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      Head back to Pride Oregon to find out what some of your favorite Jill Sanders’ characters are up to.

      

      Carrie was brokenhearted when Joshua left town after a messy breakup. Two years have passed, and she’s done waiting around for him. Finally moving on, she has her eyes on a newcomer to Pride. But just when things are starting to heat up, Josh strolls back into town, no longer a boy, but the man of all her fantasies. She knows she must play it cool or risk losing her heart again.

      

      Josh left Pride to try and find himself, but after two years of searching the world and himself, he returns back home a little wiser and with a new mission. Seeing Carrie again is a shock to his system but watching her hang on the arm of another man is an even bigger shock. Now his only goal in life is earning the trust of the woman he’s always loved and trying to win her back, at any cost.
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      Almost two years ago…

      

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Carrie almost screamed the question. She took a few deep breaths and tried to settle her heart and her mind.

      “I mean, I don’t know.” Josh’s voice was muffled as several announcements played loudly over a speaker wherever he was. “I guess I’ll be back when I am.”

      She took one last deep breath. “So, it’s over then?” The line was silent, and she felt tears building behind her eyes as anger and hurt flooded her. “You could have said goodbye in person.” She waited, but the line stayed silent. Instead of waiting for Josh, the person she’d thought she’d spend the rest of her life with, to say anything else, she hung up. The silence was worse than anything he could have said.

      She felt like throwing her phone across the room, but she set it down gently and headed out the front door of her parents’ house. She marched quickly towards the worn path that led away from her childhood home in the hills above Pride, Oregon. She headed towards the cliffs that overlooked the ocean and the small town, needing solace in the view, knowing that the people that filled the quiet town would be there for her when she needed them most.

      She was almost twenty-one years old and her boyfriend of the past five years had just hopped on a plane heading to god knows where, for god only knows what reason, without telling her anything.

      It was a week before she and Josh were set to move in together. The small apartment above the local grocery store was already rented under both of their names.

      What was she supposed to do now? She sat down on her favorite rock next to the steep decline towards the beach. As she looked out over the beauty surrounding her home, she felt slightly defeated. If she wasn’t good enough for Josh, then she wasn’t good enough for any man. Why would he do this to her?

      It wasn’t as if she had a long history of dating. She actually sucked at it. Josh had been her first real boyfriend. She’d only gone on a few dates before him.

      At five-nine, she had towered over most boys in school until high school. Then some of the boys, like Joshua Williams, had finally outgrown her.

      Josh had played all the sports Carrie wished she could play, if she hadn’t been born accident prone. The first day of soccer, she’d landed on her foot wrong and broken two toes. Her first day of volleyball, she’d broken her pinky finger. Then there had been her first day in gymnastics… she cringed, remembering the pain.

      Maybe that’s what had drawn her to boys like Joshua. He was good at everything. Not to mention he’d been sexy in his school sports uniforms.

      Shortly after turning sixteen, she’d caught his eyes at one of the ball games. She’d known who he was since grade school but doubted he knew who she was until bumping into her after the game. Her friend Sara Jordan had helped her with her makeup and outfit before the game, which is why she’d had the confidence to flirt with him.

      It was the first time she’d worn mascara and she was pretty sure she was going to go blind from the black tar substance her friend had caked on her eyelashes.

      Still, catching Joshua’s eye had been the best thing that had ever happened to her. She went from awkward tall girl to the girl dating the most popular boy in school. She became a hit overnight and remained so even after Josh graduated a year before her.

      She’d planned her entire future around becoming Mrs. Carrie Williams. Now what was she going to do with her life?
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      Today…

      Carrie held up her chin as she walked towards the hot newcomer sitting in her section. She’d heard the guy’s name was Mason, but someone else had called him Reece. She was determined to find out more about him today. After all, it was the fourth day in a row that he’d sat in her section during lunch.

      Working at the Golden Oar did have its perks. Like getting first dibs on new guys in town.

      “Hi.” She smiled down at the black-haired man sitting in the booth along the back wall of the freshly renovated family restaurant. It was Thursday evening, which meant that she wasn’t as busy as she’d be tomorrow night. She could afford to chat with him a little before rushing off to another table.

      “Hi, I’ll have…” he started, but Carrie had already planned out what she was going to say.

      “You’re new in town, right?” She tilted her head and threw out her hip, a move her friend Sara had taught her. She thought about tossing her long red hair over her shoulder, but then remembered it was up in a bun and stopped before someone thought she was having a seizure.

      “Yeah, I just rented a house outside of town.” The guy smiled up at her and she felt her heart kick, not from the look, but the excitement of actually flirting with a stranger for the first time.

      “Cool,” she sighed. “What’s your name?”

      The guy leaned slightly on the back of the booth, his eyes running up and down her.

      She knew full well that she looked good, even in the black skirt and her new uniform top. The buttons were down slightly, showing off the white camisole underneath, along with a hint of the ample cleavage she’d gotten from her mother.

      Normally, her silky red hair hung over her shoulders, but today she’d pulled the mess up in a loose bun at the nape of her neck. Riley, her friend and coworker, and the daughter of her boss, Iian, said it made her look older and more mature. She was still tall, but with the curves that had finally shown up shortly after her twentieth birthday, she felt like a woman instead of the tall, skinny girl she used to be.

      “Mason Reece,” he answered quickly. “You?” He narrowed his eyes. “Carrie?” The question hung in the air as he looked at her name tag.

      “Carrie Brogan.” She smiled back at him.

      “So, what sort of things do you do around town for fun?” he asked smoothly.

      She was thankful he was taking over the conversation. She hadn’t actually thought she’d get this far.

      “Oh…” She shrugged and instantly hated herself for the insecure move. “There’s lots to do if you have the right partner.” She was shocked at the words that had escaped her own lips. It took her a heartbeat to realize what she’d just said. By then, she was pretty sure her face was as red as her hair.

      Mason chuckled, then tapped the spot next to him. “How about taking a break so we can plan some… fun?”

      She sighed heavily, seeing her escape. God, why was she already wanting to escape?

      “Can’t, dinner rush is just about to start.” She glanced around the almost-empty restaurant.

      “Maybe later,” he suggested. “Here.” He pulled her pen out from the notepad she held in front of her like a shield. “My number.” He wrote his number on a napkin. “Text me.” He handed it to her. “For now, I’ll have the meatloaf and a Coke.”

      “Sure thing.” She retreated quickly. When she stepped into the kitchen, she leaned against the door and took several deep breaths.

      “Well?” Riley had been standing just inside the back doors, watching her through the window.

      “Mason Reece,” she answered.

      “Good name,” Riley said, peeking out of the doors again. “Did he ask you out on a date?”

      “Yes, no.” She frowned. Was what he’d done considered asking her out for a date? She quickly decided it wasn’t. “No.” She shook her head. “But he did give me his number.” She looked down at the napkin she’d squashed to her chest.

      “Wow.” Riley sighed heavily. The shorter blonde woman’s eyes were huge as she looked out the window again. “Who’s that with him?” Riley frowned. “Is that—” A gasp escaped Riley and Carrie glanced out the window quickly.

      It was like one of those come-to-Jesus moments, seeing the man slide into the booth across from Mason. The moment her eyes landed on the sandy blonde’s face, she knew exactly why Mason Reece or any other man in the world hadn’t caught her interest. They weren’t Joshua Williams.

      “Are you okay?” Riley took her shoulders and nudged her to sit down in a chair.

      “Sure,” she said, only realizing then that she was breathing sporadically. Using the pressure point on the back of her hand, she closed her eyes and counted to ten. When she still didn’t feel settled, she counted to twenty, then thirty. By forty, she felt somewhat back under control.

      “Feel better?” Riley asked, her eyes searching Carrie’s.

      “Yes.” She smiled, and then all the anger that had built up in the past two years surfaced. Without thinking about it, she walked through the swinging kitchen doors.

      “Fancy running into you here.” She laced her voice with contempt.

      Josh’s blue eyes jerked up to hers, then quickly ran over her body. She watched as his chin dropped slightly before he recovered.

      Good, she thought. Let him suffer a little.

      “Care…” Just the sound of his old nickname for her had her blood boiling.

      “Have you decided what you want?” she asked, cutting him off.

      He moved to stand up, but she stopped him. “No, don’t get up. I wouldn’t want to put you out.” She turned to Mason and gave him her biggest smile.

      “Your meatloaf will be out shortly.” She realized too late that she’d forgotten his soda and stormed away without another word. When she made it to the soda machine, Riley was already there.

      “Hey.” Her friend took her shoulders. “Are you okay?” she asked again.

      “Yes,” she said between clenched teeth. “That ass comes back the day I decide to finally get out there again.” She lowered her voice. “The very day.” She slammed an empty plastic glass down and started to fill it with ice as she talked. “He leaves town, calls me from the airport as he’s leaving. He doesn’t even have the nerve to tell me face to face,” she growled out as she waited for the Coke to fill. She moved over to the computer screen and punched in Mason’s order for the meatloaf.

      She took his soda, took a deep breath, and smiled over at Riley. “If he thinks I’m going to drop at his feet and fall for him again, he’s got another thing coming.”

      “Good girl,” she thought she heard Riley say as she made her way across the room again.

      Instead of giving Josh her attention, she set the soda down in front of Mason and leaned against his side of the booth.

      “So, I was thinking about your offer. I get off work around ten. How about you pick me up then?” She watched the surprised look cross Mason’s eyes, but she had to hand it to the guy, he recovered quickly.

      “I’ll be here.” He smiled up at her.

      “Great.” She turned her head and let her smile fall slightly. “Have you decided what you want?” She pulled out her notepad and waited.
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      Hell, he’d fucked up again, Josh cursed silently. He’d cursed more times since Carrie had stopped by the booth than he had in the past year.

      He should have known better than to set this meeting somewhere in town. He should have asked the guy to meet him in Edgeview. Better yet, he should have met the guy at his new building, a few blocks away.

      Still, it had been bound to get around town that he was back. He’d just hoped to let Carrie know personally.

      It seemed his entire life was one big fuckup. He berated himself silently for cursing again. Okay, new leaf, he reminded himself.

      “So.” Mason Reece caught his attention again. “You and the waitress?” The question hung in the air.

      “Old news.” He instantly wished he could take it back when he noticed the spark of interest in Mason’s eyes. “Talk to me about why you want to join the team?” He changed the subject quickly.

      Mason seemed to take the hint and straightened.

      “Like I said over the phone, it’s something I’ve thought about for the past few years. I’m totally dedicated to online security…” The man droned on with what Josh thought was a planned speech. For the next half an hour, he tried to focus on the guy he was interviewing instead of the woman he’d been infatuated with for most of his life.

      “I know I can be an asset to you. I’ve got the skills and I have some really cutting-edge ideas that could take your business to the next level.”

      “What business?” Carrie asked as she refilled Mason’s drink. Her eyes were on him, waiting.

      Before he had a chance to answer, Mason jumped in.

      “Personal and business online security. You know; internet banking. Any data you need secured, you name it, he’ll lock it up tight.” Mason’s eyes were lit, much like Josh’s had been once. It was the reason he’d gone into the field. That and other more personal reasons.

      Carrie’s eyes narrowed towards him, and suddenly he knew he had to hire the guy. If for no other reason than to keep an eye on Mason and Carrie. Plus, anyone with that much excitement for another man’s business would, no doubt, take the company far. Besides, the guy’s background check had been squeaky clean.

      “So, you’re planning on sticking around this time?” Carrie’s eyes bore into him, causing him to meet hers and lock on them.

      “Yes.” He kept his answer short. He doubted he could say anything more, anyway. He’d never had a difficult time talking to her before, but things had changed. She’d changed. His first scan of her had proven that. She was still tall, slender, beautiful, but now she had curves she hadn’t had the last time he’d seen her, touched her, been with her.

      Hell, he wasn’t even the same person he’d been when he’d left town… and her.

      “Good for you.” She turned quickly and walked away. He watched the way her hips swayed and was mesmerized.

      “Are you sure, man?” Mason sipped his drink. “It really seems like there’s still something there.”

      Josh shook his head. “Water under the bridge.” He stood up and held out his hand. “I’ll see you first thing tomorrow morning.”

      Mason stood up. “I’m hired?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “I can’t wait to see where you can take us.” He shook the man’s hand.

      “Great, thanks.” Mason shook his hand.

      “Finish your meal.” He nodded to the half-empty plate. The man had been so busy talking to him, he’d barely eaten a bite. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Thanks again,” Mason said as Josh started to walk out of the building.

      In the parking lot, he held in a groan when he noticed Robert Brogan leaning against his car.

      “Hey.” He sighed heavily. “I wondered how long it would take you to show up.” He glanced back at the restaurant and wondered if Carrie had called her dad or if the local sheriff had just come on his own accord after someone else in town mentioned they’d seen him at the Oar.

      “I thought I saw you driving by earlier.” The man slowly removed his sunglasses, a cop move that would intimidate many. If Carrie’s father meant to frighten him, too bad. Robert Brogan had spent years building up his reputation around town. Everyone knew the man wouldn’t hurt a fly, unless he was protecting someone. Josh glanced back at the building and inwardly cringed. Maybe Robert thought he was protecting his daughter from him.

      “Yeah.” He leaned against the car next to the man. Josh had spent most of his life being afraid of one man, and it wasn’t the sheriff. “I’m back, starting my own business. I’m moving my headquarters here.” He crossed his arms over his chest, a move that relaxed him. “Internal Security. I bought the old florist shop.”

      Robert’s dark eyebrows shot up. “The one by the barber shop?”

      “Yes.”

      Robert whistled. “Pretty big building.”

      “I have big plans.” He left out the detail that he was currently living in the rooms above the storefront.

      “Security?” Robert asked.

      “Online security, personal and business,” he supplied.

      “Like emails, bank accounts, that sort of thing?”

      “Yes, that sort of thing and more.” He didn’t feel like going into all the details and knew by the end of the day, everyone in town would know exactly what he was up to. Normally, it was a good thing to have that kind of publicity around town, but since he knew he wasn’t welcome in town anymore, he felt uneasy about the news getting out. He’d planned for it, though. When he’d decided to come back to Pride, he’d known it would be inevitable.

      He stood up straight, and Robert followed his lead. The man was in his mid-fifties, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t kick some serious butt. After all, Robert Brogan hadn’t just been handed the job of sheriff in Pride—he’d earned it.

      “I’m hoping your plans will include staying away from my daughter.” Robert glanced at him intently.

      “And there it is.” He smiled. “I had missed this.” He almost chuckled as Robert looked across at him with all seriousness. “I currently have no plans to get near your daughter.” He sighed, hoping to convince himself that it was the truth.

      “If you’ve changed your mind…” Robert looked towards the building and sighed before turning back to him. “Don’t. I don’t think I can stand to see her hurt like that again.” He said it softly, but the words shook Josh to the core.

      Robert got back into his patrol car and drove away.

      “What did he say to you?” Carrie was standing a few feet from him. He was surprised that he hadn’t heard her approach him. He’d been too busy letting Robert’s words sink in.

      “He told me to stay away from you,” he said without looking back at her as he opened the door of his new Audi RS7.

      “Why on earth would he think he’d have to?” she asked as she started walking back inside.

      He wanted to argue with her, to tell her the million reasons why he was automatically drawn to her, but instead, he got into his car and drove back to his new home.

      He’d closed on the old brick building only two days ago in Portland, before heading back to Pride. He’d arrived earlier that morning and hadn’t had a real chance to check it out before his meeting with Mason.

      He’d dropped off the small U-Haul and had unloaded most of his things through the back door of the place, hoping to avoid being seen until he was ready.

      He could have spent the next two years getting ready to come home. Nothing would have prepared him for what it had done to him to see Carrie.

      When he parked in front of the building, he cursed at the sight of a familiar ancient rusted truck that was parked across the street. When he got out of the expensive car he’d splurged on in Portland, he braced himself for the fight that he knew was coming.

      His old man looked pretty much the same—like an overweight, past-his-prime jock whose glory days had passed long, long ago. He’d outgrown his fear for the man in the past two years, so he straightened his shoulders and stood at his full height, which happened to be a few inches taller than his father.

      “I told you, boy, if you ever showed your face in this town again…” Josh easily ducked the first fat fist that flew towards his face, then sidestepped the next one.

      “Easy, old man, you don’t want to have a heart attack or, worse, cause a scene.” Josh nodded towards the barber shop directly across the street. There were several old men sitting out front. It seemed the men had always been there when he’d lived in Pride.

      His father glanced around and spit on the ground. “Who gives a shit? Who’s going to call the cops on a father putting his bastard son in his place?”

      “Considering that I’m no longer your problem and haven’t been for the past two years, I think a lot of people in town would care.” He leaned closer, smelling the telltale scent of whiskey mixed with cigarettes. “I think they might even mind that you’re driving drunk through their peaceful picturesque town.” He tilted his head and looked over his shoulder as a patrol car pulled into the police station just down the street, next to the large brick building that housed Jordan Shipping. “Or maybe we’ll ask the good sheriff ourselves? I just had a nice chat with him over at the Golden Oar.” He waved as Robert stepped out of his car. Of course, the man was too far down the road to see him clearly, but his bluff worked. His father took two steps backwards, his eyes scanning around him.

      “Mark my words, boy, if you get in my way, you won’t be able to call for help when I get through with you. This is my town.” The man he’d grown up calling father turned and wobbled back to his beat-up truck. The thing puttered as he drove away.

      He shivered with the knowledge that the man’s genes were in his body.

      Trying to shove the past behind him, he turned to look at the two-story brick building. It was a classic. The wide front windows were currently covered with old newspapers. Above the door was a small sign with the logo from the flower shop that had been here before. He’d replace it soon enough with his own.

      The entire second story was where he’d try to make himself feel at home. There were several large rooms that used to be offices and a small bathroom. He’d stacked his mattress in one of the rooms and put his computer and weights in the other.

      The kitchen area was where he needed the most work done, seeing as there wasn’t one yet. The place had never been intended as a living space, but by the time he was done, the upstairs would be a fully functioning apartment, one he hoped to rent out once he got his business going full steam and found a home of his own.

      He unlocked the front door and stepped into his future, a future free of his old man, free of the burdens he’d grown up with, and free of the memories of the woman he’d believed he would always love, Carrie.
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      She hated herself at the end of her shift. Her feet were throbbing, her back was hurting, and she had several new food stains on her blouse. She was in no mood to go on a date or… otherwise.

      She tried for a few minutes to refresh herself in the bathroom, but the fact was, she was a wilted flower, out past her time.

      “You’ll be okay,” Riley encouraged her. “Go, have fun. God knows you deserve to. It’s been years since you’ve gone out on a date. A lot has changed since then…” Her friend slid a condom into her front purse pocket and winked.

      “Oh god.” Her pulse kicked. “What have I done?” She started rocking and, suddenly, Riley’s arms were around here.

      “Hey, it’s okay, it’s just a date.”

      “No.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s not. Josh is back.” She cried. Tears and mascara streamed down her face, sealing her doom for the evening.

      Riley took her shoulders and shook her lightly. “He doesn’t deserve your tears,” she said clearly, then whispered, “God, I wish Sara was here.”

      “I’m sorry.” She wiped her eyes and straightened her shoulders. “I’m a mess.”

      “Hey.” Riley took her shoulders. “It’s not that, it’s just… Well, I can’t really give you advice on love. I may have a purse full of condoms, but I’ve never actually used one before.”

      “Oh god.” She looked down at her friend. Riley was a few years younger than her, but Carrie was sure she’d had a few boyfriends in the past.

      “I mean, I haven’t had any reason to use…” Riley’s face turned bright red.

      Carrie laughed. She couldn’t help it. The entire situation was completely hilarious. Reaching down, she hugged Riley. “Thank you. You’re just what I needed. A friend to talk me out of doing something stupid.”

      “I did… what?” Riley asked, tilting her head.

      Carrie grabbed her purse without even glancing at her reflection in the mirror. “We’ll talk tomorrow,” she called out as she rushed to find Mason, her date for the night.

      She walked out into the cool night air and smiled at the man who was waiting for her. Mason Reece was attractive enough. He was roughly her age, had a build like a boxer, and most important, had kind, sexy eyes.

      “Hi.” He walked towards her. “I thought you might back out.” He opened the passenger side door of his late-model Honda.

      “I don’t back down easy,” she said, sliding into the seat. As he walked around, she took several deep breaths. “So, where to?” she asked once he got behind the wheel.

      “I was thinking of a walk on the beach.” He turned the car on and pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Sounds good.” She tried to calm her nerves. This time with Mason was like medicine, purging Josh from her system.

      She’d only been with one person her entire life. No wonder she couldn’t get him out of her mind. What she needed was variety and there was a perfectly willing subject driving her to the beach.

      “I know there was something between you and Josh.” He glanced over. “But he assured me it’s over.”

      “Two years over.” She smiled. Her face hurt, telling her she was smiling too much, so she looked down at her fingers instead.

      “Oh, good. I’m excited about working for him. He’s somewhat of a legend in certain circles.”

      “Oh?” She turned her eyes back to him and frowned. “What circles?”

      “Well, security, I mean. Online security. You know that last big leak from Cover Bank, the one that affected more than three million bank accounts?”

      “And Josh had what to do with that?” she asked.

      Mason chuckled. “He’s the one that found the leak. He’s the one that exposed the bank, then secured their data. That’s when he started his company, Internal Security.” She shook her head when he just looked at her. “Okay, you haven’t heard of it.” He sighed. “At any rate, I couldn’t believe my luck when I heard he was opening up a place near me. So, I packed up my belongings and hightailed it down here to interview.” He smiled over at her. “That’s why I’ve been waiting around town.” He glanced over at her. “That and a chance to see you again at the restaurant.”

      She smiled and felt a little better about her choice. After all, besides being sexy, Mason was nice and fairly easy to talk to. She could have done a lot worse. There were several single guys in Pride around her age that she’d turned down over the past two years.

      The thought of Josh popped into her head quickly. Trying to block him out, she asked Mason a few standard questions. Where was he from? Portland. Did he have any family near Pride? No. Where did he go to school? Portland again. Where was he staying? A hotel outside of Pride, near Edgeview. How long was he planning on staying in Pride? Depended on the job and if he could find a more permanent place to live.

      He asked her a few of the same questions, which she replied to with short answers as well.

      By the time he pulled into the parking area at the local beach, she was once again having second thoughts.

      When he turned towards her, she was pretty sure he could read her mind.

      “How about a nice walk?” he asked, smiling at her. “It’s been a while since I’ve been out on a date.”

      “Sounds good,” she said, trying not to bite her bottom lip. He walked around, and she let him help her out of the car.

      She was totally shocked when he pulled her in close. “Let’s just get this out of the
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