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      Speed walking along the pebbled curb leading up to Stone Cliff Resort, a popular tourist retreat in the heart of the Canadian Rockies, Melody Spencer sidestepped a deep puddle and cursed under her breath. How she’d managed to miss the last afternoon shuttle from town to the resort was beyond her. She gave a hard shake of her head, realizing that wasn’t entirely true. Mr. Johnson, the elderly pharmacist at Deerfield Convenience liked to chat, and since he was one of the few people in town who was nice to her, she couldn’t bring herself to cut out on him—even if it did mean missing her ride. But seriously, hadn’t she learned that nice girls finished last? Or in this case, had to hoof it up Mount-Frigging-Everest because her next shift started in fifteen minutes. She couldn’t be late, not again. The summer vacationers were all beginning to pile in, and if she wasn’t dressed and in the dining room for the first dinner seating, her boss would have her ass—and her apron. Mel’s full-time summer job might be running camps for kids, but she needed the money from this second job if she was ever going to get out of this God-forsaken town and move to a place where no one knew her, or her past.

      Dark clouds knitted together overhead. Thunder rumbled with a deafening boom that shook the ground beneath Mel’s feet, making her jump. Damn. Damn. Damn. Not only was she going to be late, those black clouds were seconds from opening up and soaking her to the bone. She looked at her thin tank top and frowned. The last thing she wanted was to show up in the staff lounge and have her boss think she’d participated in a wet T-shirt contest. There were enough rumors circulating as it was.

      She clutched the small brown paper bag she was carrying closer to her chest. Her purpose was twofold: Shield herself from the imminent downpour, and keep the contents inside the bag dry. Mel wasn’t one for luxury or brand names—every penny counted toward getting out of Deerfield—but when it came to her feminine needs, she had no problem forking over the extra money. She’d be damned if she’d borrow another Maxi pad from her friend Jaelyn. How anyone could wear those God-awful things was beyond her. Cripes, she might as well slap on a diaper, right?

      She sucked in a breath as lightning zigzagged across the dark sky, and she glanced up in time to see the tall, metal spire on the resort’s main registration building puncture the low hanging clouds. She exhaled a breath of relief at seeing the familiar landmark, now confident that she could make it back without getting drenched. Just then, a very expensive, very posh sports car sped by. The flashy vehicle swerved toward the rocky curb, aiming for the deep puddle ahead of her.

      The wide tires split the puddle, sending water into the air. Mel gave a little yelp, but before she could dodge the deluge, cold rainwater splashed up and fell over her in a wave, soaking her from the top of her head right down to the soles of her rubber flip-flops. Sputtering and gasping for breath, Mel’s feet slipped around in her shoes and it took all her balance to keep herself from landing on her ass. Her arms flailed and when she finally managed to stand straight, she worked to blink the fat droplets from her eyes. She pushed her long, wet hair from her face and looked at the boys hanging out the windows, laughing and pointing as they sped by.

      Fury raced through her. She wanted to scream, she wanted to hit something, hell, she wanted to throw her bag of tampons at them. Instead, she took a breath and reminded herself that soon enough she’d be away from this place, away from all the snotty rich boys who vacationed at the resort every summer and looked down their noses at her—until they wanted to get into her pants. And eventually they all wanted to get into her pants. She hadn’t met a guy yet who didn’t want to go a round with the town slut.

      She cursed under her breath and gathered a handful of hair. She squeezed out the excess water, breaking a fingernail in the process. Taking deep, concentrated breaths as a cold shiver wracked her body, she closed her eyes and wiped her face with her palm. When she heard another car approaching, she cringed, wishing she had a place to hide. The last thing she wanted was to get doused again. She inched closer to the embankment when a black Jeep slowed beside her. Keeping her focus on the ground, she tried to hurry to get ahead of it. She gripped the squishy, rubber flip-flops with her toes for traction, yet with each flop, water shot up the back of her legs and she slipped a little more.

      The engine revved as he caught up to her. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she shot back, keeping her head down and her eyes on her toes.

      “You don’t look fine.” The familiar eastern accent had her angling her head. She looked at the driver, but wished she hadn’t. Ryeland Montgomery. Hot. Rich. Smart. Tight friends with the guys who’d just soaked her. She saw the iPhone on his dashboard. Perhaps he’d only slowed to get photographic evidence, so they could all laugh about it later.

      “I’m fine,” she said again.

      He rolled the passenger window back up and sped ahead. For a second she thought he was going to leave her alone, but then he swerved onto the curb and parked directly in front of her, blocking her path up the hill. The next thing she knew he was climbing out of the driver’s seat and walking toward her with that sexy, confident swagger of his, one that drove all the girls crazy, vacationers and locals alike.

      Correction, not all the girls. She wasn’t about to be drawn in by his charming smile and good looks. Even if she wanted a boyfriend—which she didn’t—she certainly wouldn’t fall for a guy like him, one who left a string of broken hearts behind each summer when he returned east, to a lifestyle that happened to be the polar opposite of hers. Not that she was judging. She wasn’t. What he did and how he lived his life was none of her business.

      Pewter-flecked eyes that reminded her of the silver spoon he’d been born with raked her over, going from the top of her sodden head to the toes curled into the soles of her mushy flip-flops. Those odd-colored irises slowly made their way back up again, and when his pupils dilated despite the lack of sunshine, Mel became fully aware of the way her shirt clung like a second skin, showcasing her ample cleavage and hard nipples—compliments of the cold puddle water. Oddly enough, his eyes didn’t linger on her breasts, although she couldn’t understand why, considering he was a guy and all.

      He raked his hands through thick, dark hair, his glance moving over her face before settling on her eyes. “You’re soaked.”

      “Way to state the obvious,” she huffed out. “I guess you really are as smart as they say.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Uh, did I do something to piss you off?”

      “Look, I was already running late for work when your friends thought they’d get their kicks by soaking me, so I don’t have time for this, okay?”

      Something dark moved over his face, but she wasn’t about to take the time to examine it, not when the clock was ticking and her job was on the line. Instead, she pushed past him but he touched her arm to spin her back around. She flinched, and every muscle in her body tensed, ready to put her self-defense classes to work. Shifting her stance, she prepared to fight, recalling the last man who’d tried to touch her without her permission. She had been only thirteen at the time, and well… Her stomach clenched as painful memories intruded.

      Forget it, Mel…just forget it.

      Ryeland stepped back. “Whoa, sorry.”

      “What do you want?”

      Looking confused, he shifted back and forth in his designer sneakers, his pale blue polo shirt rasping over his broad shoulders. Silence lingered for a moment, and his forehead creased, probably because he was trying to figure out why she wasn’t falling all over him like every other girl he’d gifted with his presence. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, and when she was about to turn back around and hike up the hill, he finally spoke.

      “I’m sorry my friends are such assholes, but all I’m trying to do here is give you a ride to make up for it. You don’t have to go all Karate Kid on me.” He dipped his head and his voice was soft when he said, “I’m trying to help.”

      Surprised, Mel narrowed her eyes to really look at him. Was he for real? He wanted to help her? Surely there had to be something in it for him. Maybe he was tired of the rich, Barbie doll blondes falling all over him and thought he’d go slumming this summer.

      “Why would you want to help me?” she asked bluntly, her back straight, shoulders squared, still on the defense.

      He stared at her for a moment, an equal mixture of confusion and intrigue backlighting those fascinating pewter eyes of his. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      While she could stand there and list a dozen reasons, mainly how those from his social circle didn’t associate with girls from the wrong side of the tracks—except to sleep with them—she knew she had to get a move on it.

      She backed up an inch. “You know what, I don’t know you and you don’t know me, so let’s just both be on our way. Besides, I’m sure your friends are wondering where you are.”

      “You’re wrong, you know.”

      “Wrong? What am I wrong about?”

      His thick bicep muscles flexed as he drove his hands into his pockets, pushing his jeans a little lower on his hips. While she tried not to glance down—some unknown force pulled her gaze to the flash of tanned skin between his shirt and pants —he took a small step forward, moving into her personal space. He was close, too close, and while she knew she should turn and hightail it out of there, her stupid legs took that moment to betray her. Unable to drag herself away, she exhaled slowly and wondered what the heck was going on with her.

      “I know you,” he said, his voice so low, so incredibly soft, it momentarily caught her off guard.

      She held his gaze, and when warmth moved over his handsome face, softening the hard angles, a strange, unfamiliar sensation mushroomed inside her belly. What the hell?

      Despite the fact that she wanted to end this conversation, she blurted out, “How do you know me?”

      He gave a lazy roll of one shoulder. “Everyone does.”

      “Right.” She shook her head and berated herself for momentarily letting down her guard. Good God, she never let down her guard. Ever. Otherwise the things people said behind her back might get to her. Things like “slut”, “town whore”, “no good drunken mother”, and “deadbeat dad”.

      Oh yeah, everyone knew Mel Spencer. Or at least they thought they did. Although she had to admit, some of the rumors were true. She mentally kicked herself for thinking he might actually be different, that he might actually know something other than the stories people spread behind her back. But how could he? She never let anyone get too close. Not anymore anyway. And truthfully, why did she even care what Ryeland Montgomery thought? He meant nothing to her, and his opinion mattered about as much as her broken nail.

      “I’m Ryeland.”

      “I know,” she answered and turned to go.

      “So you know me, then?”

      She caught a pebble in her flip-flop, stopped to shake it out, and moved on. “No,” she lied, tossing the words over her shoulder. “I don’t know you.”

      He jogged ahead and stepped in front of her, once again blocking her path.

      Mel planted one hand on her hip and tilted her head to meet his gaze straight on. “Do you mind?”

      His white teeth flashed in a smile and instead of answering he said, “You know my name and you said I was as smart as everyone says.”

      “And…?”

      He stepped closer, closing the gap between them. Holy hell, did this guy know nothing about personal space? He dipped his head, and as she became the sole object of his focus, an unexpected curl of heat wound through her, chasing the chill from her body.

      “And…that kind of tells me you do know me,” he explained.

      “You’re kind of legendary around here. But I don’t know you.”

      She folded her arms but when he slanted his head, the boyish, totally sexy way he looked at her weakened her knees. God, no wonder everyone was crazy about him.

      Her gave her a lopsided grin that set off a chain of events inside her body, none of which she welcomed. “You think I’m legendary?”

      She was about to put an end to this conversation when the skies opened up and did it for her. Cold hard rain pelted them, but Ryeland didn’t race to his Jeep like the pretty boy son of a rich lawyer who couldn’t look less than one hundred percent put together. Instead he stood there, like he had all the time in the world to annoy the hell out of her.

      Rain plastered his thick hair to his head, pushing his bangs into his eyes. She nodded toward his vehicle. “You’d better get in your car before your gel runs.”

      His grin widened and, despite herself, she couldn’t help but smile back. Score one for the townie.

      “I’m not going without you.” Undeterred, he rooted his feet and folded his arms.

      She tightened her grip on her paper bag, ready to tell him for the last time she wasn’t going anywhere with him. But before she could voice those words her box of tampons pushed through the wet brown paper and fell into a puddle with an undignified splash.

      Ryeland’s gaze dropped to the ground and he scrubbed his hand over his jaw like he was trying not to laugh. She groaned low in her throat as embarrassment raced through her. Dear God, could this day get any worse?

      Another rumble serrated the heavy air and Mel looked skyward, willing the next electrical bolt to hit her. Right between the eyes.

      “Here, let me.” Ryeland bent to grab the wet box before the lightning had a chance to put her out of her misery. He picked the carton up and it dripped with muddy puddle water as he held it out to her. “I think they’re ruined. I can run you back to town if you’d like.”

      She snatched the box and stuck it under her arm. “No, it’s fine.” Thank goodness she’d bought the individually wrapped ones, otherwise they’d have soaked up the puddle water and exploded in the box.

      He jerked his thumb toward his vehicle. “Come on, jump in. At least let me give you a lift back to Stone Cliff. I owe it to you after what my friends did.” Water clung to his long lashes as he blinked them over those fascinating eyes while he waited for a response. She continued to glare at him, wondering what his game was. “Look, I’m not an axe murder or anything. Although I’m pretty sure you could handle yourself even if I was.”

      She stole a glance at her watch. Dammit. She did a quick mental calculation. There was no way she could get to work on time now if she walked. “Okay, fine. But only because I’m late.” She walked past him and pulled open the passenger door. “One ride. Then we’re even.”

      Mel slid in, pulled on her seat belt and stared straight ahead as Ryeland climbed in beside her. He started the engine, shoved the stick into first, and gave a shoulder check before he pulled back on to the road.

      Loud music blared from his radio and she was thankful for the distraction. Hopefully the tunes would discourage him from trying to make conversation. The vehicle crested the hill and even though Mel kept her focus on the rain-soaked windshield, from her peripheral vision she caught the way Ryeland kept throwing glances her way.

      “What?” she finally asked over the music and shifted to face him.

      “It’s Mel, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s Mel short for?”

      “It’s short for Mel.”

      “Come on, Mel’s a guy’s name. I don’t want to call you by a guy’s name.”

      “Then don’t call me at all.” She shifted uncomfortably, not about to tell him any more. She’d dropped her full name a long time ago. Melody was the young girl who had no control. Mel was the mature version, the one in full control of her life and her future.

      “Is it Melanie?”

      “No.”

      He tapped the steering wheel thoughtfully. “How about Melva? Is it short for Melva?”

      She couldn’t help but grin. “Melva? Do I look like a Melva?”

      “No? Hmmm, okay maybe it’s Melba.”

      “Like the toast?” She rolled her eyes and leaned her head back on the seat. “Yes, Ryeland, Mel is short for Melba.”

      He laughed. “Wait, I got it. It’s short for Melody.” Before she could stop herself, her head jerked his way—a clear giveaway. She noted the way his glance moved over her face in a careful assessment. He nodded and grinned. “Yeah, that’s it isn’t it?” He pumped his hand in triumph. “Nailed it.”

      “Yeah, you’re a regular Rumpelstiltskin, but I don’t go by that anymore.” She curled her fingers in her lap and wished she wasn’t so reactive, but lessons learned long ago taught her to act first, think later. “It’s just Mel now.”

      Ryeland frowned. “Don’t you think someone should get to know a person before they pass judgment?”

      Was he serious? People judged others all the time for no good reason. She was a prime example. And the truth was, she might not know him, but at least her assessments were based on facts, not rumor.

      “You can’t hate someone if you don’t know them, right?” he pressed.

      She stared at him and wondered what color the sky was in his fairytale world. Then again, who was she to judge what he believed? She spent most of her nights living in her own make-believe world. The stacks of unfinished stories piled high on her desk were proof of that.

      When she didn’t answer, he turned the radio down and asked again, “You can’t, right?”

      “Yeah, you can,” she shot back.

      He gave a hard turn of the wheel and took the corner. “Okay, but you shouldn’t.” He cast her a quick glance. “I’m sure you’d agree with me there?”

      “Yeah, I would.” She eyed him carefully, wondering where he was going with this. Perhaps it was best not to know.

      “So it’s settled then. You’ll get to know me. Then you’ll see I’m not like my friends and there’s no reason to hate me.”

      Mel squeezed the tampon box between her elbow and side little harder, the wet cardboard crushing under the strain. “I never said I hated you,” she corrected. “I said I didn’t know you.”

      “Which brings me back to the fact that we need to get to know each other.”

      “Look—” she began but then shook her head. “Wait, what? That doesn’t even make…” Her words fell off when he started to drive past the main lodge and toward the staff housing. “Stop, drop me off here,” she said quickly. “I don’t have time to go to my room. I have to work in…” She stole a quick glance at the dashboard clock. “Damn, I’m going to be late.”

      Ryeland hit the brakes. “What about your clothes? You can’t go to work like that.”

      She reached for the door handle. “I have a spare uniform in my locker.”

      “Hold on.” Ryeland reached for her, but seconds before he touched her arm he caught himself. He pulled back, gripped the shoulders of his polo shirt and peeled it over his head. “Put this on. You’re liable to draw some unwanted attention if you don’t.”

      She was about to protest but her gaze followed his and when she saw her nipples poking through her soaked tank top she groaned. “Thanks,” she murmured and quickly pulled the shirt on, but not before she noticed his hard, striated muscle and tanned skin. Ryeland had certainly grown up since the first time she saw him at the Cave all those years ago. He was hot. Hard. Cut.

      In fact, his body was like a Plinko game, all those hard ridges and muscles guiding her gaze down to the thin line of hair that disappeared into his jeans.

      “I’ll wash it and return it right away,” she managed to get out around a tongue gone thick.

      “Then you’ll need my address.”

      “No. I already know where your chalet is.”

      That sexy, lopsided grin returned. “Well, now, would you look at that.”

      “What?”

      “It appears you do know quite a bit about me after all.”

      She lifted her chin and countered with, “Which means there’s no reason for us to get to know each other better.”

      His smile fell, and he suddenly looked like a puppy that had just been kicked. “But you still hate me.”

      “No, I…” When she caught the glint in his eyes, the heated way he looked at her, she briefly shut her eyes and looked skyward. “You’re a little infuriating, you know that?” Jesus, could he pour it on any thicker? The guy was all sex and charm even when he wasn’t trying.

      “Only a little?” His sexy laugh fell over her, and Mel noticed the way her body warmed in all the wrong places. “Wait until you get to know me better,” he teased with a wink. “I’m sure there’ll be lots of other things you’ll want to call me.”

      “I can already think of a few.”

      “Hey, be nice. I’m one of the good guys. You’ll see.”

      Mel had no intentions of getting to know the infamous Ryeland Montgomery, a boy who’d recently graduated Canada’s Ivy League university in the top of his class and was on his way to law school to follow in his daddy’s footsteps, but she had no time to argue. She jumped from the Jeep and rushed along the stone walkway leading to the main entrance. As she hurried her steps, a strange tingle raced down her spine and the sensation that she was being watched prompted her to glance over her shoulder. Her gaze collided with Ryeland’s and they exchanged a long look. His eyes drilled into hers, tracking her every movement carefully.

      Fighting off the strange way he made her feel, she pushed through the front doors, putting Ryeland Montgomery, his sexy body, boyish grin, and demands that she get to know him better out of her mind.

      With her head low, she walked through the front foyer and dashed toward the dining room, all the while hoping to avoid a run-in with her boss. Water dripped from her bangs and she wiped her cheek on her shoulder. That’s when she caught Ryeland’s scent in the fabric. Dear God, he smelled good. Like the fresh outdoors, clean soap, and hard man all mixed together. If someone decided to bottle his scent, they’d surely make millions.

      Jaelyn came in to the back staff lounge behind her. “Holy shit, Mel, was that Ryeland Montgomery dropping you off?” Her green eyes moved over the polo Mel was wearing and she pointed a manicured nail at the little alligator logo. “Is that his?”

      “Yes and yes,” Mel said, tossing the wet tampon box into her locker before pulling his shirt over her shoulders. She was about to stuff it onto the top shelf of her cubbyhole when she caught his smell a second time. Unable to help herself she buried her face in the shirt and pulled in a breath. She drew it deep, savoring the aroma as it filled her lungs.

      “Mel?”

      Oh, God, what am I doing?

      “Yeah?” she asked, throwing the polo to the back of her locker. She grabbed her clothes and slammed the metal door shut.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “He gave me a lift because his friends soaked me. That’s it. And what’s really going on is I need to get dressed.” Dishes clanged in the dish pit outside the staff lounge as Mel paused and pointed to the dining room. “And I need to get out there before Judith realizes I’m late and cans my sorry ass.”

      Jaelyn gave her an odd look but didn’t press for details about Ryeland, and for that Mel was thankful. Changing the subject, Jaelyn whacked Mel on the ass. “Hey, you don’t have a sorry ass. You have a nice ass. Not as nice as mine of course.”

      Mel laughed. “Of course.” Jaelyn was a good friend, and even they were opposite in almost every way, she was the one person who could pull a smile from her, the one person she could count on when push came to shove. No doubt it was because her closest and only friend was also a lost soul. Except Jaelyn was a transplant who hadn’t grown up in Deerfield, which meant she was quite content to stay and work here, whereas Mel just wanted out of Dodge and to start a new life somewhere else.

      After stripping, Mel pulled on her green work shirt, with the Stone Cliff logo over her left breast, tugged on her black dress pants, and wrapped her apron around her waist. She tied her wet hair back and stuffed her notepad into her pocket. She looked at Jaelyn, who was frowning at the reservation screen on the restaurant’s computer.

      “What?” Mel asked.

      “You’re working the first dinner shift on the back patio tonight right?” Jaelyn asked.

      Mel stepped up to her and looked over her shoulder. “Yeah, why?”

      “Because this just came in.” Jaelyn pointed to a name on the screen and arched her eyebrow.

      “Shit,” Mel cursed under her breath.

      Jaelyn puckered her painted lips, and cast a curious glance Mel’s way. “You sure you don’t want to tell me what’s really going on between you two?”
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      Ryeland sat in his car and couldn’t wipe the stupid-ass grin off his face as he watched Melody rush up the walkway, her sweet ass dragging his focus until she disappeared from his line of sight.

      Melody…

      The name was pretty, and suited her well, which made him wonder why she’d shortened it. From the way her face fell and body tightened when he’d guessed correctly, he suspected the reason must have been a pretty damn important one.

      There was no denying that everything about her intrigued him. It had for years now, actually. Ever since he’d first spotted her at the Cave when they were teens, he knew there was something special about her, and soon enough he found himself watching her every move, searching for her in the crowd. Every year he counted on her being here at Stone Cliff, and knew she could always be found somewhere or another in the small mountain town neighboring the resort. Melody Spencer was as much a part of the landscape as the towering Rocky Mountains.

      For years she worked at Johnson’s Convenience, and Ryeland had made lots of excuses to stop in, even though she’d never paid him a lick of attention. After graduating high school, she started living in Wolf Creek Lodge and working at the daycare camps as well as the resort’s dining room, mainly the outdoor patio section—yeah, he’d been paying attention.

      He grabbed his phone and called his buddy Jared, the resort’s concierge. If anyone could make things happen around this place it was Jared. The guy had his pulse on the action and knew everything about everyone.

      “Stone Cliff Resort, Jared speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Jared, buddy, it’s Ryeland.”

      “Hey. Ryeland, welcome back. How’s it going?”

      “Things are good. Listen, I need you to do me a favor. I need you to deliver a package to Mel Spencer for me.”

      “You bet.”

      After giving him the details, he dropped his phone onto his lap, put his vehicle back in gear, and followed the road leading to his folk’s chalet.

      Tall trees overhead shaded the road and provided a canopy from the heavy rain. Ryeland cracked his window, and while he usually loved the drive along the mountain, and loved spending his summers with his younger siblings, today he had a peach-sized lump in his throat.

      After a hard four years studying at McGill, this summer hiatus was supposed to be about regrouping before he started law school in the fall and eventually joining his father in his practice, Montgomery and Associates. But deep down, he wanted to be a physician, a specialist, more than anything, not a cutthroat shark that gave all attorneys bad names. Except his father was a driven man and not someone anyone wanted to disappoint, which left Ryeland in a tough spot.

      Ryeland wanted to do something more purposeful with his life, more meaningful—at least to him anyway. If he had it his way, if he felt his future was actually in his hands, he’d become an oncologist, helping sick kids here in Canada as well as volunteering his time overseas. But how could he turn his back on his father when the man had been grooming him to take over his firm for as long as he could remember? It was important to Arthur Montgomery to have his son join him, important to keep up appearances and present a united front in his social circles. While things might not always be perfect at home, every single Montgomery had to pretend their life was flawless. No way could the hard-hitting lawyer risk the opposition digging up dirt and using it to their advantage in the courtroom.

      His father might be hard on him, harder than he was on his younger siblings. But he guessed it was because some eighteen years ago, when Ryeland was five years old, he’d nearly died from childhood leukemia. His father had changed drastically after Ryeland’s diagnosis, became a little colder with Ryeland, a little tougher. Perhaps it was because he felt Ryeland needed his strength and not his coddling. Regardless, his old man’s hard-headedness, his unemotional, clinical approach to Ryeland’s illness pushed Ryeland to be stronger, to be tougher. Although he had to admit a hug every now and then might have been nice. But his father wasn’t the hugging type, at least not after the sickness—or with him. And the truth was, he hated when Ryeland showed empathy. Ryeland was pretty sure it pissed the man off when he volunteered at the resort’s stables. Maybe the hard-assed lawyer in him thought compassion and empathy for others was some kind of weakness.

      Birds chirped in the distance and pulled his thoughts back as he drove along the windy stretch of road that followed along beside the lake. Kids hovered near a wharf, waiting for the storm to pass before they jumped back in. Their laugher could be heard as he crested the hill leading to their summer chalet. From his distance he caught sight of Justin Beechcroft and his two buddies, Cameron and Nikko sitting on the porch railing under the awning, waiting for him.

      He pulled his car up beside Justin’s flashy Mustang, slammed the stick into first, and yanked on his emergency brake.

      “What took you so long?” Justin asked as Ryeland climbed from the driver’s seat. “And where the hell is your shirt?”

      Ryeland grabbed his duffle bag from the backseat, slamming the door with more force than necessary. “You fucking asshole.”

      “What?” Justin asked, laughing as he feigned innocence.

      “You know what. You splashed that girl on purpose.”

      “Like hell I did. I swerved to avoid a squirrel.” Justin held his hand over his heart. “Scout’s honor. Could I help it that she was walking next to a puddle?”

      “Yeah, sure, Justin. Go sell your crap to someone else.” Ryeland pushed his wet hair from his forehead and took the steps leading to the front door two at a time. “That was a shit thing to do and you know it.”

      “What, you’d prefer it if I killed an innocent squirrel? I mean, come on, don’t you remember the time I shot a squirrel with a BB gun and you went all Statham on my ass? Shit, I thought you’d be happy that I avoided it.”

      “We were nine,” Ryeland countered.

      “So you’re saying I should have killed a poor, helpless squirrel?”

      He took in Justin’s cocky smirk and suddenly wondered why they were still friends. Sure he’d known the guy since they were kids, meeting up with him and the other guys at Stone Cliff every summer. Their parents were all friends from back east which, by default, meant their kids were friends too. While Ryeland chose to go to school in another province, the other three stayed back home and went to Kingsdale and had all grown a lot tighter over the years.

      “Why are you worried about her?” Justin asked. “She’s nothing but the local whore anyway.”

      Ryeland glared at his friend, shards of anger prowling dangerously through his veins. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

      Nikko jumped from the railing. “Shit, what the hell’s gotten into you?”

      Ryeland pulled his key from his pocket and opened the front door. “Nothing,” he said as his friends piled in behind him. “Just don’t talk about her like that. You don’t know her.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, maybe I should get to know her a little better this summer.” Justin grinned and bumped fists with Nikko. “If you know what I mean.”

      Ryeland reached into his duffle bag and pulled out a clean shirt. “Leave her alone.”

      “You got a thing for her or something?” Nikko asked as he went to the fridge to grab a cold one. “I guess she is kind of cute.”

      Cute? She wasn’t cute. She was straight up gorgeous, with long dark hair that fell to the middle of her back and a sassy attitude that challenged him in ways he’d never been challenged before. She was so different from the girls he normally associated with, and he had to admit, everything about the tough girl who didn’t like to be touched and wanted nothing from him—hell, everyone wanted something from him—made him want to get to know her that much more.

      Even though she had a great body, she was a little on the thin side, making those dark, haunted eyes of hers look ten times bigger. He’d heard the stories over the years and had been warned by his folks to stay away from the local girls, who were nothing but trouble. Ryeland, obedient son that he was, had always kept his distance. But today, oh Jesus, today after seeing her standing on the side of the road, soaking wet, looking like she was about to kill someone, he found her impossible to resist.

      He grinned, thinking about the way she’d taken a combative stance with him. Christ, he had no doubt she could kick his ass, and he kind of liked that she held her own against him. He could tell from the way she talked to him, to the disdain in her eyes, that she hated him and his friends—not that he could blame her after Justin’s childish stunt. But it did give him all the more reason to prove he was different. All the more reason to prove he wasn’t some stereotype, because somewhere deep inside, he suspected she wasn’t either, and the rumors were just that. Rumors. And truthfully, he really wanted to get to know her better. He had for a long time now.

      “What’s so funny?” Cameron, who’d remained quiet until now, asked.

      Ryeland wiped the smile from his face and looked out the window to see his parents’ car pull in behind his Wrangler. As his father walked to the trunk, the knot in his stomach tightened. Soon enough his dad would want to strategize and plot the rest of his career with him, and Ryeland knew he’d have to make one of two choices. Tell his old man he didn’t want to join his practice and risk getting blacklisted from the family—yeah his father was that much of a hard ass with him—or follow in Dad’s footsteps and spend the rest of his life miserable?

      Shit.

      Nikko dropped down onto the sofa and planted his feet on the glass coffee table. “So what’s on for tonight? Are we heading to the Cave? I hear it’s supposed to clear up later.” He took a long pull from his bottle and dropped it onto the table beside his feet.

      “And it’s initiation night.” Justin rubbed his hands together. “I like my girls nice and wet.”

      “Right, nothing like wet, local poo-say,” Nikko added.

      Ryeland looked at Nikko, who’d also been accepted into law school this fall. With his apathy toward others, maybe he should be the one joining Montgomery and Associates.

      “Poo-say? What are you? Fourteen?” Ryeland asked.

      Nikko laughed. “What the fuck happened to you this last year anyway? You used to be fun.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I grew up.”

      Justin snorted. “You can become a stiff-ass lawyer like your old man when you graduate law school. Right now you need to loosen the fuck up, pal.”

      “Says the guy who takes nothing seriously,” Ryeland countered. He started at Justin. The guy was smart. Scary smart. But he was also an asshole who smoked way too much weed and didn’t bother trying because his daddy had a nice cushy job for him in his software development firm.

      “I hate to agree with anything that Justin says, considering he’s a dick and all, but this time he’s right,” Cameron said.

      “Asshole,” Justin shot back.

      “Pussy,” Cameron countered.

      Justin grinned. “Well you know what they say. You are what you eat.”

      Ignoring him, Ryeland pulled on his shirt and Cameron folded his arms as they stood eye to eye. “You really do look like you need to get laid.”

      Ryeland exhaled and could feel the tension in his shoulders. Jesus, he’d worked so hard this last year, burying himself in his work, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d been with a girl. “You’re probably right.”

      “Now there’s the Ryeland I know.” Cameron slapped him on the back. “I hear Suzette will be at the Cave tonight.

      Suzette. Sweet Suzette Preston, the girl his parents wanted him to marry. Smart, educated, pretty—the perfect socialite with the right pedigree to fit into the Montgomery family. While she was a nice girl, Ryeland wasn’t interested in someone whose biggest worry was whether her bag matched her shoes. He’d about nodded off last summer at a family dinner when she talked about accessories for over an hour.

      “I can’t. My parents just arrived and you know they like to have a family dinner on our first night back.”

      At the mention of Ryeland’s parents, Nikko grabbed a coaster and put it under his bottle. “How about afterward?”

      Before he could answer, the front door swung open and his siblings came rushing in. Ashley raced toward him, her little dog Corky tight on her heels.

      “Ryeland,” she said, giving him a big hug. He lifted her off her feet and spun her around as Corky went up on his hind legs and barked, wanting some of the attention. Ryeland groaned as he set her back down to look her over.

      He ruffled her hair. “You must have grown a foot since Christmas.”

      “Well I am almost thirteen.” In a fashion that mimicked their mother, she planted her hands on her hips and bobbed her head, her long blonde ponytail swishing over her shoulders.

      Ryeland turned his attention to his brother Evan, who was two years older than Ashley, as he came sauntering in like he owned the place. Ryeland opened his arms, but Evan just stood there, looking like some punk ass thug.

      “What? Are you too big to hug your brother now?”

      “Bro,” Evan said, twisting his ball cap around until the bill was facing backward. “I’m fourteen. I don’t hug.”

      “Like hell you don’t.” Ryeland grabbed the cap and tossed it to Justin.

      “What the—”

      Evan made a move to get it but Ryeland gathered him in a bear hug and ran his knuckles over his brother’s blonde head. “I think you’ve grown two feet since I saw you last.”

      “And I’m still growing, which means by this time next year, it’ll be payback
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