha dusted off her hands. “You must have given a pretty convincing argument to get your way.”

Madison eyed her from the side. “And?”

Slim hands came up. “I meant it as a compliment.”

“Sure you did. Because we both know what a fan you are of mine.” The pressure from all that had built inside her over the past week, burst. “Was it also a compliment when you told Mr. Cutter what a scheming, social climber I am? Or when you meddled with my clients?” A guilty twinge poked at her conscience for the accusation, but there were still too many coincidences.

“Oh, please.” Natasha wrinkled her nose. “You act like I stalked your clients and drew them away.”

“So, you know nothing about the Royce Charter Club? Or his cousin’s restaurant?”

The woman held her gaze for a beat, then ran her finger under the bright gloss on her lower lip. “Royce and I go way back. When he’d heard you’d put in a bid for the restoration, he asked my opinion of your company. And I only told him my honest thoughts. That you don’t have a lot of experience.”

“Yes, well, thanks for that.” Her father would be disappointed at the frost in her voice, but the unfairness of the whole thing stung. When an apparent comeback gathered on the other woman’s lips, Madison held up her hand. “Don’t. You know nothing about me. Please quit pretending like you do.” She kept her tone even with the chatter filling the tent. “You haven’t gotten it right once, and I doubt you will. Your pride, or resentment, or whatever it is, is like a concrete wall—one I don’t have the time or desire to chisel through.”

“I only called it like I saw it.”

“Excuse me, but when exactly did you have time to see anything about me?” A few heads turned their way, and she lowered her voice. “Listen. I don’t want to argue with you, but I do want to make something clear. I may be a little naïve compared to others in this industry and still have a lot to learn, but I won’t be bullied.” She found the charm on her bracelet, her father’s small gift reminding her of her strength—a strength Cisco had seen in her, too. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

Conviction, deep and rooted, took heart inside of her, and she stepped around Natasha, unable to believe she’d almost bowed out of a job at the first big hurdle.

“That news story really wasn’t you?”

Madison’s steps faltered, and she turned just enough to look back.

Natasha guarded her features, but there was a real question in her eyes, as if she might be willing to accept her answer.

“I’d never add to the pain he carries.”

Simon’s sister studied something on the ground, her expression softening. “You’re lucky, you know. He never let me get that close.”

Madison stood stunned as the woman dipped her head and walked away. For several minutes, she simply observed the people around her, awed by the surprising lightness in her chest. A lightness that wouldn’t come from quitting the restoration.

She searched the faces of the guests as they spilled into the main tent in twos and threes, an eerie familiarity steeling over her. She’d been here before—sifting through a crowd, looking for dark hair with those soft waves. Except, it wasn’t excitement mixed with nerves she experienced this go around. It was dread. Eric’s confession changed everything.

I have to tell him.

“Miss Blakeley, how nice to see you again.”

Glancing up, she met Jase’s assistant’s sweet, genuine smile and could only return it. “Hello, Penny.”

The older woman was regal as ever in her sage sweater and linen trousers. Next to her, and just as dashing, was a young man, probably twelve or thirteen, in dark slacks and a white dress shirt, complete with a crimson bowtie.

“This is my grandson, Aiden. He loves the theatre and is almost as excited as I am for the big reveal.”

Madison stretched out her hand, receiving a blush and timid shake from the teen. “Very pleased to meet you.” But her smile faltered as she returned her attention to Penny. Would this lovely woman still look at her the same way after she learned of Eric’s deception? Be as moved by her work? Or as happy to introduce her to the people she loved?

Probably not.

Penny gestured to Cisco’s gift. “What beautiful flowers.”

Madison touched the pearl tip of the pin holding her corsage in place. “Thank you.”

“Are you nervous for the reveal?”

“A little.”

“You’ll do great.”

She smiled her gratitude for the woman’s assurance. “Have you seen Mr. Cutter?” The words slipped out before they could be stopped, but the sooner she spoke with Jase and dropped the hammer, the sooner she could slip away. Celebrating, no matter how great the cause, was more than Madison was up for tonight. Especially if she had to witness this woman’s disappointment, too.

“We were going to ask you the same thing.” Penny craned her neck to see over the heads of the people filling in around them. “I’m sure he’ll turn up. I think he’s supposed to say a few words tonight.”

A burst of static filled the large tent as the mayor took up a microphone. The crowd quieted, the opposite of her heartbeat.

Where are you, Jase?

“What a beautiful night.” The mayor smiled to the people. “And what a great turnout.”

She tried to listen to his speech, but only half his words made it to her ears. Words like honor and privilege, hardships and new beginnings. She clasped and unclasped her fingers but stopped when Penny gave her a knowing look.

“And now I’ll let Simon Weston tell you a little more about the project,” Marty said. “His company, Weston Designs, is the architectural firm heading up the restoration. He’s done a phenomenal job. We’re pleased to have him onboard.”

Finishing to light applause, the mayor handed the microphone over to her favorite Seattle designer, who had stepped up to the small platform. She shifted her gaze to the tent’s ceiling as he sniffed and straightened his shoulders.

But he didn’t speak.

Looking back to the makeshift stage, she saw him gesture for someone to join him. People around her whispered amongst themselves as they waited, their curiosity probably nowhere near her own. And when it was Natasha who took the spot beside him, his sister appeared just as astonished.

A hush settled once more as Simon began to speak, and though his words were lined with that familiar pompous air, there was a softness in them she had never heard.

“Before we get to the unveiling,” he began, “I want to take a moment to recognize a few people. Starting with my sister, Natasha Weston.”

Madison stared at the siblings and felt her brows slipping downward. He definitely had her full attention.

“I haven’t given her enough credit on this project. She’s been an integral part of its success, and we wouldn’t be at this point tonight without her.”

The mayor’s clapping started a chain reaction, and soon the large space filled with the noise. Natasha blushed, her face reflecting both surprise and joy as she stood by her brother’s side.

“The other person I need to acknowledge, and many of you may know her, is Madison Blakeley of Blakeley Architecture & Design.”

Several heads swung her way. She smiled to those close by, blinking to hide the shock she knew had widened her eyes.

“Miss Blakeley’s proven talent and inspiration have been indispensable, and we are lucky she agreed to be a member of the restoration team. She’s definitely headed toward…great things.”

Simon’s gaze locked with hers. It wasn’t quite admiration in those steel blue eyes. Nor was it necessarily acceptance. It was more a truce, an acknowledgment, and she took it. She also took in the approval on the faces around her, staring at her, and cached them away in a corner of her heart desperate for encouragement. Simon would cringe if he knew what his words had done, which had her grinning wider.

Finishing his speech with an explanation of what the people could expect from the restoration and surrounding shopping district, Simon gave timelines and created enough excitement to please even the mayor.

On cue, Madison stepped behind the display and pulled off the silver cloth, the tremble in her hands almost unnoticeable. The noise in the tent tripled as people exclaimed over the designs, each coming up for a closer look. Several guests pulled her aside and complimented her, and she flushed with each one, but, in the midst of all of the elation, one person’s absence was painfully clear.

Visions of Jase alone, closed up in his dark living room, drowning in the ashes of his past, closed her throat, and air was hard to find in the crowded tent.

Clutching her purse, she pushed her way through the milling people to step outside. The sun hadn’t quite set, but the night was cool, perfect for the festivities, and she sucked in several breaths.

Already the moon had snuck into the sky, its pale, silvery-white complementing the pastels hovering over the horizon. She followed a curved sidewalk past booths of all sizes and colors. Lights adorned each one, creating a beautiful scene. Spicy scents tempted her at every corner, reminding her the last time she’d eaten was before noon.

Around her were people clad in everything from jeans and T-shirts to slacks and button downs to cute little summer dresses. Her envy at their easy laughter and high spirits was hard to shake.

“Excuse me, miss?”

Madison glanced down to see a boy smiling up at her, his brown hair buzzed on both sides but combed neatly on top. In his hands was a tall, plastic cup.

“For you.” Eagerness lit up his whole face.

She accepted the gift, her own eyes dancing. “Why, thank you, sir.” He couldn’t be more than eleven, and her curiosity grew. The boy must have seen it on her face because he leaned in to whisper.

“He says I can’t tell you what kind it is because that will ruin the game. But he gave me twenty whole bucks, and even my mom says I can keep it.”

Her heart stumbled against her chest. “Who? Where did you get this?”

He pointed to a canopy a few yards away, a large banner pinned to the front. Sill’s Italian Soda Shoppe. Beneath the thick vinyl, under a sagging strand of white lights, stood Jase. His hair mirrored midnight, and there was a shadow where he hadn’t shaved.

The desire to go to him hit so powerfully, it physically hurt to walk and not run. She kept her focus on his face as she crossed the walkway, worried if she blinked, he’d disappear.

He looked good. Better than good.

She left a few feet between them. “Mr. Cutter.”

“Miss Blakeley.”

She lifted her cup, the cream from the top plunging like lava into a deep plum-colored soda. Bringing it close, she inhaled the sweet drink. It wasn’t plum. “You know you can’t stump me,” she said, swirling the cup.

“We’ll see.”

A hint of the grin she missed so much softened his guarded expression.

“Walk with me?”

Nodding, she fell in step beside him, but the weight of the drink in her hand was like a reminder of what needed to be said. With each step, dread sank in—deeper and deeper until she couldn’t go any farther.

“Wait.” She cradled her cup in her hands as they stopped. The cold kept her grounded, helped her concentrate on the words she had to get out. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

Madison stepped off the sidewalk and away from the crowds, ignoring the way her heels sank into the soft grass as she walked toward a row of trees by a small pond and stone bench. She knew he followed her, felt his warmth.

“I know who leaked the Idaho project,” she said, blurting it out.

When her admission hung unanswered, she turned to see him watching her, studying every plane of her face, and she swallowed.

“You’re stunning,” he whispered.

Heat feathered her skin, but she narrowed her lashes over her eyes. “Did…did you hear what I said?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Even if it was me?”

“Was it?”

Her heart seemed to stutter as the words rushed out. “No. It wasn’t, but—”

“I didn’t think so.” His features dimmed, riddled with a deep emotion that was all too familiar. “Madison.” The rough edge to his voice wasn’t sharp, only pleading. “I’m so sorry I hurt you. That I didn’t believe in what we have. I’ve had a lot of regrets in my life. A lot. But nothing like what I’ll feel if I don’t make things right with you. With us.”

Reaching for her arms, his fingers trailed goose bumps as they slid down to cup her elbows.

“You have every right to think I’m the worst kind of human being. And I probably am.”

“Stop. You’re not—”

“My fears, my frustration, ruined the best thing to ever come into my life.”

Jase gripped her waist, his thumbs pressing into her middle with the weight of his words, but she stopped him. “It was Eric,” she breathed out, her throat so thick she could barely speak. “I feel terrible. I should have known, should have seen it.”

Something close to a laugh escaped him. It was low but as clear as the night sky spanning above them.

She pushed weakly at his chest, despite the drink she held. “How is any of this funny?”

“It’s not, but it makes perfect sense.” He sobered and looked out toward the still pond a few feet away. “And if the guy wasn’t in love with you, I’d probably break my hand on his face.”

Stupid, ridiculous tears filled the corners of her eyes.

“Hey.” He stole her soda, sitting it on the little bench along with her purse, then took her hands. “I understand if you want to run far away from me, but I’m a selfish man, and I won’t make it easy. I need you, Madison Blakeley. Giving up isn’t an option for me. Not anymore.”

Her hands trembled within his, the echo of his words stealing her breath.

Tugging on her fingers, he drew her a step closer. “A part of me died the other night when I let you walk away.”

The way his thumbs rubbed circles over the backs of her fingers brought a beautiful shiver to every surface of her skin.

“You said once that I don’t know you, but I do. You’re brilliant and sensitive, yet strong, and full of more courage than you give yourself credit for. And your talent.” He shook his head, his face a reflection of awe. “You have this amazing gift to see the most tortured building or piece of land and sift out the good hidden beneath the grime and ashes—seeing those things for what they can be. What they should be. You find their story.”

Letting go, he framed her face, and she closed her eyes, memorizing his touch, his scent. Everything that was him.

“You found my story,” he whispered. “You helped me see it doesn’t have to be a tragedy. That it has hope.”

Madison let her lashes flutter open to the green and gold flecks in his eyes that were bright under the budding stars.

“There’s only one problem.”

“There is?”

“Mm, hmm. My story is missing something.”

Her palms rested against his chest as he closed that last bit of distance between them. Feeling his crazy heartbeat match her own, she bit the edge of her lip. "And what’s that?”

“You.”

Her skin burned where his hands cradled her face, but his touch was nothing like the fire that lit within her as his mouth found hers, the pressure evocative and powerful, and she drank it in.

“I want to be the one,” he said against her lips. “I want a chance at making that wish of yours come true.”

If a breeze rustled the leaves in the trees above them, or rippled the water behind her, if laughter spilled over from the celebrations…if time continued to push the second hand around the clock, Madison was barely aware of it.

She stared into his eyes, her hope like a held breath as a tear escaped. “What are you saying?”

“I want us. And not just for this moment.” Jase brushed the moisture from her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “I know I have a lot of scars from my past, and I know there’s still healing I need to do. Nightmares I need to fight. I’m far from perfect.”

Another tear followed the first, but she was afraid to move and miss even a single moment.

“That’s why I’m going to date you. Take it as slow or as fast as you’re comfortable—”

She laid her palm against his cheek, its warmth steadying her still trembling hands. He held onto her so tight her feet barely touched the grass as he sealed those promises with the tenderness of one perfect kiss—a kiss that burrowed deep within her soul.

Pulling back, he searched her eyes.

A smile played around his lips, his incredibly satisfying lips, and she bit down on hers. “You missed the unveiling.”

His hand around hers was like coming home. “I’m sure Simon did fine without me.”

“Actually, he did.” She was still in disbelief of the architect’s acknowledgments.

“Penny said the prints are great, by the way. She was almost in tears.”

“You saw Penny?”

“Well, she texted me after the unveiling.”

Madison tipped her head back and laughed. “Then how do you know she was almost in tears?”

“Trust me, I do.” His lips curved up in a smug and entirely adorable grin, and she swatted his arm.

“Wait.” He released her hand and grabbed the forgotten soda. Clearing his throat, he handed it to her. “You thought you’d get out of playing the game, didn’t you? Scared you’ll lose?”

“I never lose,” she said, taking it from him, and thoughts of their first date had her smiling wide with anticipation for the promised ones to come. Future moments to learn more about the man in front of her. More moments to experience together. More moments to love.

“Never? I say that night at your house was a fluke.”

“Whatever. I can tell you every flavor in one guess.” She lifted the cup with confidence, placing her lips on the straw.

His brows rose as she took one long drink, but she ignored him. Closing her eyes, she swirled the soda in her mouth, the sweet cream teasing her taste buds first. Layered beneath was a combination she’d never tasted, yet it was familiar. She took another sip.

“Ha.” Jase pointed a finger at her. “You have no idea. Admit it.”

“Hold on.” She drank again. It was good. Different but yummy, and she could swear there was a hint of… “Cherry. It’s cherry. But the syrup is original, not the cherry from a bottle. With vanilla and cream.” She beamed up at him, donning her smuggest grin. But her triumph faltered when he chuckled and shook his head slowly.

Taking the cup, he stole a drink. “Really? You got vanilla cherry cream soda from that? Tsk, tsk, tsk. I’m so disappointed.” He held it up when she reached for it.

“There’s no way I got it wrong.”

“Want a hint?”

What she wanted was to taste the cherry on his lips, but she decided to let him have his fun and scowled. “Yes.”

“You got two out of the three right. The cherry and cream.”

“Huh.” She held her hand out for the cup. “Gimme.”

“Nope. You lost. Face it.”

She pushed her lips out in a pout. “I want another try.”

“Uh, uh. You’re going to have to live with your failure.” He removed the lid and drained every last drop.

“I can’t believe you did that!”

Her own laughter rang in her ears as she shoved him, but he caught her and tugged her closer. She wasn’t sure who started the kiss, was only aware of the thrill as he held her, tasted her. It was flawless. Full of passion but sweet. Familiar…

She broke away, her breathing uneven. “Maple. It was maple cherry cream soda.” Pure happiness, the kind she’d only experienced as a child when life was simple, enveloped her when he smiled, and she grinned back. “Yes! I am still the queen.”

His unfiltered laughter broke into the night. “Get over here. I wasn’t through.”

He brushed his lips against hers. It was light at first, careful, and she shivered. But her reaction melted in the fever of his deepened kiss, his hunger echoing every emotion she’d harbored for him over the past few months. His cologne teased her as he pulled her closer. The stubble on his jaw was rough against her skin, and she loved it. Loved him.

Her heart expanded, pressing against everything within her, pushing out her fears and hurts, leaving only room for a new future and all of its possibilities.

Thrilling, unknown, happy possibilities.


Epilogue

Madison paused by the kitchen island, the bright colors of a postcard peeking out of the stack of mail piled there. With only a ghost of apprehension, she pulled it out and studied the glossy picture of the Dominican Republic coastline. In one corner was a stamp of the flag, in the other was scrolled the name of the beach. The image was gorgeous.

On the flip side, she noted the forwarded address, and a small smile tugged at her lips. Next to the address was a barely legible, one line, note in familiar handwriting. “The Strand Humanitarian Project going strong.”

“Another one?”

She dropped the postcard back onto the pile and covered Jase’s arms as they snaked around her from behind. He brushed her hair away from her neck, placing a soft kiss below her ear.

The sweet touch demanded she lean in. “Yep. That makes eight postcards in eight months from eight different places around the world.”

“Very cool.”

She wiped at a smudge near the bottom left corner where Eric had scribbled his name. He hadn’t said good-bye in person, and it was better that way. She wouldn’t have known what to say. Still didn’t. But she did like knowing he was okay. And that he was out there doing something important. “It is cool.”

“So…”

She laughed at the way he drew the word out.

“I have a surprise for you.”

“Season tickets to the theatre?”

He laughed. “The grand opening is still months away.”

“And here I thought there’d be perks to being engaged to the owner.”

He squeezed her ribs, making her squeal before tightening his hold on her. “You’re the architect in charge. Well, one of the architects. Definitely the best looking.”

She smirked as he spun her around and took both of her hands in his. He traced the band of her engagement ring, and the same thrill filled her as the day he’d slipped it on her finger. She could hardly wait another week to say “I do.”

“You mentioned a surprise?” She lifted an eyebrow, biting back a grin.

“Yes. Yes, I did.”

Without another word, he pulled her through the great room, with its large windows and grand fireplace, its stone work as breathtaking as she’d envisioned it all those months ago. He held open the door to the sweeping covered deck, retaking her hand as they passed the oversized teak swing they’d installed the day before—the last piece to their perfect outdoor spot.

When he led her down the steps to the grassy clearing, she squeezed his hand. “Where are we going?”

He didn’t stop, only smiled and walked a little quicker. “You’ll see.”

She laughed, trying to keep up, though her mind whirled with curiosity and a giant dose of anticipation.

He didn’t stop when they reached the base of the hill, where the aspen showed off their full summer foliage, but her steps faltered as he started up an obscure path. He gave her hand a soft tug, and she obeyed, her heartbeat as quick as the hummingbird darting between the wild flowers next to them.

The flutters in her stomach increased as a familiar tree came into view. As if in tight formation, wooden steps marched up the trunk until they disappeared into the leaves. She peeked back at him with a thousand questions, but the reflection of excitement, hope, and peace in his smile and eyes brushed them away.

Taking his outstretched hand, she let him help her up the first step, and like a child on Christmas morning, that strange mix of eagerness and reverence pushed her onward. Soon, directly above her was a trapdoor. With his nod, she pushed the door open and climbed up inside.

And then she gasped.

Hundreds and hundreds of twinkling lights were strung around the little room. They dipped from one wall to the other, outlining the three windows as well as a built-in bookcase.

“When did you…” She watched as he pulled himself into the room and stood, the ceiling barely allowing his full height.

“Do you like it?”

A laugh fell from her lips though moisture tickled the corners of her eyes. Stretching out her hand, she ran her fingers across the spines of the books lining the little bookcase’s shelves, and then she pulled one out. A children’s book. She held it close as she took in other details she hadn’t seen at first. A small, painted table and chairs in one corner, a giant beanbag in another next to a toy chest.

She spun, needing to see his face, his eyes, but her throat was too thick to speak.

His hands circled her waist, and he hugged her close. “My wedding gift to you.”

With the fresh scent of pine and fresh-cut wood, with the amber lights, and the warm touch of the man she loved, her heart pressed against everything inside her. “My wish?”

He nodded. “My promise to you of a family of your own.”

The smile pulling at his lips had her rising up on her toes, where she lost herself in a kiss she’d never tire of. His fingers slipped into her hair as he cradled her face between his hands. He pressed his forehead to hers, his voice only a whisper. “Of our own.”
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Perseverance

by M.J. Wilson
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At eighteen, a difficult childhood drove Larkin James from her Georgia hometown with the vow never to return. Eleven years later, news of her ailing mother forces Larkin back, knowing she'll face her demons.

Jeremy Henderson fights to salvage his relationship with his daughter after a tragedy changes her forever. Larkin, a friend from his youth, reaches out to his daughter, giving him glimpses of the child she once was.

Larkin struggles to do right by a mother who never wanted her. She battles ghosts from a childhood filled with more anguish than any child should endure. Added to her conflict is a renewed desire for Jeremy, who she resists letting inside the walls she's erected. Will the turmoil of moving home suck her so far back into her past she breaks, or can people who care reach her before regrets propel her across the country?
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Winner Takes All

by Laurie Winter
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Storm Thompson wants to be anywhere but Liberty Ridge. Especially since his hometown also contains his

childhood nemesis, Colleen Gardner. With a young daughter and mentally ill mother to care for, he struggles to simply make ends meet. Every day, his goal of owning an organic farm slips further out of reach.

Psychiatrist Colleen Gardner has her sights set on starting a retreat to help veterans suffering from PTSD. She's done well but her small town fundraisers just aren't enough.

"The Great American Scavenger Hunt" TV show offers a million-dollar prize, and Colleen and Storm are selected as competitors. Both resolve to do whatever is needed to win, even using the other to get ahead. Storm and Colleen compete to fund their dreams, but their already tattered relationship becomes more strained. Only one will win the money. But will love prove the ultimate prize?
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