
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Ruby and the Fire Walkers

Book 2 of the

Dream Walker Series

by

Caroline Swart

 



 


 


Ruby and the Fire Walkers

Copyright © 2015 by Caroline Swart

 


Edited and Formatted by

Pam Berehulke, Bulletproof Editing

 


Cover design by

CompRSA

 


Smashwords Edition

 


This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you’re reading this
book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use
only, please return and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

Without limiting the rights under the copyright
reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in
any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of
the above author of this book.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the
trademarked status and trademark owners of various products
referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without
permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.


Note from the Author

Each book can be read as a stand-alone story, but
it’s best to read them in order to derive the most enjoyment from
the series.

 


The Dream Walker Series

Book 1 - Aspen and the
Dream Walkers

Book 2 - Ruby and the
Fire Walkers

Book 3 - Gail and the
Wind Walkers (coming soon)

Book 4 - Lucy and the
Water Walkers (coming soon)


Table of
Contents

Note from the Author

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

A Request from the
Author

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Coming Soon

 



Prologue

In Aurora, a plane parallel to Earth, live a people
called Dream Walkers, whose purpose is to protect the children of
Earth from Chancellors. For when an Earth child sleeps, evil
Chancellors slip into his or her subconscious, implanting
nightmares so they may draw strength from the child’s fears.

Dream Walkers are born with special powers
they use to fight the Chancellors, as well as the creatures from
nightmares such as witches and trolls conjured by Chancellors to
help in their battles. The Dream Walkers are protected by specially
crafted dream catchers worn around their necks, medallions imbued
with magic to protect them from the horrid creatures they fight.
The dream catchers also help them heal quickly from wounds, and can
transport them to Earth.

Divided into four clans according to the
source of their powers—fire, water, power, and wind—the different
clans are easy to distinguish. Female Power Walkers have
silvery-blond hair and blue eyes, while the males in the clan have
black hair and blue eyes. Wind Walkers have brown eyes and dark
brown hair, and all Fire Walkers have red hair and deep green eyes.
Water Walkers are blond.

Even if different clan members mingle and
have children, their progeny inherit the features of one parent
only, as well as that clan’s gift. This makes it easy to tell which
power they’ve inherited.

The various Dream Walker clans have
traditionally worked together in harmony against their shared
enemy. But the fellowship they’ve enjoyed in the past is now
threatened by some among them who wish to keep their clans pure,
and that is where our story begins.


Chapter One

~ Wind Chimes ~

“You can’t come in here.”

Ruby flinched as long fingers wrapped around
her wrist. Lifting her head, she met a pair of turquoise eyes so
intense, she gasped and stepped back in surprise.

The Water Walker blocking her entrance was
tall with broad shoulders. A pale blue T-shirt hugged his large
frame, and the muscles in his tanned forearm bunched as he gripped
her tighter.

“I said you can’t come in.”

“Why not?” Ruby stared up at him. His blond
hair was tousled and nestled against his jaw in messy waves. A
dimple dotted the center of his chin, and light stubble glistened
on his face in the pale light.

“Because we’re closed.” His voice was low
and silky, and a slow smile lifted the corner of his mouth.

Through the window of the gift shop behind
him, Ruby could see people browsing around the displays, and she
raised an eyebrow. Why was he blocking her? The store was clearly
still open.

His thumb stroked once lightly over her
wrist, which forced her attention back to him just as an elderly
lady climbed the step onto the wooden boardwalk next to them.

With a friendly grin, she greeted the
gorgeous guy next to Ruby. “Hey, Caden.”

“Hey, Maggie.” Using his free hand, he
reached forward and pulled on the handle of the glass door.

“Thank you.” She nodded and walked into the
store.

Ruby’s eyes widened. “That’s not fair. You
can’t let her in and not me. I can see people shopping inside.”

“My mom said we’re closed.”

“That’s crazy. This is a shop. You can’t
choose your customers.”

When his smile faded, she decided to change
her approach. Nicola was her best friend, and she deserved a great
birthday gift. That present was currently hanging inside the store
only a few feet away.

“Please let me in—I’ll be quick. I can see
what I want to buy from here.”

A delicate wind chime dangled from the roof
of the gift shop. Miniature crystals sparkled, projecting an
intricate pattern against the wall of the store. It was the perfect
birthday gift for her friend, and she’d been searching for one like
this for days.

The Water Walker, apparently called Caden,
turned to look through the window at a blond-haired woman behind
the counter inside the store. She was staring at them openly as an
older man with a bony forehead and shrunken cheeks stood next to
her.

When the man scowled at Ruby, a cold feeling
snaked down her spine. Why was he staring at her as if he knew her?
She couldn’t remember seeing him before, and there was no reason
for his malevolent stare.

The woman shook her head and turned to talk
to the man beside her.

“I’m sorry, but my mom says we’re closed,”
Caden repeated, drawing her attention back to him.

This couldn’t be happening. Ruby wanted that
wind chime. Nicola’s birthday party was on Saturday, and if this
Neanderthal wouldn’t let her in, she’d have to be more
convincing.

Stepping forward, she tried to force her way
past him, but he tucked her hand behind her back and pulled her
against his chest. He was so near that his minty breath puffed
against her chin.

“Didn’t you hear me? I said we’re
closed.”

Ruby inhaled sharply. Not only was he
preventing her from entering, he was holding her so close that she
couldn’t move. As if realizing his mistake, he released her
abruptly, and she almost stumbled.

“What are you doing in Lauder anyway?” he
said in a gruff voice. “Shouldn’t you be shopping in Vega?”

In that instant, Ruby understood what he was
saying, and she stiffened as annoyance burned through her.

He didn’t want someone from her clan in the
shop.

Glancing over his shoulder at the customers
in the store, she found exactly what she’d suspected. Every one of
them had blond hair and blue eyes. They were all Water Walkers, and
she wasn’t welcome because she was a Fire Walker.

The four different clans of Dream Walkers
hardly ever fought amongst themselves, so it was unusual to meet a
purist, but that would explain why he’d been so rude. Lauder had
its share of clan purists, but she hadn’t met any in all the years
she’d visited the Water Walker stronghold. In fact, she wouldn’t be
in Lauder at all if she could find a birthday gift in her hometown
of Vega.

What a wasted effort.

“You’re right.” She stared at him icily.
“The quality of everything in Lauder is so much better than here in
Vega. Thanks for reminding me.”

Spinning on her heel, she returned to the
dusty street. She had to get as far away from this shop as
possible. How they expected to make money, she’d never know.

And what a waste of a good-looking guy.
Thankfully she wouldn’t have to see his face ever again.


Chapter Two


~ Learn to Surf ~

“You have no idea how rude he was!” Ruby flopped
back into the upholstered chair and rubbed her index fingers in
circles against the fleshy part of her thumbs.

Nicola sat down on the bed next to her with
a huge grin on her face. “But you said he was sexy?”

“Yeah, that’s what makes it worse,” she said
on a huff. “He wouldn’t let me inside, no matter what I did. He was
a real meathead.”

“Wow—a sexy meathead. Don’t think I’ve met
many of those before.”

“Stop making me laugh, Nic,” she said with a
reluctant smile. “It’s not funny.”

Her friend grinned. “I think it’s priceless,
and you should see the look on your face. I have to meet this guy.
I haven’t seen you this mad in ages. Your cheeks are almost as red
as your hair.”

Ruby’s bad mood faded in the face of her
friend’s teasing. She couldn’t understand why the Water Walker had
upset her so much, anyway. The only reason she could think of was
that she’d honestly wanted the wind chime. Nicola would be eighteen
on Saturday, and it was difficult to find a gift for a girl who had
everything she wanted already.

Best friends their entire lives, Ruby and
Nicola surprised each other every year on their birthdays with
something inexpensive but fancy, and Ruby wanted to match the gift
she’d received for her seventeenth birthday the previous year. The
jewelry box with the tiny ballerina that spun on a mirrored surface
was so beautiful. Nicola had spoken about crystal wind chimes
before, and that would have been the perfect present.

“It’s not only about getting into the shop.
I’m convinced he’s a clan purist. The only other shoppers in the
store were Water Walkers, and I’m sure the store wasn’t closed.
They were still shopping when I left.”

Nicola’s smile faded and her brow creased.
“You can’t say things like that without proof, Ruby. That’s a
serious allegation.”

“I know. You’re right, but I don’t know what
to think. His mom definitely wasn’t welcoming. There was a weirdo
next to her, and he kept staring at me. Gave me the creeps.”

“Wow, this place sounds like a horror shop.
And how did you get to meet his mom?”

Ruby reached over to the dressing table to
swipe a tube of lip balm from the glass top. “I didn’t. I told you
he wouldn’t let me in the store,” she said while rubbing the glossy
balm across her lips. “But I saw a woman looking at me through the
window when he said his mom didn’t want me there.”

Smiling sweetly, Nicola hugged her friend.
“Oh, sweetie. Don’t upset yourself any longer. There’s no need to
get me a present; your friendship is the best gift a girl could
ever have.”

“You say the nicest things. Troy has no idea
how lucky he is.”

“All I know is that he’s going to be upset
if we don’t leave soon,” Nicola said as she adjusted the strap of
her yellow bikini and reached for a towel lying across the chair.
The top she wore was paired with a bright yellow pair of shorts,
which suited her creamy skin and long auburn hair.

“You’re right. They’re probably waiting for
us.”

“Grab your suit and let’s go for a swim. I
don’t want to be late for Troy’s barbecue at the lake.”

Ruby opened a chest of drawers next to the
dressing table and began rummaging for a bathing suit. “Who else is
going to be there?”

Nicola shrugged. “Ethan and Ryder said
they’d come along, maybe Ashley and Cole, and I won’t be surprised
if he invited a few Water Walkers too.”

“Well, I hope they’re friendlier than the
one I saw yesterday.”

Ruby fished out an emerald-green bikini and
disappeared into the bathroom. She returned a few minutes
later.

“Oh,” Nicola said with an approving nod.
“That matches your eye color so well.” She patted the tiny string
bows on Ruby’s hips and sighed. “I wish I had a figure like
yours.”

“I don’t know why you’re complaining. Troy
can’t keep his hands to himself when he sees you.”

Digging into her jewelry box, Ruby found a
thin gold chain and fastened it around her waist. She slipped into
a silky beach robe, tied it around the middle, and turned to face
her friend.

“Are you sure this is okay?”

Nicola nodded. “Absolutely. You look
beautiful.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it hurts my eyes to look at you,” she
said with a grin. “So hurry up. We’ve got a few hungry guys to
charm.”

Laughing, Ruby grabbed her towel and
followed Nicola out of the room.

• • •

Vega was one of many settlements in Aurora, the
old-fashioned world parallel to Earth, and had its own lake.
Although not as big as the one in Lauder, its lake was large enough
for the small town’s uses.

Ruby’s house bordered its cool waters, and
she chatted with Nicola as they walked down the pebbled walkway
that looped from her house to the water’s edge. Pine trees grew
tall along the walkway, giving the air a sharp, fresh smell that
mixed with chimney smoke from nearby cabins.

A magical spell protected the area around
the lake that allowed clan members to relax, even when Chancellors,
their worst enemy, were out and about during Lavendula, the
ten-minute period in each hour when the sky was darkened with a
purple tint. But it was Lemona now, and the sky was bathed with
pale lemony light. Insects buzzed in the short weeds peeping
through the water, and birds flitted and chirped in the dense
forest.

Both Ruby and Nicola were members of the
Fire Walker clan that hunted Chancellors to stop their reign of
terror. Ruby wasn’t a fierce warrior and neither was Nicola, but
they were enthusiastic in their efforts and always joined in where
they could. Today was one of the few days they had to themselves,
free of training or hunts, and all Ruby wanted was some fun during
their break.

Ruby had a bad habit of forgetting the dream
catcher that had been magically woven to protect her from harm
during the hunts. Suspended from a rawhide thong, the medallion had
saved her life more than once, and she reached up to touch it to
reassure herself that she’d remembered to wear it today.

When Nicola caught sight of Troy, the Water
Walker from Lanta she was head-over-heels in love with, she waved
wildly in his direction. Troy’s fair hair made him easy to pick out
in the group of redheaded Fire Walkers, since like everyone else
from his clan, he had blond hair and blue eyes.

“So, I count four Fire Walkers and two Water
Walkers.” Nicola squinted her eyes to see better.

In the distance, Ruby saw Troy surrounded by
a group of guys, and she recognized her clan members Ashley and
Cole, as well as Ethan and Ryder. She noticed someone else with
blond hair, but couldn’t see his face from where she stood.

“Cool,” she said. “Let’s get going.”

A small white dog pranced about the edge of
the fire pit, barking while the group laughed and chatted around a
pile of smoldering logs. Smoke wafted lazily up in the air, and the
smell pricked Ruby’s nostrils. Being close to flames calmed the
fire element within her, and she took a deep breath of the smoky
air.

The other Water Walker’s face became visible
as they neared the group, and she cursed softly. It was the guy
from the previous day. How bad could her luck be?

He hadn’t seen them yet, and he bent down to
lift a white surfboard from the ground, placing it upright in the
sand next to him.

Ruby grabbed Nicola’s arm, digging into her
flesh as she pulled her back. “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s
the guy from the gift shop.”

“Ouch, let go.” Nicola rubbed her forearm
and scowled at Ruby.

With a flick of his wrist, the new Water
Walker yanked his T-shirt over his head, displaying a powerful body
with ropy muscles.

Nicola stopped rubbing her arm and stood
silently, admiring the sight.

He picked up the board and jogged to the
water’s edge, wading into the cool depths while holding on to a
leash attached to the board. A few seconds later, he ducked under
the water and resurfaced, shaking droplets from his thick blond
hair.

“Close your mouth,” Ruby told Nicola dryly
as her friend gawked at the sight before them.

“Holy cow! How could you fight with a
gorgeous specimen like that?”

“Easy, actually.” Ruby watched him as
closely as Nicola did. “Wait until he opens his mouth.”

“Oh yeah, I can’t wait for that.” Nicola
gave her an impish grin.

As she spoke, he raised his hands and
commanded the water to form a perfect wave. Effortlessly, he pulled
himself onto the surfboard and paddled toward the crest. With a
graceful movement, he grabbed the board and slung his legs upward
to pop up onto the top of it right before the wave broke.
Zigzagging in front of the curl of the wave, he rode until the
water foamed up on the shore, and then conjured up a new wave with
his hands.

Troy walked over to them and snapped
Nicola’s bikini strap like a rubber band while winking at Ruby. He
had shoulder-length blond hair, as light as a lion’s mane, and pale
blue eyes. Nicola dropped her scrutiny of Caden and beamed at
him.

“Hey, glad you girls could make it.” Tiny
lines crinkled around his eyes as he smiled.

“Hey, Troy. We got here as soon as we
could.”

He placed an arm around Nicola’s waist as
she spoke and pulled her against his chest. “The guys were about to
grill the meat, so your timing’s perfect. Come and join us.”

Ruby rolled her eyes at the smitten
expression on Nicola’s face. The girl was like a piece of clay in
Troy’s hands, and would do anything he said. He hadn’t asked Nicola
out officially, and Ruby wondered if he ever would. Since her
friend seemed happy with the arrangement, Ruby wouldn’t interfere,
but it wasn’t something she could imagine herself doing.

As they traipsed over to the smoldering
fire, Ruby glanced at the surfer from beneath her lashes. He hadn’t
noticed her yet, and she used the opportunity to study his graceful
movements without his knowledge. By the time they’d reached the
rest of the group, she’d examined every strong muscle in his chest,
arms, and thighs, and was ready to fan her heated cheeks.

At the fire pit, they were greeted by the
rest of the party. Both Ashley and Cole had dark auburn hair and
green eyes, but Ashley was taller and slightly older at
nineteen.

“Ah, the hottest girl in Vega is here. Hey,
stranger. Where’ve you been hiding?”

Ashley had always been friendly to Ruby, and
he reached out and hugged her. Musky deodorant and barbecue smoke
clung to his white T-shirt, and she wrapped her arms around him for
a quick greeting. He had a buzz cut and bottle-green eyes, and she
smiled up at him.

“How can you call me a stranger? Didn’t we
fight together two days ago?”

“I know,” he said with a grin. “I get
withdrawal symptoms if I don’t see you every day.”

Ruby laughed as he released her.

“Can I get you something to drink?” he
asked, and both Ruby and Nicola nodded their heads in unison.
“Cole, can you get these two lovely ladies sodas, please?”

Cole stood on the opposite side of the fire.
He was a bit shorter than Ashley, and had a tuft of hair under his
lower lip and a silver piercing in his eyebrow. Within seconds,
he’d grabbed sodas and given them to the girls.

“Thanks.” Ruby held on to the glass bottle.
“Now all I need is a Water Walker to ice it for me.”

Cool fingers folded over her hand, and the
bottle froze instantly. Yelping, she whipped around to gape at the
person behind her.

“Whoa, I was only joking!”

The guy from the gift shop had left the
water and was standing directly in front of her. Drops of water
trickled slowly over his sculpted abs, and Ruby could hear Nicola’s
dreamy sigh next to her.

“Is that cold enough?”

Water Walkers could control water, changing
its state from gas to ice. He’d frozen the bottle of soda with the
touch of his fingers and now he stood, towering over her with lips
curled upward.

“Hey, Caden, have you met Ruby?” Ashley
moved forward to introduce her. High-fiving his friend, he asked,
“How did you get that neat wave on our flat lake?”

Keeping his gaze fixed on Ruby, Caden smiled
mockingly. “I think we’ve met already. And you know I like showing
off when I’ve got an audience.”

So much for him not noticing her. Ruby moved
closer to Nicola, who was already lifting her hand in a small
salute.

“Hey, I’m Nicola.”

“Hey,” he responded.

Ruby wanted to poke her for her traitorous
behavior. Hadn’t Nicola heard a thing she’d said about him being a
clan purist?

Facing him squarely with her hands on her
hips, Ruby decided to strike back. “So, am I allowed to get in the
water, or do you plan on stopping me again?”

His gaze dropped to her body and he smiled
with approval. “Only if I can watch,” he said, his tone
teasing.

“Does that mean you’re not on segregation
duty?”

Almost immediately, his face sobered. “I’m
not sure I understand that, but I didn’t mean to upset you
yesterday. My mom told me to close the shop and not let anyone else
in. I didn’t mean to be rude at all.”

Raising her chin, Ruby sniffed. “Then why
did you let that customer in after me?”

“That wasn’t a customer. That was my great
aunt. She stopped by to drop off something for my mom.”

Ruby stood in silence, contemplating his
words. After a full minute, she spoke again. “I needed that wind
chime. I would’ve been in and out in a second.”

His brow lifted at her comment, and he
grinned wickedly. “If only I’d known.”

As he leaned toward her, she found her body
leaning forward to meet his. He was so close that she felt his
breath on her face. Shutting her eyes, she jerked when his jaw
brushed against hers as he bent to pick up a bottle of soda from
the steel tub behind them. His soft chuckle made her eyes pop open
wide.

Damn, she’d thought he was about to kiss
her. How embarrassing.

Luckily Troy interrupted and pulled Nicola
back against him. Six feet tall, he had muscular arms and a broad
chest, and he held her tightly, pressing his lips to her ear. “Come
with me, beautiful.”

“Be back in a bit, Rubes.” She squealed as
Troy frog-marched her in the opposite direction. “We’ve got a bit
of catching up to do.”

Ashley and Cole were on the other side of
the fire, and they raised their sodas to toast the disappearing
couple. Ethan and Ryder were deep in conversation, organizing the
meat on a metal grill.

Ruby was suddenly alone with Caden. Not
knowing what to say, she looked nervously at the soda in her
hands.

“Have you ever surfed?”

“Me?” Tipping her head back, she scrunched
her brow. “Nope, can’t say that I have.”

“Why not?”

She swirled the soda from side to side and
stared out across the lake. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted
to.”

The water had calmed, the waves from earlier
were completely gone, and the flute-like song of a wood thrush rang
clearly through the trees behind them. Feeling his gaze on her, she
looked at him again.

“Do you want to try?”

“Um, no thanks.” She laughed nervously.

He took a sip of soda and wiped his mouth
with the back of his hand. “So it’s true what they say.”

Ruby looked at him blankly. “I don’t know
what you mean. What they say about what?”

“They say that Fire Walkers are scared of
water.”

“That’s a lie. Fire Walkers are the bravest
warriors. We aren’t scared of anything; everyone knows that.”

He smiled at her sudden outburst. “Good to
know. So you won’t back down when I ask you to surf with me?”

“You want me to surf with you? Now?”

“Yes—unless you’re lying and you are scared
of water.” Dimples appeared in his cheeks.

“I told you I’m not. I haven’t surfed
before, that’s all.”

“That’s okay. I can teach you.” He took her
empty bottle and threw it along with his into the fire before
facing her.

“What? Um, no, that’s okay.”

Truthfully, Ruby was terrified of water, but
she’d rather die than tell him that. It was one of her worst
phobias.

“Are you too chicken to learn how to
surf?”

“Of course not.”

He grinned. “I think you are.”

Ashley and Cole laughed at something on the
other side of the fire, and she shifted closer to him.

“I’m not a chicken and I’m not scared,” she
whispered harshly.

Caden’s turquoise eyes sparkled. “Let me
teach you. You can practice in the shallow water, and I’ll show you
how to keep your balance. I can control the water so you won’t
drown.”

Ruby stared at him icily without saying a
word. She fidgeted with the belt on her robe, willing her stomach
to stop flipping.

All Fire Walkers hated water, but she had
aquaphobia—a debilitating fear of water. It was impossible to say
when it began. There wasn’t a specific incident that had sparked
it, but she hadn’t learned to swim because of it. Not that she
would tell him that.

“Unless you’re lying to me.” Caden’s eyes
narrowed as he goaded her. “My mom said I should be careful of Fire
Walkers.”

“Why, what’s wrong with us?”

She glared back at him. Mentioning his mom
while she was nervous was like throwing gasoline on fire, and her
mood swung from uneasy to full-blown anger. His mom was a clan
purist—Ruby was absolutely sure of that. The excuses Caden had made
were plausible, but she’d seen his mom’s dismissive stare, and
there was no way on Vega that she could be anything else.

If his mom thought her clan was afraid of
water, then she’d show her a thing or two. She’d figure out how to
swim quickly if anything happened.

“Actually, don’t answer that,” she said.
“You’d better hurry up and teach me before Lavendula falls.” Ruby
regretted the brave words as soon as he lifted the board from the
sand.

“Are you sure?” He cocked an eyebrow at her.
“I don’t want to upset you or anything.”

Biting her lip, she ripped the belt from her
robe and let the covering flutter to her feet. When she lifted her
heavy hair, her long red locks spilled over her small frame.

His sharply inhaled breath made her look up.
A muscle rippled along his jaw as his gaze traveled over her
body.

“Let’s get this over with.” Trying to sound
confident, she pointed at the lake.

He held out his hand, but she ignored the
help and added an extra sway to her hips as she walked to the
water.

Before she made it to the water’s edge, he
trotted past her and placed the board on the calm surface. Thoughts
of drowning flashed through her head, and she stepped warily into
the water, doing her best not to shudder.

“Good girl,” he said, and held out his hand
patiently again.

This time, she grasped it and climbed onto
the board, slowly rising to a crouch as Caden held it. It wobbled
slightly under her weight as she tried to steady her balance. Her
mind was screaming for her to get off and run back to dry land, but
she remembered what his mom had said, and used her anger to steel
her nerves.

“Are you okay, babe?” His voice had a gruff
quality she was beginning to like, and she glanced at him.

“Don’t call me babe.” She was terrified, but
his only response was to flash his perfect white teeth at her.

Moving closer, he placed an arm around her
waist. The gold chain pressed against her middle, and she tensed as
his skin touched her stomach. Ruby felt the hair rise on her
forearms. His closeness was making it difficult to breathe, and her
heartbeat pounded, roaring in her ears.

Suddenly the board slid out from under her
feet, and she shrieked as she almost lost her balance. Caden
plucked her from the board before she fell and cradled her against
his chest. Ruby was tiny, and he held her effortlessly as she threw
her hands around his tanned shoulders without thinking. A strong
arm flattened against her back while his other hand hooked under
her knees. Resting her cheek in the crook of his neck, she shivered
in fear.

“I’ve got you, babe,” he whispered into her
ear as he headed for the sand.

Water splashed up on her legs as he waded
back to shore. As soon as she could, Ruby disentangled herself from
his grip and ran back to the fire. Grabbing her robe, she tugged it
over her shoulders. All she could think was that she’d almost
drowned. Her body trembled and she struggled to control her
emotions, even though she knew she was safe.

“Hey, we’re
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