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      “No. No...no,” Vianna Harrison moaned. Her oft-repaired car chugged to a stop at the crest of a Colorado mountain. Slow curls of steam oozed from under the hood. Inching the vehicle toward the side of the narrow road, she discovered a dirt pull off just long enough for her car and small trailer.

      With a silent prayer, she turned off the engine but left the electrical system working and flicked her gaze between the billowing steam surrounding the small car and the temperature gauge, willing the indicator to inch from the red.

      Vianna rested her forehead against the steering wheel and clenched her fingers around the worn leather. “It would have been all downhill from here, baby car. I know I’ve put you through a lot getting this far. Just give me a little more. Please, little car.”

      Despite her pleas, the dashboard lights blinked once and faded, sounding a death knell for the aged vehicle. She couldn’t afford any expensive repairs. Expensive? She had no money for any repairs.

      Forcing dismay to the back of her mind, she patted the steering wheel. “I know you gave it your best, baby. I’ll work this out somehow.” I always do.

      Her frustrated huff stirred her bangs. Yeah, she always found a way but someday, please, someday, something needed to work out in her favor.

      Vianna glanced in the rear view mirror and gave herself a sarcastic grin. Sitting here wasn’t going to get her anywhere. Literally. There hadn’t been much traffic on this old highway, but according to her last mileage check, she wasn’t far from her destination. She nodded once, then slid from the car. She could hike into town.

      A glance back at the trailer changed her mind. Walking was a last resort. She couldn’t leave her book press and supplies unprotected on a mountaintop. If only the lock hadn’t broken last week.

      If only... Too much of her life the past few months had hinged on if only. If only she could escape her parents’ influence and make a life of her own. If only her hand-made books were as good as she thought they were. If only... the spirit world would leave her alone.

      Vianna gave herself a shake and stepped to the edge of the pavement. The aspen lined road dropped in steep switchbacks to the valley and a small town highlighted in the bright sunlight. Her destination. Spencer, Colorado and the elderly artist who’d offered her hope, encouragement, and an open invitation.

      Granted, the invitation had been simply a ‘you should come to Spencer’, but the honest sentiment behind the words and concern in the woman’s expression was enough to pull Vianna off the art show circuit with a dream of settling somewhere safe. Somewhere no one had heard of how her parents bilked a comfortable living from believers of psychic phenomenon. Somewhere no one knew of her unwilling part in their schemes. Or that she really did receive communications from the dead.

      A shiver traveled the length of her spine then settled with cool, light tingles at the back of her neck. She rubbed the spot, but nothing erased the presence of her spirit guides and guardian angels until she acknowledged them.

      Vianna closed her eyes and spoke to the breeze. “Yes, I know you’re here.”

      The feeling disappeared and she blinked. Spirits didn’t usually leave her so quickly. Or without delivering a message. The cool breeze brushed soft fingers of acceptance along her arm, and caressed her cheek. She didn’t always ‘hear’ words when a spirit communicated with her. At those times she simply knew. The spirits at the top of this mountain shared a welcome and an elusive feeling of safety and protection.

      She’d made the right decision to come to Colorado. Now all she had to do was find a way down the mountain to Spencer.

      The reverberation of a well-tuned engine rose behind her. She glanced at her poor little red car and turned toward the advancing pickup, lifting her hand to wave down the driver.

      With no room in the turn out, the truck stopped while still mostly on the pavement. The driver reached out his window, placed a flashing light on top of the cab then jumped to the ground holding a small fire extinguisher. A middle-aged woman slipped from the passenger side and stood with her hands fisted against her hips, surveying the scene. The couple stood a moment in silence watching the final trickles of steam float away on the breeze.

      The man set the extinguisher down and took a step closer. “I’d ask if you’re having trouble, but your smoke signal says it all.”

      Vianna laughed at the sardonic drawl and the man’s arched eyebrow. “I made it to the top of the mountain at least.”

      “This highway has defeated many a vehicle over the years.”

      Vianna waved her hand toward her vehicle. “I had trouble crossing Nebraska, so I suppose I’m lucky I got this far.”

      The man doffed a baseball cap, slapped it against his thigh and replaced it over his neatly trimmed, grey hair before holding out his hand. “Chet Dalton. I’m the fire chief down in Spencer. And this is Zoe Barlow, owner of the Blue Spruce Bed and Breakfast.”

      His handshake was simple and direct. And she liked the friendly, open smiles both wore. “Vianna Harrison. I’m hoping to stay in Spencer indefinitely. Once I get there.”

      “Let’s unhook the trailer and I’ll tow your car into town.”

      “Uh, would it be possible to tow the trailer instead? Everything that’s important to me is in there. And, the lock’s broken.”

      Chet stared into the distance for a few seconds. “I’ll give Rollie at the garage a call and get him out here with his tow truck. Probably won’t be until early this evening though. Don’t like to speak for him, but he can probably give you an estimate on repairs sometime tomorrow.”

      “That’s fine. I’m really not sure she’s worth repairing again.” The little car had served her well as she followed the art show circuit, but this trip through the mountains may have been too much.

      “Let’s let Rollie check ‘er out.” Chet unhooked the trailer. Then while Zoe chattered directions, he manhandled the awkward load away from the car. Only a few minutes later, her belongings were secure, and she climbed into the truck next to Zoe.

      Chet took the switchbacks with the ease of long familiarity. Vianna made a conscious effort to not gasp and clutch the arm rest when she felt as though she was hanging in space. Zoe patted her knee, but the offer of comfort did little when she felt she would fall over the mountainside.

      Once they entered the town, Chet retrieved the flashing light and cast her an expectant grin. “I’ve been driving these roads for over thirty years. You’ll get used to ‘em. Now, where are you staying?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have... And now...” Vianna leaned her head against the truck’s side window. Her half-thought out plan had included sleeping in her car. With that option dead on the side of the road she needed to think of a few other options. “I’m tired of motels, but need someplace really cheap.”

      “Traveling awhile, huh?” Zoe asked.

      “Since spring. I’m ready to settle in one place for a while.”

      “How’d you pick Spencer?”

      “I’m an artist and I met someone from here at a show. She invited me.”

      Zoe nodded. “Willa’s like that.”

      “You know Ms. Samuels?”

      Brushing her shoulder length hair back from her face, Zoe nodded again. “Willa is one of our most prominent citizens. And I’ve known her all my life. Now, as I see it, you need a place to stay, but you’re nearly out of money. And with a broken down vehicle to boot. So, you need a way to earn your keep, while still allowing you time to work on your art. What’s your talent?”

      Vianna squared her shoulders and fought to keep a defensive note from entering her voice. “I create hand bound books and journals. I make all the paper myself.” Vianna waited for a disparaging comment or a disbelieving look. The couple were close to her parents’ ages, so she expected similar, condescending reactions.

      Chet merely nodded.

      Zoe rested her palm against Vianna’s arm. “Those should sell well down at the book store. Now, if you don’t mind a little hard work, I know just the place to take you.”

      “I expect to earn my keep.”

      “Good. The Blue Spruce Bed and Breakfast--”

      “I can’t afford to stay at a B and B.”

      Zoe took a deep breath and arched one eyebrow silencing her denial. “As I was saying. I could use some early morning help at my place. I’ve got a couple of ladies who come in to tidy the rooms and such, but I really need help preparing and serving breakfast. And occasionally for an evening event as well.”

      A flash of hope warmed Vianna. “I’m not much of a cook, but I bake a great pan of cinnamon rolls.”

      Chet patted his firm midsection. “If that’s true, I’ll be spending more time at the gym. Now, here we are.”

      Straining against her restraint, Vianna peered past a small, manicured lawn and wide flower beds filled with a profusion of colorful mums to a massive stone Victorian. A covered porch flanking wide, flagstone stairs, wrapped two sides of the building in an architectural hug.

      Chuckling, Chet stopped the truck. “Spectacular, isn’t it?”

      Vianna gnawed on her lower lip. She’d never fit in at such an elegant home.

      Before she could voice her concerns, Zoe grinned at her. “I prefer offering my guests fresh baked pastries, but baking isn’t my talent.”

      Chet gave a soft snort. Zoe turned a glare and a grin on him before continuing. “I’ve been getting rolls from the bakery in town, but I’m not convinced they always send me the best--or the freshest.”

      Zoe touched Chet’s shoulder and he angled toward her. Silence stretched between them before Zoe spoke softly. “There isn’t a large enough workspace for Vianna here. But Ryder’s stables might be perfect.”

      Zoe waited until Vianna lifted her gaze and offered a gentle smile. “My son’s place is about a mile further along this drive. Like his cabin, the stables aren’t quite completed, but there’s water. I’m sure you can find plenty of space to spread out and work.”

      “But, what about--”

      Zoe waved a hand in dismissal. “Ryder’s in California and hasn’t been home in five years. I’ll let him know next time we talk, but...” She grinned started digging through her large leather purse. With a triumphant exclamation, she held up a small key ring. “But his cabin and stables are still part of my property. I know. Why don’t you stay in the cabin? That will free up a room for paying guests.”

      Obviously, once Zoe hit on an idea, she ran with it. Zoe talked over Vianna’s objections, swinging her attention between Chet and Vianna. “This is a great solution. I’ve been concerned about the cabin being empty all this time, so you’ll be doing me yet another favor. And listen. I’ve got an old golf cart stashed in a shed. Since your car is out of commission, you can use the cart to get back and forth. I don’t want you walking in the early morning dark. If you bake delicious pastries for my guests—”

      Chet laughed. “Zoe, slow down. You don’t need to settle everything in five minutes. I’ve got to check in at the station soon, so let’s take Vianna’s trailer to the stables.” He eased the truck to the rear of the massive house and on to a narrow gravel road.

      Overwhelmed, Vianna sank back against the truck seat. Accustomed to secrecy and caution, the exuberant welcome from people she’d just met left her strangely numb. Their trust came far too easily for her to believe. Reminiscent of the blind faith the sorrowing had placed in her parents, Vianna feared they’d ask—demand—something of her she was no longer willing to give. Not knowing how to handle this situation, she wrapped her arms around her belly.

      Zoe noticed her silent withdrawal. “Forgive me, Vianna. I do tend to get carried away. But, once you settle in, you’ll see what a great solution this will be. For both of us.”

      Even though her guides’ cool acceptance returned to caress the back of her neck, Vianna needed human confirmation. Zoe had just offered her someone else’s home. “You’re sure your son won’t mind?”

      Giving another wave of dismissal, Zoe shook her head, but sadness tinted her dark eyes. “He won’t care. Ryder’s on a different path now.”
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      During her first week in Spencer, Vianna settled into a comfortable routine. While two pans of cinnamon rolls baked, she stood at a wide expanse of windows, looking out into the diffused gray light of the pre-dawn. A single lamp in the large great room reflected on the dark glass. This spectacular house was far from her idea of a cabin.

      The timer dinged. She crossed to the kitchen and set her mug on the large island. The rolls needed another minute to reach the perfect golden brown, so she leaned her hip against the counter to wait.

      When Zoe had unlocked the cabin, Vianna had hovered a long moment in the doorway, unable to accept how someone she’d just met would allow her, encourage her in fact, to live in such a grand home. It didn’t matter that much if the interior was incomplete. Except for the downstairs great room and the master suite upstairs, the rest of the rooms were only roughed in walls, some adorned with un-taped drywall. Piles of trim and flooring centered each unfinished area.

      Dust dulled the sheen of the stainless steel appliances and dark wood cabinets. The same abandoned feeling surrounded an overstuffed leather sectional centered before a huge television. The wide island separating the kitchen and living room had immediately drawn her attention. Even under a blanket of dust, the countertop sparkled. When she used a crumpled rag to swipe the dust, she exposed a myriad of colors that caught and danced in the light.

      Zoe had chuckled at her exclamation of delight then explained the counter had been constructed from recycled glass her son had spent a year picking up along the roads and mountain trails. Over the past week, Vianna had studied the colorful surface, picking out glass from an assortment of bottles, unusual bits of glass and what might have been a stoplight.

      Vianna worried her lip between her teeth. The welcome, free of conditions or demands, had been so genuine, so comfortable, she had nearly admitted to a mind filled with the chatter of the spirit world.

      Somehow she’d managed to block or ignore the spiritual contact most of the summer, and she’d been relieved when it seemed spirit had deserted her. Part of her hoped she’d left her curse and her past behind in Virginia Beach. Now, she wasn’t sure what to think of the many times her guides warmed her with acceptance and well-being since her arrival in Spencer.

      The lush aroma of cinnamon caught her attention. She pulled the rolls from the oven just before the pastry over-baked and set the pans on the long island to cool.

      She’d missed the odd, soft mental caresses and cool physical touch. She tightened her vow to keep her psychic abilities hidden, but accepted this town with these amazing people was where she was supposed to be.

      Later that morning Vianna rinsed the baking pan she’d washed three times then turned to find Zoe, hip propped against a counter, watching her.

      “You can’t avoid Willa forever, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “You’ve settled in at the cabin and you’ve got this baking routine down. You’ve set up the meeting, so stop wasting time. Take my car into town. I’ll send a list with you.” Zoe grinned. “That way you have to go.”

      “I just—”

      “Go see what Willa has to say. Don’t worry about impressing her. The fact you’re here at her invitation shows you already have. Now get going. Oh, and while you’re at the bookstore ask Kate for a couple pounds of her special dark roast blend. Get some of that tea you like, too, the supply’s getting low.”

      Zoe mumbled while digging through one of the many junk drawers in the expansive, modern kitchen. Vianna held back a chuckle. She could help her new friend get a little more organized.

      With an exclamation of success, Zoe held up a narrow strip of paper then pressed the list and a set of car keys into Vianna’s hand. Zoe arched one eyebrow.

      “Thank you, Zoe.”

      “For what?”

      “Making me feel at home. For being who you are and cheering me up and being so encouraging. Oh, just for a lot of things.” That sense of right wrapped like a comforting hug around Vianna’s shoulders. Even though she’d never felt like she belonged, even in her own family, it didn’t mean she couldn’t experience acceptance now. No one in Spencer expected anything from her she wasn’t willing to give.

      Yet.

      Less than ten minutes later, she parked down the block from The Rocky Mountain Bookstore. Using the short walk to calm a fresh rush of nerves, she glanced into the wide, smudged windows of the local bakery. The uninspired display of sweets made her grimace. No wonder Zoe appreciated her fresh cinnamon rolls. She paused and made a quick decision. Tomorrow, she’d surprise the guests, and Zoe, with the addition of flakey, fruit-filled danish.

      Mentally adding to the list in her pocket, Vianna stepped into the bookstore. The wooden floor squeaked a pleasant, well-worn welcome. The shelves filled with books and gift items called to her. She loved her tablet for reading, but sometimes nothing but the pleasure of turning actual pages sufficed. She could spend a lot of free time here.

      The woman near an antique cash register waved one hand as she hung up the phone. When she stepped from behind the tall counter, a warm tide of familiarity washed over Vianna. It hardly seemed possible, but before her stood a friend she had yet to meet.

      “Hi, I’m Kate. Welcome to The Rocky Mountain Bookstore. You’re Vianna?”

      “I am.”

      “Willa’s waiting for you in the coffee shop. Follow me. I’ll treat you to one of my special teas or coffees.”

      “I could use a cup of tea.” Simply having a cup to hold might calm her nerves.

      As though she knew Vianna’s thoughts, Kate’s smile widened and she lead the way through the well-organized store to a small area filled with clustered armchairs and small tables.

      “So,” Willa drawled after Kate left to assist a customer. Seated in one of the comfortably shabby wingback chairs, she rested her tea on the wide arm. “You’ve made it to Spencer.”

      Vianna perched on the edge of her chair and nodded. “Barely.”

      Willa’s soft chuckle eased another portion of Vianna’s nerves. “I heard about your car troubles. You’ve settled in at the cabin?”

      “I can’t believe everyone calls that amazing place a cabin. Even unfinished like it is. But, yes, I’m settled. There’s enough room in the stables to spread out my projects.” She tore a corner off the napkin she’d crumpled in her fist and fingered the smooth, pleasing texture. Maybe Kate would let her take a few to add to a slurry and experiment with—

      “I knew it. You truly are an artist.”

      Startled, Vianna lifted her gaze to the older woman’s knowing expression and satisfied grin.

      “I saw that special something in you in Kansas City. Didn’t hesitate to extend my invitation.”

      The encouragement to visit Spencer had surprised Vianna, and she couldn’t imagine why Willa had singled her out in a huge show filled with talented artists. “Spencer is amazing and filled with inspiration every time I look around. So far, everyone's been friendly and helpful.” Even the spirits.

      “What are your dreams, Vianna? What hopes do you have for you and your art?” Expectation lighting her expression, Willa leaned forward and rested her palms against her paint spattered skirt.

      Vianna drew her brows together. Dreams? Other than escaping the life her parents planned and plotted using her abilities, she hadn’t consciously allowed herself any hopes or dreams. Willa waited for an answer, so she paused to listen to her heart, then said, “I suppose what any creative person wants—to survive on the merits of their talent and work. Other than my current lack of transportation, I suppose I’ve done that.”

      “Nothing more?”

      Caught in the intensity of Willa’s clear violet gaze, Vianna discovered a kindred soul. This woman would understand. Did understand. Vianna took a deep breath. “As much as I love the whole creative process, there’s a need within me that goes beyond a finished project. Sometimes it’s an all-consuming desire to share the joy of creativity. To help others discover the exhilaration within themselves. To discover... their soul, their heart.” She dipped her head. “Sounds kind of fanciful and silly, doesn’t it?”

      “Not at all. I feel the same.” Willa rested her hand over her heart and grinned. “Here. That’s how I recognized the desire in you, and why I asked you to come to Spencer.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Willa’s lips firmed to a thin line. “I think you do, young woman. But we’ll leave that for now, shall we? Much like you, I have a dream I’ve not yet accomplished. For many years I’ve ached to provide a place for creatives such as yourself. A safe place for them to discover the art in their hearts and souls. To that end, I’ve been on the lookout for others who share my vision, and my dream.”

      The breath caught low in Vianna’s throat. Surely Willa didn’t mean—

      “And you, my dear, are just the young woman to help me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Head swimming with possibilities, Vianna arranged to return to speak with Kate about selling handmade papers and journals before leaving the cozy shop. She stopped outside the door and looked around. The town didn’t appear any different than when she’d entered the store an hour ago. Somehow, she was different, and she saw the tourist-oriented town in a new light. She’d promised to let Willa know her decision the next morning, now she waited for a sign from her guides. But spirit was quiet, as though waiting for her decision.

      She had Zoe’s coffee in a cloth tote over one arm. It wouldn’t take long to pick up her needed baking ingredients, so she put her decision on a mental back burner. Deciding to avoid the big grocery store on the edge of town, she crossed the town square to complete her grocery shopping.

      Refusing to feel guilty at leaving only one pound of butter in the small store, despite the owner’s assurances a truck was due the next morning, Vianna hurried back to the cabin to start her baking. Danish took a fair amount of time and energetic dough rolling, giving her the opportunity to work through the pros and perceived cons of Willa’s offer.

      Her conflicted thoughts continued, playing an interesting rhythmic counterpart to her actions, and her clean-up expanded past the kitchen into the already spotless living area. By the time she’d swept the deck and watched the moon rise, she knew her answer.

      She’d remain here to work with Willa. Spencer was now her home.
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      Ryder Barlow stretched his arm to the side and over his shoulder to rub the tight muscles at the base of his neck then flexed his fingers before returning them to the steering wheel. He should have called it a night a couple hours back when he stopped for gas. Home was so close. The sparkling dust of stars overhead and the scents of early fall in the mountains drew him forward.

      Three days ago the movie he’d wrangled horses for had wrapped. The head wrangler simply said, ‘go home’. Without another job lined up, Ryder had been restless and unsettled.

      At his tiny rental he’d discovered a thick, newsy letter from his granddad. The chatty tone from the normally business-like Jakob Spencer had compounded the restlessness with a surge of homesickness. He’d stared at Granddad’s last line—There’s changes in Spencer and family needs you. Come home, boy—then burst into action. By dawn the next morning he’d turned in the keys to the house and hit the road. Five years ago he’d escaped to California with only what he could carry in his tiny sports car. Now it seemed appropriate he was returning with little more than that in a well-used Jeep.

      The first day of travel he’d stopped at a few favorite places, the massive Hoover Dam, the Grand Canyon and a therapy camp where he’d volunteered at the request of an actor he actually liked. Spending the evening with kids of varying abilities, talking about horses and riding revived a dream that had lain dormant for too many years.

      One boy in particular, a tow-head who asked for help softening the new gloves his mom sent for maneuvering his wheelchair, solidified the dream.

      How he’d find—and purchase—land, equipment, horses... hell, he didn’t know. But soon there would be a therapeutic riding camp near Spencer, Colorado. And Timmy would be the first camper on his roster.

      Home. Ryder recognized the siren’s call of the mountains and his home town. The life he’d abandoned there no longer held any appeal. He wasn’t returning to his old behaviors. Now he had reason and purpose.

      He glanced at the dashboard. Less than half an hour and he’d be home. Two in the morning was not the time to stop at the B and B, but if he knew his mom, she’d had one of her helpers put fresh sheets on his bed each week, even though he hadn’t been home in five years. Ah, his bed, his big, ‘I can lay in the middle and not touch the sides’ bed. Popping his jaw, he yawned.

      A few hours of sleep, and he’d be ready to face the welcome home. And the questions. Not that he had answers for anyone, including himself. Even with his wild dream, he wasn’t sure what to do once he was home. He shook his head and rolled down the window, taking deep draughts of the cool air. This tired, he shouldn’t concentrate on anything but staying on the winding mountain road. Thank God there was no traffic, so he hugged the center line dotting the pavement.

      He skirted the edge of town and gave a casual wave to the dark windows of the bed and breakfast. “See you soon, Mom.”

      The narrow road to his cabin was rougher than he remembered, but the bumps and his grumbling faded when he slowed at the top of the last small rise. Bathed in moonlight, the house and nearby stable stood in silent welcome. He scrubbed his hand through his hair and grinned. Home. The urge to explore and rediscover the place he’d planned and built from the ground up nearly overcame his weary body. Instead he blinked and rubbed his dry, scratchy eyes. The place wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was he.

      Except to bed.

      He stopped his Jeep behind the cabin, gave the golf cart parked near the back door a cursory glance and after a few moments fumbling with the key, stepped into the quiet house. He sat his laptop at the foot of the stairs and turned to face the great room. Moonlight poured through the windows, gleaming on the dust free surfaces. Bless his mom for taking care of the place for him.

      An odd, fresh aroma filled the air. He drew his brows together, inhaled deeply and let the scent linger against his tongue. Cinnamon and a sweet something he couldn’t define. Strange air freshener, but he liked it.

      Exhaustion dragged at his feet, slowing each step up the broad staircase. He’d be asleep before his head hit a pillow. The door to his room stood ajar and as he pushed the warm wood with his palm, he breathed a sigh of contentment.

      The tall windows allowed moonlight to cascade across the room. The pale glow highlighted his blanket-draped destination.

      Shadows the shape of a body moved at the far side of the bed. Ryder dropped his bag, lifted his fists and he took a step closer. The shadow jerked to sitting, the sheet pulled up under her chin.

      A woman?

      Her eyes grew wide and glistened in the moonlight, her lips formed a perfect ‘O’.

      She was a dream. A balm to his exhausted mind.

      Short, dark hair haloed her oval face in sensual disarray. The need to smooth the soft strands relaxed his fingers. He took one step closer to the vision.

      The sharp tension of reality slammed into his tired body. Muscles tense, he angled to tower over her.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my bed?”
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      Vianna dropped the sheet and scooted from the bed. His bed? “Ryder?”

      His eyebrows lowered over narrowed eyes but the heat enveloping her had little to do with his anger. Fighting the urge to squirm under his appraisal, she tugged on the hem of her oversized tee shirt. “Zoe told me you were in California.”

      He passed one hand over his face. “Okay.” The tense, ramrod posture slipped from him and his shoulders relaxed. “Okay, Mom didn’t know.” The anger drained from his expression, replaced with the dark stain of exhaustion.

      Taking another step back, Vianna studied the man. He cocked his head to one side and lifted one finely arched eyebrow. The overwhelming desire to move closer and discover the color of his eyes rushed through her. Not just to see his eyes, but to stroke her palm over the stubble shadowing his jawline. To smooth the hair he’d mussed with his hands. To ease his weariness. She curled her fingers against her palm.

      He had every right to be angry with her invasion of his home. Unable to imagine what it must be like to find a stranger in her bed, she bit back the rise of a nervous laugh. But her strangled snort sounded loud in the quiet night.

      His second eyebrow rose. Ah, the symmetry of his masculine features called to the artist in her and she tightened her fists. A flutter started just below her heart. Not only the artist found him interesting, the woman did as well. She’d never experienced such a potent, dangerous combination.

      The need to explain rushed her words. “I’m sorry. It’s not funny. I just imagined the big old bear finding Goldilocks in his bed.”

      “But you’re not blonde.” He blew out a short breath, rested his hands at his lean hips and tipped his head to stare at the ceiling.

      Vianna touched the ends of her dark hair. Did he like blondes?

      “Sorry.”

      She winced at his softly spoken apology. “What?”

      “That comment, about your hair. Totally inappropriate. I drove longer than I should have today, but I wanted to get home. I’m just really tired.”

      “Oh. Of course. I’ll go.”

      He dismissed her statement with the wave of a hand. “Where? It’s the middle of the night. If Mom allowed you to stay here, I can offer you that same trust. At least for tonight.”

      The qualifier stole her breath like a punch to her stomach. She rested one palm against the offending spot. “I’ll sleep downstairs. On the couch. I don’t want to—”

      “No.” With another slash of his hand he indicated the bed. “You’ll sleep right where you were. It doesn’t matter where I finally hit, I’m gonna sleep.”

      Vianna glanced at the clock. “But I need to be up in a couple hours anyway.”

      He’d angled toward the door but swung around to face her again. “Why?

      Like an errant child caught misbehaving she ducked her head. Oh, but misbehaving with him might be...delightful. She shook off the conflicting emotions and glanced at him from under her lashes. “I need to bake pastries and get them to Zoe in time for the B and B breakfast.”

      “I’m accustomed to being up and functioning at the butt crack of dawn. A couple hours sleep and I’ll be good to go. Your baking won’t disturb me.”

      “But—”

      “Go back to sleep... uh...”

      “Vianna.”

      “Go to bed, Vianna. I’ve no energy for discussion right now. I’ll head over to Mom’s with you in the morning.”

      “Five-thirty.”

      He acknowledged the time with a nod and continued. “After Mom gets over the shock, you and I will... talk.”

      Vianna’s mouth dried at the way his muscles stretched when he reached down to gather the bag he’d dropped just inside the doorway. Soft, worn denim molded to his thighs. He stepped into the hall, cast her a glance filled with questions, and quietly shut the door.

      Frozen with indecision, Vianna stared at the door. Ryder’s return raised too many questions. Where would she go? What about her art? She needed room to create. Any tiny rental she could afford would be completely inadequate. Maybe Zoe, or Willa would have suggestions. But they’d told her this was a busy tourist season and a difficult time to find any free space in town. Why did he have to choose now to come home?

      Vianna wrapped her arms around herself. Chill bumps covered her skin. Her immediate feminine reaction to the man concerned her. Perhaps it was nothing more than the surprise of his homecoming mixed with the glorious blend of purely masculine features and the sculpted body hidden by denim and cotton. To run her hands over—

      No. She stared at her fingers. She didn’t want to touch him.

      She ached for him to touch her.

      No. No, she didn’t want, need, that kind of complication. She’d never felt so much about a man so quickly. Not for the man her parents had chosen for her to marry, nor any of the artists who’d expressed interest in hooking up on the show circuit. Why now? Why this man?

      No. She wouldn’t go there. Determined to clear her mind and rest the short hours until duty called, she stood moved next to the bed, staring at the rumpled bedding. She couldn’t return to the warmth and comfort now that this really was his bed. She tugged off the comforter, wrapped the cool cotton around herself and settled into the deep-seated easy chair facing the expansive windows. Eyes closed, she took a deep breath, willing her tense muscles to relax.

      Muffled sounds rose from the main floor as he—as Ryder—moved from the bathroom to the great room. Ryder. She blinked his image from her imagination and stared into the starlit night. She forced her mind to the paper she’d planned to create the next day.

      But no matter how hard she fought, what distractions she attempted, she couldn’t stop thinking about the man downstairs.
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      He couldn’t stop thinking about the woman upstairs. The woman in his bed.

      After removing his boots, socks and shirt, he lay back on the leather sectional which creaked with comfortable familiarity. There hadn’t been a woman in his bed—or anywhere else—since the night his father died. Not that there hadn’t been a wealth of opportunity and propositions in California. He couldn’t forget his responsibility again just for the pleasure of the moment.

      He frowned and covered his eyes with his forearm. He’d been so hot for that girl—what was her name?A bored guest at the lodge, she’d followed him home and into to the stables. They just gave the horse an eyeful of naked skin and barely made it to the house and his bed.

      He didn’t remember the pleasure, only the agony of sorrow. Ryder groaned. Somehow he’d left the stall of an unbroken stallion unlatched. Drunk and hiding from Mom as usual, his dad had wandered into the stables. No one knew exactly what happened but the stallion’s shrill, angry challenge and a man’s shouts finally broke through his sex-addled brain.

      When he’d finally managed to stumble to the stables, he’d discovered his father. Trampled. Dead. A vodka bottle amazingly unbroken at his side.

      The stallion’s eyes, wide, wild with anger and battle-lust filled Ryder’s inner vision and he jerked upright and pressed his palms hard against his temples. No amount of force ever erased his actions or his personal recriminations of that night.

      After five years he’d almost convinced himself his father’s love of the bottle was as much to blame as Ryder’s negligence had been. Almost.

      He flopped to his back and stared at the dark ceiling. And now, there was a woman in his bed. Again. He planted his feet against the leather, lifted his hips and tugged at the denim, struggling to ease the strain across the front of his jeans.

      A woman in his bed.

      And damn him to hell, he wanted her.
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      Vianna tiptoed down the wide stairs, hoping to get the cinnamon rolls in the oven without disturbing Ryder. On the bottom step, she cocked her head to listen. He didn’t exactly snore, but the even, heavy breathing reassured her he was asleep.

      She moved into the dark kitchen area and switched on one of the under cabinet lights, creating a small spot of light where she could work. While the double ovens preheated, she cast surreptitious glances at the back of the couch.

      A pair of worn boots stood sentry next to where his bare feet hung over the thick armrest. With casual elegance, his shirt draped from the armrest to the floor. Vianna caught her lower lip between her teeth. Was he still wearing his jeans? As she fought the uncomfortable urge to peek, heat emanating from the ovens matched the warmth filling her cheeks.

      That idea was far too similar to the thoughts keeping her awake and aware. For once, she’d been happy for a short night and the early alarm. The temptation of the unknown wasn’t conducive for rest. Or for the sense of well-being and belonging she’d barely begun to recognize here in Spencer. Last night she’d decided to accept Willa’s remarkable offer and work with her to create an art center.

      One man, returned home, could ruin everything.

      Oh, but what a man.

      Holding her breath as though the action would keep her movements silent, she slid the two large pans of cinnamon rolls into the top oven and made a mental note of the time. No buzzing timers today. Hopefully getting the baking done before Ryder woke would calm her nerves. The cream cheese icing needed to warm before she slathered the sweetness over the rolls, so she pulled the shallow container from the refrigerator and set it near the ovens.

      Baking the Danish would wait until the rolls came out of the oven, but she peeked under the cotton dishtowels covering the baking sheets and smiled. Perfect. The twists in each circle of dough were uniform and puffy, waiting for a dollop of sticky cherry filling.

      The time consuming pastries were to be a surprise in celebration of her decision to stay in Spencer. Now, they’d welcome Ryder home. She gently recovered the pans and wondered what flavor filling Ryder liked best.

      Huffing out a harsh breath, Vianna shook her head. Maybe he didn’t even like sweets or pastries. Maybe he wouldn’t like her.

      The thought stole her breath and she clutched the counter edge. Though she attempted to deny the overwhelming attraction, she had to admit, at least to herself, she wanted Ryder to like her, ached for Ryder to want her. These new emotions, strange, raw and intriguing, scared her to the tips of her toes.

      What little experience she’d had with relationships hadn’t prepared her for such intense physical and emotional reactions. DeWayne—she shuddered at the mere thought of her ex-fiancé—pawed her any time he could, making her feel dirty. She certainly hadn’t experienced any desire to reciprocate despite her parents’ encouragement.

      Straightening her spine, she shoved away the disagreeable memories. A peek into the oven showed the rolls risen and turning a delectable golden brown. To keep busy, she took a large spoon of icing and plopped the mass into a small bowl. Stirring in a bit of liquid gave her a smooth, thinner icing to drizzle over the danish.

      The simple task kept her mind occupied for only a few moments. She turned to lean against the counter and let her gaze unfocus on the back of the couch. He said they’d go to Zoe’s together. What if he didn’t wake up before she needed to leave? He’d looked so tired she hated to wake him.

      But if she let him sleep and left without him, he’d be angry. She needed him calm and accepting to get through this homecoming ordeal. A random thought lightened the weight bearing down on her shoulders. Maybe he was only here for a visit. They’d work out a temporary solution. There was a heater in the stable. She could move out there until it got colder.

      Vianna rolled her shoulders. Unless he was home to stay and wanted her off his property. She couldn’t worry about what might or might not happen. She’d drive herself crazy. However the situation played out, she’d make the best of it. She always did.

      At least Zoe would be happy Ryder was home.
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      Moments after he woke wondering where he was, Ryder stretched in contentment. Home. Just not in his bed. There was a beautiful woman in his bed.

      Wide awake now, he scrubbed his hands over his face, wincing at the three day growth of stubble. He’d scare Mom instead of surprising her if he didn’t clean up a bit. He could only imagine what he must have looked like to—what was her name? Vianna? Barging through the door in the middle of the night like a crazed attacker.

      An apology was definitely in order.

      What was he going to do with her? If Mom allowed her to stay here, there probably weren’t any other options. Fall, and the brilliant golden rustling of the aspens brought a heavy load of tourists to the area. He should’ve paid more attention to Granddad’s letters explaining how the town’s tourist trade had flourished. When he hadn’t thought he’d ever return home, that news wasn’t important.

      His thoughts flowed back to Vianna. If Mom hired her to work at the B and B, Vianna probably didn’t have the money to rent an apartment.

      Vianna. He liked how the unusual name rolled around in his head. How would it taste on his tongue? How would she taste?

      Not. Appropriate. Thoughts.

      His traitorous body didn’t agree, increasing his early morning discomfort. A shower and shave and he’d be under control and presentable. He needed to make it to the downstairs bathroom without further frightening Vianna.

      Muted sounds and dim light came from the kitchen. Ryder released a slow breath wondering at the time. She’d said she had to be up early. He inhaled. The sweet scent of brown sugar, cinnamon and fresh, yeasty bread curled through him and his stomach voiced its emptiness. Cinnamon rolls. Giving in to his weakness for sweets, he sat and angled toward the kitchen, resting his arms on the back of the sectional.

      The woman bent to pull a pan from the lower oven. A rich, buttery aroma twined with the cinnamon. Ryder held back a groan of appreciation until she placed the pan safely on the counter.

      “When do I get some?”

      She gave a little squeak and froze. Ryder regretted speaking when she didn’t know he was awake. But the sweet aroma... his stomach grumbled a second time. He softened his voice in apology. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Again.”

      “They’re too hot to eat just yet,” she said. Her shoulders relaxed and she turned. With only the light behind her, Ryder couldn’t see her expression but he sensed restrained laughter in her next words. “And I’m sure you’ll want icing on them, too.”

      He couldn’t help himself. “Is it, by chance, cream cheese frosting?”

      “Yes. Guests at the B and B like that best.”

      “Me, too. Next to maple. Oh, and chocolate. Just about any frosting is good on a cinnamon roll.”

      Her laugh filled the cavernous great room. If he could see her expression, he’d be able to determine whether her laugh was genuine or a product of nervousness or fear.

      Before he could speak another apology, she cleared her throat. “I need to change and get these over to the B and B.” She paused and moved toward the stairs. “I’m sure Zoe won’t mind if you have one before we get there.”

      Her words softened until he strained to hear. To reassure her, Ryder aimed for a cheerful note in his response. “I need to wash the travel off myself before I face Mom.”

      “There’s time.” She escaped up the stairs.

      Ryder stood and arched his back. On location he’d slept in many uncomfortable places, but the past five years hadn’t been kind to either his back, or this couch. He dug out his pocket watch. And he’d only slept about three hours. He needed a new sectional as soon as possible.

      He shaved, showered and dressed in record time, but Viana still beat him back to the kitchen. Before she covered the rolls with plastic wrap, she arched one eyebrow at him.

      He called on some elusive inner strength, ignored the grumbling of his belly and shook his head. “I’ll wait.”

      His mouth watering, he helped her carry the pans of rolls but when she turned toward the golf cart, he directed her to his Jeep. He’d wait to ask her about her odd transportation. Silence filled the vehicle, making the short mile seem a hundred times longer. Ryder took quick glances at Vianna, but she stared straight ahead, barely even acknowledging his presence.

      Once they’d placed the pans on the counter in the vast B and B kitchen, Vianna turned to him. “I think—”

      “Ryder? Ryder!”
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      The reunion of mother and son fascinated Vianna. After a tight hug, Zoe stepped back to study Ryder, then stood on tip toe to kiss his cheek and envelop him in another hug. No embarrassment, no holding back, he chuckled and returned the gestures with a boyish grin.

      A painful knot tightened in Vianna’s chest. The dream of being welcomed by her own family shattered completely and she shook her head. She hadn’t realized she still held on to that faint bit of hope. She turned to stare out the window over the sink. She should slip away and let them—

      Zoe took her hand and turned her to face Ryder. “Vianna. This is my son.”

      He wrapped an arm around his mother’s shoulders. “She knows, Mom. I, uh, arrived in the middle of the night and went straight home.”

      “Oh. Oh, you didn’t. Ryder, you should have let someone know.” Zoe moved to Vianna’s side and touched her shoulder. “I had no idea.”

      Somehow Vianna swallowed her worry and found a smile. “I was more startled than frightened when I heard someone on the stairs.”

      “Don’t let her fool you, Mom. I bounded into the bedroom like a grumpy old bear.” One side of his mouth twitched and Vianna’s face heated. “But we worked last night out.”

      Zoe studied Vianna a moment before returning her attention to her son. “Is there a movie filming nearby? How long will you be here? Oh, Ryder, I’m so happy to see you.”

      “Get used to that feeling.”

      The muted sounds of movement in the dining room and the soft clink of coffee cups alerted them to early rising guests. “You two talk, I can handle the breakfast crowd,” Vianna suggested.

      “The casserole will be done in just a couple minutes.” Zoe gestured toward the stove. “Coffee and juices are already out there.”

      “No problem. Grab coffee for yourselves and get out of my way.” At Ryder’s wide eyes and pleading expression, Vianna couldn’t help but grin. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll give you the best of the rolls.”

      “One from the center of the pan?”

      “Ryder.” Zoe slapped his arm.

      “What?” His wounded, little boy expression warmed Vianna’s heart. In just a few hours he’d shown himself to be a fascinating, multifaceted man. She wanted to know more. Much more.

      “From the middle of the pan. Zoe, I made danish for today as well. Would you like to try one?”

      At Zoe’s nod, Vianna plated two Danish and a cinnamon roll, topped with just a bit of extra icing, and set them on the kitchen table. Within minutes, she had the pastries on serving platters, the fresh fruit mix in a cut glass, footed punchbowl and the casserole in a silver carrier. She tried to ignore the muted conversation at the kitchen table as she carried breakfast to the dining room and assisted the guests.

      Once again the direction her life might take rested in another’s hands.
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      Ryder chose a chair facing the kitchen to watch Vianna. Her smooth, efficient movements flowed in contrast to the tight set of her lips and the strain tugging the corners of her exotic, almond-shaped eyes. Despite the vague sense of violation at finding someone in his house—in his bed—he didn’t want to displace her. He liked her there.

      That thought straightened him in his chair.

      He took his first bite of the gooey cinnamon roll. Sweet with the perfect bite of cinnamon. His eyes closed in bliss and he licked a smear of frosting from the corner of his mouth.

      “Good, huh?”

      Ryder nodded, took another bite then set the roll on the plate before he shoved the whole thing in his mouth. He savored, swallowed then spoke. “Where did you find her?”

      “Her car died just east of town. Chet and I rescued her and brought her here.”

      Just like his mom, always rescuing someone or something. He mused a moment about the softening of her voice. Another rescue or something else? “Chet?”

      “The fire chief. Ryder, I’m so happy to see you. How long can you stay?”

      “I don’t plan to return to California. So, how long? Indefinitely, Mom. I’m home to stay.”

      Silent, Zoe squeezed his hand between her palms. Tears sparkled in her eyes. He hadn’t given any thought to how his decision to stay away had affected others. In fact, he’d tried to make himself believe they were better off with him gone. His mother’s honest reaction stabbed guilt through his chest.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      She kept his hand in one of hers while reaching for a paper napkin to dab at her eyes. “I know, sweetheart. But you needed to do what you did. To find answers. Peace.”

      He wasn’t so sure he’d found the peace she was talking about, not with the memories that haunted him during the night. And answers? Not so much. But, he nodded and she grinned like she understood he humored her. He hadn’t realized how much he missed her. Missed Spencer.

      Time to change the subject. “I’m thinking of looking for some land in the valley. In his last letter, Granddad hinted there might be some available soon.”

      “For your horse camp?”

      Ryder chuckled. “Yeah, Mom. Only it might sound better to call it an equine therapy camp. You know, I met some great kids recently and with their ideas and encouragement I think I’m ready to start.” He paused. This wasn’t the time to bring up financial concerns. But his mom knew him well.

      “All you have to do is ask your grandfather if you need money. Or any other help to get started. You should know that. Dad would do anything for his family.”

      Ryder arched one eyebrow. Jakob Spencer’s reputation had been built around his gruff, business personality, rather than as a loving, generous patriarch. Still, Ryder felt closer to the old man now than he had when younger. Perhaps age had mellowed them both.

      “I’ll go see him later today. I don’t want news of my homecoming to reach him before I do.”

      “Just don’t go into town first. You know how anything that happens in Spencer is known at the lodge almost instantaneously.”

      The old man was uncanny. He’d always known about Ryder’s exploits—especially when he and his friends found trouble along the way.

      The phone rang and Vianna hurried into the kitchen to answer. She held the receiver toward Zoe and smiled. “It’s Chet.”

      After a pat on Ryder’s arm, Zoe took the phone into the pantry. Vianna’s smile faded and she stared at Ryder with wide, frightened eyes before escaping back to the dining room. He released a breath. What was the best way to handle this? He reached for the rest of his cinnamon roll and savored the treat. He moved on to a danish, rejecting scenario after scenario. He’d almost come to what he hoped was a viable solution when Zoe returned.

      She snatched the second danish from under his reaching fingers. “Mine. That was Chet. We’d like to take you out tonight to celebrate your homecoming.”

      We? Interesting. And about time. Was Mom finally putting herself first? After a drunk husband and an absent son, she deserved more. Much more. A surge of protectiveness tightened the back of his neck. He’d get to know Chet before making any decisions about the man.

      “There’s a new restaurant on the river walk close to Olde Town. How’s that sound?”

      Olde Town? Sounds like Spencer’s changed in five years.”

      “More than you know, sweetheart. You’ll be surprised. You can explore the town later. Now, shall we invite Vianna to supper with us?” Zoe’s eyebrows rose in question.

      As if in response to the question, Vianna appeared beside the table. Hands clasped tightly, she stared at the floor, took a deep breath then lifted her gaze to Ryder’s.

      Caught in the golden-brown depths, he tensed in anticipation of her words. He didn’t give a damn what she said, as long as she continued looking at him. The caution in her eyes darkened the color, reminding him of rescued animals brought to him for training—unsure and wary, yet still grasping at hope.
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