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Chapter One



“I CAN’T BELIEVE you’ve been in this country ten years and this is your first game of hoops. Sad, man. How’d they even grant you citizenship?”

David Pitts-Matherson ignored the jibe and crouched in front of his friend. Dr. Chase Preston looked very little like a physician at the moment. He dribbled the ball slowly, intense as Kevin Love, the bounce echoing through the cavernous gymnasium.

“Chatter on, mate,” David replied with a practiced sneer. “I’m a fast study.”

“Sure y’are. I’ll go easy on you anyhow, Limey, so you understand what you’re studyin’.”

David feinted left and then right, his shoes squeaking on the polished wood floor. The fake worked. He batted the ball from Chase’s hand and headed down the court, his dribble admittedly sloppy. When Chase reached him in three long strides, David stopped, took hurried aim, and let the ball fly. It missed the basket and the backboard by a foot, careened off a caged clock, took a hearty bounce, and skittered into a wall.

Chase doubled over in laughter.

“What was that?” he crowed. “Thing had about as much control as a fart in a fan factory.”

David choked, his own laughter wheezing free in a fit of coughing. He might have a noticeable accent, but as far as he was concerned nothing took the prize for sheer outlandishness like Chase’s Southern drawl and resulting phrases of lunacy.

“Nice steal, though.” Chase wiped his eyes. “We’ll work on the shooting.”

David retrieved the ball, dribbled three or four times, and took a jump shot. The ball banked off the backboard and swished neatly through the net.

“No need.”

“Did I ever tell you how much I hate British arrogance?” Chase grinned and captured the ball, dribbled it to the free-throw line, turned, and sank the shot. “Nothin’ but net.”

“Did I ever tell you how much I hate Americans showing off?”

“Yup. You have.”

David laughed again and clapped Chase on the arm. Not quite a year before, Chase had married David’s good friend and colleague Jill Carpenter, and this was the second time David had overnighted with Chase at Crossroads youth and community center in Minneapolis. He was grateful for the camaraderie, and for the free lodging on his supply runs to the city, but mostly for the distraction from life at the stable back home in Kennison Falls. Here there were no bills staring up at him from his desk, no finances to finagle, no colicky horses. Here he could forget he was one disaster away from ... well, disaster.

It also boggled his mind that he and Chase had an entire converted middle school to themselves.

“All right, play to thirty,” Chase said, tossing him the ball. “Oughta take me no more’n three minutes to hang your limey ass out to dry.”

“Bring it on, Nancy-boy.”

A loud buzzer halted the game before it started.

“Isn’t that the front door?” David asked.

“Yeah.” Deep lines formed between Chase’s brows.

The center had officially closed an hour before at nine o’clock. Members with ID pass cards could enter until eleven—but only did so for emergencies. David followed Chase toward the gymnasium doors. Voices echoed down the hallway.

“Stop pulling, Rio, you’re worse than Hector. He’s not going to follow us in here.”

“It’s Bonnie and Rio Montoya.” Surprise colored Chase’s voice. “Rio’s one of the really good ones. Sane. Hardworking. I can’t imagine why she’s here.”

Rio? David searched his memory but could only recall ever hearing the name in the Duran Duran song.

“Don’t be an idiot.” A second voice, filled with firm, angry notes, rang out clearly as David neared the source. “Of course they’re following us. They might not come inside, but they’ll be waiting, and you cannot handle either of them no matter how much you think you can. Dr. Preston’s on duty tonight. He might be able to run interference.”

“They won’t listen to him. To them he’s just a pretty face. Let me talk to Heco. You never gave me the chance.”

“And I won’t, even if I have to lock you in juvie for a year.”

“God, Rio, you just don’t get it.”

“You’re right, Bonnie Marie. I don’t. What in God’s name possessed you to meet Hector Black after curfew? Do you know what almost went down in that parking lot? Do you know who that other dude was?”

Chase hustled through the doorway. “Rio? Bonnie? Something happen?”

David followed five feet behind him. The hallway outside the gym glowed with harsh fluorescent lighting. Chase had the attention of both girls, but when David moved into view, one of them turned. A force field slammed him out of nowhere—a force field made up of amber-red hair and blazing blue eyes.

Frozen to the spot, he stared and she stared back. Her hair shone the color of new pennies on fire, and her complexion, more olive and exotic than a typical pale redhead’s, captivated him. Her lips, parted and uncertain, were pinup girl full. Her body, beneath a worn-to-softness plaid flannel shirt, was molded into the kind of feminine curves that got a shallow-thinking man in trouble. David normally prided himself on having left such loutishness behind in his university days, but he was rapidly reverting.

“Rio? You all right?” Chase called, and she broke the staring contest first.

David blinked.

“Fine,” she said. “I’m sorry to come in so late. I needed a safe place for this one.”

The teenage girl with her couldn’t have been more her opposite. Model slender and taller than Rio, a pair of dark eyes and a fall of glossy black hair showed a rich Latina heritage.

“Very funny,” the teen said, her lip curled in disgust.

Chase gave an easy chuckle. “Not our sweet-tempered little Bonita.” The teasing in his drawl coaxed a smile from the girl. “All right, now. You both look terrified as june bugs in a twister. What’s goin’ on?”

“About five minutes ago I broke up a transaction that included this one here. Paul and his asshat amigo, Hector, are beyond pissed off. I don’t think we should go home, at least for a few minutes.”

Chase folded his arms. “It was smart to come. Do you want a place to stay for the night?”

“No, no.” Rio dismissed the question. “Once we’re home we’ll be fine. They just need some time, a chance for everyone to cool off.”

Chase nodded. “Let’s sit here awhile, then, and I’ll be glad to take you home. But I’d feel better knowing what’s really going on.”

“What’s going on is that Rio came busting in on my date with Hector like Buffy the Vampire Slayer.” Bonnie’s laugh was half a step from hysterical. “She clawed at him so hard she left scratch marks that will definitely leave scars down Heco’s face. That’s what made him furious.”

“And what does Paul have to do with this?” Chase asked.

“He was there,” Rio said. “He ran off with Hector after Boyfriend’s car drove away.”

“Boyfriend?” Chase’s features transformed instantaneously from concerned to fully alarmed. “He was part of this ‘transaction’? Is that what you meant?”

Rio nodded.

“That’s it. I have to have a talk with your brother.”

David listened to the exchange, amazed. He already knew how effective Chase’s people skills were from his reputation back in Kennison Falls. He’d heard the stories about his work with inner city kids two days a week, but he’d never seen the calm, serious community leader in action.

A crash, like a chair clattering across the floor, made all four of them jump. It reverberated from the lobby, followed by a foul expletive and the quick beat of running feet. Seconds later a handsome Latino man hurtled around the corner, eyes half-crazed.

“Rio, where the hell are you?” He caught sight of them and slowed to a walk, jabbing his finger through the air as he approached. “Damn it, Manita, I could kill you. Do you know what kind of a mess you caused out there?” He spoke with a slightly exaggerated Mexican accent.

“Don’t you ‘little sister’ me in your fake Spanish. This is a mess you started, assh—” Rio cut herself off. “At least your real little sister is safe. No thanks to you.”

“I was handling it.”

“Handling it? Bonnie was in the car with him. Do you have some special kind of shit for brains? Get lost, Inigo. I’m starting to think Paul is dead to us.”

Rage twisted his features, and he lunged forward. David tensed instinctively, recognizing the look of a man momentarily unhinged. Paul made it two steps, and David slid sideways into his path, throwing one arm straight out, clotheslining the young man midleap. Paul’s feet shot out from under him, and he landed on his back, but not before hooking David behind the knees. David slammed the deck flat-backed, and the air left his lungs in one sharp exhale. Paul flailed around, attempting to right himself.

David forced himself upright, coughing as his lungs reinflated. Rio reached out a hand to her brother. Paul slapped it away and scrambled to his feet. To David’s shock, she offered her hand to him next. With only the slightest hesitation, he took it.

If he’d expected her grasp to be light and feminine, he’d been quite mistaken. She clasped his hand firmly, planted her feet, and pulled him up, keeping her eyes on his as he rose. Her head reached the bottom of his lip.

“Thanks.”

To his further shock she smiled. “Nice tackle. Are you all right?”

Behind her, Chase held the wriggling, still cursing brother by both shoulders.

“Brilliant,” David said. “Dusted the floor, but none the worse.”

Her mouth gaped. The accent caused that all too frequently, something he found slightly ridiculous.

Paul pulled toward Bonnie, and Chase spun him away. “That’s enough, Mr. Montoya. Lead the way to my office. Ladies, let’s get this straightened out.”

Rio ignored the directive. “You’re Br—”

“Bruised up?” David cut her off with a teasing wink. “I’m not, though. Honestly. Please don’t worry.”

“Worry?” She scoffed although her eyes remained wide. “I’m trying to figure out what the Duke of Edinburgh is doing in a place like this.”

“I see. Well, since the Duke of Edinburgh is Philip, husband to Queen Elizabeth, I’d say you don’t need to worry about that either. But I appreciate the mistaken identity.”

She wanted to laugh. He could see it in the quiver of her lower lip and the sparkle trying to overtake the anger in her eyes. Even the weak little smile she’d offered seconds ago had transformed her face; he’d have loved seeing the full-blown version. Instead she battled back the forces of mirth and tightened her lips.

“You Not-Duke-of-Edinburghs all look the same to me.” She shrugged. The joke in the middle of her crisis touched him. That took strength. “Thank you, whoever you are, for stopping Paul. He wouldn’t have hurt us on purpose, but he’d have knocked me down.”

“Glad I could be of service.”

She slapped one hand over her mouth—to hold in the laughter, as evidenced from the return of the sparkle to her eyes. When she got control she shook her head.

“I don’t believe for one minute you aren’t a duke. Nobody talks like that.”

“Evidently I do.” He stuck out his hand in a proper greeting. “David,” he said. “Not to be confused with Philip.”

“Rio, short for Arionna,” she replied. This time her fingers slipped like satin into his handshake, trailing tiny jolts of pleasure across his palm. “And now I need to go see what the doc thinks I have to do.”

He had a suggestion. Stay away from her brother, stand there, and keep talking to him.

RIO SLIPPED INTO Chase’s spartan, yellow-painted office, mostly unadorned except for a bookcase full of books—Crossroads’ bare bones lending library. Although not many books found their ways back once lent. Chairs had been pilfered from other rooms, and everyone had a seat except Doc Preston, who perched on the edge of an old, black metal desk. Bonnie sat several feet away from Paul, who slouched sullenly on a metal folding chair. Rio sat beside Bonnie, far too aware of David-Not-Philip taking up a post by the door.

“First of all,” Chase said. “The extra person back there is David Pitts-Matherson, a good friend from Kennison Falls.”

The small town in southern Minnesota where Doc lived. Rio spun to look again at the duke. The stuffy, hyphenated name fit the first image Rio had had of him—a little stiff, a lot extremely hot man. But now that she’d glimpsed his inner laughing-eyed joker, she couldn’t reconcile anything hoity-toity with him.

“I think you need a better class of friends, Doc.” Paul practically spat the words.

Rio glared at him. He’d dropped the fake accent he used on the street, something that drove her insane.

“I’m sorry to have met on such violent terms,” David said.

Rio wasn’t sorry. Few people took Paul Montoya down anymore because he was the gang leader’s right-hand man. David had done it as easily as stepping off a curb.

And his voice made her see, a little bit, why women dragged their drooling tongues on the ground over British accents. They wreaked havoc on a person’s nervous system.

On the other hand, she’d lost her self-control a couple of times now over the accent, and losing control annoyed her. She took in her brother and sister, the former tight as a time bomb, the latter slumped into her folding chair. She had no time to slobber over men from a different league and class.

“Tell me where you were going tonight, Bonnie.” Doc’s perpetually kind voice eased some of the rigidity from Bonnie’s posture.

“Hector said we were going to meet a friend of his. Said the guy was totally cool and had a sick collection of albums. He knows I love new music. But we didn’t go to Heco’s place. We met his friend in the school parking lot. We were just starting to talk about favorite groups and stuff, and we were sitting in the back of his friend’s car because he had an expensive new sound system in it. That’s when Rio showed up.”

“That’s when Rio saved your little ass,” Rio replied.

“Whatever.”

“Paul.” Chase turned to him. “Were you part of this?”

“No, man. I just found out Hector was dealing with Boyfriend. I went to tell him to leave Bonnie alone. But my stupid idiot of a sister had to bust in and humiliate everyone. Now we’re all in trouble.”

“How’s that?”

“Aside from getting a fist in my face after she left?”

“What?” Rio stared more closely at her brother. Sure enough, she could see the faint outline of a lump blossoming beneath his right eye.

He sneered. “They punched me out when they thought I’d narked to my sister. But that’s the least of it. You had to get into a damn physical fight with Hector, and now he’s vowed to pay you back.”

“Oh, what’s he going to do, Inigo?” She used his street name derisively. “Come and scratch my face, too?”

“You underestimate him. He’s real mad.”

“I’ve lived here for twenty-six years. I know how to handle a threat from Hector Black.”

“Not this time.”

Paul bore the same olive-skinned Mexican beauty Bonnie did. Both had inherited the dark hair, eyes, and classic bone structure from their mother, her papa’s second wife. Rio had missed out on that beautiful mix of chromosomes and gotten instead a set of spliced genes from her Irish mother’s family. She literally was the redheaded stepchild.

But Irish or Mexican, stubbornness ran rampant through the Montoyas’ bloodstreams. If Paul, obstinate since birth, thought this mess was her fault, it would take lightning and a voice from the Almighty Himself to change his mind. Losing his mother seven years before hadn’t helped, but age had done nothing to soften him. She turned to Chase.

“When I realized Bonnie had defied the rules and gone out, I had to follow. In all honesty, that’s something she doesn’t normally do. Then, when I saw her actually get into that car, I don’t know whether I was more angry or panicked. Hector, who isn’t the freshest tortilla in the pack, is the one who let slip who was in the car, and I know girls who go off with Boyfriend don’t come back.”

Chase turned stern eyes on Bonnie. “What do you think?”

“I think I could have taken care of myself.” Bonnie’s defensiveness was trying to turn to defiance. She crossed one leg over the other and shook her foot in frustration, slapping her rhinestoned flip-flop against her sole like a castanet.

“Bonnie, I’m not sure I would want to try and take care of myself in a locked car with a guy like that.” Chase raised his brows.

“She didn’t have to attack Heco. I would have gotten out.”

“But you wouldn’t have.” Rio kept her voice calm with effort. She needed to be the parent right now, not get drawn into a pissing contest. “Hector was physically blocking me from getting to you and blocking you from getting out so, yes, I absolutely fought him. If he’s mad as hell, so be it. I’d do it again.”

She turned finally to her brother. “And you can protest all you want, but you were not going to stand up to Hector.”

“You’ll never know that, will you?”

She held her tongue with difficulty.

“Are you positive you three don’t want a place to stay tonight?” Chase looked from Paul to Rio.

“I’m positive.” She had faith in her locks, one of the few things she’d splurged on in the old house she’d inherited from her mother’s meager estate. She also had faith—she had to—that Paul carried enough street cred to get them through this. She sighed, burying her pride with effort to ask for one more thing. “If I could just be sure she gets home safely,” she said, inclining her head toward Bonnie, “we’ll be fine after that.”

“Is your car nearby?” Chase asked.

“No, it’s at the house. It was faster to run the three blocks.”

“Will Hector retaliate?” Chase turned to Paul.

“He could. Send his boys to threaten her.”

“Aren’t you one of his boys?” Bonnie leveled her gaze at Paul, showing anger with her brother for the first time. “If Heco loves me like he says he does, he won’t hurt you or Rio.”

Paul sank even more deeply into his chair, his features swimming in sour annoyance. “I’ll handle it.”

“I can get you home,” Chase said. “I’m still not convinced I should leave you there.”

“It’ll be fine.” Rio sat on the edge of her chair. “I’ll take Bonnie to school tomorrow before work. You, Inigo, will make sure she gets home afterward. Safely. Do you hear me?”

“I don’t know. I doubt I can be trusted.” He glowered.

“You might be an idiot.” She glowered back. “But I know you love your sister. Just keep her away from that scumbag Hector for one hour tomorrow. Can you do that?”

“I’m right here, dumbasses.” Bonnie straightened in her chair. “Quit making plans for me like I’m a kindergartner or I’ll leave and take care of myself.”

Weariness fell on Rio like a thick, suffocating blanket. Her lungs wanted one minute of simple, stress-free breathing, but she couldn’t get one breath that didn’t contain the stifling, gang-ridden, fear-scented air of Minneapolis.

“Fine.” She threw up her hands. “You’re right. We can’t do this without your cooperation, so if you want to go trust your future to Hector, we’ll back off. I don’t want to pull you out of any more cars, rooms, or God forbid, a drawer in a morgue, so let me know as soon as possible and I’ll get on with my life, too.”

Bonnie snapped her mouth shut.

“That’s enough.” Chase stood from his seat on the desk. “Paul, take Bonnie and get something to drink from the kitchen. Rio, hang on a second.”

When the two had shuffled from the room, Chase knelt in front of her chair.

“I’m sorry.” Exhaustion sent her head into her palms.

“No apologizing. We’ve focused completely on Bonnie and Paul, but it’s you I worry about. This is not a small gang scuffle, honey, this is serious. Maybe it’s time for you to get some help.”

She popped her head up, adrenaline surging. She’d worked her butt off the past seven years at every restaurant or dive that would hire her, and she’d never had to ask for assistance, steal to get by, or sell herself.

Over Chase’s head, she caught the eyes of David-Not-Philip. The warm-cocoa gaze shone with sympathy, and her face flamed, knowing how he was seeing her and her family. Despite his kind eyes and her schoolgirl attraction, his cool, quiet demeanor aggravated her. She was holding her world together with sheer will and sarcasm, and he was observing from the corner like a visitor at the zoo.

She forced her attention back to Chase. “I appreciate your concern, but I can handle things.”

“Don’t stretch yourself too thin.” He placed one hand on her knee. “You’ve been mom, sister, truant officer, and rescuer for a lot of years. You’re too special around here to lose to burnout—or something worse.”

“Thank you.” His words warmed a cold spot in her heart. “I’ve dealt with Paul’s friends a long time.”

“I know better than to argue with you.” He stood. “I have to be here another forty-five minutes. Can you hang tight? I’ll take you home then.”

“Whatever we need to do.”

David moved from the corner for the first time. “I have my car out back,” he said. “Why don’t I just run you home?”

Rio turned back to him, her pulse rising one tiny, excited half beat. The man shocked her every time he opened his mouth. “I couldn’t make you do that.”

“I understand if you’re not comfortable with a stranger after what you’ve been through. But I’m certainly happy to help. You said you have to work in the morning, that’s all.”

She could think of ten reasons having this man drive down Lake Street to her neighborhood at this time of night was a bad idea. Aside from the fact he’d show up like a spotlight in a coal mine, he could get lost, he could get his car keyed, he could find Hector lying in wait and get his English ass handed to him ... and she’d have to rescue him right along with everyone else.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Chase said. “Less time for Paul to get antsy and leave to go solve things on his own.”

That point was worth considering.

“I’d be honored to do more than stand around gawping.”

Honored? She sighed. She didn’t want to be responsible for him out on the streets, but when that patient smile slipped onto his lips, her brain tilted off balance yet again.

“All right,” she said, before she could stop herself. “But let me warn you, where we’re going isn’t an English garden. It’s about as un-pretty as it gets.”

“It’s quite all right.” He nodded, unperturbed. “I’m sure I’ve seen worse.”

She remembered her manners just in time to stop a snort of disbelief.




Chapter Two



“THERE, ON THE right. With the outside light.”

David peered down the dark street in the direction of Rio’s outstretched finger. “The two-story, just there?”

“Yes.”

He found an empty spot along the curb and executed an impressive parallel park for a Brit from Yorkshire.

“I can’t see if anyone’s there.” Bonnie, in the backseat, pressed her nose to the window.

“No lights in the house,” Rio said. “Doesn’t look like Paul’s come back.”

The young man with whom David had crashed to the floor half an hour before had disappeared as soon as Chase had turned his back. David’s gut clenched. First the guy had, if Rio’s story was to be believed, nearly allowed his young sister to be prostituted. Now he’d run out on keeping them safe. Brother or not, Paul Montoya was a lowlife if ever one had crawled out of the primordial ooze.

He swallowed the anger. There was nothing he could do about the girls’ brother, so he concentrated on getting them safely to the house the three siblings shared. It had been left to them after their parents’ death, he’d learned. He searched the dark, tree-lined street. At least Rio’s small house had a well-lit sidewalk and seemed secure.

“This is nice,” he said, hoping to put a little lightness back in Rio’s face. “You made it sound as though you lived in a carton in the middle of the street.”

She offered a rueful smile. “It’s not a lot bigger than that, but at least we have locks on our carton. Some people don’t.”

“I don’t see anyone lurking about.” David automatically scanned the overgrowth around the house foundation looking for movement in the shadows. “But let’s get you in as promised.”

“You don’t need to do that.” She faced him with the frank, sapphire stare that had fascinated him at first sight. Her entire spring-loaded body fascinated him, with its lithe, wary grace and rich, paprika hair so different from her siblings’ black curls. “You probably don’t want to leave this car unattended.”

“Why ever not?” He laughed. “It’s a Subaru not a Lamborghini.”

“Is it stolen?” she countered. “Has the odometer been tampered with? Does it have a single scratch on it? Believe me—this might as well be a Porsche made of platinum out here.”

Her seriousness made its impression and he nodded. “All right, so noted. With that in mind, I’ll take two minutes’ worth of chance.”

Exiting the car into the unseasonably cool, early-August night, he stared up through the boulevard trees and made out ragged wisps of clouds bearding a waning moon. He gave his upper arms a couple of warming scrubs and hurried around the front of the car to where Rio had already thrown the passenger door open. When he offered her a hand, she stared as if she had no idea what he wanted. As if she hadn’t been treated like a lady in a long time.

Bonnie, on the other hand, beamed when he reached for her hand.

“You know, I wouldn’t do this chivalry thing in front of the punks around here.” Rio’s eyes clearly mocked him as he guided Bonnie protectively to the front of their parade of three. “I can’t imagine what kind of field day the Whites and Browns would have over such eccentric manners. Not to mention with you if you opened your mouth.”

“Are you making fun of my accent?” After ten years in the United States, he was used to the attention his voice drew and, thanks to BBC America, people gave it readily.

“Just keeping it real. Around here, they’d call your accent ‘pansy-assed’ and give you a beating for fun.”

Was she just trying to shock him now? He wasn’t shocked, but he was confused at the way she’d grown ever cooler and warier. “Well, thanks much for the warning,” he said. “Clearly I need to keep very quiet while I walk you to the door.”

A quick, amused light flared in her eyes, and she allowed her sensuous mouth to twitch upward. “You should be a lot more nervous than you are. That’s all.” She turned and headed for the house.

“You live here,” he replied. “If you’re not afraid, why should I be? I’m just a possible deterrent to someone jumping out of the bushes.”

“All the more reason not to look or sound like a dude from Men in Tights.”

“Ah,” he replied, smiled, and raised the pitch of his voice slightly to quote. “But they’ll listen to me because, unlike some other Robin Hoods, I can speak with an English accent.”

Bonnie giggled. Rio stopped and stared as if he’d just belched in church. He laughed and took her upper arm gently, continuing toward her door. “It’s from the movie?” he offered. “Robin Hood: Men in Tights?”

“I know that. I just think you must be insane.”

“Inappropriate perhaps. Not insane. A bit of levity on a tense night, sorry. I don’t mean to make light of your fear.”

“Hey.” She pulled free of his hold. “You said it yourself a minute ago. I’m not afraid. So don’t think you have to be any kind of superhero.”

He grinned at her ruffled feathers. Her hair, piled on her head like thick, maroon silk, shone in the light from the porch, a few stray strands hinting at its length. He wasn’t sure what to make of her. On the one hand she was wise enough to seek sanctuary when she needed it. On the other hand, she clearly had her act—or her foolish bravery—together.

She moved like a gorgeous, jungle-raised cat, watchful and smart, graceful but far from tamed. She very likely didn’t need him to play bodyguard. Nonetheless her unexpected and fascinating presence in his life had his interest temporarily piqued. No way was he shirking this responsibility.

They reached a four-step stoop. Brick-red paint flaked off the cement in sharp-edged chips. Bonnie pulled open the aluminum storm door revealing a worn but solid wooden inner door. Rio jangled a small ring of keys and isolated one, but before she could insert it into the lock, the door swung open under Bonnie’s hand. For the first time since he’d met her, Rio’s skin drained of color.

“I locked that door.” Her voice didn’t shake, but it lowered to a croaking whisper. “I always lock the door.”

An unwelcome flash from his days patrolling in Basra overtook him, and he swept Bonnie behind him. “I’m going in first,” he said. “Stay here until I call you.”

“Are you nuts?”

Her indignant cry dispelled all thoughts of wartime. He chuckled despite their tension. “Probably.” At her intake of breath he glanced over his shoulder. “I’m not nuts. Just let me have a look ’round first, right?”

He stepped into a tiny entry foyer maybe six feet square. The room beyond was dark and quiet. Cocking his head, he listened before sweeping one hand along the wall to his right in search of a light switch. When he felt nothing obvious, he half-turned. “Is there a light—?”

He banged into Rio not two inches behind him.

“Ow!” she cried, and rocked backward. “Cripe sakes!”

He grabbed her to keep from tripping like he’d done with her brother. “I told you to wait outside.”

“It’s my house, excuse me to pieces.”

She was so close wisps of her hair brushed his chin, and the heat of her words tickled his throat. The soft touches made her seem vulnerable when she was the furthest thing from vulnerable he’d met in a very long time. He cleared his throat and released her. “We’ve definitely lost any element of surprise we might have had. Where’s the light?”

She scooted around him, brushing torso to torso far too intimately. A moment later light flooded the entryway as well as the room beyond. David blinked and then lost all control of the situation when Rio pushed into the living room and searched the perimeter like a bloody narcotics dog.

“No one’s here,” she announced. “But I see Paul’s cap. Wasn’t that the one he was wearing tonight, Bons?”

A battered San Diego Chargers hat lay on a threadbare sofa. David remembered the incongruous California team logo.

“Yeah.” Bonnie tossed her fabric bag purse beside the cap.

“My butt-headed brother left the door unlocked.” Rio shot an exasperated glance around the room. “He’s not detail oriented, to put it mildly.”

“Can I look around with you to be sure?” David asked. “You know Chase will grill me on whether you got in safely.”

A dubious look crossed her face, but she must have decided he was right. “Fine. Look around down here. I’ll check upstairs.”

He’d already figured out enough about Rio Montoya to know that if she wanted to check upstairs, Heaven help anyone she found awaiting her. She disappeared up an interior staircase, her footsteps echoing on the uncarpeted treads.

“Can you show me the rest of what’s down here?” he asked Bonnie.

“Yes. Come on, the kitchen’s back here.”

Memories of moving through small, dark houses in Iraq hovered like ghosts. David couldn’t help but compare this small, neat home to the quickly abandoned, often ransacked Iraqi dwellings he’d been ordered to enter in search of insurgents. Tidiness ruled here, although it couldn’t hide the worn state of the furnishings. Traffic paths crisscrossed the faded blue carpeting, and the upholstery on the mismatched sofa and three chairs needed repair.

The walls seemed freshly painted, however, and were filled with artwork. Two companion landscapes of barren, rolling hills and distant mountains hung side by side. A line of wild horses appeared in the distance on each picture, and David smiled.

Half a dozen prints around the room followed the theme, depicting similar isolated spaces. He didn’t know if they indicated a love for such scenery or just inexpensive artwork that sort of matched. They reminded him of places he’d camped during his youth.

The same neat shabbiness greeted him in the kitchen. A beat-up wooden table and four chairs stood in one corner. The cupboards were a thinly veneered chestnut brown, and the linoleum was a faded gold and cream pattern of swirls. Most curiously, piles of old, dog-eared books covered three of the stove’s four burners.

“Nobody’s upstairs.” Rio popped in behind them.

“That was quick. Are you some sort of superhuman speed searcher?”

“We haven’t got a full second story. So although I do have ninja powers I can call on if needed, this only took forty-five human seconds.”

The mix of impishness and snark in her voice was downright sexy. Her features—so perfectly shaped—beamed with sassy satisfaction. Despite the outward smile, however, her eyes remained sharply vigilant. She might pretend to blow off the whole check-the-house mission as ridiculous, but she hadn’t taken her upstairs search lightly.

“Wise choice to conserve superpowers,” he replied, refusing to acknowledge a wave of desire to hold her close and protect her from having to be so strong. “Never know when you’ll need them for something important.”

He glanced at the grayish-blue walls and saw three multi-color paint samples, the kind from a home or decorating store, taped beside the room’s only window.

“Redecorating?” He pointed.

“It’s on the wish list,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Next extra forty-five dollars I have for paint.”

“I like the lighter gold color,” he said, and smiled inwardly when she stared.

A tiny, attractive smirk formed on her lips. “You don’t act like an interior designer.”

“Oh? Does an interior designer act a certain way? Or was that an insensitive, stereotyped slur against men who appreciate how to pick paint colors?”

She didn’t miss a beat. “Not men in general, just proper English dukes who appreciate how to pick paint colors.” She rattled the knob of a door David assumed led to the basement, gave a satisfied nod, and faced him. “I mean, who doesn’t like a guy who knows his golds?”

“I train horses,” he told her. “But in my spare time, I’m finishing the inside of my older house. I’ve spent far too long looking at paint samples, actually.”

She’d frozen in place, her hand still on the doorknob, her mouth parted in surprise.

“Anything wrong?”

“Did you say you train horses?” Her severe eyes gentled. A childlike excitement lightened the already-bright blue of her eyes.

“I do.”

“Do you have horses?” Bonnie’s eyes did the same bright dance.

“Several. You’re into horses, are you?”

“I love them, but you should see Rio’s room!”

“Oh?” David chuckled, and a flush of pink crept up Rio’s face.

“No. I don’t think you should.” She glared at her sister.

But Bonnie tugged on his jacket sleeve. “Come on. You wanted to check the whole house.”

Rio followed, flustered in a way he hadn’t seen even when discussing gang retribution. The reaction piqued his curiosity, but one thing he understood was personal boundaries. He’d lost enough of his own growing up in his father’s shadow.

“Show me your room if you like,” he said to Bonnie. “Rio needn’t show anyone her space.”

Her eyes shone with gratitude, although he wondered if she realized it.

Vivid turquoise paint adorned the walls in Bonnie’s room at the back of the house. Posters and magazine pictures of celebrities formed most of the artwork. On the wall over her bed, however, were the horses—posters of prancing, dish-faced Arabians, a fanciful winged horse with a star-studded background, and a unicorn with its head in a maiden’s lap.

“You don’t have an Arabian horse, do you?” It sounded like she might ask for his autograph if he did.

“Unfortunately, no. I have two rather naughty thoroughbreds and two warmbloods.”

“Warmbloods?”

“A cross between normal light horses and heavy draft horses,” Rio answered, standing in Bonnie’s doorway, a cross between a proud sister and a rabbit ready to bolt.

“Right,” he said, pleasantly surprised. “There are many warmblood breeds. I have an Irish Draught and a Hanoverian.”

“That’s so awesome,” Bonnie said.

“Little girls in the city wish for horses, because we can’t have them.”

“Show him your horses, Rio.” Bonnie crossed the room. “You have an awesome collection.” Rio shook her head. “Come on.” Bonnie took Rio’s hand. “You should be proud of them.”

“Bonnie, he doesn’t care.”

“She has, like, a hundred Breyer horses. You know them?”

He knew of them. His mother had collected similar molded horse statues, much to his father’s bemusement. Why had she needed fakes when she had real ones down the garden path? It was impractical. And practicality had almost been a religion in their home.

“I haven’t got a hundred—” Rio mumbled.

“You don’t need to—” he said at the same moment.

“But you have the really rare one,” Bonnie persisted.

“Aw, give us a look then,” he teased. “I’ll have tunnel vision—only what you want me to see.”

“Whatever.” Rio sighed.

Across the short hallway she flipped on the light and ushered David into her room.

He had a hard time keeping his promise not to take it in. Rio’s room, a pale, paint-chipped blue, was less coordinated than Bonnie’s. The double bed’s four posts were spindly and old-fashioned, and her nightstand was simply two wooden produce crates, painted and stacked one atop the other. The open range theme continued with a stunning eight-foot-wide panoramic poster of horses grazing beneath a mountain range.

Above her bed hung two prints of cowboys leaning muscled and shirtless against stall doors and hay bales. They were the kind of cowboys he doubted actually existed—but, then, what did he know from cowboys?

Another wall held a neatly arranged collection of eight horse portraits, all palominos, the largest one of a stereotypical wild stallion, standing vigilant on a sunset butte with his flaxen mane and tail fanned in the breeze.

“If I were ever lucky enough—that is what I’d get.”

“Accept no substitutions?” He winked at her.

She actually laughed. “Well, around here you can’t charge for substitutions. People would go broke.” Her smile faded. “That was a restaurant joke. I work at a restaurant.”

He had a feeling it was more than a joke. She’d likely settled for many substitutions in her life.

“Honorable work. Underappreciated.”

“But, look, look. This is the cool stuff.” Bonnie bubbled like a teapot and turned him in place to face an eclectic assembly of bookcases and shelves nestled against the wall opposite her bed. A stereo system took up one large shelf, but true to Bonnie’s promise, the rest of the space was filled with model horses. Dozens of them in every color and pose. Prominently displayed in the middle was an orangey-brown stallion on a wooden stand, its regal head straight up and alert. A western saddle adorned its back, and slender brass chains created draping reins.

“He’s really old,” Bonnie the de facto tour guide explained. “Our grandmother found him at a garage sale for only two dollars. Now I think he’s worth a couple of hundred.”

“So the story goes,” Rio added, her full soberness back in place.

“He’s quite something.” David peered at the figure. “And it’s an impressive collection. How many do you have?”

Rio considered a moment. “Maybe eighty,” she said. “Only a half dozen were bought new. The others came from thrift shops or garage sales. I don’t collect them for the value. And I’ll never sell the old guy so I don’t care what he’s worth.” She gave the little orange horse a stroke along the neck. “One of my sillinesses from childhood.”

“My mother collected model horses, so I don’t think they’re silly. She still loves hers.”

Bonnie threw her sister a hip bump. “Told you he’d be impressed.”

“I am. You’ve made a warm and personal home here,” David said. “Chase said it came from your parents.”

“From my mother’s side,” Rio acknowledged.

“Rio calls it our nest egg, because we’re going to sell it when I’m done with high school. We’ll own it totally then because there are only ten payments left.”

“Bonnie!” Rio stared in obvious dismay at the personal revelation.

“But it’s an amazing plan.” Bonnie ignored her sister’s consternation. “After we sell it, we’re moving out West and having all our own horses. We watch the ads for land all the time. Rio’s been planning it forever. Haven’t you?”

A new flush spread across Rio’s cheeks.

“That’s not something you go blurting out,” she admonished. “Some things are private.”

Young Bonnie had a few underdeveloped social filters, although not a mean bone as far as David could tell. Nonetheless, if the plan was true, it was impressive.

“It is a good plan. It takes intelligence and patience to plan your future.”

“It’s a someday plan,” she replied, her tone factual and unemotional. “We’re lucky to have this house, so even though it could be a ticket out of the city, I don’t want to misuse it.”

“You’d like to leave the city?”

“Sure. Leave and never come back. Some day.”

“So the Western landscapes on all the walls were a clue.” He smiled.

“I guess it would be silly to deny it.” She swung her attention back to Bonnie. “It’s late, you little blabbermouth, better make sure your homework is done. Traumatic night or not.”

“And”—David took his cue—“it’s time for me to leave you ladies to it. You’re obviously quite safe here. I can go back and tell Chase you’re tucked in.”

He wasn’t sure what this micro-insight into Rio Montoya’s world revealed about her: strength, courage, vulnerability for a start. And the dreams of horses and moving West added a further level of attraction.

“Thank you,” she said at the front door. “It was nice of you to get us home.”

“My pleasure.”

“It was nice to meet you!” Bonnie was the first to offer her hand.

A residual chill transferred at her touch as it dawned on him what had almost happened to this bright little bird. For all she’d grown up in the same place as her sister, she was so much more innocent and wore an unspoiled air Rio didn’t possess. He looked back to Rio’s steady, unemotional gaze.

“If you ever have a wish to visit the horses, you’d be welcome at my place. Kennison Falls isn’t that far away—an hour and a half drive, perhaps. Plenty to do there. See what stable work is like, take a ride perhaps. Test out that good plan of yours.”

He stopped, aware he was not only channeling his pathologically hospitable mother but on the verge of sounding like an infomercial. Bonnie’s face broke into a grin. Rio shrugged with wistful pragmatism.

“That’s very kind of you. In many ways, though, an hour and a half might as well be four days.”

He nodded. In truth, it would probably be better not to mix his world with hers. He couldn’t think of two more opposite places.

“The offer stands. It was lovely to meet you both.”

“Will you come back to Crossroads?” Bonnie asked.

He smiled. “I come to the cities now and again. Meanwhile, you stay out of strange cars, right, love? Even if good music’s involved?”

She smiled with a touch of, but not nearly enough, self-consciousness. “I will.”

He looked back to Rio and, again, had an urge to protect her, despite the fact that she wanted no protection. “Stay safe.”

Her smile was far more sardonic than her sister’s. “Somehow, I always do.”

Three minutes later he pulled from the curb and watched the Montoya sisters’ porch light fade in his mirror. She’d gotten to him, the stoic and protectively sarcastic elder Montoya. She was not like any woman he’d ever found attractive before.

Not that he’d ever see her again. Still, he hoped with all his heart his gut fear for her was nothing but the last wisp of those old ghosts.




Chapter Three



THIS HAD TO be a nightmare.

Rio stared at the chaos around her and tried to make sense of the voices. So many voices—rendered into dissonant babbles and shouts by the hiss of the fire monster that had awoken her twenty minutes ago. Like a dragon, red and black, evil, crackling, belching smoke, it devoured her life before her eyes.

No. That was wrong. Their lives were intact. She’d gotten Bonnie out safely. Paul wasn’t home. She’d rescued her cell phone and her ancient laptop. She’d gotten the fire department here in good time and given them all the information they’d asked for.

She swayed on her feet watching her home burn and told herself their lives were all that mattered.

Held back from the disaster by a snarl of fire hoses and swarms of efficient firefighters, there was nothing more to be done except stare in disbelief at the flames devouring the roof. She didn’t even know what time it was. She’d paid no attention to the clock when the thick veil of smoke had choked her awake.

Bonnie sat on the boulevard grass beside her, shivering despite the thick blanket given to her by one of the firemen. She stared, her eyes wide but expressionless.

The horror did mesmerize. Their house had stood ninety years in this spot, and Rio had done her best to keep up the one material thing her mother had left in her care. It wouldn’t spontaneously combust. This fire could not be an accident.

Pajama-clad neighbors gawked and murmured in little groups. Few of them had approached her. Neighbors didn’t get too close since Paul and Hector had grown so attached.

Hector.

He wouldn’t. Even he can’t be that evil.

She let her head fall forward into her palms. Oh God, this could not be happening.

“Rio? Bonnie? Girls, are you all right?”

She recognized Chase Preston’s troubled Southern drawl before she saw him. Before she could answer, Bonnie released a cry and jumped to her feet, throwing herself into Chase’s arms with a sob.

“Aw, honey, honey, I know. But thank God you’re both out here.” He locked her into a safe embrace and caught Rio’s eyes. “Are you really okay?”

“Yes.”

No.

Then she saw David. The world around her slowed for a few blessed seconds while her stomach took an unexpected dive for her toes. He stood behind Chase, the concern in his eyes blazing to match the fire. It seemed like mere moments since he’d been standing in her room and Bonnie had blurted out their life plans, giving him possession of secrets she’d never told anybody. Because she’d never thought to see him again, she’d let the embarrassment go. At his surprising appearance here, she felt even more vulnerable than she had four hours ago.

“Rio.” He spoke into her ear, and she blinked, unsure how he’d moved to her side without her noticing. “This is shocking. I’m so awfully sorry. I’m sure it’s too early yet for authorities to know what happened?”

The direct question calmed her. She appreciated him not asking again how she was.

“I don’t know. I ... I have a suspicion, but only because of what happened earlier.”

“Do you think your brother was involved?”

That question took her aback. Paul? Even if Hector was involved, Paul’s friendship would never extend to something this vile.

“No.”

“Good. Perhaps one suspect eliminated.” He allowed a gentle, bittersweet smile, which she recognized as understanding.

“It wasn’t an accident.”

Saying so out loud for the first time ripped through the layer of numbness protecting her from her feelings. Tears of anger and the first edgings of fear welled in her eyes. Averting her gaze, she swiped the moisture away.

“Aw, it’s all right, love. Didn’t you only just tell me how much of your future is wrapped up in this house? You’re allowed to cry. It’s not weakness.”

His accent touched her, wrapped around her heart with less formality than earlier, but calm drifted further from her reach. Was she so transparent he could see how to obliterate her control with a couple of understanding words?

Shit.

She didn’t do physical displays. She needed to follow her instincts and shove him away, buck up, and take care of her crisis. Instead, she didn’t even object when he wrapped his arms around her the way Chase had done with Bonnie. Her tears won, and she sobbed.

For a minute it was a relief—to let him shore up her wobbly knees and his broad chest to obscure the sight of the fire. To weep for things she was losing as she stood there. David didn’t move except to tighten his arms. He didn’t speak or use his power to take advantage of her, but power was what he had. Power to surround her, insulate her, let her believe it wasn’t her fault she’d lost control.

His scent dulled her fear like anesthetic. His chest, rising and falling beneath her cheek, pulled her focus from the disaster and put it on him. A thought crept insidiously through her brain: she could hide within this stronghold for a long time and get used to it. The very idea slapped her back into reality. She didn’t know this man. To let him take away her fear and her focus was dangerous—fear and focus were her only weapons.

Drawing self-control back around herself like a cloak, she slipped from his embrace and crossed her arms tightly around her middle, covering the flimsy T-shirt she wore as pajamas. As soon as she had escaped his embrace, however, she found she had no desire to escape his presence. Even without the drugging fog from his scent and his touch, he exuded calm protection.

Chase placed a hand on her arm.

“We don’t need to stand here and watch, honey. We can go back to Crossroads and wait. The police can come talk to you when the fire is out.”

“Please, Rio, please, let’s go. I can’t stand this anymore.” Bonnie’s tear-tracked cheeks and wild eyes conveyed her fear.

“Sweetie, I know.” Rio cupped her sister’s face with her hands. “But I can’t leave and not be sure they’re doing all they can. We could take you across the street to the Hansons’. Look, they’re in the front yard. I’m sure they’d let you sleep on their sofa.”

“No! They’re nice, but their house ... is—” At the word “house” she covered her face.

“Why don’t you take Bonnie back to Crossroads?” David turned to Rio. “I can stay here if you’d be all right with that.”

“It’s not necessary. I don’t want to make you stay.”

The thought of remaining alone with David, but without Chase as a buffer, slightly terrified her. Yet the thought of David leaving left her stomach hollow. She didn’t really want to face the firefighters, the police, and the flames on her own.

“You aren’t making me do anything. We don’t need to know each other that well for me to act as another set of ears and eyes.”

Again his smile was kind and unforced. He was right about two things. One, they didn’t know each other at all. Two, at this point it didn’t matter. Nothing worse could happen to her.

“All right, thank you,” she made herself say. “Bonnie, it’s fine if you go with Chase. I understand why you don’t want to watch.”

Bonnie considered a minute and then nodded.

A weight lifted from Rio’s chest. Bonnie, at least, would be in good hands. If the staff at Crossroads had a strength, it was providing a safe environment for kids.

For a long, silent moment they all stared back at the house. Flames lit the windows of Rio’s bedroom and the living room, turning them into fiery eyes, malevolent and cruel. Firefighters with axes crawled over the half of the roof not engulfed in flames. Smoke hissed from high-pressure water meeting tenacious fire.

“You’ll stay at the center tonight,” Chase said, finally. “Don’t worry about any other plans yet. After the fire is out, we’ll think about the future. You know we’ll help, right?”

“I do know, Chase.”

He and Bonnie left, and the only way Rio could make the watching tolerable was to study the firefighters, who moved through the disaster scene in choreographed precision. Their instructions were terse and efficient, their movements were never wasted, and all their efforts were immediately effective. Not a single one of those attributes applied to her life.

“Are you cold? Can I fetch you a blanket or find a sweater?” David asked, when their silence had stretched to several long minutes. “I can run somewhere quickly and get you something hot to drink.”

She turned her attention to him, even though meeting his eyes after her crying jag was one step from humiliating. He wore a plain white undershirt, disheveled as if from sleeping in it, and to her mortification, a starburst of wrinkles surrounding a damp spot on his chest made it clear where she’d fallen apart in his embrace.

“I’m fine.” Her voice came out tight although she didn’t intend it. “I’m not going to lose it again. You really don’t need to babysit me.”

“Bloody lucky,” he replied, his voice light. “I’m nobody’s idea of a good nanny. I’ve just never seen a house fire in person before, and it’s terrifying. I have no idea what you must be going through. When in doubt, a good Englishman always rings for tea.”

A reluctant smile found its way onto her lips. “Tea and a sweater. Probably the best offer I’ll get any time soon, but I’m fine.”

“You’re sure you aren’t cold?”

She shook her head. The air temperature hadn’t even registered with her. “I’m sure.”

“All right. But don’t be brave on my account.”

They held their vigil for another half hour. She grew accustomed to his presence, even pointed out when she noticed the flames had stopped chewing through the roof and when more firemen took time for short breaks because they seemed to be making headway. She stayed close to him, although she didn’t want him to know it was mostly because he kept her mind from panic and her body warm without a blanket.

“Miss Montoya?”

Rio looked away from the scene at her blackened front door where a fireman was emerging from the now-dark house. She met the eyes of a square-jawed, sixty-ish man who’d introduced himself much earlier as the captain.

“Yes?”

“I thought you’d be interested to know what we found along the side of the house, half-buried beside the foundation.”

He held up an ancient-looking metal gas can with a melted plastic spout. He might as well have parked one of his trucks on her chest. David swept an arm across her back, just as her knees turned to soup.

“Steady, love.”

She grasped his arm automatically. “That’s proof, isn’t it?” Her voice croaked from her constricted chest. “Somebody did this.”

“We can’t say anything for certain yet,” the captain said. “There’ll be further investigation. But if you don’t normally keep a gas can next to your house, I’d say this points strongly toward arson.”

“He’s gone completely crazy.” Rio stared at the embers of her house.

“Who has?” David asked.

“Hector Black. He’s a puny little leader of a small, mean street clique. They can’t even truly be called a gang. This, along with what he tried to do to Bonnie, is beyond his usual scope. It’s like he’s trying to get noticed.”

“The authorities will sort this, Rio. Try not to worry.” David looked helplessly toward the captain, who nodded.

“Worry? What more can happen to worry about? I’m pissed as hell.”

He drew back, his dark eyes surprised. “Well, I’m proud of you, then, aren’t I?”

“Proud?”

“You haven’t been one to curl up and whimper. I’m not sure how you’re doing it.”

Rio wasn’t either. Most of her was numb. Her chest hurt. But what choice did she have? What choice had she ever had other than to fight on? It still annoyed her that she’d broken down in front of him at all.

Before she had to form a response, the phone she’d hastily stuffed into the waistband of her sleep shorts vibrated next to her skin. She pulled it out, stared into its outdated, not-smart screen, and saw the indication for a new text. Her heart thundered.

“It’s Paul,” she whispered, and opened the message. But when she read it, it confused her—it didn’t sound like her brother.

So the can surprised you. Hope you know the doctor can’t keep Bonnie away from me.

She swiveled her head wildly. Whoever it was, was watching. He knew she’d just seen the gas can. He knew Bonnie wasn’t here.

“What is it?” David searched with her. She handed him the phone, her throat too tight to speak. “Your brother is here?” He dropped his arm from her shoulders and all but leaped into the street, his eyes, narrowed and alert, sweeping the neighborhood. There was nothing.

“I don’t believe he’d do this to his own house. I don’t.”

But the message had come from his phone.

Rio’s strength finally deserted her. She never in a million years would have thought Paul capable of such an awful crime. Or of such hatred of her. They were only half siblings, but they’d been there for each other all their lives. And he had always adored Bonnie, his full sister. Rio couldn’t fathom what had changed. She clutched her churning stomach.

“Rio? Rio, come on. We need to get you to someplace warm and safe. You can’t find answers until you have some place to think. The fire is nearly out. Let me take you back to Bonnie and Chase.”

There was nothing to do but obey. Now her life did feel as though it had ended. A house was just a thing. Safety, however, was right up there with health. If you didn’t have it, you couldn’t live. Until this moment, the only thing that had kept them all safe was their status as family. As much as it seemed impossible beyond words, Paul had just destroyed that.

She buried her face in David’s T-shirt once again and let helplessness steal the last of her pride.



Chapter Four



RIO STOPPED PICKING at the fraying hem of her jeans and stared out the windshield at a long, tree-and-pasture-lined driveway. Pristine brown fencing surrounded jewel-green fields, and the glossy horses dotting them should have had her in ecstasy. Instead, only the numbness of the past five days ruled her emotions.

Jill Preston guided her Suburban across an actual bridge over an actual stream and approached a fancy wooden sign painted with black-and-gold lettering. “Bridge Creek Stables.” Rio couldn’t quite reconcile the surroundings with her expectations. If this was where David lived, it was a very far cry from the horse farm-slash-dude-ranch she’d pictured.

Bonnie, on the other hand, had oohed and ahhed the entire way from Minneapolis to Kennison Falls. Any memories haunting her from the week since the fire were invisible at the moment. In fact, the girl had been frighteningly ditzy since that night, swinging from inconsolable weeping to manic excitement.

Rio hadn’t cried since embarrassing herself in David Pitts-Matherson’s arms. She could have. She’d had plenty of time for nightmares. But her crying wouldn’t make Bonnie feel safer or solve the countless issues facing them. So she’d dug in and channeled her terror into problem-solving, as she always did.

Jill caught her eyes, and Rio managed to return the encouraging smile with a polite one of her own. She didn’t speak. All she had strength to do was ride this crazy train she’d been forced onto
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