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      She tried the fairy tale and the fairy tale didn’t work.

       

      Cassie Andrews thought she met the perfect guy, then he was gone. Ten years later, she’s a single mom with a good job when Heath Lawe’s return shatters her orderly life. The abduction of her son forces them to work together, stirring feelings she thought long dormant.

       

      For FBI Agent Heath Lawe, finding Alex was the easy part, keeping him safe takes all of his skills as a former SEAL. He’ll need more than discipline to keep his feelings for Cassie in check. Can they stay one step ahead of danger and the passion that threatens to derail them?
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      Heath Lawe didn’t know what his wily granddad was up to, but he meant to find out. He pulled his blue rented Jeep Wrangler into a parking spot at Aspen Gold Lodge, killed the engine and leaned back in his seat. Slipping off his glasses, he closed his sandpaper-dry eyes, and he let the quiet seep into his weary muscles. A wave of the deep exhaustion which had become his constant companion during the last six months swept over him, leaving him drained. Sleep had become his enemy, and he was now paying the price for the constant battle. Maybe he should have taken a break from his job sooner, but as usual he’d refused to give up or ask for help.

      Opening his eyes, he let his gaze roam over the panorama before him. Majestic snow-capped peaks provided a picture-postcard setting for the magnificent lodge nestled below them.

      Nothing about the lodge had changed since he'd been here five years ago. The white sprawling five-story building was topped with a red tile roof and surrounded by a low stone fence. Long covered porches stretched the length of the building, a reminder of a slower, simpler time.

      Heath rolled his shoulders trying to relieve some of his tension, but the movements did nothing to relax him. Leaning over the back seat he grabbed an envelope out of a side pocket on his laptop bag and carefully unfolded the heavy vellum paper embossed with the lodge’s gold letterhead. He put his glasses back on and read the message written in his granddad’s spidery strokes.

      Heath still wasn’t sure what to make of the whole thing. He’d never received a handwritten note of any kind from Jakob, especially not one signed ‘Love, Grandpa.’

      Love? Since when? Jakob had never once told Heath he loved him. Grandpa? No one called Jakob that and Heath had never been invited to call him anything other than Jakob. Who knew? Maybe his granddad had gone soft. According to his sister Miranda, Jakob was a kinder and gentler man now. Perhaps this new interest in family was the result or someone else had signed the letter.

      Jakob's letter couldn't have come at a better time. Heath needed a break from his job at the FBI-possibly a permanent one. This trip would give him time to decide what he wanted. The only thing Heath was sure of was that he couldn't go back to being a hostage negotiator.

      He pulled his thoughts back to the present and wondered what Jakob wanted. His granddad could be cunning and manipulative when he wanted something. Heath needed to figure out exactly what the old man was up to.

      Stepping out of the Jeep, he pulled out his gear. After slinging the strap of his computer case over his shoulder, he relinquished his other two bags to the approaching bellhop.

      Entering the lodge, he paused to get his bearings. Little had changed inside either. The spacious lobby had an old-world charm. Small groups of furniture further enhanced the overall impression of quiet understated elegance. On the other side of the room, a grand staircase invited guests up to the second level.

      Heath strode to the reservation desk and gave them his name. Turning slightly, he leaned his elbow on the marble reception counter and continued scanning the room while he waited. Realizing he’d instinctively covered his back, Heath scowled. Habits ingrained by years of training, first in the military and then by the Bureau, were hard to break. But he wasn’t working on a case right now. Hell, he hadn’t even been in the field in over six months.

      Just the thought of going on a case, even a routine one where no one’s life was in danger, made him break out in a cold sweat.

      “Mr. Lawe?” A soft voice came from directly behind him. Turning toward the source, Heath faced the receptionist.

      “Mr. Spencer is in a meeting. His secretary said he should be free shortly. The office is on the second floor. You can take the stairs or the elevator around the corner.” She made a nervous gesture toward the hallway on his right.

      “Thanks. Please have my bags taken to my suite.” Heath strolled toward the curved staircase leading to the second level and the resort offices. Halfway across the lobby, he stopped and stared. A woman with shoulder-length sandy-blond hair had entered the room. As Heath watched, she raised her hand and threaded her fingers through her bangs, pulling them away from her face. The familiar gesture sucked the air out of his chest.

      Cassie. The one woman he’d never forgotten. Heath watched closely, trying to get a better look as she crossed the sitting area and disappeared down a hall.

      Heath hadn’t seen the young woman’s face, but there was no way she could have been Cassie. The person’s actions had simply reminded him of her. He hadn’t allowed himself to think about their brief interlude almost ten years ago. And he had enough going on to worry about it now.
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      “Let me get this straight, you want my company to provide individual security for twenty executives,” Cassandra Andrews clarified. She kept her gaze focused on the distinguished older man sitting across from her.

      “Yes. Since your company has provided security for us in the past, our staff is familiar with your procedures. We'd also like you to supply additional security to work with our own staff on overall coverage for everyone who attends.” Jakob Spencer slid a file across his mahogany desktop.

      His brilliant green eyes, a startling contrast to his pure white hair, never left hers. His intense scrutiny should have made her uncomfortable. She wasn’t sure why it didn’t.

      “This is a list of everyone who registered for our CEO summit. Those with a star in front of their names will require individual security during their stay.”

      Cassie quickly scanned the list, recognizing many of the names. Her company had provided personal security for at least a half dozen of those listed at various times during the past year. There were at least another dozen for whom they had handled services in the last three years. A definite plus; they would already have background information on these clients.

      “There should be at least one person assigned for each shift, but I would prefer two.” Opening another file, he pulled out a stack of bound papers and handed them to her.

      “Do you know if anyone on this list made private arrangements for protection during their stay?” Cassie asked.

      “There were two who mentioned getting their own, but I told them it wouldn’t be necessary since the lodge would be providing extensive security.” Jakob relaxed into his wing-backed leather chair.

      “Good.” She flashed him a grateful smile. “That makes our job easier.” Glancing down at her notes, she perused her list before continuing. “I will need a full set of blueprints for each building and a list of all areas authorized for the general public.”

      “My head of security, Deke Ward, was temporarily called away. However, he has compiled a complete report for you, including a list of personnel, their backgrounds and all other information you should need. Is there anything else?”

      “I’d like a tour of the property and a meeting with Mr. Ward when he’s available.” She softened her requests with another smile. Rising to her feet, she continued, “Could we meet tomorrow for my assessment and suggestions for any changes?”

      “Have my secretary check my schedule. Deke should be back shortly, and he’ll arrange a meeting with you. He can handle your questions. It’s been a pleasure seeing you again, Cassandra.” Standing, he followed her to the door.

      “The pleasure has been mine, and please call me Cassie. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Jakob opened the door for her. His old-world courtesy reminded her of her dad.

      “I understand you accepted my offer and brought your son with you. I hope you both enjoy our resort.” With that, he gently dismissed her and closed the door.

      Cassie couldn’t believe the change in Jakob. She remembered him from her childhood as a cold unsmiling business associate of her dad’s—one who had always scared her because of his stern uncompromising demeanor. Either he was more relaxed because he was on his home turf, or he’d mellowed. Whatever the reason, she was glad. The change made dealing with him less stressful.

      An hour later, she met Deke in the main lobby. The next three hours were spent touring the main lodge, outlying cabins, and buildings. Reassured by the security procedures already in place and by Deke’s grasp of the additional problems the summit might create, she returned to her suite.
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      Heath stepped into Jakob’s office and quietly shut the door behind him. His gaze swept over the room, taking in the familiar setting. Raising his gaze, he met his granddad’s clear green eyes. Jakob stood and walked around his desk. Heath realized how much Jakob had changed physically since the last time Heath had seen him five years ago.

      Although the older man was still as lean and elegant as Heath remembered, the lines on his face had deepened and he appeared...less invincible. Reaching out, Heath shook the hand Jakob offered, pleasantly surprised by the strength of his grip.

      “Heath, I’m glad you could come this quickly.” Jakob gestured toward the sitting area which provided a view of Twin Owl Lake.

      Heath dropped into an upholstered chair facing his granddad. “Jakob.”

      After a slight pause, Jakob continued. “As I mentioned in my letter, I would like to use your new security program for a summit the lodge is holding.”

      The reason he’d come to the lodge was to find out how Jakob had even heard about his program. “My system is still developmental.”

      “I understand, but I’ve done some research and from what I’ve found out, your program would be a good fit with the lodge’s current system.” Jakob leaned forward and fixed Heath with his sharp gaze. “I’d like to use your system and give you a chance to work out any potential problems.”

      He knew his granddad. The old man wouldn’t do this unless there was something in it for him. “Why?”

      “I’m a businessman. I know a good deal when I see one.” Jakob sat back and smiled. “If your system performs as well as I believe it will, I’d like to set up a partnership with you to market your design.”

      Heath stared at him in stunned silence. During the few summers when he, his twin brother, Hunter and their older sister, Miranda, had visited the lodge, his granddad had seldom had much to do with them. As they’d grown older, nothing about their relationship with Jakob had changed...until now. “You want to go into business with me?”

      “Yes. I can arrange the financial backing needed to mass-produce and market your system. Through the years I’ve acquired many influential friends, a large number of whom are always looking for new and better security systems for their various businesses.”

      “And, if I said yes, who would run the company? You?” The thought of working for his granddad held no appeal. Heath remembered the possessively tight rein Jakob had tried to keep on his family and employees.

      “You would. I have enough to handle with the resort and my other investments.” His granddad’s gaze never wavered. “Besides I’m not getting any younger. I just want to help. No strings attached.”

      “What’s in it for you?” he asked.

      “The satisfaction of seeing my grandson succeed.”

      Heath studied Jakob, but couldn’t read the expression on his granddad’s face. There was more to this than just his system, but for the life of him, Heath couldn’t figure out what. “Why?”

      “I believe in your work and I have the resources available to help.” Jakob took a sip of water before continuing. “I remember how tough it was to get a new business off the ground. If I can help smooth over the obstacles, then I’d like to.”

      Right now, Heath wasn’t sure what his future held. “I’m not sure I want to go into business for myself.”

      “Before you make any hasty decisions, take a look at my proposal. We can talk about this again tomorrow.” Jakob rose from his chair and held out a folder.

      “I’ll look the information over. But I’m not promising anything.” Heath grabbed the paperwork to review.

      “If you have no objections, I’d like to order the equipment needed to conduct the test. If you’ll give me the specs, I can have Deke work on locating everything you’d need.”

      “If I agree to this test, where do we go from here?” Heath wasn’t ready to give out information about his suppliers or technology yet.

      “We can handle this however you want. Why don’t you sleep on it? We’ll meet tomorrow to discuss your decision.”

      “I’ll contact my suppliers and make any arrangements needed after I review your proposal.” Heath tucked the folder under his arm and left the office. He’d look at the papers, but he was wary of going into business with his granddad. But if Jakob’s deal was everything he’d said it was, this could be the opportunity of a lifetime.

      An opportunity he’d be a fool to pass up. But could he trust Jakob to keep his word and let Heath run the company? At this point, all he could do was read the proposal carefully. If the deal was good, he’d have an attorney review the paperwork before signing anything. Heath suspected his life would never be his own once he did.
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      Entering her suite, Cassie smiled. As usual, the television was going full blast with her nine-year-old son’s latest video game. A loud explosion on-screen nearly sent her reeling. “Less volume, sport. I’d like to keep my hearing a little longer.”

      “Aw, Mom. It isn’t as much fun without the awesome sound effects,” Alex said over his shoulder. A huge grin spread across his tanned face, and he used his expressive green eyes to give her his best pleading look.

      “Somehow I don’t think the special effects will be any less awesome with a little less sound.” Cassie ruffled his silky black hair as she passed behind the couch. She nodded to the staff member who had been watching Alex for her. Another perk provided by Jakob, childcare when she was working. The young woman smiled, picked up her book and let herself out of the suite.

      Cassie dropped her purse and notes onto the coffee table and sagged onto the cushion beside him. Reluctantly, he turned down the volume.

      “Wanna play? I’m up to level ten.” He returned his attention to the game and rapidly pushed buttons to maneuver through the obstacles on the screen.

      “No, thanks. We both know how hopeless I am at that stuff. I’ve got a couple of free hours. Do you want to do something?”

      Alex whipped his head around and gave her an eager look. “Can we go riding?”

      The only thing her son loved more than video games and computers was horses. Anything and everything about them, regardless of what kind. Alex's love for horses matched her own. Something they had in common since she couldn’t play a video game to save her life.

      “Sure. Let me call and make arrangements.” Rising to her feet, she grabbed the lodge directory and made the call. “We’ve got about twenty minutes, so you’d better shake a leg and get changed.”

      “Who-ee, you’re the best, Mom.” Jumping up, he raced over and gave her a quick hug before running into his room.

      “You’re welcome,” Cassie called after him. She shook her head in amazement. What she wouldn’t give to have half of his energy. Most days she dropped into bed so beat she was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      Hurrying into her room, she grabbed her favorite pair of jeans and her boots and changed quickly. A warm sweatshirt completed her outfit, and she pulled her hair into a ponytail to keep it out of her eyes. A surge of excitement swept through her. Before their arrival yesterday, she hadn't been on a horse for almost two years. Not since before she’d left her husband Trevor, and later taken over the reins of the company after his death. She'd forgotten how much she enjoyed the simple pleasure.

      A knock sounded at her bedroom door seconds before her son pushed it open. Turning, she fixed him with a stern look. “I don’t remember giving you permission to come in yet.”

      “But I didn’t come in.” Alex pointed to where his feet were planted just outside the doorframe. “See.”

      Cassie shook her head at his antics. “You’re supposed to wait until the person on the other side of the door tells you to come in, and you know it.”

      “Yeah, but you take too long. Come on, Mom, let’s go.” Alex stepped into her room, grabbed her hand and practically dragged her out of the suite.

      “Slow down, sport, the horses won’t leave without us.” She smiled at his boundless enthusiasm. He’d had so little to enjoy this past year. There had been so many things to sort out and take care of after her husband’s death. With all those problems at the company to fix, Alex got the short end of the deal most days. Unfortunately, she hadn’t had any other choice until now.

      Entering the stables five minutes later, Cassie let the familiar smells and sounds wrap around her like a long lost friend. She’d missed this. She draped her arm over Alex’s shoulders and gave him a hug. He returned her hug before pulling away and racing toward the nearest stall.

      A long-missed sense of peace settled over her, and Cassie allowed the rigid control she kept wrapped around herself to loosen. A wonderful sense of freedom allowed her to relax. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d let down her guard enough to truly take it easy and simply live in the moment.

      Maybe this trip could be the start of better times for her and Alex. She hoped so, for both their sakes. Something had to change.
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      Heath Lawe fought free of his tangled bedding. His heart pounded and his breath came fast and shallow. Sweat dampened his skin. Inhaling deeply, he tried to counteract the adrenaline coursing through his veins. He swore at the increasingly familiar pattern and pushed to his feet. Dragging his unsteady fingers through his hair, he strode to the window and looked out at the star-studded sky. Living in the city he’d forgotten how dark it was in the country and how bright the stars shone.

      He tried to shake off the aftermath of the nightmare, but the images were too vivid. The intense noise, the overpowering smells of cordite and copper and the dark red pools of blood were difficult to forget. Opening the window, he let the light breeze cool his overheated skin and tried desperately to block the images.

      Six months before, Heath and his partner had been called in to negotiate a hostage situation where two bank robbers had been trapped in a local bank with five hostages. After several hours, he thought he’d convinced them to lay down their weapons and surrender, but something went wrong.

      Every attempt to contact the robbers had been met with silence. After a half-hour with no response, Heath had given the order for the SWAT team to go in. Ten minutes later gunfire erupted. When the smoke cleared, the two felons were dead. But so were all of the hostages, including a ten-year-old boy—who’d been caught in the crossfire.

      At the injustice of the events, a low curse erupted from deep in Heath’s throat. He berated himself for his inability to stop what had happened. An intense sense of guilt ate at his insides and knotted his muscles. He would gladly have traded his life for that of the boy. Someone that young shouldn’t have to pay for Heath’s mistake.

      The boy shouldn’t have died. Heath must have missed something. Pounding a fist against the window frame, he barely felt the dull pain. He pulled the window shut before remaking his bed. Sagging onto the edge of the mattress, he draped his forearms on his knees and stared at the floor.

      The aftereffects of the adrenaline rush crashed through his system, leaving him drained. From past experience, he knew he wouldn’t get any more sleep tonight. There were few nights when he didn’t have the nightmare and those were the ones where he only dozed.

      Pushing to his feet, he headed for the shower. He didn’t regret his decision to get out of the field, but he couldn’t stop the guilt from eating him alive. Heath’s partner had tried to talk him out of transferring to the cybercrimes division. He’d tried going out on two separate cases after the incident. Both times he’d broken out in a cold sweat and his hands had shaken so badly he wasn’t sure he could have held his gun, much less pulled the trigger.

      He couldn’t do his job, and he couldn’t back up or protect his partner properly. He was no longer capable of making split-second decisions, let alone capable of being responsible for a life and death situation. He wouldn’t put himself in that position ever again. He couldn’t if he wanted to keep his sanity.

      It was time to get out.
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      Forcing herself to concentrate, Cassie brought her attention back to the discussion. After reviewing her report and recommendations, Jakob had requested another meeting. He wanted to implement a new security program for the summit.

      “Mr. Spencer, the system you have in place is state of the art. I doubt you’ll find anything better.” Resisting the urge to rub her dry burning eyes, she leaned forward to emphasis her point. “You also have to consider the learning curve for your people to adapt to this new program.”

      “Yes, I know. However, what I’m proposing isn’t an entire system change, but an enhancement,” Jakob continued. “Please let me have the program designer come in. He can explain it better than I can.”

      Cassie reluctantly nodded her acceptance. She didn’t want to upset Jakob without a good reason.

      He pushed a button on his phone before speaking. “Please send him in.”

      Jakob’s office door opened and closed, but Cassie didn’t bother turning to see who had entered. Right now she didn’t care who the person was, she just wanted to come up with a convincing argument to persuade Jakob to leave the system alone.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      Cassie’s stomach clenched. The familiar husky voice jerked her to attention.

      Turning slightly, she raised her startled gaze and met the equally shocked green eyes of the man who stood in front of Jakob’s desk. Standing with his hands in his pant pockets, he looked like a young boy reporting to the principal for punishment. The image almost made her smile.

      Instead, her pulse rate soared. Heath. Youthful feelings of inadequacy and shyness assailed her, and the years fell away. The man before her had been her first true love. Fear immediately gripped her. What was he doing here?

      “Heath, I’d like you to meet Cassie Andrews. Her firm will be providing additional security personnel for the summit. Cassie, meet my grandson, Heath Lawe.” After a slight pause, Jakob continued. “Cassie has some concerns about your system. I’d like you to explain the basics.” Jakob waved Heath to the seat next to her.

      His grandson? Cassie turned her gaze to Jakob and realized his eyes were almost the same brilliant green as Heath’s. She should have realized there was a connection, but why would she? Heath had never talked about his family. She really did not need this complication.

      The security job for the summit was one of the biggest contracts she’d ever negotiated for her company—and the most lucrative. This job would give her company the cash boost it needed after her late husband’s mismanagement of the firm’s assets. She didn’t need the added stress of dealing with Heath.

      This man was one of her biggest regrets. Heath was one of the few men she’d ever met who made her feel as though she was something special. The only one who’d looked beyond her appearance to the person inside.

      Studying him from the corner of her eye, Cassie noted how his black hair curled over his collar, a definite contrast from the past. Back when they’d been together, his hair had been cut military short. He’d matured in other ways as well: his features were harder, more chiseled, and his lean build had filled out, become more muscular and he wore glasses.

      Heath pulled his hands from his pockets and dropped onto the other chair. After a brief pause, he turned toward her but avoided making eye contact.

      “My company’s program is similar to the one already in place. However, mine adds several enhancements.” He finally looked up and his green eyes met hers.

      Cassie couldn’t read his expression, but the look in his eyes had gone flat and hard. Not a flicker of emotion appeared in their crystalline depths. Whatever his initial shock had been, his reactions were now masked. Cassie could only hope her own expression didn’t give away the chaotic swirl of emotions tumbling around inside.

      “What type of enhancements?” Was that hoarse croak her voice? She cleared her throat.

      “I’ve integrated a heat sensor and a tracking system into my design.” His voice was low and harsh, as lifeless as the look in his eyes.

      Working hard to appear calm and professional, she concentrated on speaking clearly and intelligently. “What type of tracking system?”

      “The system uses a small device which can be dropped into a pocket, sewn into a lining or worn as a decorative lapel pin.” Heath spoke in a brisk tone and kept his gaze fixed on a point over her left shoulder.

      Staying focused took all her effort. The shock of seeing Heath after all this time had her head reeling. One minute she wanted to laugh at the whim of fate bringing them together, and the next she needed to cry for all she’d lost when he’d walked away. More importantly, she needed to find out why Heath was here. Was it just coincidence that brought them together? Or was he here because he’d found out?

      Pulling her thoughts away from the past, she concentrated on gathering all the information she would need to build her case against using the new system. “How limited are the units’ range and how many people can you track at one time?”

      “As Jakob is aware, my system is still in the development stage. The initial testing shows excellent results, but the system hasn’t been field-tested yet.”

      “So what you’re telling me is your program hasn’t been used in an actual security setup?”

      “Yes. Our company is just getting off the ground. This system will be one of our first products.” His gaze finally met hers again and she saw her own confusion mirrored in the emerald depths.

      Turning back toward Jakob, Cassie tried to pull her thoughts into some sort of logical order. “Mr. Spencer, it’s obvious from what Mr. Lawe says that the program hasn’t had sufficient testing. There is no way an untried system should be used for your summit.”

      Jakob leaned back in his chair and studied her. “We realize that. What we’re proposing is a field-test of this system at the lodge’s upcoming Halloween Gala for a local charity.”

      Cassie kept her voice cool and emotionless. She turned to Heath. “How do you plan to conduct this test?”

      “Several tracking devices have been ordered and will be placed in event pins which will be worn at the masquerade ball,” he replied. “The lodge’s security people will deliver special ones to guests who have agreed to participate in our test. We can monitor the location of the various guests throughout the evening.”

      Heath glanced at his granddad before continuing. “This system is the prototype for a design my business can install to work in conjunction with a company’s current setup.”

      “And what happens if the results of this test aren’t favorable?” She needed to make sure Jakob wouldn’t push for the system regardless of the outcome.

      “Then we won’t use it.” Heath’s calm statement grated on her nerves. His assumption that she would quietly accept this change without an argument made her uneasy. Jakob appeared to be pushing this new system, so why hadn’t he said anything before now about it? What other surprises lay ahead?

      “If the test results aren’t up to spec, I won’t let the system be used for the summit.” Heath shifted in his seat as though he were uncomfortable with the entire discussion about his program. “Fair enough?”

      Cassie risked another glance. His features were hard and emotionless, but a slight flush colored his neck and cheeks, adding a surprising glimpse of vulnerability.

      Jakob continued to lean back in his chair, watching their exchange with interest, his posture as regally relaxed as before. “I realize this is short notice,” he said, “but I felt the mutual benefit for all concerned outweighed any minor problems.”

      “I have to admit this test will be a chance to work out any bugs still in the system.” Heath’s low baritone flowed over her nerves, leaving a long-forgotten sensation of warmth.

      “I agree,” Jakob said. “If your system works as well as expected, it will be an excellent addition to our security.” With that said the older man rose and extended his hand toward Cassie. “I’ll let you know when the system is in place and Heath can give you a demonstration.”

      Cassie stood and shook the hand he offered. “I still reserve the right to veto the change if I feel its use will compromise the level of security.”

      Jakob nodded in agreement and gave her a smile. “Agreed. I wouldn’t expect anything less. Good day, Cassie.”

      “Good day, Mr. Spencer.” Cassie turned to leave and caught a glimpse of Heath’s face. His jaw was clenched, and the brackets around his mouth had deepened in obvious disapproval. Moving quickly, she left the room and closed the door behind her.

      Still shaken, she hurried for the lobby. She wasn’t prepared for the emotions overwhelming her now, the intensity of her pleasure at seeing him again opposing the realization of how much she could lose.

      Memories of their time together tried to escape the walls she’d carefully hidden them behind. Those walls were now closing in on her. The urgent need to check on Alex threatened to overwhelm her.

      Hurrying to her room, she called the stables where her son had gone for a riding lesson. Confirming his whereabouts, she arranged to have a horse saddled for herself and changed her clothes in record time.

      At the stables, she walked in and spotted the stable guard dog, Murray, sprawled out by the tack room. Her mouth turned up in a smile. The German shepherd mix dog’s relaxed attitude amused her every time she saw him. Some guard dog, he barely stirred when she came in. Moving through the large structure, she found Alex working alongside Ren Garrett, the lodge’s foreman. Cassie leaned against the fence and watched her son listen to the cowboy’s explanation. Her heart swelled with love for her son. He was the light of her life and she’d do everything in her power to keep him safe.

      Alex was watching closely as Ren cleaned the packed dirt from the horse’s hooves. “How come it don’t hurt the horse to nail shoes on their feet?”

      “That part of their hoof doesn’t have any nerve endings like yours and mine, so they don’t feel any pain.” Finishing with the hoof, Ren moved to the next one and repeated the process.

      The look on Alex’s face made Cassie smile. His forehead was wrinkled as though he were pondering some major problem. “But why do they need shoes?”

      The foreman released the back hoof and gave the palomino a pat on the rump. “The metal shoes help protect the softer part of the hoof from sharp rocks.”

      Cassie figured that by now Alex had probably asked the poor guy enough questions to prepare him for a Jeopardy championship. “Ren, you have my permission to toss him out of here anytime you like. Because if you don’t, you’ll never have a moment to yourself.”

      The two looked up, and her son gave her a rueful grin. “Aw, Mom, I’m just helping. Besides I haven’t been here real long.”

      “Sure sport, I left you here over an hour ago.” Fixing him with a firm stare, she watched Alex scuff the toe of his boot in the straw.

      “We’ve been real busy. Besides Ren doesn’t mind.” He turned his face up to the cowboy. “Do you Mr. Ren?”

      Ren gave him a grin. Reaching over, he tugged the brim of Alex’s hat down. “Naw. Good free help is hard to find.”

      Grabbing his pitchfork, the foreman walked toward her. “I had Winddancer saddled. He’s in the next corral.”

      With a grateful glance, she turned and headed toward the other enclosure. Ren and Alex fell into step beside her. “Thanks. He’s a beautiful animal and an absolute gem to ride.”

      “Yes, ma’am, he is.” They walked over to the big appaloosa, and Ren checked and tightened the cinch.

      Cassie stepped closer and brushed her hand down Winddancer’s muzzle. The horse swung his head closer and nuzzled her hair. She smiled into the gelding’s intelligent black eyes and reached out to offer the carrot she’d brought.

      She rubbed the horse’s velvet-soft muzzle. She’d forgotten how soothing horses could be until she’d come to the lodge.

      “You going riding?” Alex asked.

      Turning toward him, she noted how much taller Alex had grown during the past year. “Yeah, I am. You want to come along?”

      Alex paused before answering. “Not right now. I promised Ren I’d help him.” Alex ran over and gave her a hug. “Maybe we could go again later.”

      Cassie gave Alex a squeeze before letting him pull away. “Okay sport, but don’t overstay your welcome. When you’re ready to head back to the lodge, have Ren call the front desk and arrange to have someone stay with you until I get back.”

      Alex gave her a disgusted look. “Aw Mom, I’m not a little kid anymore. I can take care of myself.”

      “I know you’re not, but I feel better when there’s an adult around.” She cupped her hand under his chin and turned his face up to her. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” Alex gave her a long-suffering sigh before wandering over to where Ren was grooming a chestnut mare.

      The big appaloosa nudged her from behind and Cassie staggered forward. Turning to face Winddancer, she could have sworn she saw a twinkle of mischief in the animal’s eyes. “What’s the matter? Am I ignoring you?”

      The gelding nodded its head as if in agreement. Cassie chuckled at the big horse’s playfulness. Reaching over, she untied the reins and gathered them in her left hand.

      “Need a hand up?” Ren’s quiet voice so close behind her made her jump. At his surprised look, she shook her head no and easily swung into the saddle.

      “You need to tie some bells around your neck so people can hear you coming.” Cassie smiled and gathered the reins into her right hand. Leaning over, she gave the gelding a reassuring pat on the neck.

      Ren’s expression showed concern. “What’s got you so spooked?”

      “Nothing. Just a mild case of stress. Is it all right if Alex hangs around with you a little longer?”

      “That’s fine. He said he’d help me fix some tack, so take your time. I’ll keep an eye on him till you get back.”

      “You sure?” Cassie didn’t want to impose, especially when the lodge provided excellent childcare services.

      “Not a problem. He’s a good kid.” With that Ren and Alex headed toward the stable.

      “Bye, Mom. See ya later.” Alex waved briefly before disappearing inside.

      Cassie pulled her hat down tighter and guided Winddancer out of the paddock. After clearing the last gate, she lightly touched her heels to the gelding’s flanks and picked up the pace. The wind coming down off the snow-capped peaks was brisk and refreshing.

      The play of sun and shadows along the edges of the meadow reminded her of the fall days back home when she used to ride with her dad. About half an hour later, she slowed the gelding to a walk. Pulling a pair of gloves from her jacket, she tugged them on her chilled hands.

      There was no need to push Winddancer so hard. She could never outrun the memories chasing her. She may not have seen Heath for ten years, but she’d never forgotten him.

      She could still picture the way he’d looked the first time they’d met. Cassie had never met anyone so full of energy or so high on life. Looking across the room, she’d been irresistibly drawn to him. Even from a distance, he’d exuded an intensity she’d felt all the way to her toes.

      An electrical charge skittered through her every time she’d been close to him. Judging by the tingling sensation which had shot through her today, he could still generate the same energy.

      Of course they’d both been a lot younger then, a lot less mature. Over the years, she’d convinced herself her memories of Heath and their time together had been simply a romantic dream, rather than a reality. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      She’d been painfully shy back then, but she’d worked hard to overcome her self-consciousness and improve herself. With the help of modeling and public speaking classes, she’d gained confidence. The modeling classes had helped her with her posture, body movements and determined her body type and what style of clothes looked good on her. The speech classes taught her how to project her voice, make eye contact and taught her to face everything head-on.

      That hard-earned confidence had fled this morning. Seeing Heath brought feelings of inadequacy flooding back. She’d never understood what he’d seen in her. Or why he’d even gone out with her. She still didn’t.

      Squaring her
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