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Dear Reader,


Welcome to Harlequin Hills, a new gated community in Red Valley, California—where the city’s wealthiest residents seek solace and privacy. The land is all rolling hills and sprawling views of breathtaking Mt. August and the new homes popping up on the hillside are stunning, custom-built, and worth millions. But I know you didn’t come here for the real estate!
In this first story, Riley’s Rebel, you’ll meet Ryan Wade, the dark-haired bad boy hockey star and sassy security guard Jenna Riley. She works at the gatehouse and perks up every time she sees Ryan speed by in his beefed-up truck. When the Ravens’ top goal-scorer finally turns his attention her way, the wild cougar prowling the neighborhood and causing havoc is the last thing Jenna has time to worry about.
So welcome to Red Valley. You’ll feel right at home here.

Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Prologue



Fifteen years ago
Copper Punch Cove, Alaska

Ryan Wade’s ten-year-old body reacted to the sound of his alarm clock the way an innocent man reacted to a firing squad. Ryan didn’t particularly hate school, he just didn’t feel like leaving the warmth of his twin-sized bed to trudge through four feet of snow.
Except today wasn’t a school day. In fact, it was December twenty-sixth and Christmas break still had some life left in it. Ryan bolted upright, the thought clattering between his temples like hockey pucks in front of an empty net. It was Sunday and he was supposed to play pond hockey with his two best friends, Gavin Bozymowski and Charlie Cooper. Pond hockey made up some of their earliest memories of the sport and he wouldn’t miss the Sunday game for anything in the world. All three of them looked forward to the game every week, but Ryan positively lived for it. With the puck on his stick and the wind in his face, he was invincible. He could do anything with his two best friends by his side. It didn’t matter how skilled they were. They bonded over the sport anyway.
Ryan had ambitious dreams in his back pocket and they didn’t include sitting around Copper Punch Cove like his parents. He was going to go places. He was going to make something of himself and the Sunday game was simply a stepping stone.
Copper Punch Cove wasn’t a bad place to grow up, but there were other places Ryan wanted to see, to experience. Alaska might be an okay place to retire after he’d made his mark in hockey, but until then, he had a long list of places he wanted to travel. How cool would it be to see the NorCal Center in Red Valley, California, where hockey legend Quinn Legace had played his final game? Or to watch the New York Bluebirds play at Big Apple Coliseum? To hear the shouts from the crowd in person instead of over the television?
Without giving it a second thought, Ryan threw back the covers and raced down the hall and into the bathroom. His little sister Grace’s Barbie dolls were in the sink, still having a “pool party” from the day before. Ryan worked around them, did his business, and hurried back to his room to get dressed.
At least he wasn’t ridiculously outnumbered like his buddy Coop. Coop deserved everyone’s respect for surviving the first ten years of his life. The poor guy had four, count them: one, two, three, four sisters. Sharing a bathroom in those kinds of conditions was cruel and unusual punishment. And Gavin’s house wasn’t much better. It only had one bathroom and Gavin had to share it with his mom and older brother, which wasn’t exactly ideal either. Ryan was glad he didn’t have to share a bedroom like Gavin did with his brother. The posters of hockey players on Ryan’s walls and the trophies lined up on his dresser were his and his alone.
Feeling content with his lot in life, Ryan bundled up by tugging snow pants over a pair of insulated long underwear. Wool socks and a New York Bluebirds jersey completed the outfit. He pulled a snow hat with fur-lined ear flaps down low over his mop of brown hair, grabbed his gear, and rushed into the kitchen.
It wasn’t a surprise that his mom was waiting for him. Sandi Wade never let her son leave the house without verifying that he was fed, clothed properly for the weather, and had a few extra bucks in his pocket “just in case.”
Sandi held out a thermos and Ryan knew it was full of steaming hot cocoa. He grabbed a box of Pop-Tarts and she “scolded” him for not sitting down to have a nutritious breakfast.
“I know, I know, the guys are waiting for you,” she said, a smile warming her voice.
“Boz is probably already there,” Ryan told her as he shoved his feet into his boots by the back door. “I can’t wait to show him and Coop my new stick.”
Ryan slid on his hockey gloves and they felt like a second skin. If they weren’t so bulky, he’d probably wear them 24/7. Unfortunately, he couldn’t tie his shoes while wearing them or do pesky things like brush his teeth—yeah, he’d tried—or hold a pencil to do his homework.
“Have fun, honey.”
“Bye, Mom.”
With his boots crunching on the packed snow, Ryan propped his new stick over his shoulder and followed the trail he’d made from his house to the pond out in Miller’s Woods.
“And be careful,” his mom called to his back. “It’s supposed to stay pretty chilly all day.”
With its long, cold winters lasting from mid-October to early April, Copper Punch Cove was commonly known as America’s coldest city. North of Fairbanks, the little Alaskan town was tucked between the Ptarmigan Mountain Range and Jade National Park. Simply put, it was colder than Jack Frost’s balls outside. Therefore, if you didn’t play hockey, there was nothing else to do.
Those mornings when the temperature barely rose into double digits and the sun glared off the ice, the entire day stretched out ahead of the three boys, filled with possibility and adventure. They’d play for a few hours until they ran out of steam and got hungry. Coop was usually the first to show signs of fatigue, to drag his feet on the ice, grumbling about dinner louder than his stomach. Gavin skated off the ice next, his responsibilities at home weighing on him heavier than they should. And Ryan, he’d skate for a few more hours, until the sun descended and the light threatened to wink out and leave him in the dark. He never wanted to leave the ice, never wanted the game to end.
The Sunday game was sacred and the three of them did everything they could to make it happen every week. Ryan, Gavin, and Coop would meet at the pond, out of breath from racing to see who would arrive first. Today it was Ryan, the way it was most weeks.
“We could have played a whole game with the time it took you to get your scrawny ass out here,” Ryan complained. Daylight was wasting, but Coop didn’t look too bent outta shape about it. In fact, he looked positively amused. Then again, Coop spent every waking hour with a happy-go-lucky expression glued to his face.
“It prob’ly took him a while to wade through all that girly shit and get out the door,” Gavin said with a laugh.
Coop mimicked a mock laugh. “Yeah, Boz. Well, the closest you’ve ever come to a girl is when Maggie Park threw up on your shoes during dodgeball.”
Ryan’s nose wrinkled as images from that fateful day in gym class came back to him.
Girls.
In his experience, they weren’t good for much of anything. He’d much rather focus on things that weren’t so confusing. Like hockey.
Ryan kept his thoughts to himself and tossed a package of Pop-Tarts to each of his friends. While they munched on the dry pastries, Ryan took a good look at Boz and Coop, grateful he’d found two best friends like them. They were all polar opposites, but that never seemed to get in the way of their friendship. Or their game.
Coop wore his favorite knit hat with a big, silly pompom on top and Gavin’s head was bare, his shaggy black hair curling over his ears. Gavin had always been the serious one and Coop provided endless comic relief.
Few things were better than a brand-new hockey stick, Ryan thought as he settled on the bench and began to wind tape around his new stick. Yesterday, all of the Christmas gifts had been ripped open, and beneath the colorful wrapping paper, he’d found what he’d been begging for.
The shape of the Bauer hockey stick had been a dead giveaway, so his mom had kept it hidden until the big day. When he thought he’d opened every last gift, Ryan couldn’t help the feeling of disappointment that niggled at him. The gifts were nice—a new snow jacket, a bright blue scarf, and mittens, a stocking full of enough chocolate to rot his teeth—but what he’d really, really wanted, what he would have written to Santa to ask for if he wasn’t too old to, was a new hockey stick.
Over the summer, he’d grown a few inches and had outgrown his old one. He’d never make it to the United National Hockey League using a too-short stick. Gavin had already gotten a new one for his birthday last month and Coop had bought one with his hefty allowance. Coop’s parents must have felt guilty for dooming him to a life with four sisters. Gavin’s mom worked two jobs so she could put food on the table for her two boys and had still managed to buy Gavin a new stick.
And now Ryan finally had his. And it was a beaut. Gavin and Coop inspected the stick and the young experts agreed it was one of the finest on the market.
Ryan and Coop chose to use black tape on their sticks and Gavin went with white.
“The goalie can see the puck on your blade if you use white,” Ryan informed him.
“Well, we don’t have a goalie.”
And they didn’t need one. Instead, they propped up a bucket and shot pucks at it, perfecting their slap shots, backhands, wrist shots, and snap shots.
“It won’t always be that way, fellas,” Coop said optimistically.
Ryan wrapped tape over the blade, starting at the heel and going to the toe. Coop and Gavin started at the toe and went to the heel. The three of them could never agree on the “right” way to tape a stick blade.
“This is how my dad showed me how to do it,” Gavin insisted.
And Ryan’s dad had taught him to start at the heel, so that’s what he did. Finished with the blade, Ryan started to tape the knob.
“He likes to add a little more girth to his knob,” Coop said, sporting a goofy smirk.
“Whatever gets the job done.”
One by one, with frozen fingers, they laced up their skates and skated onto the ice to shovel the snow off.
“Hey, you guys wanna go look for Dewy Morton’s cousin’s body tomorrow after breakfast?” Gavin sounded excited by the idea, but Ryan and Coop only shrugged.
“I’ve gotta help my dad with the store,” Coop answered.
“And I’m comin’ back out here to shoot pucks.” Ryan never passed up the chance to hone his hockey skills. Even when the prospect of seeing a dead body was on the table.
“You’re both pussies,” Gavin accused, pushing his bony shoulders back and notching up his chin.
“What do I need to see a dead body for when I can just go over to Coop’s house and watch his dad watch TV?” Ryan asked.
“Watch it, butthead. He works hard for a living,” Coop defended. Besides, what man wouldn’t want to veg out in front of the TV when they came home to a house full of hormonal females?
“So does my mom,” insisted Gavin. “But what does that have to do with anything?”
“I kissed her once,” Ryan blurted. Mostly to break up the stupid argument. And partly because he’d never told them about it and thought they should probably know.
“Kissed who?” Coop asked. “Gavin’s mom?”
“No.” Ryan huffed out an irritated breath. Instead of chatting like women, they should be concentrating on their shooting drills.
“Who? Dewy Morton’s cousin?” Gavin asked skeptically.
“Yeah.”
“When?”
“A couple years ago.”
Coop made a noisy sound of disbelief. “You didn’t even know what a kiss was a couple years ago. None of us did.”
“I kissed her,” Ryan said, “and she said it was nice.” Even though it happened two years ago, Ryan could remember the moment clearly. He’d puckered up and laid one on her. And Dewy Morton’s cousin had looked at him with big brown doe eyes and told him it was nice. He hadn’t kissed any girls since then, but there hadn’t been any girls worth kissing.
“Yeah,” Gavin said, “and now she’s missing and they’ll probably never find her.”
“What’d you do with the body, Wade?” Coop asked. He wanted them to think he was being serious, but a smile was battling to spread its way across his face.
“I’m not the one who killed her! I kissed her a couple years ago at one of Dewy Morton’s BBQs and that was the end of it.”
“You must not have been very good at it or she would’ve come back for more.”
“I was eight,” Ryan defended, “and she and her parents moved to Anchorage after that.”
“And then they visited Dewy Morton and his parents over spring break and she went missing.”
“She was probably out looking for Sharky’s treasure like everyone else does around here.”
“Maybe she found it and took off with the money. She could be on a yacht in the French River by now.”
“It’s Riviera, numbnuts.”
“Nah.” Ryan scanned the forest around them, looking like a wolf sniffing for prey. “She’s still out there somewhere.” The authorities would find her during the spring thaw, the same way they found Miki’s stepdad after he walked into the forest drunk and half-naked, mumbling something about UFOs controlling the northern lights.
With the ice cleared and the net in position, they began warming up by taking practice shots at the net. Taking his first shot, Gavin drew back his stick and fired as hard as he could. The puck soared toward the net, pinged off the crossbar, and disappeared into the surrounding trees.
“Aww! Are you kidding me?”
“Oh, Bozzy, with the smooth moves!”
“Boz has got some arm!” Ryan exclaimed, looking in the direction where the puck had gone into the snowy abyss. They’d lost dozens of pucks, not to be found until springtime.
“Yeah, but his aim is a little off,” Coop said, following their gaze.
“That puck is bear bait now,” Ryan joked.
“I’ll go get it,” Gavin offered. After all, he was the one to shoot it into the woods. The further they got into winter, the more their puck supply dwindled.
“We’ll get it later,” Ryan said, lining up his next shot.
But something told Gavin he needed to get that puck. So he ignored his friends’ protests and trudged into the snow.
A minute later, Gavin’s scream echoed through the woods. “Holy fucking shit!”
Ryan and Coop exchanged a wide-eyed look and bolted into the woods behind Gavin, hobbling through the snow on their skates.
“It’s Dewy Morton’s cousin’s body!” Gavin panted as his friends came up to stand beside him.
“Holy fucking shit,” Ryan repeated. He recognized the pink jacket with the fur-lined hood. She’d been wearing that same jacket when they’d—
No, he wouldn’t think about that young, innocent, and alive girl he’d known and had a huge crush on. That girl was gone forever.
They stood there, eyes transfixed on the partially decomposed body in front of them. It was frozen solid, all right, but the damage had been done long before the snow began to fall in October. A wild animal had probably dug up the body and rolled it around, looking for an easy meal.
“Dewy Morton’s never going to believe this.”
“She’s not even that far from the road.”
It—she—had been right there, no more than a hundred feet away from their pond all along. Whenever they’d smelled something foul, they’d blamed it on Coop and he’d proudly announced that he’d eaten two bean burritos for dinner the night before.
“She was probably lost and disoriented, wandering around in circles, looking for the way out.”
Ryan swallowed hard. He didn’t want to think about the girl he’d kissed, wandering around disoriented.
Coop noticed the Hello Kitty purse lying next to a tree. It had been dug up, too, and dragged a few feet away. “Shit.” The purse looked exactly like the one his sister Carly used to carry around. It had been filled to the brim with lip gloss, sparkle nail polish, and other “girly things” that Coop hadn’t been allowed to see.
Ryan looked away from the disturbing scene. He didn’t want to end up like Dewy Morton’s cousin, rotting away in the snow-covered woods. He wanted to see his face on the jumbotron after scoring the game-winning goal for the UNHL team of his choice.
Only losers stayed in their hometown, pining away for their youth like his and Coop’s dads. Men who had ambition left hole-in-the-wall towns like Copper Punch and never looked back.






  
  Chapter 1



Present day
Red Valley, California

In the Ravens’ stick room, Ryan got a Bauer Supreme 1S down from the rack of new, individually wrapped sticks labeled with his name. Routinely preparing three sticks for each game, he measured the first stick, cut it, grinded the end, and sanded the blade. Some guys liked a new stick every game, some as often as every period. Ryan used one as long as he liked it and it wasn’t broken.
He brought the sticks into the locker room to tape and Charlie “Coop” Cooper and Gavin “Boz” Bozymowski flanked him, each sitting in their respective stalls. All harboring the same goal, the Copper Punch Boys had left their hometown after high school and had worked their way into the UNHL. Seven years after their last Sunday game of pond hockey, the three of them sat in the Red Valley Ravens locker room, prepping for their game against the North Carolina Cardinals.
Some might say what they’d accomplished was unbelievable, but sometimes reality was stranger than fiction. Most of the time it was. But the three best friends had worked their asses off and hadn’t let anything—or anyone—get in the way of their dreams. The fact that they’d ended up on the same pro hockey team was simply a fortunate coincidence.
“You’re gonna score tonight,” Coop told Ryan. “I can feel it in my nut.”
“You mean your gut.”
“Nah, my left nut.”
“Right.” Ryan took a swig of water and glanced over at Gavin. Gavin shrugged and continued to put the finishing touches on his own stick.
Ryan needed to score tonight. It had been so long since he’d sent a puck into the back of the net that he was beginning to forget what it felt like. Luckily, Boz and Coop were picking up his slack. Because without them, the Ravens would be in serious trouble. Getting off the schneid was all Ryan could think about these days.
The schneid. A scoreless streak. Also known as the bane of Ryan’s existence and a royal pain in the ass for a professional athlete. It hovered over him like a dark, droopy, leaky cloud. And each game as the time ticked by on the scoreboard, he prayed to the hockey gods to help him get off the dreaded schneid.
He’d always been defined by his consistency to score goals. In fact, he’d gone his whole career without a goal drought longer than three games. Some guys had experienced droughts in the double digits. Ryan had now gone five straight games. That particular stat was one he could joyfully go without.
Even though he wanted to, he didn’t have to score every game. But, man, did he want to. His teammates were giving him good plays, but he just wasn’t able to follow through and make it happen.
With two fingers shoved in the hole of the tape roll, Ryan pulled the tape tight with his thumb and wrapped it over the stick’s blade, overlapping each row. Then he took a puck and used it to smooth down the edges. Next, he started on the grip tape on the knob. Finished, he grabbed a pen and wrote his number, 24, on the top of each stick shaft.
When it came time to pick their jersey numbers there’d been some—okay, a lot of—debate over what meaningful numbers the Copper Punch Boys wanted to wear on their backs for the duration of their careers. Finally, Coop’s creative idea won after being voted upon, and they wore 36, 24, and 34. Marilyn Monroe’s measurements.
For years they’d been arguing about the “proper” way to tape a stick. There were many different ways to do it and everyone had their own personal preference. However, whoever did it differently than Coop was automatically “wrong” and deserved to be heckled.
“Your nob’s lookin’ a little bigger than normal, Bozzy. You double tape it?”
“Shut up, Coop.”
“Don’t fret, Bozzy. We’ll get you a goal tonight, too.”
A short time later, Coach Baker came into the locker room to give his pep talk and announce the lineup. “Punch Line, you’re up.”
Nicknamed the Punch Line because they grew up in Copper Punch Cove, Ryan, Boz, and Coop led the team out of the locker room and onto the ice. Unfortunately, Ryan’s schneid clung to him with greedy, unrelenting fingers.
Everything that could go wrong during a hockey game did. At least for Ryan anyway. When he had the perfect shot lined up at the net, he fanned on it, causing the Cardinals to pick up his snafu, race down to the Ravens’ net, and score.
Ryan spent the entire game being outshot, outblocked, and outsmarted. He rarely picked fights on the ice, but he sure as hell didn’t skate away from one. So, when one of the Cardinals shoved him, Ryan spat out a mouthful of obscenities, pushed the guy as hard as he could, and sent him scrambling back to catch his footing on the slippery ice.
Sensing Ryan’s mounting frustration, the Cardinals player righted himself and sneered back. “You wanna go, Wader?”
Going a round with the enforcer might be a great way to expel some rage, but the guy outweighed Ryan by a bowling ball. Ryan might be frustrated, but he wasn’t stupid.
“The last thing you need is a trip to the sin bin,” Coop advised him.
Ryan almost laughed out loud. What was the world coming to when Charlie Cooper stepped in to be the voice of reason?
Ryan grudgingly skated away and took his place in the face-off circle. Coop was right. The last thing he needed was a fight. What he needed was to focus and score a freakin’ goal once and for all.
When the horn blew, signaling the end of the third period, the Cardinals beat the Ravens 3-1 and Ryan’s insufferable schneid continued. Frustration didn’t begin to describe how he felt. As he hobbled into the locker room, he wished he’d taken the Cardinal up on his offer to fight. At least then he could justify this shitty feeling all over.






  
  Chapter 2


Jenna Riley watched as the midnight blue Dodge Ram rolled over the speedbumps across from the Harlequin Hills gatehouse and drove past her. The man behind the wheel wore dark sunglasses and had the visor flicked down, but she didn’t need an unobstructed view to know who he was. Ryan Wade, star hockey player for the Red Valley Ravens. And the star of most of her nighttime—and daytime—fantasies. 
What pro athlete wasn’t a star? Jenna asked herself, swiveling on her stool inside the guard shack to watch his license plate get smaller and smaller. He probably didn’t even know she existed, but she knew just about everything there was to know about him. The Ravens website told her, and every other inquiring mind who had an internet connection, all the stats she could ever want to know about Ryan and his impressive career. Game highlights and postgame interviews were simply a click away.


Ryan Dalton Wade
Birthday: March 29
Age: 25
Height: 6’ 4”
Weight: 217
Birthplace: Copper Punch Cove, AK

He’d been a first-round draft pick and the Ravens had snatched up the natural goal-scorer with greedy fists and never looked back. Watching him play was like getting tickets to the ballet and letting Tchaikovsky sweep you off your two left feet and take your mind off everything else for a few hours.
Unfortunately, Jenna had never been to the ballet and she rarely had the opportunity to go to any hockey games. The Ravens’ game schedule inconveniently clashed with her work schedule on a regular basis.
Watching hockey on TV wasn’t the same as being there in person. Smelling the ice and the mouthwatering aromas that drifted from the concession stands, hearing the sounds of the puck echoing as it careened off the boards, and screaming to the top of your lungs as you rooted for the home team were all a part of the experience. But Jenna would take what she could get. At least she had a job. Working for Morado Security wasn’t her first choice, or even her second, but again, she’d take what she could get.
After tragedy struck a double blow to Jenna’s family, the job had provided a distraction when she’d needed it, and the job title was something that wouldn’t embarrass her authoritarian father. Herman Riley was perpetually disappointed by his daughter and her life choices, so she tried not to make things worse on him by flipping burgers or doing something similar that would send him to an early grave.
Dwayne, one of Jenna’s coworkers, would be back from patrol any minute. Next time she wouldn’t let him talk her into flipping a coin for the chore and take the golf cart out before he could protest.
Not much ever happened in Harlequin Hills and that’s exactly how the residents wanted it to be. But the monotony was beginning to drive Jenna up the wall.
At least she had a gorgeous view to stare at during the lulls. Mt. August stood proudly between the foothills surrounding the valley, wearing a white cap of snow. Live oak trees and manzanita bushes dotted the sprawling acreage on either side of the gate, giving the illusion that the community was out in the country rather than a few minute drive to the freeway and the bustling city of Red Valley.
Harlequin Hills. Playground to the rich and famous.
Some argued it was named after the steamy romance novels and others disagreed in favor of the court jester. And everyone else insisted it got its name from the small sea duck of the same name. Although the uniquely-marked ducks didn’t come as far south as California, what else was plastered on the sign next to the entrance than a shiny, gold-plated Harlequin duck. Considering most of the streets in the community were named after birds, it was appropriate.
Everyone knew the prestigious community was home to some of Red Valley’s elite celebrities and businesspeople. Wealthy moguls and filthy rich athletes happily called this picturesque corner of Northern California home.
It was rumored that romance author Felicity Johns lived in the community, but no one knew for sure because she kept to herself and was thought to be a recluse. Gossip ran rampant in Harlequin Hills, no matter how much its residents tried to snuff it out.
Jenna glanced at the bank of security camera monitors on the desk. It was still early and few people were up and about. Except for Ryan Wade. He’d probably come from the gym or wherever it was that athletes went in the early hours of the a.m. He wasn’t the only pro athlete who lived in Harlequin Hills, but somehow, he was the only one who piqued her interest day after monotonous day.
Jenna closed the browser on the computer. The Ravens website still left a few things to the imagination. Like what Ryan’s favorite foods were. What kinds of movies he enjoyed watching on a lazy Saturday night when he didn’t have a game. Or if he wore boxers or briefs. Or more intimate things like, take for instance, what he wore to sleep—
“Jenna?”
Her money was on his birthday suit, but—
“Jenna?”
Jenna turned her head and blinked, her eyes focusing on Marin sitting in her little Honda Civic across from the gatehouse window. The outer lane was for residents and the one closest to the guard was for visitors. Decals were issued to residents for their car windows and they used the right-hand lane at the entrance.
Marin Marlowe wore her usual faded jeans and tee, her ultra-long hair braided and coiled into a bun at the nape of her neck.
“Marin, hi.”
“Hey, Jenna. You were a million miles away there.”
“Sorry.” Jenna pushed away naughty thoughts of Ryan and his 6’4”, 217-pound March 29th birthday suit. “I guess I was daydreaming.”
“It’s easy to do on a day like this.”
Jenna glanced up at the blue sky dotted with white puffy clouds. “Tell me about it.”
But, to be perfectly honest, the sky didn’t have to be blue for her thoughts to drift to the hunky hockey player.
On second thought, it wasn’t the cheerful sunny weather that had kicked her daydreams into overdrive. It was probably the fact that she’d been lusting over that same rugged hockey player for the last three months. Considering that was how long she’d been manning the gate at Harlequin Hills, it was a damn long time. She’d been working as a private security guard for Morado Security for almost two years now, having recently transferred from guarding the paper mill. Talk about monotonous!
“You got a full day ahead of you?” Jenna asked, looking back at Marin.
“Yep. Four houses altogether.”
“Sounds grueling.”
“All in a day’s work. Did Veronica already come through?”
“Like a tornado.”
“Shoot.” Marin smacked her palm on the steering wheel. “No matter how early I think I am, she always manages to arrive first.”
“Bosses tend to be annoying like that. On the bright side, she promised to bring me some of her homemade tamales.”
“They’re addictive. She should have been a chef.”
Yep, Jenna thought wistfully. Veronica wasn’t the only one who was due for a career change.
“I’d better get to work,” Marin said.
“Don’t work too hard.”
“Wouldn’t think of it.”
Jenna made a note of Marin’s arrival in the log and waved her through. Checking visitors in and out of the community was just another part of the job.
Marin’s job wasn’t something Jenna would touch with a ten-foot pole. Cleaning other people’s houses for a living sounded way too strange. Jenna would rather sit out here in her little guard shack and sweat to oblivion in the heat than scrub someone’s toilet.
Although, come to think of it, she wouldn’t mind getting a look inside Ryan Wade’s house. His place on Feather Falls was a masterpiece of rugged elegance from the outside and she couldn’t imagine what it looked like on the inside. Most likely it would be decorated in warm earth tones with lots of stone and rugged accents. Handsome and rugged, just like him. Handsome and rugged and completely out of her reach.
As far as she knew, Ryan wasn’t romantically linked to anyone. Yes, she shamelessly followed that sort of thing. Knowing what other rich and famous people were drawn to, he was most likely looking for someone tall and leggy, glamorous and charming. Jenna had the ability to charm her co-workers into letting her leave a few minutes before her shift ended on occasion, but that kind of sweet-talking wasn’t going to land her one of hockey’s most eligible bachelors. Tall and leggy she had by the truckload. But she had a runner’s body and not one that poured into slinky gowns like they were a second skin.
The uniform she donned for work was on the opposite end of the glamorous spectrum. The only splash of color on her brown uniform was the purple patch embroidered with her name on her chest and the one on her shoulder that displayed the Morado Security company logo.
Ryan Wade was probably too dangerous for her anyway. Bad boy types who had a chip on their shoulder weren’t for her. He wasn’t dangerous-looking in a leather jacket-wearing, Harley-riding kind of way. He looked dangerous in the way that he could probably handle himself out in the wilderness in the event he was dropped off in the middle of one with only a pocketknife and a paperclip. A grizzly bear would take one look at the rugged, I-don’t-take-shit-from-anyone look he wore and burn rubber in the opposite direction.
Except, Jenna wasn’t intimidated in the least. She’d grown up with a tough-as-nails father and liked to think she didn’t take shit from anyone either. What made her nervous about Ryan was the look in his eyes that said stay away or I just might do something unexpected and say the right thing to make you fall for me.
Jenna knew that Ryan Wade wasn’t the only hockey player—or athlete in general—who lived behind the gates of Harlequin Hills, but she had absolutely no interest in anyone but him. Not that she could explain the attraction. There was just something about the way he…
Well, to be honest, the way he did everything. The way he draped his wrist over the top of his steering wheel when he drove, the way he walked with just a hint of swagger that made a woman’s mouth water. Sure, she’d watched him play hockey on TV every chance she got, but a few glances of him darting across the ice didn’t do him justice. Ryan Wade in person was a thing of beauty.
The time or two she’d seen him outside his truck when she’d been on patrol had been mouthwatering, to say the least. He wore jeans that molded his ass and shirts that hugged his muscular torso. All that molding and hugging made a girl want to bite down on her fist in frustration.
Whenever he acknowledged her, whether it be with a simple wave or nod, she clammed up and made a fool of herself by becoming both mute and paralyzed. She wasn’t proud of behaving like a teenager with a crush, but apparently, she had little control over her body when she was in his presence. And now she was doomed to remain on the sidelines, pining away for a man who made her heart skip a beat.
Skip. Skip. Skip.
It was like the silly organ behind her ribcage had acquired a jump rope and insisted on performing Double Dutch whenever he was around.
But in the event she was able to strike up a friendly conversation, what in the world was she supposed to talk to him about? How she made barely above minimum wage and how he was riding out the tail-end of the multi-million dollar deal he’d signed with the Ravens? Or how her apartment could probably fit into his butler’s pantry?
Butler’s pantry.
Who needed one of those anymore anyways? Not her. She was her own chef, servant, and butler, all in one.
Jenna let out a heavy sigh and rolled a pen across the counter and watched it fall onto the floor. There was no use. Their worlds were simply too far apart. Case in point. She was standing at the gate that guarded him.
“Put that irony in your pipe and smoke it,” she mumbled, scowling.
Clearly, she’d given Ryan Wade more thought than she was willing to admit.
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Harlequin Hills wasn’t the first of its kind in Northern California, but Ryan and his two closest friends were happy to call it home. Everything he needed was right here. Not only did Harlequin Hills have a pristine lake, two horse-riding arenas, an Olympic-size swimming pool, and tennis courts, the clubhouse had a full-service spa and state-of-the-art fitness center. 
And everything else was just a short drive away to the neighboring city of Red Valley.
After driving through the front gate, Ryan wound through the neighborhood of multi-million-dollar mansions and turned onto Feather Falls. 821 Feather Falls had been home for the last two years and he was glad he, Gavin, and Coop had chosen such a beautiful place to settle down in. Growing roots wasn’t so bad when you had a 365-degree view of Red Valley and the mountains and foothills that surrounded it.
Straight out of the minors, with the ink still wet on their UNHL contracts, the three Copper Punch Boys took the plunge and had their dream homes built in the up-and-coming guard-gated community of Harlequin Hills.
Ryan had chosen to construct a rustic cabin-like custom home on a bluff overlooking Loon Lake. Designed like a resort, his backyard offered a pool, hot tub, kitchen, fireplace, dining area, and outdoor TV.
Coop had opted for a traditional home with its backyard situated on the water’s edge. Homes by the water had their own boat slips. The rest of the houses, all on one-acre lots, backed up to a greenbelt full of tall grass and thick with live oak trees.
Gavin had gone a completely different route by commissioning a local architect to design a modern contemporary home built into a cliff with stunning views of the entire valley.
Their beautiful homes would make any Red Valley resident insanely jealous.
Ryan lived in Harlequin Hills for a number of reasons. The security of a gated community, the beautiful, unobstructed views, and he liked that the clubhouse had its own ice rink so that he didn’t have to make the drive out to Ravens’ Ice Practice Arena if he didn’t want to. He could just walk down to the rink and practice shooting pucks and running drills to his heart’s content. The community was also close to the freeway, which made for an easy commute to NorCal Center, the team’s home arena in downtown Red Valley.
As soon as he drove through those gates, Ryan let whatever worries he had concerning his career fade away. Being on the schneid, the reality that his contract was expiring at the end of next season… All of those things ceased to exist. Harlequin Hills was his sanctuary. And the house on Feather Falls was his castle.
He pulled into the three-car garage, killed the Ram’s engine, and grabbed his overnight bag from the passenger seat. As he slid his key into the lock, he could hear the scuffling behind the door that led into the house. Immediately after pushing open the door, two big, brown, wiggling bodies slammed into him.
“Hey, boys! How’s it going?”
Doc and Wyatt answered by jumping up and slobbering “kisses” all over his face. Returning from a road trip wasn’t complete until he was down on the floor, rolling around with his four-legged roommates.
In the kitchen, Keana, the teen from down the street who kept an eye on his dogs when he was on the road, had left a note on the counter.
Need more kibble :)
Ryan smiled, knowing his two Chocolate Labs ate like hungry hippos.
After he’d hugged and patted Doc and Wyatt into submission, Ryan grabbed his bag and went upstairs to unpack. The master bedroom had a breathtaking view of the mountains, and if he squinted, he could pretend he was back home in Copper Punch where it all began.
He’d known he’d make it big someday—that had been his goal all through childhood anyway—but he’d never imagined he’d end up in sunny California where he could enjoy the best of both worlds. Sunshine and hockey. Together, in theory, they might not blend, but separately they made for an ideal existence.
During the holidays he went back to Copper Punch and fell in love with hockey all over again just by stepping onto that same frozen pond of his youth.
With a flourishing career in the sport he loved and being the owner of a house he’d once dreamed of, there was little time to dwell on the things that were missing from his life.
The dogs happily followed him into the spacious walk-in closet and he quickly unpacked while they lounged at his feet. Having the two big lugs slobber all over him made the big house not seem so quiet and empty. Back in Copper Punch, his childhood home had been noisy and full of mouthwatering aromas from his mother’s cooking. His dad rarely watched TV without the volume turned up as high as it would go. And his sister’s dueling stereo turned the place into a madhouse.
Tossing his dirty clothes into the hamper, Ryan cranked up the stereo and climbed into the shower to wash off the grime of traveling from the East Coast to Red Valley. He hadn’t scored in the game against the New Jersey Stallions either, but he was trying not to dwell on it.
Later, he’d get in a workout and then have lunch with Gavin and Coop and hope his schneid wasn’t the topic of conversation.
Shortcomings aside, it was good to be back in California and would be even better to sleep in his own bed tonight.
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Later that morning, Everly Montgomery drove through the visitor’s lane nearest to Jenna’s window, effectively snapping Jenna out of her brooding thoughts. Everly was Jenna’s favorite resident—besides Ryan Wade, of course—and was probably Jenna’s favorite person in general. Everly was so nice and her personality so bubbly that Jenna couldn’t hang on to a bad mood whenever she was around. 
Everly drove a fully restored 1960 Corvette convertible in Cascade Green with whitewall tires. The woman didn’t do subtle and she was one of the rare ones who could pull it off. Not simply because she had gobs of money, but because she oozed confidence.
Even though Everly was at least a decade older than Jenna, she radiated youth. Happiness followed her wherever she went. It would have been sickening if she wasn’t so damn nice.
“Jenna. You look like you could use a refreshment.” Everly handed Jenna the frozen lemonade she’d bought for her and watched as Jenna’s smile went from wilted to dazzling.
“You didn’t have to do this!” Jenna sipped the drink and moaned her appreciation. “Ooh! Strawberry!”
Everly pushed her pink Bvlgari sunglasses up onto her head and smiled. “I know, but the thought of you out here sipping tepid bottled water was too depressing.” She peered up at the bright sky and took a moment to soak up the rays. “This heat sure is hanging on for dear life.”
There was no morning chill during the summer and even fall months in Red Valley, California. The temperature hovered around 80 all night and as soon as the sun peeked out above the mountains, it started its brisk climb into triple digits. It wasn’t uncommon to experience one hundred and ten-degree days.
Luckily Jenna was allowed to wear shorts—even if they did make her look like a delivery person—or else she’d most certainly overheat.
“Yeah,” Jenna agreed. “Welcome to the Golden State.”
The guardhouse was air-conditioned—any structure that wasn’t in a place like Red Valley was considered cruel and unusual—but Jenna had to slide the window open to check guests in and out so often that the A/C was just a formality by this point. The Red Valley weather gods loved to leave the thermostat on the Blazing Summer setting all year long.
“Why don’t you stop by when your shift ends?” Everly suggested. “Take a dip in the pool and I’ll make us some margaritas.”
Cool pool water? Frosty margaritas? Jenna didn’t even have to think twice about the offer. “I’d like that more than anything else in the world. You save my suit from last time?”
Everly kept the closet in her pool house stocked full of a variety of swimsuits for guests who forgot to bring their own. Guests took the suit home with them or Everly tagged it with their name so they could use it again next time. Everly claimed she didn’t mind in the least if her guests skinny-dipped, but Jenna loved the racerback suit she’d found in the closet and Everly promised to set it aside for her exclusively.
“Of course. It fits like it was sewn just for you. I’ll blend up some drinks and you can fill me in on all the juicy gossip of Harlequin Hills. I can’t wait to try this new mango salsa I found today.”
“Sounds wonderful.” Jenna waved as Everly pulled the vintage Corvette through the gate and steered it toward home.
With thoughts of margaritas and a certain rugged hockey player on her mind, Jenna counted down the minutes until the end of her shift. Today wasn’t looking so bad after all.

      [image: image-placeholder]After work, 617 Lavender Lane became Jenna’s luxurious oasis. It felt forbidden, like she wasn’t supposed to see how the residents lived, just guard the gate that separated their houses from the outside world. However, Everly made Jenna feel right at home. Plus, she served snacks. Tortilla chips, peach salsa, and margaritas were the perfect end to a perfectly boring day at work. The most exciting thing that had happened at the guard shack was discovering that Dwayne had forgotten to plug the spare golf cart they used for patrolling into the charging dock. A dead battery had been the height of her boredom that day and she was tickled pink to finally be off the clock. 
Skimming across the pool, Jenna completed a few lazy backstrokes, not in a hurry to go home. What was waiting for her in her apartment was dismal compared to the luxuries of Everly’s magnificent pool. Surrounded by palm trees and flowering plants, the pool was like a tropical oasis in the midst of the barren desert that was Jenna’s life.
“Want a refill?” Everly asked. She was standing near the edge of the pool, already tipping the pitcher full of tangy goodness toward Jenna’s half-empty glass.
“Sure,” Jenna accepted. She lowered her sunglasses and peered up at the woman she’d quickly befriended.
Today Everly was wearing crisp white capris, a Mardi Gras purple blouse, and fabulous heeled sandals. Matching purple jewelry hung from her ears and circled her neck and wrists. She’d made the jewelry herself. Beads were her latest hobby. One of many.
Jenna couldn’t keep up. Everly was always working on some new project or another. One week she was into jewelry making and the next she was smashing up thrift store plates and creating mosaic flowerpots. Jenna couldn’t blame her. She’d be bored out of her gourd, too, if she didn’t spend so much time working. Except lately, Jenna had been disinterested at work, too.
Jenna spent most of her time in a drab brown uniform, so Everly’s jewel-toned fashion choices were refreshing. The woman definitely had a flair for style.
Where Jenna’s hair was cut short, Everly’s tumbled down her back in long beachy waves of auburn and copper. She had autumn brown eyes that twinkled when she laughed—which was often—and favored bright lipsticks slashed across her bow-shaped lips.
“Can you be my guardian angel?” Jenna asked and took a sip of the mouthwatering cocktail. “On second thought, I think you already are. With all this bringing me drinks and letting me swim in your pool, you’re spoiling me beyond belief.”
“Believe it, woman. What’s the point of having all this…,” Everly spread her arms to include the Cape Cod-style house behind her, “if I don’t share it with anyone?”
Jenna immediately thought of Ryan. From what she could gather, he sat all alone in that big ole house of his, not sharing the tiniest bit of it. Was he lonely over there on Feather Falls? Or was the company of his two dogs enough? No matter how fulfilling having a pet was, it was no substitute for sharing your life with another human being.
Ah, who was she kidding? What did she know about that kind of thing? She’d never had a fulfilling relationship. With either a pet or a person. She’d ended her last relationship because—well, she’d ended things, but Owen was still hanging on with the tips of his fingernails.
“Not everyone likes to share,” Jenna told Everly.
“Well, I do.”
“Thanks for that, by the way.”
Smiling, Everly raised her glass in a toast and sipped. “I hope you don’t mind, but I invited Marin to come over after she gets off work.”
“Marin? The one who cleans houses in the neighborhood?”
“Yep, that’s the one. She’s a total sweetheart.”
“I know. We’ve chatted a little when she’s driving in and out. How do you two know each other?”
“Oh, I hired her to help me clean up the place when I first moved in. It’s a travesty what some people decide is “clean” when they move out of a house.”
Jenna’s apartment didn’t need much cleaning because she was hardly ever there. Being the size of a Cracker Jack box probably had something to do with it, too. “I hope you don’t think I’m mooching off your hospitality. I’m just not in a hurry to head home.”
Everly shook her head. “I love having you over. You can spend the night if you want. I just finished furnishing the guest room.”
“No thanks. As much as I hate my apartment, I really should make an appearance there once in a while.” Jenna didn’t live in Harlequin Hills but made the commute into Red Valley to her tiny apartment.
Everly glanced in the direction of her neighbor’s mid-century modern house. “I’m glad Floyd isn’t outside.”
“Why? What’d he do now? Is he still—” The sound of Everly’s chiming doorbell cut Jenna off midsentence.
“Ooh, that must be Marin! I hope she likes margaritas.” Everly hurried off to greet her guest.
Jenna rested her head back onto the inflated raft. “Who doesn’t?” was her lazy response to no one.
A few minutes later, Marin walked onto the patio, looking like a fish out of water even though her feet were firmly planted on the ground. Her purse was tucked close to her slender body, both hands grasping the straps for dear life.
Recognizing her wariness, Jenna waved her over with a welcoming smile. “Hey, Marin! I bet you didn’t recognize me out of my uniform.”
A smile tugged at the corners of Marin’s mouth and the visible tension melted from her posture. “You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”
“Totally. Hey, I was happy to find out that you’d already been introduced to Everly.”
“Yes. I did some work for her a while ago.”
“She is…” Jenna paused, trying to find the right word to describe Everly Montgomery. “…delightful. I’ve never used that word, much less to describe another human being, but that’s exactly what she is.”
“I’d have to agree,” Marin said, nodding. Her hair looked hot and heavy against her neck. It was still in a bun, but it was droopy after putting in a full day of manual labor.
Jenna waved her over to the pool. “Come, join me.”
The grip on her purse tightened. “Oh…I don’t know. I didn’t realize there’d be swimming.”
“Who could resist in this weather?”
“I…I don’t have a swimsuit,” Marin stuttered.
Just then, Everly joined them, carrying a fresh pitcher of margaritas. “You can borrow one of mine,” she offered Marin. “You’re an itty-bitty thing, but I keep every size in stock for guests.”
“Maybe next time.”
“Good. I’ll hold you to it. You must be exhausted from being on your feet all day. Take your shoes off and dip your toes in the water.”
Marin looked longingly at the water gently lapping the sides of the pool. “Okay.” She toed off her shoes and peeled off her socks before sitting at the edge of the pool, rolling up her jeans and hanging her legs over the side. “The water does feel nice.”
“Everly makes the best margaritas,” Jenna chimed in. “You’re going to love her forever after today. In fact, I’m thinking about asking her to adopt me. Not that she’s old enough to be my mother or anything.”
“Nice save,” Everly joked. She was well aware that she had at least a decade on the other two women.
“You are old enough to drink, aren’t you, Marin?” Everly asked while she poured her a margarita.
“Oh, yes. I’m twenty-six.”
“I’m twenty-five,” Jenna said, happy to learn more about the woman she said hi to five days a week. All she knew so far was that Marin was on the shy side and Veronica raved about her being the most dedicated, dependable employee she’d ever hired.
“Since we’re all sharing…I’m thirty-eight,” Everly said. “You’ll have to wrestle me for my dress size.”
Jenna laughed and turned her attention back to Marin. “We were just talking about our obnoxious neighbors.”
Marin’s face reddened and she stuttered, suddenly withdrawing even more. “Oh, well…neighbors can be a pain.” Not wanting to be rude, she took a sip of the margarita. And then another. “This is delicious, Everly. Thanks for inviting me.”
“It’s my pleasure.”
“I have the neighbor from hell,” Jenna announced with a long-suffering sigh. She refused to feel bad for talking about 1A behind her back. “And Everly’s neighbor, Floyd, likes to stand on his balcony completely nude,” Jenna added.
Marin’s face became even redder.
“And it’s not the type of package you’d expect a guy would want to show off.”
“Small?” Marin asked hoarsely.
Everly nodded. “Short and stubby. And yet he wields it like he’s very, very proud of it.”
“Well, he’s had it since birth,” Jenna commented.
“And he’s very attached to it,” Everly added with a snicker.
Marin snorted out a laugh and coughed on her margarita.
Everly set the pitcher down and sat next to Marin. “Maybe when the weather gets too hot or too cold for him, Floyd will take his nude exhibit indoors for a change,” she said optimistically.
“I don’t know how you can stand seeing his naked, wrinkly ass every time you look out the window,” Jenna complained.
“It’s not like he does it on purpose to annoy me. At least he makes an effort to cover himself whenever he sees me and waves hello.”
Jenna busted up laughing. “All I can picture is Floyd Musselman hiding his crotch behind a flowerpot and waving like a maniac when he sees you in the morning,” she snorted between peals of laughter.
Everly smirked. “Sometimes I forget and I’ll scan the sky to see what the weather’s doing and bam there he is on the horizon, his nude silhouette right there in plain view.”
“Men. They’re such a pain in the ass,” Jenna pointed out. “Hey, either one of you ever dealt with an ex-boyfriend who had trouble letting go?”
Marin shook her head. “No.” Family members maybe, but no ex-boyfriends.
Everly sighed. “Finding love is difficult enough without having the wrong guys standing in the way of the right ones.”
“Well, I’ve had the wrong guy clinging to me ever since I broke up with him last month. An entire month and he still won’t let go and move on.”
“He’ll get the hint sooner or later,” said Everly. “If not, you can always file for a restraining order.”
Jenna steered the conversation to a more personal—intimate—subject. Who else did she have to talk about this kind of stuff with? Her unyielding father? Her slacker co-worker Dwayne? No freaking way.
“Last night the batteries in my vibrator died.” Jenna was just getting to know Marin, but she’d known Everly long enough to where she didn’t think she’d offend her.
Hell, Everly was probably having more sex than Jenna was. And it was probably good sex. The sex Jenna had had with Owen was by far the worst she’d ever had. He was so one-sided when they were behind closed doors that it was impossible to get off. As soon as her vibrator started making appearances between her dates with him, she knew it was time for a change. She had enough dull and boring in her life without having to endure it between the sheets, too.
“And I didn’t have any replacements,” Jenna added.
Everly groaned appropriately. “That’s the worst.”
Marin remained silent, her hands clasped politely in her lap. The melting margarita sat untouched on the concrete next to her.
“By the time I got back from the store, the moment was lost and now I’ve been cranky all day. And I swear the clerk looked at me weirdly, like he knew exactly what the batteries were for.”
“Just tell him they’re for your TV remote,” Everly suggested.
“I threw in some ice cream and a pack of gum, but that didn’t seem to help.”
“You need to get one with a USB charger. Anyways, a vibrator is a crummy stand-in for a real man.”
“Yeah, all those fingers and… Sorry, Marin. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
“No, it’s all right. This is nice.” She kicked her feet in the water, liking how the coolness soothed her aching soles.
“We should make this a weekly thing,” Everly suggested.
“Yeah,” Jenna agreed. “A nice unwind from the hectic work week.” Jenna worked weekends all the time, but she knew exactly what Everly meant. It would be nice to indulge in margaritas with friends on a regular basis. Just as long as Floyd kept his nekkid butt indoors.






  
  Chapter 5


On a day like today, jogging a few miles around Harlequin Hills was no sweat. The sky looked like something out of a Thomas Kinkade painting and the surrounding rolling hills were ready for their photo op. Not to be left out, the native songbirds were singing their best chipper songs and a hawk was soaring high up above the tall pines dotting the hillside. Even the forest critters were Snow White-like. Startled squirrels scampered to safety and long-eared jackrabbits looked for tasty shrubs and tender grasses. 
The picturesque scenery wasn’t lost on Ryan Wade. He’d picked this particular spot in Northern California to put his roots down because it reminded him of his hometown in Alaska. The Golden State was nothing like The Last Frontier, but the snow-capped mountains and the rippling waters of Loon Lake were enough to ward off the homesickness.
Where else could he hike a couple miles through the wilderness and still be in the confines of a gated community?
Ryan let Doc and Wyatt run up ahead and followed behind them on the rocky trail. The dogs scrambled up the hill, their pink tongues lolling happily out of their mouths.
His athletic muscles made it easy to traverse the rugged trail. Not many of the other residents used this particular trail. The more adventurous ones stuck to the paved golf cart path that wound around the tennis courts and community center. And the rest opted to sweat out their workouts inside their home gyms.
High up in the hills with only the dogs and a few chirping birds to keep him company was a great place to reflect and clear his head. Ryan didn’t mind getting his shoes dirty and working up a sweat. And the dogs acted like they were in heaven whenever he let them run wild and chase unsuspecting squirrels.
Ryan could think of only a few things better than being out here surrounded by nature, breathing in fresh air, the beauty of the mountains all around him. The only thing missing was someone to share it all with. Too bad he’d sworn to never fall in love again.
When the trail forked, Ryan called the dogs to him and veered towards home, well aware that an empty house waited for him. Nevertheless, he’d made his choice a long time ago and stood by it no matter how lonely his life had become.
All of a sudden, he spotted something beneath the canopy of oak trees. The dogs started barking and Ryan grabbed onto their collars to hold them back. It wasn’t every day he came face to face with a wild beast, but he recognized the animal as a mountain lion as soon as his brain identified what his eyes were seeing.
Tan fur stretched over pure muscle and yellow-green eyes looked at him with an intensity rarely seen in humans. It shifted its gaze to the dogs. Doc and Wyatt whined at their owner, begging him to let them run and “play” with the newcomer. Ryan held onto their collars.
Finally, after a few heart-thudding seconds, the mountain lion blinked disinterestedly, turned around, and walked away at a leisurely stroll. Wyatt barked and the cat stopped, looked back, and then went on his merry way, its gate slinky and graceful.
Ryan let out the breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding and murmured to the dogs. He snapped on their leashes, pulled out his cell phone, and called the gatehouse.
“Harlequin Hills Gatehouse. This is Dwayne.” Dwayne’s humdrum tone suggested he’d rather be anywhere else than answering the phone at the gatehouse.
Great. Dwayne was on duty. Ryan didn’t know why he was disappointed by that.
Liar.
He’d secretly hoped the female guard would answer the phone. To what end? he quickly asked himself. It didn’t matter.
“Hey, this is Ryan Wade and—”
“Oh, Ryan Wade!” Dwayne instantly perked up. “Great game against the Stallions the other night. Too bad the numbers didn’t add up for you guys in the end.”
“Yeah.” Just what he needed. Another reminder that he was on the schneid. “Hey, I’m out on the east trail and I just saw a mountain lion and thought you guys should know.”
Dwayne didn’t seem particularly interested in the sighting and proceeded to talk about hockey and the Ravens’ ongoing quest to win the Gordie Prince Cup.
Feeling generous, Ryan indulged the enthusiastic guard and talked shop as he made his way toward home. Just because he wasn’t currently doing justice to the game didn’t mean he couldn’t spend a few minutes to make a fan’s day.

      [image: image-placeholder]Dwayne Maynard glanced past Jenna and at the computer monitor she was sitting in front of. “You better not let Gleason see that.” 
“I won’t.” Jenna closed the tab on the screen and shoved the mouse away. Did anyone actually find their dream job on a search engine anyway?
Gareth Gleason, Jenna’s boss, was a paunchy old guy with a laugh like a wheezy chainsaw and he always had a kind word for Jenna. She respected him and that said a lot. Gleason was good people. And Jenna felt that way about very few people, especially Dwayne.
Gleason let her do her job and didn’t hover like some bosses did. He didn’t talk much about his personal life, but he also didn’t pry into Jenna’s, which she was thankful for. The last thing she needed was to be shouldered with the burden of making her life appear to be a lot more exciting than it was.
Things hadn’t been boring two years ago. But she wouldn’t dwell on that now. Ever since then, she’d been taking each day, one at a time. And she intended for it to stay that way.
“What exactly are you looking for anyway?” Dwayne asked, plunking down in the chair next to the gatehouse window. He was like a gnat buzzing in her ear and Jenna wished she could swat him away.
“Something more…” She let herself think about it.
Something more exciting. Dangerous even. Meaningful. She was bored to tears and knew there must be something more to life than watching people drive in and out of a gate. She craved something more challenging.
“Something more,” she said simply.
Dwayne nodded like he understood perfectly. “Why don’t you apply for the CHP again?”
Jenna scowled, regretting the day she’d shared TMI with her coworkers. They were so bored that they soaked up every crumb of info like greedy sponges. Sharing personal information was a bothersome drawback of sitting in a confined space like the gatehouse for long stretches of time.
There wasn’t much to talk about when all you did was work. And when she wasn’t working, all Jenna could think about was how she wished she was at work where she had a chance of seeing Ryan Wade. He was her number one crush, her number one reason for liking her job, and her number one reason for feeling absolutely pathetic. Who sat around pining for someone who was out of their league anyway? Not her, she decided as she grabbed her phone from her purse. She would go out tonight and do something unpathetic for once. And she was taking her two new friends with her.
“It’s complicated
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