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With regard to the works of man,

by the word of your lips

I have avoided the ways of the violent.

My steps have held fast to your paths;

my feet have not slipped.

Psalms 17:4-5 ESV
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__________

​

“Morning, Aunt Greta!” Cara Hollis breezed through the back door of The Lariat, her aunt’s western bistro nestled in Wickenburg, Arizona. The familiar aroma of bacon grease clung to the air—so familiar, yet something she dreamed of changing. Aunt Greta had taken over from Cara’s grandparents fifteen years ago, keeping the place just as it had always been.

Cara rounded the counter and reached for the coffee urn. As she pulled back on the toggle, the rich, dark brew streamed into her travel mug, its tantalizing scent stirring her senses. Someday, maybe Aunt Greta would finally let her modernize the place.

The vinyl seats had been patched so many times they resembled a quilt, the mismatched creamers, the unchanged menu—Cara had a hundred ideas that would transform the restaurant into a modern western café with French bistro charm, all without touching the beloved dishes.

“You’re out early.” Aunt Greta flicked her wrist to check her watch.

Cara took a sip of coffee and nodded. “Headed over to Vargas Ranch.”

“Taking pictures?”

Greta busied herself refilling the creamers before straightening the sugar packets and cup sleeves. The sleeves had been one of Cara’s few victories. She held back a grin. Change took time. Usually more than she had patience for.

“That, and Catalina Vargas hired me to redecorate the casitas, dining hall, and office.”

Aunt Greta smiled, tossing her long gray braid over her shoulder. As she absently wiped down the plastic-covered menus, pride flickered in her eyes.

“I’m so proud of you. Have fun!”

Cara hugged her aunt, warmth blooming in her chest at those words. She admired Greta’s fierce independence and hoped her own choices would lead her down a similar path of self-sufficiency and self-respect.

With her coffee mug securely nestled in the cup holder, Cara backed out of the lot, excitement bubbling in her veins as the first golden rays of morning kissed the horizon.

The half-hour drive to the ranch stole her breath as the sky blazed with orange and pink streaks. She pulled off to the side of the dirt road, antsy with the creative rush that often propelled her to snap photos of God’s amazing creation.

She flung her door open. The cooler morning air tickled her lungs. Cool was a relative term. After all, it was May in Arizona. In another hour, the sun would sizzle the skin off her arms. Right now? It was tolerable.

Cara hopped out of her luxury SUV, camera in hand. Then she hiked up the slope of Vargas Wash. The vantage point gave her a perfect angle to catch the sunlight casting highlights and shadows over Dalton Peak.

She raised her camera and looked through the viewfinder, lightly pressing the button so the light meter could assess the perfect setting. After shooting several pictures, she flipped the settings to her preferences and took more.

“Watch out!”

A deep male voice warned. The words barely registered before an animal barreled into her from behind, knocking her off balance.

Her backside hit the ground first, sending a shockwave of pain pulsing through her low back. She tucked her expensive camera to her chest as her other arm extended forward, bracing for the fall. Her face landed in the sandy dirt bottom of the wadi, a good ten yards below where she’d been standing.

Before she could even blink, a sloppy wet tongue stroked her face, coating it in some nasty-smelling dog slobber. She swiped her arm across her face and sputtered when the mix of dirt and slobber ended up on her lips. Bitter. Ew.

“Get off!”

The dog clearly didn’t understand English because it placed its dusty paws on her stomach, barking in her face, its wiggling butt perched in the air. At least the dog thought they were playing a game.

“Goldie! Heel!”

The dog, presumably Goldie, rubbed her face on Cara’s chest and neck before slobbering all over her again. Gross.

“Heel!” the male voice exclaimed. Firmer this time, as if he had to work up to that level of correction.

A frustrated groan echoed nearby. Probably the dog’s owner.

Cara wedged her arm between herself and the dirty, kiss-happy dog. She shoved with all her might, finally dislodging the mutt from her body. She sat up, using her foot to keep it away from her abdomen, then glanced at her camera. Ugh. Fine silt coated her very pricey lens.

“Goldie!”

“Does she know that’s her name?!” Cara snapped, failing to keep the frustration from her voice.

The squeak of saddle leather sounded behind her. The distinct smell of horse hung heavy in the air. Rapid thuds closed the distance. A spray of more silt flew in her face. Could her morning get any worse?

A shadow fell over her in the shape of a cowboy hat and broad shoulders.

“I’m so sorry.”

The cowboy’s deep voice sent a wave of shivers through her. A large, calloused hand reached toward the dog’s collar, lifting the rather heavy beast away from Cara as if it weighed nothing.

“You need to listen to me,” he scolded the dog, voice firm but weary, like he knew it was a losing battle.

Cara snorted, slinging the camera strap over her neck where it should have been. She brushed her hands together, wiping the bits of dirt from her skin, then ran her fingers through her hair to loosen the grit. She had to be a ghastly sight.

The cowboy loomed in front of her, startling her. Green eyes. Too distracting. Heat bloomed on her face.

“Are you okay?”

Her gaze dropped to his hand. Strong. Calloused. Rough in a way that shouldn’t be appealing. A bolt of energy surged between them, an awareness that made her pulse skip and her breath catch. She’d never felt anything quite like it—this immediate, noticeable reaction to a complete stranger.

She tugged herself to her feet, sending her camera crashing into his chest. A very broad, sturdy chest. Warm beneath her palm. She gulped as he rubbed his fingers over the spot, his eyes never leaving hers.

Cara tore her gaze away. She was still on a schedule. Important things to do. Ogling a green-eyed cowboy shouldn’t be one of them.

As heat warmed her face, she swatted at the dirt clinging to her pants and the front of her blouse. All hope of presenting a professional image in her meeting with Catalina Vargas was long gone.

“I’m, uh. Ugh.”

“Is it broken?”

Cara’s eyes snapped up to those ridiculous green eyes again. This time she noticed his tanned face, angular jaw, and perfectly handsome chin dimple. Bet that was a pain to shave.

“My hand’s fine.”

“No. Your camera.” An edge tinged his voice. Worry?

She let out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t think so. I’ll probably have to send it off for professional cleaning.”

“Let me know the cost for that. I’ll cover it.”

Cara snorted at the too-good-looking-for-his-own-good cowboy.

“I can replace it if it’s broken.” He stepped closer with conviction.

Her eyes traveled from his old brown hat to his cheap shirt, fraying at the cuffs, to his scuffed, well-worn boots that were past due for resoling.

“It’s a four thousand dollar lens.”

The cowboy choked and beat his fisted hand against his chest, eyes rounding like wagon wheels. She held back a snicker at the imagery her mind conjured.

“Um. Well. Let’s hope the cleaning works.”

“Maybe if you spent some money on obedience classes, it would be cheaper. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have a meeting to get to.”

With her parting barb, Cara straightened her back and marched away from the dumbfounded cowboy and his undisciplined dog. Not fast enough to miss his muttered snark. Something about cowboys being forgiving of bad manners.

She fought back the sting of tears as she set her filthy camera on the seat next to the camera bag. The last thing she needed was sand working its way into the bag. She hoped she didn’t have to replace the lens. It was her first purchase from her own wages instead of her trust fund, which brought her a sense of pride.

She drove the rest of the way to the resort office at Vargas Guest Ranch and Resort. Maybe she would get a few amazing shots off the SD card. She could always hope.

Cara pulled her mussed hair back with a ponytail holder from her purse, grabbed her work tote from the back seat, squared her shoulders, and entered the resort’s business office.

“Cara! Buenos días!” Catalina Vargas greeted her warmly in her lyrical accent.

“Morning.”

“Right this way.”

She followed the short middle-aged woman into an office and sat in a guest chair. Cara retrieved her tablet from her bag and loaded the rendering of her vision to transform the resort’s casitas, dining hall, and front office.

Cara held the tablet as Catalina sat next to her. She swiped through the images, pleased by Catalina’s delighted squeals.

“Muy bueno! You’ve captured the history with a modern feel.”

“Thank you.”

“If you want to head over to the Cholla Casita to get started, our new handyman, Sawyer, should be there.”

Cara thanked Catalina. After they settled a few administrative details, she walked over to the casita, eager to begin her largest interior design job since she started her business a year ago. Landing this account meant everything—and another step in her journey to independence from her family’s toxic influence.

_____

Sawyer tried to hold on to his frustration as he watched the sassy photographer walk away. But the stubborn curve of a smile tugged at one side of his mouth against his will. Goldie jumped up, paws landing on his chest. Her pink tongue slathered his neck with sticky dog kisses, breaking down every last wall he’d tried to keep intact.

“Doggone it, dog.”

He should be mad. He wanted to be mad. Instead, he scratched her neck on both sides, his fingers tangling in the silky fur he had worked so hard to clean. She gazed up at him with those golden-brown eyes, unburdened by past mistakes, unshaken by his flaws. No judgment. No conditions. Just unfiltered loyalty.

With a sigh, he pushed her off him, but it was pointless. His heart had already melted. Forgiveness came easily with Goldie. Easier than it ever had with himself.

Sawyer swung into his saddle and squeezed his knees to nudge his horse forward. He whistled, and Goldie trotted beside him, tongue lolling to the side like she hadn’t just knocked a woman flat on her face.

His gut twisted. He hadn’t even asked her name. How could he make this right if he didn’t even know who she was? She’d looked at him like he was delusional when he offered to pay for the camera. Four thousand dollars. He definitely didn’t have four grand.

Nothing in his possession was truly his own. Not the horse, not the truck, not even the clothes on his back. Everything had been given to him. Not earned. Not chosen. Just handed over in the quiet agreement that he needed saving. The photographer had seen through him instantly. One look at his frayed shirt and worn boots, and she’d known he was broke.

Sawyer sighed. The money disappeared fast between changing his identity and taking in the stray golden retriever. Only two people in the world knew his birth name. And it had to stay that way. One slip, one wrong word, one question that dug too deep and everything would unravel. He needed to make sure no one looked too closely.

Sawyer drove over to the casita, Goldie panting happily in the passenger seat beside him.

He still couldn’t believe Tres Vargas gave him a job. No questions asked. A lifeline. That’s what this was. But trust like that had never come easy for him. He knew the world had a way of snatching away good things just when he started to believe they might last.

He had so few useful skills. One foster family owned horses, so he learned to ride and work with them for two years. Then they shipped him off to another family. No explanation why. Between his handyman skills and that minor experience with horses, Tres must have decided Sawyer had enough ability to be worth the chance.

When Dalton, Tres’ son and the ranch manager, had said they included room and board, Sawyer had felt his composure crack for just a moment before he pulled himself together. Stretching his last twenty bucks for two more weeks? Impossible. They also welcomed Goldie—as long as Sawyer kept her current on her vaccinations and paid for her food and grooming. Another small kindness. Another debt he had no way of repaying.

At least grooming her hadn’t been a problem. When he first found her, her fur had been a matted, dirty tangle. Six bucks at the dollar store. Dog shampoo, a brush, a bag of food, and a beach towel. Not much, but enough to give her a fresh start. He’d spent hours bathing and brushing her, untangling her knots as if undoing a small part of the damage life had done to both of them. By the time the brown faded, revealing her golden coat beneath, he knew. Goldie. She was his now. His first real responsibility. His first real friend.

He planned to take her to a vet as soon as he received his first paycheck, make sure she had all her shots, get her taken care of like she deserved. He would do this right. Even if the rest of his life felt like it barely held together with borrowed time and second chances.

As he lugged his toolbox toward the Cholla Casita, Goldie bounded beside him, radiating pure joy while Sawyer carried his invisible burden. In the few days he had known her, she lifted his spirits, gave him hope that, at thirty years old, he might finally get the break he needed to turn his life around for good.

A young woman named Renata waited for him on the rustic porch, her smile warm and professional. She introduced herself as a cousin who worked in the front office.

“The interior designer may stop by to look at the place.” She handed him a neatly typed list. “The painting and plumbing supplies are in this closet. Drywall sheets, tape, and mud are in the workshop by the bunkhouse. Help yourself to what you need.”

Sawyer scanned the list, noting the detailed work orders. Professional. Organized. Nothing like the haphazard jobs he’d done before.

“Cara will purchase the furniture, decor, and finishes. She’ll have it delivered in the next few days. Will this keep you busy until then?”

“I’ll stop in the office if I finish early.”

“Actually, let me get your number so you can text me instead.” She pulled out her phone, thumb poised to enter his contact.

Heat crept up his neck. A phone wasn’t gonna happen until payday. “Don’t have one yet.”

Her smile faltered slightly. “Oh. Well, I’ll drop off a loaner phone for you soon.”

He nodded his thanks as she left, but unease coiled tight in his gut. Another act of kindness. Another open hand extended in trust. He should be grateful. But mostly, it unsettled him. People had helped before. But the moment they saw him for what he really was, the kindness faded. Then they sent him away. Always sent him away.

Sawyer turned back to the casita, shifting his focus. The morning sun streamed through dust-covered windows, illuminating a space that had seen better days. The kitchenette appliances looked about ten years old, though still functional. Plain white instead of modern stainless steel. The granite countertop had to be from the late nineties, showing chips along the edges and water stains near the sink.

He ran his hand along the worn surface, already envisioning the transformation. Soon, high-end clients would lounge on designer furniture. But first, he would strip away years of wear and tear with his bare hands. People who had roots would come here, stay for a week, and go home to real lives, real families, real stability. Something he never had.

The thought of the photographer—Cara, Renata had called her—flashed through his mind. She clearly came from money, judging by that expensive camera and luxury SUV. Yet something in her eyes when she’d looked at him... not just annoyance at his dog’s antics, but recognition. Like she’d seen something worth noticing.

He shook his head, pushing the thought aside. Women like that didn’t notice men like him. Not in any way that mattered.

By lunchtime, Sawyer had repaired the plumbing under both sinks and demoed most of the shower tile. The repetitive motions of prying and scraping helped quiet his restless thoughts.

He had just decided it was time for his lunch break when a sound from the front entrance caught his attention.

“Get down!”

That familiar feminine voice—frustrated, slightly breathless. His shoulders tensed before he even looked up. He already knew who it was.

Goldie’s happy whines confirmed his suspicion.

Sawyer groaned. Great. Just what he needed. Another reminder of how fast this woman could knock him off balance—literally.​
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__________

​

Cara pushed the door open to the Cholla Casita, only to be greeted by the slobber monster from earlier that morning.

“Get down!” She groused, shoving the golden retriever off her, trying—and failing—to preserve what little dignity she had left.

The same too-handsome-for-his-own-good cowboy from this morning clamped his calloused, warm hand around the dog’s collar, murmuring something low under his breath. He was apologizing, she supposed. Not in words. But in that subtle way men like him probably handled everything—action over explanation.

She glanced down at her blouse and groaned. Seriously? A jagged rip stretched across the fabric, exposing far more skin than she was comfortable with. Fantastic. She looked like she’d barely survived a back alley brawl with nothing but a very enthusiastic dog as her attacker.

Tomorrow, she was dressing like a cowgirl. Especially if this man’s menace of a dog planned to maul her every time they interacted. And judging by the sledgehammer in his other hand, they’d be interacting a lot.

She folded her arms, trying not to look rattled. “You must be Sawyer, the handyman.”

Cara cringed inwardly at the slightly hostile edge to her voice. He didn’t deserve her full frustration. Well, he kinda did, but her parents had taught her better.

Sawyer wrangled the rowdy dog into the bathroom and shut the door, effectively sentencing Goldie to temporary exile. Yelps and scratching sounds let them know the dog didn’t care for the new arrangement.

He held out his hand for a shake. “Sawyer Fullerton.”

She hesitated for half a second before reaching for his hand. Strong. Warm. Rougher than she expected. That momentary contact sent an unwelcome jolt through her chest, settling somewhere far too distracting. The callouses on his palm told stories of hard work, of labor her soft hands had never known.

She forced herself to focus. “Cara Hollis, the interior designer.”

“And photographer.”

Her cheeks flushed. Great. He remembered. She glanced away. “Um. That’s a side gig.”

When she looked at him again, his too-sharp gaze flickered downward, and he lifted a brow.

“Don’t suppose you have another shirt stashed in your car.”

She glanced down again, then sucked in a sharp breath. Wonderful. That big gash exposed her stomach and—oh, no—possibly part of her lacey bra. Heat surged to her face, neck—everywhere. She clutched the two halves together, wishing she could vanish into thin air.

“No.”

Sawyer strode over to a stained snap-front shirt balled up on the kitchen countertop. Oh no. He wouldn’t dare. He sniffed it before thrusting it toward her. “Want to borrow mine?”

She stilled. The heat in her face intensified. Her eyes darted around, as if another shirt might magically appear in the empty casita. It didn’t.

Cara huffed, extended her hand, and snatched the offered shirt. The fabric was warm from his touch, soft cotton worn smooth by countless washings.

“You can change in the bedroom while I tie up Goldie outside.”

“Isn’t it too hot?”

“Naw. She’s used to being outside. ‘Sides, the porch offers plenty of shade, and there’s a water bowl for her.”

Cara scurried to the bedroom and closed the door, wasting no time shedding her shredded designer silk blouse. The contrast struck her—her expensive top versus his work shirt, both bearing the evidence of their very different lives.

Sliding her arms into his shirt, she sighed. It swam on her. The shoulder seam hung halfway to her elbows. Instead of tucking the long ends into her dress slacks, she tied it in a knot just below her waist. 

His scent clung to the fabric, warm and masculine, with hints of honest sweat and something indefinably him. The intimacy of wearing his clothes, of being wrapped in something that had touched his skin, sent her pulse racing in ways that had nothing to do with the Arizona heat.

Not a hug, Cara. A shirt.

But her body didn’t seem to understand the difference. She shook off the ridiculous thought, but the awareness lingered.

Still, tomorrow jeans.

When Cara opened the bedroom door, Sawyer cracked a cocky grin, showing off cheek dimples that matched the one on his chin. Of course, he had dimples. Of course.

“You look good in my shirt, even if it’d go better with jeans.”

Her breath hitched, just for a moment, before she exhaled sharply, shaking her head. Yeah. Tomorrow jeans.

Sawyer turned his attention to the backsplash he’d been demoing in the bathroom, and the rhythmic thunk of his mallet against tile resumed. Cara blinked, arms crossing instinctively as she leaned against the doorway. Sawyer Fullerton—professional handyman—was pummeling the outdated tile like he was settling a personal score with it. The muscles in his forearms tensed with each impact, the controlled power behind his swings almost impressive. Almost.

She arched a brow. “Is that... your actual process? Or do you just wrestle tile into submission?”

He didn’t even pause his demolition, just threw her a quick, amused glance and, of course, a dimple popped out with it. Annoying.

“Depends.” His voice carried the faintest rasp, like he’d been working long enough for exhaustion to creep in but not enough to slow him down. “Sometimes I negotiate. But this tile wasn’t interested in peace talks.”

Cara snorted despite herself. “Right. So instead of using a chisel, you went full barbarian on it?”

Whack. Crack. Another section crumbled beneath his unconventional method, sending a spray of crushed tile everywhere. At least she wouldn’t have to clean up that mess.

Sawyer lifted a brow. “Would you rather I hand it a resignation letter and let it leave on its own?”

She shook her head, biting back a smile. “I’m just saying. There are actual tools for this kind of thing. Precise ones. Modern ones.”

“This works just fine.”

Sawyer laughed, the sound unexpectedly rich, and wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. The movement drew her gaze just for a second. Too steady. Too effortless. Too... male.

She cleared her throat, reclaiming her focus. “How about we just use the right tool instead?”

Sawyer tossed the mallet onto the countertop with a shrug, the weight of it landing with a dull thud. “If it means keeping the peace, I’ll allow it.”

Cara exhaled, shaking her head as he set aside his questionable demo tools, choosing the few she pointed to from his well-worn toolbox. At least that meant fewer broken walls.

She cleared her throat, hesitating for half a second. “You have a measuring tape handy?”

Sawyer unclipped an ancient metal one from his belt and handed it to her. She stared at the battered relic in disbelief. Was this thing older than the casita? She pulled out a few inches, watching it wobble dangerously, as if one more tug might be its final act.

“Nevermind. I’ll grab my laser one from my car.”

Sawyer chuckled, clipping it back onto his belt. “Gotta admit, I admire the dedication to your fancy tools.”

“They’re efficient.”

“So is my crowbar.”

Cara rolled her eyes, already heading for the door. This man!

“You eat lunch yet?” Sawyer asked as she stepped outside.

Cara shook her head, already prepared to decline whatever half-baked offer he had.

“Let me drive you over to the dining hall.”

“No, that’s alright. I’m not hungry.”

As if on cue, her stomach betrayed her, letting out a grumble loud enough to rival his demolition work from earlier. Sawyer lifted one eyebrow, clearly holding back a smirk.

“Come on. I’ll leave Goldie here. We can grab some sandwiches to go if you’re in a hurry.”

Cara sighed, following him toward the beat-up old Ford out front. She blinked at the faded powder-blue and white two-tone color scheme. This truck had clearly survived decades of the Arizona sun and who knew what else. The truck itself could be a classic if someone invested in restoration.

When he pressed the button on the passenger handle, he had to yank hard to get the door open. The hinges protested with a rusty squeal that made her wince.

While she climbed in, he dug around in his toolbox in the bed and came back with a can of WD-40. He sprayed the stuff on the door hinges, leaving a chemical haze that made her eyes water. He opened and closed the door a few times, testing the results.

“Perfect.”

Cara squinted through the lingering fumes. Yeah. Perfect.

He tossed the can back in his toolbox and climbed behind the wheel. The engine refused to turn over on the first try, ground uselessly on the second, but thankfully fired on the third attempt with a coughing, sputtering protest.

The torn seams on the seats exposed yellowed foam that had definitely seen better days. The truck vibrated, jerked, and sputtered as Sawyer shifted it into reverse.

“Roll down the window. No AC.”

Cara snapped her gaze to him. It was May. In Arizona. He had to be kidding. Sawyer was not kidding. He cranked down his window like it was the most normal thing in the world, while Cara sat there absorbing the pure insanity of this situation.

Well, at least it was his shirt she would sweat in. The thought sent warmth to her cheeks. She shifted uncomfortably, rolling the window down just far enough to let the stifling air crawl through. Close quarters. No airflow. His scent still surrounding her from the borrowed shirt.

Nope. Not ideal.

Sawyer drove in easy silence, one hand on the wheel, the other drumming idly against the worn dashboard. Casual. Comfortable. The kind of guy who could ignore the heat, ignore the discomfort—like he was built for survival. Cara, on the other hand? She was wilting.

When he pulled into a spot behind the dining hall, he pointed toward a walkway.

“If your car is out front, that path will take you there. You want turkey, roast beef, or a salad?”

Cara had no idea why his gravel-tinged voice made that simple question sound far more interesting than it was.

“Roast beef is fine.”

Great. Her voice squeaked. Actually squeaked!

Sawyer nodded and hopped out of his truck, leaving it running. Cara figured he didn’t dare risk that it wouldn’t start again. She could not imagine owning such an unreliable vehicle. Her Porsche had never failed to start, never left her stranded, never required creative problem-solving just to get from point A to point B.

He opened the passenger door for her, and she slid down from the seat, her hand brushing briefly against his as she steadied herself. The contact was brief but electric, sending warmth shooting up her arm. Sawyer didn’t react at all. Figures.

“I’ll meet you back at the casita,” she said. “I’ll just drive my car over.”

“‘Kay.”

He ducked into the back door of the dining hall.

Cara sat in her SUV with the AC blasting for a few minutes, letting the frigid air wash away the heat and confusion of the last hour. Yeah. Who owned a vehicle without AC in Arizona in the summer? Once she felt human again, she drove over to the casita and parked in the spot farther away from the door, figuring Sawyer might need easy access to his truck while he worked.

Then she grabbed her tote full of design tools, including a laser measuring device—you know, the modern kind.

By the time Sawyer returned with the sandwiches, she had already logged the measurements for the kitchen and bathroom countertops, the square footage for the backsplash tile in both rooms, and the shower tile dimensions. She even had time to study the casita and snap pictures with her smartphone.

The old Spanish floor tile felt classic southwest to her. She considered keeping it. With the right decor, she could modernize the space without replacing everything. That would certainly reduce costs, too.

When Sawyer entered the casita, that familiar awareness spread through her—anticipation and something she couldn’t quite name. She really needed to get a grip.​
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__________

​

Sawyer snagged two bags of roast beef sandwiches and two bottles of water. Cara Hollis struck him as someone who didn’t drink soda, too refined for it. That feeling solidified when he parked his on-its-last-leg truck next to her fancy Porsche SUV. His truck looked like it had barely survived a war. Hers? Pristine. Untouched by time.

A thought from his old life came unbidden. She, or more accurately, her vehicle, would have been a mark. With the right codes and equipment, he could unlock the Porsche in six seconds flat. Plenty of time to pull away unnoticed. His fingers twitched. Old instincts, muscle memory wired into him. Some habits never fully faded.

Sawyer exhaled sharply. Not anymore. He wasn’t that man anymore. Didn’t even have the same name. Changing it had been necessary. One more wall between his past and the future he was trying to build. He didn’t have to steal to put food in his belly. Didn’t have to prove himself to so-called friends. Didn’t have to be the guy people feared, the one who always had an escape route mapped out. Now? He was just trying to figure out how to be someone worth keeping.

Sawyer grabbed the bags of food and bottles of water, pausing in the doorway. Cara sat across the room, scanning blueprints, the arch of her brow furrowed in deep concentration. Dust motes danced in the afternoon light streaming through the windows, settling on everything like a fine coating of the desert itself.

After seeing her car, other signs of money stood out now. The ruined silk blouse, expensive enough that most people wouldn’t wear it to work on a ranch. The way she held herself, a posture that screamed finishing school and privilege. Cara Hollis came from money.

She was a beautiful woman. Long, glossy brown hair, high cheekbones, soft skin. Those nutmeg-colored eyes snapped up, meeting his as he scrutinized her.

Sawyer cleared his throat, ambling toward her, his boots clopping on the tile floor. He had to admit, cowboy boots were a lot more comfortable than he had imagined. “Your lunch, m’lady.”

Cara snorted, but a sweet smile stretched across her full red lips. Kissable lips. Sawyer shook off the thought, faster than necessary. He needed to focus on rebuilding his life. Not on some gorgeous interior designer who looked way too good in his shirt.

He cleared his throat, dropping the bags of food onto the counter and handing her a water bottle. When she accepted it, her fingers brushed his. 

Electricity as fierce as touching a live wire jolted through his entire being. His mind went completely blank for a few seconds. Breath held. Static crawling up his spine. His fingers tingled long after the contact broke, and the way she’d looked at him when it happened, that brief widening of her eyes, the slight catch in her breath, told him she’d felt it too. That knowledge settled somewhere dangerous in his chest, a complication he couldn’t afford.

Then his stomach growled, reminding him it was well past noon. Good. A distraction. Sawyer took it.

“You didn’t start demoing the floor, did you?”

Sawyer shook his head as he bit off a chunk of the sandwich, leaning back against the edge of the counter.

“I’m thinking about keeping it.”

Cara’s voice held certainty, her eyes scanning the worn tile like she could already see its transformation. Then she looked up at him through her long lashes, sending his heart slamming against his chest. Sawyer chewed slower, hoping she would keep talking. Keep describing her vision, keep pulling him into something beyond the next job, beyond survival.

“We could hire professional tile and grout cleaners. Patch any grout that may have chipped out.”

He swallowed the bite in his mouth. “Haven’t seen any yet.”

Her nutmeg eyes sparkled with excitement, like the idea clicked perfectly into place in her mind. “Can’t you just picture it? Modern tan furniture in the great room. Rustic wood side tables. Lamps with creamy shades and wrought iron stands. Bright paintings or photography on the walls. Touches of turquoise pottery sprinkled throughout.”

Sawyer swallowed, the bite of food sitting heavier in his mouth. It wasn’t just her words. It was the way she lit up when she talked about it. The enthusiasm lifting her voice, the way her hands moved, as if the space was already
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