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      “Do you realize this is the first time we’ve gone anywhere together without Jessie?” Aaron Hammond asked, twining his fingers with his wife’s as they strolled across the street to their favorite restaurant. It was early yet for dinner—a little after four—and with the temperature hovering just a few degrees above zero, few people were out and about.

      “Thank you, Aaron, for reminding me. I’ve been trying very hard to not think about that.”

      He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, spun her deftly to him in the middle of the street, and planted an adoring kiss on her lips. He was rewarded with one of his favorite smiles, the one that ignited her entire face with love. The brisk January air coaxed a rosy glow from her cheeks, which in turn brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes.

      “Happy second anniversary, my love,” he whispered. He kissed her again, lingering a little longer.

      “Right back at ya, babe, but we should probably get out of the middle of the street. There’s a car coming.”

      With a laugh, he pulled her toward the sidewalk. Tires screeched, and the car slid to a stop. Aaron instinctively stepped in front of Erica to shield her, all at once feeling entirely naked without his sidearm. He wasn’t on duty, and there shouldn’t be a need for it, but he couldn’t ignore how the back of his neck tingled. When the driver—a vaguely familiar man in his mid-twenties—lurched out of the car with a nine-millimeter in hand, Aaron’s unease exploded into terror.

      “You!” the man spat. “You’re the son of a bitch who put Jerry away.”

      The drug bust. Back in May, Aaron had pulled this man’s younger brother over for a faulty brake light and blown the lid off the largest drug ring in the county’s history.

      “Look, Joseph, I’m sorry, but—”

      “Yeah, yeah. You were just doing your job. Jerry wasn’t hardly involved! He won’t make it on the inside.”

      “If he keeps his nose out of trouble, he’ll be paroled in two years.”

      Joseph shook his head. “You don’t get it. Zach’ll kill him for ratting him out.”

      “No one’s going to let that happen.”

      “You don’t know Zach. His old man taught him well—he’s got connections everywhere. You gotta get Jerry out of there.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “You have to find a way. If Jerry dies… I’m coming after your family. Starting with her. We’ll see how you like losing someone you love.”

      “Put the gun down, Joseph. You’re not going to solve anything with it.”

      “Jerry’s never really been in trouble before, and he helped you and that damned Sheriff Rogers and the county attorney take down Zach’s entire operation.” The man pointed the gun in Aaron and Erica’s general direction, but his hand shook. “That plea bargain was a piece of shit deal. He shoulda gotten a slap on the wrist.”

      Aaron’s heart pounded, threatening to break out of his chest. From the corner of his vision, he saw a man shove a woman back inside the restaurant and thought he heard someone shout for the police to be called. The street was otherwise deserted, but Aaron sensed people watching from the safety of the buildings, and he prayed they had the smarts to stay there. He wished desperately that he could send Erica running to join them. Behind him, she let out a small, terrified noise and dug her fingers into the meat of his shoulder. He was only a sheriff’s deputy from a rural county. What the hell did he know about defusing a situation like this?

      A momentary flash of anger shoved the words out of his mouth before he could stop them.

      “Yeah, Rogers is an asshole, and yeah, he and the county attorney had a hard on for this case. It was a shining example of the good ol’ boys system at work, but the fact of the matter is that Jerry’s in prison because he screwed up. He made the choice to get involved with your dickhead cousin. If he hadn’t, I’d’ve had absolutely no reason to arrest him.” Reigning in his temper, Aaron said carefully, “You might want to consider what you’re doing right now because threatening me is only going to make it worse for your brother. And for you.”

      The man hesitated, and Aaron wondered how much of his threat was nervous bravado. His hand trembled worse now, and he swallowed repeatedly. Would he really pull that trigger? Aaron took a step forward, drawing the man’s attention and aim.

      “You just stay right there, pig.”

      “You’re not going to shoot anyone.”

      “Jerry’s just a damned kid! You don’t get it. Zach’s going to kill him. You don’t do something, Jerry’ll be dead by this time next week. He’s just a stupid kid who made a dumb mistake.”

      Aaron glanced over his shoulder at Erica and inclined his head toward the restaurant, silently begging her to sneak toward it. She shook her head, unwilling to leave him.

      Please go, he mouthed, willing her to understand that he needed her safe.

      With one last, fleeting glance at Joseph, she inched away. Aaron returned his attention fully to the man who still had a gun aimed shakily at his chest and prayed Joseph wouldn’t notice Erica slipping away. He held the other man’s gaze and listened as the elder Mackey brother blamed himself for not raising Jerry better in place of their parents and for failing to keep him out of their cousin’s greedy trap.

      Even with adrenaline surging and heightening every sense, it was hard to ignore the pang of pity for the brothers. Aaron had watched his boss—the same man who, while working for the Devyn Police department before running for sheriff, had arrested Aaron’s entirely upstanding older brother on a false assault charge—make an example out of a scared, skinny, and unlucky kid with the same hopeless sense of unfairness Joseph now railed against. He’d even felt guilty for arresting Jerry Mackey, but right now, it was only terror that seized him as Jerry’s older brother jerked the gun around with each point he made. Even if he lacked the conviction to intentionally shoot someone—

      The boom reverberated off the buildings behind them, loud but not so deafening that Aaron missed the unmistakable thwump of a bullet boring into flesh or the soft gasp of surprise. He jerked around just in time to see Erica falter and lunged to catch her before she fell. Her eyes widened with shock and pain before a frown deeply furrowed her brows. She’d made it just a few steps toward the restaurant.

      Agony ripped through his soul when she coughed and a foam of vibrant blood splattered her chin. A strangled scream burned his throat. He sank to the ground with her cradled in his arms, certain even through the deluge of confusion and denial that he couldn’t save her. Even if the paramedics arrived right then, she was beyond help. The resignation in her eyes cut him with the precision of a scalpel; she knew she was dying and she had already let go. She met his gaze, and inexplicably, her lips lifted in a smile that softened the agony in her eyes. Without a word, she said everything he ever needed to know. She loved him.

      Then she was gone.

      “No. No, no, no. Don’t go. Please don’t go. I love you.”

      Vaguely aware that people were screaming and crying, he curled himself protectively around her, clutching her to him as if he could keep her spirit with him a little longer if he just held on tight enough.

      A second shot cracked in the bitter afternoon, and Aaron waited to feel the bite of the bullet, not caring if he died with his wife. No, wanting to die with her.

      That pain didn’t come, and when he realized it wasn’t going to, he dared to look up for a moment. Joseph lay sprawled in the street a few feet away with his pistol gripped tightly in his hand and a pool of blood spreading quickly beneath his head. In a remote, detached corner of his mind, Aaron wondered if he should feel relieved or gratified, but he didn’t. There was only more heartache for the waste of another life.

      After what felt like hours but was probably only a few minutes, someone rested a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Sheriff Rogers, the police chief, and a pair of paramedics standing over him. His boss’s mouth moved, but Aaron couldn’t make sense of what Rogers said. Finally, the sheriff pointed to the ambulance, and Aaron reluctantly released Erica’s body into the care of the paramedics. Blood stained the front and the back of her, and when he glanced down, he saw that his Carhartt coat was destroyed.

      “Ah, Jesus Christ, Aaron,” the sheriff said, squatting beside him. “Jesus. Are you hit?”

      He shook his head, unable to form even a simple no.

      “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “It’s all….” Swallowing, he tried again. “It’s all Erica’s. She’s dead. Oh, God. My wife is dead.”

      He lay back on the pavement, covered his face with his hands to block out the sight of the ambulance crew and the police crawling over the street trying to piece together what had happened, and gave in to the grief.

      * * *

      Four and a half years after Erica’s death, the memory was still agonizingly sharp. So was the memory of later that night, when he’d faced her parents, Jim and Jessie Robinson. The chief of police had already informed them of what had happened, but Aaron had needed to give them the exact details. He had prepared himself to be turned out of their family, but they had embraced him with shared grief and had cried with him for hours. It had taken him a while to realize he wanted to see condemnation in their faces, but instead, he’d seen the same love that had outshone the pain in his wife’s eyes. How could they still love him when she had died because he’d failed her? Though his self-loathing had gradually turned into gratitude, he hadn’t yet answered that question and didn’t know if he ever would.

      He hadn’t found a way to get past the fact that Joseph had essentially died for nothing, either. Contrary to Joseph’s fear, his scumbag cousin and cohorts had not once tried to hurt Jerry in any way, and not only because they were kept apart in prison for the very reason Joseph feared. Zachariah Neely had, like Jerry, been a model prisoner thus far, no doubt with the same intent as his cousin—to get that early, good-behavior parole.

      “Did you hear me, Aaron, honey?”

      The dispatcher’s voice jarred him out of the memories. Pearl, who had been at her job as long as he’d been alive, regarded him with a worried frown, and he didn’t doubt that she knew exactly what had distracted him from their conversation.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Jerry’s getting out. I hope he stays out of trouble this time.”

      It had been a little over two years since he’d last seen Jerry Mackey. Aaron had been following up on a fistfight he’d broken up the previous night at the Big Sky Truck Stop south of Devyn, and Jerry had waltzed into the restaurant and without a word of warning punched him in the back. It hadn’t taken Aaron long to subdue the kid, who couldn’t weigh more than about a hundred and forty pounds and had the musculature of a twig, and within twenty minutes, Jerry was on his way back to jail with a parole violation guaranteeing he finished out his five-year sentence.

      “More to the point,” Pearl remarked, “I hope he’s had time to realize you did everything you could to help him.”

      He shifted his weight. “When’s he getting out?”

      “A week from Friday.”

      “That soon? Damn.”

      She reached across the counter and patted his hand. “Go home, Aaron, enjoy your four days off, and don’t worry about Jerry Mackey. I won’t be there to enforce it, but I fully expect you to ask a pretty girl to dance at Vince and Evie’s wedding on Saturday.”

      “I’m not making any promises, Pearl, but I’ll do my best to enjoy my time off.”

      “I guess that will have to do. Go on, get out of here.”

      Aaron strolled out into the hot August afternoon before he decided to find an excuse to work a little longer.

      The cab of his truck was sweltering, but instead of cranking the AC, he rolled the windows down, craving fresh air. The sun blazed in a smoke-hazed blue sky, further bleaching the summer-baked grasses of the sprawling ranching valley and the sage-blanketed foothills of the surrounding mountains. As Aaron drove up the highway toward home, he glanced back at the tapestry of golden wheat fields and green hay and alfalfa fields. It was all as familiar as his own heartbeat, and normally, the sight comforted him, but today even the scorching sun couldn’t burn away the chill that was nearly as sharp as if he were again kneeling on that winter-grayed street.

      He was pulling up in front of the Robinsons’ wood-sided ranch house before he knew it. His daughter waited for him on the wrap-around porch, sipping what looked like lemonade with her grandmother and namesake. Jim was likely out working somewhere on the ranch.

      “Daddy!” Jessie squealed and raced out to greet him.

      He picked her up and hugged her tightly before carrying her back to the porch. “Hi, pumpkin.”

      “How was work, honey?” his mother-in-law asked. “And before you answer, I already know by the frown on your face that it wasn’t so good. So you just go ahead and get it out.”

      “Jerry Mackey will be paroled a week from Friday.”

      She took a moment to digest the information and then, with all the grace and strength her life on the ranch had given her, nodded once and pushed it aside. “Don’t you worry about telling Jim. I’ll do that.”

      He let out a sigh of relief. With his free arm, he hugged her. “Thanks, Jessie.”

      “You know I’d love for you to stay and chat, but Tracie called a few minutes ago to say she needs you and Nick to get that front door fixed on the rental cabin. Evie’s friend from Washington will be here soon if she isn’t here already.”

      “All right. I’ll see you at the wedding if not before.”

      * * *

      “Maybe, if you were more sexual, I wouldn’t have to go elsewhere for pleasure.”

      The memory blindsided Skye as she crested the last hill before the turn to Northstar and forced her to pull over at the turnout. She stared out the windshield at the wall of mountains but couldn’t make out much detail through the wavering sheen of tears and wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or throw up as the memory unfolded.

      She had stopped by her house for only a moment on a break between on-site photo shoots to grab the tripod she’d taken out to Olympic National Park the previous weekend. Hearing strange noises coming from her bedroom, she had padded down the hallway with adrenaline pumping through her veins and a dozen scenarios running through her head. Anyone else might have jumped to the conclusion that it was an intruder, but she hadn’t. Well, not an intruder of the criminal kind. Instead, she’d discovered a marital intruder in her bed with long, artificially tanned legs wrapped around her husband’s waist and cherry-red nails digging into his back.

      Shock had rooted her in the doorway, and she’d listening as their moans escalated into cries of ecstasy. The woman—Leslie—had at least had the decency to scream in startlement when she’d at last spotted Skye. Darren had only flopped onto his back, regarded his wife with unveiled satisfaction, tucked his hands beneath his head, and proceeded to blame his cheating on Skye.

      She’d filed for divorce the next day, but that wasn’t enough, a fact that had been proven beyond a doubt only a few days ago. Though it wasn’t technically required, she foolishly wanted him to sign the divorce papers to bring closure to their relationship. She wanted him to admit that their marriage was over. When she’d asked him to sign again a few days ago, he’d adamantly refused. Again.

      “I’m not going to sign the damned papers because I still love you and I’m giving you the chance come back,” he’d said, then finished with a thinly veiled, stinging insult. “I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life alone.” As if he truly believed she’d never find anyone else to love her.

      That alone should have made her walk away and never look back, but instead, she’d taken the bait like always and asked, “And what about the cheating, Darren? Am I supposed to just ignore that?”

      “Well, it’s not like you enjoy sex, so if I get it elsewhere, you’re off the hook. What’s the big deal?”

      Even now, his response still made her jaw drop, and it was that disbelief that had snapped the spell—with a start, she’d realized that she was seriously considering going back to him. Abruptly, she’d stalked away. Then she’d made plans to extend her stay in Northstar, knowing she needed to be very far away from Darren for a while. She could not and would not go back to him… even if that meant being alone.

      Skye frantically wiped the tears away as they spilled over. Anger, grief, and self-loathing quivered through her, and she cursed her philandering soon-to-be ex-husband and his too-apologetic, voluptuous, blonde mistress. She studied the landscape and let the wild, semi-arid beauty of it—so different from the perpetually damp, thickly forested hills of Western Washington—distract her. Finally, she was calm enough to get back on the road, and she drove the rest of the way to the cabin she’d rented steadfastly refusing to think about Darren or Leslie or her divorce or anything other than her best friend’s wedding and all the pictures she planned to take during her stay.

      When she pulled up in front of the two-story log cabin, her best friend was standing on the front deck, beaming.

      “Skye!” Evie squealed, racing down the steps and throwing her arms around her friend’s neck as soon as Skye stepped out of her SUV. “It’s so good to see you!”

      “Likewise. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

      “Not at all. I got the keys for you from the Hammonds. Tracie wanted to be here to show you around, but there was some kind of emergency on the ranch. She said she’d try to stop by a bit later to introduce herself, and Nick and Aaron will be here in a couple hours to fix the door.”

      Evie handed her the keys. As soon as she stepped through the damaged door, Skye inhaled sharply in appreciation. With an open layout and a vaulted ceiling over the living and dining rooms, it was beautiful. Big, south-facing front windows wonderfully let in a lot of light, illuminating the golden tones of the hand-peeled logs. The cabin was furnished with log furniture, and the hunter green accents nicely complimented the natural wood tones. This was exactly what she needed.

      “So, was I right or was I right?” Evie asked.

      “You were right,” Skye replied. “It’s gorgeous.”

      “If you think the cabin’s gorgeous, you should meet your landlords’ son Aaron. He’s the widower I told you about. I’m sure if you’re in the mood for a romp—or is it roll?—in the hay to help you get over Darren…. Well, I imagine he wouldn’t be too hard to convince.” She paused only long enough to giggle at the cringe-worthy pun. “Let me tell you, Skye, he’s a tried-and-true, blond-and-blue, genuine cowboy, and he has the most adorable little girl. He is the whole shebang, honey. Sexy as hell and a family man. Can’t go wrong with that rare combination.”

      Skye waited patiently for her best friend to finish before she responded. “Darren is still refusing to sign the divorce papers.”

      Evie’s mouth fell open, and she swiveled to face Skye. “What?!”

      “You heard me.”

      “Yes, I did, but jeez, Skye.” She gave a disgusted sneer. “As if walking in on him screwing some bimbo wasn’t bad enough. Why can’t he just make this easy?”

      With a pinched and humorless smile, Skye carried her bags up the stairs to the loft and set them beside the dresser. She didn’t understand why Darren refused to let her go. It wasn’t like he truly cared about her. More likely, his refusal to amicably dissolve their marriage was just one more way to demean and torture her. It had taken years for her to see the truth about him, but at last she had, and now she couldn’t un-see it. In the moment when she had walked in on him rutting with Leslie—undeniable confirmation of what she’d long suspected—she had realized exactly what breed of asshole he was. She had also realized that she didn’t deserve any of those little stingers he constantly used against her, that how he made her feel wasn’t a reflection of who she was.

      Of course, she wasn’t even sure who she was anymore. Surely, if she had known what she did now, she never would have married Darren. It was easy to blame youthful ignorance—after all, they’d married right out of high school—but the truth was she should have known. Her biggest clue should have been when he’d quit their high school football team and tried to talk her into quitting as manager and photographer for the team instead of supporting her decision to stay on.

      Well, she had plenty of time now to figure out who she was. She only hoped she’d gotten out before it was too late to salvage herself.

      Thank goodness for Evie’s invitation, she thought for the thousandth time since the elegant envelope postmarked from Northstar had been delivered to her mailbox.

      She pressed the heels of her hands to her travel-weary eyes, dragged her hands over her face, and decided it was best to keep her thoughts on the matter to herself. With her wedding only days away, Evie didn’t need any more to worry about, but it was nice to know that her friend would be only a phone call and a short ride away for the next six weeks. Lindsay would be here, too, in a couple days to spend a week and a half in Northstar with them. It’d be like old times, the three of them together, and her two best friends would talk her out of going back to Darren if the impulse again crossed her mind.

      “You’re still coming out to dinner with us at the Ramshorn in an hour, aren’t you?” Evie called from downstairs.

      “Of course.”

      Skye joined her in the living room, gazing out the front windows at the sweep of the narrow ranching valley. A wall of granite peaks rose steeply to her left, and another, lower wall of thickly forested mountains stood to her right. In a place like this, she might actually be able to put more than physical distance between her and Darren. She’d be too busy with her camera to have time to devote to thoughts of him, especially if the stand of aspen behind the cabin turned gold before she left.

      “Remind me, when do the leaves change here?”

      “Usually the last week of September. Do you want a hand with your camera gear?” Evie asked with a knowing grin.

      “No, I can get it. I’m sure you have places to be and things to do.”

      “I do, but I can stay a little while longer to help you get settled.”

      “Go, Evie. I probably won’t be doing much settling just yet.”

      “All right. After dinner, I’ll show you my dress. It’s gorgeous.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      After Evie left, Skye finished dragging her last three bags out of her compact SUV. A nap sounded absolutely marvelous, but the sight of her camera bag sitting atop her luggage changed her mind. The brilliant afternoon sunlight was not ideal, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t on an assignment; she was getting familiar with her temporary home. With her camera slung over her shoulder, she stepped out the kitchen door and strolled down the metal grate ramp.

      The shade of the aspen grove drew her, and beneath its glowing green canopy, she discovered a lush, spring-watered carpet of grass. The soft breeze made the leaves shiver, and the dappling shifted in the most magical, entrancing way. She lifted her camera, chose what looked like a wild iris as a focal point for her shot, and pressed the shutter button. The familiar and intense concentration brushed away her resentment over Darren’s infidelity and wrapped her in a soothing embrace of creativity and fulfillment.

      “Hello there!”

      She straightened at the sound of the feminine voice and glanced over her shoulder to see a woman in her late fifties with silvering blonde hair striding toward her. For a moment, Skye worried she had left the cabin’s property and trespassed on someone else’s land, but then the woman smiled. She was slender and spry, Skye mused, and her knees were slightly bowed as if she’d spent a fair amount of her life in a saddle.

      “I’m Tracie Hammond,” the older woman said, extending a hand.

      “Skye Hathaway. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”

      “Hathaway? I thought you said it was Fitzhugh.”

      “It was. Well, it is, but it won’t be for much longer.”

      Genuine concern flickered over the woman’s face, telling Skye that her companion had noticed the trace of bitterness in her voice. “Are congratulations in order? Or condolences?”

      “Both, I suppose,” she replied. “It is certainly for the best, Mrs. Hammond.”

      “Please, call me Tracie. So, Hathaway is….”

      “My maiden name and the name I use for my photography. Am I all right to be taking pictures here?”

      “Absolutely. The cabin sits on ten acres, and there is a fence surrounding the property, so you’ll know when you get to the edge.”

      “How are folks around here about letting people on their property?” Skye inquired. “Just so I don’t accidentally wander onto someone’s land and get shot at.”

      Tracie laughed. “You needn’t worry about that. As long as you’re respectful of our land, we’re all pretty friendly people. You are, of course, always welcome on the Lazy H, and I imagine Nick or Aaron would be happy to show you around, maybe take you riding, if you want. As would Ty Evans, whose family owns the Bar E Ranch behind you. And you probably know most of the Carlyles already. As for the rest, just ask—and remember to close gates—and you’ll likely have the whole of the valley at your disposal.”

      “That’s very kind. I appreciate that… and your invitation. Truly.”

      “I had another purpose for coming back here other than to introduce myself. I wanted to let you know my sons Nick and Aaron will be here shortly to replace that front door. I also wanted to invite you to dinner down at the ranch house, if you don’t have already plans.”

      “I do, actually. Evie and Vince are taking me out to the Ramshorn.”

      “I figured as much, but I wanted to make sure you got something decent to eat after your long drive.”

      “Thank you,” Skye replied, touched by her landlady’s generous and friendly offer.

      “I’ll let you get back to your pictures. Remember, if you need anything at all, just give us a call.”

      “I will. Thank you again.”

      Skye watched the rancher’s wife walk away. If Tracie Hammond was a good representation of the inhabitants of this tiny Montana community—Evie’s descriptions of Northstar led her to believe she was—the next six weeks were going to do wonders for her.

      Glancing at her watch, she wasn’t entirely surprised to see that she’d already used up three quarters of an hour. With a sigh, she headed back to the cabin to clean herself up a little before heading to the Ramshorn Hot Springs and Lodge for dinner with Evie and Vince. Tracie’s sons had not yet arrived, and after Evie’s suggestion that she should use the widower Aaron to distract her, Skye hoped she would be able to sneak out of the cabin before they showed up.

      When she stepped through the kitchen door, she immediately noticed a red light flashing on the answering machine. She leaned over to look at its tiny screen and saw a number two displayed. Hesitantly, she pressed play and let out a sigh of relief when her parents’ voices greeted her with a request that she call them to let them know she’d made it to Northstar in one piece. Smiling but feeling a tingle of guilt for not calling them before she’d gone out to take pictures, she picked up the cordless handset. Then the second message started playing, and her blood chilled.

      “Please come home, Skye,” Darren said. “You’re being silly and impulsive, and that isn’t like you. You know I love you. I’m sorry about Leslie. I’m a weak man, but I promise it won’t happen again.”

      At the mention of the woman’s name, Skye sneered, unable to prevent the memory from barreling into her mind’s eye for the second time in as many hours with the finesse of a rampaging bull. She sank to the floor beside the counter and cursed the tears that again stung her eyes. If Leslie had been the first, Skye might have believed she would be the last, but there was at least one other woman she was certain Darren had slept with—his own mother had ratted him out about that one after Skye had caught him with Leslie—and she suspected there were at least three others.

      “Please, baby, I don’t want a divorce,” her husband’s recorded voice pleaded. “I can’t live without you. Those other women… it was just physical. I didn’t love them. I know you don’t understand, but I need to touch and be touched, and you never gave me that. Please come home, baby. We can work this out.”

      Lies, she reminded herself. Nothing but lies, and you don’t deserve any of them.

      “You need me, too. You’re too delicate to be alone, and you’ve never had to take care of yourself. You’ve always had someone—your parents or me.”

      Two stingers in one message, first when he again implied that she was at fault for his affair—affairs, she corrected—then following it up with an insinuation that she wasn’t strong enough to make it on her own. He certainly hadn’t lost his touch. His tone was all sugar and honey, and for too many years, she had allowed herself to be sweet-talked, but no more. Now that she knew the real meaning beneath the saccharine coating, she couldn’t return to ignorance. She wouldn’t, she promised herself. Without a moment’s hesitation, she erased the message, picked up the phone, and dialed her old home number.

      Darren answered on the fifth ring. “Hello?”

      “How in the hell did you get this number?”

      “Skye,” he breathed with relief. “Baby, please. This is foolish, and—”

      “Don’t call me again.”

      She poked the end-call button hard enough to elicit a complaint from her finger. Not fifteen seconds later, the phone in her hand rang, and the caller ID showed Darren’s number. She accepted the call and spat, “Stop calling me. It’s over.”

      Again, she hung up on him. This time, however, she didn’t wait for him to call back and quickly set the phone back on the base, then strode toward the front door. She settled her camera back in its bag on her way by the dining room table.

      She yanked the door open only to find a very attractive man in his mid thirties standing on the other side with his fist lifted to knock. She smiled and held her hand over her heart as if that would slow the erratic beating.

      “Sorry I startled you, Mrs. Fitzhugh,” the man said.

      “Hathaway,” she corrected quietly.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m Skye Hathaway,” she said more loudly, extending her left hand in greeting since he clutched a bucket of tools in his right. “It won’t be Fitzhugh much longer. Better yet, call me Skye.”

      “My apologies, Skye,” he replied, shaking her hand.

      When she caught the glint of a plain gold band on his ring finger, she wondered if this was Nick or if Aaron still wore his wedding ring. A moment later, he answered her unspoken question.

      “I’m Nick Hammond. Call me Nick.”

      Another man of nearly identical build, stature, and coloring—and no wedding ring—crested the steps with a stack of what appeared to be one-by-fours balanced on his shoulder. Aaron, she decided. Like his older brother, he had dark blond hair just long enough for a woman to bury her fingers in and kind blue eyes that smiled at her from a handsome face. Her brows lifted in appreciation as her gaze drifted over the rest of him. He wore a plain black T-shirt that fit well enough to accentuate broad shoulders, toned chest, and flat stomach and jeans that hugged his narrow hips and long legs. The muscles in his arms flexed mesmerizingly as he lowered the stack of lumber to the deck and extended his hand in greeting. Feminine interest set her heart to fluttering.

      “I’m Aaron,” he said.

      “Skye.”

      She shook his hand, acutely aware of the warmth and strength in his grip. “It’s very nice to meet you,” she said a little more breathlessly than a first introduction warranted. Evie’s comments rippled through her mind. Tried-and-true, blond-and-blue, and sexy as hell indeed. And the last thing you need right now. Down, girl.

      With her pulse jumping too quickly, she decided it would be best if she didn’t linger to chat with the Hammond brothers. “I hate to be rude, but I’m supposed to meet Vince and Evie at the Ramshorn in a few minutes. If you’ll excuse me…?”

      “Certainly,” Nick replied. “We should be done and out of your hair by the time you get home.”

      “Thanks.”

      Skye smiled politely and strode across the deck with an unsettling combination of desire and nerves weakening her knees. Pausing at the top of the steps to collect herself, she turned her face toward the sun, hoping it would warm away this odd, unbalancing sensation. After a couple deep breaths—and stubbornly resisting the urge to glance over her shoulder at the Hammond brothers—she headed to her SUV.

      Following the directions Evie had given her, Skye turned right from the cabin’s driveway onto the packed dirt and gravel of Elkhorn Road. Once she was headed north on the main road through the valley, she rolled her windows down and allowed the pine-scented air to cleanse away the rest of her anger at Darren. It didn’t take long. On this stunning, blue-skied summer day, she had much to celebrate. Her best friend was getting married in just three short days, she was surrounded by beauty and wide-open skies, and she was free to be her own person for the first time in her life.

      Darren was right about one thing. She had always had someone to take care of her, but now she was independent. And that felt wonderful. Giddy abandon bubbled up inside her, and she laughed. If she wanted to stay up until the wee hours of the morning to finish a project, there wouldn’t be anyone to chastise her for staying up half the night. If she wanted to spend all afternoon with Evie gossiping about the handsome men of Northstar with the same giggling amusement as they’d had talking about boys back in high school, there was no one to make her feel guilty. When her brief meeting with Aaron Hammond danced into her mind, she laughed. If she wanted to have a wild fling with a willing cowboy, well hell, she could do that, too.

      Maybe giving in to the promise of adventure that lay before her was rebellious and childish, but she didn’t care. Playing it safe and obedient had only helped Darren beat her down, and she was done with that.

      * * *

      Aaron watched over his shoulder as the striking brunette stopped before descending the stairs. There was something about the way she tilted her face to the sun that spoke of a woman in need of some peace and quiet. The tone in her voice—a trembling anger with a touch of sadness—when she’d told Nick that her last name wouldn’t be Fitzhugh much longer was a pretty clear indicator that the name change was due to divorce, and Aaron couldn’t help but wonder why her marriage hadn’t worked out. Less than two minutes and only a handful of words were hardly enough to form an accurate opinion, but it was plenty for a basic assessment.

      Dark, wavy hair cascaded over proud shoulders, reaching halfway down her back, and her trim waist, gracefully swaying hips, firm backside, and shapely legs begged to be caressed. She walked with a subtle, natural confidence rather
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