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			Prologue

			NEVER TRUST A man’s smile.

			The full moon shone down on the small clearing between the fir trees like a spotlight. Positioned high in the Oregon night sky, the beam of light narrowed in on the tall, broad shouldered man with curly red hair. He wore faded blue jeans, a button-­down green flannel, which hung open to reveal a white T-­shirt, and a smile.

			Run.

			Caroline Andrews glanced at the tattered black sleeping bag resting on the forest floor. Her backpack sat next to it. But her gun was safely tucked into the waistband of her black cargo pants.

			“Evening, ma’am.” The greeting slipped through his smiling lips as he raised his right hand. She reached for her weapon. But before her fingertips touched the barrel, the man’s fingers brushed his red curls. Caroline slowed her movements. Still, she kept her hand close to her gun, ready to pull it free from her pants if he gave her cause.

			Look at that smile . . . You can’t trust him.

			Once upon a time in a war zone, her commanding officer had smiled at her. She’d mistaken the curve of his mouth for a gesture of friendship, a signal of comradery in a place that chafed at her nerves. They had arrived in Afghanistan on high alert, ready and waiting for an attack. And she’d kept her guard up.

			Until that bastard smiled. . .

			She’d anticipated violence and pain. She’d met soldiers who’d lost limbs completing ordinary tasks. Driving a truck from point A to point B. Walking across the base they called home. But no one had warned her that her attacker would win her trust first.

			Caroline had walked away from her second tour through Afghanistan with all her limbs. But she’d learned that trusting a man’s smile led to trouble.

			“Evening,” she called back, her voice hoarse. She’d spent the past week traveling through the woods, heading north to small-­town Oregon. Timber Country. And home to her fellow Marine Noah Tager. Noah didn’t smile much since he’d left their unit. But she trusted him. He’d stood up for her. And he would pay for it if she didn’t warn him soon.

			“I’m sorry,” the grinning redhead said. “But you can’t camp here. This is private land. No trespassing and all.”

			“Trespassing,” she repeated. After months of evading the cops, she couldn’t waltz straight into their grasp, arrested for camping on private land when she thought she was still in the government-­owned forest. Not that the police were actively looking for her. But still, there was a federal warrant out for her arrest.

			He nodded, his oh-­so-­suspicious grin fading. “The crew will be here before dawn. We start harvesting in the morning. The BLM hired us.”

			She nodded. So she’d been right. The Bureau of Land Management owned this section of forest. Not that it mattered now that she’d been discovered.

			And his smile vanished completely. “Look, if you’re here to protest—­”

			“No,” she said quickly. “I’m heading to Forever. The college town. My friend lives there and I need to find him.”

			He cocked his head. “You’re almost there. In fact, you’re a mile, maybe two, from the Forever town line. I’m headed there myself. I could give you a lift. What is your friend’s name?”

			She could hear the suspicion in his tone even though she’d bet the last twenty-­dollar bill in her possession that she looked nothing like your typical protesting hippie, tree-­hugger type right now. Although it had been a long time since she’d brushed her hair—­she’d forgotten to toss a comb into her pack—­and she desperately needed a shower. But while her last deployment had stripped away pieces of herself, she still walked, talked, and stood like a Marine.

			“First, I need your word that you won’t tell anyone I’m looking for him. Someone is after him—­after us—­and if anyone learns that I’m here . . . He’s already in danger, so I need you to promise.”

			His red-­gold eyebrows lifted. With the moonlight streaming down on his face, she read his wide-­eyed look and it said: ‘OK, crazy-­pants.’

			“All right,” he said slowly.

			“I’m looking for Noah Tager.”

			His expression blossomed into another smile. “Looks like you got lucky.”

			“I doubt that,” she muttered. Luck had abandoned her the day she took an oath to defend her country.

			“We’ll chalk it up to coincidence then. My brother is over at Big Buck’s right now. I’ll give him a call and see if Noah’s tending bar tonight.” His right hand slipped into his jeans’ pocket and his brow furrowed.

			“I left my phone in my truck,” he explained as he pulled his hand free and took a step back. “I’ll grab it. Wait right here. After we give him a call, I’ll drive you over.”

			Accepting a ride from a smiling stranger? Impossible. And she doubted he knew Noah. The pieces fit too perfectly. Logic told her the charming redhead planned to alert the authorities.

			Run.

			“What did you say your name was again?” he asked.

			She debated lying. But if he was telling the truth and if this smiling stranger knew Noah, then he could tell her where to find him. She took a step back and lowered to the ground, keeping her gaze fixed on him while she reached for her backpack. “Caroline. And you don’t need to give me a lift. Just tell me where to find him and I’ll go there.”

			“I know I look like the big bad wolf, but you can trust me.”

			Not the wolf, she thought. If he walked off the pages of a fairy tale, he’d be mistaken for a prince. The savior. The good guy . . . In another lifetime, she might have returned his smile and climbed into his truck.

			“No, I can’t,” she said flatly. “I can’t trust anyone.”

			“Noah can vouch for me,” he added, still oozing confidence and carefree charm as if nothing ever went off course in his life. Then he turned his back on her and disappeared into the trees.

			I could have shot him in the back.

			She would never take out an innocent bystander. Hell, she’d never even taken a life. Yes, she could handle a firearm. But she’d driven and repaired trucks for the Marines. Not a lot of ‘shoot to kill’ missions when it came to replacing belts and changing tires.

			But he’d walked away as if he trusted her, as if he knew she wouldn’t retrieve the gun from her waistband and aim it at him.

			Once upon a time, she had walked past fear. She’d shouldered her gun and reported for duty. She’d driven roads potentially littered with IEDs. Fighting alongside men twice her size, she had pulled her weight. And sometimes, while she ate a rushed meal and joked with men she’d considered friends, she’d laughed and relaxed into the feeling that she was one of them.

			But her fairy tale had veered off course. Her commanding officer had given the big, bad wolf, the fire-­breathing dragon, and every other make-­believe monster a run for their money. Because rape did not belong in fairy tales. And rape under command, under the order of someone she’d sworn to obey, a man she’d risked her life for? Her reality was a living, breathing nightmare without a happy-­ever-­after ending in sight.

			And she could no longer walk through fear any more than she could march through a forest fire. It held her back, always threatening to consume her. Right now, there was only one way to survive.

			Run.

			She shouldered her pack. Then she took a knee, rolled up the sleeping bag, and tucked it under her arm. She heard the crunch of leaves. He was coming back. Slowly, she slipped into the forest he’d accused her of trying to protect. But right now, she needed to find Noah and keep him safe. She couldn’t rescue the trees. Hell, when all was said and done, she probably couldn’t save herself.

			Tonight had proved one thing. It was only a matter of time before the past caught up with her. The police, the man who’d raped her—­someone would find her. And when they did, they’d take away the only thing she had left—­her freedom.

			JOSH SUMMERS STOOD in the empty clearing and made a silent promise. Tomorrow, he would apologize to Caroline—­if that was even her real name. Of course, he’d have to find her first. In the time it had taken him to return to his truck, she’d run. And replaying their conversation in his mind, he couldn’t blame her.

			He should have given the mysterious Caroline directions or handed over his cell. He should have asked what she needed from him instead of insisting that she climb into his truck. Heck, if his sister had accepted a ride from a strange man who happened to be wandering the woods at night, he’d question her common sense.

			He’d been caught off guard tonight. And yeah, his first thought on seeing a woman camped in a clearing pointed toward shit, we’re going to have a problem with protesting tree-­huggers. Josh didn’t have an issue with environmentalists as long as they kept their distance from the tracts of land Moore Timber had been hired to harvest. And in most cases replant. He loved this land. So did the guys who worked alongside him. Hell, his sister was one of the most outspoken supporters of taking the excess from the timber harvests, the limbs that fell to the forest floor, and turning them into biomass fuel.

			But he’d run into plenty of protesters before. Some possessed the same lived-­in-­the-­forest-­too-­long look, but he’d never met one running on pure fear and desperation. And his only excuse for not spotting her blatant fight-­or-­flight terror?

			Even sporting a hairstyle that suggested she’d forgot to pack her hairbrush when she’d selected flight over fight, Caroline’s bright green eyes, creamy skin dotted with a few girl-­next-­door freckles, and heart-­shaped face had thrown him. And her bold, don’t-­fuck-­with-­me stance had landed him square on his ass.

			But shit, the last time that happened he’d ended up in a dead-­end relationship. It had taken him months to break free. But he’d done it. Tonight, before he’d walked into the forest to check on the trees, he’d broken up with his girlfriend. He’d lost his head—­but thank freaking God not his heart—­over the stacked nursing student who moonlighted as a topless waitress. Although sometimes it seemed like her true focus was serving breakfast at the strip club instead of her classes. But Megan had made it clear she wasn’t interested in settling down. And when he stepped back and looked at their time together, he couldn’t see a future with her.

			He was done playing games. And he’d had enough of cute and coy to last a lifetime. When it came to his dream woman, straightforward and honest now topped the list.

			And big green eyes. . .

			Don’t go there, he thought. The woman in the woods had held back. But he had a hunch she’d been telling the truth about the key facts. Her name was Caroline. She was looking for Noah Tager. She was in trouble. And her problems were bigger than whether they cut the trees or not.

			Hadn’t he had enough trouble to last him a lifetime? He’d survived a run-­in with a big-­ass logging hook on the end of a freaking helicopter. The hit to the head had stolen his short-­term memory. And the struggle to reclaim it had pushed him pretty damn close to depression.

			He pulled out his phone and dialed. “Hey Chad,” he said when his brother picked up. “Is Noah working tonight?”

			“Yeah,” his brother said. “Where are you? We’re at the bar waiting for you.”

			“I’ll be there in fifteen. Maybe twenty.” He turned and retraced his steps to his truck. “I stopped by the harvest site. Favor for Eric Moore, our awesome boss. And Noah’s going to want to hear about what I found.”

			He ended the call and opened the door to his truck. He glanced over his shoulder one last time. But no sign of her. As soon as they found Caroline, he’d make things right. And he’d bake her a pie. He hadn’t met a woman yet who could resist homemade pie ­coupled with an apology.

			Then he’d steer clear of the beautiful, mysterious woman. Life—­and a team of doctors—­had granted him a second chance. He damn well better make the most of it.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1

			Fourteen months later. . .

			SOMETIMES LIVING LIFE to the fullest involved breaking into his brother’s kitchen on a Saturday morning. Though Josh doubted the small-­town cops would write him up for B&E seeing as he had a key to the place. Plus, he’d grown up in the old farmhouse, and still lived in the apartment over the barn. And his brother should be resigned to his early morning baking sessions by now. Even though his siblings questioned his motives for delivering pie after pie to a woman who didn’t seem all that interested in dating him, that hadn’t stopped him from using the kitchen during his downtime.

			He’d spent the past year and change sharing his homemade baked goods with the quiet, reclusive Caroline. From the pecan pie recipe he’d perfected in the aftermath of a logging accident that had left him searching for ways to reclaim his short-­term memory, to his first key lime creation covered in whipped cream. Yeah, baking had proven oddly useful.

			Josh Summers spread a thick layer of the homemade topping on the pie and tried not to think about covering the woman determined to keep him locked in the ‘friend zone’ with the leftovers. After what Caroline had been through, well hell, he understood why she needed time. But that didn’t keep him from hoping for more—­especially since she’d kissed him in the back room of Big Buck’s Bar a few months ago.

			And then asked him out.

			But she never picked a time or place for your first date. . .

			“What are you making?” a familiar voice demanded as the back door to the Summers’ family farmhouse slammed shut.

			“Testing out a new key lime pie recipe,” he told his older sister without looking up from his creation. Katie Summers—­no, make that Katie Trulane now that she’d married the number two at Moore Timber, the logging company that also served as their employer—­crowded in at his side. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of her long, red ponytail swinging forward and threatening to land in his pie topping.

			Of the four siblings, Katie and Josh had inherited their mother’s red hair and green eyes. Thankfully, their looks were the only trait she’d passed on to them. Their mom had walked out on her family when Josh was a kid and never looked back. But the Summers siblings stuck together—­even at seven in the morning on a freaking Saturday.

			“Is that pie for me?” Katie asked hopefully.

			“Nah,” another all too familiar voice called out. “Josh stopped baking for us months ago. He’s still trying to woo his lady friend with sugar.”

			“Shut up, Chad,” Josh muttered. He dipped the spatula into the bowl of whipped cream and then returned it to the pie laden with cream. Josh had woken up early, slipped out of his apartment over the barn and into the farmhouse kitchen with the hope that he’d be in and out before his siblings stormed Brody’s home.

			“Shouldn’t you all be in bed? You’re married”—­he shot Katie a pointed look—­“and you’re engaged.” He glanced over his shoulder at Chad. “Plus, you don’t live here anymore.”

			If Josh had what his brothers and sister had fought so hard to find—­love with the promise of happy-­ever-­after and homes of their own—­he would stay the hell out of Brody’s kitchen on a Saturday morning and while away the hours in bed.

			“Lena worked the overnight shift last night, so I stayed here,” Chad said with a shrug as he headed for the pot of coffee Josh had made upon breaking in. “I heard you banging around down here and thought I’d see if you started the coffee.”

			“And I have a sixth sense that tells me when a bowl needs to be licked,” Katie said. She made a grab for the nearly empty whipped cream bowl. Now four months along with her first child, Katie had bypassed morning sickness in favor of sugar. And she’d appointed herself his designated ‘helper’ which amounted to licking the bowls then handing them back to him to wash.

			Josh swatted her hand away. “I’m not done with that. Why don’t you go feed your goats first?”

			“Liam volunteered to take care of the animals this morning.”

			“When you kick a man out of bed at dawn to feed your barn full of rescued animals, it’s called coercion,” Josh pointed out.

			“He offered because Liam is a smart man and he knows I’ll be grateful,” she shot back. “Now, please, please let me lick the bowl.”

			Josh rescued the last of the whipped cream, spread it on a not-­quite-­perfect pie, and handed over the bowl. His sister took her treasure to the kitchen table Brody, the oldest brother and their ringleader since the Summers siblings had lost their father to a sudden heart attack, had built.

			“Feeding her cravings again?” Brody’s deep voice announced his presence in the kitchen.

			Well, speak of the devil.

			Though Brody has always been the ‘Most Likely To Follow the Straight and Narrow’ of the siblings.

			“This one is not for me,” Katie said. “I just get to share in the licking duties.”

			“Caroline?” Brody asked with a sigh.

			Pretending to be preoccupied with his pie, Josh nodded. He’d listened to dozens of long-­winded speeches and participated in countless debates hosted by his nosy siblings about his dead-­end relationship with the Big Buck’s dishwasher.

			She lives over an hour away from Independence Falls.

			Josh had shot down Brody’s protest by reminding his big brother that he’d fallen for a woman who’d lived on the other side of the country. Of course, Kat—­Josh’s former doctor and the woman partly responsible for helping Josh reclaim his short-­term memory in the wake of the logging accident—­now lived upstairs.

			It’s been a year and you still haven’t shared so much as a pizza.

			There was a thread of truth to Chad’s argument. But Josh had countered with she prefers my pies. And he’d left out the fact that they always shared them in the back room of Big Buck’s Bar, hidden away from the curious, small-­town gossips that ­peopled Independence Falls and the neighboring university town where Caroline currently lived and worked—­Forever, Oregon.

			Josh didn’t want to talk about the fact that Caroline was technically in hiding. His siblings—­apart from Chad who’d been sworn to secrecy—­didn’t know her full story and Josh planned to keep it that way. And even Chad had never learned the reasons why Caroline had run from her duty to serve her country. If his siblings found out that she’d been attacked by her commanding officer and still feared him, if they learned that there was a warrant out for her arrest . . .

			Yeah, his brothers would probably sit on him—­with Katie standing nearby and cheering them on—­until Josh agreed to try dating a woman who could to split a damn pizza in public without fear of getting arrested if the local police stopped by to say hello.

			“Any luck with your favorite Big Buck’s employee?” Chad asked.

			“Mind your own business.” Josh took a step back and examined his creation. It screamed homemade and key lime was sure as hell an odd choice for fall in Oregon, but Josh had wanted to try something new.

			“But you, baby brother, are my business,” Chad said, adding a heavy dose of melodrama to his voice. “And I’m worried about you. When was the last time you got laid?”

			Fourteen months ago. . .

			“Also none of your business,” Josh said as he opened the fridge and set the pie inside.

			“I’m just saying maybe you should rethink your strategy,” Chad said. “But if you’re happy sharing desserts—­”

			“She’s not ready,” Josh snapped. “She’s been through a lot . . . not that it’s any of your damn business.”

			Katie set the spatula in the bowl and pushed it away. “It’s not,” she said. “But Josh, maybe you should take a step back and consider the fact that whatever happened to her won’t fade into the background.”

			Yeah, he’d thought about that. And he’d questioned his sanity pursuing a woman who might never be ready to move on with her life.

			“A while back,” Brody said, “you said you wanted to settle down. But you’ve honed in on this one woman . . .” He shook his head and turned to the coffeepot.

			“You haven’t even brought her over for dinner,” Katie said. “I’ve only met her at the bar.”

			“I think that was a good decision on my part,” Josh said. “You’d interrogate her and probably scare her off.”

			Plus, she’d be terrified that one of you would ask too many questions.

			“But Josh, you have to admit, the pies aren’t working,” Chad said. “You need a new strategy to win her over.”

			“Why don’t you bring her flowers?” his sister suggested. “Or a baby goat? We have three that are just weaned. You could stop by the barn and pick one out. They’re so cute.”

			Josh stared around the kitchen at his brothers and sister. He wanted what they had—­futures filled with love and family. (Although he’d probably bypass the barn full of rescue animals on a piece of land adjoining his family homestead.)

			But he was done playing games. He’d been up front and honest with Caroline. They talked over pie. He knew about her past. Or at least enough about what she’d been through to know she needed time. But more than that, he’d gotten to know her.

			She liked ice cream with apple pie. Her humor tended toward dry and sarcastic—­which matched his. And she shared his fascination for how things worked—­everything from her dishwasher to the mechanical harvester he operated when cutting down trees.

			“One of the things I like about Caroline,” he told his siblings as he headed for the back door. “She’s not playing some weird game, waiting for me to bring her flowers or, shit, a baby goat. Pregnancy is messing with your mind if that’s your dating advice, Katie. Now, I’m going to take a shower.”

			He stormed out of the kitchen. But paused on the back steps and called over his shoulder: “And don’t touch my pie!”

			Walking to his space over the barn, he couldn’t escape the feeling that his brothers and sister might be right. Not about the damn goat or his plan for trying to date her. Still, he wanted to settle down. And instead of dating, he’d spent the past year baking for a woman struggling to get her life back on track. He knew for a fact that life offered second chances, but Caroline seemed too afraid to take hers.

			Maybe it was time that he stopped waiting for her to make the next move. Maybe he should ask her out.

			Today.

			Over key lime pie.

			CAROLINE HEARD THE engine rev before the motorcycle turned the corner of the two-­lane country road leading into town. And she ran for the bushes. Ducking low in the underbrush, she waited for the bike to fly by her.

			Not a cop.

			The Forever, Oregon, police force wasn’t large. And only a few of the officers rode motorcycles. But still, she had to be careful. Although watching her back, refusing to borrow her boss’s car for fear of getting pulled over, led to long walks from her borrowed room in Noah’s childhood home just outside of town to her job at Big Buck’s Bar—­on the opposite side of downtown Forever.

			Sometimes Noah’s dad gave her a ride to town. And once in a while, her boss stopped by to pick her up. But the house was out of his way now that Noah and Josie had a place of their own.

			And if Caroline had any hope of getting her life back on track, of moving on, then she probably needed to stop hiding in the bushes every time a car came down the road.

			She dusted off her blue jeans and climbed out of the brush. Back on the shoulder of the road—­she wouldn’t hit sidewalks until she reached the university on the outskirts of Forever—­she started walking with her backpack slung over one shoulder.

			Another car came around the corner and she dove for the trees. But this time she wasn’t fast enough. The vehicle slowed to a stop in the middle of the road. And her stomach turned over as dread put her nerves on high alert.

			But one look and her panic eased. She knew that truck and she recognized the woman leaning out the window, her long blond hair whipping across her face.

			“Caroline,” Lily Greene called out. “Want a ride?”

			She glanced at the blue pickup, which belonged to Lily’s boyfriend, Dominic Fairmore. On any other Saturday, she would have climbed into the truck. Lily—­a Forever, Oregon, native, kindergarten teacher extraordinaire, and for a few weeks most Big Buck’s patrons would rather forget, bartender—­knew Caroline’s secrets. And Lily still grappled with her own set of fears, though she now faced them with Dominic by her side.

			But today Dominic wasn’t riding shotgun. Caroline didn’t recognize the man in the passenger seat. She knew the uniform though—­air force dress blues.

			“I can walk—­”

			“Ryan won’t mind making room,” Lily said as she guided the truck over the shoulder on the opposite side of the road.

			“But you’re headed out of town,” she protested again. Lily might trust the man in uniform, but Caroline couldn’t take that risk.

			“We’ll drop Ryan at his parents’ place first and then I’ll take you to Big Buck’s. I’m guessing you have plenty of time before you need to be at work.” Lily nodded to the passenger door. “Come climb in.”

			Lily Greene, I’m never sharing a plate of Josh’s brownies with you again.

			Lily knew damn well she had plenty of time. She’d planned to walk to work. “Lil, I don’t want to take you out of your way. And I need to get in early. I fell behind on the dishes last night,” she lied.

			“Then we’ll turn around and drop you first,” Lily said. “It’s a lot faster by car than on foot.”

			Caroline couldn’t think of another reason not to accept the ride. If she kept protesting, Mr. Air Force would start asking questions.

			“Fine.” Caroline looked left, then right, and crossed the street. When she reached the other side, she found Lily’s passenger standing beside the open door.

			Maybe Lily had been right to dismiss Caroline’s concerns. This man looked like he’d walked off a movie set with his chiseled jaw and perfect brown hair.

			But then her gaze swept over the line of medals on his chest. Those were real and she doubted this smiling God among men had swiped them from an air force officer to complete his costume.

			“I’m Ryan,” he said, holding out his hand. “Old friend of Lily’s.”

			“He’s one of the original three musketeers,” Lily called from inside the truck. “Dominic and Noah’s best friend from grade school. He played football with them.”

			Caroline glanced over her shoulder at the man holding the door for her. Football? He was pretty, but he didn’t exactly have Noah or Dominic’s imposing build.

			“I was the kicker,” Ryan explained as he climbed up behind her. “I left to join the military when they did. But while Noah went to the Marines and Dominic to the army, I made the right call, seeing as I’m the only one still serving, and settled on the air force.”

			“Dominic would still be a ranger if he hadn’t been injured,” Lily pointed out.

			“True,” Ryan said. “But I think he’s better off here with you.”

			The front bench in Dominic’s pickup could technically hold three ­people. Still, it was a tight fit. Caroline felt Ryan’s hand brush against her leg as he buckled his seat belt. But after that, he shifted toward the door. No physical contact. But he was giving her a curious look.

			“So what brought you—­”

			“Ryan’s back in town for Noah and Josie’s wedding,” Lily cut in as she executed an illegal U-­turn. She glanced across the crowded cab as she drove them back toward downtown. “I went and picked him up at the airport so that he could surprise his parents. He didn’t tell them that he’s taking a full two weeks off. Isn’t that sweet?

			“And now when does Helena get in?” Lily continued without waiting for an answer to her first question. And Caroline decided to reconsider her brownie ban. Her friend clearly didn’t plan to let Ryan guide the conversation.

			“I don’t know if Helena is going to make it,” he said.

			“What?” Lily’s eyes widened, but she kept her focus on the road. “First she runs off and gets married without inviting any of her friends from home and now she won’t even come back for Noah’s wedding?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on with her. Last time I talked to her she didn’t sound like herself. I told her I’d be around for two weeks this time. I even said I could swing down to California and visit her. But she quickly told me that her husband wouldn’t like it.”

			“He’s jealous,” Lily said.

			“Of what?” Ryan grumbled. “I was her friend.”

			“Hmm,” Lily murmured as she sped past the university. “Maybe I’ll give her a call and try to convince her to visit. I ran into her mother at the bank. And she said Helena sends regular checks to help with the farm, but she never visits.”

			Lily turned to her. “Helena’s mom raises Highland cattle. The meat is good and sells well. But she’s had a few streaks of bad luck. Sick cows . . .”

			Caroline let Lily’s monologue drift over her. Familiar landmarks ticked by outside the window. A few more blocks and they would be at the bar. And free from an air force officer who had questions she couldn’t answer.

			Although if she planned to attend Noah’s wedding, she would have to come up with something to say if anyone asked how she knew the bride and groom. And she suspected the groom stood by me when he found out I was being raped by our commanding officer would only lead to more questions.

			But she couldn’t skip Noah’s wedding. He’d tried to protect her while they were deployed together. He’d found the number for the hotline when she’d given up hope of lodging a formal complaint against their commanding officer. And then, after they returned, once she’d pressed charges, Noah had testified on her behalf. He’d sworn under oath in a military court that she was telling the truth about their commanding officer. He’d risked his military career for her, though they both knew he wanted out when his term of ser­vice ended.

			Nearly two years had passed since then, but she would never forget. All those nights on the base in Afghanistan when he’d gotten up and escorted her to the bathroom so that their CO wouldn’t find her alone . . .

			Noah had done everything he could to protect her. So one week from today, she would put on a dress and face her fears. After all, she couldn’t hide forever. At some point, she had to reclaim her life—­or at least pieces of it.

			Lily pulled into the Big Buck’s staff parking lot. “Looks like you have a visitor, Caroline.”

			She jumped. And she was pretty sure Ryan hadn’t missed her reaction.

			“Josh Summers decided to bring you another pie,” Lily added. “Will you save me a piece?”

			“Sure,” she said. “And thanks for the ride.”

			Ryan climbed down from the truck and held the door open for her. “Nice meeting you. And if you see Noah, will you tell him I’ll swing by the bar later?”

			She nodded as she shouldered her backpack and headed for Josh. With each step
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