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Chapter 1
 
“Don’t you dare!” Cynthia hissed when she noticed Ryan Dalton creeping up behind her.  At six years old, she was far more proficient about spotting aggravating boys who are doing something annoying than most girls her age. Mostly because of Ryan, who constantly teased her.  Two years older, Ryan had taught her that recess was a hotbed of mystery and intrigue. In order to keep the spiders and snakes away from her, she had to watch Ryan like a hawk!  
Cynthia would never admit to anyone, ever, that she enjoyed the challenge of outmaneuvering Ryan!  He’d gotten her good with some amazing pranks over the past year, but she learned quickly and had her revenge!
Cynthia shot him a glare, thinking fast because she could see he had his hand hidden behind his back.  Always a dangerous situation!  “Ryan, if you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to tell every person on this playground that you are going to marry me,” she threatened, which was the worst threat she could come up with.  
It worked!  Instantly, Ryan’s face paled.  But he was more resilient and not as stupid as some of the other boys in her class.  With a shake of his head, his confidence returned.  “You wouldn’t!” 
Darn it, he’d called her bluff!  There was no way she’d say anything like that, considering Ryan was gross and disgusting.  All boys were gross, but Ryan, her nemesis, was even worse than all the others combined!  
“Don’t push me!” she growled.  
Ryan straightened to his already impressive height, putting on the innocent expression that had gotten him out of trouble more often than not in his eight year life.  “What?  I’m not doing anything.”
Cynthia’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. If it wasn’t a spider, it was a snake.  If not one of those, he’d find something to do to torment her!  His efforts might be as simple as pulling her braids.  Or as irritating as running faster, climbing the monkey bars faster and higher, or pulling some horrifically creative prank…all of it just irked her!  
“You’re always doing something Ryan Dalton!” she snapped, stomping off, flipping her blond braids over her shoulders as she went.  
 
Ryan watched her leave grinning as his mind worked on his next torment.  The snake wrapped around his wrist wiggled slightly and he lifted it up to his face. “Sorry.  We weren’t quiet enough this time.”  The snake’s only response was a fascinating flick of its tongue.  
Walking over to the edge of the playground, he knelt down and carefully released the snake, watching to make sure it found cover and safety before returning to his friends on the other side of the playground.  Unfortunately, his teacher called an end to recess before he could come up with another plan.  
Glancing behind him, he spotted Cynthia standing with a group of her friends.  He waited for a moment, ignoring his own friends who nudged him back towards the school building.  Waited.  Waited.   
He grinned when Cynthia glanced over her shoulder, sending another glare his way.  “Yes!”  Only then did he turn on his heel and raced into class.  Of all the girls in school, Cynthia was the most fun to torment.  Ryan had no idea why, he thought as he pulled out his math homework.  He just loved it!  
 
Cynthia sighed with…relief?  Not exactly relief, she thought.  And actually, now that Ryan was gone, recess had lost its appeal.  
She truly hated him.  Her mother said that she shouldn’t hate anyone, but her mother never had to deal with Ryan Dalton.  He was always trying to irk her and, usually, he succeeded.  He was a bad boy!  Turning away, she looked at her friends who were playing tic-tac-toe in the dirt with a stick.  
Boring!  With a sigh, she looked around, trying to find something more interesting to do.  
“Wanna race around the field?  I bet we could run fast enough to jump onto that branch!” 
Three of the girls jumped up.  “Yeah!  Let’s do it!” 
Cynthia grinned, more than ready for the burst of excitement.  “Okay, we’ll start at the swing set, then race to the baseball field.  We have to touch each of the bases, then sprint to the slide and then over to the monkey bars.” 
The girls followed Cynthia’s path with their eyes, then nodded their agreement as they lined up.  
“Ready?  Set.  Go!” Cynthia hollered.  
And they were off, racing and giggling as they ran to the baseball field, kicking up dust as they rounded each of the bases, then off to the monkey bars.  “Go up the slide!” one of them called out.  As a group they swerved, running towards the ladder of the slide set up on the opposite side of the playground.  Four girls up, four of them down…since Cynthia had been the first one to slide down the hot metal slide, she paused at the bottom in the worn out, dirt circle, dancing from the heat since the sun had spiked the temperature of the metal slide to about one thousand degrees.  The denim of her jeans wasn’t enough protection against that kind of heat.  That meant that the other girls got ahead of her as they raced over to the monkey bars.  
A moment later, all four of them tumbled to the ground in a pile, trying to catch their breath.  
 
Ryan looked out the window of the school, watching the girls race around the baseball diamond.  He chuckled when Cynthia’s butt burned from the slide, but the smile disappeared when he watched her race ahead of the other girls.  
With a sigh, he turned back to the teacher, trying to pay attention.  Fractions.  Really?  What was the point?  Wouldn’t it be better to go outside and run around?  Especially since he could run faster than Cynthia!  Yeah, beating Cyn was much more important than fractions!  
Wasn’t running and breathing in the sunny, warm air more important than learning if there were five slices or ten slices to a pie?  He was going to eat the whole pie anyway, he thought, hoping the pie was cherry.  His favorite was cherry.  Although, maybe blueberry pie would be better.  Because then he could eat the whole blueberry pie and not save any for Cynthia.  Right in front of her!  Even now, as the teacher droned on about stupid fractions, he could picture Cynthia’s furious expression.  He’d seen her at the county fair last summer and knew that her favorite was blueberry.  Yeah, it would be awesome to eat the whole blueberry pie right in front of her.  She’d get that angry look in her pretty…uh…ugly brown eyes and her nose would squinch up.  It always squinched up when she was angry.  And because she was so much fun to torment, he saw that squinched up nose a lot. 
“Ryan!” the teacher interrupted his daydream. 
 “Yes ma’am?” 
“Could you tell me the answer to number four?” 
Ryan had no idea which “number four” she was talking about, but he glanced swiftly around the room, noticing there were worksheets on every desk now.  Oh yeah.  Fractions.  Parts of a pie.  
Looking at the paper his teacher had set on his desk at some point, he quickly calculated the problem.  “Five eights,” he answered.  
The teacher looked stunned and Ryan knew that she’d been trying to trick him.  She did that a lot.  He didn’t understand why, but didn’t really care either.  He was able to keep up easily in school, even though the teachers kept putting him in the most difficult classes.  He kept up too easily, some might say.  The principal had spoken to his mother about moving him up a grade.  But Ryan had forcefully rejected that idea.  And yeah, some might think that his reasoning was stupid.  He didn’t care.  Life was about having fun and if he moved up a grade, then he wouldn’t have the same recess as Cynthia Hemmings.  What fun would that be?  

Chapter 2
 
Nine Years Later…
“Hey, Cyn!  Wait up!”
Cynthia turned, hugging her books to her chest defensively as Ryan Dalton hurried down the hallway.  As a senior, Ryan was one of those guys that every girl wanted to date and every guy wanted to be.  Obnoxiously tall, weirdly smart, incredibly handsome, mostly due to that charming grin that made the girls sigh and flutter, and unusually athletic with an easy smile as well as eyes that suggested he knew things he shouldn’t.  
Ryan had stopped tormenting her as he had in elementary school, (which she’d only admit her disappointment silently to herself) but whenever they passed each other in the hallways, he looked at her.  And every time, she felt a funny flip in her stomach.  
During her freshman year of high school, his look had been taunting, as if he were just waiting for an opportunity when he could do something horrible to her again.  There was that startled look a few months ago when she’d worn a dress to school.  And then again when she’d worn the jeans from last year that had been a bit too tight.  She’d tossed those jeans out as soon as she’d gotten home because they were too uncomfortable.  
But this past year, his look had been…curious.  Curious in a strange and different way that she didn’t really understand.  Then last week, he’d looked at her differently.  It hadn’t been threatening…not really.  His look had been…softer.  Her silly reactions to his glances before had been bad enough.  But when he’d looked at her that afternoon, she’d blushed.  It had been the first time in her life that she’d blushed over a man and Cynthia had gone home, flopped on her bed and wondered about her reaction.  
Had she gone soft?  Cynthia had learned the hard way not to trust Ryan – and vice versa!  Every time Ryan had tormented her, she’d gotten right back at him, giving as good as she got.  So going soft would be really bad!  
Not to mention…well, when he looked at her like that, she didn’t understand why she felt soft and gushy inside.  And she really didn’t understand why she felt that weird sensation in her belly.  
Even worse, Cynthia really didn’t understand why she looked for Ryan in the hallways lately.  As they walked from one class to the next, she’d tried to keep her eyes down and not glance towards his classrooms or where he usually passed her in the hallway, but each day, she failed.  No matter how hard she tried, at the last moment, when she knew that she would pass by him, she looked up and…he was staring right back at her with that strange light in his eyes.  
Which is why Cynthia waited in the busy hallway, the other students rushing around her as she waited for Ryan to jog over.  But Cynthia wasn’t stupid.  She eyed his hands, bracing herself for him to toss a snake at her or maybe a spider.  She wasn’t afraid of either, but he didn’t know that.  
“What do you want?” she asked.  Did her voice sound breathless?  Should she pull back?  Dealing with Ryan Dalton was always tricky.  For too long, she’d hated him.  All through elementary school, she’d fought against him, pushed hard to win the dares and challenges he’d tossed her way.  And yet, she couldn’t forget the day she’d met Ryan.  It had been her first day of kindergarten.  She’d been too scared to enter the building, so she hid behind a nearby tree, peering nervously around the base of the trunk.  Ryan had been walking to school as well but caught sight of her.  She spotted him first and tried to duck behind the tree, but Ryan walked over to her anyway.  
“It’s okay,” he’d told her gently.  “Here, take my hand and I’ll walk you to class, okay?” 
Back then, Ryan had only been a couple of inches taller than she was.  At five and seven, she’d thought he was the nicest boy in school. He’d walked her right to the door of her classroom, introducing her to the teacher.   “You’re going to be okay,” he’d promised.  And because he’d been a big, strong second grader, Cynthia had believed him wholeheartedly.  
She’d seen him watching her that year and, for a long time, she’d convinced herself that he was looking out for her, ensuring that she was okay.  
It hadn’t been until she’d reached the sophisticated and confident age of six that he’d started tormenting her.  
Fifth and sixth grade had been lovely.  Ryan had graduated from elementary school and gone off to the other building, which contained grades seven through twelve.  Her mornings, afternoons, and recess periods had been blissfully free of spiders, snakes, worms, and tormenting.  If they’d been a bit boring, if she sort of, kind of, maybe, perhaps missed the spark of excitement created whenever Ryan was around, she’d never admit that to anyone.  Ever!  
But now, watching Ryan hurry to catch up with her, she tried not to melt into the locker that barely kept her on her feet.  The one or two inch height advantage from first grade had expanded over the years and now he towered over her.  At six feet, four inches, Ryan was more than eight inches taller than she was and she hated it!  She also hated that she felt all hot and melty inside, even as she cringed, wondering what he wanted.  
“What do you want?” she asked warily.  
“I just wanted to talk to you,” he told her.  Showing her his empty hands, he laughed as only a confident boy could.  “I promise, no snakes or spiders or slugs this time.”
Cynthia didn’t trust him.  Not even a little.  She’d done an excellent job of avoiding him now that they were both in high school, furtive glances in the hallways aside, but that was mostly because he had football practice most days and she helped her father out at the bar her family owned and ran.  
“Don’t you have practice?” she asked, turning and heading for the exit where the buses were waiting for students.  
He walked right beside her, his longer legs easily keeping up with her pace.  “Canceled.  Coach’s wife went into labor earlier today.  Want a ride home?” 
A ride home?  With Ryan?  Did she look that stupid?  “I’m fine.  The bus will get me home.”  She continued to walk towards the line of buses, trying to dismiss him.  
“I can get you home faster,” he promised, jogging ahead slightly so he could get in front of her.  
“No, thanks.”
That’s when he whipped out the big guns and smiled down at her.  That smile…darn it, he was good!  “Aww, come on.  You hate riding the bus.  Everyone hates riding the bus.  Why not let me give you a ride.”
Impatiently, Cynthia frowned at his chin instead of his eyes. She knew better than to look him in the eye when he wanted something.  His eyes were too…powerful.  All the girls in school oohhd and aaahhed annoyingly about Ryan’s eyes, saying they like Clint Eastwood’s, but Ryan’s were better.  Cynthia had looked up Clint Eastwood doubtfully, but once she’d looked into the man’s baby blues, she’d conceded that Ryan had the same piercing eyes, which could easily glow with happiness or mischief, depending on what pranks he had up his sleeve.  
“Why would I get into a car with you?” she demanded, stepping around him and making a beeline for her bus.  
“Because the school bus takes twice as long.  And we could maybe…”
She froze, her fury building.  Did he think she was stupid?  She spun around and let him have it!
“Look, for years, you’ve tormented and pestered me to the point of insanity, humiliated me in front of my friends, beaten me at whatever sport we played, and generally made my life hell.  So no, I’m not getting into your car, because I don’t want to be dropped off on the side of the road and forced to walk home, or lose a tire, or be dumped in a place I don’t know, just to give you a chuckle!  Thanks, but no way am I that stupid!”
With that, she spun on her heel, heading towards the busses and freedom from Ryan’s presence.  Darn it, even his shoulders were nice!   
He didn’t give up.  “I promise, just a ride home.”
“I said no! There’s nothing more to say!”
Ryan caught up with her and touched her wrist gently. Cynthia cringed away warily.  
“I get it.”
Ignore him, she told herself.  Just keep walking and don’t look back!  
Darn it!  Her feet slowed of their own accord.  “What do you get?” 
He grinned and her stomach flipped over.  Several times! Her knees wobbled slightly and her breath caught in her throat. No! She didn’t like him and she didn’t like what happened to her when he got close!
“You’re afraid to be alone with me.”  Shaking his head, he didn’t back up.  “For years, I thought you were the bravest person around.  You never shied away from taking me on, no matter what I did to you.  I couldn’t even get a scream out of you when I put that frog in your sleeping bag on the school camping trip in third grade!  Kudos, by the way,” his eyes sparkled with humor colored with admiration.  “But I guess that courageous girl is gone.”  He shook his head, feigning disappointment, and backed up.  “Too bad.  She was a real bad ass.”
With that, he walked away, still shaking his head. 
Cynthia watched him go, furious all over again.  Darn it!  Why did he push her buttons so thoroughly?  And calling her a bad ass…that was probably the best compliment anyone could give her.  He knew it too.  He knew it and was using her pride against her!  
No way would she ever admit that she’d been terrified of the frog in her sleeping bag.  She’d never, ever, tell him that she’d stayed up all night, shuddering in horror at the worry that there was another one!  
“I’m an idiot!” she muttered, before sighing and following behind Ryan.  “An absolute idiot!”  She pulled out her cell phone to text her friend, who was already on the bus, letting her know what was going on. 
She didn’t say a word, even ignored his smug grin when she yanked open the passenger side door of his ancient, beat up, and filthy Jeep Wrangler.  He slid into the driver’s seat without a word.  But Cynthia paused for a moment, peering under the passenger seat, in the back seats, and even opened the glove compartment.  Nothing jumped out, slithered, or hissed at her.  Gingerly, she slid into the seat. 
Laughing, he shook his head and slid his key into the ignition.  “See?  Just a ride.  Nothing scary.”
She pulled the seatbelt into place, latching it gently, then tugged to make sure it was secure.  He might decide to go off-roading and, since the doors to this stupid vehicle were rickety at best, she could fall out.  Wouldn’t that be hilarious?!  
 “How’s your algebra class going?” he asked, confidently steering through the curving mountain roads.  Their high school serviced several towns because the population up here in the mountains was nowhere near as dense as down in the cities.  “I heard you have Mr. Dean.  He’s tough, but good.”
She kept her eyes on the road, wondering if someone was going to jump out and scare her when he turned a corner.  
“Algebra is fine.  He’s interesting.”  
Ryan chuckled and the sound pulled her attention back into the car.  “I’ve never heard Mr. Dean called interesting before.  But he is a good teacher.  He helped me prepare for calculus, and I’m grateful to him.”
“Right,” she muttered, still cringing slightly in anticipation for…whatever he had planned.  
He continued talking casually, asking about several of her classes, adding comments and gossip on the teachers too.  But Cynthia couldn’t really respond with much depth because she was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.  
So, when they pulled into the gravel parking lot of the bar her family owned, she jumped out, eager to get her feet onto the gravel of the parking lot.  Gravel was much safer, in so many ways, than being in vehicle, next to Ryan.  
“See?” he pointed out teasingly before she shut the door.  “Like I said, just a calm, easy ride home.”
Cynthia blinked, not sure what to say.  He was right.  He’d driven her straight home and she was in one piece.  And she’d arrived significantly ahead of the buses, more than twenty minutes ahead because the bus driver had to stop in three other towns before finally getting to Minneville.  
“Thanks,” she mumbled and hitched her backpack higher up on her shoulder.  
“See you tomorrow,” he called through the open passenger window as he drove away.  
Cynthia watched him go, not sure what to think.  Never before had he missed an opportunity to do something devious.   It was like a competition between the two of them.  He kept finding more creative ways to surprise her and she had to dig deeper to find the calm she needed to hide that he’d gotten to her.  Then she had to find a way to get back at him.  It was a point of honor, in a twisted, demented sort of way.  
Never mind that she felt more alive after an altercation with Ryan, which could be blamed on the adrenaline rush.  Or that she felt a zing of excitement when he nodded acknowledgment of her expertise after she got back at him.  
Dismissing him from her mind, she walked into the bar.  “Hey Dad,” she called out as she dumped her book bag on the countertop in the kitchen.  The bar didn’t open for a few more hours, so the chairs were still on top of the small, wooden tables and the smell of cleaning products filled the air.  
Her dad peered out of the kitchen and smiled.  “Hi there honey.  You’re home early.”
She grabbed an apron and put it on, preparing for her afternoon chores, and stored her backpack under the cabinet.  “I got a ride home,” she replied vaguely. Too many of their family meals had been spent with Cynthia venting to her parents about whatever prank Ryan had pulled on her or regaling them with her retribution.  No way could she now tell her father that Ryan had given her a ride home.  
“That’s good,” he smiled distractedly, obviously unconcerned.  He pushed his glasses up higher onto his nose as he sifted through invoices for supplies.  
 “Did you call in the order for more of that light beer everyone’s asking for?  The case you got last week sold out pretty fast.” 
The defeated sigh told her that he’d forgotten to put in the order.  Cynthia took pity on him and laid a hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Dad.  Just call it in so that we have more this weekend.  There aren’t that many tourists during the weekdays, so we won’t really need it until Friday evening.” 
He nodded blankly, running his fingers through his hair.  He was doing the monthly accounting, she realized.  He hated anything associated with math.  Fortunately, it was one of her favorite subjects and she enjoyed the challenge of getting the bar’s expenses into all of the right categories and summing up the profit and losses each month.  Although, lately, there had been more losses than profits.  
“Want me to do that?” she offered.  “I know that you hate doing the accounting.  And I enjoy it.”
He smiled at her over the rim of his glasses.  “You sure you wouldn’t mind?” he asked.  
Cynthia laughed.  “Dad, if I have to choose between cleaning the bathrooms or doing the accounting, I’ll take the accounting any day.”
He stood up and dropped his pencil in relief.  “You still have to clean the bathrooms, honey.”  And he walked away. 
Cynthia made a face, but then sat down and started sorting the bills.  There were more than usual this time, and she noticed that several of them were past due.  She called up her father’s supplier and ordered the light beer, and then, because she knew what other customers had asked for, she ordered several other options.  All were bottled beer, so they would keep for a while if the customers didn’t want them again.  Then she logged into her father’s bank account and started setting up the payments for each of the bills.  When she saw the amount left over, she cringed.  
“Dad, we’re really short this month.  You have to stop giving away the beers to your friends.”
He walked in and stored the broom away.  “What’s the point of having a bar if your friends can’t have a few on the house, honey?” 
She groaned, knowing that her father’s group of friends continued to expand.  Soon, the whole town would be in here drinking for free.  She closed down the accounting system, and stored the laptop away.  Her father had run this bar for a long time so he must know what he’s doing.  Besides, her family always seemed to have the money for whatever they needed, although often not a lot left over.  
A few hours later, customers started to filter into the bar.  The sun had set, an automatic ending point to any fishing or hiking expeditions, unless one had camping gear.  After the tourists were done with their day’s adventures, most people wanted to relax and unwind, lie about the fish they’d caught, and laugh about the one that had gotten away.  
Cynthia quietly went upstairs to start her homework.  Because she was under age, she wasn’t legally allowed to be in the bar during business hours, so she did her chores before they opened in the evening, and slipped away when customers started to arrive.  
Her family lived in the small, two-bedroom apartment above the bar.  Over the years, Cynthia had learned to sleep through most of the noise.  It wasn’t an especially rowdy bar, but occasionally, some of the customers got a bit…enthusiastic.  Although, during the week, the customers were mostly locals.  It was a bit louder on the weekends when the tourists came through, but it still wasn’t too bad.  
The apartment was relatively small, just two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a sitting room.  But since it was just the three of them, the space wasn’t too tight.  Besides, Cynthia had her own room and her own bathroom.  What more could a teenage girl want? 
An image of Ryan popped into her head and Cynthia froze, horrified at where her mind had gone.  
Ryan?  She didn’t want Ryan in her life other than to see him fall on his face in a pile of mud.  Yeah, that’s a good image.  But in her life romantically?  No way!  
 
The following morning, Cynthia stepped out of the house, pulling up the zipper on her sweatshirt.  September in the mountains gave the residents chilly nights and mornings, but the sun would warm up by the afternoon, reaching around seventy something degrees.  Unlike the winters, which were nearly overwhelming because of the snow and bitter cold.  There had been years the small mountain towns were covered in snow almost continually for six or seven months at a time.    
But the crisp bite in the air wasn’t what startled Cynthia.  It was the muddy Jeep idling at the end of the steps to her parents’ place.  Ryan? 
“Come on, lazy bones!”
Cynthia peered suspiciously into the vehicle.  “What are you doing here?” she demanded irritably.  No way would she tell anyone about the dream she’d had last night.  The dream where Ryan took her into his arms and kissed her. A completely pointless dream because she’d be a fool to ever let Ryan get that close to her.  He’d just stuff something gross down the back of her shirt.  Ick!  
“I’m here to drive you to school.”  He announced cheerfully and winked at her.  “Unless you want to wait for the bus that sometimes shows up either in five minutes or fifteen.”  He blew his breath through rounded lips, creating a cloud.  “It’s pretty cold out.”  He waved her into the car.  “Come on.  I know how you hate to be cold and I have the heater going.”
Cynthia frowned, wondering what slithering reptile would pop out to scare her.  
But he only waved again and Cynthia gingerly opened the door.  Looking around, she slipped inside.  The Jeep really was cranking out the heat and it immediately dissipated the chill.  
“Here,” he handed her a metal travel mug.  “Coffee with a bit of cream and sugar.  Just the way you like it.”
She took it and held the mug away from her body.  “What’s going to jump out at me?” she asked. 
He chuckled and put the Jeep into gear.  “Nothing.  I just thought you might like some coffee.”
She didn’t buy it.  “Is there a bug at the bottom?” 
Ryan shook his head.  “Only coffee, cream, and sugar.”
Cynthia eyed the metal mug, then him.  He looked hopeful and…something else.  On anyone else, she might have thought he was nervous.  But this was Ryan.  Ryan was never nervous about anything.  
Playing along, because she didn’t want him to challenge her like he’d done yesterday after school, she lifted the mug to her lips and pretended to take a sip.   “Mmm… good. Thanks.”
He grinned, looking a bit more…relaxed? He turned onto the main road, heading to school.  He talked about his classes and complained about his homework.   Meanwhile, Cynthia watched his hands, which alternately gripped the wheel and flew through the air as he gestured.  They were nice hands, she reflected.  Long fingers.  His nails were clean and neatly trimmed.  Most local boys were out in the mountains so often that they constantly had the dirt under their nails.  Ryan’s had no dirt at all.  
And his forearms were…strong?  Were those muscles hiding under the sleeves that were only partly rolled up?  He had on a blue flannel shirt with a fleece vest, which matched his dark blond hair.  
“You okay?” he asked, interrupting her perusal of his arms.  
Cynthia jerked her eyes upwards.  “Huh?”
He pulled into the school parking lot.  “You were staring,” he pulled into his assigned parking space.  
“I wasn’t,” she huffed as she reached for the door handle.  He stopped her with a touch to her arm.  “Hey, would you let me drive you home again this afternoon?” 
Cynthia wasn’t sure what was going on.  Deciding to be direct, she shifted slightly, turning to face him so she could see his eyes.  “Don’t you have football practice?”
He smiled slightly.  “Coach will want to be home with his new baby.”
She frowned, still concerned. “Yeah, but why me?” 
He shrugged slightly.  “We’ve always been at odds, Cyn. And I think it’s time to change that.  Don’t you?”
Cynthia agreed, but she still didn’t trust him.  “Perhaps, but I don’t think it’s possible.  Not with our history.”
He thought about that for a second, still watching her with that oddly hopeful look in his startling blue eyes.  “Can we try?”
She hesitated for another moment, wondering if maybe she could trust him.  Was she stupid to even want to?  Yes. But, just maybe…
“Fine. We can be friends.  But....”
He grinned, holding up his hands.  “I swear to you that I’m done with the pranks.  I’m done with all of it.  And…you’re really good with writing, aren’t you?” 
She shrugged, not sure what to say.  “I’m okay,” she finally replied.  A couple of her friends were standing on the sidewalk, waiting for her.  They’d noticed her in the Jeep with Ryan.  Cynthia sighed, knowing that she’d have to answer roughly a hundred questions.  
“Do you think you could look over one of my essays?  I’m really struggling.”
Ah!  That made more sense!  He needed something from her!  Relaxing now that she understood his motivation, she nodded and opened the Jeep’s door.  “Yes.  I can definitely read it.  E-mail it to me and I’ll read it today.”
“How about if you read it with me during lunch?  I’ll buy you lunch, to pay you back, and we can sit and go through it together.”
She considered his request for a long moment.  Was she setting herself up?  Dismissing that because, well, there was no way to anticipate what Ryan might do, she nodded instead.  “Fine.  I’ll see you at lunch today.”
With that, she slipped out of the Jeep.  “See ya,” she said before slamming the door and hurrying over to her friends.  All three of them leaned in, ready to demand answers as to why she was in the Jeep with the high school heartthrob.  
Relieved now that she had an explanation, Cynthia shrugged off their curiosity, able to dismiss the conjecture.  “He just needs help with an essay.  He gave me a ride to sweet talk me into it.  I’m going to read it over during lunch and offer him some suggestions.  That’s all there is to it,” she told her friends flatly.  Deflated, they stopped questioning her.  But before she walked into her first class, she rushed into the bathroom and dumped the coffee out into the bathroom sink, watching the liquid swirl down the drain.  
“Huh!  No bug.  No spider.  Nothing,” she muttered in surprise, staring at the porcelain sink as if she couldn’t believe nothing weird had been added.  Cynthia even looked inside, just in case there was a live bug clinging to the metal sides.  Nothing.  
 
Several hours later, Cynthia slid into the chair opposite Ryan in the school cafeteria.  He’d chosen a table away from the other students and he’d piled a tray high with pizza, ice cream, fruit, and several other lunch options.  
“I didn’t know what you like to eat for lunch, so I got some of everything,” he explained as she stared in bewilderment at the pile of food.
Cynthia wanted to laugh, but he looked so sincere, she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.  She grabbed an apple and a slice of pizza.  “This is great!  Thank you.”  She shifted her books to the other chair.  “Okay, so where’s the essay?” 
He took the banana and peeled it as he pulled several typed sheets of paper out from his books.  “I hope you like it.  But let me know if you have suggestions on improving the plan.”
Cynthia didn’t take the paper because her fingers were trembling too badly.   She wasn’t sure why.  This was Ryan, after all.  Ryan, who pulled her braids in the hallway, just because he was walking by.  Ryan, who liked to throw the football at her in gym class, chuckling when it made contact.  Ryan, who grinned as she threw that same football into the woods, calling out, “Great arm!” before he’d run after the ball to retrieve it. 
She read the title.  “Changing the Playbook?”  Confused, she looked at him curiously.  “Is this a football essay?” she asked, trying not to judge.  But…he was such a jock!  Rumors were that he was really smart, but… still a jock.
“You’ll understand when you read it,” he tossed the banana peel neatly into the trashcan about ten feet away.  
Cynthia was impressed primarily at how easily he’d nailed the shot.  But also amazed that he’d already peeled and eaten the banana.  Okay, the teenage male metabolism and all, but…he picked up a carton of milk and downed the contents in a single gulp.  
Pulling her eyes away before she had to witness another three-point shot, she returned her focus to the essay. 
A playbook is a way of life. It is the instruction manual one memorizes to get one through life, through every play, through each tackle, and every unanticipated maneuver of the opposing team.  But what happens when the real goal emerges?  What happens to the old playbook when one realizes that the goal of teasing a girl has morphed into a realization that the boy is really trying to get the girl’s attention?
Cynthia jumped, startled.  “What’s exactly is this?” she demanded.  
“Keep reading,” he urged, no longer eating.  
Cynthia warily moved on to the next paragraph.  
A girl I’ve known since her first day of kindergarten…
She looked up again, swallowing.  “You remember that day?” she whispered, shocked and…feeling a bit weird.  That fluttering in her tummy meant…Cynthia didn’t know what it meant.  This was Ryan.  Seriously…Ryan! 
He smiled faintly, a crooked expression that was somehow more endearing than the seemingly practiced, confident smile he usually wore around his friends.  “Of course I remember that first day.  You had your hair in a braid, wearing jeans with pink sneakers and a pink shirt.  You looked so lost, hiding in the trees that morning.  How could I ignore you?”
Cynthia smiled, warmed by his memory.  
Instead of saying something, since she had no idea what to say, she kept reading.  
…has grown into the smartest, prettiest, and most interesting girl in the entire school.  And she doesn’t trust me in any way, due to my childhood behavior.  Nor should she!  I’ve been horrible to her for so many years that I can’t even list the number of stunts I’ve pulled on her.  
So, how do I step out of the role of tormentor and ask her to start a new playbook, one where we’re friends?  Or maybe even more?  I’d like more, but I don’t know where to start.  
Cynthia leapt to her feet, furiously pushing the essay away.  “Nice try, Ryan.  I’m not falling for it,” she snapped.  Grabbing her book bag, she rushed out of the lunchroom before she really lost her temper. 
This was just another trick.  A stupid trick to get her to let down her guard!  How stupid did he think she was?  No way would she fall for that.  An essay!  Just because she’d won a writing contest last year didn’t mean he could mock her love of writing!  What a jerk!  
Since it was lunchtime, she couldn’t hide in a classroom.  So, she headed for the library, wanting the silence and solitude the book shelves would offer.  
When she found an empty table, Cynthia dumped her book bag on the floor and pulled out a book, trying to lose herself in the story.  Unfortunately, she couldn’t force the words on the page to make sense. Images of Ryan over the years flashed behind her eyes repeatedly returning to the startled expression she saw moments ago. 
It wasn’t as if she’d hurt him, she thought.  Ryan wasn’t the kind of guy who could be hurt.  He was too arrogant and irritating.  
And cute.  Good grief, Cynthia couldn’t imagine a guy like Ryan being even remotely interested in someone like her.  She was tall and boring. Her brown eyes were…dull.  Her blond hair was just…dull.  It kept her head warm during the winter months, but other than that, there wasn’t any real reason for hair.  While her eyes were fine, they weren’t anything special.  She didn’t wear much makeup – just some lip gloss every once in a while.  For dances or church, she added a touch of mascara, but other than that, she was just a dull, boring person with not much in the way of boobs and legs that were too long for anything other than running track.  	
Thankfully, the bell rang, indicating that the next class was about to begin.  Cynthia gathered up her books and went to her English class.  But instead of paying attention, she thought about Ryan.  Nothing specific but…had he been hurt when she’d run away?  The stunned expression in his eyes had changed into…Cynthia didn’t know.  She didn’t understand!  
The bell rang so she stood up and moved to her next class.  While the teacher discussed the US Constitution, Cynthia came up with a list of things she wanted to say to Ryan, including how rude and inappropriate the joke was and how he shouldn’t play games like that with people.  She was strong and knew him.  But if he did that to another girl, she might fall for his antics and that wasn’t nice.  He could really hurt someone.  
Another bell.  Another class.  By this point, she was really annoyed.  Angry, even.  Instead of taking her normal route to class, she walked the long way around, so that she didn’t have to see Ryan.  She didn’t think she could handle his smirk if she saw it right now.  
Sliding into her seat in algebra, she opened her book and pulled out her homework, but she didn’t hear the teacher.  She flipped to a blank page in her notebook and started listing all of the ways his latest trick was mean and cruel.  
By the time the final bell rang, Cynthia was in a fury!  She dumped her books in her locker and grabbed the ones she’d need for homework.  Although, her last three classes were a bit fuzzy so she’d have to text her friends to find out if there was any homework.  She grabbed the textbooks for those classes as well, just in case.
She spun around, ready to head to the bus area…but he was there, right behind her.  
Startled, she stepped back and bumped into her locker. Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward and poked him in the chest.  “You’re a jerk, Ryan Dalton,” she said.  Taking the list she’d done during algebra class, she slapped it to his chest, not caring if he held onto it or let it fall to the floor. 
Then she was gone.  Cynthia didn’t care if Ryan followed her or not.  She wasn’t dealing with him any longer.  And if he tried one of his stupid stunts on her again, she was going to…well, she didn’t know exactly.  But she was going to do something really horrible!  
Stepping onto the bus, Cynthia sank down into the seat.  Since she’d practically run to the bus area, she was the first person on. 
“You drove to school this morning with Ryan Dalton! So, spill it!” Angela gasped, sitting down next to her.  
Missy climbed onto the bus next, her eyes wide with wonder.  “And you ate lunch with him!  Are you two going out now?” Missy demanded, hanging over the wannabe-pleather seat in front of Cynthia and Angela.  
“Yes,” she replied to Angela.  “And no,” she told Missy.  “He just needed some advice on an essay.  I gave him a list of things that were wrong with his essay and I doubt he and I will ever speak again.”
Angela and Missy visibly deflated with that news.  Switching subjects, they discussed homework assignments and other gossip.  
Cynthia barely listened, too hurt by what Ryan had done.  Had he really thought it would work?  Did Ryan think she was that much of a sucker?  Those thoughts hurt way more than they should.  But Cynthia didn’t understand why.  Ryan was cute and had a great smile.  He was tall and she knew that he was athletic.  
But there was something more to Ryan that she didn’t understand.  Perhaps it was just their history.  He’d tormented her for so long, she wondered if maybe he’d warped her brain or something.  That was the only reason she could think of that could make her feel so…strange when he got close.  Strange and antsy and…weird.  
The bus dropped off her and her friends about a block away from the bar.  Angela and Missy would head over to one of their houses to hang out, and Cynthia had to get home and do chores.  
She was almost home when she saw the muddy Jeep in the parking lot and froze.  
Glaring at him, she wanted to pick up the big branch beside the sidewalk and hit him with it.  She wanted him to hurt as much as she hurt right now.  “What do you want now?” 
Ryan pushed away from the Jeep, walking over to her until he was standing in front of her.  
“I wasn’t trying to trick you, Cyn,” he said softly, his voice gravely and so incredibly sexy.  “I don’t have any prank in mind, I just…I want to…get to know you.  I want to…”
No!  No way!  Not Ryan.  Or yes, Ryan, but not with her!  All the other girls in school drooled over him, so he could get any girl he wanted.  “Why?” 
He shrugged and looked up at the sky.  “You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?” 
Cynthia shrugged.  “When have you ever made things easy for me?  Like that time you…”
He held up his hands to stop her.  “I know!” he laughed.  “I know.”  More serious now, he stepped closer.  “I finally figured out that…I like you, Cyn.  You’re pretty, funny, and…tough.”
Cynthia’s nose squinched up.  “You think I’m pretty?” 
He moved even closer.  “Yeah.  I like your hair.  It sort of…” he shrugged.  “Well, it sparkles in the sunshine.  And you have the prettiest brown eyes.”
Cynthia rolled her eyes.  “Now I know that you’re…”
She couldn’t finish whatever it was she might have said because Ryan leaned down and kissed her. 
It was just a brief kiss.  Barely there.  He pulled back and waited.  Cynthia stared into his blue eyes, not sure what had just happened.  He’d kissed her?  As in…kissed her?  
“Why did you do that?” she whispered.  
“Because.”
She blinked.  “That’s not an answer.”
“Because I like you, Cyn.  Would you go to the dance with me this Friday night?”
“Ummm….”  Cynthia couldn’t think because her lips were tingling.  And her heart pounded so loudly, she could barely hear anything else.  
“Maybe we could talk about it on the ride to school tomorrow?  Would you let me pick you up?” 
Cynthia must have nodded because he grinned.  “Cool.  I know that you need to head in and help out your dad, but I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning.”  
“Okay,” she replied, still dazed.  Still not sure what was going on.
And then he was gone.  Cynthia lifted a hand, touching her still-tingling lips.  Could she still feel his kiss? What else would tingle when he touched her?  
“Bad thoughts,” she whispered to herself as she walked into the bar.  
“Hey honey,” her dad called out.  He looked more than a little lost, which made Cynthia laugh.  “More invoices?” 
“Yeah.  I’ll just leave them here for you, okay?” and he escaped the kitchen without waiting for an answer.  
Cynthia watched him go, then felt her mother’s arm wrap around her shoulders.  “I think you have some explaining to do,” she whispered, as both of them watched her dad pull the chairs from the tables.  
Cynthia shrugged.  “What’s up?” 
Her mother chuckled knowingly.  “Was that Ryan Dalton I saw outside?”
Uh oh!  “Yeah.  He um…he needed help with an essay.”
Her mother laughed softly.  “Interesting.  An essay.”  She paused and Cynthia tensed, knowing that her mother wasn’t a dummy.  “Does he always kiss his tutors?” she teased. 
Darn it!  Cynthia’s dad might be a bit oblivious.  But her mother noticed everything!  
“Well, umm…he…uh….”
Her mother laughed, squeezing her shoulders a bit.  “Honey, it’s good!  He’s been trying to get your attention for years!  It’s about time he figured out the pranks weren’t working.”
She walked over to organize the glasses behind the bar, beaming as Cynthia stood there trying to figure out what had just happened.  Two days ago, everything had seemed normal and routine.  Now…Ryan had asked her to go to the school dance. He kissed her!  He wanted to drive her to school and…and what? 
This was all too confusing!  
“I don’t know what’s going on, Mom,” she sighed, leaning her head against the wall.  “He’s been tormenting for so long, and I’ve fought back, giving as good as I got.  But now…” She closed her eyes for a moment, before looking at her mother.  “This is just another moment when he’s going to surprise me and humiliate me.  I just know it.”
Her mother smiled gently.  “That’s possible.”
Cynthia’s eyes widened.  “You think so too?” 
She laughed.  “No.  I’ve seen the way he watches you in church when you’re not looking.  And I know the way you watch him sometimes.”
Cynthia’s heart pounded.  “That’s not…” 
“You like him, don’t you?”
Like him?  How could her mother ask something so ridiculous?  “Huh?  No!  Absolutely not!  I hate him!  He has done so much to me over the years, he can’t just turn around and pretend as if our past didn’t happen.”
“Honey, you’ve tormented him just as much.  Don’t you dare play the victim here!  He might have started the pranks, but you were just as clever at getting back at him.  Remember the time you deflated his footballs and filled them up with shaving cream after loosening the threads?  I never figured out how you did that, by the way.”
Cynthia smiled at the memory of seeing Ryan’s face, neck, and chest covered with shaving cream.  And the stunned expression on his handsome features as he stood there, trying to figure out what had just happened.  
“Yeah, that was a good one.” 
“Anyway, my point is that you and Ryan have been dancing around each other for years.  Maybe there is something more than animosity between you now.”  Her mother smiled gently.  “After all, you have grown into a beautiful young woman.”
Beautiful?  Right!  Cynthia knew that there wasn’t anything special about her.  “Mom, you have to say that,” she mumbled, but walked over and hugged her mother.  “But thanks.”
Mona Hemmings wrapped her arms around her daughter’s shoulders, wondering if Cynthia would ever realize what a beautiful woman she was growing into.  Probably not.  

Chapter 3
 
Cynthia paced around the gravel parking lot, debating about heading to the bus stop versus trusting that Ryan was going to pick her up.  Was she making a colossal mistake?  Was this the punch line in his latest prank? 
“This is stupid!” she muttered, prepared to head over to the bus stop where the other kids were already waiting.  But just then, Ryan’s ancient Jeep came around the bend. 
“You’re here,” he grinned as she pulled open the passenger side door.  Immediately, he handed her another metal travel mug.  “Coffee?”
She stared at it for a moment, then sighed and pulled yesterday’s travel mug out of her backpack.  She took the second one and offered him the first.  “Thanks.  That’s very thoughtful of you.”  She nodded to the previous travel mug.  “That’s the apple cider my mother makes.  You said that you liked at last year’s church picnic.”
He smiled and nodded.  “It was the best!”  He opened the lid slightly and took a sip, then grinned back at her.  “It’s still the best.  Thanks for thinking of me.”
He was pulling out of the parking lot when she sighed.  “I…um…” she lowered her head, feeling foolish again.  But she pulled a bag out of her backpack, handing it to him.  “Here.  I know that you like these too,” she handed him the bag of the biscuits she had made last night.  Her mother had made a batch for the annual sheriff’s fundraiser last week.  He’d bought a bag of them, and began eating them as he walked away with his friends.  But a few minutes later, he’d come back with all of his friends in tow, and bought up the entire batch.  She’d even seen his friends next to the creek a half hour later, fighting over the last biscuit.  
He stared at the biscuits with awe, a smile slowly forming on his handsome face. “Are these your mother’s biscuits?” he asked with reverence.  
Cynthia stared out the front of the Jeep, unable to look him in the eye just then.  “I made them.”
Before pulling out of the parking lot, he pulled into a spot and she cocked a questioning eyebrow at him.  
He had a strange, sheepish look and her stomach did that stupid fluttering again.  Would it ever go away?  
 
“Hey, I know we’ve pulled some pretty good pranks on each other over the years.  But I…” he looked out his window, then out the windshield.  “I just…I like you, Cyn.  You’re smart, funny, and you have the greatest smile.  Sometimes, I’d do something, just to see you smile.”
Ryan watched the pink tinge her pretty skin.  Cynthia really was beautiful.  And unlike the other girls of his acquaintance, she honestly had no idea how pretty she was.  Her long, silky hair was pulled back into a braid today, one of those complicated braids that looked…nice.  Really nice!  He wanted to tell himself that he wanted to go out with her because she was a nice person, but that was only half the truth.  She was hot!  Smoking hot!  Over the past two years, he’d gotten into plenty of fights with friends and enemies when he’d heard someone talking about her in a way he didn’t like.  
That’s why his father finally convinced him to stop messing with her and start kissing her.  Until that moment, he’d never thought about Cynthia as a girlfriend.  But from the moment his dad had said those words, Ryan hadn’t been able to think about anything else.  And last night, after kissing her in the afternoon, he’d had trouble sleeping because he couldn’t stop wondering what it would be like to try a longer kiss.  A deeper kiss.  
Cynthia Hemmings was one of those girls who had a natural, soft kind of beauty.  She wasn’t blatant about anything.  Her blond hair and soft skin, the pink in her cheeks when she blushed…and her long legs that none of his friends were allowed to look at any longer…she was gorgeous.  
“I know this is weird,” he told her after an awkward silence.  He pulled out into the street, watching for early morning traffic.  There wasn’t any, actually.  There was no morning commute here in the mountains.  Just lots of curves and steep drop offs.  “We’ll take it slow, okay?  Just get to know one another?”
Cynthia looked at him oddly and he refused to fidget under the intense, brown gaze.  
“Okay.  Fine.  But one prank,” she warned and he wanted to laugh, “and I’ll never trust you again.”
He grimaced.  “Well, I’m not sure that’s the best plan.  Because…well, you and I have a unique history.”
She turned to glare at him.  “Seriously, Ryan.  No pranks.  None!  I’m sick of them.”  He chuckled and she changed the subject.  “So why now?  What changed?”
He shrugged as he drove.  “I don’t know.  I guess…I guess I realized that you weren’t the same girl from elementary school.  And I realized that I was spending all of my energy trying to get your attention.  So why not go about it in a way that might work? Anyway, we’re almost at school.  I know that you have stuff you need to do right after school, but after you’re finished, want to meet me down by the creek and  study?”
She thought about that for a moment, coming up with at least six ways he could dump her into the water.  But it was fall and the water wasn’t that cold. In the spring, with the creek’s waters swelling from the snow melting off the mountain, it could be a problem.  But now…eh, if he dumped her into the water, at least she might understand what he’s doing now.  
“Fine.  After I finish my chores, I’ll meet you there.”
 He parked and she jumped out, hurrying into school before any of her friends saw them together.  She didn’t look back but she could feel his eyes on her.  It was odd, she thought as a shiver raced through her.  For some stupid reason, she wanted to turn around, rush back to him and…kiss him?  No!  Impossible!  That was stupid!
 
The final bell rang and Cynthia stood up, heading for her locker.  Would he be there?  Or…
She’d just turned the final corner, thinking about him when…she came to a complete and sudden stop.  There he was.  Goodness, he looked fine!  Better than fine, she thought.  He was tall with broad shoulders and so incredibly good looking.  His smile alone should be illegal.
“I thought you’d try to ditch me by catching the bus again today,” he explained, shifting away from her locker so she could put her books away.  
She sighed and leaned against the locker, looking up at him.  “I probably would have,” she admitted.  “You confuse me, Ryan.  I don’t trust you.”
He smiled slightly, one of those “I get it” expressions.  “I don’t blame you.”
At that moment, Ryan’s best friend walked up.  It wasn’t so much that Greg came to talk to her that surprised her.  It was the black eye he was sporting.  
“Hey, Cynthia.  I just…um…”
“Go away,” Ryan snapped flatly. 
Greg dropped his head and walked away.  Another shock. 
Cynthia stared after him in astonishment, catching his eye when he glanced backwards before hurrying around the corner and out of sight.  “What was that about?” she demanded.  
Ryan relaxed, leaning against the locker next to hers.  “Nothing.”
Cynthia noticed the hard look to his eyes and knew that he’d had something to do with the black eye.  “I don’t believe that Greg’s black eye was nothing.  Tell me what happened between you and Greg.”
Ryan looked away for a moment, then back down at her.  “He said you had a great ass.  I didn’t like him disrespecting you, so I told him to stop looking at your backside.”
Two thoughts occurred to her at that moment.  The first was that she wanted to twist around so that she could look at her butt.  Did she have a good butt?  Was it noteworthy?  She’d never really thought about her butt all that much, but…?
The second thought was that he hadn’t “told” Greg anything.  She knew by the look in his eyes that Greg had said something far worse than that and Ryan had punched him.  Looking at Ryan’s hand, she noticed the bruised knuckles.  
“You hit him,” she stated softly.  She reached out to touch his knuckles, one of which was raw, the skin scraped away.  “You defended me?”  She smiled slightly.  “No one’s ever defended me before.”
He shrugged.  “That’s not…uh…well, not completely true,” he mumbled.  “I’ve gotten into a few scrapes over the years when someone else tried to plan a prank on you.”
His words softened her heart even more.  “I think…” she began, twisting her lips slightly, “I think that’s very sweet of you.”
He moved closer.  “I figured if they wanted to pull something on someone, they needed to get their own girl.”
Cynthia wanted to correct him about that, but he kissed her.  A soft, coaxing kiss that caused her heart to flutter wildly.  She’d never kissed a boy before and starting with Ryan was a bit like wanting to learn to walk by running a marathon in the Olympics.  
Instead of trying to do it right, she lost herself in the kiss, perhaps fumbling a bit, but she followed his lead, doing to him what he did to her.  So when he nibbled on her lower lip, she teased his upper lip.  When his tongue touched her lips, she darted her tongue out, wanting to taste the residue, but instead, ran into his tongue.  And that felt even better!  
Over and over, he kissed her gently, teasing her into participating until she was a full partner in the kiss.  
“Time to go, ladies and gentlemen!” the principal called out. 
Cynthia jerked backwards and looked around, startled to realize that the hallway was empty.  How long had they been standing here?  
Ryan laughed, grabbing her hand as he led her toward the parking lot.  As they looked around, heading to his Jeep, she realized that even the parking lot was mostly empty, the teachers having left for the day.  Not that they stuck around for a long time after the students, but good grief! 
When he pulled into the bar parking lot, she was just about to jump out when he touched her hand.  “Hey, don’t forget to meet me at the creek,” he reminded her and then kissed her again.  Another soft, experimental kiss that left her wanting a whole lot more.  Tonight, she thought with a mix of worry and excitement.  A few hours and it would be dark and she could meet him to experiment later. 
She smiled shyly at him, then grabbed her book bag and headed inside.  
Two hours later, she texted Ryan, letting him know that she was done with her chores.  She didn’t really think he’d show up at the creek, but she grabbed her homework and headed out the door.  “I’ll be back later!” she called out as she left through the bar’s kitchen doorway.  
Ten minutes later, she rounded the huge boulder on the path to the creek.  She honestly didn’t think Ryan would be there, but as soon as she jumped off the big tree that had fallen over the vague path leading to the creek, she spotted him leaning against a rock.  
Standing in the pathway, she stopped and stared at him, wondering if he was real.  
“Yes,” he answered immediately.  In that same moment, he pushed away from the rock, walking towards her with a determination that set her senses on fire!  
“Yes what?” she asked breathlessly. 
“Yes, I want to kiss you,” he replied.  “That’s what you were thinking, right?”
Cynthia laughed.  “No.  Not even close.”
 “Think you can handle this?” he asked softly, his hands resting lightly on her waist.  
“Handle what?” 
 
Ryan moved closer, thinking that Cynthia was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.  “This,” he lowered his head.  Relief surged through him when she lifted her face to him, returning his kiss eagerly.  Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her in closer, feeling her soft curves press against his body.  It was almost embarrassing how fast his body reacted to her, and he pulled back, not wanting to scare her. 
When he lifted his head, he noticed that her lips were slightly swollen and he smiled, realizing that they’d done that together.  
“Yeah.”
“Yeah, what?” he asked, taking her hand and leading her down the pathway to the edge of the creek.  He’d brought a lantern and several blankets, knowing that the temperature would drop as the sun set.  
“Yeah, I can handle this.”  She pulled on his hand and Ryan turned, looking her in the eye.  “As long as this is real.”
He knew what she was thinking.  “I know.  I’ve been horrible to you over the years.  So it’s going to take time for you to trust me.  We’ll take it slowly, okay?”  He squeezed her hands gently.  “Just as slow as you want.  I’ll earn your trust.”
She didn’t say anything for a long moment.  Didn’t even move.  He held his breath, watching her and wishing he could pull her into his arms and kiss her again.  But he held back, wanting more than just a kiss from Cynthia.  He’d dated a lot of the girls from school and several from neighboring areas.  None made him feel as special, as alive and on fire, as Cynthia could with just a look.  
“Fine.  Slow.”
He grinned and turned again, leading her the rest of the way.  “I brought some stuff to help us study,” he pointed to the lantern and blankets.  He suddenly realized how…goofy the setup seemed.  He’d wanted it to be a romantic gesture, thinking that Cynthia deserved a bit of romance after all they’d gone through over the years together.  But seeing it now…it seemed a bit…corny.
But then he turned and looked back at her.  
She stared, and…were those tears in her eyes?  
“Hey,” he shifted, blocking her view of the small spot he’d set up by the creek.  “I didn’t mean anything by the stuff.  I wasn’t implying that we’d…that you and I would…!”  He cleared his throat, running suddenly nervous fingers through his hair.  “I didn’t bring this stuff to have sex with you, Cynthia,” he blurted.  “I just…I know it’s going to get cold pretty fast.  And when the sun sets, we won’t have any light to do our homework.  So, I just…”
She turned and he saw the smile in her eyes.  
“I love it.  This was very thoughtful of you.”
Relieved, he nodded and gestured to the blankets.  “Yeah, well, you’re one of the smart ones in school.  And I have to keep my grades up.  I need a scholarship in order to pay for college.  If my grades drop, I won’t qualify.”
She inhaled and his eyes automatically dropped to her chest.  Her breasts were hidden underneath the thick sweatshirt she’d pulled on.  But he knew what was underneath.  He’d seen her at the community pool over the summer.  
They sat down on the blankets and opened their books.  Unfortunately, the studying didn’t happen.  Instead, they sat next to each other and talked.  Not about anything important.  Just talked and got to know each other.  Well, got to know the people they were now instead of the children they’d been growing up.  It was a learning experience for both of them.  
Over the next several months, Cynthia and Ryan found different places to study, but they always did it together.  When he wasn’t at football practice or working at the hardware store, he was with Cynthia.  She did her chores more quickly, eager to be ready when he swung by to pick her up.  
The only caveat from either of their parents was that they had to maintain their grades and never miss a curfew, which Cynthia and Ryan respected.  Knowing that Ryan needed his scholarship in order to pay for school, Cynthia made sure that Ryan finished his homework before she kissed him each night.  She’d quiz him on all of his subjects, but Ryan made it a deal that she had to kiss him for every answer he got right.  And since she enjoyed kissing him as well, she didn’t mind, although she ensured that he had to work for every kiss.  

Chapter 4
 
Several months after she and Ryan started dating, Cynthia heard sobbing as soon as she stepped through the door after school.  She looked around, but the bar was empty.  The chairs were still perched on top of the tables, the glasses stacked and ready to go, and the lights were on.  But something wasn’t quite right.  Something other than someone sobbing, although she couldn’t put her finger on what exactly was bothering her.  
“Mom?!” Cynthia called out.  
Immediately, the sobbing stopped.  A moment later, Cynthia’s mother stepped out of the kitchen, wiping her eyes.  “Hi honey.  How was school?” she asked with an overly bright smile.  
“Why are you crying?” 
Mona laughed airily, waving dismissively.  “Oh, just cutting onions.  I’m fine.”  She moved behind the bar and started storing the glasses for the night’s rush.  But as she worked, Cynthia noticed that her eyes filled with tears and she pressed her lips so tightly together.  
Cynthia moved around the room, doing her normal chores but keeping an eye on her mother.  After a half hour, she propped the broom up against the wall and touched her mother wrist softly.  
“Mom, you are upset.” She looked around.  “Where’s Dad?  Why isn’t he…?”
Her mother’s head bowed.  “I’m sorry, Cyn.  Your dad…he’s gone.”
 “To Denver?” she asked, bewildered.  “Did we not get the order on time?” 
“No.  He didn’t go to Denver.”  Mona stared out the window and shrugged, obviously fighting another round of tears.  “Actually, I don’t know if he went to Denver or…wherever.  He left me a note.  He just…left.  He’s gone.”
“A note?  Where’s the note?”
Mona shook her head.  “It doesn’t say much.  Just that he couldn’t do it any longer.  That he’d failed and he needed to go find himself.”  
“So…when is he coming back?” Cynthia asked in a whisper, her heart pounding.  
Mona swallowed hard and wiped away more tears.  “I don’t know, dear.”
 Cynthia thought about the past few months.  Her father had been stressed lately, ruminating over invoices and mumbling about traps and too much responsibility.  Had he meant that he’d felt trapped here?  Did he feel as if she was a trap? 
Of course he had responsibilities.  Everyone did! How could he just…leave?  There were many days that she didn’t understand her homework or didn’t want to go to school, but she didn’t stay in bed.  She got up, got dressed and figured things out!  That’s what people did!
This was just…wrong!  “So…he just…walked out?”
Mona nodded her head, trying to pull herself together.  “Yes. He packed a few things earlier this morning, right after you left for school. I don’t know where he went or when he plans on coming back, or even if he’s coming back.  But I’m going to assume that he’s not.”  She took a deep breath, straightening her shoulders.  “Just because he’s gone, I’m not letting our life fall apart.  We’re going to get through this!” she announced, as much for herself as for Cynthia.  “And if your father wants to come back, then he’ll need to explain a few things.  Right?”
Cynthia stared at her mother, feeling almost adrift at sea.  Her father had left?  Just…gone away? How could he have walked out on his daughter?  His wife? 
Mona wrapped comforting arms around Cynthia’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her forehead.  They stood like that for a long moment, struggling to make sense of it.  “Cynthia, we will get through this. But we can’t afford to close the bar for the night while we figure this out.  We need the money and I’ll need your help.”
Cynthia nodded obediently, but in her heart, she was reeling from hurt and shock.  But, she did what she always did and started her chores.  Routine, she thought.  Just get through the day and she’d have time to figure things out later.  Maybe after talking with Ryan, her world would make sense again.  
Unfortunately, her chores didn’t take up much of her brainpower, leaving her mind frantically churning.  Why had her father left?  How could he just…walk away?  Was she not a good enough daughter?  Had her parents fought about something?  Was he worried about the bar being in the red over the past several months?
She felt her phone buzz, indicating that she had a message. Checking it, she saw that Ryan was asking her where she was.  Every afternoon, they met down by the creek to do their homework together.  
“Can’t meet today.  Talk to you tomorrow,” she texted back, then stuffed her phone into her book bag, not in the mood to text right now.  
Slowly, the evening crowd filtered into the bar and she frowned at the table where her father’s friends congregated every night, drinking free beer.  Anger overwhelmed her and she stomped over to the table before her mother could arrive with their drinks. 
“Why did he leave?” she demanded of the men, fighting back tears.  Their faces transformed from laughter to confusion. None had an answer for her.  
“Honey, don’t,” her mother whispered, squeezing her shoulder.  “It’s okay.  We’ll talk about this later.”
Cynthia shook her head and pulled away.  “No!  I need to understand!  These guys were Dad’s friends.  They sat here every night, drinking free beer, and listening to my dad complain about everything.”  She turned back to the group of five, stunned men, glaring at each in turn.  “So tell me, why did my father leave us?  Why?”
Mona put her arms around Cynthia’s shoulders as the tears broke through her control.  The pain rolled through her like a wave and she left the bar, racing up the stairs to her bedroom. 
Joe and Jimmy watched Cynthia leave in shocked silence, before turning to Mona.  “Is that true?  Did Brian really leave?” 
Mona glanced sadly up the stairs.  “Yes.  He left a note saying that he needed to find himself,” her last few words were laced with disgust and anger.  
Jimmy huffed.  “Damn him!” he muttered.  “He’d said something the other night about being pissed off, but we didn’t really listen.  Brian was always complaining about something.”  He turned to the other men.  “Okay gentlemen.  You heard the lady.  We’ve been mooching long enough.  Ante up!  No more free beers!  Give Mona what we owe her.”
Immediately, all five men emptied their wallets, putting money on the table.  There was about a hundred dollars there.  Jimmy looked at the cash, shaking his head as he gathered it up and handed it to Mona.  
“Not enough, but we’ll make it up to you,” Joe promised.  “Starting now.”  He looked around at the customers filing in and no beers being brought to their tables.  He nodded once and stood up.  “You’ll need help tonight.  We’ll tend the bar and wait the tables.  This isn’t right, Mona.  Brian shouldn’t have left.  If he had problems, he should have stayed and figured them out, talked to us.  We’re his friends,” he grunted.  “We would have helped.”  
Mona covered her mouth with her hand, shaking her head.  “No, he shouldn’t have left.  But I can’t take your money.”
Dan chuckled as he stuff the cash into her apron pocket and stepped behind the bar.  “Mona, we take care of our own.  You’ll take the money and our help.  Once you’re on your feet again, then we’ll talk.  Until then, I don’t want to hear a peep out of you.” 
 
Ryan read the message, not sure what was going on.  She wasn’t coming?  But they met down here every afternoon!  
Looking up the path, he shook his head.  “Hell no!” he muttered.  It had taken him too long to realize that he loved Cynthia. No way was he letting her go now.  
He hurried up the path back to town, barely even huffing as he reached his Jeep.  Racing to the bar, he realized that it was packed.  It looked like everyone in town was in there.  “How the hell am I supposed to find her in that mess?” he muttered grumpily.  Pulling out his phone, he texted her several more times, asking her if she was okay.  When she didn’t reply, he phoned her, thinking she hadn’t seen the texts.  Nothing.  
Turning, he drove back home, wondering what was going on.  They never missed an afternoon together.  So whatever had happened, it must be bad.  
Stepping into the house, he dumped his book bag on the floor.  “Dad?”
His father came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dishtowel.  “Hey Ryan.  Is Cynthia okay?  I heard the news and I’m sure she’s devastated.”
That horrible sensation in his gut intensified.  “She didn’t meet me to do homework this afternoon, just texted me that she couldn’t make it.  What’s happened?”
At the look in his dad’s eyes, Ryan knew that the news was bad.  Was Cynthia sick?  Was it cancer?  Her mother or father?  Whatever it was, he wanted to help her.  “Her father left.  Just walked out.  Wrote a note about…”
Her dad?  Walked out?  Ryan didn’t wait to hear the rest.  If her father left town, Cynthia would be devastated.  He had to go to her!  
Racing to his car, he drove to the bar, his tires sliding on the gravel as he parked precariously towards the back of the building.  Ignoring the front of the bar because he was underage, he grabbed the key hidden over back door, unlocked it and raced up the back stairs.  
“Cyn!” he called frantically.  He didn’t care where she was, he just needed to get to her.  To help her through this.  She loved her dad, idolized him!  He was horrible with numbers, but so fun to be around.  
“Cynthia!” Ryan stopped and listened.  There was the noise from the bar downstairs filtering through but…
He walked down the short hallway and peered into her bedroom.  At first, he didn’t see her.  But he noticed the lump amid the blankets on the unmade bed was moving slightly.  
He sat near the foot of the bed and sighed. She curled up into a smaller ball. He could feel the pain radiating from her.  He lifted her long, slender frame into his arms, holding her on his lap.  She struggled for only a moment before she wrapped her arms around him, clinging to him as she cried out her sadness, pain, and confusion.
“Why?” she whispered.  “What did we do that was so bad?”
Ryan desperately wished he had answers for her, but he didn’t.  So he did the only thing he could do.  He held her while she cried, his heart breaking for her.  He understood, sort of, what she was going through.  His mother had died of breast cancer when he was small.  He’d been confused for a long time, wondering why God would take his mother away.  
He texted his dad, letting him know that he was going to stay with Cynthia tonight, then he toed off his shoes and slid into bed beside her, pulling the comforter over them both.  She did manage to sleep, but woke up several times during the night crying.  Every time, he tightened his arms around her, just holding her.  He didn’t tell her that it would be okay.  He knew that her life had changed forever today.  Even if her father came back tomorrow, this night had still happened.  Even years later, he sometimes got angry with God for taking his mother away.  During those times, his dad would say to get angry with God, because God could take it.  Yelling at God made him feel better, sort of, but it wouldn’t bring his mother back. Maybe God was doing the same thing during those times that he was doing for Cynthia right now.  Ryan didn’t know if that would help Cynthia.  Probably not at the moment.  
Instead, he held her, running his fingers through her hair when she stirred.  He knew that she loved it when he touched her hair. It seemed to soothe her tonight.  Around two in the morning, he heard Cynthia’s mother slip into the room.  She must have noticed his presence, but she didn’t say anything.  She simply closed the door and walked to her own bedroom.  

Chapter 5
 
Cynthia only stayed home from school for two days.  The first night was the worst.  She’d woken up in Ryan’s arms, remembered what had happened, and had burst into tears again.  
By the third day, she got up and dressed, needing to get back to school.  Needing to get back to her life.  She wouldn’t let her father’s departure hurt her grades.  As an honor role student, she took a great deal of pride in her grades.  Besides, she needed the distraction.
 “Are you sure, honey?” her mother asked warily. Mona was pale, with dark smudges under her eyes, as if she hadn’t slept much lately either.  
School.  Work.  She needed to get back into her regular routine.  
Cynthia forced herself to smile.  “I’m sure.  Dad’s gone.  He hasn’t even called.  It’s time to get back to school and life.” she announced, even though there was a small crack in her voice.  
“I completely agree,” Mona replied, hugging her daughter close.  A cloud of gravel dust kicked up outside the window.  “Your chariot, my dear,” she said, referring to Ryan coming to pick her up for school. 
Cynthia looked out through the window and smiled.  “Yeah, he’s early.  He probably has breakfast for me.”
Mona laughed as she watched her daughter leave.  Cynthia was right.  She needed to get back to her own life.  No more moping around.  Since Brian was gone, she had to get this place going.  She needed to make some money too, or they’d go out of business.  Previously, the mortgage had been paid off, but her ass of a husband had taken out another mortgage about six months ago, and it was already delinquent.  
“First things first,” she said out loud.  
Grabbing her purse, she picked up the papers she’d gathered and headed out.  Five minutes later, she knocked on the door.  The man looked up and smiled.  “Hi there, Mona.  Ready?” 
Mona took in a deep breath and nodded.  “Yes.  Ready,” she whispered.  
The sympathetic attorney smiled gently as he led the way into his office.  “Good.  We’re filing for separation.  Colorado is a no-fault divorce state, so your husband’s abandonment won’t be considered during the divorce proceedings, but we will request full ownership of the bar in the settlement.  I have to warn you though, that means that you accept full ownership of everything, including the debt.”
“Fine.  Do it!” she said, ignoring the pain stabbing at her heart.  

Chapter 6
One Year Later…
 
“I’ll be back this weekend,” Ryan promised.  
Cynthia sniffed as she shook her head.  “No Ryan.  You need to focus on school.”  He was leaving for the University of Colorado in Boulder.  She’d had a good time with Ryan but their time together was over.  Things always ended but…she sniffed again, fighting back tears.  Some doors closed but others opened.  Ryan had been her first love.  The way she felt about Ryan…well, she’d get over him.  Eventually.  
She had to!  Because this pain was really bad!  
Ryan’s arms tightened around her and she held him close, savoring these last moments in his arms.  
“Cynthia, I want to…”
Pulling back, she summoned all of her strength, trying to be strong to help him, as well as herself.  “Ryan, you know that you’ll have football practices during the afternoons and games on the weekends.  Plus you need to study.  I’ll see you when you come home for breaks, okay?” 
She could see that he wanted to argue, but she stood on tiptoe and kissed him.  “This is goodbye, Ryan.  We knew that this was going to happen.  You have to go to college and you have to follow your plan, your dreams.” 
He bent down low, trying to look into her eyes.  “That doesn’t mean I want to break up with you,” he told her firmly.  “I want to see you, Cyn.  I’m just going to college, not leaving forever.”
She smiled through the tears.  “I know.  But you need to focus.  Go off to school.  I’ll be here at Christmas and during the summer months.”   She knew that she wouldn’t, though.  She had plans.  She had to let Ryan go.  It was for the best and they both knew it, he was just being stubborn about it.  Holding on to the hope that they could work things out was ridiculous. He’d be around others who would give him more.  Even though she loved him with all her heart and this was hurting her more than she’d thought possible, Cynthia knew that she wasn’t ready for sex.  She and Ryan had…experimented.  But they’d never had sex.  With him being in college, he’d want that.  His friends would tease him and he’d give in to peer pressure.  Cynthia knew this was the way of the world and she had to let him grow and be himself.  
“Go and find someone new,” she whispered to herself.  
With that, she dove back into the car she’d borrowed from her mother and raced off, leaving him at his father’s house.  Cynthia refused to look back.  Not once did she look at Ryan in the rear view mirror.  Instead, she stared straight ahead, ignoring the tears that slid silently down her cheeks.  
It had been wonderful while it lasted, but her and Ryan were never meant to be, she told herself.  The last year had been blissful. 
She pulled over, furiously wiping tears from her eyes.  She loved him more than she wanted to admit, and she didn’t know how to handle the pain of him leaving for college.  
The University of Colorado was a wonderful school and Ryan was a great guy.  He deserved to be unencumbered, no responsibilities or obligations back home 
This was for the best, she repeated on a loop.  She parked her mother’s car behind the bar, but instead of heading inside, she headed down the trail, then out to her favorite place in the mountains.  It took over an hour of hiking to get there, but once she stepped through the trees and climbed up to the highest boulder, she sat down, looked out at the mountains and cried.  Without anyone around to hear her, she cried her heart out, screaming about the unfairness of life and men, and hating that she’d fallen in love with Ryan.  Why had he done this to her!  Why couldn’t he just have let things go on as they had since kindergarten?  She didn’t want to feel this!  She didn’t want to hurt like this!  Screaming again and again until her throat was raw, she tried to release the pain, to get it out of her system.  
But nothing helped.  Nothing worked!  When she couldn’t scream anymore, she still felt the brutal ache in her heart.  Love sucked!  Love was miserable!  Why had she gotten into his car that day?  Why?!
For hours, Cynthia just stared at the mountains.  When the sun began to set, she knew she’d have to hurry in order to get home.  It was a bad idea to be out in the mountains in the dark.  There were no lights along a mountain trail and not even the moon or stars could penetrate the thick canopy of the Rocky Mountain forest.  
The last portion of her hike was in almost total darkness.  It was with relief when she saw the lights of Minneville up ahead.  The bar was already packed with customers, both locals and tourists. There was still the mortgage to pay off and Cynthia did the accounting.  But six months after her father had departed, they’d gotten things back to normal again and the sales kept increasing.  Her mother’s divorce would be final within the next few weeks, and unless her father showed up to protest the divorce and settlement, the judge awarded all assets to her mother in the divorce.  So there was a small silver lining after all. 
“I’m back, Mom,” Cynthia called, poking her head into the kitchen.  
Mona turned and smiled with relief, then hurried over, hugging Cynthia gently.  “Are you okay?’ she asked softly.  
Cynthia nodded.  “Yeah.  I’ll be okay.”  Her throat hurt from crying and screaming.  “I have a plan. Ryan needs to get on with his life and I need to live mine.”
Her mother pulled back, her eyes worried.  “What are you saying, honey?  I thought…”
Cynthia grabbed her apron, ready to start her chores, even though she was a few hours later than normal.  With a sigh, she looked at her mother, not even trying to hide the fact that she’d been crying.  Her throat still hurt, but she’d heal.  Eventually  
“He’s in college now.  He needs to date college girls.”  She smiled and took a deep breath.  It was all a façade though.  Her mother was worried and Cynthia didn’t want anyone to worry about her.  “It’s going to be okay, Mom.  I’ll find someone else.  Only two percent of high school romances last.  I doubt I’m lucky enough to be included in that number.”
“Oh, honey!” Mona sighed.  “Don’t worry about your chores.  I took care of everything.  I figured you’d need a break today.”  She pressed a kiss to the top of Cynthia’s head.  “Why don’t you go on upstairs and make yourself a cup of tea?  Your voice sounds like you’re coming down with a cold.”  
Cynthia smiled, relieved that she didn’t have to be around people tonight.  She wanted to…well, maybe just…
 “I’m okay.  Promise!  And we have a full house, and I know you have to work.  I’ll be fine.”
 
Mona watched her daughter race up the stairs, knowing that she was hurting.  Hurting and angry and her beautiful girl still hadn’t recovered from her father’s abandonment.  
Damn him!  Damn all men!  She stomped back into the kitchen and leaned against the countertop.  It wasn’t fair!  Brian should have stuck around and faced his responsibilities!  He should have faced her!  He should have been here to explain to his daughter that life sucked, not leaving all of the dirty work to her!  
With a sigh of frustration, Mona turned back to face the bar, wishing she could wrap her beautiful girl up in a protective bubble.  “Life sucks, sometimes,” she muttered.  

Chapter 7
Four months later…
 
Ryan jumped out of his Jeep, racing into the bar.  “Cyn!” he called eagerly, racing up the stairs.  He’d been waiting to see her, desperate to hold her.  It had been months since they’d talked and he wanted to know why she refused to answer his texts.  She loved him, so why was she being so stubborn?
“Ryan?” Mona called out from the back of the kitchen.  
Ryan turned and smiled.  “Hey Ms. Hemmings.  I’m looking for Cynthia.  Is she around?” 
Mona wiped her hands on her apron, frowning faintly.  “She didn’t tell you?” 
Ryan’s stomach clenched.  “Tell me what?” he asked, but from the look in Mona’s eyes, he knew that he wasn’t going to like the news. 
“Cynthia took a job up at the ski resort up in Jackson Hole with a friend for the winter break.”  
Ryan blinked, not sure what to say.  There were several ski resorts in that area.  Hell, the skiers were a major source of revenue for their town over the winter months.  Cynthia could have gotten a job and still stayed home during the winter holidays.  Yet, she’d chosen a resort eight hours away.  Eight hours!  
She’d told him to move on, find another girlfriend.  Her new job, so far away from home, was her sending a message loud and clear.  
“I see,” he muttered, his shoulders drooping.  “Well then…” he tried to think of something to say, but words were difficult at the moment.  “I understand.” He turned around, walking slowly out of the bar.  
For the rest of the break, he wandered through the hiking trails, trying to figure out how to handle Cynthia’s rejection.  She’d told him over and over again, through words and actions, that he should move on.  But he hadn’t believed she really meant it.  Not after all they’d gone through over the previous year.  He knew she loved him!  Damn it, why was she being so stubborn?!  
The mountains had no answers for him.  When he returned to school after the winter break, he tried to date someone else.  He wanted to!  Hell, he even started looking at the other women on campus.  But they weren’t Cynthia.  None had her sense of the ridiculous.  And none could stand up to him like she could.  
 
Cynthia stared up at the ski lift, thinking that it was good to be out in the cold, mountain air.  
“Really high up, isn’t it?” a worried, feminine voice called out.  
Cynthia looked down and grinned at Eve, her roommate for the season.  “Yeah, it’s a good bit higher than the ones near my home.”
Eve cringed.  “I live in California and I’m not near any of the ski resorts.  I thought it would be exciting to work here, but I can’t even get on that thing,” she said, referring to the ski lift that took the skiers to the top of the runs.  
“Why not?” Cynthia asked.  She and Eve had been sharing a room at the resort’s boarding house for the past week and got along amazingly well.  Most nights after work, Cynthia and Eve stayed up late talking and laughing about their days.  They had a lot in common, although they were pretty opposite in appearance.  Eve had dark, curly hair that framed her face like a dark halo.  She was also shorter in stature and not as big in the breast area, but had a lush figure that Cynthia envied.  With her cute leggings and vivacious personality, Eve had the male staff members clamoring to hang out at their table during meals in the staff cafeteria.  
“I hate heights,” she admitted quietly. 
Cynthia stared wide-eyed at Eve for a long moment.  She looked up at the ski lift, then down at her friend…and burst out laughing.  
“Eve, why in the world would you sign up for a job at a ski resort when you don’t like heights?  It’s on a mountain!”
 Eve laughed as well.  “Because I wanted to take pictures on the top of a mountain.  And I didn’t think that I was this afraid of heights,” she finally admitted.  “I thought I could overcome the issue with a bit of…well, by just ignoring my fears.”
Cynthia smiled and linked her arm with Eve.  “I’ve seen your photos and they’re great!  So if you want to get to the top of the mountain, we’re going to get you there.  Somehow!”
Eve smiled, but doubted she’d ever work up the courage to get on the ski lift.  It wasn’t just that the ski lift was high, it was also long.  Really long!  Like…way too long for her to ignore the distance from the lift to the hard ground.  She couldn’t fool herself into believing that the snow would cushion her fall either.
On the other hand, she’d probably have a heart attack before she hit the ground, so maybe she didn’t need to contemplate the lack of cushion from the thick layer of snow.  
A silver lining, she thought with a cringe.  
“So, what do you think you’ll do when you finish school?” Cynthia asked as they made their way to the ticket area.  Except for the dining room staff and ski instructors, the resort staff rotated around to various positions that didn’t require a specific skill.  The best days were when they got to work at the bottom of the ski lift, helping the skiers load onto the chairs or working the snow machines.  Working in the ticket booths was pretty good, although it wasn’t outside in the sunshine, which Cynthia preferred.  But regardless of where one worked, the worst part were the mornings when the majority of the guests arrived, demanding services quickly and impatiently so they could get onto the slopes.  
Eve and Cynthia discussed career options while they worked their way through the maze of staff hallways.  Cynthia suspected that Eve already knew what she would do with her life.  The woman carried her camera everywhere she went, snapping photos of the resort, kids, people coming down the mountain, and anything else that caught her eye.  Eve was good.  Really good!  The resort had even bought a few of Eve’s photos to display in the lobby.  
As for Cynthia’s career, as much as she’d like to do something else with her life, she’d probably end up helping her mother run The Bull Frog, the name she and her mother had come up with a few months ago, renaming the bar and adding a bit more character to the place.  
“You’re doing better,” Eve commented, as they slid onto the tall, swiveling chairs that would position them at their ticket counter positions.  “You’re finally smiling a bit.”
Cynthia glanced at her friend, surprised by the comment.  “I’m…better?”  She didn’t feel better.  She felt as if her heart were aching.  She’d applied for the job here at the ski resort in order to let Ryan come home during his winter break without worrying about running into her around town.  
So no matter how desperately Cynthia wanted to see Ryan during his winter break, it was better this way.  Her mother had mentioned that he’d come by to see her.  Cynthia suspected that he’d wanted to thank her for breaking up before he’d gone off to school.  Oh, they might have gone out on a few dates while he was in town, but he’d figure out that college women were much more fun than a high school teenager.  
So yes, it was better this way.  Better to make a clean break and move on with each of their lives.  
 “I didn’t know that…I thought I was doing okay,” she whispered, embarrassed at her apparent transparency.   
“Yeah,” Eve said with a gentle grin.  “Your eyes aren’t as sad today as they have been over the past few days.”
Cynthia sighed, looking away to hide her face.  “I guess I’m finally getting over a guy,” she replied, though that didn’t feel like the whole truth.  Really, the best Cynthia could claim was that she was learning to live without Ryan.  
Eve nodded.  “I suspected it was something like that. I mean, you don’t even acknowledge the guys around here and they’re drooling over you.”
Cynthia rolled her eyes.  “It’s you they are panting after,” she argued.  She lifted the blind from the ticket booth window, indicating that ticket sales were ready to begin.  
For the next several hours, Cynthia and Eve advised the guests of the ski resort on the best tickets to purchase for their visit.  As the morning passed, the flow of guests slowed to a trickle and they were able to relax a bit.  There were still stragglers, but not the long line that built up right before opening.  There would be another rush right before dinner when the night skiers arrived.  
When it was time to head back home and go back to school, Eve and Cynthia came up with a plan.  
“Okay, so as soon as you get home, find out if you can spend the summer in Colorado with me.”
Eve hesitated.  “Are you sure there’s enough work at your mom’s bar that I won’t be a burden?” she asked uncertainly, ignoring the call of the bus driver as she gave Cynthia another hug.  
“I’m positive!” Cynthia assured her friend.  “Now go!  Or your bus will leave without you.  Text me as soon as you get home, okay?” 
“Will do.  And you be careful on the drive back to Colorado!” 
“Don’t worry.  It’s an easy drive from Wyoming to Colorado,” she lied.  It wasn’t an easy drive.  It was long and tedious driving through the mountains.  But she didn’t want her friend to worry.  
Over the next several months, Cynthia and Eve texted or phoned just about every day.  Their friendship grew and they laughed and discussed the issues they faced in school, boys, and the tedium of their jobs.  So when Eve showed up in June at The Bull Frog, the name she and her mother had come up with to name the bar, Cynthia and Eve immediately took up where their friendship ended.  Eve knew all about Ryan and supported Cynthia during her heartache.  And Cynthia understood about Eve’s obsession with taking pictures and taught her the basics of hiking, showing her various places along the easier trails where she could take some good photos.  
Cynthia’s mother became Eve’s second mother.  So when Mona decided to move from Colorado to Florida and go back into teaching, Eve was there to help Mona pack up.  The three of them loaded up a rental van and drove to Florida together, and spent a week unloading and helping “Aunt Mona” settle in to her new home.  

Chapter 8
Years later…
 
Ryan stared blankly out at the mountain peaks, contemplating life.  It was beautiful here.  Beautiful and dangerous.  More dangerous than one might realize if one was admiring this particular mountain from a distance.  
“You need to get out of here.”
Ryan glanced down at the man lying at his feet.  “Shut up,” he muttered, then looked back up, scanning the mountains again.  
The growl warned Ryan that his comment hadn’t been well received.  “Dalton, get the hell out of here!  That’s an order!”
Ryan chuckled.  “Sir, I know you’re pissed off that your wife filed for divorce,” he said to his commanding officer, “but trying to die out here in this stupid pile of rocks isn’t the way to get back at her.”
Mick rolled his eyes.  Or tried to. Either way, it didn’t matter because Ryan was back to scanning the mountains for terrorists.  He knew that the bad guys were out here somewhere and the commander’s moaning wasn’t helping his concentration.  The man wasn’t going to die.  Not today!  Not on his watch!  
“I gave you a direct order!  Complete your mission and forget about me.  This wound is going to kill me and I won’t allow you to jeopardize the mission simply because I didn’t duck fast enough!  Get the files and get the hell out of here!” 
Ryan ignored him, searching for insurgents.  After years of wandering through the Rockies during his high school days, there wasn’t much that could surprise him on a mountaintop.  He knew how to climb faster than a mountain goat and could run faster than anyone on his SEAL team.    
Right now, stealth was more important.  Not giving their position away was his top priority.  Getting his commanding officer back in one piece was his second.  And accomplishing the mission was a distant third.  Probably not the right order, but he didn’t give a damn at this point.  
Nothing on this mission had gone right.  Somehow, the enemy had known they were coming and had booby-trapped the stupid path in to the enemy camp.  Commander Mick Hanson had been the first in and had gotten the worst of it, but none of the men on his SEAL team had come through unscathed.  The burning, seeping knife wound on Ryan’s right side told him that he needed to hurry up and get this job done, or there was going to be an issue.  Shock caused by blood loss was just as bad as a bullet wound, he knew.  Besides, his CO was looking pretty bad.  The bullet to his shoulder had done some real damage.  The knife wound to Commander Hanson’s leg was even worse and was causing most of the blood loss at the moment.  It also meant his CO wouldn’t be able to hotfoot it out of this tango-infested cesspool.  
No matter, Ryan told himself.  They’d been in worse situations and come out alive.  In the four years he’d been a Navy SEAL, Ryan had gotten through situations that should have killed him, but through stealth and training and a whole lotta dumb luck, they’d gotten back to the ship alive.  
For the first three years, Ryan had loved this stuff.  Going into dangerous situations, beating the odds, and coming out alive had been a thrill!  The adrenaline rush had almost been better than holding Cynthia in his arms.  
But lately, he’d been a bit irritated with the constant danger.  No longer did the danger create that sense of euphoria.  Instead, it just pissed him off.    
A good soldier knew when to get out before his irritation killed him.  Ryan had reached that point.  He wasn’t a lifer, like his friends.  These SEALs were crazy and brave, had good hearts and a tenacious determination that knew how to do things that an ordinary person couldn’t even imagine doing.  And these men did it on an almost daily basis.  
“Dalton!”
With a softly soothing voice, or the most soothing voice he could muster in the sweltering heat and with his aching side, he tutted his commanding officer.  “Sir, you’re making too much noise.  Are you trying to get us killed?”
Hanson pressed his lips together, obviously furious.  But he kept quiet, even as he tried to shift on the rocks.  Ryan suspected that his CO would absolutely love to stand up and deck Ryan just about now.  Thankfully, the normally unstoppable guy was unable to move without Ryan’s help.    
 “Thank you, sir.  Now, if you’d just…” he paused, spotting an insurgent off in the distance.  Ryan stopped speaking, took aim and…fired only moments before the other guy spotted him.  The tango had been lifting his gun, ready to fire directly at their position.  The single shot took care of that threat.  
Ryan came right back to his original thought.  “If you’d just wait here a moment, I’m going to sneak into that cave and get a few items that might be helpful.”
He stood up and heard his CO mutter, “I’ll just be here pretending to be a rock.  Don’t worry about me, or my wrath when we finally get out of this.  No need to…”
“Sir!” Ryan interrupted.  
“What?” Hanson snapped, his dark eyebrows lowering over his muddy, sweaty face.  
“Shut. Up!” Ryan hissed.  And then he was gone.  
The team’s mission was to infiltrate a cave out in the middle of this forsaken desert.  The current temperature was about one hundred and thirty degrees.   Add in the protective camouflage uniform as well as about fifty pounds of gear, and this was Ryan’s personal definition of hell.  Pushing the heat out of his mind, he pushed his sunglasses higher up his nose.  They were made out of special material that didn’t reflect the sunlight, so they wouldn’t give away his position but protected his eyes from the intense glare of the desert sun, allowing him to scan the area more effectively.  Keeping low, he worked his way slowly down the rocky mountainside.  Step by step, he scanned the horizon.  
“Anything?” he whispered into his microphone.  
“All clear,” came the immediate and reassuring response.  This was from their team’s executive officer, Lieutenant Caleb Wilson, who didn’t mess around.  The man never smiled.  Ever!  He was serious about everything, but he was a man the team could count on.  He was a genius at strategy and tactics, thought quickly on his feet and, more often than anyone cared to count, had saved the lives of his team.  
From the left, he saw “Fingers” coming towards the mouth of the cave.  Fingers was actually Derick Mueller, a boy-wonder at computers.  He’d joined the Navy instead of going to jail after hacking into one too many secure, government systems.  Even he’d been surprised at how much he loved being a SEAL.  It was probably because the Navy not only allowed, but encouraged him to break into enemy computer systems, steal information, and get out before anyone knew that his fingers had hacked into their databases.  He was like a kid in a candy shop when tasked with anything computer related.  
To his right, Gunner Marks inched closer, searching for additional enemies.  
“All clear,” Lieutenant Wilson stated.  
Wilson and Gunner stood watch while Ryan went into the cave with Fingers.  
“Do your stuff,” Ryan ordered. 
“Yes, sir!” Fingers replied, rubbing his hands together with glee.  He sat down on the now-vacant chair, surveying the impressive computer system that had been set up in this cave.  How the enemy had gotten this stuff inside the cave, no one would ever know.  
Ryan stood watch for several minutes, even though Wilson and Gunner were standing just outside the mouth of the cave, also standing watch.  They’d stop anyone trying to interfere.  But Ryan wasn’t letting his guard down.  Not until they were out of this mess and safe.  
“What have you found?” Ryan asked. 
There was clattering from the keyboard but Ryan didn’t turn around to watch “Fingers” work.  Whatever he was doing would be a mystery to Ryan anyway.  No need to look at something he wouldn’t understand.  But then there was a pause.  “Sir, this looks weird.  I don’t know what it is, but I’m going to download all of it so I can figure it out later.”
Through their microphones, they both heard Hanson say, “Just compile all the information on that special drive and get out of there.  Andrea will figure everything out when you send it to her tonight.”
For a split second, everyone paused, waiting for…
“Just hurry up!” Wilson growled.  The rest of the team chuckled at the expected frustration.  Wilson never smiled and any mention of the very lively, extremely vivacious Andrea had him on edge.  Andrea was the team’s analyst back in Norfolk, Virginia, who loved delving into data.  Andrea and Lieutenant Wilson clashed so predictably that the team now brought popcorn to watch their arguments.  Their fights were entertaining and hilarious.  Although, God help anyone on the team if he ever realized what they were doing.  Wilson was in charge of their physical training and the team’s days at home were already a challenge.  Wilson would push the team even harder if he ever discovered that the team enjoyed watching his arguments with Andrea.  
An issue for another time, Ryan thought, the smile fading as he noticed some papers in the corner of the cave.  “What the hell is this?” he muttered.  He picked up the papers, but they were written in Arabic.  So, he stuffed them into his pocket and resumed his vigilance.  
“Status?” he called out.  
“Thirty seconds,” Fingers replied immediately.  
There was a long silence as Fingers finished up.  “’Done.  Gunner, all yours.”  Ryan and Fingers backed out of the cave and Gunner moved in.  Gunner was an explosives expert and would finish off the mission.  
It took Gunner less than three minutes to set the explosives.  “I’m finished here,” he called out through the radios.  
A moment later, he appeared at the mouth of the cave.  The team moved back away from the cave.  
“I have to pick something up,” Ryan called. 
Gunner snorted.  “Sir, I can guarantee that anything you left on top of that mountain isn’t worth retrieving.  We need to get outta here.”
Ryan grunted and raced back up the rocks.  “Just cover me,” he ordered.  
Ryan didn’t waste time.  He moved as fast as he could, thinking about the trees, snow, and soft, thick dirt of his beloved Rocky Mountains.  
“Okay, sir," he said as he reached the CO.  But Commander Hanson had passed out from blood loss or pain…or both. Ryan bent down, pulled Hanson’s arm around his head and hefted him onto his shoulders in a fireman’s carry.  He balanced Mack carefully, and pressed the button on his radio.  “Cover me on the way down,” he instructed.  
It took a lot longer to get down the mountain.  Ryan’s footing was less steady with a six foot, three inch, massively muscular, two hundred plus pound man and all of his equipment on his shoulders. 
“I see that I was wrong,” Gunner teased.  “I guess our CO is worth the retrieval time.”  
Fingers chuckled.  “I think a picture is in order,” he pulled his cell phone out, snapping a photo of Hanson draped over Ryan’s shoulders.  “Yeah, I’m going to get extra duty for this one,” he chuckled as he tucked the phone back into his pocket.  
“Count on it,” Wilson growled.  “Let’s go!”
 Everyone moved, slower this time in order for Ryan to keep within the group.  They were even more vigilant now, but their pace was still faster than most people could have managed.  
Wilson hit his microphone again.  “Bulldog, we’re coming your way.  What’s your status?” 
Nathan Jacoby, called Bulldog for some odd reason that Ryan couldn’t remember, replied.  “On your six. Coming to scoop ya’ll up.”  
In the distance, they could see a plume of dust heading their way.  
It wasn’t until they were in the truck, Commander Hanson on the floor, that they breathed a sigh of relief.  No one relaxed though. Lieutenant Wilson started field first aid on their commander, but everyone knew that they were on their way to a more advanced medical facility.  Wilson called ahead, alerting the rest of the team of the medical emergency while everyone else silently prayed for help.  Every man on that truck knew that wounds such as what Hanson received were severe.  
The welcome thumping of a helicopter was finally heard in the distance.  Moments later, the helicopter landed on the road in front of them.  Everyone bailed from the truck and jumped onto the helicopter, carefully loading Commander Hanson.  
Thirty minutes later, the helo landed on the deck of the ship and the commander was quickly taken into surgery on the Naval ship where they’d began the mission, forty-three hours earlier.  
Showers and food, in that order, Ryan thought as he made his way down the narrow hallway to the bunk where the rest of his team waited for news.  The shower revived him only slightly.  As he sat down to eat, he made a decision.  He had to go back.  His contract with the Navy was up in a few months and he’d assumed that he’d sign up for another four years.  But no.  This was it.  He knew that he no longer had the desire or the ambition for this type of life.  The danger wasn’t as interesting anymore.  He wanted…he wanted to know that he would wake up alive the following day.  Never a guarantee, but this life brought that possibility into question more often than not.  
So, what should he do instead?  He had a degree in political science, but that wouldn’t really help him much in Colorado, where he wanted to live.  So what then?  What could he do with his life?  What would make him whole?  
Besides Cynthia, he admonished as soon as her soft, blond hair flashed into his mind.  
So, why not find out what she was doing?  And having thought of that, why not do something in the mountains?  Surely there were jobs there that he was qualified for.  
Time to do a bit of research.  
Before he had a chance to take his first bite, Lieutenant Wilson sat down across from him, his own plate piled high with food.  
“You disobeyed a direct order,” Wilson began, glaring at Ryan across the table.  
Ryan nodded.  “Yeah.  I did.”
Wilson was a military man right down to his toenails.  The military was his life, his religion.  He was a great SEAL, never asking his men to do something he wasn’t willing to do, and usually going further to protect his team and get the mission accomplished. Wilson looked to the right and left, then down at his food.  
“Thanks,” he mumbled.  Then glared right into Ryan’s eyes.  “Don’t ever do it again.”
 And that was the end of the conversation.  They discussed the debriefing meeting scheduled for an hour from now, grumbled about how they’d prefer to sleep for the next twelve hours.  They finished their meal, brought their empty plates to the kitchen clean up area, and headed to the debriefing room.  
The whole time, Ryan considered various career ideas, but nothing really appealed to him.  
He was just about to fall asleep in his bunk when he got a message from a college buddy, Mack Jones.  Mack Jones had hired onto the sheriff’s department for Minneville recently, and sent Ryan updates about the town and residents.  Ryan had never specifically asked about Cynthia, but Mack was nothing if not thorough and mentioned the beautiful blond several times.  Thankfully, Mack never dated anyone from town, not wanting the gossip.  
But the news that Mack conveyed this time caused Ryan’s fatigue to disappear in an instant. “Damn, that’s perfect!” 
“National Park Service,” he read aloud.  “Park Ranger.”  He chuckled softly.  “I’ll be catching Yogi Bear and stopping him from stealing picnic baskets.  Sounds perfect!  A life in the mountains, relaxing among the pretty tourists…what more could a man ask for?”
Even after all these years, his first thought was about Cynthia.  He wondered if she was still living in Minneville, still running that run-down bar her father had almost killed with stupid mismanagement.  Did she ever think about him?  Did she regret pushing him away?  
He really wanted to find out.  

Chapter 9
 
“Wow!” a customer whispered in awe.  
Cynthia wondered vaguely what the woman was talking about, but focused on putting down the pitcher of craft beer down along with the beer mugs.  “Can I get you ladies anything else?” she asked, running their credit card through the small, portable credit card machine she’d purchased last year.  The machines made her life so much easier – not to mention, cut down on people skipping out on their tab.  
She was serving a group of four ladies, their husbands were sitting at the bar watching the football game on one of the televisions she’d installed in various corners of the room.  The technology additions had put her back in debt, but she was confident that the changes would bring in more customers and help with her profit margins.    
One of the ladies pointed towards the entrance, smiling wistfully.  “I think I need him!” she sighed. 
The other ladies tittered in agreement and Cynthia smiled, wondering if the group of guys from the previous night had returned.  The men were in town skiing for the weekend and they’d looked pretty handsome last night with their wind-burned and sunburned cheeks.  Not to mention, they had flirted outrageously with several of the ladies, setting several hearts a pounding.  
Dismissing them from her mind, assuming that Annie would take care of whoever had just arrived, she walked over to the next table and lifted the empty pitcher.  “Another?” she asked. 
“Absolutely!” the five men unanimously agreed, laughing as they recounted their best trips down the slopes that day.  
Cynthia waded through the crowd towards the bar.  Things were going well, she thought in satisfaction.  The weekends were always nice and brought in a lot of new business.  But she was tired and eager to hit the slopes herself.  Just one more day and then she’d be off for a couple of days.  Cynthia closed the bar on Mondays and Tuesdays when business was negligible.  Sunday afternoons were pretty busy, but by evening, only the locals still lingered around the small, wooden tables.  But work days started early here in the mountains and most of the locals would head home only a few hours after the tourists.  By eight o’clock, the bar would be empty, and she could close early.  
Her eyes moved over the various tables, noting the customers that were getting close to finishing their beers and others who might need another glass of wine.  She loved this place, enjoyed the challenge of enticing new customers away from the hotel bars and into her little pub-like world.  
A sudden tingle flowed down her spine and she froze.  The conversations from the other patrons swirled around her. The air had changed.  Shifted.  Everything felt…more intense.  
Looking around, her gaze collided with Ryan’s, which literally knocked the breath out of her!  He looked…beyond amazing!  She knew that he’d finished college and enlisted in the Navy.  His father bragged that Ryan had gotten into the elite Navy SEAL unit stationed out of Norfolk, Virginia.  The SEALs had a reputation for being unbeatable and it showed.  He’d always been tall, but now his muscles matched his height.  Now she knew what the ladies in the corner had been talking about!  
The scruff along his jawline hinted at the bad-boy underneath all of those muscles, but it was his eyes, those piercing blue eyes that caught and held her.  
Ryan was back.  Years after those blissful months they’d spent together in high school. Oh my, he looked…better than good.  Better than amazing!  He was…she couldn’t think as his intense, blue eyes looked right back at her.  The sock of seeing him was like being electrocuted!  Like being tossed in a tornado and…!
Someone bumped her from behind and she turned, shocked to remember that there were other people surrounding her.  The sounds of the crowd and the televisions rushed back to her and she glanced around, back at Ryan who was still staring at her.  She couldn’t seem to pull her eyes away. 
Ryan was back!  
Shaking her head, she tried to remember what she was doing.  Beer.  She was getting someone beer.  Which table?  Looking behind her, she realized that several tables needed a refill.  How long had she been standing here?  
At that moment, Sheriff Mack came in, letting in a gust of evening breeze.   Mack was a bit taller than Ryan. They had similarly broad shoulders that tapered to trim waists.  But there were a lot of men who came through with broad shoulders and slim waists.  Skiers and hikers were generally healthy, athletic people. 
The most important comparison; Mack didn’t make her heart pound.  
There was just something about Ryan.  Something that had always been there.  As children, they’d acted out this odd chemistry by pulling pranks on each other.  By high school, they’d started dating.  By college, they were distant memories.  
Well, in reality, Ryan had never been a distant memory for her, she thought with confusion as she pushed her way through the crowd to the kitchen.  Ryan had always been in the back of her mind.  When walking down the street, she searched the sidewalks, looking for him.  Over the holidays, she wondered if Ryan would visit his father.  
Why had he come back?  And what had that look meant? 
Ryan had most likely dated too many other women over the past several years.  He undoubtedly didn’t even remember her!  Rubbing her hands down her jeans, she wondered if she’d gained weight.  Did she look different?  He certainly did, but…he also looked the same.  Wonderful and amazing and…intense.  Yeah, Ryan looked intense and amazing.  Had she changed?  
Stupid question, she thought and spun around to face the back door.  Of course she’d changed!  For example, she’d gained weight!  What woman didn’t gain weight between the ages of sixteen and twenty-eight? 
“You look great,” a deep voice came from behind her. 
Cynthia spun around.  He looked even bigger from this distance!  “You can’t be back here.  Employees only.”
He moved closer, reaching out to pull her blond ponytail over her shoulder, letting his fingers linger amid the soft strands.  “Never used to bother you before.”
 “That was a long time ago,” she whispered, backing up because the old Ryan had been potent and irresistible.  This Ryan was…beyond anything she’d ever experienced.  He was rough, hard, and his shoulders seemed to be about ten inches wider than they’d been.  
Aiming for normal, Cynthia took a deep breath, trying to pretend that this was just a casual encounter by two adults that were just…friends.  “How have you been?” she asked, then cringed when her voice cracked.  
“Good.  And you?” 
“Good,” she replied awkwardly, nodding as if that would make her reply more affirmative.  
“The bar looks great!  You’ve made a lot of changes.”
Cynthia looked around, smiling.  “Yeah.  My mother got the bar in the divorce and we’ve made a lot of tweaks.”
He smiled and her heart sped up.  
“The best being a name.  I don’t think your dad ever named the place, did he?” 
She laughed, shaking her head.  “No.  And I don’t know why.  It was one of the first things my mom and I did once the divorce was final.  And by that point, we’d made enough changes so the place was actually profitable.”  Why in the world had she said that?!  Was she bragging?  Or trying to show him that she’d succeeded just as much as he had with his SEAL career?  Whatever, it sounded stupid.  
Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice.  “No more free beers for your dad’s drinking buddies?”
“Nope,” she agreed, smiling at the memory.  “That was a pretty severe drain on the profits.  The guys still come by on a regular basis, but they pay now.”
 “Good to hear.  So how did you come up with the name?”
Cynthia shrugged, trying not to look at those broad shoulders.  Was that the equivalent of a guy ogling a woman’s breasts?  Probably.  
Focus on his question and not on his delicious shoulders.  Name of the bar.  Right!  “My mom and I were sitting out on the back porch and we heard a bull frog somewhere.  The name sort of stuck.  She got a sign and everyone loved it.”
“It’s quirky.  Everyone loves a bit of madness.”
 “So…how long are you staying in town?”  Please let it only be the weekend, she prayed silently.  Just the weekend! She could get through a couple of days and not throw herself into his arms. 
“I resigned from the Navy.”
Resigned? Her mouth fell open in shock and confusion.  “I thought…word around town was that you were one of those badass Navy SEALs.”
“I was.  But that got old.  I decided I didn’t want to die in the desert or a jungle.  So I got out.”
Not good, she thought. “Okay.  You left the Navy.  That’s pretty good.  I think.”  She looked down, wondering about…a lot of things.  Looking back up, she asked, “What are your plans now?” 
Cynthia’s stomach tightened with…dread?  Anticipation? As the smile slowly curled those sexy lips upwards, she knew that she wasn’t going to like his latest plan.  Those danger signals weren’t flashing now.  They were buzzing and glowing.  Glowing red!
“I’m here to stay, Cyn.  I took a job with the National Park Service.  I’ll be patrolling the mountains.  I even bought the old Henley cabin.”
Ryan.  Here.  Living here.  Living here and looking like some sort of…she couldn’t even call him a sex god because he was so much more than that.  He looked dangerous and delicious all at the same time.  It was a potent mixture!
So she said the only thing that came to mind.  “The Henley cabin hasn’t been lived in for about ten years.  It’s a mess.”  Would that deter him?  
He laughed softly.  Had he moved closer?  “Yeah.  It’s worse than you probably know.  I’ve already started fixing it up.”
 “It’s a death trap!  I saw it a couple of months ago and there aren’t even any windows.  I’m sure that there are critters living in there.”
“Not anymore.  Living in the cabin will be just like camping for a while.”  He smiled slightly, his eyes lighting up.  “I’m pretty familiar with camping and roughing it.  Living in that cabin, even the way it looks now, will be a whole lot better than some of the places I’ve slept over the past several years.”
Every cell in her body lit up with the memory of their camping trips together.  Small tent.  Two sleeping bags that had been zipped up into one.  The air outside might have been chilly, but inside the tent, steam had formed!  
“Yes.”  Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “I’m sure your experience with the SEALs taught you how to sleep in just about any kind of environment.”  Goodness, the kitchen felt hot and close all of a sudden! 
A crash distracted her and she leaned to the side, peering around Ryan’s body.  She should be looking for whatever hit the floor.  But in reality, she was surreptitiously admiring Ryan’s shoulders.  He was…
Wrong!  Cynthia reminded herself that Ryan was not the kind of man who stuck around.  This was a transient area.  Tourists came through for a weekend and left.  Ryan was most likely going to stick around for a few months, then grow bored with the quiet life here in Minneville.  After his time as a Navy SEAL, he wouldn’t find enough excitement here in the sleepy town where the biggest event was when someone drove too fast along the mountain roads after the first snowfall.  
“I need to get back to work,” she whispered.  
“Right.  I’ll see you around,” and he stepped back, walking into the bar area.  But at the door to the kitchen, he stopped and turned, his gaze drinking in her figure as he smiled.  “You look really good, Cyn.”  And then he was gone.  
Cynthia took several moments to relearn how to breathe, trying to slow her pounding heart.  
“You okay?” Annie asked, walking into the kitchen a moment later.  “You look a bit flushed.  Are you coming down with something?” 
Cynthia jerked slightly, blinking at Annie, who was a very efficient, friendly waitress.  Cynthia couldn’t run the bar without her. Annie was also a good friend.  She was about fifteen years older, and understood being a woman in this kind of rough, mountain environment.  
“Yeah.  I’m fine,” she lied.  Looking around, Cynthia wondered if she’d ever really be fine again.  Not with Ryan walking around town.  
Thankfully, the Henley cabin was pretty far up the mountain.  And if he was a ranger for the park service, he’d have a lot of responsibility on his shoulders. 
“Cyn?  You’re doing it again.”
Cynthia looked at Annie.  “Doing what again?” 
Annie moved closer, looking at Cynthia carefully.  “Blushing!” she whispered in shock.  “You’re actually blushing!”  She smiled, shaking her head in disbelief.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you blush before!” 
Then she was gone, walking out of the kitchen carrying two pitchers of beer, which she smoothly delivered to the appropriate tables without spilling a drop, despite the crowd of patrons.  
Taking a deep breath, Cynthia shook off the…whatever…that had captured her in Ryan’s presence. 
Ryan was simply a man from her past.  Nothing more, nothing less.  He was a handsome man with a great body, but…he would be on his way soon enough, just like all the others.  
She would keep reminding herself of that tonight.  Eventually, she’d remember that and wouldn’t react when he came close again.  
Yep, a really good plan.  So, why was she avoiding one side of the room?  The side where Ryan and Mack Jones sat sipping beers while they casually surveyed the crowd?  Hopefully, they weren’t aware of her watching them.  Or, more accurately, Cynthia knew that she was only watching one of the men at that table.  Sheriff Mack hadn’t ever really done much for her.  He was a good friend, someone she could count on when trouble started brewing with the patrons.  He was fair and tough and…unfortunately, just a friend.  
Cynthia was relieved when the last of the customers shuffled out the door.  One of the sheriff’s deputies stopped by, as usual.  “Hi Louis!” she called when he nodded in her direction.  
“Everything okay?” he asked, as he did every night.  
“Yep.  No problems tonight.  But Mack was here, so no one would dare to get out of hand.”
Louis grinned in agreement.  “Mack intimidates the hell out of me too.”
Cynthia and Annie laughed and Louis tipped his hat in farewell as he left.  
An hour later, Cynthia trudged up the stairs to the small apartment over the bar.  It had once been her family’s home.  Now it was her home. 
Her mother had moved to Florida several years ago, leaving the bar and apartment to Cynthia. The ugly, worn out furniture, the stuff from when her father had been around, was gone.  With The Bull Frog’s prosperity, she and her mother had chosen better furniture. The ugly, gold, nineteen seventies era couch with threadbare spots and broken supports was ditched, tossed into a dumpster with joy.  In its place was a white couch with deep seating and colorful pillows, a throw draped over the back for comfort on the cold nights.  Together, they’d stripped the chipped paint off the old coffee table, sanded off all of the scratches and nicks, then painted it a rustic, creamy white.  The stained carpet had been removed, revealing wide planked wooden floors.  A weekend spent scrubbing, sanding and staining had left a honey colored wood floor that added warmth and depth.  The tacky knickknacks that her dad insisted he needed because they brought back “memories” that had been left behind without a thought, were trashed.  
Overall, it was a beautiful, soothing place to sit and read when she didn’t need to be downstairs in the bar.  An oasis from the world.  Her bedroom had an old iron bed with a white comforter and fluffy, colorful pillows.  Gone were the band posters and school books.  
Cynthia showered, scrubbing off all of the tension from the night.  Slipping into a soft, white nightgown, she padded barefoot to bed and slipped under the covers, sighing with relief.  
Unfortunately, the mystery she was reading couldn’t keep her thoughts from drifting to Ryan.  The new and improved Ryan was so far more distracting than high school Ryan.  Those muscles and his piercing eyes…he was…she didn’t…!
Her book dropped, forgotten, to her lap as she thought about him.  
Yeah.  She did.  She remembered the way they touched so long ago.  They’d both been so young, experimenting with everything as they discovered themselves and each other. It had been such a wondrous time.  No one had touched her heart the way Ryan had.  No one made her feel as good with just a look.  And no man made her feel safe in his arms the way Ryan had.  
It had taken years after high school before she’d started dating again.  Eventually, she’d gotten back into the dating world.  But none of the men she’d met over the years had made her feel as special as he had.  Nothing significant but…thinking back over the last few months, Cynthia tried to remember the last man she’d dated.  Surely, it hadn’t been that long ago, she thought.  There’d been the guy at the county fair that…no, she hadn’t kissed him goodnight.  He’d had that thing in his teeth.  Biting her lip, she pushed further back in her memory.  There’d been the guy she’d talked with at the high school basketball game.  Did that count?  
Probably not.  They’d sat together at the game and chatted.  But after the game, he’d asked if he could buy her coffee and she’d declined.  He hadn’t asked her to the game, they hadn’t left the game together and…she hadn’t given him her phone number.  Not a date.  
Okay, so it had been a while since she’d been on an actual date.  She remembered that guy back in…?   Hmmm…well, there was that other guy…Tim…had taken her out to dinner in October.  Yikes, not this past October.  Or the October before!  Good grief, had it really been over two years since she’d been on an actual date?  
Impossible!  She sifted through the calendar on her phone, trying to figure out the last time she’d actually been on a date.  Any kind of date.  Three years?!  Had it really been three years?  
For a moment, Cynthia rejected that possibility.  But then she realized that her lack of male companionship was probably why she’d reacted so intensely to Ryan earlier tonight.  It had just been a while.  A long while! 
Yep!  Time to start dating again.  Not Ryan.  No way.  The last time had been too painful.  Cynthia didn’t think she’d survive if Ryan left her again.  
Not Ryan.  No matter how yummy his shoulders might be or how sexy his smile, she wouldn’t ever date Ryan again.  Nope!  She was smarter and wiser now!  
Her phone buzzed and she looked at it.  When she read the text, her body jackknifed up to a sitting position.  
Good night, Cyn was all the text read. But she knew exactly who it was from.  How could Ryan still have her phone number?  Granted, her cell number hadn’t changed since high school but…why would he still have her as a contact?  
Her fingers hovered over the buttons as she tried to think of something to write back. Something cute and light.  Something that would tell him that she wasn’t sitting in her bed in a virginal nightgown thinking about him.  Her phone chimed again.
Want to grab lunch tomorrow?
Lunch?  She couldn’t even think about getting to sleep tonight and he wanted her to consider twelve hours from now?  
I know you’re still awake.  It’s just a sandwich.  Nothing more.
Irritated, she glared at her phone.  How do you know I’m still awake?  Was he standing outside of her window?  She flipped off the light, just in case.  
Because you responded. ☺
Oh, he was good!  Very good!  
Goodnight was all she replied. 
Goodnight, Cyn.  I’ll pick you up at noon.
Cynthia stared at the words.  Such a small sentence and yet, they would most likely keep her up the rest of the night!  Good grief!  
Tossing her phone onto her bedside table, she ignored the message.  Flopping back against the pillow, she stared up at the dark ceiling, willing herself to sleep.  But her pounding heart and tingling body meant that sleep was a long way off.  

Chapter 10
 
Ryan whistled as he fixed a picnic lunch.  Sandwiches, brownies, fruit, and iced tea.  That should work, he thought, packing everything into a backpack.  Cynthia hadn’t replied last night, but he knew that she’d come on the picnic with him, if only to tell him off.  She hadn’t changed much, he thought, remembering the way he’d gotten her into his Jeep that first time back in high school.  Daring Cynthia was the perfect way to get her to tumble into his arms.  
Damn, she was beautiful!  Gone was the youthfulness of her high school days.  Youth was replaced by a sensuous maturity that had kept him awake most of the night.  It wasn’t just her eyes or her lips, her figure had matured as well.  Her breasts were…hell, more of a handful!  He hadn’t ever been a breast man before, but seeing Cynthia’s breasts in the tight tee shirt last night had made his mouth water.  And his body harden painfully, which was why he’d stayed seated for most of the night.  
He was sure she’d felt it too.  The tension, the awareness, was still there.  He’d felt it as soon as he’d seen her, as soon as he’d stepped through the doorway.  From that moment, he’d been painfully, erotically aware of Cynthia.  When she slipped into the kitchen, his breath caught in his throat until she’d appeared again.  Watching her blond ponytail swish against her neck and shoulders had taunted him.  
His fingers itched to pull the band out of her hair and see it spread over her shoulders.  She’d worn her hair in a braid throughout much of high school.  But every once in a while, he’d convinced her to wear it loose.  Obviously, she’d retreated back to her old ways.  
Whistling a tune, he grabbed the backpack and headed out to his Jeep.  Yeah, he’d driven one like this back in high school, but that one had been muddy all the time, the radio had barely worked, the seats in the back had been ripped up, and the windows only rolled up if he used his hands to actually lift the glass while he rolled the turner.  
This baby was silver with all the bells and whistles.  Jeeps were practical vehicles when one lived in an environment where snow and mud were a part of life.  He’d have an official vehicle for his job which he started in a week, but this one was all his.  He’d even upgraded his camping equipment, eager to get back into nature.  If a certain sexy, leggy blond woman with mouth-watering breasts wanted to accompany him on his next trek back to his old haunts, all the better!  He’d love to rediscover the mountains with Cynthia hiking next to him.  He knew that she loved the mountains and the calming beauty of the Rockies just as much as he did.  
Driving over to The Bull Frog, he noted several other changes.  The building had been painted.  New stairs.  Better sign and the parking lot was bigger, probably because it was more popular now.  
Good job, Cyn!  
He’d just stepped out of the Jeep when he caught sight of something rushing by the windows inside.  Cynthia, he thought with a smile of appreciation.  
She pulled a sweater over her head as she stepped through the door, and turned to lock the door, giving him a lovely view of her pert backside.  So, he was a leg man who could appreciate full breasts and a great ass.  But Cynthia’s legs were really the stars of her incredible figure.  Long and muscular from years of hiking through the mountains, she filled out a pair of jeans better than any woman he’d ever seen.  
Leaning against the Jeep, he watched, appreciating the view.  He stifled a chuckle when she dropped her keys.  Nervous, he thought.  A good sign.
It wasn’t until she spun around that she saw him.  That’s also when he realized that her long, silky blond hair was down because it blew up, dancing across her face.  
“You’re early,” she gasped, stopping on the top step that led from the back door down to the private parking area where her own black Jeep sat waiting for her.  
“I suspected you’d be too afraid to eat lunch with me and would try and hide.”
He pushed away from his Jeep, walking over to stand at the bottom of the stairs.  His smile faded as he looked into her apprehensive, brown eyes.  “I won’t hurt you, Cynthia.  I promise.”
The breath slowly eased from her lungs and she stomped down the wooden stairs.  “You can’t promise me that,” she pointed out, as she reached the last step, which made her eyes almost even with his.  “When you went off to college, I…” she stopped, pressing her lips together.  
Ryan knew what she meant.  His hand came up, cupping her jaw.  “You hid from me then, Cynthia.  You ran away to work a job that was too far away for me to visit you.  Why?” 
A tear escaped and he rubbed it away with his thumb.  “Because I knew that you needed to live a normal life.  We were both too young back then.  Trying to keep a long distance relationship going after high school ended was just…” she shook her head and took a deep breath.  “I didn’t want to hold you back.”
“I lived a normal life, Cyn.  I had a great time that first semester until I came back for winter break and you weren’t here.”  He moved closer, some of his anger seeping through.  “We could have made it, Cyn.  But you were too scared to try.”
“It wouldn’t have worked,” she insisted.  “Eventually, you would have gotten sick of having a girlfriend so far away.  Someone younger who wasn’t…ready…for what you needed.”  Her chin lifted slightly.  “You would have found someone else.”
“I didn’t date anyone else until my junior year, Cyn.  It took me that long to get over you.”  His blue eyes looked at her features.  “And as soon as I walked into The Bull Frog last night, I knew that I hadn’t gotten over you.  I’d just figured out how to go on without you.”  He lowered his head, kissing her gently.  
“Please don’t hide from me, Cyn.  Let’s try again.”  Another kiss.  This one more urgent.  
He felt her hand on his arm.  Her fingers felt indecisive, like they might push him away, but she hadn’t decided if she wanted his kiss or not.  
Another kiss and he loosened his hold, releasing her completely before stepping back.  “I won’t pressure you. That wouldn’t be fair.”  His eyes dropped to her lips and he wanted another taste.  A deeper taste!  Hell, he wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her until they were both breathless.  
But he knew her past.  He’d been there the night her father had left, holding her as she’d sobbed out her sadness, confusion and anger.  Ryan knew that she had some deep wounds that probably hadn’t healed.  Because Cynthia was stubborn, and probably hadn’t acknowledged those wounds.  Hard to fix something when one didn’t realize it was broken.  
“What do you want from me?” she asked, her tone almost angry.  But she hadn’t pushed him away.  Nor had she rushed around him, driving away.  Ryan watched the mental battle raging and waited patiently.  
“Just a hike, Cyn.  I promise I won’t touch you again.  Just a hike to your favorite place up behind Tiger Rock.”
He watched her eyes light up.  Obviously, that was still her favorite place to hike and, by the eager look in those brown eyes, she hadn’t been there in a while.  It wasn’t an easy trek, but the views were beyond incredible.  
 
Cynthia’s lips tingled from the kisses and she was exhausted from lack of sleep.  But being with him woke her up in ways she hadn’t felt for a long, long time.  
“I’d like to hike,” she admitted.  It was her day off, so she didn’t have anything urgent to accomplish.  And for some reason, cleaning her apartment didn’t sound nearly as enticing as hiking through the mountains with Ryan.  
“Good!  A hike.  I haven’t been to Tiger Rock in years.”
He grinned and her insides melted.  Good grief, he was hot!  Those blue eyes seemed to glow.  And he had small, interesting creases at the corners of his eyes that definitely hadn’t been there years ago.  Those creases added a touch more character to his handsome features.  He was good looking in that classic, rugged way, with a confidence that was hard to fake.  Plus all of those muscles only added to his appeal.  
He opened the door to his Jeep and Cynthia slipped her backpack off before slipping into the passenger seat.  He took her backpack and loaded it into the back, then climbed into the driver’s seat.  Cynthia watched in the mirrors, unable to take her eyes off him.  And when he slipped in beside her, she watched his long, muscular legs.  Even his hands were sexy, she thought with irritation.  
On the drive out of town, he made small talk, asking about the townspeople or their high school friends.  Cynthia had only been gone from the town for four years of college, so she knew most of the town gossip.  It helped that she owned the main bar in town.  People with relaxed inhibitions were more likely to spill interesting tidbits.  
Not that she spread that information around.  After her father had left, the town had speculated why.  Some of the rumors she’d heard had been harsh, so she made it a point not to spread malicious rumors.  But she didn’t mind bragging about some of their mutual friends, what they were doing with their careers or their kids, the successes of the various businesses around town.  
He drove to the trailhead where they’d parked often during that year back in high school.  The memories poured over her as she pulled her pack onto her shoulders.  Looking up at the trail instead of at Ryan, she reminded herself that this was just a hike.  A simple walk through the woods.  Nothing more and she didn’t have to kiss him ever again.  
“Ready?” he asked, moving closer to her.  
“Ready,” she agreed, adding a nod, more for her own confirmation than to emphasize anything to him.  
She headed off towards the trail.  It was one of those barely there, rarely used trails that only the locals knew about.  But about a mile in, she veered off, heading in a different direction.  She’d walked this trail so often in the past, but the trees changed, the sun was different at various times of the day. An inexperienced hiker could very easily get lost in these mountains.  And not be found. 
Cynthia was careful for the next few miles, judging the terrain to ensure that they were heading in the right direction.  Needing to stay on course also forced her mind to focus on where she was going and not on Ryan.  
When they reached the rocks right before their destination, she smiled as she climbed the huge boulders.  Watching for snakes and critters, she enjoyed this part of the hike.  It was the end, and the hardest part, but it was also the most exciting.  One wrong step and she could slide down the other side.  Cynthia was careful, respecting the mountain and the environment.  But she loved the challenge of finding secret spots like this one. 
Ten minutes later, she carefully stepped off the last rock and stopped, staring out at the view in front of her.  She felt Ryan behind her, impressed that he’d been able to keep up.  Not that she doubted him.  Good grief, he’d probably done harder climbs in the dead of night.  But still, only the most experienced hikers could reach this particular spot.  
“Nice,” he sighed in satisfaction, standing next to her as they admired the vast expanse of rugged mountains.  
“Yeah,” she whispered, not wanting to break the silence.  There were very few places in the world where there were no artificial sounds.  Cars and planes usually interrupted the silence of nature.  But here, there were no sounds other than their breathing and the wind rustling the trees.  
For a long moment, they stood there, silent, as they both enjoyed the view.  Eventually, he turned to face her.  “Hungry?” he asked.  
She looked up at him, once again startled by how tall he was.  “Yes, actually.  I brought…”
“I have it covered,” he told her and pulled his pack down.  “Step back.”
 She watched with amazement and wonder as he spread a plaid blanket out over the rock.  “Okay, sit,” he ordered, then he pulled out sandwiches, fruit, and a thermos.  “Ham and cheese for you, mustard, no mayonnaise.”  
Cynthia stilled, shocked that he remembered the way she preferred her sandwich.  How could he remember?  It had been so long ago!  
“Thank you,” she mumbled as she unwrapped the wax paper.  
“How often do you hike these days?” he asked.  
“Not as often as I’d like.  I go out into the mountains about once a month now.”  They talked about life in Minneville, the changes to the community.  Ryan’s father still lived here, so Ryan was aware of most of the community’s comings and goings.  The conversation was easy enough once it started and she fell back into laughing with him about life.  They finished off the sandwiches and fruit while he told her about life in the Navy.  She was impressed with his training, although he wouldn’t reveal any secrets about where he’d traveled and what he’d done as a SEAL.  She liked that about him, respected him even more.  
When he pulled into the parking lot of The Bull Frog, Cynthia jumped out hurriedly, suddenly nervous.  
“I’ll just…”
“I’ll get your pack,” he told her and shut off the engine, getting out and meeting her at the back of the Jeep.”
When he lifted the pack up, she took it, but wasn’t able to look him in the eye.
“Cyn, what just happened?” he asked when she took several steps towards the back door.  
She stopped and turned back to face him, still looking down at the gravel.  
Ryan watched as she fought whatever demons were mentally in charge.  He hadn’t seen her in so long and he wanted…he needed…Hell, he had no idea what he wanted, needed, or expected from her.  She was more beautiful than ever, and so much more mysterious.  
Finally, she looked up at him and he could see the torment in her pretty, brown eyes.  
“I just…I don’t know what you want from me,” she admitted.  
He moved closer, relief surging through him now that she was talking to him again.  
“I don’t know either.  But I know that I enjoyed spending time with you today.  Once we started talking, that is.”  He sighed and shoved his hands into his pockets, which helped him not pull her into his arms.  She was stiff and nervous, so he doubted she would appreciate being touched at the moment.  “I don’t want you to be nervous.”
He watched as she stared right back at him.  It seemed as if her eyes touched on each part of his face while she continued her mental debate. 
“Don’t think about it, Cyn.  Can we just…” he hesitated, not wanting to say the next words.  “Can we be friends?  I won’t ask for anything more.  Just friends.”  What the hell was he thinking?  He didn’t want to be friends with her!  He wanted to tear off her clothes and make love to her!  He wanted to find all the places on her body that would make her scream!  He wanted…hell, he wanted to be her friend, yes, but also her lover.  
“Friends?”  She squinched up her nose and he almost laughed at the memories of the times she’d done that over the years.  “Do you think that would work?”
He shrugged and moved closer, then stopped himself from taking the next step that would put him only inches from her.  “I’d like to try.  But I don’t want to pressure you into anything.  If this is too uncomfortable, then I’ll back off.  I won’t ask for anything you’re not ready for.”
She seemed to ponder that. 
“I’d like to be friends,” she admitted and relief surged through him.  
“Good.”
“But I don’t think that’s possible.”
“Why not?” 
“Because…our past is complicated.”
“I disagree.  We dated in high school.  That period in our lives ended.”  He thought back to the way he’d won her before and smiled.  “Unless you still have feelings for me.  I can see how that would complicate a friendship.”
It took all of his control to hide his amusement when she stiffened.  Damn, she was cute.  And sexy and…everything he wanted in a woman.  Feisty and daring and strong and hot!  Plus, he enjoyed talking with her.  This afternoon had been wonderful.  It occurred to him suddenly that he’d never taken the time to get to know the women he’d been with over the past several years.  He wasn’t sure why that was, but with Cynthia, he didn’t just want to have sex with her, he wanted to know her.  
“I don’t have feelings for you,” she snapped. 
“Good.  Then have dinner with me tonight.”
“We just spent several hours together.  Why would you want to hang out with me tonight?”
“Because you’re fun to talk with and I don’t know anyone else in town at the moment.  So yeah, have dinner with me.  I’ll even buy.”
She rolled her eyes.  “You brought lunch for today.  I’ll buy dinner.”
“Great!  I’ll pick you up at six.”  And with that, he leaned forward, kissing her briefly.  He hadn’t planned on that, but it happened.  Just a quick peck and he pulled back.  
When he drove away, something else occurred to him.  She’d lifted her face up for his kiss.  It had been just as automatic for her as it had been for him.  
Grinning, he drove over to the hardware store, whistling as he thought about tonight.  

Chapter 11
 
“This is stupid!” Cynthia snapped, as she twisted around to pull the zipper up on her dress.  When the zipper was up, she straightened and looked at herself in the full length mirror.  Her hair was still wet from her shower and she didn’t have any makeup on.  Not that she was going to wear makeup tonight.  It was just Ryan and he was right, there was no reason they couldn’t be friends.  
Ignoring the kiss this afternoon, a kiss that she’d just…accepted.  Her lips hadn’t tingled after that brief kiss.  Nope!  Not even a little!  
“You are such a liar!” she told her reflection in the mirror.  
Grabbing her rarely used hair dryer, she flipped her hair over her head and dried her hair.  When she was finished, she had a massive halo of golden hair.  “That wasn’t what I’d intended,” she grumbled and started brushing, trying to calm her hair down so that it looked sleek and sophisticated.  And not as if she’d been trying to look nice.  
But she had too much hair and she’d dried it upside down.  At this point, there was no way she could tame it so she grabbed her curling wand and started to touch up the ends.  Just a little, she told herself.  Enough to make her hair look more casual.  Because this was just a casual date with a casual friend.  
“I can do this,” she whispered to the silent apartment.  
Grabbing mascara, she swished the wand over her lashes, blinking as she accustomed her eyes to the added weight.  “Might as well glam up,” she muttered, grabbing a touch of lipstick.  “Yeah, you look silly.”  Still, she grabbed the powder, dabbing a bit over her nose and chin.  Since she’d done all of that, she might as well add a bit of color to her nervously pale cheeks.  Grabbing the blush, she dabbed a touch to her cheekbones.  
Stepping back, she looked at herself in the mirror.  “Will he think I’m trying too hard?” 
She twisted and turned, trying to analyze her figure in the mirror.  
“I’m trying too hard.”
Her cell phone rang and she jumped at the sudden sound.  Looking at the caller, she gasped and raced to answer it.  “Eve?” 
“Hey lady!  What’s up?” Eve’s curiosity nearly poured through the phone.
“I need your help.  Remember that guy I told you about a long time ago?”
“Yeah, what’s his name?  Ryan something?”
“Yeah,” Cynthia replied, sitting down on her bed.  “Well, he’s back.”
“No way!  When?”
“Two days ago.  He left the Navy and is going to work here near town.”
“So, you’re going to be all over him and have lots of babies and enjoy wild, crazy, monkey sex with him, right?  Is he as good looking as he was before?  Oh no, is he married already?”  
“No to all of the above.”
“He’s not good looking?”
Cynthia put a hand to her forehead, trying to keep up with Eve.  “Um…Yes.  He’s good looking.  Even better than he used to be.  But…”
“Then he’s married?  Darn it!  He was the one for you!”
“No!  No, he’s not the one for me.”
“Of course he is,” she laughed.  “You used to talk about him like he walked on water.  And you’ve never gotten over him.  Admit it.”
Cynthia wasn’t admitting anything.  “The thing is, he’s back and he asked me out for dinner tonight.” She started speaking quickly for two reasons.  First, Ryan was due any moment and two, Eve would interrupt her again if she didn’t get everything out quickly.  “And I feel silly because I put makeup on and a dress!  I put on a dress!  And now I feel ridiculous and silly and I don’t know what to wear instead and…”
The doorbell rang at that moment and she stared at the door to her bedroom.  
“Is that him?  Go answer the door!  Call me when you come back tonight.  I want to hear everything!” And with that, Eve ended the call, leaving Cynthia without answers.  
Standing up, she smoothed her dress down and started walking to the door.  That’s when she realized she was still in her fluffy socks, the ones she wore whenever she wanted to be comfortable.  But fluffy socks didn’t really go with the pretty, floral dress so she hurried back into her room, grabbing the matching shoes.  
The doorbell rang again and she called, “Just a minute!” as she stuffed her feet into the shoes.  A quick glance in the mirror told her that she still looked silly, but she didn’t have a choice.  
As she hurried down the stairway, Cynthia muttered several different ideas on how she could get back at Eve for abandoning her in her time of need.  As she stood in front of the door, taking a deep breath, she thought about Eve’s words.  Was she still head over heels for Ryan?  Had she never gotten over him?  
Unfortunately, Cynthia didn’t have an answer to either of those questions because Ryan turned, looking directly at her through the door’s window.  The shock of his piercing blue eyes, the heat that was barely contained as his eyes moved down over her dress, the low cut of the neckline and then back up…it was as if a lightning bolt had struck her.  The heat was instant and intense and she backed up slightly. 
“Open the door, Cynthia,” he ordered, his voice low and commanding. 
Every part of her body reacted to that voice, boiling with awareness and…need.  
Reaching out, she pulled the door open.  It wasn’t locked.  No one locked their doors here in Minneville.  There was a flare of something other than heat for a moment, was it anger?  Cynthia wasn’t sure but as soon as the door started to open, he pushed it the rest of the way, making room for his broad shoulders.  She noticed that he almost had to duck as he stepped through the door because he was so tall, but she was more focused on his eyes.  His blue eyes had always entranced her, even before they’d started dating in high school.
“Why is this door not locked, Cyn?” he demanded, moving closer, crowding her in the narrow hallway.  
She backed up, pressing her shoulders against the wall behind her as she tilted her head back, needing to see his eyes.  
“Because…there’s no reason to lock doors around here.”
“Honey, you have cash in a safe!  Lock the damn door!”
She nodded, unwilling to argue about locking doors.  The new credit card system she’d purchased had cut down dramatically on the amount of cash coming through, but he wouldn’t know that.  
“You’re wearing makeup,” he commented.  
Had his voice become deeper? How was that even possible?
“Yes.  I just…,” she trailed off as he leaned forward, his hands pressed against the wall on either side of her head.  
“You are beautiful, Cyn.  Even more than in high school.”  His eyes moved lower.  “I like the dress.  It looks good on you.”
She smiled.  Or she tried to smile. She pressed her hands against the wall as well, focusing very intently on not reaching out to touch him.  Touching would be bad.  Touching had always led to…more touching in the past.  That had been fine in high school, but they were adults now.  Touching would be dangerous.  
“Thank you.  I wasn’t sure what to wear.”
“A dress is perfect.”  She could smell the minty freshness of his breath.  He must have brushed his teeth right before coming to pick her up and that realization only increased the need burning in her belly.  All of her girly parts were throbbing now, desperate for the release of her control.  She wanted to touch him.  She wanted to abandon all of her worries about…everything and simply revel in having Ryan touch her.  
So, she was startled when he pulled back.  Grabbing her hand, he tugged her out the door.  “We need to get out of here.”
“Why?” she asked, struggling to keep up with him. She’d slipped on high heels and it was hard to walk in them.  She was used to hiking boots or sneakers.  She only wore heels for the rare special occasion.  In Minneville, special occasions rarely required pretty shoes.  
He realized that he was walking too quickly and stopped, turning around.  “I’m sorry, Cyn,” and he lifted her into his arms, depositing her into the passenger seat of his Jeep.  “We can’t stay here.”  With that, he closed the passenger door and walked around to the driver’s seat.  
Cynthia shivered, as much from excitement that she could arouse Ryan as from the chill of the late winter air.  It was about twenty degrees outside now and her dress, while lovely, wasn’t particularly warm.  
He started up the Jeep, and glanced over at her legs.  With a grumble, he pulled the material of her dress lower over her legs, then sighed before pulling out of the parking lot.  
“I made reservations at a small place over in Rock Ledge,” he announced.  Rock Ledge was the next town over and was about the same size as Minneville. It had a few historic buildings, one of which had been converted into a pretty restaurant.  
“That sounds nice.” 
There was silence as he concentrated on the winding mountain road.  
“Talk to me, Cyn.  Or I’m going to keep thinking about your legs.”
She laughed and shifted.  If the material of her dress slid away from her legs, well, the material had a mind of its own.  She knew that he noticed as well because she was watching him watch her.  
“Sorry,” she mumbled and tugged the material back over her legs.  “What do you want to talk about?’ she asked.  
“I cleared out most of the debris in my house this afternoon.”
“Goodness, hiking in the morning and hard labor in the afternoon.  You’ve been a busy boy.”
He shrugged.  “Physical training in the Navy was pretty intense.  That’s probably the thing I miss the most.”
She looked at his shoulders and sighed.  “Yeah.  I can see that.”
He glanced at her and she lifted her eyes up to his.  He pulled his eyes quickly back to the road, but the tension inside the Jeep escalated by about one hundred percent.  
“We’re here,” he announced as he pulled into the parking lot.  “Thankfully,” he muttered, more to himself than to her.
When he pulled the door open, he looked at her with her arms wrapped around her waist and let out a slew of expletives.  Taking his winter coat off, he wrapped it around her shoulders.  “I didn’t let you grab your coat, did I?” he asked, smiling as he shook his head at himself.  
“You sort of hustled me out of the hallway, yes,” she teased.  
“Sorry about that.”  When she stood up, he grabbed both sides of the massive coat, holding her still.  “I’ll figure this friendship thing out.  Don’t give up on me, Cyn.”
Cynthia stared up at him, wondering what she should say.  Casual.  Friendship.  That’s what they were striving for.  
“Don’t look at me like that,” he growled, slamming the door closed behind her.  As they walked through the parking lot to the restaurant, he kept his arm around her, holding her against his side.  
Exactly where she wanted to be, she thought.  Yeah, this friendship thing wasn’t going to work.  
The restaurant was warm and cozy.  Since the building used to be a home, there were fireplaces on both ends of the room with low ceilings and rough wooden floors.  But the atmosphere was more upscale due to the white linen table clothes and the delicious smells.  
They were seated and handed menus.  The restaurant was small with a smaller menu, but the chef changed up the offerings every few weeks and used local produce whenever possible.  So the food was creative and delicious.  
Ryan ordered a bottle of wine and Cynthia relaxed now that they were around other people.  Safety in numbers, she thought wryly.  
“Okay, so talk to me.  Get my mind off of your dress and what may be under it.”  
Cynthia laughed, sipping her wine.  “There’s a new comedy club in Denver,” she announced, picking a topic at random.  
“Yeah?” he downed his entire glass of ice water.  “Have you been over to see any of the comedians?” 
“No.  Not yet.  I’ve just heard several of the customers talk about it.”
He took her ice water and downed that as well.  Cynthia couldn’t help feeling powerful when she noticed his eyes admiring the low cut of her dress again.  Was she playing with fire?  Probably.  But tormenting Ryan had always been second nature to her.  
Leaning forward, she talked about random things, that sensation of power increasing every time his gaze dropped below her face.  She noticed that he didn’t drink his wine, but the waiter filled the glasses of water up several times.  The meal was delicious and just as innovative as the reviews said. 
“I didn’t realize that this restaurant is one of Tony Itola’s,” she commented as the waiter cleared their dinner plates away.  “That meal was just as amazing as the reviews implied.”
“Yeah, my dad heard about this place a few years ago.”
She smiled, thinking that he looked tense.  “Doesn’t Itola live in Kentucky somewhere?” 
“I think so,” he muttered, pulling his wallet out of his pocket. 
“NO!  I’m paying for dinner tonight.  You brought lunch and…”
“Not happening, Cyn.  Deal with it,” he told her flatly.  
She laughed.  “You’re doing that on purpose, aren’t you?” 
He lifted an eyebrow, nodding to the waiter who took his credit card.  “As if you haven’t been all evening?” 
She blushed and leaned back in the chair.  “Okay, maybe a little.”
He was the one to lean forward this time.  “Oh, more than a little, Cyn.  You know what you’ve been doing and I always get payback.”
Yeah, she knew it. 
The waiter was efficient and brought their check back quickly.  Ryan signed the bill and stood up, taking her hand and leading her out.  The hostess had his coat ready for him and he grabbed it, wrapping it around Cynthia’s shoulders, not giving her time to slide her arms through.  He put a hand to the small of her back and led her out of the restaurant.  
“Ryan, I can’t walk that fast,” she told him, but couldn’t help smiling. 
“Sorry,” he muttered, but he didn’t slow down.  Once again, he scooped her into his arms and carried her to his Jeep.  
“You’re going to hurt your back doing that,” she muttered as he set her down in the passenger seat.
“Sure,” he rolled his eyes at her and shut the door. 
 
Ryan stepped into the Jeep, his eyes immediately drawn to her legs.  Unfortunately, this time they were covered up.  Taking a deep breath, he started up the engine and back out of the parking lot.  
“Talk to me, Cyn.  Otherwise, I’m going to start thinking about…”
“I need to refinish the wood floors at the bar,” she blurted, knowing exactly where his thoughts were heading.  Because hers were going in the exact same direction  
Friends, she reminded herself.  Casual friends.  
There was a long silence after her outburst but finally he responded.  “Why do you need them refinished?” 
“I think the place would look nicer.  The bar is stained from years of spills and muddy boots.  But my mom and I sanded down and refinished the floors upstairs in our apartment.  We rented one of those big sanders and wow,” she laughed, shaking her head at the memory, “that sucker was heavy.  It took both of us to get that thing up the stairs, one step at a time.  Then it took us almost all week to finish sanding those stairs.”
“So you don’t want to get into that effort again.”
She shrugged but he couldn’t see the gesture under his massive coat.  “I don’t really want to, but I’m trying to make small improvements to update the look.  The floors would be nice.”
“I’ll help you with the floors.”
Startled, she looked over at him.  “You will?” 
“Sure,” he replied, turning into her parking lot and pulling up to the back door.  “That’s what friends do.  Besides, I’m going to recruit you to help me clean up and renovate my place.  Seems only fair that I help you in return.”
She laughed at that comment.  “I suppose you’re right.  What are you changing at that old cabin?  From what I remember, it was pretty small.  Just one bedroom, wasn’t it?” 
“There are two rooms that were probably used as bedrooms at some point, but I think Old Henry used one of them for storage.  That was the worst room to clean up.  There was a lot of junk left in there.  But the cabin is structurally strong.  Stronger than what most people have today.  Henley built that place with his bare hands and he did a great job.  The corners are mitered better than anything I’ve ever seen.  The glass in the windows is gone, but glass panes are easily replaced. The stone fireplace is in a central location so it heats the area better than one might think.”
They were at her place now and she had no excuse to linger.  Her eyes dropped to his lips and she wondered if he was going to kiss her.  
When he finally turned to face her, she held her breath, startled by the intensity in his eyes.  “Come hiking with me tomorrow.”
She should say no.  They’d spent the whole day together and the tension between them burned.  But instead of the no, or offering a reason why she shouldn’t go, she heard herself whisper, “Okay,” and then smiled tentatively.  “I’d better get inside,” and she pulled the coat off. 
“Keep it.  I don’t want you walking through the cold.  Just…”
Cynthia laughed softly.  “Ryan, the door is ten feet away.  I guarantee that I won’t freeze to death before I get inside.  Besides, you’re heading to a cabin with no windows and no heat.  You need your coat.”
Before he could argue, she slipped out of the Jeep and ran inside.  Turning around, she made a big show of locking the door, watching him the whole time.  For a pregnant moment, they stared at each other through the glass.  Although, what she waited for, Cynthia wasn’t entirely sure.  Finally, she turned and headed up stairs.  

Chapter 12
 
Ryan woke with a start, jackknifing up as he looked around, assessing the situation.  About ten degrees.  Sleeping bag was still around him and he was on the hard floor.  Not great, but overall, he’d slept in worse situations.  
And Cynthia wasn’t with him.  
“Damn!” 
The hardest part of the night hadn’t been the cold, which the sleeping bag had kept at bay, or the hard floor.  It was the dreams of Cynthia.  Her legs kept flashing through his mind.  He couldn’t count the number of times he’d woken up, his body hard and aching, ready to pull her into his arms so he could make love to her.  
Wiggling out of the sleeping bag, Ryan ignored the painful cold and pulled on winter running clothes.  Five minutes later, he was out in the freezing air, running up the side of the mountain.  Every time Cynthia popped into his head, he pushed harder.  Needing the pain, he didn’t go around boulders, he climbed over them.  Careful to place his feet so that he didn’t slip, he pushed himself to the limit.  Faster.  Five miles in, he turned around, heading back down the mountain.  In some ways, going down was harder.  An upward climb pushed one’s lungs.  But a downward run pushed one’s upper thigh muscles.  
Ryan welcomed the pain.  He used it to channel his sexual frustration and focus his mind. He thought about last night, about the longing in Cynthia’s eyes right before she’d stepped out of his Jeep.  Hell, he hadn’t even walked her to the door.  What an ass!  He might be a jerk about not getting emotionally involved with the women in his past, but he’d always treated them with respect, always walked them to the door, and listened until they locked the door.  Well, he’d done so on the nights when he wasn’t inside with the lady in question.  He hadn’t lived the life of a monk since high school.  There had definitely been ladies.
Looking back, he realized that all of the women he’d dated had been either exactly like Cynthia, with long, blonde hair and longer legs.  Or they were the exact opposite of her; short with dark hair.  None had even come close to filling the void that Cynthia had left when she’d decided not to be home during his college breaks.  
Thinking about those ladies now, he realized that he’d been trying to find a substitute for Cynthia. 
Now, he was back and the real Cynthia was more alluring than ever.  When she smiled, he smiled inside.  When she talked, he couldn’t pull his eyes away from her lips.  When she’d leaned over last night during dinner, he couldn’t keep his eyes away from the creamy swells of her breasts.  Even now, he couldn’t remember what they’d talked about.  Well, except for offering to help her refinish her floors at The Bull Frog. 
When he got back to his cabin, Ryan immediately started a fire in the big, stone fireplace.  Almost immediately, the fire began to heat up the space.  He’d gutted the inside of the cabin, and installed a makeshift sink and microwave along with a small fridge.  He had electricity, but once he had the layout of the cabin ready, he would hire someone to come in and rewire the whole place.  Until then, he made do with what he had.  The shower was…rudimentary at best.  Again, he had running water, but the shower consisted of a massive blue tarp to keep the water from the showerhead from spraying everywhere.  A tiny mirror over a shelf helped him shave each morning.  
It was less than basic, but he wanted everything done right.  He started work with the National Park Service in a few days and, until then, he’d work on getting things fixed up inside.  Windows and insulation would be a priority.  But he also wanted to expand.  He imagined living here for a long time and that meant a place for kids.  Lots of kids.  If all of them had blond hair and brown eyes, he would consider himself a lucky man.  
Showered and shaved, Ryan pulled on jeans and more layers, prepared for another day of hiking.  Another day with Cynthia.  
No kissing, he told himself firmly.  In fact, he probably shouldn’t even touch her.  
Resolve set, he stepped out of his cabin, whistling as he made his way down the barely serviceable steps to his Jeep.  
 
Cynthia was ready when Ryan pulled up this time.  She’d made sandwiches and had two big thermoses of hot chocolate.  She hadn’t slept well again last night, thinking of Ryan and wondering what it would be like to make love with him.  This friendship crap was a bit harder than she’d anticipated.  Especially when every other thought was about him naked.  
Lifting her chin, she reminded herself that friendship was better.  Friendship lasted longer than romantic interests.  Friendship was good.  Romance was…painful.  
He pulled up and she grabbed her backpack.  She was just about to turn when she pulled the key out of her pocket and locked the door.  Contrary to what she’d told him yesterday, she really did lock the door all the time.  He was right, she had cash, not to mention alcoholic inventory.  She not only locked her doors, but she locked the liquor up at night and had two safes.  One was the safe everyone knew about and she initially stored the end-of-night cash in that safe.  But once everyone was gone, she moved the money to another safe, one that only she and her mother knew about.  
Minneville might be a relaxed, mountain town with very little crime, but she wasn’t stupid or irresponsible.  Teenagers had a tendency to want alcohol.  An unlocked door to a bar was an invitation for trouble.  Just as she protected her heart with multiple layers of protection, she protected her bar as well. 
“Ready?” he called out, taking her pack as soon as she reached the bottom of the stairs. 
“Ready!” she replied, smiling and eager to head back up into the mountains.  
He drove to a different place this time.  The day was much more relaxing and they walked silently either next to each other, or in line when the trail narrowed.  When they reached the end of the trail, she pulled off her pack and unloaded their lunch.  
“This looks nice,” he said, taking one of the sandwiches.  “I’m starving.”
She eyed his shoulders wistfully, wishing it was summer so they could go swimming in the creek.  That way, he’d have to take off his shirt and she’d get to look all she wanted.  
Unfortunately, summer was months away. 
“What are you thinking about?” he asked. 
She blushed and looked out at the view.  “Nothing.”
He laughed.  “No, that wasn’t a ‘nothing’ blush.  What was it?” 
She squinched up her nose.  “You don’t leave a lady any secrets, do you?” 
“Was it a secret thought?” 
“Perhaps,” she replied, lifting her shoulder slightly.  
“I’m intrigued.  Tell me.”
“I can’t tell you if it is a secret thought.  Then it wouldn’t be secret any longer.”
“It sounds fascinating.  I’m really curious now.”
He reached for the thermos at the same time she did.  At the first touch, they both froze, her eyes lifting to his. 
The awareness, that had been palpable yesterday, was back and stronger than ever.  She knew she should pull her hand away, but she stayed still, her fingers tangling with his.  
And that was all it took.  One moment, they were sitting on the blanket, having a peaceful lunch. The next moment, she was underneath him.  Cynthia had no idea if she moved towards him first, or if he pulled her close.  It didn’t really matter.  A fraction of a second later, she was kissing him, her fingers weaving into his hair as she arched closer to him.  She didn’t feel the hard ground or the cold air.  All she felt was Ryan and the warmth of his body.  Over and over, he angled his mouth to hers, deepening the kiss until she didn’t know where her body stopped and his started.  All she knew was that he tasted better than anything she’d ever tried before.  And she wanted more.  More of everything.  More kisses, more skin, just more.  
He lifted his head, both of them panting as they stared at each other.  
“It’s too cold to do this here,” he decided.  “Let’s go back to your place.”
She didn’t hesitate, sitting up even as she nodded her agreement.  Instead of packing everything carefully into her backpack, she stuffed the remnants of their lunch into the pockets.  He helped, grabbing the thermoses and stuffing them haphazardly into his.  
When they had everything packed up, he took her hand and led her hurriedly down the mountain.  The hike wasn’t pleasurable this time around.  It was frantic.  When they finally reached his car in record time, he tossed their packs into the back, then grabbed her, lifting her up to kiss her again.  She wrapped her arms around his neck, whimpering when his hands slipped underneath the multiple layers of clothing.  
“Home!” she gasped, pushing him in the direction of the driver’s side as she slipped into the passenger seat.  Ryan had the engine started even before she had her seatbelt connected.  They made it back to the bar, tires skidding on the gravel, and then he was out of his seat again, pulling her into his arms directly from the car.  
“Inside,” she gasped when his hand cupped her breast.  “Please.  Now!”
He took her hand again and pulled her to the door.  While she fumbled with the lock, he lifted her hair out of the way and nuzzled the skin along her neck, making it that much more difficult to focus on her keys.  But the lock finally clicked open, and they both stumbled inside, Ryan kicking the door closed behind him as he nudged her towards the stairway.  “Move!” he growled, practically dragging her up the stairs to her apartment.  
When they were finally there, he started pulling her clothes off.  “I need you naked, Cynthia.   Now!” He tugged her sweatshirt and undershirt over her head, tossing them onto the floor.  He did the same with his shirts as he backed up towards her bedroom.  
He started to move into the guest bedroom, but she laughed.  “This is my place now.  My mom lives in Florida,” and she took his hand, leading him into the master bedroom, which was bigger, but not by much.  Still, she had a queen-sized bed versus the full sized bed in the guest room, where her mother stayed if she ever came to visit.  
“I don’t care where, as long as there’s a bed and you’re naked,” he growled, pulling her against him.  While he kissed her, he efficiently dispensed with her bra, cupping her breasts, lifting them up as if testing the weight before curling his fingers around them, teasing her nipples. 
Cynthia closed her eyes, shivers running through her as he teased the tip, turning her nipple in his fingers before rubbing it until she squirmed.  
“More,” she pleaded, whimpering when he did it again.  
He laid her down on the bed, but didn’t follow her down.  Instead, he tugged her shoes and socks off, followed by her jeans and underwear.  When she was completely naked, he stopped and looked down at her, his eyes moving over every inch of her body.  And still, it wasn’t enough.  Taking an ankle in each hand, he pulled her legs open, the smile forming on his lips when she resisted for a moment.  But in the end, he won and her body heated up even more as he admired her.  Everywhere!
“Finally,” he sighed and lowered his head, kissing her as if she were his next breath!  
 
Every time he touched her or kissed her, it was as if he were setting her world on fire.  It was too much and yet, not enough.  Pulling him closer, she couldn’t stop shifting her hips, grinding against his hardness.  
His lips against her neck caused her to gasp, and she lifted her chin as her hands slid down over his shoulders and arms, then back up to trace the muscles in his chest.  Every curve and indentation was fair game.  He’d always been muscular in high school, but the difference between then and now was significant and fascinating.  
She needed to touch him everywhere, but…at that particular moment, his mouth latched into her breast, teasing the already hard nipple.  As the desire surging through her body, she couldn’t do anything more than just hang on while she tried to catch her breath.  Unfortunately, that was more difficult than expected, especially when his other hand moved to cup her other breast, his thumb and forefinger pinching her nipple ever so slightly, then harder before his mouth moved to that peak.  
Too many sensations, too much to process, so she just stopped trying and reacted, holding his head still against her breast.  His hair was short but soft against her fingers and she cried out, desperate for him to fill her up and give her the release they both needed.  Grinding against him, she tried to position her hips so that she could take him inside of her but he shifted lower, kissing her stomach.  
Cynthia was fully aware of his goal and shook her head.  “Please, no.  You don’t need to do that.”
His hands slid down her stomach.  “What if I want to do this?” he replied with a smile.  
“No.  I can’t,” she told him, cringing at the memory of the last time someone had tried.  “It just doesn’t work.  I don’t work that way.”
His curiosity was evident on his handsome features, which was always a bad thing.  Her stomach muscles tightened and she tried to inch backwards.  But he held her still. 
“So, you don’t like it when a man kisses you here?” he asked softly, his voice deepening as his fingers teased her slick folds.  “I want to taste you, Cyn.  I want to feel you climax against my tongue.”
“Please, I just…” his finger flicked against that sensitive nub and she gasped, her hips shifting to get away from that teasing finger.  “I’d prefer it if…we just get to the main event.”
He laughed, but then shook his head.  “Sounds like a challenge to me.  You know how much I love those.”
She tried to scoot back again but his hands were firm and held her in place.  “Just let me taste you, Cyn.  Just a small taste.  If I do something you don’t like, just tell me and I’ll stop, okay?” 
Her decision was made by his finger sliding into her heat as his thumb fluttered against that nub.  
“Fine,” she groaned, unable to stop her body from clenching at his teasing strokes.  “Just…get it over with.”
“That’s my girl.  Always so enthusiastic about everything.”  His laughter turned her on more than anything but she grabbed a pillow, trying to hide her face.  Or keep herself from watching him, wondering if he was going to be finished anytime soon.  
Then she felt his mouth against her and she gasped, shocked at the sensation.  The pillow went flying and she grabbed his head with one hand, the comforter with the other and…just held on.  Shock and awareness swirled with every stroke of his tongue.  He licked and sucked, teased and then started all over again.  She couldn’t believe how close he got her in almost no time at all!  
Cynthia couldn’t hold back.  He was completely in control and he took her right to the edge and then over as his fingers and mouth tutored her body in pleasure.  Her body throbbed and the sensations just kept going and going. 
When he finally pulled away, Cynthia forced air into her lungs, carefully uncurling now-stiff fingers from the comforter. 
“Sorry,” she whispered, still gasping as the lingering pulses of pleasure continued.  
“My pleasure,” he replied, and stood up, unzipped his jeans, tossing them over the end of the bed after pulling a condom from his pocket.  “But there’s more.”
She shook her head.  “That was enough,” she replied, staring up at his smug expression.  “That was better than I ever though it could be.”
His triumphant laugh caught her off guard, as did his hands pulling her close as he moved back between her legs.  “Oh, there’s so much more.”
Smiling, she wrapped her arms around his neck.  “This is all for you,” she whispered, lifting her hips when he pressed into her heat.  “Just…” she gasped, adjusting as he stretched unused muscles as he moved deeper into her body.  
“Shut up, Cyn,” he groaned as he started moving, thrusting deeper into her body with each movement.  He reached down with one hand to shift her hips slightly.  Cynthia’s eyes widened as this new angle pressed his body more perfectly against that nub.  A moment ago, she’d considered herself done and fully satisfied.  But this, feeling the new friction, her breath hitched in her throat as her need sparked back to life.  
“Ryan, I can’t…” 
“No more talking, Cyn.  Just move against me.  Shift however feels good.  Don’t worry about anything, just move and explore, honey.”
She looked up into his eyes, trying to figure out what he was saying.  She felt his hand against her hip and tried to figure out what he was doing to her.  But the way he moved, she couldn’t think very clearly.  
That’s when he shifted again, this time pulling her leg higher, giving him better access.  For a moment, she felt exposed and…vulnerable.  But then he moved against her and…!
“Ryan!” she gasped, her head thrown back as she lifted her hips, meeting each of his thrusts.  Over and over, he thrust into her, hitting her exactly where she needed him!  Her desire climbed higher and higher, reaching desperately for that release, worrying that it wouldn’t happen.  So when it did, when her body splintered into glorious sparkles of pleasure, she gasped, writhing against him in uninhibited pleasure, completely unaware of him or his needs as she enjoyed the most incredible climax, clinging to him as the only safe net in this tidal wave of beauty.  
 
Ryan was so attuned to Cynthia that he knew the exact moment that she started to climax.  Her breath caught in her throat, her body arched against him and then…He wanted to hold back, to enjoy this moment with her, but it was too much, her body pulling his release out of him and he could only hold her as the rush hit him.  Never before had anything felt so good and so right, so powerfully wonderful as it did with Cynthia.  
Collapsing afterwards, he pulled her against him as his body continued to throb with pleasure, the aftershocks coming in decreasing waves but still amazing.  
“Damn!” he muttered in a hushed voice, running slightly shaking fingers through her hair.  The braid had given up completely after that mind-altering experience.  
“Agreed,” she replied, breathless as her body shifted slightly.  Another aftershock hit him and he moaned, pulling her on top of him.  
“Let’s do that again.”  He kissed her as she giggled in surprise, rolling again so that she was beside him.  He didn’t want to let her go, but knew that he needed to pull out, afraid of leaks from the condom.  “I’ll be right back,” he kissed her lightly one more time before getting up and heading to the bathroom.  He took a moment to trash the condom, surprised at how good he felt.  Rinsing off, he looked in the mirror, expecting to find that his image had altered somehow.  He’d finally made love to Cynthia!  Damn, he felt…incredible!  He couldn’t remember ever feeling better. 
The covers were a complete mess, pillows had been tossed everywhere, scattered drunkenly across the floor. She was watching him, a drowsy smile on her beautiful features.  
Sliding into bed, he wrapped his arms around her, pressing her against his warmth.  “You okay?” he asked, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.  
“Yeah.  Better than okay,” she announced, punctuating that statement with a huge yawn.  
Ryan laughed, hugging her close.  “I wore you out, huh?”  Even as he said that, he felt his own body relax.  He wouldn’t nap.  He never slept during the day.  But maybe he’d just close his eyes for a moment and hold Cynthia while she slept.  He felt her leg slid over his and smiled before drifting off into a deep, sated sleep.  
With a gasp, Cynthia sat straight up, looking around.  She was alone.  The sunshine spilled in through her bedroom windows.  She had a blanket thrown over her and she smelled coffee.  He must have just left, she thought.  Rushing over to the window, she watched as Ryan’s Jeep pulled away.  
For a moment, she was devastated.  He’d left her?  After last night, he’d just…
She noticed the note by the coffee maker and sighed with relief. 
“Thanks for last night,” she read out loud.  “I didn’t want the gossips to see my Jeep parked outside until we had an understanding.”  Cynthia smiled, a warm sensation filling her at both his thoughtfulness as well as the hope that there would be an “understanding” between them.  
Nothing significant, she told herself, as she poured herself a cup of coffee.  But it would be nice to repeat last night.  She could definitely handle another night like that.  
The buzzer at her back door sounded and Cynthia looked at the clock.  “Deliveries!” she gasped.  With a spurt of energy, she raced to her bedroom and pulled on some clothes before rushing downstairs.  
“Sorry!” she yanked open the kitchen door to the beer delivery guy.  “I was asleep,” she explained, pushing her hair out of her eyes. 
“No problem, Cynthia,” the delivery guy replied as he tilted the handcart down, pushing several cases of the local brews into the kitchen.  “You doing okay?’ he asked, peering curiously at her after unloading the cases and handing her the invoice.  
“Absolutely,” she replied, counting the boxes on her kitchen floor to compare that number against the invoice.  She signed quickly, and handed the clipboard back to the man.  “Why?”
“Well, you’re always waiting for me when I drive up and you look a bit flushed today.  I’m just…you’re not coming down with anything, are you?  I mean, lots of people are.  It’s just…you’ve never gotten sick that I know of.”
Cynthia laughed, feeling glorious today.  “Oh, I’ve been sick, but my colds have never been too bad.  But I am sorry for being late.  It won’t happen again.”  She crossed her fingers after saying that, hoping that it was true.  Or hoping that she wouldn’t be late, but that last night would happen again.  And again.  And again!  
Goodness, she wanted to call Ryan right now and ask him to come over.  She didn’t even care if the whole town saw his Jeep in her parking lot!  How crazy was that?  After her father’s humiliating departure, she’d worked hard to keep her name out of the gossip passed around in the small town.  But after last night…she didn’t care!  Not even a little!  Let them talk!  She’d just laugh, and throw herself into Ryan’s arms again.  
For the rest of the day, she walked around in a happy daze, going through the normal routine of getting The Bull Frog open for business while smiling like an idiot.  Annie arrived a few hours before opening to help out, sweeping and cleaning, pulling the chairs down from the tables.  
As she walked over to unlock the doors, she frowned quizzically over her shoulder at Cynthia.  “Okay, what’s going on?’ she asked, one hand resting on the door, the other on her hip.  
Cynthia looked up from stacking the clean glasses behind the bar.  “What do you mean?” 
“You’re smiling and humming.  You’re in too good of a mood and it’s irritating.” 
Cynthia stared at her friend and co-worker.  Technically, Annie was an employee, but they’d worked together for so long, Cynthia hadn’t ever pulled the “boss” card.  Besides, Annie was about twenty years older than Cynthia and the customers adored her.  Without Annie, this place couldn’t run.  
“I’m not allowed to be in a good mood?” she asked, using a clean towel to polish the glasses.  
Annie snorted inelegantly.  “You’re always in a good mood, honey.  This is…you’re freaking me out,” she grumbled, then turned to unlock the door as their first two customers walked in, immediately followed by a large group of hikers, both men and women who laughed and stomped their hiking boots clean on the rough carpeting right outside the doorway.  
And so it began.  Wednesday nights weren’t busy, but The Bull Frog was only one out of two places to buy a drink and some greasy appetizers.  It was also less formal than the hotel right outside of town, and easier to get to from the various rental cabins spotting the mountain roads. 
About nine o’clock, Ryan walked in.  As soon as he came through the doorway, Cynthia felt the air shift and looked around.  Their eyes clashed and her stomach tightened with the heated promise in his eyes.  
Purposely, he walked over to her, bracing his hands wide against the wooden bar top and leaning in close.  “I want a repeat of last night,” he murmured, his eyes promising more of the same.  
“I do too,” she whispered breathlessly.  
“Good.  I’ll hang out over in the corner,” he put some cash down on the bar.  “Can I get a beer?” 
She laughed, excitement tingling through her as she nodded.  “You can get a beer,” and she grabbed a glass.  “But there is no way I’m charging you for it.”  
He winked and took the beer mug, settling into the corner of the bar, leaving the cash beside her.  When he sat down, his eyes followed her and she blushed, trying to remember that she had other customers.  
“Now I get it,” Annie commented softly as she stepped behind the bar, pouring a pitcher of beer for the table by the window.
“What?” 
“Why you’ve been walking around all night with that silly grin on your face,” she replied.  “I’d be smiling too if a guy like that wanted me!” And she walked away, chuckling at her joke.
Cynthia’s eyes moved back to Ryan’s, but he was watching Annie.  For that brief moment, Cynthia let her eyes linger, enjoying just looking at him.  He was such a handsome man.  So strong and powerful.  She remembered the way his muscles felt under her hands last night and sighed, thinking about how much she wanted to do it all again tonight.  
The slow curl of his lips told her that he was thinking along the same lines and…his eyes dropped lower.  Suddenly, Cynthia was painfully aware of her aching nipples.  She sighed, pulling her eyes away and reached for the sweatshirt she wore during the times when the bar wasn’t warmed by the crowd. 
“You go girl!” Annie muttered as she passed by, having cleared several of the tables.  Annie hurried into the kitchen and Cynthia heard her running the glasses through the dishwasher.  The other customers stood up, waving goodbye as they headed out.  
It was just the two of them now.  
Ryan stood up and walked over to the bar.  “What do you do to close up each night?” he asked. 
“You don’t…” she started to say, but his eyebrows shot up and she stopped, a smile forming as she realized that his help would get the closing process completed faster.  
“The tables are already cleaned.  I just need to put the chairs on top of the table and sweep.”
“I’m on it,” he announced.  
With Ryan’s help and her determination to finish quickly, the bar was cleaned up and everything put away in record time.  Annie didn’t linger tonight either.  As soon as the last glass was put away, she grabbed her purse and headed out.  “You kids be good!” she said as she locked the door and pulled it closed behind her. 
Ryan flicked the light switch, leaving them into darkness.  
“Did you have a good day?” she asked, holding her breath as she backed away from him.  But she smiled, excitement building as he walked towards her.  
“I installed windows and some guys came to install the foundation for the addition.”  
 “That sounds like significant progress.”
He nodded.  “It is.  Now my place won’t be ten degrees at night.”
She laughed.  “That’s definitely progress.”
“Are you going to keep backing away from me?” he asked.  
She stopped, suddenly realizing what she was doing.  “I’ve stopped.”
His eyes heated up and, like a flash, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her in close.  “I missed you today,” he growled a moment before he kissed her.  Cynthia kissed him back, not even coming up for air as he lifted her off her feet.  She simply wrapped her legs around his waist and held on.  With every step he took, her body rubbed against his, the denim increasing the friction slightly.  The charge lit up her body in new ways and she wanted clothes gone.  His and hers!  Fast!  She tugged at his shirt, wanting it off but she wasn’t strong enough so she gave up on trying to get it out of the way and slid her hands underneath.  When her fingers found warm skin, she sighed with happiness.  
“Cyn, I can’t…!” he growled, shaking his head as he pressed her back against the wall.  “Can’t wait, honey!” he told her and set her down on the first stair leading up to her apartment.  He divested her of her shirt, then her bra, then his mouth was there, tormenting her breasts as he pushed her jeans down, then lifted her out of them as he carried her up the rest of the way to her apartment.  
They didn’t make it to a bed.  Instead, he sat her down on the small kitchen table, unzipped his jeans and held onto her hips as he pressed eagerly into her.  “Damn, Cyn!” he groaned.  “You feel…!” he looked down at her and realized what he’d just done.  Pulling out, he muttered several expletives as he pulled a condom out of his back pocket.  Rolling it down, he glared at her as she chuckled.  
“You’re not helping,” he groaned when she slid her hands up and down his chest, her thumbs skimming teasingly over his flat, male nipples. 
“Do you need help?” she asked, her tone feigning innocence.  
“Your cooperation would be much appreciated!” he snapped.  Finally, it was on and he grabbed her hands, putting them up on his shoulders as he gripped her hips and pressed into her heat again.  
Cynthia was about to say something, but at his invasion, words were lost.  She couldn’t say anything as she shifted and stretched, loving every moment of him coming into her like this.  “More,” she whispered, arching her back, taking all of him finally.  
He started moving slowly, but the tension had been building for too long.  “Faster,” she whispered, lifting her hips up even as her hands moved to his arm, pulling him against her with every thrust.  
“Yes!” she cried out when he started moving exactly as he had last night.  With every thrust, he pressed against that nub, over and over again.  Exactly right and she leaned back, arching into his thrusts until…!  
“Oh Ryan!” she cried out, closing her eyes as the waves hit her.  She was vaguely aware of him thrusting several more times, each thrust increasing her pleasure further.  And then she heard his growl and…he stilled, his arms tightening as his release poured through him.  
When it was all over, he lifted his head, breathing hard as he looked down at her.  “This is crazy,” he commented.  
Slowly, she released his arm, stretching her fingers out.  “I agree,” she sighed and collapsed against the table.  Looking up, she realized where they were and started laughing.  
“What’s so funny?” he asked, pulling the band out of her hair, releasing the braid so he could run his fingers through her blond locks.  
“We’re on my table!” she gasped, still laughing.  That amusement only increased when he looked around, the stunned expression on his features telling her that he hadn’t realized where they were either.  
 “Good table,” was all he said before pulling out of her.  He walked over to the kitchen trash, tossing the condom out before turning back to her.  “Think you’re going somewhere?” he asked, watching her look around for something to cover herself with.  Her clothes were on the stairs, possibly even downstairs in the bar.  
“Um…I wasn’t…” she squealed when he walked over and tossed her over his shoulder, fireman style.  “Ryan!  What are you doing?!” she laughed, pounding his back, as he ducked into her bedroom.  “You can’t…”
He flipped her over and Cynthia landed on her bed and the laughing began again.  “Nice caveman tactics,” she teased.  
He stood up and pulled his jeans off.  She lifted up onto her elbows and watched, enjoying the spectacle.  
“Part of my SEAL training.” 
“Really?” Cynthia was intrigued. “Why would you need to…?”
“Hostage rescue,” he nuzzled her throat.  “Now, let’s try that all over again, but slower, shall we?” and he lowered himself until he was hovering over her.  “A lot slower!”

Chapter 13
 
Cynthia stared at the plastic strip, willing the news to be negative.  She was a week late but…perhaps she’d miscalculated.  She wasn’t particularly vigilant about her cycles, mostly because she didn’t need to be.  They were regular and usually her body gave her signals that her period was coming.  A backache, a few cramps and Cynthia knew that the next day, it would arrive.  
But she’d felt nothing.  Not a thing!  No cramps.  No backache.  Nothing!  
While perched on the toilet seat cover, she pulled up her calendar on her phone.  Flipping back through the weeks, she tried to remember what had been happening during her last period.  Surely she’d been doing something significant.  But looking back, she realized that all of her weeks had been pretty much the same.  
Until Ryan had come back to town.  
Flipping further back, she looked at the previous month and…froze.  
She wasn’t two weeks late.  She was six weeks late!  
“Oh no!” she whispered, her whole body going numb.  “Six weeks?  That’s impossible!  I can’t be six weeks late!”
She flipped again, looking for some clue that she’d had a period during the previous month.  Ryan had arrived back in town about seven weeks ago.  And yes, she’d had her period the week before.  Which meant…!
Looking at the stick, she blinked as she registered the very vibrant plus sign in the small window of the pregnancy stick!  
“No!” she whispered frantically, shaking her head as if that might banish the positive sign on the plastic strip.  “Please, please no!”
She’d driven all the way to the Denver suburbs to buy the test, not wanting anyone in town to know.  There were many advantages to living in a small town and she loved this community, but no way did she want them to know that she was pregnant!  Even buying the pregnancy test at the local shop down the street would announce to the world that she suspected she was pregnant and…
Can’t really say that she suspected anymore when the confirmation was staring her in the face.  
“No!” she whispered again.  “This can’t be happening!”
Standing up, she stumbled out of the bathroom and into the kitchen.  But as she tried to make herself a cup of tea, she fumbled the kettle because her hands were shaking so badly.  
The phone rang, causing her to jump and spin around, almost tripping over herself as she reached for her phone.  Looking at the caller, Cynthia sighed with relief when she realized that it was her mother calling from Florida.  She couldn’t handle talking to Ryan right now, not sure what she could say to him.  They hadn’t talked about the future.  In fact, they’d avoided all conversations about any kind of a future, even going so far as to not commit to the spring festival being held next week in the next town over.  Neither of them wanted to talk about what might happen in the future. 
In Cynthia’s mind, he was here only for a short period of time.  He could move on to another assignment with the National Park Service, but her life was here in Minneville.  Her job, her friends, her work…everything was here.  She couldn’t just pick up and leave like he could.  
“Mom?” she asked when she pressed the answer button.  
“Honey, are you…?”
“Mom, what’s wrong?” she asked, the panic over her recently revealed pregnancy banished as her mother’s scratchy voice came over the line.  
“I’m fine, honey.  I just have a cold.  I’m calling to check in with you.”
Cynthia relaxed slightly.  Looking around, she spotted the box from the pregnancy test laying in the middle of the hallway.  She must have kicked it out from the bathroom when she’d stumbled a few minutes ago.  
“I’m doing well, Mom,” she lied.  She wasn’t well.  She was pregnant!  
More coughing and Cynthia’s mind started working frantically.  “Mom, that doesn’t sound like a cold.  What’s going on?” 
Her mother laughed softly.  “Oh, well, I’m getting old, dear.  It takes my body a bit more time to recover from a virus.  But don’t worry about me.  I’ll be good as new in a few days.”
Cynthia was skeptical.  “How’s the weather in Florida these days?” 
“Sunny and beautiful.  Now that hurricane season is over, everyone relaxes a bit.”
“I can imagine,” she replied, but then another coughing fit, worse than the last one, took over the conversation.  Cynthia waited until her mother could breathe again before speaking.  
“Mom, I’m closing the bar and coming to take care of you.  This is more than just a cold.  Have you been to the doctor?” 
“No need, dear.  The doctors can’t do much for me when it’s just a virus.  But I’d love to see you, dear.  I spoke to Eve yesterday.  She said she might call you about coming out to the mountains again.  She’s looking for a new challenge and I told her the mountains were the perfect opportunity for her.”
Eve laughed.  “She never did get up to the top of the mountain when we worked at the ski resort.  And during the summers she worked here with us, she’d never get close to the edge of the rocks.  She hates heights.”
“Well, you know Eve.  She’ll probably be calling you, ready to explore the Rockies with her new camera.”
Cynthia laughed, relieved to have something to think about other than her mother’s cold or…ugh!
Another coughing fit and her mother sighed.  “Honey, I’m going to go lie down for a while.  I’ll talk to you soon, okay?” 
Cynthia said goodbye, knowing in her gut that that something was wrong. 
A moment later, her phone rang and Cynthia smiled as she answered Eve’s call.  “Hey there!  I was just talking about you with my mom!”
Eve laughed.  “Your mother is amazing.  But she doesn’t sound good.”
Cynthia closed her eyes as worry almost overwhelmed her.  “You heard it too?’ 
“Oh yeah.  Hard to miss since she can barely finish a sentence without a coughing fit.”
With that news, Cynthia made a decision. 
“I hate to ask but…”
Eve inhaled sharply at her best friend’s words.  “Don’t you dare!  You know your mother is almost as important to me as she is to you.  I’m packing now and will be there by tomorrow!”
Cynthia sniffed, leaning against the wall.  “Thank you!” she whispered with heartfelt appreciation.  
“Cyn, I know you’re worried about your mom.  So get packed.  Don’t worry about anything.  I’ve spent many a summer working at your place so I know the ins and outs of The Bull Frog.  I can handle everything for as long as you need.  I have my equipment and can work from anywhere.  Just take care of Aunt Mona, okay?”
“Thanks, Eve,” Cynthia said with heartfelt emotions choking her.  
With that decision made, she packed.  As she grabbed jeans and shirts, stuffing them into her bag, her hand fluttered over her still-flat stomach.  She was pregnant!  Wow!  This was going to change her whole life!  
The doorbell rang and she looked around, startled to realize that it was mid-afternoon.  Ryan!  He’d be coming by to pick her up for dinner tonight!  They were…well, they’d probably stay in, she thought.  It happened too often.  Until now, she’d preferred dining in instead of going out to eat.  Ryan loved to cook and Cynthia loved…well, she loved spending time with Ryan, even if it was in bed instead of going out.  Not that they made it to the bed every time.  She glanced over at the table and then the wall where…and the sofa.  As soon as they touched, Cynthia was wild for him, needing his touch and his lovemaking with an intensity that scared her.  
When he left the next time, it would be harder than in high school.  Harder and…well, devastating.  She didn’t want to think about that.  If she thought about Ryan going off to another job, she’d just…she’d break down and she simply didn’t have time for that right now.  Her mother was sick and she had a baby on the way.  
A baby! 
The doorbell rang again and she pushed the thought aside.  She turned, ready to rush down the stairway to answer the door but paused and turned, glancing behind her.  The pregnancy test box was still there, sitting in the middle of the hallway.  She rushed over and grabbed it, stuffing it into the garbage.  
Focus on Mom, she told herself as she made her way down the stairs.  Sure enough, Ryan stood outside the back door.  She saw only his profile as he looked out at the woods.  Goodness, he was so handsome he took her breath away!  So rugged and strong and…invincible!  
Did he want kids?  Since they never brought up the future, discussing children hadn’t even occurred to her.  A baby.  The thought wasn’t nearly as scary as it had been an hour ago.  
Okay, that was a lie. 
Ryan turned, seeing her through the doorway and her stomach muscles tightened with the look he gave her.  The smile, the change in the way he stood told her what he was thinking about.  
An hour ago, she would have smiled right back and invited him inside.  But now…her hand drifted slightly toward her stomach. 
Pulling open the door, she spoke before he could pull her into his arms and make her weak.  She had to be strong right now.  Her mother needed her and…well, Cynthia needed time to come to terms with the realization that she was pregnant.  Six weeks pregnant!  
“I just spoke to my mom and I have to fly to Florida.”
Ryan froze, his hands resting on her waist as if he were about to pull her close.  “Your mother?” 
“Yes.  I just got off the phone with her. She’s coughing badly.  My friend Eve said the same thing.  Eve is coming here to take care of the bar, but I have to hurry.  I have to…”
“Go get packed,” he ordered.  “I’ll drive you to the airport.”
Cynthia hadn’t expected support from him.  She’d anticipated an argument. She had to shake her head slightly to catch up.
“I haven’t booked a flight yet.  I don’t know…”
“Go pack,” he pulled his phone out of his pocket.  “I’ll take care of the flight.”  
She blinked, surprised.  That boded well, right?  He wasn’t afraid of…well, was Ryan afraid of anything?  She doubted it.  He was so strong. 
“Hurry, honey,” he ordered, touching the small of her back as he flipped through the flight options.  “There’s a flight in two hours.  If you get your stuff packed in the next few minutes, I can get you to the airport with enough time to check in and you can grab something to eat before your flight boards.”
Grateful tears sprang to her eyes.  Blinking frantically, she lifted up on her toes, intending to kiss his cheek. But he anticipated her move and shifted, kissing her lips and lingering for a moment.  
“You taste so good,” he growled.  But then pulled back, shaking his head.  “No time.  Go!” and he pushed her gently towards the stairway.  “I’ll call Annie and make sure she can be here Wednesday to help your friend.  If you think of anything else, just text me or call me and I’ll take care of it.”
Cynthia turned, running up the stairs as that silly L-word floated into her head.  She wasn’t in love with Ryan.  This was just a fling.  A way to finish what they’d started so many years ago with a more satisfying ending.  
Those last three words weren’t helping, she thought, thinking of Ryan’s broad shoulders and how much she could really get used to relying on them for support.  And a whole lot of other things, she thought, pulling the zipper closed on her suitcase.  
“I’m ready,” she announced, closing the suitcase.
Ryan stepped into her bedroom and took it from her, lifting it as easily if it were empty.  “Grab your purse, and we’ll get on the road.  I’ll let Mack know what’s going on.”
Cynthia didn’t understand why he needed to check in with the sheriff, other than the fact that they were both law enforcement officers.  But in different jurisdictions, so what…?  
She didn’t have time to figure that out.  Rushing out the back door, she jumped into the passenger seat while he effortlessly stowed her heavy suitcase into the back.  A moment later, they were off.  
She texted her mother her flight information and tried to convince Ryan to let her repay him for the plane ticket.  He shot her a look that caused her to laugh.  Every few minutes, she thought about something she needed to text to Annie or Eve, about orders or the accounting, the cases of beer that were scheduled to be delivered or the new wine she’d wanted to try and had ordered, but…there were so many details, her mind was spinning.  
“Here you go,” Ryan said, pulling up outside of the airport departures door.  
He stepped out and took her bag from the trunk, setting it onto the ground.  Cynthia was concerned about checking in and making it to her flight on time, but Ryan stopped her with a touch.  A moment later, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.  It wasn’t a light kiss either.  It was one of those mind-boggling, earth shaking, knee trembling kisses that left her breathless. 
The whistle from the airport security officer startled her and she jerked backwards.  “You need to hurry,” he said, a smug look to his handsome features.  
Darn him!  He knew exactly what he did to her!  He knew that she wanted to throw herself right back into his arms and beg for more!  
Instead, she turned and headed into the airport, hurrying through check in and running the last few yards to her flight.  The rest of the passengers had already settled into their seats when she boarded the plane and she slumped into her seat, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do now.  
Ryan was…he was…amazing.  But he’d grow bored with his job and she’d be left behind with a baby.  
Yeah, Cynthia was fully aware of the limitations of her relationship with Ryan.  Even so, it was painful to keep her emotions out of the relationship.  Especially when he was so sweet and supportive.  He hadn’t hesitated to help her when she’d told him she needed to see her mother.  He’d simply sprung into action.  No questions asked.  
Staring blankly at the seat in front of her, she wondered what was really going on with her mother.  And Eve.  Why was Eve so eager to come out and run The Bull Frog?  Was Eve okay?  
Or was she making up problems so that she didn’t have to think about her own problem?  Cynthia stroked her stomach.  A baby.  The idea still hadn’t sunk into her brain.  A baby.  What would that mean?  If she was six weeks pregnant now…she’d have the baby in late summer?  Early October? 
Leaning back against the seat, she closed her eyes and pushed the questions from her mind.  She was tired and achy and…she wanted to feel Ryan’s arms around her again.  She loved the power in his arms, in his body, and the gentle way he held her at night.  It was as if he worried that he might hurt her.  
He wouldn’t, she thought with a smile.  He’d never hurt her.  At least, not physically.  The man was a gentle giant and so sweetly considerate that it made her heart ache at times.  Oh, and the times he wasn’t considerate…like when he was in bed and torturing her body with desire…she shivered and wanted to curl into a ball because her body screamed to feel that again.  
After she told him about the baby, would he…would he run away?  Would he vanish and never see her again? 
Her eyes popped open with that question.  Of course Ryan wouldn’t abandon her.  He wasn’t that kind of a man!  He was good and kind, responsible and…
She sighed and closed her eyes again, willing her mind to shut down.  She needed to relax and figure things out rationally.  Her mental arguments weren’t rational. 
Hours later, the plane touched down in Miami, Florida and she hurried through the airport.  Grabbing her suitcase, she nodded to the taxi stand guy who immediately lifted his arm, bringing the next available cab to the curb.  Jumping into the backseat, she gave the driver her mother’s address, then watched as the landscape zipped by.  Florida was so different from Colorado.  Even the smells were different.  The feel of the air was steamy, almost wet and the smell…she sniffed and smiled at the slight tang of ocean breeze…mixed with car exhaust.  
Hmmm…car exhaust.  Not good for the baby, she told herself.  
Thankfully, the taxi pulled up to her mother’s small house before Cynthia could start to worry about the baby.  She paid the cab driver and walked into her mom’s house, startled by what she found.  
The normally tidy house was an absolute mess!  Her initial thought was that someone had broken in and ransacked the house, but when she peered over the small family room, she spotted her mother lying on the sofa, a blanket wrapped around her.  She was shivering and sweating, and far too pale. 
“Mom?” Cynthia cried, dumping her bags as she rushed over to her mother’s side. Feeling her forehead, Cynthia shook her head, she was burning up.  “Mom, we’re going to the hospital,” she helped her mother sit up and wondered if it might be better to call an ambulance.  
“I’m fine,” Mona replied, but then started coughing.  Cynthia could see that it hurt when her mother coughed.  
“We’re going.  Come on.  You can either let me help you to the car, or I’m calling the paramedics,” she said firmly.  “Your choice, Mom.”
“I don’t need any…” she couldn’t finish the sentence because she started coughing again.  Cynthia wished that Ryan were here.  He could simply lift her mother up into his arms and carry her to the car.  
“We’re going,” Cynthia helped her off of the sofa.  
“Really, dear, I’m fine,” but she didn’t sound convincing as she moaned in pain.  
“Right.  Let’s go,” and she helped her mother walk through the kitchen and out to the garage.  Her mother’s small SUV was parked askew, more evidence that her mother was worse off than she’d admitted.  
She settled her mother into the vehicle, and rushed back into the kitchen to grab her mother’s keys.  As soon as she pulled up outside of the entrance to the emergency room and started to help her mother out of the car, a nurse appeared with a wheelchair, ready to help.  “Someone is having a rough day,” the nurse commented, smiling sympathetically and Cynthia’s heart melted for the woman’s compassion and strength.  
Cynthia parked and, by the time she was back inside, her mother had already been hooked up to an IV and the doctor was examining her.  
“Good thing you brought her in,” the doctor said, writing something down on the chart.  “She has pneumonia.  I need to get her down for an x-ray to confirm, but I suspect that she also has a few cracked ribs from coughing.  It could just be muscle strain, but from the way she’s holding her abdomen, I think it’s the ribs.”  She wrote down several more notes, and glanced at Cynthia.  “How long has she been like this?” 
Cynthia rubbed her forehead.  “I don’t know.  I spoke to her on the phone last week and she was fine.  Then when I called her this morning, she sounded horrible so I jumped on a flight.”
The doctor nodded.  “Good thing you did.  From the sound of things, she has some fluid in her lungs.”  She wrote a few more words.  “I’m putting her on some medicine that will help her breathe and ease the strain on her lungs.  We’ll run a few more tests to see what else is going on.”
Cynthia looked at her mother who had always been strong and capable.  Mona appeared small and fragile with an IV in her arm and an oxygen mask over her face.  She looked so pale and worn out.  
“Let’s get her down for those x-rays.”  The doctor handed the chart to the nurse.  Immediately, two orderlies came and prepared her mother’s bed to be rolled away.  
Cynthia’s cell phone rang.  “Hello?” 
“You okay?  You didn’t text me that you’d arrived.  Your plane landed over two hours ago.”
Ryan!  Oh, just hearing his voice made her feel a bit better! 
“I’m sorry,” she said, watching worriedly as the nurse attached a new IV bag to her mother’s bed before they rolled it down the hallway.  “I’m at the hospital with my mom.  She has pneumonia and the doctor is running some other tests.  She might have a few broken ribs from coughing and they don’t know what else.”
There was a pause, then Ryan said, “I’m so sorry, Cyn.  I can be there for you in a couple of hours.  Just let me…”
“No!” Cynthia yelped, her hand fluttering to her stomach.  She realized how harsh that sounded and closed her eyes.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I don’t mean to snap.  Just…let me figure out what’s going on with my mom right now and I’ll call.  Okay?”
“Okay, but let me know if you need anything.”
“Can you watch out for my friend?  Eve is coming to help out at The Bull Frog.  She’s worked there before so she knows what to do.  She’ll also stay at my place.”  She thought about Eve and how the men seemed to flock to her.  “Just…watch out for her, okay?  Don’t let anyone hurt her?”
“I’m on it,” he assured her.  “Call me when you know more, okay?”
“I will,” she promised.  

Chapter 14
 
Three days later, Cynthia woke to the feeling of someone stroking her hair.  Jerking awake, Cynthia looked up to find her mother awake.  “Mom!” she gasped, sitting up abruptly, then wincing when the pain in her neck and her back made itself known.  Three nights of sleeping in a chair next to her mother’s hospital bed wasn’t good for one’s muscles and joints.  
“How long have I been out?” Mona asked softly.  
Cynthia eyed her mother’s features carefully.  There was more color to her lips and cheeks now, and her eyes didn’t look like she was in pain.  
“A while,” she told her mother.  “Too long.”   She lifted her mother’s hand to her cheek.  “Don’t do that again, Mom.  I can’t lose you!”
Her mother smiled weakly.  “I’m sorry, honey.  I didn’t think I was that sick.”
“You still are sick, Mom.  And you have three broken ribs, which they’ve bound but that’s probably making it harder for you to breathe.”
“Oh.  So that’s why it hurt so much to cough,” she teased.  
They talked for several minutes but the nurse came in and smiled.  “Someone must be feeling better,” she observed, her eyes moving over the monitors.  “Your blood oxygen levels are better.”
Mona tried to sit up, but the pain in her chest made that impossible.  The doctor arrived a half hour later and explained what was going on, the medical treatments she would need over the next few days, and how long it would take to recover.  Cynthia mentally noted everything, trying to remember it all so she could nurse her mother back to health. 

Chapter 15
 
Ryan pounded the nail into the board.  Then another.  And another.  Frustration was gnawing at him and he wasn’t sure how to handle it.  
“I think the board is attached,” a voice came from behind him.  
Ryan swung around, ready to take on anyone who might even slightly piss him off.  He hadn’t spoken to Cynthia in over a week.  He knew that she was worried about her mom, but a text would be nice.  Anything that might give him a head’s up that Cynthia hadn’t died.  
Relaxing his hold on the hammer, he carefully lowered it to the new floor.  “What do you want?” he asked Mack.  
“I came by to help.  In fact, I brought more muscle.”  At that moment, Mack’s two brothers stepped up onto the wood porch that Ryan had finished around midnight.  
“Looks amazing,” Brant praised, glancing admiringly at the new walls and floors that Ryan had done over the past several weeks.  
Reid, the oldest of the Jones brothers, nodded his head as well.  “You’ve done some amazing work here.  When we were here a while ago, this was just a broken shell of a house.”
Ryan looked around, mentally noting various tasks he needed to get done.  There was progress, but still a lot more to do.  “I know.  I’ve been basically camping out here.  Thanks for helping me get the new walls built before that big snowfall last week.”
“It was a great time,” Brant said, buckling his tool belt around his waist.  “What do you want us to work on today?” 
Ryan looked around, thought about telling the three that he didn’t need help.  He wanted to be alone and pound nails out of frustration.  But that was ridiculous and pointless.  He needed to get this house finished before Cynthia came back.  If she ever came back!  Her being gone was starting to feel like the last time, when he’d come back from college for winter break and she’d gone off to avoid him.  
But why the hell would she avoid him now?  Things had been going so well!  Damn, he could still feel her in his arms, the way she sighed in her sleep, curling into him.  Every night after that hike on the first day, they hadn’t been able to keep their hands off each other.  And damn it, she couldn’t even claim that it was just sex!  It wasn’t just sex!  Yeah, the sex had been amazing.  Mind blowing!  Incredible!  
But they’d talked too.  They’d laughed and talked and debated about everything!  Sure, they had their different opinions, but none were deal breakers.  He liked beer, she preferred wine or cocktails.  Their décor style was different too, but he didn’t care that much, as long as he could walk into a room and see her.  On all of the basic issues though, they agreed.  Politics, religion…he had no idea about finances because they carefully avoided talking about money.  He wouldn’t let her pay for dinners out and she wouldn’t let him pay all the time.  So they ended up cooking at her place.  
“Earth to Ryan,” Mack called.  
Ryan blinked and looked around.  They were standing in the middle of what would be the master bedroom.  A huge room with a large bathroom and even bigger walk in closet.  All designed with Cynthia in mind.  
“Right,” he commented.  “I appreciate the help.  I need to finish the window and this wall.  The electrician comes next Tuesday.  I can put the insulation in after that.  And then I can drywall everything next.  I have the bathroom materials in the shed, and then…well…”
Mack turned to Brant and Reid.  “Then he needs to get Cynthia in here to decide on furniture and flooring.”
His brothers laughed, nodding in understanding.  
“Okay, so how about if we each take a window and finish off the framing?  Then we’ll help you with the last wall and make sure everything is ready for the installers?”
Ryan nodded in agreement and everyone got to work.  With the extra help, they were completely finished with everything right after lunch so they settled into the “finished” area of Ryan’s cabin to order pizzas and relax with beer.  
After they left, Ryan stared at the finished area, wondering if he’d ever get Cynthia up here.  He could easily picture her sitting on the wide front porch with him in the morning, sipping coffee and enjoying the sounds of the forest.  He’d designed the whole house to bring the outside in, so you could see the trees and the mountains no matter where you looked.  
But as he sat on his porch, staring out into the dark night, all he wanted to see was Cynthia.  He wanted her to see this place, to help him make it a home.  For the past several years, he’d thought about her, wondered what she was doing.  They’d lost so many years and he still didn’t understand why she’d hidden from him after he’d gone off to college.  
Hell, maybe she’d been right to end things in high school.  They’d been so young, so naïve.  He’d gone off to college, fully expecting her to join him after she’d graduated from high school.  For so long, he’d tormented her and she’d gotten back at him.  It had been fun, but now he knew what he really wanted from her.  
Glancing at his phone, he muttered a curse when he didn’t see a reply.  He knew her mother was sick, but…!
“Hell!” he muttered, irritated at the world in general and at himself specifically for being selfish.  

Chapter 16
 
“You’re hiding,” Mona said as she shuffled into the kitchen several weeks later.  
Cynthia looked at her mother, noting her easy movements and the color in her cheeks.  She’d been released from the hospital two weeks ago, but she’d still been weak.  
Okay, so her mother had made a full recovery.  And yeah, Cynthia was hiding. 
Her mother walked over to the pantry and pulled out a box of crackers, setting them down in front of Cynthia.  
“What’s this?” she asked, staring at the dry crackers with horror. 
Her mother shrugged easily.  “You need to eat better, but I know that morning sickness makes eating far less appealing.”
Cynthia stared wide eyed at her mother, shocked that she’d figured it out.  “Um…well…”
Mona laughed softly as she poured some coffee for herself.  “Honey, if the throwing up every morning wasn’t enough of a clue, the herbal tea and the worry on your face would have given you away.”  She smiled softly.  “Congratulations, by the way.”
Cynthia blushed, lowering her head slightly.  “You’re right.  I’m pregnant.  And I don’t know how to tell Ryan.”
Mona laughed, clapping her hands with delight.  “I always thought you were wrong to go away after he’d gone off to college.  But I couldn’t stop you.  After what your father did to us, I knew that you weren’t ready to trust.”  She sat next to Cynthia, hugging her gently.  “Honey, Ryan’s one of the good guys.”
Fighting tears, Cynthia wrapped her arms her stomach, trying to stop the fear filling her throat.  “He left, Mom.”  She’d always considered herself a strong, confident woman, but Ryan was her one weakness.  She was terrified of what he could do to her.  How he could hurt her.  The man had a lot of power over her.  
Mona looked into Cynthia’s eyes gently.  “He went to college, honey.  He didn’t run away, he graduated from high school and continued his education.”  She looked at her daughter carefully.  “You’re the one who ran away.  And you’re doing it again.”
Cynthia frowned at her mother.  “I’m not running away, Mom.  And I didn’t do it back in high school.”
“Aren’t you?” she replied softly.  “Ryan went to college.  From the moment the two of you started dating, you knew that was going to happen.  But when he came back for winter break, the first person he wanted to see, besides his father, was you.  And you’d gone off to Wyoming to work.  Or more specifically, you went off to Wyoming to avoid seeing Ryan.”
She stared at her mother, a sick feeling growing in her belly that had nothing to do with her pregnancy.  “Because he needed to get on with his life.  High school romances rarely last.  I was just…giving him back his life.”  She stared at her mother, wondering why she’d say that she was hiding.  She hadn’t been hiding.  She was….
“Honey, you loved him.”
Tears formed in her eyes and Cynthia quickly blinked, not wanting to cry.  She’d been crying too often lately, missing Ryan so much that it physically hurt.  But she was too scared to go back to Colorado.  
“Yeah, I loved him.  But you and I know that love isn’t always enough.”
Mona touched Cynthia’s hand.  “Sometimes, love is more than enough.  Trust yourself, Cyn.  Trust that you are a good, beautiful person and that Ryan loves you enough to not abandon you as your father did.  He was weak.  He’d messed up the business by trying to buy friends with free beer.  Are you seriously going to tell me that Ryan is that weak?” 
“No!  He’s strong and confident and…” she shook her head, realizing where her mother was going with her argument.  “But he won’t be able to stay in his job forever.  He’ll move on.”
“Yes, it is possible that he’ll find a job somewhere else.  Or he might stay in town for the rest of his life.”  She sighed.  “Honey, there are no guarantees in life.  But hiding isn’t a good option to avoid being hurt.  It just makes the world a sadder, more miserable place.”  
Cynthia knew that she was right.  She was miserable here, wanting so badly to be with Ryan.  But what if…?  
“What if I trust him and…?  What if I give him everything I am and he still walks away?” 
Mona smiled and squeezed her hand comfortingly.  “Honey, what if you give him everything, and he gives everything right back?”
Cynthia stared at her hands, trying to figure out what she was really afraid of.  And when it hit her, she couldn’t stop the question.  “What if I’m not enough?” Cynthia asked, her voice cracking as she remembered the pain of her father leaving them.  
Mona blinked back tears as she stared at her beautiful, vibrant daughter.  “We survived when your father left us.  Not just survived, honey.  We thrived!  And besides, your father left like a coward.  He didn’t want to face up to his failures.  From everything I know about Ryan, he is not a coward!”
Those words...! She was right!  
“I’m the coward!” she gasped, looking at her mother with horror.  “I’m the coward and I’ve done exactly what Dad did!”  
She stood up and started pacing, disgusted with herself.  “You’re right, Mom!  I’m hiding!  Hiding and…” she shook her head, her hand coming to slap her forehead as she viewed her actions in a different light.  “And I ran away back in high school because I was too afraid of what might happen.  So I did to Ryan exactly what Dad did to us!’
Her mother laughed and stood up. “Well, not exactly, dear.  But yes, you hid away from potential pain instead of embracing potential happiness.”  
Hearing it phrased that way, everything clicked into place.  “You’re right!”  Swinging around, she turned and headed to the bedroom.  “I have to go!  I have to get home!”

Chapter 17
 
Cynthia laughed as she walked through the doors of The Bull Dog.   It looked amazing!  The pictures and the arrangement of the tables, the delectable scents from the appetizers!  It was shocking the changes Eve had managed over the past month!  
And the glow surrounding Eve was amazing!  Cynthia ignored the spurt of jealousy that her friend was engaged.  And to Mack!  The sheriff!  Good grief, she would have bet money that Mack would never marry!  He was too good looking and he loved his weekends in far off towns where he found ladies that weren’t looking for commitment.  Mack never, ever, dated anyone in town, hating the gossip and the possible issues that might come up once the relationship broke off.  But Mack was completely in love with Eve!  How that had happened, she’d love to know.  But Cynthia couldn’t focus on that story right now.
She had her own story to tell.  
She needed to see Ryan.  But she hadn’t even told him that she was back in town!  
Sighing, she rubbed her temples, trying to figure out the best way to tell Ryan that she was pregnant.  
“Go to him.”
Cynthia swung around, finding Penny right behind her.  The woman who had previously looked in her late sixties had been transformed over the past month.  Penny, with her two rambunctious twin boys, looked relaxed and…amazingly, she was smiling.  The dark circles were gone, her hair was brushed and…was that a bit of makeup?  Cynthia had never seen the woman wear makeup!  She looked…pretty!  
“You should go talk to Ryan,” Penny urged, rubbing her hands against the apron.  
Cynthia blinked.  “I should?” 
Penny smiled and nodded.  “Yeah.  He’s been in here lately and looks…angry.  Upset and lost.  And now, seeing you,” Penny’s eyes dropped to Cynthia’s stomach and her grin widened, “I think you’re just the person he’s been waiting to hear from.”
Cynthia’s hand moved to cover her stomach.  She hadn’t been able to snap her jeans lately and her breasts were…well, they’d always been too big, but with her pregnancy, they were huge.  Almost embarrassingly large!  
“I should, but…”
Penny glanced out the window and her smile got even bigger.  “Okay, so maybe you don’t need to go to him.  He’s…”
The door opened and an angry Ryan stepped through the entrance.  His eyes moved over her features and Cynthia wished she’d taken more care with her appearance.  This wasn’t how she wanted Ryan to see her after a month away.  Especially when she needed to tell him about the baby.  She’d planned this so carefully on the long flight back.  She was going to put on a pretty dress and do her hair, her makeup, and maybe cook something.  She hadn’t decided if she was going to seduce him and tell him when they were naked and making love, or if she should tell him when they were fully clothed.  He needed to decide if he wanted to be a part of the baby’s life or not.  She didn’t want to pressure him into anything.  
“Cyn!” he murmured, taking two steps towards her.  But he stopped inches from taking her into his arms.  
She’d thought he would kiss her but instead, he took her hand and pulled her out the door.  “We need to talk,” he led her out of the bar and to his waiting Jeep, then opened the passenger door for her.  “Please.”  
Cynthia ached to feel his arms around her, to have him kiss her and tell her that he loved her. 
With a nod, she slipped into the Jeep and watched as he walked around to the other side.  Goodness, he looked amazing!  So tall and powerfully built!  Would her child have his confidence? Oh, she certainly hoped so!  
Looking around, she realized that he was driving higher into the mountains.  “We’re going to your place?  Isn’t it a bit…rustic?” she teased, trying to lighten the tension. 
“Not anymore.  I’ve made a few changes.  Mack and his brothers helped a lot.”
She nodded, more than a little curious.  “What kinds of changes?”
He made another right and there it was.  He’d finished the front porch and it looked beautiful!  There was a covered section and an uncovered section, the uncovered area jutting out on one side so that someone could watch the stars at night.  There was a stone fire pit that had several logs sticking out and Cynthia could easily imagine listening to the wood crackle as they snuggled on the big chairs.  The covered portion had overhead fans and comfortable furniture surrounding a gas fire pit so that the smoke from a wood burning fire wouldn’t create a hazard.  
“I love it,” she breathed as she stepped out onto the gravel driveway. 
“I remembered our conversations when we were in high school, when we talked about our dream house.  I tried to incorporate all of them into the overall design, plus a few more that I dreamed up over the years.”
She smiled, looking up at him.  “How did you get all this done so fast?”
“Are you kidding?  You’ve been gone for a month, Cynthia.  I’ve had a lot of spare time on my hands, waiting for you to come back.”
Her smile faded and she looked away, then back up at him.  “I’m sorry about that.”
He moved closer, taking her hand in his.  “Let me show you the rest of the house and then we’ll talk, okay?” 
He led her inside and she gasped.  He’d gutted the interior and started working on the kitchen before she’d dashed out of town.  It had been a useable area before she’d gone to help her mother, but now…the kitchen was amazing!  The white shelves went all the way up to the ceiling with small, glass covered cabinets at the top.  The dark counters contrasted perfectly with the white…and he’d chosen almost black hardwood for the flooring!  It looked…it looked like something out of a magazine!  Fancy lighting filled the area with warmth, but the dining area had a wall of windows that let in even more light and warmth.  She suspected that those windows were actually doors but she couldn’t tell from this angle.  
Then she saw the living space.
“Oh my!  Ryan, this is…incredible!”  The dark hardwoods continued through the entryway area and the living room space.  It was all just one, massive room.  Well, not massive.  The space felt large because it was so fresh and…unified!  But in reality, the space here was just the old, dingy room that had been here before.  Although, now everything was cleaned and polished and…inviting.  “You did all of this?”
“Most of it.  I had help.  I wanted it finished by the time you came back, so I hired out for some of the work, and then Mack and his brothers contributed their labor to help me finish the rest of it.”  He led her through the living area that didn’t have any furniture other than a few folding chairs.  “There’s more,” he told her and led her down a hallway off the living area.  He’d been working on this hallway before, although she hadn’t understood what it would look like.  But he opened one door and…a bedroom!  It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t small either.  And there were big windows in this room too.  
“A bathroom connects this bedroom with…” he led her further down the hallway.  “This one,” he finished, opening another door.  
“Two bedrooms?  You’ve more than doubled the space of this house!” 
She wrapped her arm around his waist and hugged him.  “It’s amazing,” she whispered, proud of him.  
“Still more,” he led her further down the hallway.  He opened another door and…the master bedroom!  She knew it was a master bedroom because of the massive bed against one wall.  As she carefully stepped through the doorway, her heart pounding, she sighed with amazement as she took in the wall of windows.  No, not windows…doors!  He walked over to the doors and pushed.  They opened up, folding and tucking against the wall.  There was another, smaller, deck off this bedroom!  A private oasis!  
“Oh, Ryan!  I love your place!”
“And still more,” he led her through the other door into a light filled bathroom.  A soaking tub sat in one corner with a shower on the opposite side.  Skylights lit up the white room, but that wasn’t what caused her to tear up.  It might have been the pregnancy hormones, but Cynthia couldn’t stop the tears when she took in the two sinks.  Two!  And they were connected.  
She knew that a double vanity was normal for a master suite, but staring at the sinks, she couldn’t help but think about her hopes.  And fears.  
“This is amazing, Ryan.  You’ve done a beautiful job.”
“You don’t like it,” he sighed.  Taking her hand, he pulled her closer.  “I had to guess on what you might like in here.  But I must have missed the mark.  I’ll fix it, Cynthia.  I promise, we’ll redo the bathroom until you love it.”
Her heart stopped beating for a long moment, then started up again at a frantic pace.  “You tried to guess what I would want in there?” she whispered.  “Why?”
“Because…” he sighed and shook his head.  “I wasn’t sure how to do this…” He took both of her hands.  “Cynthia, I want to marry you.  I want to spend the rest of my life with you.  I know that your father walked out on you, but I promise, I will never do that!  I know that we’ll have fights. But…I will never leave you, Cynthia.  I’ve spent the past several years trying to figure out how to live without you.  When you broke up with me after I left for college, I couldn’t figure out how to go on without you.  I did it, but not well.  I want you, Cynthia.  I want you for the rest of my life.”
“You do?” she asked, her voice a bit squeaky and silly sounding, but she couldn’t help it.  She was crying too hard.  
“I do.  I love you.  I’ve always loved you. I lost you once and have been only half alive since.  But now…I want you and the whole shebang!  I want…”
“Kids?” she whispered anxiously.  “What about kids?”  She held her breath.  
He nodded.  “Yeah,” he replied with a grin. “I want kids, but with you.  Only you, Cyn.”
Cynthia let out the breath she’d been holding.  “Okay so…”
“Are you going to answer my question?” he asked, interrupting her as his fingers tightened on hers.  
She pulled back slightly, more relieved than she could have believed possible.  “Question?” she teased.  “I didn’t hear a question.”
 
Ryan watched Cynthia step backwards.  Towards the bed.   He was trying to follow her words…but she was heading towards the bed.  Ever since she’d stepped into this room, the room he’d built for her, Ryan had struggled to keep his mind on his goal.  
“I asked you to marry me, Cynthia,” he growled, his eyes moving behind her to the bed and back to her.  
She shook her head and his eyes were drawn to the silky cascade of her blond hair draped over her shoulders.  “No, actually, you haven’t asked me anything yet.”
Bed.  Question.  His hands twitched.  He wanted to grab her and tangle his fingers in her hair.  “What are you playing at?” he growled.  
She shrugged, which drew his gaze lower, noticing the tight tee shirt.  That damn tee shirt was tighter than normal.  “Did you get a boob job while in Florida?” he asked, wrapping an arm around her waist, pulling her against him.  “Because if you did, I approve.”
She laughed and he could feel the tension starting to ease out of her.  Why she’d been so nervous, he didn’t understand.  But then again, there were so many things about Cynthia that he didn’t get.  Her staying away for so long wasn’t one of them though.  She was hiding from him. From what she felt for him.  He knew it, but he hadn’t been sure she would come back.  Back to Minneville and back to him.  
Her laughter was like a salve to his ego.  That and the way she wasn’t pulling away from him.  Oh, and it helped that she’d loved his house.  The house that he hoped to make into a home for the two of them.  
“I thought you were a leg man,” she teased. 
He grinned, his gaze dropping back to her breasts.  “Honey, with you, I’m a leg, breast, and butt man.  I love all of you!”  He squeezed her gently, holding her as close as possible.  “Are you going to answer me?” 
She yelped when he lifted her up and tossed her onto the bed, following her down while pressing his legs between hers.  “You still haven’t asked me anything,” she told him, but inhaled sharply when she felt his thigh pressing against her core.  Lifting her hips, she ground against him.  
“Marry me, Cynthia,” he urged, his hands sliding underneath her tee shirt.  
She grinned, shifting as his hands pulled her tee shirt off, tossing it onto the floor.  
“Still not a question,” she whispered, but held her breath when he stopped and peered at her breasts.  They really had grown.  
“Cyn, what the hell is going on?” he asked, even as his hand moved up to cup her breast.  His mouth covered the already hard nipple, his tongue teasing the tip through the thin material of her bra.  
“Okay, now that’s a…” she gasped when his finger slid under her bra, rubbing against the nipple.  “Ryan!” she sighed, closing her eyes and shifting against him.  
“Marry me, Cynthia. Spend your life with me.  I promise I won’t leave you.  I’ll make you so happy, it will drive you nuts!”
She laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck.  “Okay.” 
Ryan stopped, tensing as he looked down at her.  “Okay?  Does that mean yes?  You’ll marry me?” 
Cynthia nodded and Ryan couldn’t stop a triumphant grin.  “You won’t regret it,” he promised, reaching into his pocket.  A moment later, he couldn’t speak as he slid the diamond ring onto her finger.  “It looks perfect, Cyn.”
Cynthia lifted her hand, words tumbling around in her mind.  But then those damn tears started up again and she couldn’t speak.  “I love you.  And I’m so sorry that I ran away.”
He kissed her.  The kiss started gently, but deepened as her fingers slid along his neck.  He wondered if it would always be like this.  Just one touch from Cynthia and he was wild.  They’d annoyed each other almost from the first moment they’d met and their feelings had only deepened as time went by.  Now he wanted to give her everything!  
His hand slid lower, caressing her skin.  “So you’ll marry me and live here?”
“Yes!” she gasped, then grabbed his hand before it slid lower.  “Ryan, I need…”
He smiled, thinking that he’d missed these sounds over the past month.  “I know what you need,” he promised.  “But I’m more than happy to take requests.”
She laughed, then he slid his hand down the side of her waist and she giggled.  “That tickles.”
“I know.”  And he grinned up at her.  “I love hearing you laugh, Cyn.”
“I need to tell you something.”  
He lowered his head and pressed a kiss just above the already opened snap of her jeans.  “That you gained weight over the past month and need a bigger pair of jeans?” he teased.  “I don’t care.  I think you look sexy like this.”
She looked down at him, surprised.  “You like me with more weight?” 
“I like you, Cynthia.  I like your smile and the way you make me feel when I’m around you.  So I don’t give a damn about your weight.”
 She gasped when his finger slid into the waistband of her jeans.  “Well, that’s good because I’m…”
Ryan slid the zipper of her jeans down and stopped, staring at the soft mound of her belly.  Then up at her breasts that seemed to almost overflow from her bra.  
Jerking off the bed, he stared down at her breasts, her stomach, and then back to her face. She watched the gears turn in his head.
“Cyn?  Are you…?”
 
Cynthia saw the shock on his face and her blood turned to ice water.  Sitting up, she grabbed a pillow to cover herself since her shirt was…well, somewhere.  “Stop looking at me like that, Ryan.”
Ryan shook his head in bewilderment.  “But…” he pointed to her stomach, still trying to form words.  “Cynthia…you’re…!”
“It isn’t contagious,” she snapped, pushing off the bed.  
“Say it!” he roared.  “Tell me!”
She found her shirt on the floor and grabbed it, pulling it quickly over her head.  “I tried to tell you.  But you kept…touching me and I couldn’t get the words out.”
“Cynthia!” he whispered, grabbing her arms and swinging her around.  “Are you…are we…” He swallowed hard and his eyes dropped to her stomach. 
Dropping to his knees, he let his hand drift over her stomach.  “You’re pregnant!”   He whispered the words as if he’d just been given the most precious gift.  His hand moved reverently over her stomach.  “Cynthia?”
Immediately, her anger and hurt feelings dissipated.  “Yes.  I’m pregnant,” she confirmed.  
He looked up at her.  “You were going to rush out of here and not tell me?” 
She stepped back.  “Ryan, I’m…I came here to tell you.  But you kept distracting me,” she glanced behind her at the bed that had previously looked neat and tidy.  Not anymore.  
Standing up, he beamed.  “You’re pregnant?  We’re going to have a baby?” 
She wanted to grumble over the way he’d reacted initially.  But then her first reaction to realizing she was pregnant flashed into her mind.  It hadn’t been all excitement and hope.  She’d been just as shocked.  Although, to his credit, he’d recovered faster than she had.  
“Yes.  We’re going to have a baby,” she grumbled.  
His smile faded and he took her hands.  “You’re not happy about it?  You…”
“I am!” she gasped, stepping closer, laying her hands on his chest.  “I’m thrilled!  I just…when you jumped away from me a moment ago and looked at me as if I were a leper, I thought you were upset.”
His hands wrapped round her waist and he pulled her close again.  “Not upset.  Shocked, Cyn.  Just surprised.  And yeah, a bit horrified for a moment.  Men are drilled throughout our lives to avoid pregnancy, use condoms and all that.  So hearing that I’d failed or…” his hand moved to her stomach, “rather, succeeded…was a shock.”  He lifted her up and pulled off her tee shirt.  “A good shock.”  His gaze moved to her breasts again.  “A really good shock,” he groaned.  
Cynthia rolled her eyes.  “You’re such a guy!” 
He laughed.  “Aren’t you grateful for that fact?” he teased.  He pulled her jeans off, tossing them out of the way as he drank in the vision of her body in just a bra and small pair of panties.  
For the first time since they’d stopped pulling pranks on each other, his look wasn’t sexual.  His hands moved worshipfully over the small bump of her stomach.  It was barely there when she laid on her back like this but he could see it.  Mostly because he knew her body so well. 
Cynthia smiled, watching him.  Then his eyes moved higher, locking onto her breasts.  
He started to reach for her breasts but pulled back.  “Are you okay?  How do you feel?”
And her heart melted even more.  He cared!  He really cared! “I feel good.  I was a bit worried being around my mother initially.   I’d only just discovered I was pregnant at that point, but then I was too overwhelmed by my mother being in the hospital and…”
“You should have called me, Cynthia.  I would have been there immediately.  I would have helped you.”  
“I was…overwhelmed.  And scared,” she admitted.  “I couldn’t believe that I was pregnant for a long time.  I kept trying to dismiss it as just…the flu or something.  Anything but being pregnant.”
“The queen of denial, huh?” he teased, continuing to stroke her stomach.  “How long have you known?”
She bit her lower lip, afraid of admitting it now.  But she wasn’t going to lie to him.  “I took a pregnancy test the day that I left for Florida,” she told him. 
His hand stopped and he looked into her eyes.  “So, you’ve known about this for over a month?”
“Yes,” she replied.  “Please don’t be mad, Ryan.  I knew about it, but I was terrified about what the pregnancy would mean for us, and then I found my mother in a mess at her house and had to get her to the hospital.  I didn’t even think about the baby until the following week when my mom came home from the hospital.  And even then, it took a lot of work to get her energy levels back up and I…”
Ryan silenced her with a kiss.  It took several moments for her to respond, but when she did, her arms slid higher, wrapping around his neck.  Finally, he lifted his head and stared down at her.  
“And you were scared.”
Cynthia sighed and closed her eyes, nodding.  “Terrified,” she admitted.  
There was a long silence while they both thought about what this all meant.  
“We’re going to have a baby.  And you’re going to marry me.”  
She smiled, feeling as if the weight of the world had suddenly been lifted from her shoulders.  “I think that’s a wonderful plan.”
“And we’re going to remodel that bathroom until it’s….”
“I love the bathroom.  I think it is absolutely beautiful.”
“Why did you start crying then?” 
“Because of the double sinks.  I just…” she shrugged.  “I realized that the house you’d built was made for two people and I…”
“No, I built it for a family, Cyn.  Every inch of the house was made with your dreams from high school in mind.”
She was confused for a long moment before she remembered.  “That afternoon?  Down by the creek?” 
“Yeah,” he grinned.  “I remember that we were trying to do our homework and we started talking about our dream houses.  You wanted a white kitchen, hating the dingy kitchen in your parents’ place above the bar.”
“It’s better now,” she said softly, awed that he had remembered.  
“Think it could be a rental place?” he suggested.  
Her grin widened and she nodded.  “Yeah.  I think that is a great idea.  A bit noisy, but hey, if you want to rent a place over a bar, you’ve gotta deal with the noise.”
He chuckled.  “I suppose that would be a downside to your renters.  But the upside is that they won’t have to drive home after too many drinks.  Just walk up the stairs.”
“Yep.  Good point.”  She grinned up at him.  “So…?”
“So,” he shifted, pressing his legs and hips between hers, “now you tell me again that you love me, that you’re going to marry me, and tonight, we start moving you into this place.  Tomorrow,” he lowered his head and kissed her nipple, then moved the fabric of her bra out of the way, “we go shopping for furniture for the baby’s room, the great room, and kitchen and…” his teeth scraped against her nipple, causing her to gasp, “then we fly to Vegas to get married.”
She smiled, sliding her legs higher, centering him so his throbbing erection was more perfectly aligned with her body.  “I love you,” she said, kissing him.  “I will marry you,” and she flashed the diamond on her finger, “and we’ll drive to my place to get the first load of my stuff.”  She kissed him again, but this time, he reached behind her to unsnap her bra, tossing it onto the floor along with her jeans and tee shirt.  “I think it would be fun to go furniture shopping tomorrow.  But there’s no way we’re flying to Vegas to get married.”
He laughed and started kissing his way down her body, kissing, teasing, and making her squirm.  “Fine.  We’ll have a wedding.  But it has to be planned fast.”
“Eve gets a wedding first.  She got engaged to Mack first.”
He lifted his head, but disagreed.  “No deal.  You’re pregnant.  We get married first.  Besides,” he kissed her stomach before moving lower, “Mack is too slow.  I’m not waiting on him.”
He ripped her underwear off and tossed it aside.  That’s when he really focused!  
“Ryan!” she gasped, her fingers diving into his hair, holding his head even as she pressed her body against his mouth, showing him what she wanted.  And he gave it to her with gusto!  It had been too long and her release happened too fast.  She was screaming with pleasure long before Ryan was ready to stop.  
When he finally did, he looked into her eyes and smiled.  “I just realized something interesting.”
Since Cynthia was still trying to recover, she wasn’t sure what could be more interesting than what she’d just gone through.  “Um…what’s that?” she asked, breathing hard and more than ready to feel him inside of her.  
His grin widened and she gasped at the devilment in his eyes.   “I don’t need to wear a condom!” And with that, he slid into her heat, easily pressing deeper and deeper.  “Tell me if I’m hurting you,” he groaned.  
Cynthia shook her head, shifting to take all of him.  “Not hurting!” she gasped, arching her back to take him deeper.  “Perfect!” 
“Yeah.  I have to agree,” he said, pulling her in gently.  “Damn, you feel good!” he groaned.  
“I love you,” she whispered when he started thrusting.  Slowly at first, then with more speed and more urgency.  
“I love you too!” he shouted, closing his eyes to hold himself back.  When he felt her body begin to tighten, he knew that she was close and pulled back, using his fingers to help her over the edge.  When she screamed with her second climax, he groaned and gave in to the intense pleasure.  
 
A long time later, Cynthia was curled up in the big bed, snuggled warmly against Ryan.  “I love you,” she told him, needing to say the words when they were both calm versus when they were caught up in the heat of the moment.  
His arm tightened around her shoulders.  “I love you too.  And I’m so excited about having a baby together!”  He shifted so that he could look into her eyes.  “I promise, Cynthia.  I won’t ever do to you what your father did.  I won’t leave you.”
She ran a finger along his cheek.  “I know you won’t.  But what if…?”
He stopped her with a kiss.  When he lifted his head, she smiled at the determined look in his eyes.  “Whatever happens in the future, we’ll figure it out together.  I promise.”
Sweet words, she thought.  “I promise too.  No more running away.”

Epilogue
 
“Don’t you dare!” Cynthia yelled.  
Four year old Johnathan froze, the glass of water poised in midair.  
Cynthia rushed over to the railing of their front porch, peering over the side.  “That’s your sister!” she groaned.  “You were going to pour water on your sister?  Why?”
Johnathan smiled and Cynthia never could get used to how much he looked like his father when he grinned.  “Why not?” he asked.  
Ryan strolled over to the bannister, the mesh belt that held his weapon, handcuffs, and extra…stuff, slung casually over his shoulder.  He wrapped his arm around Cynthia’s waist, pulling her in for a kiss.  “What’s going on?” he asked as soon as he lifted his head.  
“Johnathan was just about to pour water over his sister’s head.  She’s sitting down there, reading quietly and not bothering anyone.”
Ryan leaned over, peering at the area below the deck.  “Uh…honey?  She’s not there,” he warned.  
Everyone froze.  A quiet, sweet Samantha reading on a chair was one thing.  But a missing Samantha?  Not good!  Never good!  
“Oh no!” Cynthia gasped.  
Moments later, a cold jet of water exploded up through the rails, directed at Johnathan.  It took a full three seconds before Johnathan reacted.  First with a look of horror, and then with that same devilish look in his eyes that warned everyone that retribution was on the horizon.  
Ryan chuckled, shaking his head while Cynthia stood there, stunned.  
That’s when Johnathan went into overdrive. Like lighting, he zoomed past Cynthia, obviously determined to start his retribution sooner rather than later.  Thankfully, Ryan scooped their dripping son up, draping him over his shoulder.  
“But Dad!” Johnathan protested before going limp.  
“Yeah, buddy,” he said, grinning at Cynthia.  “I know.  But you need to save your pranks for the girl you fall in love with.”
Cynthia had been about to yell at her son and daughter for their continuous pranks.  But with Ryan’s words, she melted.  Yeah, he’d tormented her throughout her school years.  But in the end, the results were pretty amazing!  
“I love you too,” she replied, rising on her tiptoes to kiss him.  
“Is that all I get for stopping this insanity?” 
“Oh gross!” Johnathan groaned, making barf sounds, still hanging limply in his father’s arm.  “They’re doing it again!” he yelled to his sister.  
More barfing sounds echoed from the lower level, but Cynthia grinned up at her husband.  “Yeah, we’re doing it again.”
“And again and again,” Ryan agreed. 
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“You did it!” Ilara announced excitedly to the couple sitting nervously across the desk.  “You really did it!”
Ilara watched as the couple’s mouths fell open.  “We…did?”  The couple clasped hands.  “Are you sure?”  
Ilara understood and her grin widened.  They’d come a long way in order to reach this point, overcoming several setbacks along the way. “Yes!  You are completely out of debt!”  She pressed a few buttons on her computer and the printer behind her came to life.  When the papers landed in the tray, Ilara pushed them across her inexpensive desk, using her pen to point to the zero balance at the bottom of the spreadsheet.  “Look at this…” 
The door to Ilara’s office flew open and she looked up, startled, dropping her pen.
“Hello, Ilara,” the man said, his voice deep and scratchy.  Unfortunately, that voice was also terrifyingly familiar.  
Thankfully, his greeting snapped her out of her shock and she straightened, turning the financial papers over to protect her clients’ privacy.  “What are you doing here?” she demanded then shook her head.  “Never mind.  I don’t care why you’re here.  Leave. You are interrupting a private meeting.”
The man in question only lifted a mocking eyebrow at her before turning to the couple. 
“Would you excuse us for a moment?” he asked, radiating charm.  
Ilara’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.  She knew him all too well, and exactly what he was capable of. 
“Jabril, this couple just finished paying off a massive debt.  This is an exciting and private moment and I have a few more things–”
“Congratulations,” he interrupted, bowed slightly.  “That’s a major milestone.”  He pulled a business card from his breast pocket.  “Please, speak with Ramon at this restaurant and have dinner to celebrate.  My treat.”
The couple stared at the card, then up at Jabril in stunned silence.  Ilara knew this sweet couple had absolutely no idea who Jabril was, but they beamed, excited at the generous offer. 
“Are you serious?” The husband of the couple asked.  Ilara knew that the couple had struggled for everything and luck was rarely on their side.  
 “Absolutely!  A milestone such as what you’ve accomplished should be celebrated in grand style.”
Her clients laughed and accepted the card.  “You’re right!  Let’s go!” He took his wife’s hand, pulling her out of the office.  Before they shut the door, he glanced over at Ilara apologetically.  “We’ll call to schedule a time to come back to discuss the next step, okay?” 
Ilara nodded, trying to hide her frustration behind a professional smile.  A moment later, they were gone, leaving silence in their wake.
Angry, blistering silence.  
Ilara glared at the man who had ruined her meeting.  “Who the hell do you think you are?” she demanded, stalking around the desk. Jabril al Mustar, Sheik of Piara, was irritatingly tall and obnoxiously big.  His shoulders alone could shrink by half and would probably still be broader than the average male.  The outrageously expensive suit he wore only emphasized those shoulders, that tapered waist. She wanted to punch the smug look off his face..  Kick him out of her office.  
But he was too big for that, so she settled for glaring.  
The smirk that lifted the corners of his mouth didn’t bode well and her stomach tightened with dread. Ilara knew that, whatever it was he wanted to say, she didn’t want to hear it. 
“I think I’m your future husband, Ilara,” he replied with a calm that she’d love to emulate. 
Her eyes narrowed.  Was he out of his mind?! “Since when?”  
He leaned forward, his eyes flinty.  “You’re about to turn twenty-five,” he pointed out softly.  
The heat radiating from him startled her.  The man wasn’t even touching her but she could feel the warmth of his body.  
Pulling back, she crossed her arms over her stomach, trying to ignore those broad shoulders. “I’m fully aware of my birthday.”
Not by word or blink of his ridiculously long eyelashes did he acknowledge her fury.  “Then you’re also fully aware that you need to marry.  Soon.  Otherwise, your uncle will take full control of your country.  The people of Ditra need you.”
She shrugged, unconcerned with who ruled her birth country, as long as her people were well cared for.  If a stab of longing hit her at the reminder of her birthright, she ignored it and focused instead on getting Jabril out of her office.  “Uncle Kasim has things well under control,” she announced, suppressing the selfish longing to see her country again.  “I talk to him regularly and he sends me constant updates.”
Jabril’s eyes narrowed ominously.  For some reason, Ilara felt judged…and falling short.  
“You are Princess Ilara of Ditra.  You were born to rule the country and protect your people.”
She shifted uncomfortably, guilt pouring her.  She’d said the same thing to herself too often over the past several years.  She’d had the same argument with her uncle and they’d both come to the conclusion that Ditra was safe and thriving under his wise guidance. “I know that I was raised to rule Ditra.  But only if I marry.  That’s the law.”
“So, you’re willing to give up your birth right because of a formality?” he asked.  His tone remained calm, but she could feel the outrage building underneath his words.  
Impatiently, Ilara huffed and leaned forward.  “Look, Jabril,” she snapped.  He might be sheik of a massive, wealthy country, but here in California, he was just another guy.  Far better built than most!  But just a guy.  “You and I don’t think along the same terms.  I don’t…” she paused because even she could hear the lie.  “I don’t need to rule.  My uncle has done a much better job running Ditra than I ever could.  He’s increased jobs, set up a nationwide health care, and there’s even a university now!  That means that our young people don’t have to travel abroad to get an education!”  Her heart was heavy, her uncle had done so much more than she could hope to accomplish.  “He stepped up to rule Ditra in order to give me the time to get an education here in California.  My goal was always to get my degree and return, take on my role as ruler of Ditra, but…” she shrugged, pushing a hand impatiently through her hair as she slumped back against the desk.  “I want to make a difference in people’s lives, but my uncle is so much better at ruling Ditra than I ever could be.”
“It is your country,” Jabril argued emphatically.  
She shrugged, swamped by the sudden desire to go home. But, if she returned, there would be chaos.  So, she fell back on history as her defense.  “Technically, it is your country.  My family stole it from Piara fifty years ago.  Since you are ruler of Piara, then….”  She trailed off, unable to say the words. 
His eyes narrowed.  “I agree.  It is part of my country.  Are you saying I should take it back by force?” 
By force?  “No!  You wouldn’t dare!” she gasped, horrified at the very idea.  “You and I both know that wars only hurt the little people.  The generals stand back and observe, tell the others where to shoot and watching them die.”  She sliced a hand through the air.  “Don’t you dare invade Ditra!  I don’t care how legitimate your claim might be.  There are better ways!”
Did his expression relax somewhat?  She couldn’t tell. 
“So, you are passionate about protecting your people.  You worry about their welfare.  And yet, you are unwilling to take your place as their leader?”
She couldn’t hold his gaze and studied her shoes instead, choosing her words carefully.  “Like I said, my uncle has done a much better job than I ever could.  My people deserve an experienced ruler.”  She glanced around her small office.  “I’m doing good things here.  I earned my degree is in economics and political science. I help people realize their financial dreams!  This is better.”  If there was discontent behind her words, she pressed them deeper down inside of her.  
He stared at her for so long, it took all of her willpower not to fidget.  
And then he offered an envelope that she hadn’t realized he was holding.  “By the laws of Ditra, you must marry in order to claim the right to rule the country.  But, also by rights, Ditra is a province of Piara. I want my country whole again.”
Anger overrode her guilt.  “That’s not going to happen.  My people are happy and thriving under my uncle’s rule.”
He cocked his head to the side, “Are they?” 
Five minutes ago, Ilara knew she was doing the right thing by not interfering in her uncle’s rule.  If she returned, her people would be confused if she didn’t marry and take control.  Ilara had spoken to her uncle at great length, debating the pros and cons of returning.  In the end, they came to the conclusion that it would be better if she ignored the antiquated law that required her to marry by the age of twenty-five.  The plan was for her to simply let her birthday pass quietly and her uncle would remain in power.  He’d also be required to marry and produce a child, but men weren’t subjected to the same strict age requirements as the women.  The age issue stemmed from an ancient ritual that had something to do with the solstice, the sun and moon, and tribal beliefs.  Centuries ago, Ditra was considered progressive for even allowing women to rule, despite the marriage requirement.  
 “You said you are in regular contact with your uncle?” 
“Yes.  We speak as often as we can.”  Why did she have a bad feeling about that envelope?   “When we can’t connect via telephone, we chat online.  He sends me articles about what’s happening in Ditra, the good and the bad news.  So, I’m fully aware of the progress he’s made for my people.”  She rubbed her forehead.  “Trust me.  He’s a much better ruler than I could ever be.”  Second, third, and fourth thoughts about what basically amounted to abdicating hit her hard.  The guilt was nearly overwhelming, but Ilara had convinced herself that she just needed to get through her birthday next month and the guilt would go away, along with her right to rule.
“He’s been telling you how well off the people of Ditra are, correct?” he asked. 
The horrible feeling in her stomach intensified.  “Yes.”  
“Interesting,” he commented conversationally.  “That explains a lot.”  He pulled a picture out of the envelope.  “Unfortunately, your uncle has been lying to you.”  He laid the picture on her desk.  Ilara stared at it, trying to make sense of the image.  It was of a group of people and they looked…haunted!  Hungry.  No, not hungry, they looked as if they’d been starved!  Their bones pressed against their skin, and their eyes looked too big for their faces.  Not to mention sad.  As if they’d given up hope.  
“What is this?” she whispered through numb lips as the horror of the picture hit her.  
“Those are a few of the citizens that you have abandoned to the dubious mercies of your uncle,” Jabril explained flatly. 
 
Jabril watched Ilara’s features carefully, trying to determine if she was telling the truth or…something else.  His instincts told him that she was being completely honest, that the horror in her eyes was sincere.  But he wasn’t sure he could trust his instincts where she was concerned.  From the moment he’d opened her office door, he’d been taken aback by her beauty.  When she’d turned those angry, chocolate eyes towards him, his body had tightened with immediate awareness and…lust.  He didn’t like it, but there it was. 
For decades, he’d planned to take back the land she considered her country.  The land wasn’t strategically important, but it was his land, his people!  This woman’s father had taken the land through impressive maneuvers and held onto it for too long.  
Jabril couldn’t wait any longer.  People were suffering due to her negligence. Instinct pushed him to protect his people and better their lives.  Every day of his life, he’d been taught the need to protect his people, to fight for them and ensure that they had opportunities to thrive.  
This woman had done the exact opposite.  She’d abandoned them to a maniacal, self-serving despot, refusing to protect the citizens of the country she claimed to love.  
At least, that’s what he’d believed up until this moment.  
Was there more to the story?  Was she truly unaware of what her uncle was doing to the people who lived under his rule?  
“Are they sick?” 
He kept his face still, refusing to give her any leniency.  “I suppose one could say that.  The people of Ditra survive on stale bread, when they can buy it at the stores.  Or when they can find a store that is open and has food to sell.”
She frowned, startled by his words.  “Bread?  They don’t have…?”
“The markets were closed years ago,” he replied, hardening his resolve against her perplexed expression.  She had abandoned her people.  He was on a mission to save them, a pair of lovely eyes would not sway him!  
Her fingers trembled as she put the picture down, hiding her hands behind her.  
“Someone tried to kill your uncle when he went through the market one day.”
Her face paled and she shook her head, although he wasn’t sure if the gesture was one of denial or confusion.  Either was possible, he conceded.  “Why would anyone want to kill my uncle?  My people love him!  They adore him!”
Somehow, Jabril was able to avoid rolling his eyes.  “Ilara, your uncle’s guards are in prison for treason, because your uncle didn’t think they had protected him well enough that day.  He brought in a company of mercenaries from South Africa to protect him.  And they are brutal with anyone they even suspect of harming your father.  Dozens of people have been thrown into prison, without being charged and without a trial, simply because these mercenaries suspected that they might harm your uncle.”
She glanced down at the horrible picture again.  He pulled another out of the envelope.  This was the remains of a farm, the barn and house nothing more than charred, blackened rubble.  The crops were in ruins and weeds beginning to invade in the background.  “This person dared to speak out against your father’s farming proposal.”
He took out a third picture, laying it silently on the desk.  This one showed a family desperately huddled together, holding each other as men in black uniforms lit their house on fire. Ilara cringed away.  But, impressively, she took a deep breath, straightened her spine, and looked at the picture.  Jabril’s anger towards her lessened slightly.  
“No!” she whispered, transfixed by the image.  “No, my uncle told me just last week that the farmers were being subsidized because the markets were flooded with food and prices were dropping to historic lows.  The low prices meant that the farmers couldn’t bring home a sustainable wage.  He’s right to subsidize!  It’s good agricultural and economic policy.”
Jabril sighed.  Apparently, her uncle hadn’t only manipulated the people in Ditra, but was pulling Ilara’s strings as well.  
Horror such as he was witnessing would be hard to fake, he acknowledged.  It was possible, if Princess Ilara were a trained actress.  But to his knowledge, the princess had studied only business, economics, and public policy.  
Regardless, she had to know the truth.  He pulled out several more photographs.  “This is the market in the capital city,” he explained, placing a picture of the once thriving market that had filled several blocks with produce and other goods.  It was now barren, the beautiful, colorful tents, that the vendors took pride in weaving and decorating, were in dusty shreds, hanging drunkenly from broken supports.  Even the wooden shelves were broken, crumbled heaps of tinder on the ground.  There were a few areas that had products, but not many and the price on the small pile of apples was about ten times what she remembered paying.  
“No!” she snapped.  “No!  This is a lie!”  She turned to her laptop and started typing, before turning it around to show him pictures.  “This is the Central Market,” she told him, revealing a market with fabulous tents and laughing vendors showing off their figs, oranges, lemons, pomegranates, persimmons, and other exotic fruits and vegetables that were grown in the fertile soil of Ditra.  In the background, there were also purses and dresses, hats, and various other craft items for sale.  “This is what is happening.”  She pushed the pictures Jabril had given her away.  “These are lies!”
Jabril looked at the picture on the monitor with a shake of his head.  “No Ilara, the pictures your uncle sent are the lies.”  
She visibly pulled back.  “I don’t believe you.”  She sat down, wrapping her arms around herself.  “Why would he do that?  It is in the best interests of every ruler to ensure that their people are healthy and prosperous.  That’s how I was raised! My uncle as well.” 
Jabril noticed that the last four words were almost an afterthought, tacked on to reinforce her argument.  But she wasn’t sure and that gave him pause.  She hadn’t known, he was sure of it. 
Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to ease her into the truth.  The people of Ditra were in dire circumstances and he had to act quickly, before more people died.  Relaxing his stance slightly, he changed tactics, shifting from fury over her negligence, to insistence that she face reality and fix the situation.  “Your uncle has drained the resources of Ditra for his own personal gain.  The people are starving, businesses have gone under because of the new tax regulations, which are complicated and apply a massive burden to most businesses, and even the military has been oppressed, curtailed so that he has them entirely under his power.”
Ilara shook her head, but Jabril could see the doubt in her face.  “No!  He’s a gentle ruler!” she repeated, unconsciously pushing her chair back and crossing her arms over her chest, trying to get away from his words.  
Instead of saying anything more, he pulled other pictures out of the envelope, spreading them across her desk one by one. He showed her pictures of desperate people, abandoned stores, deserted villages, and the capital city with empty streets, which should have been thriving.  
He didn’t say anything, allowing the images to speak.  She’d grown up in Ditra and recognized the street signs and the buildings.  Jabril watched carefully, waiting for signs that she might dismiss what was happening.  
Unfortunately, he needed Ilara.  He needed her cooperation in order to make a swift change.  He could regain the land without her through force, but as she’d pointed out, more people would get hurt.  The people of Ditra had endured so much already. If he could unite his country without violence, he’d do it.  If he couldn’t gain her cooperation, then he had a plan B, but marrying Ilara would give her the right to rule and speed up the recovery process for the people and the economy.  
“Stop!” she gasped, turning the pictures over so she didn’t have to look at them.  Jabril considered that a good sign.  She couldn’t be part of her uncle’s horrible machinations if she couldn’t stand looking at the destruction.  
“He didn’t do this,” she murmured, standing up and looking through the small window of her office, trying to hide her expression.  
“Why do you say that?” he demanded.  She wanted to deny everything, but he suspected from her reaction that she’d had clues before this moment.  
“Because my uncle sends me reports about what’s going on in Ditra.  He and I talk.  He’s encouraged me to come back and take my place.”
“Why haven’t you then?” he asked, tamping down his sudden fury.  
“Because…” she closed her eyes, pressing her lips together as the pieces came together.  “Because he convinced me that getting my degree was more important for the people of my country.  It would help me help them more effectively.”  She pressed shaking fingers to her lips.  “He said I had to think long term and getting a degree from a good school would serve them better in the long term.”
“So that’s why you left Ditra,” he commented, more to himself than to her.  “He’s right.  Getting an education should have helped.  But you graduated last summer.”
She sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “He...convinced me that getting a bit of experience out in the world would help.”  
Jabril didn’t say anything.  He let the silence fill the room, allowing her to think it through.  From what his security team had discovered, Ilara was an intelligent, thoughtful woman with deep loyalty to Ditra.  Only now was he starting to understand why she hadn’t returned to take her place in the government. 
“I don’t believe you,” she finally said, turning to face him. 
Her words were disappointing, he thought, but not unexpected.  
“Come with me,” he ordered.  “We’ll fly to Ditra and you can see for yourself.”
Without a second thought, she shut down her computer and grabbed her purse.  Her willingness further eased his anger towards her.  If she’d known what was going on, even suspected, she wouldn’t be willing to prove him wrong.  
“Your information is wrong,” she insisted as she shoved her laptop into her computer bag.  “I don’t know where those pictures were taken, but they aren’t from Ditra.”  She stood up straight, glaring up into his eyes.  He admired her spunk, even if he could see her trembling from head to toe..  
Princess Ilara might be a beautiful woman, but the people of Ditra needed his focus now.  They needed him to protect them. Focusing on  full, rounded breasts or her slender waist was not helping them in any way.  
With absolute resolution, she tilted her head towards the door.  “I’ll show you the real Ditra.  And if you decide to invade my country…”
“My country, that your father stole from me,” he corrected. 
Ilara didn’t acknowledge his words.  “…Then I will expect an apology and an investigation into who told you those lies,” she finished, nodding to the envelope with the pictures.  
“And if I’m telling the truth, you will marry me and help me save Ditra.
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