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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten years ago, everything was taken away from Raven. When the fire swept through her small hometown, it killed everyone that she cared about. Not only did she lose her mother and father, but she also lost the one chance she had at true love. Coming home meant dealing with her demons, and the worst one was the sexy fire marshal who was hell-bent on getting answers about that night long ago. Answers that only she can give.

      

      Cade was one of the few to stick around Cannon Falls after ninety percent of the town went up in smoke. The fire hadn’t just taken most of the buildings in town. Over thirty of the one thousand residents had perished as well, including his younger brother, Reggie. Cade didn’t know why his brother’s school sweetheart was back in town, but he knew one thing for sure. He was having a hell of a time separating his desires from his determination to finally get some answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Some say the world will end in fire,

        Some say in ice.

        From what I’ve tasted of desire

        I hold with those who favor fire.

        But if it had to perish twice,

        I think I know enough of hate.

        To say that for destruction ice

        Is also great.

        And would suffice.

        – BY ROBERT FROST

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Raven ran as fast as she could. When she turned and looked back, the flames were right on her heels, as if they were following her. She opened her mouth to scream but choked on the smoke that had surrounded her. She scanned the darkness for any way out and intuitively knew that there wasn’t a safe place anywhere around. All she could see was smoke and fire. She was surrounded. This was it. There was no hope.

      She lost track of everything as she turned in circles. She didn’t even know which way was which anymore. Her mind screamed at her to run. Every instinct in her body yelled at her to get away. But where? There was no safety, no shelter from what was about to happen.

      Her throat stung, and her lungs burned. Her eyes were so filled with smoke that they watered, blurring her vision even further as tears rolled down her face.

      There was no way she was going to survive this. No way anyone could survive this inferno.

      She sunk down into the dry dirt, curled into a tight ball, and waited for death to come. Welcomed it, since the weight of what she’d done was too great to bear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Find your fire

        

      

    

    
      Raven Brooks had been born on a Tuesday, just any other ordinary day in a busy world. But the date of that incredibly special day would come to be an incredible burden to not only the girl but everyone around her.

      Seventeen years later, on that same day, she’d lost everything, including the first boy she’d fallen in love with, her childhood home, all her favorite possessions, and most importantly, her parents.

      She’d been broken on that fateful early-summer day, broken beyond repair. Her only saving grace had been a distant grandmother, who had welcomed her in with open arms, helped her get counseling, and sheltered her from all those vengeful souls that surrounded her like flames. People who laid the blame on her for all the destruction and the loss of their own loved ones.

      Her father, Patrick Ryan Brooks, and his brother, Colin Finn Brooks, had been best friends for as long as Raven could remember. She’d grown up under the watchful yet scrutinizing eyes of her uncle Colin, his wife, her aunt Roslyn, and her father’s business manager, Liam Montford.

      She knew every single one of the people who had helped keep Cannon Falls Ski Resort a successful venture, keeping Raven in designer clothes and a massive five-thousand-square-foot mansion for her entire young life.

      The business had provided income for her family and her uncle’s as well. Colin had married Roslyn, who was reportedly from one of California’s wealthiest families, and they’d had two children. Their oldest was their son Cal. Their daughter Liza was just a few weeks older than Raven.

      The only difference between the brothers was that her father owned the resort, while her uncle had only worked there. Raven’s father had, at the tender age of twenty-three, purchased the property from an old couple, using his inheritance from their father as the investment.

      Patrick, along with his new bride, twenty-one-year-old Rosemary, had spent the next ten years and every cent of their money building and molding the massive venture. Cannon Falls Ski Resort was tucked in the high hills near Mt. Shasta in Northern California. The closest town, Cannon Falls, had, at its peak, more than one thousand permanent residents.

      Raven’s parents had given up everything in order to turn the business into a highly successful ski resort.

      Raven had spent most of her childhood days basking in what she would now describe as extreme wealth. She’d been immensely naive, decidedly spoiled, and exceedingly selfish.

      All that had changed on her seventeenth birthday.

      So, where had things gone wrong?

      Reggie Stone.

      Reggie had ruined everything.

      Okay, so maybe her naivety and a broken heart had had something to do with it as well.

      Still, if Raven hadn’t fallen for the boy, one of the most popular in his senior class, she never would have lost so much. The town of Cannon Falls would have been spared its fiery fate.

      She’d read once that death by fire was one of the most painful ways to go. But since the author of the statement had still been alive, she’d doubted its validity.

      Still, all her nightmares for the past ten years, and the thousands of hours spent in counseling, confirmed her fears. The thirty people she’d killed haunted her every moment.

      Why then was she now standing in the parking lot of Cannon Falls Ski Resort? After having just celebrated her twenty-seventh birthday, alone, something had called to her to return.

      Looking up at the massive wood-shingled buildings gave her chills. Nothing had changed. Not really.

      The three five-story buildings sat in a U shape. The courtyard, in the winter, had housed a massive skating rink when her father had run the resort. Now, there was early summer grass that needed a trim and some fertilizer.

      Actually, the more she looked, the more work she could see the place needed. The bushes and flowers that had once been neatly trimmed and maintained now grew completely out of control and stuck up in odd shapes taller than a person.

      Even the dark green shutters that sat on either side of the large windows needed a fresh coat of paint. The parking lot had massive potholes that she’d had to avoid when finding a parking spot.

      Her eyes scanned up to the main building, tucked behind the other two. This was the building that filled most of her memories. There, she’d spent countless hours doing homework in her father’s office on the main floor, tucked behind the reception desk. Or sitting in the massive dining room, eating meals alone, since her parents were too busy working. She’d spent countless hours alone during her childhood.

      She’d had a few close friends over the years, particularly Carrie Edwards and Darby Nabers, in addition to her cousin Liza, who had been there for Raven all her life until they’d hit junior high. Then even Liza had abandoned her for a more popular crowd.

      That had changed again when she’d caught the eye of Reggie Stone the month before her sixteenth birthday.

      To be honest, she hadn’t really liked Reggie at first. He’d been rude to her most of their childhood. Then, when he’d become the star of football, basketball, and baseball in junior high, he’d quickly grown to most-popular-boy stardom, and she hadn’t been able to stop dreaming about him.

      But as the only naturally ginger-haired kid in her class—Liza and Cal had inherited their mother’s blond locks—she’d been the most-teased girl in school.

      It was true that most people in her classes were friendly with her. After all, she was easily the wealthiest girl in school. But not a single one of them had taken the time to be actual friends with her.

      And oh, how they had all turned on her, even her own remaining family members. Yet another reason she’d spent so much time in therapy.

      She’d been standing next to her used Lexus in the parking lot, staring up at the buildings for a while now and surmised that she was drawing attention. She walked over to the trunk of her car, pulled out her overnight bags, and carted them through the courtyard, noticing the cracked sidewalks and overgrown grass and weeds as she went.

      The moment that she stepped inside, memories hit her like a brick over the head, almost causing her to double over.

      “Breathe,” she heard in her head, the voice of Becca Morgan, LPC. “In for three, out for three.”

      Raven did what she’d done for the past ten years and took several deep breaths until the panic attack subsided.

      When she felt under control again, she glanced towards the indoor fountain and, for a split second, an image flashed in her memory of a young woman with long auburn hair pulled back into a long braid sitting peacefully on the stone edge of the water. Her long flowing floral dress pooled around her crossed ankles. She was a vision of patience and love.

      Raven broke free of the memory, blinked, and turned towards the front desk. She couldn’t afford a walk down memory lane. Not yet. She had to secure her position before allowing herself to lose it.

      “May I help you?” a young woman with a very thick Middle-Eastern accent asked her with a friendly smile.

      “Yes.” Raven straightened her shoulders and tried for a friendly smile. “I’d like to see Colin Brooks.”

      The woman instantly looked worried and a little somber.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Brooks isn’t available at the moment.” She glanced down at Raven’s bags. “Are you wanting to check in?” she asked.

      “I’m Raven Brooks,” she said plainly.

      The woman continued to look at her, waiting for the punch line, Raven imagined.

      “Mr. Brooks is my uncle,” she clarified. “I’m the owner of…” She motioned around the lobby of the resort with her hand.

      The woman shook her head and blinked a few times. “I… I’m sorry.” She shrugged slightly, and Raven began to wonder what the cause of their miscommunication was.

      “I’d like to speak with my uncle about a place to stay,” she added.

      “Was he expecting you?” the woman asked, clicking on the computer in front of her.

      “No.” She bit her tongue to stop herself from giving this stranger any further explanation.

      “If you’ll have a seat”—she motioned to the leather sofas in the middle of the waiting area— “I’ll see if he’s available.”

      “Thank you,” she said, dragging her luggage, three bags that held every stitch of clothing she owned, along with her other worldly possessions.

      When she sat down, she held in a little squeal as she sank deep into the old furniture. Her gaze ran over the worn sofa and outdated coffee table.

      Her eyes stung at the state of everything. What had happened to the once-glamorous resort? If her father were alive, she imagined that there wouldn’t be so much as a scratch on any of the furniture. Yet here she sat in a worn-out sofa, in the outdated resort, which was quickly and quietly dying and taking her and the rest of her family down with it.

      Her eyes scanned over every detail of the lobby. She itched to explore other areas of the massive resort but knew that she’d have time to evaluate every detail in the coming days. After she’d had time to recover from the long drive.

      Just here in the lobby, she mentally noted the dated wallpaper, the unpolished floors, the drapes that should have been thrown out ten years ago. As she continued to wait, she realized that the old broken furniture was probably the best part of the waiting area.

      Her temper grew the longer she waited. What had her uncle been doing with all the money coming into the resort? Some of it had been coming to her, she knew. Each month she’d received a deposit into her account, as per the arrangement between her and her uncle’s lawyer. The funds had helped pay for her schooling as well as the hours and hours of counseling she’d needed over the years.

      It was a little over half an hour before her aunt Roslyn walked towards her. Her aunt’s low heels were the only sound she’d heard in all that time waiting, with the exception of the running water of the fountain.

      Not once had the phone rang or any other customers or guests come into the facility. As each minute had ticked by, her heart had died a little more and her nerves had grown worse.

      The moment she spotted Roslyn, she pasted on a smile and stood up. She stopped herself from rushing across and hugging the woman. The memory of the last time she’d seen her aunt played over in her mind, causing her spine to straighten and her smile to strain.

      She was seventeen, standing alone over her parents’ fresh graves, when Roslyn stopped next to her. She hoped for a few words of encouragement. What she got was far from it.

      “You know, they’re in there because of you,” Roslyn said as she stood rail straight next to her.

      Raven glanced through tear-filled eyes at her aunt. Over the years, Roslyn had always been distant—kind, but distant.

      “I didn’t do this,” she said softly.

      Roslyn leaned closer to her and lowered her voice. “Didn’t you?” Her eyes narrowed slightly, then she straightened suddenly. “I don’t want you anywhere near my children. It’s very obvious you’re a bad influence. I’ve talked to Colin’s mother. She’s willing to take you in.”

      “Take me in?”

      “She’ll be here in a few hours.” Roslyn started to turn away. “For the time being, your uncle and I will run the resort per your parents’ wishes.” She walked away without another word.

      “Aunt Roslyn.” She nodded briskly.

      “So, you’ve returned?” Her aunt’s once-beautiful blonde hair had been cut shorter and had streaks of grey and dark brown in it, giving it an unwashed and messy look.

      There were far more wrinkles and age lines than there had been and at least twenty extra pounds on the woman’s normally fit frame.

      Roslyn Brooks assessed Raven with dark, unemotional eyes.

      “I suppose you want a place to stay?” she asked as she motioned to Raven’s luggage, sounding as if Raven were asking for a handout. Raven nodded quickly and raised her eyebrows slightly, a move that she knew her aunt would take as a play for power. After all, this was her place. Willed solely to her by her mother and father. Her uncle and aunt had only been running the business while she’d been away.

      Her aunt turned quickly and walked back over to the receptionist. Raven followed, leaving her luggage where it was.

      “My niece will need a room,” Roslyn started.

      “A suite,” Raven corrected quickly. “One in the west building.” She remembered that it was the last building her father had added during his ownership of the resort and so the newest. “Top floor,” she added at the last minute.

      Roslyn sighed and looked even more annoyed, but she nodded to the woman. Then she turned back to Raven. “How long can we expect your visit to last?”

      Raven smiled. “Oh, I’m not here on a visit,” she said smoothly. “I’m back. I intend to take my place and run the resort.” She leaned slightly on the countertop, making sure that her voice was raised just enough that the receptionist would hear.

      When the woman’s fingers stopped working on the keyboard, Raven knew that the employee had gotten the message, loud and clear.

      Her aunt’s eyes narrowed as her lips thinned. “Indeed?” she said between clenched teeth. “Does Colin know your plans?”

      “No.” She sighed and acted bored. “I had hoped to surprise him with the news. It’s too bad he’s out.” She shrugged slightly. “You will have to let me know the moment he’s back”—she glanced around and frowned— “at work. Until then, I’ll take a day to get settled, some time to get caught up on where things stand before…”

      “Before?” Her aunt watched her closely.

      Raven smiled. “I’m sure we can work something out,” she said with a shrug and turned away from her aunt to take the key card that the receptionist was handing to her.

      “I’ve put you in the west executive suites,” the woman said with a friendlier smile.

      “Thank you…” She glanced towards the woman and noted that there was no name badge, no set uniform, or anything that could count as a dress code. Actually, the woman’s attire was seriously lacking, messy, and just plain… unattractive. As the first impression of the resort, it was in dire need of correcting.

      “Christina,” the girl answered.

      Raven frowned. “Is that really your name?”

      The woman glanced over at Roslyn and then back at Raven before shaking her head slightly.

      “What is your name, your real name?” Raven asked.

      “Cemal,” she answered in a low tone.

      Raven smiled. “A much more beautiful name.” She nodded. “Thank you, Cemal. Is there someone who can help me take my things up?”

      “Yes, I’ll ring for Tommy, umm, Tom, to help you with your things.” The woman’s smile turned more sincere as she turned to pick up the phone and call for help.

      When she turned back to her aunt, Raven noticed Roslyn glaring at Cemal.

      “Guests don’t like names they can’t pronounce,” her aunt started. There was so much that Raven wanted to say to her aunt, but she settled for a quick jab instead.

      “Guests?” Raven chuckled and looked around. “What guests?”

      “It’s off-season,” her aunt threw back at her.

      “It’s early summer. In the mountains.” Raven walked over to the large windows and looked out at the side of the mountain. There was still enough snow at the top of the ski runs that she could remember just how wonderful it felt to rush down the hills. “I would think there would be people in the city who need a weekend getaway and this view.” She turned back to her aunt. “One must only give them what they want with the rest.” She glanced around the rundown lobby and made a tsking noise. “Such a shame.”

      “Colin and I have done everything we could to keep this place afloat.” Her aunt grabbed her arm, and her long well-manicured nails dug into her skin.

      Raven jerked free, then walked over when a young, skinny high school boy came rushing out of the dining room. As with Cemal, the boy’s attire was disheveled, and she realized that here, too, there was no set uniform or required attire.

      “Miss.” The boy saw Roslyn and turned almost sheet white. “I…” Then the boy’s eyes turned to her and went wide.

      “Holy shit. You’re her.” He practically pointed at Raven. “You’re the Firestarter,” the boy said, still staring at her.

      “That’s quite enough, Tommy. Please help take my niece’s things up to her suite,” Roslyn said before turning away. “I’ll contact you when your uncle has returned,” Roslyn threw over her shoulder before disappearing down the hallway leading to Raven’s father’s old office.

      Well, that went just as planned, Raven thought as she rode the elevator up to her rooms in the west building. She’d requested to stay in that building not only because it was the newest. It also had the best views, especially from the fifth floor.

      Tommy, or Tom, remained quiet as they rode up together. She could tell that the boy was nervous and, at this point, she no longer cared. She wanted a shower and a few hours to shut down before she tried to find something to eat. Spending the past ten hours in the car, thinking about what she was going to say to her uncle and aunt, had drained her emotionally and physically. Worries about how they would react and fears of them tossing her out had played over in her mind the closer she had gotten to home.

      Then again, it wasn’t just her family’s response to her return that would be a problem. No, she had the entire town of Cannon Falls to worry about.

      Every single person she’d wronged. Every surviving family member of a loved one she’d killed.

      When she opened the door to her suite, she genuinely smiled for the first time. Here, at least, she knew that she would be welcomed. The view of the still snow-covered peak warmed her.

      Waiting for Tommy to set her bags down, she turned to the boy.

      “Do you have a uniform?” she asked him as he waited for a tip. Raven doubted that the kid was popular in school. He was far too thin, wore thick glasses, and had a serious acne problem. She just bet there was a stack of books somewhere he’d been engrossed in when Cemal had called him.

      The boy’s eyebrows shot up.

      “Yes,” he answered quickly.

      “Yes, ma’am,” she corrected.

      The boy looked irritated.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said between clenched teeth.

      “Tommy.” She walked around him and tilted her head. “If I’m going to take my resort back, I’m going to need to make sure that each of my employees is on my side,” she said clearly.

      The boy seemed to take in her words, and his slight frown turned into a pout.

      “Your…?” He cleared his throat. “Gosh, this is your place?”

      “It is,” she said easily with a smile. “My aunt and uncle have been running it while I was away at college.”

      “Well, shit,” he said, straightening up. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Brooks,”

      She smiled. “Miss,” she corrected. “You can call me Raven.”

      “I didn’t know,” he said quickly.

      “No, I take it a lot of employees don’t.” Her aunt and uncle had probably hidden that detail from everyone over the past ten years. “But I bet you could enlighten them.”

      Tommy smiled and nodded, then turned towards the door, the prospect of a tip totally forgotten.

      “Tom?” she said, getting his attention. “I’ll expect to see you in the uniform next time.”

      He groaned slightly. “Miss…” He stopped when she arched her eyebrows. “Raven, it doesn’t fit.”

      “It doesn’t?” She frowned. “Well, we’ll have to fix that. Until I have a chance to correct the issue, your best slacks and dress shirt should do nicely.” She motioned to his worn jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers. “And some dress shoes. If you need an allowance to purchase some, see me tomorrow.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a big smile. “Thanks,” he said and left quickly.

      She walked over and opened the doors to the bedroom suite and assessed the large space that would be her new home until she could secure her own place. The bedroom could use some freshening up, as could the bathroom, but she was thankful that the room wasn’t as rundown as the lobby had been.

      She headed back into the larger sitting room, pulled open the sliding glass doors, and stepped out onto the balcony. Leaning her hands on the railing, she took in a deep breath and enjoyed the fresh smell of the country air.

      There was a hint of the crisp cold snow that floated down from the top of the mountain in front of her, and she took several moments to appreciate it all. Then she turned her gaze to the left and held her breath.

      She’d avoided driving through the small town of Cannon Falls when she’d headed to the resort. Normally, tourists or guests would take the business loop directly through town to get there. However, locals knew the old highway that wound around the hills and avoided the heart of the town.

      The fear of what she’d see had caused her to take the old route.

      Now, she turned her eyes towards the small town of Cannon Falls, the place that had been so close to her heart. The place she’d destroyed.

      She didn’t know what to expect. Ten years ago, hardly a single building remained standing. Had they rebuilt it? What did it look like now?

      Seeing the outline of the newer trees against the larger ones that hadn’t been destroyed, she felt her heart swell. Where once had stood the charred remains of the forest that had burned down, it was now green for as far as the eye could see. The lines of everything she’d destroyed were blurred.

      Her knees buckled and she folded down to sit on the floor of the balcony as her eyes watered.

      What had made her think she could do this? Why on earth would she ever return to this place? It had been two months since she’d received the call that her grandmother had passed away peacefully in her sleep. Her father’s mother had been the only family who had welcomed her after the fire. The only person in the world who had cared, really cared for her.

      Now, that person was gone, just like everyone else who had cared in her life. She was once again, all alone.
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      The darkness was back, awakened once again after so long of a reprieve. Its gloriously dark tentacles reached out, consuming, overwhelming once again. Changing, twisting the mind. Splitting it in two as it had once before, long ago.

      The smell of smoke hinted at its return. The sight of flames tickled and teased it from its hiding. Over the past ten years, nothing had allowed it its freedom, until it had seen the bright red of Raven Brooks’ red locks once more.

      Now, thanks to her return, the monster was finally free, and it was only a matter of time before someone paid the price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Where there is smoke there is fire

        

      

    

    
      “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Cade Stone stormed across the yard and stomped on the pile of papers and dead plants, extinguishing the small flames his neighbor, Bobby Robert—yes, that was really the man’s name—had started.

      “Hey!” The middle-aged man pushed him. “What the hell.” Bobby shoved him again. “Why’d you go and do that?”

      “Bobby, I know you’re smarter than to light a fire when we’re under restrictions.” Cade stomped on the pile again to make his point.

      “Well, shit.” Bobby sighed and wiped a dirty handkerchief over his face. “I was going to stand right here. Got my water hose and all.” The man motioned to the hose, which wasn’t even hooked up to the water spigot.

      “Don’t test my patience,” he warned the man. “Now clean this mess up. Trash day is tomorrow.” He motioned to the garbage can sitting at the end of Bobby’s drive.

      Jumping into his truck, he whistled for his dog, Blue, to follow him.

      The old bloodhound took his time getting up and stretching before he hobbled from his spot on the front porch and climbed into the truck with him.

      “Thanks for joining me today,” he told the dog, who rolled his eyes at him. “Don’t give me that look.” He started the truck and headed into town. “Listen, if you don’t give me attitude, you might get some cookies.” The dog’s ears perked up, as much as the droopy things could. “You’d think you’d be more enthusiastic to come to work with me. Man’s best friend and all.” Blue laid his head down in his lap and looked up at him with big begging eyes. “Yeah, yeah, we’ll stop off and get you some cookies,” he agreed, causing Blue’s tail to wag frantically.

      He parked in front of Upper Crust Bakery and let Blue follow him inside. Even though the building was newer, built after the fire, the bakery had been a staple in the town his entire life. This was the case with most of the other businesses in Cannon Falls. The ones that had stuck around and rebuilt, that was.

      The old Cannon Falls Diner was the only building downtown that hadn’t burned to the ground. That business, along with a little over a hundred homes, was all that had remained after that summer day. The day the town had lost thirty residents, including his younger brother.

      “Morning, Cade,” Dawn Highett, owner of the bakery, greeted him when he walked in. “How’s Blue this morning?” The blonde woman, who was a few years younger than him, bent down and scratched his dog on the head. Blue, who wasn’t a fool and knew who had the cookies, laid his head on Dawn’s knee.

      “Morning, Dawn.” Cade walked over and helped himself to the self-serve coffee.

      “Will you be bringing in donuts for the crew this morning?” Dawn asked, giving Blue a few cookies from her apron.

      “You know it,” he said, adding creamer to his coffee. “I’ve already extinguished one fire this morning,” he said. He walked over to the counter and waited until Dawn finished washing her hands before helping him pick out two dozen donuts for his men.

      He’d been tempted to ask Dawn out at one point. The pretty blonde had always been friendly to him, and he liked how nice she was to Blue. But then he’d found out that she had a live-in girlfriend.

      It wasn’t as if he’d been desperate for dates over the years since he’d returned to his hometown. And since he’d become fire marshal, he’d decided to keep his focus on his career. Blue took up a lot of his time as well.

      “Oh?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder. “What happened?”

      “Bobby.” He said the man’s name, as if that explained everything.

      Dawn rolled her eyes. “Seriously?” She chuckled. “I swear, some people should be banned from buying matches.”

      He chuckled and started pointing at the donuts he wanted for his team.

      “So, you heard the latest rumors?” she asked as she carefully placed donuts in the pink bakery boxes.

      “Rumors?” he asked, pointing to the green-clover-covered sugar cakes. “About?”

      “Raven Brooks is back in town,” Dawn said as she filled the box. He froze in place. “Or so Tommy Andrews has been saying all over town.”

      “Raven?” He felt his blood start to boil. “Where is she staying?”

      Dawn glanced up at him, no doubt because of his stern tone.

      “As far as I know, she’s staying at the resort.” She gave a little shrug and walked over to ring him up. “Her family still owns the place, after all.”

      “Right.” He paid Dawn and mentally rearranged his day to add a visit to the resort. He’d been waiting ten long years to talk to Raven Brooks. Ten long years that he’d spent without his brother, Reggie.

      Now the day had finally come to question the person responsible for his loss and the losses of so many others.

      After dropping the sugary breakfast off at the firehouse, he and Blue headed up to the massive resort that hung along the hillside overlooking Cannon Falls. He’d been to the place so many times over the years, as he was responsible for certifying and enforcing the fire code for the entire town, including the resort.

      However, this time when he parked and stepped outside, he had only one goal in mind. Finding and questioning Raven Brooks.

      He could vaguely remember his younger brother’s high school girlfriend. He had at one point received a photo of the two of them at a school dance. Since Cade had been away at college most of his brother’s senior year of school, he hadn’t been around when his brother had been dating the girl.

      He did, however, remember seeing the young redhead around long before then. After all, Cannon Falls had always been a small town, even before the fire that ravaged the place, destroying so many lives.

      Snapping his fingers, he had Blue lying down just outside the doors. He knew the dog would remain there until he returned.

      Stepping into the lobby, he glanced around. Over the years, he’d watched the decay of the once-elite resort that had housed thousands and thousands of wealthy families.

      But he knew that it wasn’t the fire ten years ago that had caused the resort’s decline. No, he knew all too well the problems behind its demise.

      “Morning.” He smiled at Christina.

      “Marshal.” The young woman beamed up at him. “I didn’t know we were having another inspection today.”

      He leaned on the counter and tried for charm. After all, he didn’t quite know how to go about demanding to see Raven Brooks. Technically, he had no jurisdiction over a case that had been closed more than a decade ago.

      “Oh, I’m not here for an inspection.”

      The young woman’s cheeks flushed as she reached up and nervously wiped at her short bangs.

      He knew the feminine equivalent of flirting and, for the next few minutes, he allowed the girl to drone on about how boring her job was.

      Indeed, the phone didn’t ring the entire time he stood there, nor did he see a single soul around the massive lobby area.

      “Oh.” She glanced around and leaned a little closer to him. “Did you hear the news?”

      “No.” He mirrored her move and leaned closer. “What news?”

      “Raven Brooks is back. I, of course, had no clue who she was until yesterday.” She shook her head and sighed. “I had no clue that she owned the resort.”

      “She does?” This wasn’t surprising news to him. After all, it had been her parents that had started and owned the resort years ago. He understood that her uncle and aunt had been running the business for her over the past ten years.

      “Yes, she checked in late yesterday afternoon.” Christina leaned back, then smiled a little. “She seems nice, even asked me for my…” She dropped off and looked around.

      “Your…?” he asked, curious why the girl suddenly looked nervous.

      “My real name,” she whispered.

      His eyebrows jumped up in question. “Christina isn’t your real name?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “It’s the name Mrs. Brooks, Roslyn,” she added quickly to clarify, “demanded I use. She claimed that no one was going to be able to pronounce my real name.”

      “What is your real name?” he asked, curious.

      “Cemal Rahim.” She glanced around again.

      “It’s a beautiful name, Cemal. And suits you much more than Christina,” he added with a smile.

      Her smile grew. “Thank you.”

      It was then that he noticed that her normal dull attire had been replaced by a crisp pressed red button-up shirt and black slacks. He could tell that she’d put a lot more effort into her attire than she had the past few times he’d seen her.

      He wondered if that was Raven’s doing as well. Was she intimidating enough to scare the girl into wearing different clothes?

      “Is she around?” he asked. “Raven Brooks, I mean.” He glanced around the empty lobby.

      “Oh, she’s inspecting the property today.” Cemal motioned to the long hallway that led to several offices and conference rooms.

      “She is?” he asked. “Hm, I probably should go check and see if she has any concerns as far as the fire safety around here.” He stood up straight. “Happen to know which room she’s in?”

      “I think she’s in Mr. Brooks's office,” Cemal said.

      He turned his attention back to her. “Thank you, Cemal,” he said, earning a bright smile in return.

      As he made his way down the hallway, he could hear yelling from the office when he was still fifteen feet away, even though it was shut.

      When he stood right outside, he eavesdropped and heard Colin Brooks’ raised voice.

      “I don’t give a damn what you think,” Colin practically screamed. “You are not coming in here after I have given this place everything in the past decade. This was my brother’s place. He may have left it to you, but I’ve run it. I’ve worked hard to make it what it is now.”

      Cade glanced around at the worn-down furnishings. He knew who Colin and Roslyn Brooks were, knew their problems, as did most people in town. Colin’s many affairs and gambling debts were well known, as were Roslyn’s drinking issues. She got kicked out of the town bar on a weekly basis. Rumors were that she had a few DUIs that kept her from driving. Her husband’s money and power had apparently kept her out of jail so far.

      “I’m not going to let some young girl come in here with zero experience and destroy everything I’ve worked hard on. Your father may have wanted you to own this resort, but he had no intentions of having you run it.” Colin continued to yell. “Besides, everyone in town knows you are the reason he’s dead.” Cade leaned a little closer to see if he could hear Raven’s response. Her voice was too low and soft to hear her response.

      “I don’t give a shit,” Colin yelled in response to whatever she’d said. “I won’t hand over this business. You can go to hell.”

      At this point, Colin heard something that had him moving quickly—a loud bang just before a woman’s yelp. Cade recognized those sounds. He knew what they meant.

      He never spoke ill of his father. After all, he’d been a colonel in the military and had died for his country. But whenever the man had returned home from duty, his mother had paid the price.

      Moving quickly, Cade yanked open the door and charged into the office.

      Colin Brooks was standing alone on one side of the desk, face red and full of anger, his hands lying down by his sides, balled into fists.

      Cade’s eyes skimmed over to where a red-haired beauty sat behind the desk, concern and confusion flooding her eyes. Raven Brooks looked nothing like what he remembered.

      The woman had pale almost flawless skin, except for some soft freckles that dotted her nose. Her long red hair lay in soft curls over her shoulders, perfectly in place. She was wearing a soft white sweater that somehow made her look almost untouchable.

      Her crystal blue eyes were watching him with interest and a hint of concern.

      “I, uh.” He cleared his throat, unsure of what to say now that he’d just barged in, having obviously misunderstood what had transpired in the office. “Heard a bang?” he said, feeling slightly stupid.

      Raven stood up and motioned to the chair. “The chair,” she said before turning to her uncle, “is broken.”

      Colin Brooks sighed deeply. “We’ll finish this discussion later,” he said, then he turned and stormed out, but not before nodding to him. “Cade.”

      “Brooks,” he replied. It wasn’t as if he hated the man. Cade just knew his type.

      When Colin left, he slammed the door behind him, leaving Cade in the room alone with the person responsible for his brother’s death.

      Cade didn’t know what to expect. If he’d had a moment to think about it, he would have said one of the millions of things he’d come up with over the years. Instead, he stood there in silence as they assessed one another.

      He watched several emotions flash behind those crystal eyes of hers and knew that he was feeling much of the same. But he could easily add anger to his list, where she had none.

      “Can I help you?” she finally broke the silence.

      “I’m Cade…” he started.

      “I know who you are,” she broke in. “What can I do for you?”

      He took a step forward. “I have some questions.”

      Her eyebrows arched up.

      “About?” She wheeled the chair away from the desk and motioned for him to sit in one of the chairs before pushing a different chair behind the desk and sitting down.

      “Ten years ago,” he finally said after she sat down in the new office chair.

      She tensed, her lips going very thin and her eyes growing blank. She stood again quickly.

      “I have no answers for you. I think, Mr. Stone, you’d be better off…” She motioned towards the door.

      “Fire Marshal Stone,” he corrected. He may not be able to get her to answer him just because he was Reggie’s brother, but with his job title and power, he could sometimes get what he wanted.

      She tilted her head and ran her eyes over him. He wished he’d chosen to wear his uniform that day. Instead, he had on his plain clothes.

      “Need to see my badge?” he asked, a little clipped.

      “No, I’m sure you make a wonderful fire marshal.” She sighed and moved to lean on the edge of the desk. “As I just informed my uncle, I intend to take over every aspect of the running of the resort. Today is my first official day back home, and I have a lot of work ahead of me, assessing what needs to be done around here to bring it… up to code.” She glanced towards the desk filled with stacks of paperwork. “I’d suggest we set a time to meet next week to go over any issues you may have found at the resort.” She ran her eyes over him again. “If you have any issues with the resort, we can discuss them then. But let me be clear. Personally”—she stood straight again and looked down into his eyes— “I owe you nothing.”

      He stood suddenly and noticed that she didn’t move back. Normally, he towered over women, but Raven was tall enough that they were almost eye to eye.

      He couldn’t deny the instant pull of attraction that he’d felt the moment he’d laid eyes on her and felt disgusted at himself for the moment of weakness. Even now, he felt it and tried to focus on the challenge she’d just issued him.

      “That is left to be seen,” he said finally. “I’ll have my office call and schedule a full inspection. I take it you’re planning on making some changes around here?” he asked, knowing that he could wait a little longer and maybe approach her differently to get the answers he needed.

      “Yes.” She relaxed slightly. “From the looks of it, there’s a lot that needs changing.” She took a step back.

      “I take it your aunt and uncle aren’t happy with the changes?”

      She tilted her head slightly. “You could say that.” Then her eyes narrowed. “Are we going to have a problem?” she asked suddenly.

      He thought about it. About what, legally, he could and couldn’t do. He knew that the resort had just scraped by at the last inspection almost six months ago. He expected that their business licenses were up to speed but planned on making a stop off at the city building after he left here, just to confirm it himself.

      As far as his personal feelings for the woman, he knew that the entire town held Raven Brooks responsible for the fire, even though the fire marshal from back then had deemed the fire an accident.

      Since taking over the job, he’d scoured over every word in the file from that fateful day and had an extensive list of questions that Jon Jacob, the fire marshal Cade had taken over for, hadn’t asked back then.

      “That depends,” he answered finally.

      She exhaled and then shrugged. “If you’re done trying to intimidate me”—she turned and moved to sit behind the desk again— “I have a business to run and save.” She glanced towards the door. “I think you know your way out.” She turned to the paperwork on the desk and dismissed him.

      Whatever he’d believed he’d find in her, she had completely defied his expectations. The last time he’d seen her, she was an insecure teenager with extremely long thin legs and out-of-control-bright red hair. The woman who’d just dismissed him was a far cry from that girl.

      There was no way her uncle was going to survive an attack and takeover from the strong-willed, powerfully intelligent woman he’d just left. He didn’t know where Raven Brooks had spent the last ten years of her life, but he was determined to find out everything he could about the beauty. And he knew just the place to start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Every revolution begins with a spark

        

      

    

    
      Raven relaxed back in the chair and allowed herself to finally breath. What the hell was that? Why the hell had her heart pounded out of her chest the moment Cade Stone had stepped foot in the office?

      Of course, she remembered Reggie’s older brother. What young girl growing up in Cannon Falls ten years ago wouldn’t? If she’d believed Reggie to be the boy of her dreams, then Cade, his older brother had always been the man of them.

      Even back when she’d been nothing but a pre-teen watching him play sports, she’d dreamed of him. Oh sure, as far as looks went, Reggie and Cade had been comparable. They both had thick dark hair, a strong firm jawline, and were well over six foot tall. That counted for a lot in Raven’s book since she was taller than most girls and towered over many men at five foot nine inches. But where they really differed was their eyes. Cade had those smoldering eyes that hinted at what lay beneath—pure, unadulterated sex appeal.

      There was no woman alive that could fight against it. Even someone who had sworn off the possibility years ago.

      Shaking off the sudden urge to rip the man’s clothes off and see what was underneath, she went back to work.

      Her uncle had been less than enthusiastic about giving her access to the accounts. Even now, she had to hunt through his desk to find the business card for the accountant that ran the resort’s books, Joseph Ramsey. She vaguely remembered the man being always around when her father ran the resort.

      When he answered the phone, she quickly jumped in.

      “Mr. Ramsey, this is Raven Brooks.” She waited a beat.

      “Raven?” The man sounded excited. “My little bird?”

      She smiled at the man’s nickname for her. “Yes.”

      “Well, how have you been? What are you up to?” he asked quickly.

      “I’m back at the resort and hoping you can shed some light on where things stand.”

      He was silent for a beat. “I’d love to help you out, little bird, but I haven’t looked at those books since your father passed.”

      “You haven’t?” She sat forward and frowned down at his business card in her hand.

      “Not since your uncle took over and hired the new company to oversee everything.”

      “Do you happen to know what company that is?” she asked.

      “Sure do.” His voice changed slightly as if he had a secret. “Um, it’s Roche Accounting Firm.”

      She frowned. “I haven’t heard of it.”

      “It was fairly new when they took over the books. Um, I can get you their number.” She waited and wrote the name and number he supplied her on the back of his business card.

      “So, you’re back? Is it for good?” Joseph asked.

      “Yes, I’ve taken over from my uncle.”

      “You have?” He sounded surprised. “How’s Colin taking the news?”

      “As you’d expect,” she said with a sigh. “Listen, Joe, I don’t know what my uncle’s agreement with the new firm is, but I’d sure like someone I trust, someone my father trusted, to take a look at the numbers. Think you can spare some time?”

      “Sure thing, anything for my little bird. Besides, I owe your dad. He’s the only reason I was able to survive all those years and start my own business. He and I were best friends back in the day.”

      “It’s why you were the first call I made,” she said with a smile.

      “Well now you went and did it.” The man sniffled. “How does tomorrow sound?”

      “Sounds wonderful. I’ll see what I can get from Roche.” She said goodbye and hung up.

      She didn’t get as far with the next call, which went directly to an answering service. Still, she left her name and cell number in hopes that Morgan Roche, owner of Roche Accounting Firm, would give her a call back.

      Next, she’d called the maintenance company that worked on the ski lifts. They claimed that the last time they’d inspected or maintained the five lifts on the property was almost four years ago.

      Raven was completely shocked that her uncle would let the resort fall into such disrepair. After all, if any of the lifts broke during ski season, god forbid, someone could be seriously injured or killed. After scheduling a full maintenance overhaul on all the equipment, she moved on to her next call.

      She’d taken her time talking with the owner of the landscape company, All Things Green, and giving him an idea of what she wanted. Jake Green had immediately jumped at the chance of such a big job. They were scheduled to come first thing in the morning to mow, weed, and edge, with basic maintenance scheduled to begin up again the following day. She’d also arranged to meet Jake and his crew first thing in the morning to discuss improvements they could make to the grounds.

      After the calls, she logged onto her laptop and scoured a couple of business outfit sites for new uniforms for the bellboys and front office staff. Moments later, her cousin barged into the room.

      “So, it’s true.” Liza Brooks hadn’t changed much. Her cousin was still petite, blonde, and perfect, right down to her heeled Gucci leather boots.

      “Hi, Liza.” Raven stood up and moved over to air kiss her cousin. She jerked away slightly.

      “Daddy tells me you’re kicking us out?” Liza said, crossing her hands over her chest, which sent the massive collection of silver bracelets on both of her arms jingling.

      “What?” Raven frowned. “Kicking you out?” She shook her head.

      “Oh, don’t tell me you don’t know that we’re all housed on the top floor of the east wing.”

      This was news to her. The last she’d heard, the house her aunt and uncle had owned at the time of the fire was still standing.

      “Liza, I just got into town last night.” She sat on the edge of her father’s old desk. “I haven’t had time to learn anything, let alone decide what I’m going to do.”

      “You aren’t kicking us out?” Liza asked with a slight pout.

      Raven realized that she shouldn’t make promises, not when it could be true that her family was taking up an entire floor of the resort. A floor which, if everything went as she planned, she would need the income from.

      “Why don’t you sit down, fill me in on what you’ve been doing?” Raven moved to sit behind the desk again and motioned to the chair. “Did you finish school?”

      Liza glanced at the door and then shrugged before plopping down in the chair, much like a young child would have.

      “No, I went to acting school in Hollywood for a year, but…” She shook her head, sending her blonde locks flying. “It wasn’t for me. They couldn’t teach me anything I didn’t already have the natural talent for or the knowledge.”

      Of course, Raven thought to herself. Her cousin always did have a talent for being dramatic, overly so.

      “What about Cal?” she asked.

      “Oh, he’s around somewhere.” Liza shrugged.

      Cal Brooks was a lot like his sister. Completely in love with himself.

      “Is he back from school then?” she asked.

      Liza waved her hand. “He never went. Not after he got all of those modeling gigs.”

      “Oh?” Raven tried to maintain her patience. “Modeling?”

      “Sure.” Liza sat forward slightly. “A few local shops, then that gig in LA.” She shrugged. “There’s no doubt that soon he’ll have agents knocking down his door.”

      “Right,” Raven nodded, fully understanding now.

      Her cousins were totally living off the resort’s money, along with their parents. No wonder they were upset at her. She’d just moved back with the promise to take all of their security away.

      Just one look at the place and anyone, including Cade Stone, could see that someone was siphoning the money, if there was any actually coming in, from the business.

      “So, are you working?” she asked Liza.

      “Working?” Liza balked. “As in”—she motioned with her many ringed fingers— “here?” She laughed.

      “Then, what are you doing for money?” Raven asked.

      Liza blinked at her, a blank look in her eyes.

      “Oh, I have some money saved up,” Liza added dryly.

      “Right.” Raven sighed. “And your brother?”

      Liza’s eyes grew colder, and Raven realized she’d gotten her answers.

      “Well.” Raven stood suddenly, knowing that if she was going to make the rounds to determine what needed to be done, she needed to get at it. Besides, she doubted she would gain any other knowledge from her cousin. “I need to start making my rounds.”

      “Rounds?” Liza stood up. “What is it, exactly, that you think you’re going to do around here that Daddy doesn’t already do?”

      Raven pasted on a smile. “For one, I’m going to schedule some remodeling. It’s time we brought the resort into this century,” she joked. “Second, I’m going to tighten the belt around here.” She locked eyes with her cousin. “The flow of money seeping out of the accounts will stop.”

      “You know,” Liza jumped in, “everyone in town blames you for the fire. You know that, right?”

      She’d witness her cousin’s changing moods before and had prepared for them over the past ten years.

      “What they or anyone else thinks about me no longer matters.” She felt her gut twist but held her ground.

      Walking out of the office with her iPad in hand, she decided to start at the bottom and work her way to the top. She hadn’t expected Liza to follow her around for half of it, complaining and trying to convince her to leave. Two hours later, her cousin Cal found her making notes about purchasing some new equipment in the kitchen.

      “So, it’s true.” Her cousin walked over and, to Raven’s surprise, hugged her. “You’re back.”

      Smiling, she nodded. Her cousin was even more handsome than she remembered. She knew that he had been hiding the secret of his sexuality from his family, but Raven knew the truth. Still, she kept his secret. It wasn
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