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            Chapter One

          

          Sweet Dreams Are Not Made of This

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TRAVIS

      

      

      

      Night pressed down on me, the whirring of chopper blades stirring the air into a wild tempest, chaotic and confusing. Wind whipped and the screaming of hundreds—maybe thousands—of voices pulled at something inside me, bringing terror bubbling to a simmer just below the surface.

      I stood ready to help, but I was blinded by the darkness, by the fierce slash of dust thrown at me by the helicopter. Who was I supposed to help?

      Babies cried, women screamed. And in the background, shattering the persistent noise around me, explosions rocked the night.

      My stomach roiled and sweat coated my skin beneath the heavy uniform I wore, under the Kevlar I knew was a paltry protection against what was likely to happen to me here.

      A woman appeared in my field of vision, her head swathed in a bright blue scarf that stood out vibrant and shocking against the smear of darkness closing in on us.

      Her dark eyes met mine and the terrifying noise faded, my vision beginning to tunnel until I all saw was the desperation and fear in her fathomless gaze.

      “Take him,” she said, her voice coming as if down a chasm. “Save him.” She pushed a bundle into my arms and vanished. I looked down to see what I held, what she’d given me, and the tiny pink face of a baby stared up at me.

      The scream built low in my belly, spurred on by fear, by horror, by the knowledge I couldn’t do anything against the force of this situation. I was one man, and even the scream I’d muster against the inevitability of death all around me would be impotent and futile.

      When the sound ripped from my chest, it was more like a cry for help, a smothered, muffled gasp that had more to do with the pressure on my chest and my inability to breathe than the baby I held. I tried to suck in a lungful of air, but the pressure built, and then . . . rain?

      Why was my face wet?

      Why was my nose suddenly full of the stench of foul, musty heat?

      Why . . . I pushed the heavy lump off my chest and sat up, sleep fading slowly as my vision cleared.

      “Roscoe.” My voice was gritty and harsh, as if I’d carried sand home from the nightmare inside my lungs.

      Roscoe stood on the bed at my side, breathing his heavy dog breath into my face, and gave me one more sloppy lick for good measure, accompanied by a low whine.

      “I’m fine. It was just the dream.” Relief surged through me, along with the familiar feeling of failure, disappointment.

      The dog seemed reassured by the fact I was now upright and speaking—had I been screaming before?—and he settled again at my side, curling against my legs. Roscoe was good at his job, which was unofficially to keep me sane. When I’d gotten home, it had been clear to me I needed some kind of support, and a dog felt like the right solution. Roscoe was my best friend, and my lookout. I sank my hands into his thick fur as he laid his head down and closed his eyes.

      I was glad one of us could get back to sleep. I already knew it would be pointless for me to try. That dream—more of a memory really—it was one I could never quite push aside when I wanted to. Whenever it appeared, I grit my teeth and lowered my head, recognizing that there was nothing for it but try to get through the discomfort. It was kind of like bumping into my mom’s friend Lilac when I was back home. She’d talk your ear off for hours about goiter and backgammon, but you had to suffer through it or Mom’d teach you a lesson in manners when she heard you’d been rude.

      Not that I’d been home in a while. Now I thought suffering through one of Lilac’s hugs and monologues about the new recipe she was perfecting for mince pie might be a nice alternative to my reality.

      Roscoe whined again at my side, dog language for “go back to sleep, moron,” I figured.

      “Can’t, buddy. You get some sleep.” I pushed off the twisted heap of covers and swung my legs over the side of the bed, letting out a sigh.

      Ten minutes later, I was dressed and heading down the long hallway to the elevator. I’d hit the gym before most folks were even awake, and then head down into the kitchen to get the rolls baking.

      Since the resort had lost our pastry chef, I’d discovered a knack for basic baking, and Ghost—the resort owner and an old friend who was tolerating me hanging out here—seemed to appreciate my willingness to get up to work hours no one else wanted to take on.

      The resort fitness center was empty when I used my key to unlock the door. Not a real shock, since the guests here were mostly on vacation, and normal people didn’t get up to work out at three in the morning when they were supposed to be relaxing.

      As I pounded out a few miles on the treadmill, I pushed the last remnants of the dream from my mind, wishing I could somehow banish it permanently. That was the one that got me the most, that woman. The baby in my arms.

      It hadn’t really happened. It was an amalgam of things that had, or of stories I’d been told by the other people who’d served in that disastrous mess. I wanted to forget it all.

      But that was the thing, wasn’t it?

      You didn’t forget things like that.

      If you were lucky, maybe you shoved them to the back of your mind so you could do your best to be a regular guy when you were around other people, and you didn’t let anyone close enough to see what was really going on.

      Only Roscoe really knew, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t tell anyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Conception of Deception

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CEECEE

      

      

      “I was ninety-nine percent sure I was going to die this morning.” The man in the passenger seat of the van, Vince from Columbus, laughed as he delivered this statement, and I grinned right back at him.

      “You’re not the first guy to think that when we hit the rapids on that first stretch,” I told him, guiding the van around a smooth curve in the two-lane road heading back to the Kasper Ridge Resort. “But you handled it like a champion. You all did,” I added, glancing back to where his wife sat with their four kids. “Did you have fun?”

      “Is fun the right word?” Liz asked. She’d arrived in the lobby this morning after her husband had signed the family up for a rafting trip, and announced that she had no intention of going. But he’d cajoled her into my van, and through the training, and she’d finally strapped on her helmet and personal flotation device willingly.

      I didn’t blame her for having reservations. They had four kids, ranging from eleven to seventeen. Moms worried. Dads did too, I knew, but I’d seen this exact scenario lots of times. Moms worried a little differently. And river rafting could be dangerous.

      But I was good at my job.

      “All of you did great,” I assured her. “And if you want to come out for something a little less aggressive, we’re doing stand-up paddle-boarding at the lake tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Dad, let’s do it!” Seth, the oldest, piped up.

      “Sure,” Vince said.

      “I think I might just spend the day with a book, or take a hike,” Liz said. “No more adventure. No offense.” She added that last part quickly, as if her desire for adventure was something I had a personal stake in.

      “No worries,” I told her. “It’s your vacation. You should do things you want to do.”

      We pulled up in front of the resort, and the family piled out of the van onto the curb in front of the gracious timber and glass structure. The resort had been given new life in the last year, thanks to the unexpected arrival of Archie and Aubrey Kasper and their collection of friends, most of whom had flown with Archie when he was in the Navy.

      I’d known the resort opening would be good for my adventure outfitter and guide business, but I hadn’t realized just how good. At this point, I’d had to hire staff to help lead adventures, and I was doing quadruple the business I’d been doing before the resort came back to life.

      But the best thing that had happened since the Kasper Ridge Resort had opened was the friendship I’d struck up with outdoor influencer Douggie Masters, who I was pretty sure was about to change my life.

      I watched the family from Columbus head inside and parked the van in the employee lot, and then jogged inside.

      “Hey you!” My best friend Lucy was seated at the end of the bar, and she rose as I entered, her dark mass of curly hair pulled into a sleek braid over one shoulder and her petite frame sporting an adorable sundress. Lucy and our mutual friend Bennie and I had been together since kindergarten.

      “Look at you,” I gushed, leaning in to give her a hug. “You’re all dolled up and I smell like sweat and sunscreen.”

      “You always smell like sweat and sunscreen,” she reminded me, retaking her stool. “And I hardly ever get out these days. It was worth a little time on hair and makeup.” Lucy and her husband Will had a three-month old son, and Lucy had complained often that her entire life had changed before she’d really realized what she signed up for. But that didn’t change the fact that my friend was happier than I’d ever seen her.

      “You look great. Will and Teague doing okay?”

      Lucy laughed. “Will is the most doting father I’ve ever seen. But I think he’s desperate for Teague to grow past the sleeping and pooping phase and into the part where he puts on a glove and plays catch, or asks about being a pilot.”

      “I get it. He wants to do dad stuff,” I said as Wiley, the bar manager, waved a hand at me, letting me know he’d be right down.

      “Well, changing diapers and going to pick him up at three a.m. is all the dad stuff there is right now. The kid’s not going to do tricks and stunts for a while.” Lucy sighed.

      I laughed, imagining Lucy’s adorable son doing any kind of tricks or stunts.

      After Wiley pulled a beer for me and set a glass of wine in front of Lucy, I turned to face my friend.

      “So, I’ve got some news.”

      Her face lit up and she clapped her hands in front of her. “Oh good. Your news is bound to be more exciting than anything I’ve got going on at this point. Spill.”

      The giddiness I’d been fighting all day rocketed through me, sending my words out in a rush. “Remember when Douggie Masters from Out and Outside was here for the grand opening?”

      Lucy nodded. The opening of the resort had been attended by several media outlets, but the biggest was Douggie, who had a crazy popular YouTube show that featured him on various outdoor adventures around the world, sometimes with his husband in tow. He’d kind of become my idol, seeing the world, experiencing everything there was to experience. I wanted that, and I’d told him so, many times.

      “When he was here, he told me about this contest he was running with Outdoor Adventures, that show on Netfilms, where the winner gets featured on the show and wins fifty thousand dollars to go on the adventure of their dreams.”

      Lucy’s jaw dropped open. “You won?”

      “Not yet,” I said, wiggling a bit in my seat. “But I’m one of the finalists! They’re sending a crew out next week to film some of the lead-up segments that they’ll piece together for the announcement show. Kind of a slice of life and kind of like a final audition.” I felt ready to leap out of my seat, sharing this news. It was the best thing that had ever happened to me, and my chance to be like Douggie, see the world.

      “So you’re going to be on the show either way,” she said, understanding making her eyes light up as she clapped her hands and then pulled me into a hug.

      “Yep! And I’m hoping I win the whole thing. The trip would be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to see something outside of Kasper Ridge. Like, way outside.”

      “Where would you go?”

      “I said Africa.” Even the word held a certain mystique for me.

      “Africa, huh? Big continent... any specific part?”

      I grinned, furious glee bubbling up inside me as I told Lucy about the dream trip I’d planned in my head—the one winning this contest could turn into reality. “There are so many things I want to do, but the trip I sketched out for the network would include climbing Mt. Kilimanjaro, a guided tour through the Ugandan jungles to see gorillas, and finally a more touristy part to Luxor to see the temples and the Valley of the Kings.”

      “Oh, you already had to decide the details?”

      I nodded, thinking about the application I’d spent hours working on, the video I’d submitted. And remembering the one thing I’d stretched the truth about forced a heavy sigh from my lungs. “That was all part of the final application. It’s all set up. There’s just one little thing.”

      “What? Why do you look like that? Like someone just stole your beer?”

      I glanced at my beer, but it was still there, right where I’d left it on the bar top. That was a relief. But I still had a problem.

      I wrapped my fingers around my glass for strength and dropped my eyes as I told Lucy the bad part of my news. “Before I put in my final package last year, Douggie told me they really wanted to feature a couple as the winners and that my odds would be much better if I submitted as part of a duo.”

      “Who’s your duo? Wait, a duo like a boyfriend or something? Or just...” Lucy’s forehead wrinkled.

      I gave a little shrug, hoping Lucy would skip the chastising and come up with a solution for my problem.

      “They want a romantic duo. So I might have told a little fib...”

      Lucy dropped her forehead into her hand. “Oh Ceese. You didn’t.”

      “I did. I told them I run my tours with my boyfriend, and that he’d go on the trip too.” Admitting this brought the reality of it crashing down. I didn’t have a boyfriend—I didn’t even have someone I could ask to be a date to a movie, let alone own a business with me. Desperation threatened to ruin the excitement I’d felt over being selected a finalist.

      “Need I point out the obvious?” Lucy crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t have a boyfriend. Unless this baby stuff has caused me to miss more than I thought.”

      I shook my head miserably, taking a sip of my beer to console myself. “No. I don’t have a boyfriend. Longest dry spell on earth continues.”

      “And the show people are coming next week? Won’t they be expecting to meet this non-existent guy?”

      “I tried to get Jensen to agree to pretend.” I couldn’t even look at Lucy as I admitted the depths of my desperation.

      Lucy laughed. “Your brother is the least adventurous person I’ve ever met. Though driving that taxi is pretty adventurous, actually.”

      “He got new tires last month.” Jensen was the only ride share driver in Kasper Ridge, and he’d been operating on a bit of a shoestring budget for a while.

      “That’s a relief.” She ran a finger down the globe of her wine glass, collecting condensation on her fingertip. “No one would buy you guys as a couple, anyway. You look like twins and bicker like enemies.” Her gaze turned soft, sympathetic. “So what will you do?”

      It was hard talking to Lucy about this. She was the owner and operator of Dale Construction, the firm that had helped finish renovations on the resort. She was a badass, and I doubted she’d ever have gotten herself into this situation. My business was like a lemonade stand on the sidewalk next to Dale Construction, and I suddenly felt like a total hack.

      “I have no idea.” I took a long swallow of my beer and let my eyes wander the crowded bar as the situation I’d gotten myself into rolled through my mind like a pin-studded tennis ball. Ouch.

      Then my gaze landed on a tall broad figure at the entrance of the resort bar, the man who’d just stepped into the space, his dog at his side.

      I perked. “Actually,” I told Lucy. “I might have one idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Pretending to be pretending…

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TRAVIS

      

      

      It had been a long day, and part of me wanted to just go back up to my room and hide. The noise and constant movement of the common areas of the resort were exhausting, especially now that we were fully booked most of the time.

      But when I had days like this, days where the past tried to creep forward and cast its shadow across the present, those were the days I knew I needed company. And if the Navy had given me anything, it was good friends.

      Sometimes the original crew hung out behind the resort, lighting the fire and letting the night cast its cool fingers around us. But I’d wandered out there first, and there was no one at the fire pit tonight. So the bar it would be.

      The long, wood-paneled space of the bar was busy tonight, people seated on most of the stools and crowded around the high-tops and tables at the back. I liked it in here, even with the crowd. The space had an old Hollywood kind of appeal, and just walking in felt a bit like taking a step into the past, into someplace glamorous. Not that I’d really know much about glamour, but it seemed that way to me.

      Roscoe stayed tight at my side as I took a deep breath and pushed myself forward. I was big enough that people kind of instinctually moved out of my way, which was a blessing. If I’d been smaller, I might never gather the courage to leave my room.

      I didn’t see any of the guys, though Antonio had said he’d probably stop through before bed. Wiley and Aubrey were moving behind the bar with a coordinated grace that probably came from the fact that they were much more than co-workers. They’d been together a couple years now, having met when Aubrey’s brother—my Navy buddy Ghost—first hatched the plan to open this place again.

      “Sass!” A familiar voice broke across the din of the crowd, and I spun to see Lucy and CeeCee at the bar. I felt the same little pulse of excitement I always did when CeeCee was around. She was hot in an outdoor girl kind of way, which I didn’t know was totally my thing until I’d met her. I crossed the space and pressed myself into a little gap between stools just behind Lucy.

      “Ladies.” If was honest, CeeCee made me a little nervous, and before I could stop it, my hand did some kind of fancy little wave, like an overpaid butler to the royal family, minus the bow that probably should have gone with it. I could feel even Roscoe giving me a judgmental look. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Hey Sass,” Lucy said, swiveling to look up at me with a warm smile on her face.

      I had a soft spot for Lucy. She had a commanding presence and just being near her made me feel assured that all was well in hand. But I liked her mostly because she kept Fake Tom in line. Another of my Navy pals, Fake Tom—or Will, as Lucy called him—could be a little full of himself.

      “How are you?” CeeCee asked me, and my heart accelerated against my will at the sound of her voice. I swallowed hard and took a deep breath.

      “Yeah,” I managed. Very articulate. “Good.”

      She grinned, and I tried to steel myself against the effect the expression had on me.

      There was something about CeeCee. I’d had it bad for her since the first time she strode in here at Lucy’s side, the local girl who seemed to have the whole world in the palm of her hand. She was tall and athletic, with a silky curtain of strawberry blond hair that was usually pulled back into a braid or a ponytail. She was usually wearing some kind of khakis or shorts, and often with a ball cap on her head that said “Kasper Gear and Guides,” and not a lick of makeup. And damn if she wasn’t the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      “Drink, man?” Wiley was across the bar from me, and I turned, hoping my face hadn’t changed color as I struggled for the millionth time with my attraction to CeeCee.

      “Yeah, thanks. Jameson, neat.”

      “I will get you your Irish whiskey,” Wiley said, shaking his head at me. “But I’m still waiting for the day you convert like the rest of us.”

      “You make good whiskey, Wiley Coyote. I just prefer the Jameson.” Wiley’s family made Half Cat Whiskey back in Maryland, and it was the resort’s preferred whiskey. Pretty much everyone drank that exclusively at this point.

      But I’d never been very good at doing what I was expected to do.

      Wiley put the glass in front of me, and I took a healthy sip, letting the smooth fire work through me.

      “So,” CeeCee said, loud enough that I knew she was aiming the words at me, not at Lucy. I took another quick sip and turned to face her.

      “So,” I replied, meeting her soft blue eyes and wishing that the world was a little bit different than it was. That my life was a little different.

      “Can I ask you something?” CeeCee looked the tiniest bit uncertain, something I hadn’t witnessed before. She was always confident, sure of herself. What was making her look unsure? Whatever it was, I wanted to pound it into the ground.

      “Always,” I told her. Over the past months, she and I had become friends. We couldn’t be more than that, and even though it was sometimes torture to be around her knowing it was true, I’d let myself get close to her. And I cared about her. A lot.

      “You’re not gonna like it,” Lucy warned, her eyes dancing as she looked up at me.

      I looked between the ladies, trying to read the situation better. “Let’s find out,” I said. “What do you need, Ceese?”

      She took a swallow of her beer and I watched her throat move, a simple motion that caused an unwanted chain reaction inside my body. She was so damned beautiful.

      “Just a little favor,” she started, and I tried to keep my mind in the present so it didn’t start running any scenarios involving favors that I might be able to think of. She probably didn’t need someone to come home with her and help her scrub her back in the tub. I cleared my throat, and Roscoe leaned into my leg as if he could feel my body chemistry changing, preparing for the unexpected.

      “I told you about Douggie and the contest, right?” She watched me for a reaction, that nervous glint still in her eyes.

      “At length,” I reminded her. We’d talked on multiple occasions about her hopes for landing a spot on some adventure reality show, about how it would put her business on the map, but how it would also take her far away from Kasper Ridge, something I was not super excited about. She’d become so busy since the resort opened officially though, that I wondered how much more business her little adventure shop could actually handle.

      “Yeah, so I’m a finalist.” She met my eyes, and though her smile spread, there was something wrong—her eyes were still wary.

      “That’s amazing. Congratulations. Shouldn’t we be celebrating?” I turned to flag down Wiley again to get some champagne or something. Lucy sat between us, but her stool was positioned back far enough for CeeCee to drop her hand on the arm I was leaning against, and the warmth of CeeCee’s palm sent fire licking through my veins.

      “Don’t celebrate yet,” Lucy suggested, her voice holding a hint of humor.

      I glanced between the ladies.

      “There’s just one thing,” CeeCee said. “And this is the favor part.”

      “Hit me,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral even while her soft skin pressed into mine.

      “Douggie says they’re looking to feature a couple on the final.”

      “A couple.”

      “Yeah, and so when I applied, I kind of told a tiny little lie.”

      “About being a couple?”

      She dropped my gaze for a second, which was good, it gave my brain a second to catch up. Was CeeCee telling me she had a boyfriend? No, that didn’t make sense. Why was her hand on my arm? What was this about?

      “Yeah, I told them I run the adventure shop with my boyfriend. But that was almost a year ago. I figured I had time, that maybe by now I’d actually be part of a couple. I mean, Lucy and Will got friggin’ married and had a kid in that amount of time.”

      Lucy held up her wine glass, toasting CeeCee’s words, and took a sip.

      “Right,” I managed.

      “So I wondered . . .” CeeCee paused and looked at Lucy, as if for support. “I hoped maybe since we’re friends,” she started again. “I hoped you would maybe pretend to be my boyfriend. When the cameras are here.”

      “One sec.” I did my best to control my reaction, turning back to the bar and slipping my arm gently from beneath CeeCee’s slim, soft fingers. I lifted my glass, finished what was inside, and stared hard at Wiley until he returned, Jameson in hand. “Double,” I said, my voice softer than I’d intended it to be.

      He poured, I drank, and then I swiveled back to the ladies.

      I didn’t want to pretend to be CeeCee’s man. I wanted to actually be her man. But that would be impossible, given my circumstances, so I’d never tried. Could I handle pretending?

      “What would this entail, exactly?” I asked, stuffing down the riot of energy her words had unleashed inside my gut.

      She smiled, tucking a long strand of silky hair behind her ear, clearly having no idea how sexy that simple movement was. I glanced around the bar, checking to see what other guys had noticed, but everyone else seemed engaged in their own conversations. It surprised me, because any time CeeCee was in the same room I was in, I knew every move she made. She was like my own personal lighthouse beacon.

      “Well,” she said. “I guess you’d hang out at the shop, probably guide a few hikes or rafting trips with me to make it look like we’re in it together. We’d just have to make the cameras believe that we’re a couple.” She blushed, and I nearly fell to my knees right there as the pink spread across her cheeks and the smooth skin of her chest, exposed in the simple V-neck T-shirt she wore. “Maybe some, like, kissing? Holding hands?”

      I pretended that the idea of kissing CeeCee didn’t affect me at all. “How long are they here?”

      “A week, I guess.”

      “When?”

      “They come Monday.” She dropped my gaze at this statement, and I sensed that she knew this was a lot to ask, that my preference would be to say no. Being that close to CeeCee for a week, touching her, but reminding myself it was all pretend? A wise man would definitely say no. I’d never been especially wise.

      “Okay.” The word flew out more in reaction to seeing her look defeated than as a result of careful consideration. I waited a second, expecting to feel regret or worry, but I didn’t. Instead, the prospect of spending time with CeeCee, pretending to be her man, sounded a lot like the perfect solution. After all, pretending was the only way I could ever be with her. Maybe it would be enough.

      “You’re serious?” Lucy finally spoke, looking between us. “You guys, this is crazy.”

      “We’re already good friends though,” CeeCee said. “So it’ll be easy, right, Sasquatch?”

      Lucy speared me with her gaze and I tried to manage a reassuring smile. This would not be easy.

      “Do you even know his real name?” Lucy asked CeeCee, pointing at me.

      CeeCee frowned. We had spent a lot of time together, and I knew a lot about her. But I didn’t actually think I’d told her my name. Most people seemed to think that “Sasquatch” fit pretty well and left it at that. I wondered if Ghost even knew my given name.

      “Of course,” CeeCee said, her eyes catching mine and widening in a silent plea.

      “Everyone knows my name is Travis,” I supplied.

      CeeCee’s lips pressed together and her eyebrows shot up. She had definitely not known that.

      “Right,” Lucy said, not buying a bit of it. “Well, Travis, I guess you know then, that CeeCee is crazy. I can’t believe you guys are going to do this. It’s almost a certainty that you’ll get caught, and then what, Cee? Wouldn’t it make more sense to just come clean and hope for the best?”

      CeeCee traced a circle on the bar with her finger, making me wish we were alone, that that finger was tracing the circle across my flesh, that I could touch her.

      “No,” she said, dropping her hand and raising her chin. “This will work. It has to. Winning this competition would give me a chance I’ll never get otherwise, to see some of the world, to experience something besides a tiny little mountain town.”

      “You love it here,” Lucy pointed out.

      “Right, and I’ll always come back home. But I think I’ll appreciate home even more if I’m not constantly wondering what else there is. Plus, winning this would set up the shop perfectly. I could expand into other locations—Aspen, Boulder, Durango.” A sad smile crossed her face before she banished it with a grin. “I’m not going to get the guy and the family like you, Lucy. So I’m gonna do everything to get this.”

      Discomfort swamped my stomach. CeeCee deserved everything she wanted, even if the guy she got in the end wasn’t me. I opened my mouth to say something, though I didn’t know what, but CeeCee spoke again.

      “I’ve got Travis here to help me. And Roscoe, of course.” She smiled down at Roscoe and his tail thumped a couple times on the wood floor of the bar.

      “Let’s do this,” I said, swallowing the last of my whiskey.

      It was a terrible idea, and I already knew I’d regret every second of it. Being closer to CeeCee? Pretending that when the cameras were off and the lights were low I would be the one pulling her close, pressing my mouth to hers, letting my fingers slide over her skin? It might possibly kill me.

      But I knew it would hurt more to see someone else doing it.

      It was only a week. I could do anything for a week. Life had already taught me that much. Though who knew what kind of man I’d be, coming out the other side?
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          Lying Eyes. (And mouths).
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      Sasquatch’s name was Travis?

      I had to think on that a bit as I drove back home from the resort that night.

      It was odd to think that I’d known the man at least six months now, and I’d never stopped to ask his real name. I knew he’d grown up on a ranch in Texas, and that he’d known he would have to make his own way since he had three older brothers who already had plans to take over when their dad retired.

      He’d told me he was a mistake, that coming six years after his youngest brother was not something his parents had intended. But he also described a pretty idyllic childhood—the baby under the wings of three older brothers, parents who adored all four of them, miles of wide-open spaces.

      The things he didn’t tell me about were far more recent. For instance, I didn’t know why he’d quit flying, only that he’d joined the Navy, been selected for jets, been dubbed “Sasquatch” because he was huge, met Ghost and Brainiac and the rest of the guys, and then somewhere along the line . . . quit flying. It didn’t sound like he’d stopped for the reasons Ghost had—no mishaps, no lawsuits—not that anyone would do more than whisper a word or two about what really happened to Ghost.

      I turned into my driveway and parked next to my brother’s car. We shared the house we’d grown up in and took care of my mom together.

      Just as I was gathering my backpack and switching off the engine, my phone vibrated, mirrored on the smartwatch I wore. I looked down at my wrist.

      Douggie Masters.

      Excitement bubbled up in me. I still couldn’t believe this was happening.

      “Hey,” I answered, practically singing into the phone I’d dug from the front pocket of my bag.

      “Hey yourself, finalist. You ready for this?”

      I let out a breath. “I think so. I mean, in some ways, I’ve been ready for this my whole life, dying for a big chance. And in other ways, I’m pretty terrified about the whole thing.” I put my backpack aside and leaned back into the driver’s seat, staring out the window into the dark trees bordering our property. The moon cast a layer of white frosting over the tips of the pine boughs, making them sparkle.

      “What parts are you worried about? I’ve seen a lot of adventure operations in my work, CeeCee, and your place is top notch.”

      “It’s not the work part so much . . .”

      “What else is there? You worried about the cameras?”

      “Kind of that, yeah.”

      Douggie blew out a little laugh across the phone. “Girl, don’t be ridiculous. The camera will love you.”

      “No, it’s more that thing you told me about how the network wants a couple.” I hadn’t come clean with Douggie, but I felt like I owed it to him. He’d gotten me this far. I didn’t want to disappoint him by letting him find out about my lie later.

      “They picked you as a finalist, didn’t they? So maybe I was wrong.”

      The tiniest lump of guilt lodged in my throat, and I tried to clear it before speaking again. “You weren’t wrong, Douggie. They picked me, but maybe only because I told the tiniest white lie.”

      Douggie was silent too long and worry joined the guilt inside me in a frenetic game of tag that was making me feel nauseous.

      “What white lie?” he asked, serious now.

      “About being part of a couple. Nothing about the business, or about me, really.”

      “So the cameras will get there Monday and find out that you’re not part of a couple?” Douggie asked, a note of chastening in his voice I didn’t like, but knew I deserved.

      “No, they’ll find a couple. I’ve got it all set up.” I tried to sound confident in hopes Douggie wouldn’t point out the obvious—that this was a terrible idea.

      “I’m confused. Are you part of a couple or not?”

      “As far as they know, I run the adventure shop with my boyfriend, Travis.”

      “Travis. I’ve been talking to you since the resort opened, and I find this out only now? You’ve never mentioned him.”

      “I have, only I probably called him Sasquatch.”

      “The giant? The guy with the dog?” Douggie’s voice held a note of disbelief.

      “Yeah.” Douggie hadn’t met Sasquatch because he hadn’t been there when the soft opening of the resort had occurred. But I’d told him about my friend.

      “So you’re dating now, and you never thought to mention it?”

      It would have been easy to say yes, but I didn’t want to compound one lie with another. “No, we’re not. Not really. But he agreed to help me. With . . . this.”

      “Help you with the lie you told the network about running the shop with your boyfriend.”

      “It sounds so wrong when you put it like that,” I said.

      Douggie was quiet and worry sprouted inside me.

      “Douggie? Are you going to tell them?”

      He sighed loudly. “No, of course not. But you guys better be really freaking convincing. The crew has probably seen plenty of bad acting in their time. They’ll find you out a mile away if you don’t do a good job pretending.”

      “Very reassuring, thanks.”

      “Maybe you and this guy should just . . . actually date. You always seem to have nice things to say about him.”

      I thought about that. Sass was a nice guy, if a little unpredictable, and somewhat unmoored. I had yet to figure out what he really wanted out of life, not that it was my job to know that about my friends. “I don’t think we’re the right fit. But he’s a good guy. This will work.”

      That last part didn’t sound reassuring, even to me.

      “Good luck then. You’ll need it,” Douggie said. “Call me Monday when the crew is all set up.”

      “I will. Thanks for everything.”

      “You got it. Go slay, CeeCee.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I ended the call and stared out into the moonlit sky for a few minutes more.

      Could I really pull this off?

      Inside, I took off my boots and set them on the mat by the door, the sounds of the television coming to me from the living room where Jensen and my mother sat in side-by-side recliners, watching some kind of action movie with a lot of swearing, shooting, and explosions. The noise stopped when I stepped into the room, and they both turned to look at me, the raised remote in Jensen’s hand.

      “Hey, honey,” Mama said. “How was your day?”

      “Good,” I said, taking a seat in the corner of the couch and curling my legs under me. “Everything is all set for Monday.”

      Jensen grinned. “You’re gonna make sure to plug my business, right? For the cameras?”

      “If I can work in something about getting a ride, you’re definitely getting pimped, Jen.”

      “Don’t say ‘pimped,’” Mama said, wrinkling her nose.

      “Turn the movie back on,” I suggested to my brother, snuggling back into my familiar spot on the couch. This was where I’d always sat when my family
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