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CHAPTER ONE

As we pulled into the entrance of the North Phoenix Gun and Archery range complex, I was sunburned, dehydrated, and ridiculously happy as I held Liam’s hand. He had arrived at the hotel that morning before we left for the official practice day of the Cactus Cup.

“I can’t believe you surprised me! You weren’t supposed to be here until later today.” Liam had spent the week in Salt Lake City, helping his mother at company headquarters, but I felt like I hadn’t seen him in months.

Moo licked the back of my ear with a loud slurp. I let go of Liam’s hand to scratch behind Moo’s ear until the gigantic black-and-white Great Dane settled into the back seat again.

Liam gave me a sideways glance and smiled. “Mom told me I might as well take off early. She said I was moping about. I’d have corrected her, but instead, I packed up the car and drove down.”

I snickered at the image of the tall, handsome man next to me moping about. “You should have told me.”

“I wasn’t sure when I was going to arrive. I made great time getting here from where I stayed last night. And it was worth it.” He squeezed my hand.

I blushed a little, remembering my response when I had looked up from my complimentary eggs at the hotel. I had seen him in the doorway looking like a Viking warrior, and I had screamed so loudly that Minx spilled coffee in her lap. Then I had vaulted over our bow cases to hug him.

“I made a bit of a scene,” I said. I was not some teenager that couldn’t control herself, but I felt pretty close as I watched him drive through the winding complex. 

“I liked it,” he said.

The previous day when I had gone to practice, I hadn’t paid much attention to where we’d need to park, but I remembered enough to know that our private time together in the car would be over far too soon for my liking.

“Well, I’m going to be a bit more adult from here on out. No more literally throwing myself at you. Though I assume that Ivana already told everyone that we’re a couple. I’m not looking forward to seeing her again.” Ivana had been engaged to Liam. I had made a bit of a fool of myself in the process of telling her that Liam and I were a couple, a fact that I had planned to keep private.

Liam stroked a thumb across my knuckles. “I have good news about that. She won’t be at this tournament with the rest of her team. She was offered the chance to be on some Bordistan reality show and flew out already. Apparently, she is enough of a celebrity there to be on something called Please Don’t Let Me Be Eaten by the Tiger.”

“I’ll be rooting for the tiger,” I muttered under my breath. I had no reason to hold any malice toward her other than good old-fashioned jealousy that she had once been engaged to my guy.

“Why do you want to keep us secret?”

“Not secret, just private. I just don’t want anyone to look at us and think, ‘Why is he dating her?’”

Luckily, the road was smooth and well marked, because he lifted my hand to his mouth and gave it a kiss. “No one who looks at you would ever think that, and after five minutes of talking to you, they would know you are the smartest and funniest person in the world.”

A man in a bright-neon-yellow vest directed us off the narrow paved road and down a dip into a dry riverbed and back up the other side. The bridge we had driven over the previous day was surrounded by caution tape, and a variety of people stood around staring at it.

I pressed myself up against the window to try to get a clear look at the work they were doing. “Yesterday I noticed that the bridge swayed and bounced. I’m glad they’re fixing it.”

We settled into comfortable silence as we approached the archery area. The nerves in my stomach doubled and tripled. I had been preparing for this tournament for a while, and it was finally here. I practiced my slow, deep, calming breathing, but it was hard to fully focus with Liam so close. He pulled into the parking lot and grabbed a spot near the front, but he didn’t turn to get out. Instead, he turned to me.

I leaned over to kiss him, but before our lips could meet, a rap on my window startled me. I let out a little yip, and Moo went nuts, barking directly into my ear. He was so loud in the car that my head rang from one hundred and fifty pounds of Great Dane excitement.

I turned to see Jess. Liam hollered at Moo to quit barking as I rolled down the window.

She pointed to her watch. “It’s time for the team meeting. We’ve been here for ten minutes. And yes, I did bring your bow despite you forgetting it in the lobby.”

I blushed a little at being caught for our slight detour. Despite being my old college friend, Jess was also my coach. I was in charge when it came to computer matters at the center, but she was in charge of archery matters.

Liam leaned around me. “Can we have a few more minutes?”

She pursed her lips at him.

He chuckled. “I have fliers for the new AFA program that we will be passing out here with all the latest updates, and Orion posted the information online yesterday.”

I gave a little squeal. I had been working on the Advancement of Female Archers, or AFA, project for a while, and we rolled out new information as we were able, since it was such a last-minute program. I had to admit this bit of timing wasn’t ideal. I was supposed to be off the clock all weekend so I could focus on the first outdoor tournament of the season.

Jess echoed my worries. “I would rather you guys talk about it later. I want the team to warm up, discuss goals, and get practice out of the way.” She tipped her from head side to side while she did some mental mathematics. “Would it be okay if I had her for the next three hours, then after that you can meet with her to go over things? I’ll take everyone to lunch, then those that want to rest at the hotel can, and I can bring you guys back lunch. Does that work?”

It was stated as a question, but I knew that she preferred the only answer was yes.

Liam was technically her boss, since his mother owned the parent company that owned the center. Of course, he could throw his weight around, but that would make him a lousy boss. He had hired her to coach at the center, and interfering with her plans would be undermining the coaching decisions she had made.

It was a complicated dynamic but one that seemed common in archery. Archers had sponsorships and jobs in the industry, but those companies didn’t want to compromise an archer’s performance, since that reflected on the companies. Everyone tried to do what was best for themselves, but that often meant compromises about what was best for others.

Liam nodded his agreement then looked at me. “Does that work for you?”

I smiled back at him. "Hey, you guys are the experts."

I leaned over to give him a quick peck on the lips then hopped out of the car. Before I could close the door, there was a crash and a squawk as Moo leaped over into the front seat and attempted to follow me. His tail smacked Liam in the face, and Liam’s words were lost in a grunt of pain.

"Hold on, Moo." I grabbed his collar, but he overpowered me in his enthusiasm to leave the car. I was lucky to maintain my footing as he barreled over me. Whenever I got overly confident that we had finished Moo's training, I was reminded that at his size, his behavior needed to be perfect.

He had never once snapped at anyone, and his growling was reserved for at least perceived dangers. He never attempted to intimidate people or animals just to do so. He was still young despite his size, more like a gangly teenager still learning to navigate the world rather than a mature adult.

Liam made his way around the car, rubbing a thigh, and snapped a leash onto Moo's collar. "I thought you were working on the stay command."

"I have been. He now waits before eating. I guess I should work harder on exiting the car. It's not like we get out a lot." I smiled at him, more flirty words on the tip of my tongue. I was going to tease him about taking us out on more dates, but Jess cleared her throat.

I raised a hand in farewell to Liam and Moo and grabbed Jess's arm to try and make amends for my hasty departure at breakfast. "Thanks for bringing my stuff. I guess I was distracted."

"You know how young love is," she snorted.

I slowed down a little. Love? I admitted that it certainly felt that way to me, but so fast? "Am I acting like a fool?"

She rolled her eyes. "Can we not get into this now? Yes, you are a fool in love, but so is he. You guys are clearly head over heels for each other, but can you just focus for a bit? This is your first outdoor tournament of the season, and you have trained really hard.” She sounded a bit peeved. “Please just set all that aside for a few hours and think only about archery. Liam will still be there afterward."

I giggled. She thought Liam felt the same about me. I thought so, too, but it was nice to get confirmation from others. He was tall, handsome, smart, supportive, and all mine.

We had arrived in Arizona yesterday afternoon and stopped by the range to get in a few hours of practice at the unofficial practice range across the road. It would help us acclimate to the weather, which was a brutal shift. When we had left Wyoming, there had been snow falling in a spring storm, and the temperatures were comfortably hovering at the freezing point. When we arrived in North Phoenix, the heat had felt oppressive, though the locals bragged about it being quite nice. The wind shoved me around like a rag doll. In the few hours we had been out, I had gotten slightly sunburned and more than slightly dehydrated. My body protested that only fools would subject themselves to such a wild swing in climate in a day’s journey, and I couldn't argue.

Today, though, was official practice, during which we could get some time on our actual competition target.

It was another opportunity to get used to the weather, though as I followed Jess through the archers’ area under the tents and behind the shooting line, there was an unexpected chill to the air and dark clouds gathering on the horizon.

"Is it supposed to rain?" I called after her as she raised a hand in greeting as she cut through a group of archers.

"They are predicting some weather this afternoon. You brought your rain gear, right?" She stopped to stare at me as though surprising me with a pop quiz.

I patted the backpack hanging over my shoulder. "Right here!"

I never would have thought to grab it that morning if
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