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"I'm just getting my miles in with Slayer before it gets too hot, but we're almost finished," Erin said. "Want me to make a stop at Sweet Caffeine on my way?"

"That would be great," Mel said. "I'll text you the order. See you in a bit."

"OK. See... Ouff." The phone flew from her hands as she was knocked to the ground and all the air was forced from her lungs.

"Are you OK?" a deep male voice asked. 

She sucked in enough oxygen to get her brain to function again as she found herself lying on the grass beside the track she and Slayer had been jogging on. Something heavy was on top of her, and a large hand cradled her head, so it didn't hit the ground.

"I'm so sorry." 

Erin felt warm breath on her ear as the weight that had been pressing her into the ground eased up, and she heard other male voices.

"I'm gonna roll us over," the voice said. 

Still protecting her head, Cody slowly rolled over taking Erin with him. 

"What happened?" she asked as she turned her head to look up into a circle of male faces all staring down at her. 

"I'm sorry. My eyes were on the ball. I didn't see you," the man beneath her said.

She looked at the man who was still holding her. "You're Cody, right?" The faces of those standing around them were unfamiliar. 

"That's right. Cody Lassiter with Corbett Engineering. You're Mel's friend."

"Erin Silverton. I think you can let me go now," she said, struggling to sit up. It was a delicate maneuver as she was lying on top of him.

He helped her to a sitting position just as one of the guys that had been playing football ran up with a first aid kit.

Cody looked her over, then moved to kneel beside her legs. "Looks like I owe you a new pair of leggings along with my apology." The knees of the skintight pants were shredded. 

"Oh no. Where's Slayer?"

"Did you say Slayer?" One of the men asked.

"Slayer's my dog. I had a leash. I must have dropped it when you ran into me."

"We'll help you find him. Everybody spread out and look for him. Do you have a picture?"

"Crap. Yeah I have a picture on the phone I was holding when you knocked me down."

"It must have gone flying," Cody said. "It should be around here somewhere."

He helped Erin stand up. "I am so sorry," he said as his eyes ran over her body looking for any signs of injury. She was really pretty and seemed kind of delicate. Of course most people did when compared to his six and half foot tall well-muscled frame. 

"Are you sure you aren't injured? Can you breathe OK?"

If Erin was being honest, her head was foggy, and she wasn't sure she could think straight. The man in front of her belonged on a movie poster for one of the recent superhero movies. He was tall and muscular with reddish hair and a light beard. She could get lost in his green eyes and not mind at all. She'd seen him at the pub but only from a distance. This up-close view gave her a whole other level of appreciation.

"Shoot. I was on the phone with Mel. She'll be wondering what happened to me."

Cody pulled out his phone and sent Mel a text. "I let her know you're with me."

A smile crossed Erin's face when she thought of how Mel would react to that message unless Cody provided more of an explanation.

The guys playing football with Cody were from the construction crew working on the new Corbett Engineering Headquarters. One of them walked over to Erin and showed her the remains of her phone. "Was this your phone?"

"Looks like I owe you a new phone to go with those pants," Cody said. "Thanks, Jenkins. Louder he said, "We found the phone, now let’s find the dog."

"She's pret...

"Wait. Slayer's a girl?" Cody asked.

"Most definitely," Erin said. "She's pretty fast, and she probably won't come if you call her."

"Deadly and difficult," Jenkins said. "Definitely sounds like a female to me."

Cody glared at him. "Call my cell if you find her." They split up and headed in different directions to look for the dog. 

As they walked, Cody noticed Erin slowed down. 

"You'll probably be sore tomorrow. I'm a big guy, and I hit you pretty hard. I feel really bad about this. I think I need to add dinner to my tab. Is there a phone store here in Feldspar?"

"No. I'll have to go to Cottonwood or order a replacement online and wait a couple of days."

"Once we find Slayer and you have a chance to clean up, how about I drive you to Cottonwood. We can get you a phone and grab dinner there." He needed to learn more about the area that was going to be his home anyway, and it would give him a chance to get acquainted with Erin..

As they walked the streets surrounding the new CE campus, Cody's phone rang. He listened before saying, "We'll be right there." He turned around and started back the way they came with Erin following. "They found Slayer. She's OK but not cooperating."

Talking about Slayer kept Erin's mind off the aches that were starting to kick in. Slayer had been with Erin since she was a few weeks old. She was very territorial and would chase anything, but it always seemed she reached some magic spot where she realized she was in unfamiliar territory. When that realization hit, she'd find a place to hide until Erin retrieved her. 

Erin saw the group of men all standing in front of a stack of concrete blocks. "She's in there," Jenkins said, pointing to one of the blocks. 

It didn't look like there was anything behind the stack that was only one block wide. Cody looked over the stack. "Where is she?" 

Jenkins was kneeling in front of the blocks. "Right there," he said, pointing to one of the holes in a block. Cody bent over to get a look. 

"Just how big is Slayer?" Cody asked with a grin. 

"Five pounds of terror," Erin said. "I'll get her."

"Why didn't you just pull her out?" Cody asked the guys.

Jenkins extended his hand toward the dog, and it growled and lunged at his hand with teeth bared. "That's why."

"I can get her," Erin said, but Cody had already reached for the dog. "She might bite."

A pink tongue snaked out and licked Cody's hand just before a tiny wiggling dog crawled toward him. He scooped her up and held her against his chest. "I can see why none of you wanted to tangle with Slayer."
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"Again, I'm so sorry about all this," Cody said still holding Slayer in one big hand. He looked like a child holding a Beanie Baby. "I'm not sure how late the phone store is open, but other than that, we can go whenever it's convenient for you."

"I'll check on their hours. I was supposed to take breakfast to Lyn's. Mel and I are helping her cleanup. Her folks are coming for a visit. They don't know she's engaged."

"I'm sorry I kept you from your mission of mercy. I could go pick up breakfast while you take this girl home. Or was she going with you?"

"I think she needs some time at home. If I can pry her away from her new friend," Erin said as she held her hands out for the dog. Cody handed it over. 

"Text me the breakfast order, and I'll deliver it to Lyn's."

"You really don't have to do that."

"I know, but I want to. See you in a bit," he said, turning to walk away before she could object further.

"Well that was certainly an interesting morning," Erin said as she headed for home. Slayer put her paws up on the car door. If Erin didn't know better, she'd think the dog was watching Cody walk away. She cast a glance his way. "At least you have good taste."

XXX

Mel answered the door when Erin knocked. She looked at her friend who was empty-handed. 

"Care to explain?" Mel asked. "No wait. Save it. You don't want to have to repeat it for Lyn. Come on." She led the way through the house to the guest bedroom. "I'm talking to you while you're out walking Slayer around the track, then the call just goes dead. A few minutes later I get a text from Cody that says you're with him. What did we miss?"

"It's a long and painful story," Erin said. "Tell me what I can do to help. We can talk as we work."

"Good idea, but I'm going to need coffee first," Lyn said. "Breakfast seems to have been superseded by something."

"I wouldn't shirk my duties like that," Erin said. "Breakfast will be delivered shortly."

"As they finished putting the guest room to rights for Lyn's parents, Erin explained about Cody crashing into her. 

"Oh. My. Gosh," Lyn said. "Are you OK?"

"I took a hot shower and some pain killers, but I suspect I'll feel it more in the morning."

Erin was just telling them how Slayer made friends with Cody when the doorbell rang. Mel and Erin headed for the kitchen while Lyn answered the front door and led Cody through to the kitchen. 

"Hi, Cody. I understand you made a new friend this morning," Mel said as everyone helped themselves to coffee and breakfast sandwiches. 

Cody looked down at Erin. "Yeah. Probably not the prescribed way to meet someone new, but I think it worked out OK." He looked at Erin as though expecting her to voice her agreement. 

"Yeah, it was unconventional but then she's a female named Slayer. She's pretty familiar with bucking the norm."

All of the women laughed, and Mel realized he didn't understand. "I was talking about you making friends with Slayer, but I can see that you were talking about your other new friend."

The big man blushed which they all noticed. In an effort to deflect their focus, he said, "Lyn, I understand your folks are coming to visit. Is there anything I can do to help?"

"Actually, I do have a couple of things you could do. It'll save me having to drag the ladder around."

As the four of them worked through the things on Lyn's to-do list, they talked about Lyn and Dante's future plans wondering if they'd decided whether to live in Dante's house or the one Lyn had just bought and was still in the process of remodeling. 

"I'm not sure what we'll decide," Lyn said. "Dante says he wants to be married in less than six months. He's worried that the longer we wait the harder it will be to take time for a proper honeymoon if things get too busy at our businesses."

"No matter which house you decide to sell," Mel said, "I'm sure it'll go quickly. Hyde and I have been pulling together a more detailed plan of when we'll have more CE people moving in."

Hyde Corbett, was the founder of Corbett Engineering, a graduate of Feldspar High School, and a former classmate of Mel's. He was a genius whose inventions had made him a billionaire. At their recent 15-year class reunion, Hyde announced his plans to move his corporate headquarters to his hometown. Along with the influx of new jobs, his plan included revitalizing the existing small business in town and adding more to support the new population. Being the smart businessman he was, Hyde enlisted a group of his childhood friends to help realize his vision for Feldspar. 

Hyde hired his friend, Melody Stone, to be his Marketing Director and point person for the project. Cody was the first Corbett employee to make the town his permanent home. A few of Hyde's employees who were working full time on the move would relocate to Feldspar as soon as possible. 

As the project ramped up, businesses in town expected to get busier, and the limited supply of available housing would have to be supplemented by new development. 

Change was coming to Feldspar whether all the residents were ready for it or not.
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"Do you feel like you're ready for your folks' visit?" Mel asked. 

"The house is ready thanks to you guys. They know it's a work in progress, so I'm not too worried about that," Lyn said.

"But you are worried about them meeting Dante," Mel said. It wasn't a question. 

"You've met my folks. They aren't happy anytime I don't do what they want. They were upset that I left my job to work as a jewelry designer full time. They advised me against buying a place because they felt sure I'd give up on this crazy idea and move back to the city after a few months. Now I'm going to introduce them to my fiancé who I plan to marry in less than a year. Oh, and he's a mechanic."

"Maybe they'll have so many issues, they won't be able to settle on one to give you grief about," Erin said. She grew up in Feldspar and had been Mel's BFF since before kindergarten, but she didn't know Lyn well. 

"I can only hope," Lyn said. 

"I assume you've prepped Dante," Mel said.

"I've tried, but you know him better than I do. Would it matter?"

"Probably not," Mel and Lyn said almost simultaneously. They high fived each other across the table.

"Wish me luck," Lyn said as the others walked down her front steps. "Good luck with Cody today. Tell him thanks again for helping."

"Yeah. Call me later with a full report," Mel said as she and Erin headed to their cars.

XXX

When she walked in her back door, Erin expected to be greeted by a five-pound bundle of energy bouncing around her feet, but all was quiet. Worried, she called to Slayer as she walked into her living room. Her dog was stretched out—well as stretched out as five pounds of dog can get—along the back of the sofa cushions. 

"Looks like someone is worn out from their adventure," Erin said. 

In the kitchen, she took some over-the-counter pain relief before heading for a long soak in a hot bath. Before she got in the tub she checked the phone store hours on her laptop and sent Cody an email message.

She had just put one foot in the tub when she heard her email alert ping. Not having her phone was already annoying. The message said Cody would pick her up in two hours. Good. Plenty of time for a relaxing soak with a good book. Which she would usually read on her phone. She turned back to the bedroom to pick up her eReader.

Slayer ran to the door just before the doorbell rang. When Erin opened the door, Slayer wiggled with happiness so much that she fell over at Cody's feet.

"What did you do to my dog?"

He reached down and scooped up a handful of Slayer. "I'm glad someone here thinks I'm irresistible," he said. 

Erin reached for Slayer and set her back on the sofa. "We should get going."

During the drive, Erin went into tour guide mode pointing out things she thought might be of interest to Cody. 

About ten miles outside town, he pulled off the side of the road and turned to look at her. "Do you know what happened in this spot?" 

She looked around. "I don't know of anything special in this area."

"This is the spot where I suffered my first humiliation at the hands of the locals."

"I'm going to need a little more information."

"This is where I mistook a rolling tumbleweed for an animal of some sort and swerved hitting Lyn's car in the process."

"No one was seriously hurt."

"Only my pride," he said as he pulled back onto the highway. 

Erin didn't feel right letting Cody pay for her new phone. She had insurance that covered most of it. When the clerk asked to see her old phone Erin pulled a clear plastic bag from her purse and handed it to him. 

"What happened to it?" he asked. "Did it get run over by a train?"

"Yes," she said. "Him." She looked over her shoulder at Cody. 

The man's size should make him intimidating, but his warm smile counteracted his build. "We take our touch football pretty seriously in Feldspar," he said.

After the phone store, Cody asked, "Is there somewhere here you can replace your pants that I ruined?"

"Probably but it's not necessary. I have plenty of leggings in my closest." As they walked through Cottonwood's downtown area Erin pointed out places that carried things they couldn't get in Feldspar. "Although I don't love the daily commute, it is convenient to pick up whatever I need while I'm here. I still try to do what shopping I can in Feldspar. I like to support the local businesses."

"So you'll be happy to see a bit of expansion in Feldspar's downtown?" he asked.

"It'll be nice to have more options as long as it doesn't grow too big. I am a bit of a hypocrite though. I really would like the town to have its own schools again. It just doesn't seem like a viable town without that."

"I can see how that would be important to you."

Over dinner at a Chinese place, Cody and Erin traded stories about their families and their childhoods. Erin found herself soothed by the deep tones of Cody's voice. It was kind of mesmerizing. That thought made her wonder if maybe she had hit her head when he tackled her that morning. She wasn't usually a sappy romantic who used words like mesmerized. Maybe this wasn't even technically a date, but it was better than any date she could recall. The man was handsome, funny, and polite. No one was perfect, but Cody didn't seem to need any warning labels either. 

As they stood up to leave, she realized that the soreness from Cody’s takedown had caught up with her. 

Cody was used to having to slowdown to allow most people to keep up with his long-legged stride, but even at a reduced pace he had left Erin behind before he reached the door. He turned and saw the pain on her face. 

"I hate that I'm responsible for making you hurt," he said as he held the door for her to pass through. "If there's anything I can do to help make you more comfortable just say the word."

Back in the car, Cody handed her a bottle of water so she could take some more medicine to help with the pain. She couldn't get comfortable at first, but once the meds kicked in she fell asleep before they hit the Feldspar welcome sign.  

When Cody pulled up in front of her house and shut off the truck, she didn't stir. He hated to wake her now that she was comfortable, but they couldn't just sit there. 

He took his time getting out and crossing over to open the passenger door. Cody opened it carefully because she was leaning against it. She ended up slumped over with her head on his shoulder. He felt so badly that he was responsible for her pain that it seemed wrong to enjoy the fact that she was leaning on him. 

"Erin, we're home," he said softly. She just snuggled into him more. Carrying her wouldn't be a problem, but he needed her key to open the door. Riffling through her purse felt wrong, so he tried again to wake her. He brought his hand up to her cheek. "Erin, I'm sorry to have to wake you, but I need your keys so I can get you inside." 

It took a minute but eventually she pulled her eyes open and realized she was up close and personal with Cody's rather impressive chest. She started to stretch but just a little movement hurt. 

"That bad, huh?" Cody asked. 

"Keys are in my purse in the back seat."

His long arms came in handy as he kept one arm around Erin and used the other to reach over the seat to grab her purse. She opened her eyes again. "Did you find them?"

"You want me to look in your purse?"

She laughed at the horrified look on his face. "Yes, please. You know there really isn't anything that scary in there."

He pulled her keys out and slid her purse over her arm. "OK. Let's get you inside."

Cody leaned in and started to put an arm under Erin's knees. 

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"I'm going to carry you inside," he said.

"You can't carry me."

"Pretty sure I can."

"But you don't need to. Just help me and go slow. I'm not broken just uncomfortable."
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