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        When Travis Tremayne took the garbage out through the back of the tavern, the last thing he expected to find was an unconscious woman on the stoop. The wedding gown she wore was the most shocking of all. It appeared to be far too large for the petite girl. It didn't take long to figure out why she was 'left' at the Tavern—a present for him.

      

        

      
        A confrontation was coming, Travis could only hope that Avery wouldn’t be caught in the crosshairs.
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      The pain in my skull, my feet, my heart, my lips is too much to bear. I’m unable to proceed any further; I simply lack the motivation to do so. As I lurch to the side, my eyes begin to droop, and I raise my face to the blinding brightness.

      My legs hurt as I fall to the ground. My hands burn from catching myself in time to prevent my face from hitting the concrete.

      My eyes spill over with tears as a sob escapes my lips, running down my sunburned cheeks. As I rest my eyes, the sound of an approaching car jolts me awake.

      Then oblivion.

      I come to with the need to throw up. A bottle of water is placed into my hands, and I barely catch sight of it through my blurred vision.

      "Take it," a deep voice whispers. “Drink. You're dehydrated.” The man in olive-colored pants speaks up.

      The cold water feels wonderful sliding down my parched throat. I sip slowly as my lips hurt, and I cringe in discomfort.

      It's a little cooler now, and I see I'm sitting in the shade against a tree on the side of a road. I blink a few times, allowing my gaze to return to my Good Samaritan.

      "Are you going to murder me?" I cover my mouth, startled by the sound of my own voice.

      The man laughs. "I don't murder innocent women in bridal gowns."

      “Oh.” I look down and see that I'm still in my wedding dress, the skirt bunched about me. "I resemble a meringue."

      "Where’s the groom?”

      "Fucking my best friend." I swallow and clear my throat. "What is your name?"

      He takes a breath. "My name isn't significant. Do you want to make some money?" he says, his gaze fixed.

      I look at him suspiciously, wondering why he thinks I need money. I have funds. Okay, some cash. Or at least I did. My car was stolen, along with all my stuff. That's why I was walking toward Blossom Creek.

      My cousin would help me.

      "I don't need money, but a ride into town would be welcomed." I take another sip of water.

      "I offer you a ride, you help me in some way. Or I'll just leave you here."

      My eyes widen in fear. "You can't abandon me here. You came to my rescue."

      He doesn't say anything.

      "What would I be required to do? Is there anything illegal involved?" My heart is pounding against my breastbone.

      The man is tall and has a military crop haircut; his muscles flex as he moves. He has a serious expression and no laughter lines.

      I forcefully swallow.

      This individual is extremely dangerous.

      I wince as I lick my swollen lips, desperate for food or something to help me regain my strength.

      "I want you to get up close and personal with Travis Tremayne. He owns the local tavern. Discover what he knows."

      "What about?"

      The man looks at me. "About myself."

      "I have no idea who you are."

      "You'll figure it out." He grins, but it doesn’t reach his dead eyes.

      That was something I hadn't observed previously.

      "And what if I don't?" I tilt my head, attempting to absorb his features so I don't forget them.

      "I'm sure you will, Avery Kelly. In fact, I'm confident you will. You wouldn’t want anything to happen to your cousin Blake De La Fuente."

      I gasp. “H-H-How am I supposed to contact you?” How does this man know who I am or Blake?

      “I’ll find you.”

      My tongue feels like cotton balls, and my vision becomes blurry. A thought slithers through my mind. "You drugged me," I say.

      I try to stand, but my legs are numb and unresponsive.

      "Enjoy your nap, Avery Rose.”
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      I can't sleep, so I sit in the dark and quiet of Tremayne Tavern with a thermos of coffee in my hands. I'm usually skilled at shutting out my mind, but lately, it's gone to hell.

      Dylan Ratcliffe, a former marine and former friend, has been pursuing me and what's mine for a few months now, and I'm done. I'm done waiting for someone to get hurt. The only way forward is to put myself in danger's way. That is, figuratively. He wants his money, which I don't have and don't know what happened to. But Ratcliffe believes I do.

      It's the last thing I need. Now that the tavern has reopened following the fire, I'm worried he'll do something more harmful.

      Even though my sister, Teagan, is living with her boyfriend, Blake, I'm concerned about her safety. I'd feel better if Blake's cousin Emile was also present. He has, however, taken a leave of absence from the firehouse and taken Blu Mathis to Great Falls for the time being. She refuses to return to her florist shop after being assaulted.

      Deputy Leo Stevenson, a former marine and sharpshooter, has offered me his assistance in hunting down Ratcliffe, and I'm going to take him up on it. I need someone who knows what he's doing to keep a watch. As luck would have it, his sister, Mollie, is keeping Blu's Florist open for her.

      Sighing and stroking my tired face, I decide to start emptying the trash out and into the dumpster at the rear.

      Someone has to do it, and with what's going on, I won't let Teagan out there.

      As I slog toward the kitchen, my feet make a loud sound on the wooden floor. Thomas most likely left the bags in the small storage area off the back of the kitchen. As I approach, I look around and smile at the gleaming stainless steel. I despise cooking, but I can make a mean burger on the barbecue.

      Taking the three garbage bags, I use the security code to exit the back...and end up tripping over a mound of white. I drop the trash and grab the wrought iron railing, barely catching myself.

      Furious, I turn around to discover that I tripped over a woman in a bridal gown.

      What the fuck!

      I lean forward and press my fingers to the pulse in her neck, which I'm relieved to discover is strong.

      "Are you drunk?" I murmur to myself.

      The woman has unkempt brown hair. I lean in closer and sniff. No alcohol.

      "What brings you to my doorstep?"

      I wince as I brush some of her untidy hair back, noticing the sunburn on her lovely face and dry lips. Her neck, arms, shoulders, and chest have also been exposed to too much sun. I frown, unsure what to do. She's plainly dehydrated.

      This is all I need: a sexy jilted bride, or perhaps she jilted the guy.

      My mood deteriorating, I struggle to find the woman in all the white netting before I manage to get her in my arms. I jostle her around a little to make sure she's secure, and then I take her into the tavern, pausing momentarily to make sure the door shuts behind me. It does.

      I stride through the bar and out the front. I shove her up against my truck while I search my pocket for the keys. I then place her in the back seat, making certain no part of her dress is stuck in the door. I pause to let my gaze wander over the woman. It's impossible to determine how old she is with the mix of material engulfing her and the sunburn on her face.

      Rubbing my brows, I get behind the wheel and drive to the hospital. How did she end up at the back of the tavern? I haven't seen her before. Even with the sunburn, she's lovely. I would have spotted her.

      During the ten-minute journey, she makes no noise. I open the door to get her out and discover I'm going to have to do things a little differently than I did when I put her in. I slam the door shut and go around the other side. I get a grasp under her arms and lift her out only to discover her emerald-green eyes wide open and staring at me.

      "I'm no longer alive. You're an angel," she mumbles.

      For the first time in a long time, I grin, amused as hell. "I'm sorry to break it to you, honey," I respond. "But you're not dead, and I'm no fucking angel."

      "I hurt. Water.”

      "The nurse will give you some water." I walk inside the silent emergency room. A nurse motions me in her direction. "She's dehydrated, and I'm not sure what else," I explain.

      "Doctor Wilen will be in momentarily," the nurse says, pausing, her gaze fixated on my face. "Let me see if I can scrounge up a pair of scrubs for your bride to change into."

      I blink in surprise, and she's gone.

      The woman in my arms snorts. "You should see your face right now."

      My sight is drawn to the woman as I march forward and place her on the bed the nurse indicated. "Speaking of grooms, where is yours?"

      "Probably on our honeymoon with my best friend."

      I wince. “Ouch.”

      She releases a deep sigh. "My name is Avery Kelly. Who are you?"

      "Travis Tremayne. I own the pub where I found you." I rub my temples. "I haven't seen you around before." I lift my brow.

      She seems uneasy with the way I'm interrogating her. I could do with my sister’s help. She'd put her at ease.

      The nurse rushes back into the cubicle, scrubs in one hand and a cup of water in the other. "You can take the water as long as you sip. Gulping will make you sick. I'll let your husband get you out of that." She waves her hands over Avery.

      The nurse throws the scrubs at me and then disappears after a long stare.

      "That woman needs some bedside manners," I murmur.

      "Why didn't you tell her you’re not my husband?"

      That's a good question.

      I frown. "I'm not sure."

      Looking at her, I'm not sure how I'm going to get her out of that contraption. It's all lace and material. "We'll need scissors to get you out of that thing."

      Avery bursts out laughing. "There are buttons on the back, if you want to help me up. If you can unfasten them, I think I'll be fine."

      “Hmm… Let’s get the pants on you first, then we’ll work out how to get you out of that thing.”

      "That's not going to work. Could you please take my shoes off…carefully, my feet are blistered."

      “Shit.” I wince as I tug the silver pumps from her feet. "How far did you walk?"

      "A good way." She furrows her brows. "I recall someone picking me up and giving me water. It made me sleepy. Then I awoke in the back of your truck."

      I shove her story to the back of my mind for the time being. "Can you stand?"

      "I guess so."

      Avery slowly gets to her feet and gives me her back. With her head lowered, she leans on the bed for support.

      Her neck is tiny and delicate, her skin smooth as I reveal more with each button I flick open
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