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    Once upon a time, two people met and fell in love at River’s End Ranch. Nothing unusual there—this is at least the sixtieth couple the ranch has brought together! But unlike those other Loves, this one ended in disaster.  
 
    It’s been three years, and Faith Kalani is like 92% certain she’s over her broken heart. Sure, her professional skiing dreams ended with a broken leg, but she’s happy being back here at River’s End Ranch, giving ski lessons… Right up until she offers to take over a colleague’s snowboarding lesson, and she gets a good look at her new student.  
 
    Patrick Quinn broke Faith’s heart three years ago, and has never forgiven himself. But when he sees the incredulous look on his snowboarding instructor’s gorgeous face, he knows he’s been handed a second chance. Despite their awkwardness, the two of them are good together…too good, maybe. Faith can’t decide if she loves or hates that reminder, but when Patrick is badly injured during his first lesson on the slopes, she knows she’s the one who needs to step up and take care of him.  
 
    Forced into close proximity, she finds herself falling fast for the man who once held her heart. But how can she possibly trust him again, after what he did? With the Founder’s Day Gala approaching, Valentine’s Day right around the corner, and a Leap Day birthday, Faith doesn’t have time to figure out her feelings.  
 
    But maybe all this couple needs is a little bit of that River’s End Ranch magic! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Please enjoy this visit back to our favorite ranch! Fans of the popular series will be thrilled to catch up with their favorite characters, and meet a few more. Jaclyn, Bigfoot, fairies and root beer floats…Welcome back to River’s End Ranch! 
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Dedication: 
 
      
 
    This one is for my middle child, Pickles. Or, as his snowboard instructor called him (to an eight-year-old’s great delight), Boogers. My boys named all the slopes in this book, and wanted you to know that. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
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    “Faith! Yo, Faith, wait up!”  
 
    Faith Kalani waved goodbye to the young boy she’d just finished her ski lesson with, then gave him a thumbs-up. It was easier to do that now, since she’d taken off her bulky gloves after entering the River’s End Ranch’s small ski lodge to chat with his nice family.  
 
    Now she turned to see her colleague and friend, Soap, stomping toward her as fast as he could in his snowboarding boots. 
 
    “Hey, Soap, what’s up?” 
 
    His lanky brown hair fell in front of his eyes as he shook his head, and he brushed it impatiently away. “Dude, I need a favor.” 
 
    Faith hid her grin as she nodded solemnly. “Sure, dude, anything.” 
 
    “Righteous,” he said with a relieved and happy sigh. 
 
    Soap’s real name was Samuel Jenkins, and the nickname was sort of an inside joke at the ranch. She’d been working with him for just over a year now—first on the river, now on the slopes—and although he seemed to be a little too surfer-dude for middle-of-the-panhandle Idaho, Faith knew he was a good guy. 
 
    He was always willing to help her whenever she needed it, so Faith was happy to help him if she could. 
 
    Together, they clomped to the employee locker room, which always seemed to smell of sweaty body odor and old ski boots. Anyone who’d ever spent time skiing knew, no matter what the temperature might be outside the boots, the insides always managed to smell sort of…yeeeuch.  
 
    She didn’t have far to go; her apartment was right there on River’s End Ranch, so Faith didn’t plan on doing more than hanging up her gear and switching out shoes. For now though, she settled beside Soap on the wooden bench as they both leaned over their boots. 
 
    “So hey, ya know how this week is my wedding anniversary, yeah?” 
 
    She hummed, her attention on her friend. Lord knows she’d gotten in and out of ski boots enough times to do it by feel alone. “That’s right. You and Monica had just come back from your honeymoon when I started, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He beamed even more at the mention of his wife’s name as he unwound his laces. “Well, tomorrow’s Friday, and I wanted to take her to that fancy steak place in Post Falls, yeah?” 
 
    “Sure.” With a relieved sigh, she slid her foot from the boot. Skiing was by far the superior sport, at least in her opinion, but the footwear was far less comfortable than the ones the snowboarders wore. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Well, she wants to get in some shopping, and who am I to say no to my lady?” 
 
    With a chuckle, Faith stood and shuffled over to her locker where she’d stashed her snow boots at the beginning of her shift.  
 
    “I agree, dude,” she said seriously, unable to look at him. “It’s important to keep your wife happy.” 
 
    She’d learned that same lesson from her dad years ago, although probably not in the same way Soap meant.  
 
    Soap stood and began rummaging through his own locker, which Faith noticed was far messier than hers. “And since it’s basically her money—it’s nice she’s okay with me doing my thing, even though I’m not rolling in dough, ya know?—I’m not going to argue, right?” 
 
    He was a good guy, but even after a year of knowing him, Faith was impressed Soap had found anyone to marry him, especially someone who was so loaded, drop-dead gorgeous, and could have chosen anyone to spend the rest of her life with.  
 
    The stories she’d heard about him from Zack, his best friend, sounded  as if he’d really cleaned up, literally, over the last few years. But he was so laid-back, it was hard to imagine him having the ambition to date, much less marry. 
 
    Based on all the stories she’d heard—from both Zack and her boss Will, along with a few of the other rafting guides—Monica had been a lawyer visiting the ranch from Riston, who’d booked a river run for her team a few summers back. She’d then returned the very next day for another run, specifically requesting Soap as her guide. 
 
    By the end of that afternoon, she’d had a date scheduled with him for the following evening, and then another planned for a week later. By the time fall had arrived, they were happily engaged. No one seemed to know exactly who had done the proposing, and neither Monica nor Soap were telling.  
 
    As Faith hung up her helmet and goggles, she was smiling. If someone like Soap had any chance of a successful marriage, she figured it would have to be to an ambitious, smart, driven, take-charge sort of lady like Monica Jenkins. 
 
    “Let me guess”—smirking now, Faith crossed her arms in front of her chest and turned, propping her hip against the locker—“you need me to cover your lessons tomorrow, right? You know I've got my own lessons on the schedule, man.” 
 
    Of course, they both knew she wasn’t going to turn down the chance to make some extra money. She was always willing to do random side jobs around the ranch, like helping Lily Jamison with the Founder’s Day Gala later in the month. Bernie Summers, Wade Weston’s assistant, had been sending little jobs her way for the last year. 
 
    But she did have a fairly full schedule set for the next day. 
 
    “I know, dude, I know!” Soap straightened and began patting the air in front of him, as if asking her to wait. “But that's the thing! I've only got one lesson all afternoon, and it's right at the end of the day. I checked the schedule, and you’re free, man.” 
 
    That didn't sound like too much of a problem then.  
 
    Except for one thing.  
 
    Faith gnawed on the inside of her lip for a moment, before shrugging. “Snowboarding? You know I'm not as good at boarding as you are. You think I can talk this guy into skiing instead?” 
 
    “Nope!” Soap kicked his locker closed with an easygoing grin. “But don’t worry, this guy's a total noob; you could do this in your sleep! I know boarding isn't your forte, dude, but you’re still way better at it than he is. The lesson’s only ninety minutes, and that’s just enough time to show him the very basics and maybe take him on a run or two. That’s it.” 
 
    Faith shifted her weight as she mentally ran through the list of what all needed to be taught as a first lesson in snowboarding. “You're sure this guy has absolutely no experience snowboarding?” 
 
    “I don't think this guy has much experience at all with winter sports. I've known him for ages and have taken him down the river a few times every summer when he could get off work. I assume that's why he's booked a Friday afternoon, by the way, because of work.” 
 
    Faith was still hesitant. She knew skiing inside and out and would never doubt her ability to teach it. And she was even comfortable on a snowboard herself, although it was a lot harder to learn.  
 
    But teaching someone else…? 
 
    “Come on, Faith.” Soap pleaded with her, taking advantage of his perfectly perfected puppy dog look. “Please help me out, dude, so I can take my wife out for our anniversary?” 
 
    Well when he put it like that, it was hard to say no; it'd be too much like kicking an actual puppy. 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Faith scoffed.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, adding on a put-upon sigh for good measure. “For the sake of your marriage, I'll do it.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Soap pumped his fist in the air. “You're the best, dude!”  
 
    With a wry chuckle, Faith accepted his enthusiastic hug. “Yeah, yeah, I'm an awesome dude. Now, get yourself out of here and go home, so you can tell Monica I saved your skinny butt.” 
 
    Grabbing his keys from the shelf by the door, Soap gave her a lazy two-finger salute. “Thanks, Faith, I owe you, dude!” 
 
     Soap was already out the door of the locker room before Faith realized she didn’t know the name of the man she was supposed to be teaching.  
 
    Grabbing her water bottle, she slammed the door of her locker and cried out, “Soap! Wait up!” as she made a dash towards the door. 
 
    Fortunately, he hadn’t had time to get far, and poked his head back in within seconds of her shout. “What's up, dude?” 
 
    “This noob you've saddled me with…? What's his name?”  
 
    Soap’s eyes glazed over as he stared at her, and Faith recognized the look as his way of thinking something over. Finally, he shrugged.  
 
    “Patrick something-or-other is all I remember. You’d think I’d know it and all, but…” With a shrug, he knocked the heel of his hand against the toque he wore over his shaggy mane. “He’s supposed to meet me at the sign-in counter, so I’m sure you’ll find the dude. Have an awesome weekend, and thanks again, man!” 
 
    The door swung shut behind him, and Faith stared at the fake wood grain.  
 
    Patrick…? 
 
    There are a million Patricks in the world, honey. 
 
    Yeah, but every time she heard the name Patrick, especially at River’s End Ranch, she was always going to wonder…  
 
    Blowing out a little frustrated breath, Faith rolled her eyes.  
 
    Here she was, standing in the middle of a smelly locker room, having a conversation with herself, when she could already have been home, heating up leftover mashed potatoes and watching online clips of the winners from the last International Games.  
 
    The one she didn’t make it to. 
 
    Well, this is a heck of a way to end the day. 
 
    Irritated at herself for feeling so blue—and because all it had taken was the name Patrick to do it—Faith mumbled her goodbyes to the girls behind the rental desk on her way out of the lodge.  
 
    She stepped out into the sparkling winter wonderland called River’s End Ranch, and her breath caught when she saw the scene laid out before her: An endless sea, made of the softest white silk, where only the finest diamonds were allowed to cover its surface and shimmer with such beauty, as even more glistening diamonds twinkled from above against the black velvet sky. 
 
    Her mood instantly lifted, and she took a moment to study the ranch she now called home. River’s End Ranch had expanded so much over the years since she’d been a little girl, and she loved being able to watch it now, as it continued to transform and become bigger and better in so many ways. 
 
    For almost as long as she could remember, the Kalani family had spent every winter vacation at the ranch – from Christmas through New Year’s—and they always booked the Copper Cabin for their stay. They still did, even now! 
 
    Back then, the ski slopes had been much smaller, but they’d grown and expanded over the years, much the same as the rest of the ranch. Now, there were party and rental areas, equipment rentals, an epic aquatics program…basically anything and everything a vacationing family could ask for. 
 
    And the skiing opportunities had grown as well. They now had an actual lodge, and the lift had been replaced ten years ago. Granted, the lodge was little more than locker rooms, equipment rental counters, and a hot-chocolate bar, but it was still a lodge, and that’s what counted. 
 
    The changes pleased Faith’s whole family immensely, though not nearly as much as they did for one certain member of the family. 
 
    Faith’s mom had always loved skiing—more so than nearly anything else—and had desperately wanted to compete in the international games, but an early childhood leg injury prevented her from ever being able to live her dream.  
 
    So she decided to do the next best thing and live vicariously through her children.  
 
    She’d had high hopes for her firstborn, Belle, who, even to this day, had the perfect figure and breathtaking beauty to impress the judges. It wasn’t long before their mom realized her oldest child would make a far better beauty queen than skier, and switched her attention to pushing Belle in the pageants instead.  
 
    It was then that Mom’s focus shifted to the twins, Faith and Matt—whom everyone besides Mom and Belle called Kai. She’d relentlessly pushed them to work hard, then even harder still, in her determination to realize her International Games dreams, at least by proxy.  
 
    And even though Faith had hated being pushed so hard, she had always loved to ski. 
 
    But then tragedy had struck.  
 
    After a devastating wipeout a few years back, which broke her leg and ensured she would never compete professionally—so eerily similar to her mom’s accident—Faith was then left to ski for pleasure and to teach it. Once her leg had healed, of course.  
 
    With only one child left who could make her dreams come true, their mom’s attention became solely focused on Kai. She had pushed him hard—harder than she’d ever pushed Faith—but her twin brother seemed to excel under their mom’s coaching.  
 
    And apparently, all their hard work would soon pay off, because her mom had recently announced he still had a chance at the next International Games in Beijing, and had only missed qualifying for the last one by a hair. 
 
    Faith was happy for her mother and for Kai, because he was happy and excited as well. Although she wasn’t fond of the way her mother had allowed something to consume her so thoroughly, she had to admit the total commitment and degree of her mom’s passion was impressive.  
 
    And truth be told, Faith could even understand how her mother had become so obsessed.  
 
    Faith loved to ski too—loved everything about it!—and she knew it would be so easy for her to lose herself completely in that world, just as her mother had done. And she could admit, at least to herself, it hurt far more than she’d ever thought possible to not be able to compete.  
 
    Faith mentally brushed aside the newest negative thoughts as she continued on toward her cabin, and instead, chose to reminisce about the last time her family had all been together again.  
 
    It had only been this past Christmas, slightly less than two months ago, and Faith had been so happy to see them all. Her parents and her twin brother just lived over in Orofino, which wasn’t all that far away, but with her schedule the way it was—due to all the extra projects she was taking on to make more money—she only managed to make it home every other month or so. 
 
    So when the Kalani family rented the Copper Cabin again, just like old times, and everyone was all together under the same roof, Faith couldn’t have been any happier. 
 
    Belle lived right there in Riston now, so of course Faith was able to hang out with her pretty often—especially since she’d even done a stint at the Kids’ Korral, a childcare facility located right there on the ranch, which Belle helped run. And though her home was just down the road, she too had stayed at the cabin with her family over the holidays. 
 
    And had even brought along the newest addition to the family: Belle’s husband, Elf, who was one of Faith’s most favorite people in the world. She loved teasing the couple how she—and Tootles the pig—had helped bring them together. 
 
    Hanging out with those two was always a fun time. 
 
    But most of all, Faith had really appreciated and treasured the time she’d gotten to spend with her dad, just the two of them, over that week.  
 
    Makoa Kalani was the finest man she knew, and Faith had often wondered if she’d had such poor luck dating because she compared all of her potential boyfriends to her easy-going, kind, insightful, and diplomatic father. Only one man had ever compared to Dad, and he’d been the one to dump her. 
 
    Dad had always been the perfect complement to their mother; calm and rational when Mom got too driven. He’d always been there with a way to make his kids feel better. 
 
    As Faith trudged along the plowed walkway toward her apartment, she remembered her father’s words to her during one of those special shared moments between them.  
 
    “I know you’re not exactly where you wish to be, Sunshine, but don’t worry! Life has a way of knowing what you need and when you need it, even if it doesn’t agree with what you believe you want. Just when you think your life is at its darkest, something right will happen.” 
 
    Coming to a sudden halt, Faith sucked in a deep breath of the cold, crisp mountain air and tilted her head back.  
 
    She’d stayed silent back then, but had mentally argued with her dad over his words, and had even whined to herself life hadn’t sent anything right her way in a very long time. 
 
    Especially not since Patrick Quinn had broken her heart three years before. 
 
    Maybe her dad had somehow heard her unspoken words of self-pity, because at that moment, he’d gently taken her hand, then had smiled at her with that easy Island way of his, and said, “Maopopo iaʻu. I know it feels that way, but it’s not true. You’re only twenty-four, and you’ve got your whole life ahead of you to figure all this stuff out. But for now, you’re in a place you love, doing what you love. Are those not enough reasons for you to be happy, at least for now?” 
 
    Slowly, Faith exhaled, thinking over her father’s words.  
 
    A place you love, doing what you love. 
 
    Okay.  
 
    A place you love, doing what you love. 
 
    A place you love… 
 
    She definitely loved the ranch, no question there. 
 
    Doing what you love… 
 
    And she certainly loved to ski. 
 
    Yeah 
 
    Faith spent a moment letting all of that sink in. 
 
    Then she suddenly gasped and released a short burst of laughter. 
 
    Dad—you perfectly brilliant, beautiful, wise man—you’re so right! 
 
    With a twitch of her lips, Faith stepped sideways off the walking path, and her boots crunched on the snow when they came down. There wasn’t a whole lot of snow this far down the mountain, maybe only six inches, but it was enough.  
 
    Enough for her to feel she was exactly where she needed to be.  
 
    Soon she was stomping happily over the snow as she again headed for her apartment, her hands shoved deep inside the pockets of her winter parka, and her ski pants swishing with each step. Her head was tilted up to the sky, and the crisp air she inhaled so deeply left her feeling as though a path of ice crystals had formed from her lips, all the way down into her lungs, making each breath an adventure.  
 
    Maybe she’d watch something which didn’t make her think of the International Games tonight. Maybe something with a cool car chase, or maybe even a shoot-out. Maybe the latest Jack Raven flick on— 
 
    “Well, you’re looking cheerful tonight, dear.” 
 
    The voice stopped Faith in her tracks, and she flushed slightly when she realized someone had witnessed her nearly dancing through the crispy ice-covered snow next to the walkway. “Oh. Hello, Jaclyn.”  
 
    The old woman was bundled up and standing on the plowed path—like a normal person—and was holding one end of a leash.  
 
    And that’s where normal flew right out the door.  
 
    The other end of the leash was connected to a fat gray rabbit—because, why not!—who looked even fatter than he already was, thanks to the knitted sweater he wore and the— 
 
    What in the…?  
 
    Were those booties on his feet? 
 
    “Jaclyn, is Tubbolard wearing snow boots?” 
 
    “Well of course he is.” In the moonlight, Faith saw the older woman roll her eyes. “It’s cold out here. Even those of us who are smart enough to stay on the path need feetsie protection.” 
 
    Flustered—and possible feeling slightly scolded?—Faith lifted one booted foot to join the woman on the path, but Jaclyn held up one brightly mitten-covered hand.  
 
    “Wait, dear.”  
 
    Jaclyn cocked her head to one side, then glanced around them, as if looking or listening to something only she could see or hear.  
 
    As Faith looked on in bemusement now, the older woman muttered something under her breath, planted her hand on one hip, then shook her head and shot a satisfied smile toward Faith.  
 
    “No, dear, you stay right there.” She waved her hand about. “Apparently, you’re right where you need to be. The fairies say you’re on the right path.” 
 
    Then the old woman clucked to the rabbit as if it were a dog and moved off toward the eccentric little house she shared with her husband, and about a thousand garden gnomes and who knew how many rabbits. 
 
    Faith lowered her foot and grinned even wider as she watched the little old lady stroll down the path, leading her chunky pet—who was performing an odd leap-land-splatter-repeat movement—along behind.  
 
    Her mind was only just beginning to recover from the strange encounter, and the woman’s words suddenly sank in. 
 
    Faith squinted her eyes, and her mouth silently formed the word, “What?” as she processed what Jaclyn had said.  
 
    You’re right where you need to be. 
 
    In a place you love, doing what you love. 
 
    She released a melodious laugh, then began to hum a happy tune as she continued on to her apartment.  
 
    Maybe there was something to Dad’s words of wisdom after all. 
 
    Especially if Jaclyn agreed!  
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    The next morning, Faith had mostly forgotten about the strange encounter with the ranch’s beloved resident kook. But that feeling of calm and confidence she’d felt the previous evening hadn’t deserted her one bit. 
 
    No, out here on the slopes she was where she was meant to be. 
 
    Maybe she’d never be a gold medalist—or any kind of medalist for that matter—but skiing down a mountain of powder was where she belonged.  
 
    But after spending the day giving a half-dozen lessons to inexperienced young kids and teens—going down the bunny slope slowly, so slowly, then creeping back up on the even slower magic carpet—Faith began struggling to hold onto her earlier good feelings.  
 
    She was meant to be up on the slopes and coming down fast.  
 
    Ugh!  
 
    That was the problem with teaching sometimes: No matter how cool it was to see a kid finally “get it,” or see the look of pride on a teen’s face when he made it to the bottom without falling, the celebrations were always overshadowed by her ever-present and unfulfilled desire to be up on the real mountain, doing what she loved so much.  
 
    She’d only managed to make a dozen or so runs on her own between lessons that day, and planned to make up for it later that day.  
 
    The slopes weren’t lit properly for night skiing yet—although, according to the ranch’s employee grapevine, Wade Weston was considering lighting it up—but it was February, which meant it stayed lighter a little longer than it had just a few short weeks ago. She knew she could get in at least a few fast runs after this noob she was teaching for Soap finished his ninety minutes.  
 
    Just as she’d done for the few other boarding lessons she’d given over the last few months, Faith swallowed down her grimace and traded her boots and skis out for a snowboard.  
 
    Pushing open the door to the locker room, she stepped out and bounced lightly on the floor in order to get a feel for the rented boots.  
 
    No matter what the skiing purists claimed, it was impossible to deny these things were more comfortable than ski boots. 
 
    With a soft smile, she tucked her toque into her parka pocket, dragged her long blonde braid over her shoulder, then headed for the sign-in counter. 
 
    And stopped short.  
 
    There was a man standing at the counter, who was carrying a rented snowboard with a helmet dangling from the fingers of his free hand.  
 
    A lift ticket hung from his dark green parka, a color which made his gorgeous skin glow somewhere between tan and brown…almost the same shade as her own. He wore a buff around his neck and no hat, which allowed her to see his brown hair was arranged in careful, upright ‘locks, no more than an inch high.  
 
    He was beautiful. 
 
    He was gorgeous. 
 
    He was breathtaking! 
 
    And she knew—knew—when she got closer, she would find his eyes would be the very same color as his jacket.  
 
    Lord help her, but he was just as perfect as she remembered.  
 
    Patrick Quinn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
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    Patrick thought that day couldn’t possibly get any weirder.  
 
    First, after he’d locked up his auto shop that morning, he’d run into Quinn Valley’s resident crystal-healer, Ambrosia James. She’d been walking toward him, humming happily, when she suddenly slipped a big fat rose quartz into his hand and thanked him for all his help.  
 
    He hadn’t known—still didn’t know—exactly what help she had been referring to, so he’d quickly mumbled a reply and nodded politely, as was usually the best way to handle things with Ambrosia.  
 
    Then, as he was on his way to Joint Ventures—the chiropractic and physical therapy clinic where he worked as a billing specialist—he’d gotten a call from his sister. They’d chatted about nothing too important for a while, when she all of a sudden and oh-so-casually dropped a bombshell on him. Before he could properly process the fact he was going to be an uncle, she’d hung up on him, blaming the time zone difference! 
 
    At the office, his mind had been way too scattered to pay proper attention to what he was doing. Usually Joint Ventures was closed on Fridays, but he’d been working on an index of all the complex insurance issues they’d run into. It was his hope to be able to turn all this stuff over to a new hire sometime this year, thereby gradually easing back on the hours he had to be butt-in-the-chair. His real baby was his auto shop, and he wanted the freedom to devote most of his time to that alone.  
 
    Someday soon, he’d promised himself, as he’d closed the now-complete index and sighed happily.  
 
    From there, he’d stopped at his apartment to pick up his snow gear, then started the drive to Riston.  
 
    The town wasn’t too far from Quinn Valley, but he hadn’t spent too much time there over the last three years. Not since— 
 
    Well, it hadn’t mattered. 
 
    Up until now.  
 
    Now, after he’d tromped all the way up to the ski lodge.  
 
    Now, after he’d paid for his lessons and had gone through the pain-in-the-butt routine of being fitted for his gear and signing all the waivers.  
 
    Now, as he stood at the counter waiting for his instructor, Soap—who’d guided him down the river more than a few times over several summers—to show up.  
 
    Now it mattered, because the reason he’d been avoiding the ranch, even when his own sister Cait had worked here, was because of the memories; all those memories he shared with the very person currently staring back at him, open-mouthed, from across the big room.  
 
    Faith Kalani.  
 
    And she was just as gorgeous, just as perfect, as he remembered.  
 
    I am in deep, deep, deeeeeeeep trouble.  
 
    They met in the center of the room, but he didn’t remember moving, much less lugging the snowboard after him.  
 
    And then they just stood there, staring at one another, doing their impression of goldfish again. Except this time, they were much closer together.  
 
    What in the world was Faith Kalani doing at River’s End Ranch in February?  
 
    Skiing? 
 
    No. He saw her boots, saw the board she carried.  
 
    She was snowboarding?  
 
    That wasn’t even her sport. 
 
    Was it?  
 
    He suspected a lot could have changed in the last few years, but could it have changed this drastically? 
 
    “I thought you were a skier,” he blurted out, then winced. 
 
    The first time he saw her in three years, and that’s what came out of his mouth?  
 
    Smooth move.  
 
    Before his eyes, he watched her change.  
 
    The muscles in her jaw tightened, while her shoulders went back. She propped her snowboard in front of her and gripped it with both hands, until her knuckles whitened.  
 
    And her eyes…her beautiful, dark blue eyes…hardened as she stared back at him.  
 
    Again.  
 
    “I am a skier.” She scowled , clearly already irritated with him. “Soap asked me to take his last lesson of the day. I assume now, when he told me it’d be some noob named Patrick, he was referring to you?” 
 
    She called you a noob.  
 
    Well, at least she was talking to him.  
 
    He offered a tight smile. “That’s me. The noob.” 
 
    Her tension seemed to ease, but only just slightly. She gave him a tight nod, then looked away. That’s when he realized he was still staring at her like a starving man looking at a buffet.  
 
    A beautiful, talented, snow-bunny sort of buffet. 
 
    Do yourself a favor and don’t call her a buffet out loud, okay? 
 
    “Uh…so. You’re…” He swallowed and shifted his weight from foot to foot. “You’re doing alright? Like, life and stuff?” 
 
    Real smooth, Quinn. 
 
    The smile she turned on him then was obviously phony. It was too bright, too forced. Maybe someone who didn’t know her wouldn’t have seen the difference.  
 
    But Patrick did know her, and he could see it easily.  
 
    “I’m great!” There was too much enthusiasm in her voice. “I’ve been living here at River’s End Ranch full-time, giving lessons, and running the river in the summer. How about you?” 
 
    Did she really care?  
 
    “I, um…same old, same old.” 
 
    “Are you working for your cousins? Did you open your autobody shop?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He was sure it couldn’t possibly get any more awkward than it already was. “Yes to both.” 
 
    Her fake smile looked almost brittle. “That’s awesome. I’m happy for you. Okay, well, it was great to see you again and catch up and everything…”  
 
    When she began to back away, the heavy board almost tripping her, Patrick reached out for her.  
 
    “Wait! Where are you going?” 
 
    She’d been here at the ranch this whole time, and he hadn’t known it?  
 
    For three years, he’d assumed she was off living her dream in someplace like Tahoe or Park City, but in reality…she’d only been right down the road from him? 
 
    Now, confusion showed from her dark eyes. “I’m…I’m going to find someone else to teach this lesson.” She shook her head. “I assume you don’t want me to—” 
 
    “Why?” he blurted. Then, clarifying: “Why would you think I don’t want you to teach me?” 
 
    Her pretty mouth opened and closed a few times, before she finally whispered, “Because you broke up with me.” 
 
    Ah.  
 
    Blowing out a breath, Patrick dragged a hand across his hair, and tried not to let his uncertainty show. He had been the one to do the breaking up, and he still thought it had been for the best, but man-oh-man had it hurt.  
 
    Still hurt.  
 
    “Listen, Faith, if you don’t want to teach me, I totally get it. I’m sorry you got put in this position.” It was killing him to think of saying goodbye again, but it was clear it was what she wanted. “I’ll, uh… I’ll just ask them to reschedule me for tomorrow. Or maybe next week.”  
 
    As he started to back away, she cried out, “Wait!” 
 
    He noticed Faith had a weird look on her face, as if she wasn’t quite sure what to make of him.  
 
    “Do you— Do you want me to give you the lesson?” 
 
    “Heck yes!” Gah, that had sounded desperate, hadn’t it? “I mean, yeah, totally.” Taking a deep breath, he decided to admit the truth. “Honestly, I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather have teach me to board than you, Faith.” 
 
    Her little smile was hesitant, but it made his heart beat faster. “I was the one to teach you to ski, so I suppose it’s fitting I teach you to board as well.” 
 
    “I didn’t do too great at that either, as I recall.” 
 
    Her smile—wistful and wry all at once—grew. “You were fine. You just didn’t get enough time to practice.” 
 
    Because he’d broken up with her.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I haven’t been out on the slopes since then.” That was the truth. 
 
    “Until now.” 
 
    Swallowing, he shifted his board in front of him again. “But you’ll notice I’m not on skis.” 
 
    Her smile grew just slightly, then slowly faded. She studied him silently for a few moments.  
 
    “You’re sure you want to do this, Patrick?” she asked softly. 
 
    His response was immediate, certain, and truthful. “With you? Absolutely.”  
 
    She sighed. “Okay.” Then she took a deep breath, and slid into what was obviously her coaching mode. “So…skiing is easy to learn, but hard to master, right?” 
 
    All business now, huh?  
 
    He nodded, as if he really had a clue what she meant.  
 
    “But snowboarding, now… Snowboarding is pretty hard to learn.” 
 
    “But easy to master?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    He felt a moment of relief when she broke out that grin again, but it was over in a blink. “Sure, yeah. Let’s go with that.”  
 
    And when she winked playfully, he felt as if no time had passed between them at all. He was still that twenty-five-year-old mechanic scrambling to make ends meet, falling hard for the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.  
 
    According to others, her older sister Belle was the prettier one—she was the beauty queen, after all. But Belle had always been a little too perfect in his opinion. 
 
    Faith, on the other hand, had a vibrancy and a love of life, Patrick had been irresistibly drawn too. He’d known from the first moment he’d met Faith at one of the Christmas celebrations here on the ranch that he wanted to get to know her better.  
 
    And once he had, he soon realized it would have been much better for her if he hadn’t.  
 
    He swallowed again, his stomach a jumble of nerves. “So…you’re okay with this?” 
 
    “Yeah, noob. Let’s get boarded.” 
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    It’d been three years since the last time he’d been up on the mountain, although he wasn’t sure this ridiculous bunny slope counted as part of the mountain. Even the snowmobiling—which practically everyone around town did—reminded Patrick too much of Faith.  
 
    He could fix a snowmobile engine with his eyes shut, but he didn’t ride them. The memory of smiling against the wind, with her arms wrapped tight around his middle, both of them laughing with excitement as he sped up the mountain paths, had been good enough.  
 
    But now he was here on the mountain with her.  
 
    Just when he’d thought the day couldn’t get any weirder. 
 
    Best. Surprise. Ever? 
 
    For sure, but also one of the most awkward surprises ever.  
 
    Still, he was sitting there on his butt in the snow, trying to listen to her instructions, definitely not admiring the way the sunlight glinted off her dark blonde hair.  
 
    “Okay, you ready to strap in and see if you remember everything we’ve talked about so far?” 
 
    He shook himself out of his reverie. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    To his relief, he only fumbled a few times before managing to ram his right boot into the bindings correctly and snap everything into place. 
 
    “Alright.” She nodded approvingly. “I know it’s weird to lead with your right foot, but honestly, I’m glad you’re riding goofy like me.” 
 
    Under his helmet, his brow twitched. “What?” 
 
    “Sorry.” She shook her head, then gestured for him to strap his left boot onto the board. “Goofy-foot means you lead with your right foot. The one closest to downhill. It doesn’t have anything to do with your dominant hand or side or anything.” 
 
    “You asked me which foot I led with when I skateboard.” It’d been more than a few years since he’d skateboarded, but it was hard to forget. He tapped his right foot. “It’s this one.” 
 
    One side of her lips lifted as she made quick work of strapping herself in. “Yeah, me too. And since I’m a noob at teaching boarding, I’m glad we’ll be pointing in the same direction.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re doing anything the same.” 
 
    Gah, he hoped that didn’t sound as stupid to her as it had to him.  
 
    But from the look she shot him, she wasn’t sure what to make of it either.  
 
    “Okay… Well, the first lesson is how to get up.” She scooted her rear end further on the ground from her board. “You’re going to be spending a lot of time on your butt, so this lesson is pretty important.” 
 
    Faith stretched out on her back; her purple parka bright against the white snow of the bunny slope.  
 
    “Swing your shoulders like this, plant one side of your board—doesn’t matter which end, nose or tail—and roll over.” 
 
    It was harder to roll over with a giant board strapped to his feet than he would’ve thought, but Patrick got it on his second try.  
 
    “Good! Now, just get up onto your hands and knees”—she demonstrated—“and push yourself upright. Easy-peasy.” 
 
    And as simple as that, he was standing.  
 
    On a snowboard.  
 
    Beside her. 
 
    “Right. So the next thing we do, before we can actually start, is learn how to start.” She pointed to what he would’ve called the backside of his board. “That’s your heel edge. Because that’s where your heels are, obviously.” 
 
    Was she blushing?  
 
    It was hard to tell, because she’d inherited her Hawaiian father’s darker skin. Patrick grinned, thinking how cute she looked when she was embarrassed. Intending to help her out, he pointed to the opposite side of the board. 
 
    “And that’s my toe edge?” 
 
    She nodded. “Because of the toe. You’re very bright.” 
 
    “Thank you. Heel edge, toe edge. Got it.” 
 
    Obviously flustered, she snatched up her helmet and focused on strapping it on as she breathed deeply. He tried not to stare, but it was hard.  
 
    Out here in her element, Faith was even more beautiful than he remembered.  
 
    “Okay, so the way to stop is just to…sort of turn onto either your heel or toe edge.” She blew out a breath. “It’s hard to explain. Here.” 
 
    She jumped a little, getting her board into a downhill position, then nudged herself into motion. She hadn’t gone more than a few feet when she gradually turned to her right and leaned back, her heel edge biting into the snow and slowing her down. 
 
    He nodded. “Makes sense, though it’s probably harder when you’re going faster, right?” 
 
    “Right. Which is why we’re starting here on the bunny slope, so you don’t have to worry about getting up too much speed.”  
 
    Yeah, but he liked going fast. It was something they’d both enjoyed, as he remembered.  
 
    But it was stupid to focus on memories like that, not when she was here, actually talking to him. What had they been talking about? Oh yeah, the bunny slope.  
 
    “You need to come up with a more mature name for this thing, by the way.” He frowned as he did the little jump-scooch move she’d tried. “Bunny slope sounds like it’s for kids.” 
 
    “It is for kids, doofus.”  
 
    He could clearly hear the teasing in her voice. 
 
    “But kids aren’t the only ones who use it. Super cool adults—like me, obviously—are forced by you way-too-overprotective people to start here, so—” He bit off his complaint when he began to slide forward down the slope. “Whoa! Look at me! I’m doing it!” 
 
    “Awesome job, kiddo! Now remember how to stop!” 
 
    He tried the heel-edge stop she’d shown him and only wobbled slightly as he came to a slow stop. When he straightened, grinning with pride, he saw she was smiling too.  
 
    But then she shook her head, her expression turning business-y once more. “Do it again, but try the toe edge this time. Like this.” She demonstrated coasting to a stop, by turning to her left and leaning forward.  
 
    “Alright.”  
 
    This is business. She’s my teacher. That’s it.  
 
    He could do this. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the most graceful thing to do, trying to turn around on a snowboard, but after a little negotiating, he did it.  
 
    “Ha! Did you see that?” he called out as he glided toward her, nearly forgetting everything he’d just learned in his excitement.  
 
    “Whoa!” She reached out and clasped two gloved hands around his left arm to keep him from wobbling. “I saw, Patrick. You’ve got the turning and the stopping down! At this rate, you’ll soon be that ‘super cool adult’ you thought you already were!” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” he said in response, happy they were able to joke like this with each other.  
 
    Then his grin began to fade when he realized, even though he was wearing a parka, a sweatshirt, and a t-shirt, and she was wearing heavy gloves, he swore he could feel her touch, her warmth, directly against his skin.  
 
    Raising his gaze from the place where she was touching him, he met her eyes and said sincerely, “You’re a pretty good teacher, Faith.” 
 
    Immediately, she dropped her hand away from his arm and wiped her palms against her pants.  
 
    Was she embarrassed, or did she really hate the fact she’d touched him? 
 
    Why would she want to touch you?  
 
    You hurt her. 
 
    Right.  
 
    She cleared her throat, then peered up at the sun. “Okay. Well.” She took a deep breath, then met his eyes with a smile which was clearly forced. “You wanna try getting to the bottom of the bunny slope, hot shot?” 
 
    And there it was. Even though she ended her sentence with a lighthearted jab, the tone of her voice indicated she was back to being all business. 
 
    But he hadn’t been imagining the way she’d looked at him earlier; as if she thought he was funny and was enjoying being around him.  
 
    As if they were still dating.  
 
    It was bittersweet to remember what they’d once had, yet  knowing he was the very reason they didn’t have that anymore.  
 
    But as he watched her coast easily downhill, Patrick took a deep breath. 
 
    They may not have been dating anymore, but they were both here, together, and there was no harm in enjoying it as much as he could, for as long as he could.  
 
    So, shifting the board into position, he straightened his shoulders, plastered on a confident grin, and pushed off to head downhill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
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    There were two problems, as Faith saw it. 
 
    One, he was there with her and things were way too awkward. 
 
    And two, they were going much too slow for her liking. 
 
    She and Patrick had always shared a love of speed, of pushing themselves and each other. It was what made life fun. They did everything fast. 
 
    Including loving one another.  
 
    Focus!  
 
    She was only here as his teacher, nothing more.  
 
    “You’re doing awesome, Patrick,” she called, waiting at the bottom of the bunny slope.  
 
    The bunny slope.  
 
    She could see where he’d be irritated by that name. Three years ago, when she’d taught him to ski, he’d only lasted two turns down this learner’s run, before declaring he was ready for the bigger slopes.  
 
    He had been, because it was easier to learn to ski; all he had to remember to do was to snowplow down the mountain if things got a little too sketchy.  
 
    Snowboarding was an entirely different concept, but he was really doing pretty well. He’d skateboarded before, and she knew he’d often wake boarded on the lake, so she figured all that experience was probably why he was picking it up so quickly.  
 
    For someone who’d only just strapped on a board for the first time less than an hour ago, he was actually pretty brilliant.  
 
    When Patrick coasted to a stop yet again at the bottom of the learner’s hill, his grin was huge. 
 
    Instinctually, she held up her hand for a high five, and the feel of his palm slapping against hers reminded her of what it felt like to hold him…and to be held by him.  
 
    She swallowed down the memories and forced a matching smile, though not as authentic as his was. “You’re doing really well.” 
 
    “Ha! Did you see me fall on my butt halfway down?” 
 
    “Sure did.” She shot him a teasing glance. “And I saw you get right back up without any crying. How’s your tailbone?” 
 
    Making a big show of rubbing his butt, he grimaced. “Luckily, all this fresh powder is more comfortable than the icy conditions you taught me to ski in!” 
 
    He remembered that, did he?  
 
    Chuckling, she shook her head. “Yeah, but ice is only a problem if you are trying to go slow, and we both know that's not an issue for you!” 
 
    Instead of responding to her teasing, Patrick bent down and unsnapped his rear—left—foot, the way she’d taught him. 
 
    She couldn’t help but notice it took him a little longer than it should have. 
 
    When he straightened, his expression was carefully neutral. “Wanna go again?” 
 
    As she unlatched her left foot, she shrugged. “I want to go down the bigger slopes.” She was ready to go faster with him. Again. “But we should probably stick with the bunny slope for now.” 
 
    “The bunny slope.” He snorted as he started the weird shuffle-walk snowboarders got used to, with their lead foot strapped in and their rear foot doing the propulsion. “It’s a downright embarrassing term.” 
 
    She followed him toward the magic carpet: the conveyer belt which took beginners from the bottom of the bunny slope, up to the top, without them having to unstrap their gear. The attendant at the bottom nodded to Faith, but didn’t exchange the typical banter as he usually did with her, knowing she was in the middle of a lesson.  
 
    She and Patrick were only a few feet apart, even though he was in front, standing sideways and staring out over the other noobs, but the silence stretching between them felt so wrong.  
 
    Granted, this was the man who’d broken her heart, but being here with him now made it so easy to forget that fact.  
 
    It was easy to pretend the last three years hadn’t happened at all, and she was still in love with someone who made her heart beat faster, someone who loved her in return.  
 
    But that hadn’t actually been the case, had it? 
 
    Or if he had loved her at one point, it sure hadn’t lasted very long.  
 
    “So…” She was desperate to drag her brain far away from that particular line of thought. “What would you call it?” 
 
    He jerked. “What?” 
 
    His startled expression made her wonder where his thoughts had been.  
 
    “The bunny slope. What would you call it? Something manlier?” 
 
    He hummed thoughtfully, and under his helmet, the tension at the corners of his eyes eased. “How about…the jaguar slope?” 
 
    “There’s no jaguars around here, no matter how manly it sounds.” 
 
    “Good point.” His gaze swept the slope, then further up to the lift. “How about the Bigfoot slope? Since this is River’s End Ranch and all.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “I’ll request a name change.” 
 
    Bigfoot was somewhat of a joke around this area—mostly thanks to the Westons, who owned and helped run the ranch. One of the sisters, Kelsi, was obsessed with finding the mysterious creature, and her brothers all perpetrated elaborate hoaxes to mess with her, which many people took as truth.  
 
    Faith had been coming here for years and had never seen any sign of the sasquatch.  
 
    Unless he hibernated, surely she would’ve seen some footprints in the snow or something. Wouldn’t she? 
 
    “I wonder if the big dude hibernates.” 
 
    Patrick’s musings, so close to her own, had Faith’s head whipping toward him. “What?” 
 
    He shrugged, that sexy wry grin firmly back in place. “I’m just saying, we only ever see signs of him in the summer, right?” 
 
    “That’s because no one’s dumb enough to go out and plant fake evidence for Kelsi when it’s ten degrees outside! What’s the point? With all those kids of hers, she can only go out Bigfoot hunting in the summer anyhow.” 
 
    “Wait.” He planted both hands on his hips. “You’re saying you don’t believe in Bigfoot?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe I didn’t know you were one of the crazies too!” 
 
    She had been teasing and had expected him to respond in kind. But instead, his expression became shuttered again, and he appeared lost in his own thoughts. She wondered if he was thinking the same thing she was. 
 
    That they’d fallen in love too quickly all those years ago. That they hadn’t really known enough about each other. That it was inevitable they would have eventually broken up.  
 
    But had it really been inevitable?  
 
    Faith would’ve married him if he’d asked. 
 
    As a matter of fact, when he’d arranged that fancy dinner date for them, she’d been so certain he was going to propose then. 
 
    But instead, Patrick Quinn had dumped her.  
 
    Without even giving her a reason why.  
 
    She’d cried herself stupid for weeks, then vowed to forget him and win that gold medal.  
 
    Neither of those things had happened. 
 
    She never forgot him, and that gold medal never hung from her neck.  
 
    Luckily, they reached the end of the magic carpet, and they both had to concentrate on riding the gentle slope to disembark.  
 
    This is business.  
 
    No matter what history they shared, he was only here because she’d been paid to give him a lesson. Nothing more.  
 
    Shuffling along the top of the bunny slope, Faith caught him looking wistfully up at the lift.  
 
    Had he been one of her younger students, she wouldn’t have said a word and would have instead steered the overly-enthusiastic youth to something more on their level. But the fact she so desperately wanted to be up on the mountain had her clomping up beside him. “Wanna give it a shot?” 
 
    His head swung around. “You think I’m ready for it?” 
 
    Shrugging, she told him the truth. “I can’t recall another student who took to snowboarding as quickly as you have. I’m ready to be up there, so I assume you are as well.”  
 
    He snorted softly. “Yeah. Anything to get off the bunny slope.” 
 
    Pointing to the lift, she slipped back into teach mode. “Do you remember the slope classifications?” 
 
    “Green circle is easiest, then blue square, then black diamond is the hardest.” 
 
    “Right. Well, this one is a green, just like the bunny slope. The only difference is it’s much longer.” 
 
    His gaze followed her finger and traveled up along her arm, until he met her eyes with a cocked brow. “What’s it called?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” She slapped the back of her hand against his chest—as if they were just two old friends—and started the awkward snowboarder shuffle toward the line for the lift. “Come on.”  
 
    He shuffled after her. “Wait, no. Tell me this slope’s name! Faith, I’ve forgotten.” 
 
    She waited until he was standing beside her, breathing heavily, as they bent their knees and waited for the next lift chair to pick them up.  
 
    “Faith.” 
 
    And just as the chair hit the backs of their knees and scooped them up, she smiled at him.  
 
    “Rabbit Run.” 
 
    Groaning, he pulled the bar down in front of them to rest their elbows on. “Rabbits and bunnies. Great.” 
 
    “Maybe Jaclyn had something to do with it.” 
 
    A surprised bark of laughter burst out of him. “Jaclyn! I’d forgotten about her, although I’m not sure how that’s possible. How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s married now if you can believe it. Her husband Simon works at the golf pro shop in the summer and is actually manning the hot cocoa counter here at the lodge right now.” 
 
    Patrick whistled, impressed at the view of the vista below. “I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    “Each lesson comes with a complimentary mug. I’ll introduce you after.” 
 
    “It’s a date.” 
 
    His immediate wince told her he hadn’t realized what the words would sound like ahead of time. A date. Except the two of them wouldn’t be dating.  
 
    Faith chose not to reply, and instead took her time enjoying the landscape below. The lift wasn’t too far off the ground, but it was always cool to watch the skiers—experienced and newbies alike—zip down the mountain below them. From up here, the snow in the pines and the shimmering whiteness everywhere you looked made it seem as if they were in some sort of magical fairy land. 
 
    Maybe Bigfoot did hibernate. 
 
    “How’s your sister?” Patrick asked, though hesitantly, as if he were just trying to find something to talk about.  
 
    Faith did the math, trying to remember if Patrick had broken up with her before or after Belle’s marriage.  
 
    “She and Elf are doing great. Elf is still blacksmithing, of course, and his art is one of the Old Town’s top tourist attractions. Belle is assistant manager of the Kids’ Korral and adores her job.” 
 
    “Any kids yet?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I think Elf is wearing her down, but for a while now, she’s said she’s fine with all her adorable little monsters at the Korral. Maybe in the next year or so.” 
 
    Before he could ask why she was there at River’s End Ranch, Faith hurried to ask him, “How about your sister?” 
 
    “Cait?” 
 
    Instinctually, she elbowed him. “You have another sister?” 
 
    His sheepish grin told her that even if she probably shouldn’t have touched him, he’d thought it had felt as normal as she had.  
 
    Patrick flexed his fingers inside his gloves and stretched one arm to loosen it up. “I hadn’t realized you two knew one another, but I guess she worked here for a while, huh?” 
 
    Again, not wanting to discuss how long she herself had been working there, Faith was quick to say, “Yeah, she was cool.”  
 
    And she was not going to mention how she’d avoided Cait Quinn simply because she hadn’t wanted to chance hearing anything about Patrick. Her heart wouldn’t have been able to handle that.  
 
    “She ran off with that actor, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Archibald St. John. He’s a nice guy, if a little weird. They got married a couple months after that, and now they jet around the world, trying out new things.” 
 
    His voice had turned speculative, and Faith hummed in encouragement. From what she remembered of Cait, that lifestyle likely suited her well. 
 
    They were coming up to the top of the lift when Patrick blew out a breath. “Actually, I talked with her earlier today. She and Archie are in Cambodia, prepping for one of his new roles. I don’t know the details, but it involves elephants.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” He shook his head. “Apparently they’re ready for their next adventure. There’s these two little Cambodian orphans—three- and five-year-old brothers—Cait has been working with, and they’ve started the process to adopt them. With Archie’s money, they think it’ll be easy enough to add a nanny and tutor to their staff when they travel.” 
 
    It was Faith’s turn to whistle. “Holy moly, that will be a change.” 
 
    They didn’t speak as the lift deposited them at the top of the mountain. She’d done it a thousand times on this mountain alone, but it was always good to let the student concentrate on getting off the lift, just in case he tripped or something. A surprising number of snowboarding accidents involved the lift, mostly because of the stupid shuffle they all had to do.  
 
    Honestly, skiing is so much more elegant. 
 
    But eying Patrick as he glided down the debarkation area, Faith had to admit he looked darn good on a snowboard.  
 
    He looked darn good in general.  
 
    Patrick was just as tall and lean as she remembered, and judging from that brief contact when she’d grabbed his arm to keep him upright, just as well-muscled.  
 
    “Hey, wait up,” he called, shuffling up beside her. 
 
    Was he having second thoughts?  
 
    She raised a brow. 
 
    “Um…what I just said about Cait and Archie…? I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone yet.” 
 
    Because the tabloids would be all over the news of an award-winning actor adopting two orphans.  
 
    Faith nodded, understanding. “Got it.” 
 
    But he wasn’t done.  
 
    “I don’t know why I told you.” He shook his head, looking flustered, and ran his hand over the top of his helmet, an old nervous habit she remembered well. “I just— I mean, you were asking about her, and I only just found out, and I guess I just wasn’t thinking of you as a stranger or anything, and…” He blew out a breath. 
 
    Oh dear!  
 
    He was likely afraid she was going to spill the beans to the media out of some sort of revenge for breaking up with her, which is probably what some other women would’ve done. 
 
    However, she wasn’t one of them, and it hurt her a little to realize he obviously thought she was. So she put her hand on his arm. 
 
    Just to shut him up and end this, she told herself, no other reason. 
 
    Certainly not because she enjoyed touching him. 
 
    “Hey, it’s cool, Patrick. I won’t mention it to anyone else until you say I can. I promise.” 
 
    His lovely, dark green eyes met hers, and as she nodded solemnly, the worry in them slowly faded. He took a deep breath. 
 
    But didn’t pull away.  
 
    “Thanks, Faith. I didn’t think you would tell everyone out of a sense of spite, or whatever, but I was afraid if I didn’t mention it wasn’t public knowledge yet, you wouldn’t have known to keep it to yourself.” He rubbed at his helmet again. “Sorry, I’m rambling. Anyway, thank you.” 
 
    That’s what friends are for. 
 
    But she wasn’t going to say that out loud. 
 
    Not to the man who broke her heart.  
 
    So she simply nodded firmly and changed the subject entirely. “Are you ready to do this?” 
 
    He slid his goggles into place. “Let’s go fast!” 
 
    Smiling, she led the way down the mountain.  
 
    It took a lot of restraint not to zip on even further ahead. She wasn’t as comfortable on a board as she was on skis, but this was a green slope, and she could handle this without a problem. 
 
    However, she was there as his teacher, so she had to stick close and teach.  
 
    Contenting herself with a sedate pace, Faith kept an eye on him, trying not to get too far ahead of him. In between, she took the time to admire the scenery, which she often missed because she was going so fast.  
 
    At the bottom, his grin was huge, and he hadn’t fallen even once. “Let’s go again!” 
 
    So they did, and this time they didn’t talk at all while they were in the lift. 
 
    Instead, they simply watched the other skiers and enjoyed the amazing views in a mostly peaceful silence. 
 
    At the end of their second run, Patrick led the way back to the lift. There was only about ten minutes left in his lesson, but somewhere along the way, she’d stopped thinking of it as simply a lesson to get through, and more as if they were just two friends, out snowboarding and having fun.  
 
    Or ex-friends who could still get along, at least.  
 
    “You ready for a blue slope?” she asked when they neared the top of the lift. 
 
    “Is it named after something more ferocious than a rodent?” 
 
    “It’s called Poodle Flip.” 
 
    He hummed. “Still not exactly manly, but the flip sounds cool. Do I want to know why it’s called that?” 
 
    Shrugging, she grinned. “I don’t actually know. Most of the slopes I’ve been on have weird names though. This one branches off near the top, so we can start on Rabbit and take a right onto Poodle.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, just as long as I can go faster than I have been.” 
 
    And so, that’s what they did.  
 
    In retrospect, Faith shouldn’t have encouraged him to try a blue slope at that time, not when he was just beginning. He’d handled the green so well though, and had been so anxious to go faster, she’d let her own desire for adventure sway her and cloud her better judgment.  
 
    The first half of Poodle went well enough. They certainly weren’t going to win any downhill speed records, but Patrick was grinning happily beneath his googles.  
 
    The slope got a little steeper then, and Faith kept an eye on the way he was taking wide turns, impressed at how easily he’d learned to board. 
 
    And then disaster struck when his board’s nose caught on something.  
 
    Maybe it had simply been a small lump of snow, or something else just as innocuous, but one minute Patrick was gliding smoothly down the mountain, and the next, he was airborne, his arms flailing for balance.  
 
    She didn’t have time to do more than whisper his name before he came down again, hard. And since he was heading downhill, he rolled, despite the cumbersome board attached to his feet.  
 
    When she reached his side, she threw herself forward, not bothering to unstrap her own feet, but pulled herself frantically closer on her hands and knees.  
 
    “Patrick! Oh, God, Patrick, can you hear me?” 
 
    His groan, as he rolled himself from his stomach to his side, sounded sweet to her ears, yet horrible, all at once. 
 
    “Patrick, honey, talk to me. Where does it hurt?” 
 
    “Everywhere,” came his whisper.  
 
    She laid down beside him, one arm reaching across his body to hold him, but stopping herself at the last second when her training overrode her natural instinct. If he was hurt badly, touching him could make things even more painful for him. Or make his injuries even worse.  
 
    “Hold on, Patrick,” she whispered, as she fumbled for her walkie talkie snapped inside the pocket of her parka. “Help is coming.” 
 
    When all he did was moan again, she bit down hard on the fingertip of one of her gloves, yanking it off and spitting the glove out as she raised the walkie talkie.  
 
    “Top of line, this is Faith, can you hear me?” When she got the acknowledgement, her hands—her everything—started to shake with fear and adrenaline. “I have a medical emergency halfway down Poodle. I’m in purple, patient is wearing dark green. Over.” 
 
    The walkie-talkie crackled with static once, then she heard, “Sled heading to your location. Hold tight. Over.” 
 
    “Right. See you soon. Over and out.” 
 
    There were tears in her eyes when she settled beside him in the snow again. The grimace of pain on his face was heartbreaking for her to see.  
 
    Using her free hand, the one not supporting her weight as she kneeled next to him and leaned forward, she carefully scooped snow away from where his face turned to the side, so at least he could breathe more easily.  
 
    “Patrick, help is coming, okay?” When he didn’t respond, the tears she’d been trying so desperately to hold back, finally trickled down her cheeks. “Hold on, honey. Just hold on.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
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    “My pillows are fine, Dad. Honest, they don’t need fluffing— Dad!” 
 
    As his father jerked back, probably afraid he’d knocked against Patrick’s shoulder, his mother unfolded her long legs from the hospital lounger and stood, still perusing his medical chart. 
 
    “Honestly, Peter, the boy doesn’t need your hovering or fussing.” 
 
    Dad frowned at her. “He’s my boy. I can fuss if I want.” 
 
    “Peter—” 
 
    From his spot on the bed, Patrick sighed. “I’m fine, guys. I promise.” 
 
    “You don’t look fine.” Dad peered down at the sling holding Patrick’s right arm tight against his body. “You look like you fell down a mountain.” 
 
    Patrick exchanged wry glances with his employer—and fourth cousin—Dustin Quinn, who made a little zipping motion along his lips, telling Patrick he was staying out of it. His grin did grow though, and he seemed to settle more comfortably against the wall he leaned against with his arms crossed, obviously amused by the scene before him. 
 
    “Look, Dad, it’s not the first time I’ve fallen down a mountain, is it? It’s just a broken wrist.” 
 
    “And a bruised collarbone. And a severe sprain in the other wrist,” the older man added sternly.  
 
    Right.  
 
    Patrick did a good job of not glancing down at himself, thinking how pitiful he must look. Instead, he lifted his chin and met his Dad’s identical green eyes. “I’ll be alright, Dad. I promise.” 
 
    Mom moved up beside him and placed her arm gently around her husband’s shoulders. The two of them couldn’t be more different; Dad was short—even shorter than Patrick—and had a rather rotund body shape. His blond hair had thinned to nothing more than a couple patches just above his ears, and he peered out at the world through a pair of thick-lensed glasses. His heart was huge, and he was a sensitive man, who always thought of others and put everyone else’s feelings and needs above his own. 
 
    Mom was tall and elegant, her black hair only just beginning to streak with silver. Her fashionable clothing style immaculately highlighted her perfectly dark skin, and though she cared for others in her own way as well, she also wasn’t one to fall for every scam and sob story, as her husband so often did.  
 
    Peter Quinn had been a history professor at a private high school when he’d met Shevonna, a Doctor of English Literature, and they’d fallen in love almost immediately.  
 
    When they retired and moved to Dad’s hometown of Quinn Valley, Dr. Quinn had opened the only bookstore in town. Now Dad spent his free time putting together models, and using them to reenact famous battles for his online channel. 
 
    Patrick smiled as he studied the odd, yet perfectly matched couple, the pain meds likely the only reason he could smile.  
 
    His parents relationship had always been the example of what he wanted for his own. It was the very thing he strived for.  
 
    The very thing he thought he’d once found. 
 
    His father gave a sigh. “Fine, son. I’ll take your mother home, then come back to check on you tomorrow. You’re going to need some help getting out of here, I think.” 
 
    As Patrick’s father stepped aside, his mother leaned down to brush a soft kiss against Patrick’s forehead. He closed his eyes and breathed in her familiar almond scented lotion.  
 
    “I would tell you you’re too old for stupid stunts like this, but I suspect it wouldn’t do any good,” she murmured. As she straightened, she dropped his medical chart onto the bed beside his leg. “This makes for some very boring reading.” 
 
    “Says the woman who named her two children after characters from Taming of the Shrew.” 
 
    Her slight smile was just as refined and composed as she was. “If only one of you inherited my interests. Books won’t break your bones like that skiing nonsense.” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “Snowboarding, and how did you miss all the times Cait got mad, and her only weapon was a nearby book?” 
 
    Instead of joining him and the others as they had a chuckle over his sister’s resourcefulness, his mom’s expression became even more serious, and she dropped her hand to his right arm, patting it carefully. “We love you very much, Patrick. Remember that the next time you think to do something so stupid.”  
 
    She began making her way to the door, nodding politely to Dustin as she passed him, but before reaching the exit, she stopped and turned back to give her son a pointed look.  
 
    “I know you’re close to finishing your job at the office so you can focus full-time on your shop, but Patrick, imagine what would’ve happened if you hadn’t had Dustin’s employee health insurance. Getting that worked out before you become completely independent as your own boss should be your main concern.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Love you, Mom.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow, dear.” 
 
    As the door swung shut behind her, both Patrick and Dustin let out matching breaths of relief. 
 
    “Dude, your mom is scary,” Dustin said with a grin, before pushing himself away from the wall and ambling across the room to Patrick’s bedside. He then scooped his chart up off the bed and held it up. “May I?” 
 
    “Why not? As Mom pointed out, you are, in a sense, helping to pay for all this.” 
 
    Dustin settled himself into the chair Patrick’s mom had just vacated and peered down at the medical mumbo-jumbo. “Unfortunately, she’s right.” 
 
    “About the insurance?” 
 
    “That, but mostly about the stupid stuff.” 
 
    Patrick dropped his head back onto the pillows and stared up at the ceiling. “Come on, man. I was just snowboarding. I’ve skied before, so I wanted to try boarding. That’s not so bad.” 
 
    “No,” Dustin said mildly, “but going down an advanced slope on your first day wasn’t the smartest thing you could’ve done.” 
 
    Wincing, Patrick kept his mouth shut. In retrospect, he knew it hadn’t been his brightest moment. But when Faith had suggested it, he’d jumped at the chance to show her he wanted to be beside her every step of the way. 
 
    Which was dumb, considering you were the one to dump her.  
 
    Dustin tapped his finger at something in the folder. “How come this says birthplace: unknown? I don’t recall having any trouble paying you or sending in your taxes.” 
 
    This again?  
 
    Patrick blew out a breath. “Not only was I born on a Leap Day, but Mom had me on an airplane. Somewhere over Colorado, they think, but with all the commotion, no one was really paying attention to exactly where we were when I popped out.” 
 
    A surprised laugh burst out of Dustin. “Wow. That must make things really complex.” 
 
    “Yeah. Usually I just tell people I was born in Boise, since that’s where all my legal paperwork was filed. But if Mom fills out my paperwork”—weakly, he lifted his right hand and gestured to the charts—“she tends to get technical.” 
 
    “Dude, does this mean you get to fly for free or something?”  
 
    Patrick’s eyes closed. “Nah,” he replied. “They were really irritated with my parents for flying so late in her pregnancy. And the airline went under back in the late nineties anyhow.” 
 
    Dustin’s low whistle corresponded with the noise the chair made as he settled back into it. “You’ve got some amazing stories, Patrick. But…” There was a shuffle of papers as he looked through the medical chart. “Doc Baker is right. Looks like your left side took the brunt of the force, which is likely what snapped your wrist so easily. It’s nasty, but luckily, you’re right-handed. The collarbone doesn’t look too horrible—so I'm assuming your shoulder hit the ground at some point after the initial impact, and I imagine that’s the part which is probably causing the most pain, right? Your right wrist should be, for the most part, useable enough to do things for yourself after a few days.” 
 
    Patrick swallowed hard, trying not to focus on the pain radiating from every corner of his body. That last run had been fun, right up until he’d lost control.  
 
    Snowboarding with Faith had been almost as much fun as skiing with her. The wind, the excitement, the temptation to shout, “Woohoo!” just because life was so darn awesome when it included her. 
 
    But that fall had been bad, and he’d known the second his board caught, it was going to end in pain. He hadn’t had a chance to check yet, but it felt as if his whole body was bruised. And his wrists… 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to work on any engines, am I?” he whispered, the full impact of his injuries only just now hitting him. 
 
    Across the room, Dustin snorted. “Not with your left hand, at least not for several weeks. And the next few days will be awkward until you get full use of your right wrist back. You’re going to need help at home.” The sound of the HIPPA-compliant spring-loaded medical chart holder snapping closed came from where Dustin was sitting. “I’ll see who’s around who can help. Once you’ve got mobility, I’ll start booking you for sessions with Travis.” 
 
    Dustin was Quinn Valley’s favorite chiropractor, working out of Joint Ventures. The other half of the partnership was his cousin, Travis, a physical therapist. Travis had recently married, and Dustin had just gotten back from a trip to the Keys, where he’d proposed to Marley Santana, one of the coolest women Patrick had ever met.  
 
    “I don’t need you to go out of your way, man.”  
 
    Patrick’s protest was weak, and Dustin must’ve realized it too, based on the noise he made. 
 
    “You’re hopped up on pain meds right now—which is good—but in the morning when they go to discharge you, you’re going to realize you can’t even feed yourself on your own. Again, that should only last a few days, until the sprain heals, I suppose, but try not to push it, okay?” 
 
    With a surprising amount of effort, Patrick managed to lift his head off his pillow to glare at his friend and boss. “I’m not an infant.” 
 
    “Bro, you can barely hold your eyes open. And…well, anything else for that matter.” He punctuated his final words with a pointed look at Patrick’s hands. 
 
    Frowning, Patrick wriggled his way upright, determined not to show how truly painful it was to do so. “Did you bring my stuff?” 
 
    Dustin nodded to a duffle in the corner. “I wasn’t sure how many changes of clothes to bring, but your toiletries are on top, in case you somehow make it out of that bed tonight. I also packed your laptop and an e-reader I found on your bedside table. I didn’t know how bad you were. All she told me was you were being taken to the hospital and wanted to let me know the index was finished. Like that mattered.” 
 
    Patrick winced again.  
 
    After the fall, his memories were hazy. He remembered someone in a medic parka loading him onto a sled for a sickening ride down the mountain, then a hard bench and a bright light. There was also an ambulance ride, he thought, and strangers poking at him.  
 
    He wasn’t sure how much he remembered was the result of hallucinations from the pain, because he also remembered Faith being there beside him the whole time, holding him and calling him honey. 
 
    Swallowing, he hesitantly prompted, “She?” 
 
    Dustin’s little grin looked vaguely amused. “Said her name was Faith Kalani, an old friend of yours. She rode with you to the hospital, and apparently, you gave her commands the whole way.” 
 
    Yeah, that actually sounded right.  
 
    “I finished the insurance index today. We can start looking for someone to take my place on Monday.” 
 
    His smile growing, Dustin pushed himself to his feet. “Man, you weren’t listening. You’re taking at least a week off; doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “I hate it when you pull the Doctor of Chiropractic thing,” Patrick mumbled. 
 
    “Because you know I’m right.” Dustin’s grin grew as he ambled to the door. “After a week, we can talk business. You get your hands back in working order, then we’ll discuss routing the billing through your cell phone or something so you can take it easy on that shoulder.”  
 
    Before Patrick could respond, Dustin snapped his fingers. 
 
    “Oh, and I’ve already called Tony at your shop to tell him what happened. He said you’d already shut down for the weekend, since he’s in Spokane with his family, but he’d touch base with you Monday afternoon. He also said to tell you to take it easy and not worry about anything.” 
 
    Knowing Tony was aware of Patrick’s accident, and also knowing the man was more than capable of handling the shop on his own, Patrick could feel himself able to breathe a little easier.  
 
    “Thanks, Dustin,” he said quietly, staring up at the ceiling once more. 
 
    “No problem, man. Sleep well, and I’ll check in with you tomorrow.” 
 
    Patrick heard the door open, then heard Dustin suck in a surprised breath. “Well, hello. Are you lurking out here for a reason?” 
 
    Curious, Patrick struggled to see who was at the door. Then he heard her voice. 
 
    “Just waiting for you to finish up. I’m Faith.” 
 
    There was a smile in Dustin’s voice when he said, “Well, come on in, Faith! Patrick’s on his way to a medically-induced dreamland, but I can’t imagine he’d object to a visit from you.” 
 
    Faith was here…? 
 
    Suddenly, all the pain in the world wasn’t going to keep him from seeing her.  
 
    But the face he was making as he pushed himself upright must not have been pretty, because as the door shut behind Dustin, she made a little whimpering sound and nearly flew across the room to the side of his bed.  
 
    “Patrick,” she whispered, stopping suddenly and hovering above him. Then, like a dropped feather, she sank slowly down onto the bed beside him. “Patrick.” 
 
    “Hi, Faith,” he said weakly, happier to see her than he knew he should admit out loud.  
 
    Her dark blue eyes swept across his face, then down to his chest, lingering on the clean t-shirt Dad had helped him into earlier, or maybe it was the heavy-duty sling strapped across it which held her attention. Both of his hands, from just above the wrists down to his fingers, were immobilized—his broken left one in a cast, and his right heavily bandaged—and despite what he’d said to his boss, he did feel like an infant. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” she whispered, patting his knee awkwardly, “you look—” 
 
    When she cut herself off with a shake of her head, he figured he looked pretty bad. 
 
    “Hey, it’s alright. It’s not as bad as it looks, not really.” 
 
    It wasn’t until she sniffed that he realized how close to tears she was.  
 
    Instinctively, he reached for her, but when the movement sent a spike of pain straight up into his neck, he froze on a wince. It was probably the worst thing he could have done, because she instantly released a little sob, and two large tears leaked down each of her cheeks. 
 
    “Patrick, I am so sorry. You have no idea how badly I feel.” 
 
    “Whoa, hey!” He swallowed, aching to hold her, to comfort her. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Yes, it is!” She drew in a shuddering breath, her fingers tightening around his right knee. “It’s totally my fault. I was the one who wanted to do the harder slope; I was the one who should’ve known you weren’t ready. I should be fired for thinking—” 
 
    “Wait, what? No!” He winced again as he pushed himself higher on the pillows. “Faith, are you going to lose your job over this? It was my own fault. I thought I was better than I was, and I wanted the chance to prove to you I could do it. Call up your boss right now, and I’ll tell him that.” 
 
    She sniffed twice and relaxed her hold on him a little. “Regardless what you thought or wanted to do, it’s my job to tell when my students are ready or not. Besides, it’s too late; I already talked with him earlier this evening.” 
 
    From her tone, he couldn’t tell if that was a good thing, or a bad thing. “And?” 
 
    “And it’s all taken care of. I’ve got a place for you at the ranch.” 
 
    It took a few moments for his mind to process what she’d just said. “You…what?” 
 
    A place at the ranch? 
 
    He didn’t understand, but in any case, he was more concerned about her job!  
 
    “Are you in trouble? Do you need me to tell someone you don’t deserve to be fired?” 
 
    Now her fingers were rubbing little circles over his right knee, where it was tucked under the sheet. He’d wrenched his left knee in the fall, but not badly. Her touch on the other knee was…nice. Nice enough to make him exhale softly.  
 
    “Wade said he’s not going to fire me. He said it was an accident.” 
 
    Oh, thank goodness.  
 
    “It was!”  
 
    “But I’m not teaching for the next week.” 
 
    Had he celebrated too soon?  
 
    “Did he take you off the schedule?” 
 
    Her fingers were now moving up and down his shin. “Wade runs the whole ranch—he doesn’t care about lesson schedules on the ski slopes.” She sighed. “But I took myself off.” 
 
    Gah, he wished he could reach for her hand. “Faith, it’s not your fault.” 
 
    Her fingers were sending goosebumps up and down his body—even the bruised parts. She met his eyes, and he saw her dark blue gaze was serious. 
 
    “It was my fault, and I don’t think I will ever forgive myself.” 
 
    “Listen, just don’t tell anyone I fell down a slope called Poodle, and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was called Poodle Flip, which we decided sounds way more manly and dangerous, and apparently, it is.  But we’ll never be even, and I am going to take care of you.” 
 
    “You don’t—” 
 
    She didn’t let him finish. “I’ve talked Wade into letting you use one of the ADA tiny homes down by the river. They’re new builds in the last few years. Maybe you’ve heard of them? But right now, we have a few empty. As Founder’s Day gets closer, we might fill up, but for now, there’s space for you.” 
 
    “What?” Maybe it was the pain meds making him sleepy, or the way he felt himself relaxing under her touch, but Patrick was having trouble making sense of what she was saying. “Why do I need a tiny house?”  
 
    What the heck was a tiny house, anyhow? 
 
    “Because I’m going to take care of you, and I prefer being close to other people I know, who can help if we need it, such as someone to stay with you if I need to go shopping, or I can send them to run the errands so I can stay with you,” she told him, patting him once more on the leg and pushing up off the bed to look down at him. “It’s the least I can do to apologize.” 
 
    “Faith, I don’t need you to take care of me.” 
 
    She ignored his protest. “You can’t use either hand. You’re going to be hopped up on major pain meds for the next few days, at least. Kai—my brother--broke his collarbone when we were kids, and even sleeping was painful, because he couldn’t find any comfortable position.” 
 
    He grimaced, his objections falling silent. The picture she was painting sounded miserable. Even though he hadn’t actually broken his collarbone, it still felt as if he had, at least it did at that moment. 
 
    Had it been worth it? To spend a day in her company, riding the slopes? 
 
    “Patrick,” she said again, her tone softening, “you need someone to take care of you, and since it’s my fault this happened, I’m volunteering and I’m doing so happily. And I’m really not going to take no for an answer, so there’s not point fighting me about it.” 
 
    “My parents…” he began weakly. 
 
    “I’ll meet them here when you’re discharged and explain the situation to them. I’m sure they’ll see it my way…well, as long as they aren’t too angry at me for allowing you to get hurt, that is.”  
 
    She had to be feeling pretty guilty if his beautiful ex-girlfriend was offering to take care of him.  
 
    And this was the same woman his parents had given him months of grief over for letting go. 
 
    Yeah, he suspected she was right about them agreeing to the plan. Mom would probably smile mysteriously and say something like, “Come along, Peter, it’s all taken care of,” while Dad blubbered well-meaningly as he followed her out.  
 
    And Patrick would go stay in a tiny home with Faith.  
 
    Home with Faith. 
 
    It was, at one point, what he’d wanted more than anything in the world. 
 
    What he still wanted, if he were honest enough to admit to his secret pining over the last three years. 
 
    “Okay,” he finally whispered. 
 
    Her expression softened, and she leaned over him to brush a kiss on the top of his head. 
 
    It was almost maternal, but that didn’t stop the way his heart began to pound at her peaches-and-cream scent.  
 
    He’d given her that perfume three years ago, because it reminded him of her personality.  
 
    She still wore it? 
 
    All too soon, she was straightening, but her hand still rested on his right shoulder. It was probably a feather-light touch, but he felt as if it were pressing him into the mattress, the sheets swallowing him up.  
 
    She smiled down at him. From what appeared to be a long, long way above, she said in an ethereal voice, “Go to sleep, honey. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Was it getting darker in here?  
 
    No, that was just his eyes.  
 
    He wanted to call out to her, to tell her not to go, but her touch was making him warm and sleepy all over.  
 
    As he surrendered and closed his eyes, his last sight was of her beautiful smile.  
 
    Was it worth it?  
 
    This pain, this embarrassment?  
 
    For the chance to spend more time with Faith? 
 
    Drifting off into a med-induced sleep, Patrick suspected the answer might be a very sure yes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
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    Saturday and Sunday went surprisingly well.  
 
    As predicted, Faith didn’t have any issues convincing Patrick’s parents she was going to take care of him. The sparkle in Mr. Quinn’s green eyes told her he thought there was something going on between her and his son once more. But Dr. Quinn’s regal gaze had studied Faith for a few moments longer than was comfortable, before finally inclining her head in agreement. 
 
    “I think this might be for the best,” was all she’d said.  
 
    Patrick’s employer and cousin, Dustin Quinn—good Heavens, was everyone named “Quinn” in that town?—helped move Patrick from the hospital to the tiny house Faith had arranged,  and the poor guy was sound asleep almost as soon as they got him settled.  
 
    The tiny home was one of the many the ranch had put in over the last few years, as demand—especially in the summer—grew. The whole building was the size of an RV, with a nice, handicapped-accessible porch overlooking the rapids of the river. There was a little living room with a loveseat, a TV mounted on the wall, and a two-person “patio-sized” kitchen table. The kitchen was surprisingly well-stocked and included a full fridge, stove, oven and microwave, as well as plenty of storage. 
 
    Toward the rear of the house, the bathroom was ADA-compliant in size, and the bedroom further back was just large enough for the queen-sized bed where Patrick was currently snoring softly. 
 
    From the living room, an almost vertical set of stairs—really, it was almost a ladder!—led up to a loft, where a queen mattress rested directly on the carpeted floor, because the ceiling was only about four feet overhead. 
 
    It was probably bigger than most people would consider a tiny house should be, but it was certainly much smaller than all the regular cabins they had on the ranch.  
 
    And although Belle had hummed speculatively when Faith had declared her intentions, she was determined to stay there so she could be near enough to help Patrick if he needed anything. It was a separate bedroom, after all, and with the poor guy’s current condition, it wasn’t as if anything untoward was going to happen.  
 
    Not that she wanted it to happen or anything.  
 
    Definitely not. 
 
    Although…it was hard to forget the way his touch had made her feel, all those years ago. Or how warm she’d felt last Friday with him. 
 
    No. No. Definitely not. 
 
    He was—he was her student, who, because of her, had been injured pretty badly.  
 
    Yeah. Let’s simply think of it that way.  
 
    Just an injured student in need. 
 
    Nothing more.  
 
    Sunday evening, Patrick made it out to sit on the couch, though for only a brief amount of time. His shoulder and collarbone might’ve just been bruised, but the doctors had given him some pretty heavy-duty medicine for the pain.  
 
    She knew he had an appointment later in the week to have the whole area checked again, just to make sure it wasn’t worse than they originally thought or could see because of all the swelling in the x-rays.  
 
    He was bleary-eyed, rumpled, and a little crusty from sleeping for so long—and not showering. Still, she couldn’t help but smile at him when she handed him his dinner smoothie. 
 
    “These are vegetables?” he asked, peering down at the cup. 
 
    “With some protein powder. You’re not up for a knife and fork yet and this will be easier on your stomach.” 
 
    With a sigh, he lifted the straw to his lips and didn’t quite grimace when he took a sip. “Tastes like chocolate.” 
 
    “That’s the secret ingredient.” She hadn’t intended to reach out and rumple his hair, but that’s what happened.  
 
    Maybe her hand had a mind of its own and had been unable to resist touching him?  
 
    He was staring down at the cup. “What is it?”  
 
    “Chocolate.” 
 
    When he lifted his head, she saw the confusion—and bleariness—in his lovely green eyes, and knew he wasn’t up for bantering right now.  
 
    “Just drink your dinner, Patrick,” she said with a wry smile.  
 
    He sighed. “Okay, but tomorrow can your fancy blender make me a cheeseburger smoothie?” 
 
    “What are the ingredients in that?” 
 
    Clumsily, both hands in splints, he mimed shoving a burger in his glass. “Cheeseburger. Blender. Add fries. Blend.” 
 
    Her smile grew as she relocated to the table. “If you’re doing better tomorrow, I’ll get you a regular burger. Doc Baker said you could eat with your hands once you were up for it.” 
 
    With a happy and relieved sigh, he settled back against the couch, propped his glass up on his chest and noisily slurped down his smoothie. 
 
    Satisfied he was eating, she reached for her tablet again and opened the spreadsheet with the invitations for the celebration in a few weeks.  
 
    Lily had been forwarding her the electronic responses, and she needed to add in the recent RSVPs and input those numbers into the catering calculations.  
 
    “What’re you working on?” 
 
    His question surprised her, and she looked up to see he’d finished the smoothie. His head was propped up against the back of the couch, the cup balanced precariously against his sling, and his eyes were half-closed as he stared at her.  
 
    “Guest list for the Founder’s Day Gala.” She waved the tablet. “I help out on the more boring parts of running the ranch sometimes. Not everyone likes manipulating spreadsheets as much as I do.” 
 
    He grunted. “Do you color-code them?” 
 
    “Of course. How else would you be able to tell what you needed at a moment’s glance?” 
 
    “Spreadsheets are my least favorite”—he was interrupted by a yawn, then continued—“part of my job.” 
 
    Being a sympathetic yawner, she smothered back her own. “That’s because you like working with your hands.”  
 
    The poor guy wouldn’t be able to do much for the next month or so now. 
 
    His head lolled to one side. “What’s Founder’s Day?” 
 
    Wondering if she should move him into the bedroom before he fell asleep right there, she answered him distractedly. “On the twenty-ninth, we’re celebrating the ranch’s 130th anniversary. Apparently the ranch does a big celebration every ten years in the summer, but in February, for the actual anniversary, there’s a smaller, invite-only event.” 
 
    “The twenty-ninth?” 
 
    Closing out her work, she hummed in agreement.  
 
    “ ‘Ats my birf…day.” 
 
    Her head snapped up.  
 
    That’s right; she’d forgotten that!  
 
    How could she have forgotten that?  
 
    He’d been born on Leap Day.  
 
    “You’ll be twenty-eight,” she murmured softly, long-ago conversations suddenly flooding her memory.  
 
    He sighed, his eyes closing. “Seventh birthday.” 
 
    With a soft smile, she stood. Since February twenty-ninth only came once every four years, this would be his seventh birthday. She began to plan a celebration in her mind for him, but then caught herself and rolled her eyes in irritation 
 
    He wasn’t her boyfriend anymore. He’d made it clear he didn’t want that kind of relationship from her.  
 
    He’s an injured student, and that’s it! 
 
    Right. She had to stop forgetting that.  
 
    Still, her heart gave a little lurch to see him sitting there, looking so soft and sweet, ready to fall asleep at any moment.  
 
    “Come on, Patrick. Let’s get you to bed,” she told him gently.  
 
    She was only helping him because his injury was her fault. 
 
    Just a student. 
 
    An injured one. 
 
    Nothing more.  
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    The next morning, Patrick came out of the bathroom yawning hugely, carrying a spray can between his two splinted hands. He looked disheveled, but more himself.  
 
    Which meant he looked gorgeous. 
 
    Darn him! 
 
    “Here,” he said, handing the can to her, a flush darkening his cheeks even further. “Can you spray me?” 
 
    She looked down at the men’s body spray. “Why?” 
 
    “Because…” Gosh, he was cute when he was embarrassed. “I’m afraid I smell like the men’s locker room at the gym.” 
 
    Hiding her grin, she shrugged. “I spend my days in the locker room at the lodge, and you can’t smell worse than that.” 
 
    Even so, she spritzed him twice, the cedar-scent landing on his rumpled teal t-shirt. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said with a sigh, as he settled at the table. “I feel better today.” 
 
    “Ready to feel even better?” With a flourish, she placed a plate holding a bagel in front on him. “An everything bagel with cream cheese, lightly toasted.” 
 
    In a blink, he snatched it up with his right hand, holding it awkwardly between two fingers, since he was unable to use his thumb.  
 
    The look of pure bliss on his face as he bit into it was enough to make her turn away.  
 
    She missed that look. She missed him.  
 
    “Would you— Do you want some tea?” 
 
    “I would love some tea,” he said, around a mouthful of bagel. “But…”  
 
    Anticipating his objection, she poured him a mug of tea and dropped a straw in it.  
 
    He sighed happily when she set it down beside his plate. “You’re the best, Faith.” 
 
    “Then why did you—” 
 
    With a choked gasp, she swallowed back the remainder of the question she’d been about to ask.  
 
    Why did you break up with me? 
 
    He didn’t say anything, and she couldn’t bring herself to look at him, afraid of what she might see there. Instead, she went to wash dishes while he finished his breakfast. 
 
    Almost ten minutes had gone by—the awkward silence fading as he ate—before he finally spoke. “Can I… Can I ask you something, Faith?”  
 
    It was the hesitation in his tone which started her heart pounding. Slowly, she turned and began wiping her hands on a dish towel.  
 
    “Yeah?” she agreed hesitantly—half-anticipating, half-fearing what he would ask. 
 
    He sat at the table, his right elbow propped up beside his empty plate, while his other arm was wrapped tight against his torso with the heavy-duty sling. His light-brown hair still stood up, but this time it looked naturally rumpled instead of planned.  
 
    She watched him swallow, his gaze intently staring back at her. “What happened on that qualifying run?” 
 
    It hadn’t been what she’d expected to hear, but in some ways, it was easier. And there was no question which qualifying run he’d meant. 
 
    With a sigh, she picked up her tea and settled onto the couch. Since the house was so small, it took her all of ten seconds. 
 
    “I qualified for the US team without much trouble. Kai was irritated, but he’d made some stupid mistakes during the try-outs, and you can’t mess around with the slaloms. But for the alpine downhill, I ranked pretty well on the team.” 
 
    He shifted in the chair so he was facing her, and nodded to encourage her to continue.  
 
    “We got to Sochi early, but were only allowed to practice when they told us to. All of it was pretty exciting, as you can imagine. But then…” With a deep intake of breath, she shrugged, pretending as if she wasn’t still heartbroken about it. “It was my third run. Downhill is all about speed—the faster, the better, obviously—and it’s easy not to think about the dangers. And even though other skiers had said the slope was in bad shape, we went down. I was at peak speed when one of my skies hit a patch of powder instead of ice, and that was it.” 
 
    She kept her voice deliberately bland, trying to make it sound as if it wasn’t a big deal. But when she met his eyes, she didn’t see the pity in them she’d expected to.  
 
    “I know about the accident itself,” he told her.  
 
    Had he been following her career?  
 
    He must’ve been—otherwise, why would he have known about her screw-up on the qualifying run? 
 
    “But what I want to know is…” He took a deep breath, then winced when it strained his left shoulder. “Why did it happen?” 
 
    She frowned slightly. “I told you, I hit powder. I broke my leg. I was probably lucky I only broke a leg.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t…” For the first time, he looked away from her and stared out the window over her shoulder. “It wasn’t because you were thinking about something else or anything? Distracted by memories or something?” 
 
    By memories. 
 
    The unspoken words hung between them. She knew then what he was asking. He wanted to know if her accident had been the result of their breakup. 
 
    She waited until he looked back at her, then lifted her chin and told him the truth. “No.” 
 
    It had taken her months to get over the worst of the pain from being dumped by the man she thought she would marry, but by the time she reached Sochi, her head was completely in the game, where it should have been.  
 
    She hadn’t been thinking about Patrick that day.  
 
    And why did her answer make him sigh?  
 
    Was it from relief?  
 
    Was he relieved she hadn’t been thinking about him and their breakup? 
 
    “So…” He seemed to be searching for a topic. “How’s Kai doing?” 
 
    She shrugged, more than willing to let the topic go, and settled back against the couch. “He’s still pushing himself. Or rather, Mom is pushing him, and he’s letting her. If she wasn’t convinced he could be the next gold medalist, I’m not sure what he would be doing. Right now they’re up in Canada at some fancy training camp. The next International Games qualifiers are coming up, you know.” 
 
    “And how about you?” he asked softly. 
 
    She knew immediately what he was asking this time. “My International Games dreams are over. The leg healed nicely, but I’d taken too much time off from skiing. Dad and I had a heart-to-heart, once I was ready to go back on the slopes, and he helped me stand up to Mom and tell her I didn’t want to continue competing.” 
 
    Mom had called Faith a quitter, and had then turned all her coaching and attention to Kai…whom she stubbornly called Matt.  
 
    It was better that way. 
 
    “So what do you want to do?” 
 
    Her dad’s words were right.  
 
    “I work on the river in the summer—I’ve gotten really good at kayaking!—and as soon as it’s cold enough to blow snow, I’m up on the mountain.” 
 
    He stood up, shaking his legs out a bit. She wondered if he were sore from lying in bed for so long. But instead of walking around, he took two steps to reach the couch, then sat down beside her. 
 
    On the couch.  
 
    Beside her.  
 
    Oh my. 
 
    “What about the fall and spring? The in-between times? What do you do then?” 
 
    Flustered now, she sat forward, focusing on placing her mug just so on the coffee table. “Um…not much. I’ve been taking extra hours helping Bernie—that’s Wade’s assistant—and Lily, the event planner, whenever I can. I like messing around with data and spreadsheets, so I like having the work. And I can do it from my apartment, or when I’m visiting home, or wherever I want.” 
 
    “But…”  
 
    He trailed off, but when she turned to him, he seemed to grow braver.  
 
    “But are you happy?” he asked softly. 
 
    Happy? 
 
    Suddenly, tears sprang to her eyes, and she had to look away, pretending her tea mug was the most fascinating thing. She shifted the coaster slightly as she swallowed, willing her emotions under control.  
 
    He—Patrick Quinn—asked her if she was happy.  
 
    She was happy when she was up on her mountain. She was happy when she could appreciate the beauty of a new snowfall, or when she remembered she was where she needed to be.  
 
    But any sense of joy with that happiness had been absent from her life since…well, since him. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why he was asking her something so personal, but then recalled how he had always been so concerned about her feelings. Patrick had always been so sweet and so kind, and had been the only one in her life—besides Dad—who’d seemed to make it his mission to ensure she was happy and satisfied with life in every way.  
 
    That is, until he’d stopped caring. 
 
    When she’d told him all about her plans for the International Games, he’d been the one to encourage her, even after she’d fallen in love with him and had started thinking about just staying at the ranch. He’d been the one to tell her she wouldn’t be truly happy and satisfied with her life, until she went out and tried for the US Team. He’d been the one who had cared. 
 
    But then, suddenly, he hadn’t. 
 
    “Faith?” he whispered. 
 
    She couldn’t look at him.  
 
    After a long moment, the couch shifted as he moved closer, and his splinted right hand—the sprained one—settled near her own hand on the cushion.  
 
    “Faith,” he said again.  
 
    She was staring at that hand, so near hers. She could take it; she could touch him. She could find out if he still cared. 
 
    Swallowing the lump from her throat, she brushed her fingers against his. “Yes?” she whispered. 
 
    “Are you happy now?” 
 
    She met his eyes.  
 
    Met his eyes and saw the sincerity, the concern, there.  
 
    Then took a deep breath and admitted the truth.  
 
    Right here, right now, in this place she loved, doing what she loved… 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    Then she took his hand, gently cupping his hurt fingers in hers.  
 
    He exhaled, a hesitant smile tugging at his lips.  
 
    “I’m glad,” he said simply. “It would kill me to know you’re miserable.” 
 
    He cared.  
 
    He still cared. 
 
    Her fingers tightened around his, and when he didn’t wince, she slowly settled back against the couch, her shoulders brushing against his.  
 
    How many times had they sat like this in his apartment, watching action movies and throwing popcorn at the screen?  
 
    Granted, one half of his body hadn’t been immobilized then, like it was now, but this felt… 
 
    Right.  
 
    She swallowed, and as if her whole life hadn’t just been turned on its head, tried for a cheerful tone when she asked, “So, what do you want to do today?” 
 
    “Honestly?” He chuckled. “Take a shower.” 
 
    “Hmm. The discharge papers said not to mess around with that sling too much. I’ll spritz you with some more cedar anytime you want though.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t like feeling self-conscious.” 
 
    Turning her head, she leaned in closer to him and took a big sniff. “You smell fine to me. Very manly—” 
 
    It wasn’t until she met his eyes—and saw the heat in them—that she’d realized what she’d done and sat back again.  
 
    Oh my. You just sniffed him. 
 
    Yes, and hadn’t he smelled wonderful?  
 
    Showered or not? 
 
    His lips were twitching. “Manly?” 
 
    Unable to do anything but brazen it out, she nodded. “Like a man who fell down a slope called Poodle.” 
 
    “Poodle Flip,” he corrected, with a smile. “But whatever you say.” 
 
    “Maybe later in the week,” she hurried to offer. “Before your appointment? I can wrap your cast for you.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll need some help with my shirt, but I think I can manage these sweatpants, which were a great idea. Thanks for suggesting them to Dustin when you had him grab my things my first night in the hospital.” 
 
    Faith only vaguely heard what he said after he mentioned he’d need her help to remove his shirt. The thought of touching him while he was shirtless made her all sorts of warm and tingly. Realizing he’d stopped talking and was watching her, she hurried to reply, “I can spray you whenever you need it until you’re ready to give it a go. And you’re welcome. Now, what else would you like to do today?” 
 
    “Besides devour that cheeseburger you promised— Oh! Can it be from the Kafe? Bob makes the best burgers.” 
 
    “Sure, although he’s taken on an apprentice since the twins came along. He and Miranda trade shifts on who goes into work and who stays home with the kids.” 
 
    “As long as the burgers are even half as good…” He sighed happily. “Besides lunch, can we just spend the day watching movies? I’m expecting to hear from Tony when he gets home later today. We’ve gotta talk about how to handle the work at the shop, at least until this hand heals.” 
 
    When he squeezed her fingers, a thrill went through her. 
 
    “A cheeseburger and movies it is. Then maybe a nap?” 
 
    “I doubt I'm going to need a nap. I feel like I’ve been napping non-stop.” To belie his words, a yawn suddenly hit him at that very moment.  
 
    She was smiling, but he was scowling when his mouth snapped closed again. “Fine, but not til after lunch. For now, movies. I haven’t seen the latest Jack Raven.” 
 
    Hadn’t that been her plan for the weekend before all this happened? 
 
    “Deal! And kettle corn?”  
 
    That had been his favorite kind, hadn’t it? 
 
    He lifted their linked hands. “I don’t think I can manage popcorn.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I think you can. You ate a bagel just fine.” 
 
    “But if I’m using those fingers to eat popcorn, how can I hold your hand?” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “You’ll manage,” she tossed back at him, but as she stood up and pulled away from him, she was smiling.  
 
    She was still smiling as she threw the bag in the microwave and found the remote, and when she peeked over her shoulder, she found him watching her.  
 
    And he was smiling too.  
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    Turns out that falling down a mountain didn’t completely stink.  
 
    Because, even though he was in pain—Patrick had quit taking his pain meds on Sunday—he was with Faith. 
 
    After the choice he’d made three years ago, he hadn’t thought he’d have the chance to say that again, but here he was. She’d been with him every day—almost all day—since his discharge from the hospital…and it was like old times. 
 
    They laughed. They teased. They talked about plans for the future and had deep psychological conversations, just like they used to. 
 
    And they had an unspoken rule to never bring up the heartbreak between them.  
 
    Sure, they referenced memories they’d shared—how could they not—but any time it happened, Faith would get this skittish look in her eyes, as if she wasn’t sure she should be talking about those things. Or as if she was afraid more heartbreak was to come if she allowed herself to relax and just enjoy the time with him.  
 
    If Patrick had his way, it wouldn’t. 
 
    But he wasn’t sure what the future would bring in terms of them.  
 
    Once he was better, would she say goodbye to him and send him back to Quinn Valley, as if nothing had happened?  
 
    Or did he have any chance to make up for three years ago?  
 
    Would she even let him try?  
 
    Friday morning—Valentine’s Day, which neither of them had mentioned—a week after his accident, arrived much too soon.  
 
    And he woke up much too early.  
 
    A dream snapped him awake, and he pushed himself upright in surprise, wrenching a cry of pain from his lips. With a groan, he finished the motion, swinging his legs off the side of the bed and wondering what time it was. There were two big windows in the tiny house’s little bedroom, but it looked as if the sun hadn’t completely risen yet.  
 
    “Patrick?” came a sleepy mumbled call from upstairs.  
 
    He’d woken Faith.  
 
    Shoot!  
 
    He stumbled out of the room, bracing his good shoulder against the doorframe, as he stifled a yawn. “I’m okay,” he called out in a low voice, hoping she’d be able to go back to sleep. “Just had a dream.” 
 
    Her response was immediate. “I’m coming down.” 
 
    When he came out of the bathroom, she was in the kitchen waiting for him, a worried expression on her face. He took a moment to drink her in, wondering how she seemed to get prettier every day. 
 
    Faith had inherited her father’s beautiful, dark-golden skin, but her mother’s pale hair. It was a striking combination, with her blue eyes. This morning, her hair was pulled up in a messy bun on top of her head, falling off to one side, and she wore fleece pants and a sweatshirt emblazoned with a cartoon of Bigfoot, which said in bright pink cursive “He Believes In Himself.” 
 
    She was also barefoot, and her toes were painted a sparkly purple.  
 
    So he was smiling at her appearance—so natural, so beautiful—when he met her eyes. “Sorry for waking you up.” 
 
    “You’re okay? Really?” 
 
    “Really.” This time he let the yawn out, then said, “A dream woke me up.” 
 
    With a nod, she turned to grab the kettle. As she bustled around the kitchen, he moved to the table, feeling useless.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” she demanded as soon as he got settled on the chair. 
 
    “Nah. It was stupid. Just something I hadn’t realized.” 
 
    With a frown, she folded her arms and propped her hip against the stove while the kettle heated. “Well, now I’m super curious.” 
 
    He flushed, a little embarrassed by the fuss. “Okay, well, you know that index I told you I put together for Joint Ventures? I’m hoping to start training someone on it soon so I can step away and focus on my shop.” When she nodded, he dropped his gaze to the table. “Well, I realized there was a better way to organize the third section.” 
 
    “Patrick Quinn…” 
 
    At her tone of voice, he peeked up at her, only to see her staring at him wide-eyed. 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me you had a dream about spreadsheets? And you think that’s perfectly normal?” 
 
    Put like that…  
 
    He winced and dropped his gaze again. “Yes?” 
 
    “No wonder I like you so much!” 
 
    Before he could ask her what she meant by that—if she meant what he hoped she meant—Faith went storming into his room, scrambling through the duffle she’d shoved in the corner that first day, and pulled out his laptop.  
 
    She plopped the laptop and herself down at the table, opened it up, then twisted it around to face him.  
 
    “Here. Show me,” she demanded.  
 
    While she made them breakfast—he could handle sausage links with his bagel now, as long as he stabbed them and ate them like a pirate—he explained the reorganization which had come to him in the dream. 
 
    Once breakfast was cooked and on the table, Faith brought them both mugs of tea and scooted her chair closer to his. She then slid the laptop in front of herself and proceeded to just…do it.  
 
    She’d understood exactly what he’d been talking about and did it without any hesitation. 
 
    As he watched her fingers flying over the keyboard—Must be nice to have working fingers—Patrick whistled in appreciation. 
 
    “Boy, you weren’t kidding when you said you were good at spreadsheets. If it didn’t violate HIPAA, I would have you start processing this week’s insurance claims.” 
 
    She sent him a little sidelong smile. “Well, you know I’m available for an hourly rate.” 
 
    And that gave Patrick another idea… 
 
    He was still mulling his idea over a few hours later as she drove him for his follow-up appointment at the hospital. He’d braved the tiny house’s shower again, although it had been easier this time.  
 
    But having her help him pull on a new shirt was just as awkward. 
 
    In the most wonderful way.  
 
    Focus! 
 
    Right. Faith. Joint Ventures.  
 
    What if…what if she were the one to take over for him? 
 
    “How would you—” 
 
    He was interrupted by his cell phone ringing. As they’d left the house, she’d stuck it in the pocket of his parka, which she’d then simply thrown over his shoulders and the sling.  
 
    Now, without looking away from the road, she reached over and fumbled inside his pocket.  
 
    Pulling it out, she hit speakerphone and placed it on the dashboard between them, so he could answer without needing to actually touch the thing. 
 
    She was amazingly considerate, wasn’t she? 
 
    “Hello, son?” 
 
    He relaxed, recognizing the voice. “Hiya, Dad. How’s things?” 
 
    “Hey, you have an appointment today. I put it in my calendar app.” He sounded proud. “But I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to come get you for it.” 
 
    “No worries, Dad. I’m in the car right now.” 
 
    Dad repeated flatly, “The car?” 
 
    “Faith is driving me,” Patrick said with a roll of his eyes. “You’re on speakerphone.” 
 
    Dad’s voice lowered then, as if that would give them any privacy. “Can that pretty girl hear us?” 
 
    “Faith?” He exchanged an amused glance with her. “Yes, Dad.” 
 
    “Oh good.” Dad said quietly, then louder, presumably so Faith could hear him, he said, “So I got those katana swords you wanted, son. And that book on mountain lion wrestling—I know it’s not that different from cougar tracking, which of course you’re an expert at already, but I thought it might be helpful. And I’ve booked that deep-sea fishing excursion for you—” 
 
    He stopped talking when Patrick’s laughter drowned him out. Even Faith was having trouble containing her giggles.  
 
    “Dad, she’s not an idiot. She knows I didn’t do any of that stuff.” 
 
    A moment of quiet came from the other end of the line, then his father mumbled, “Well fine, ruin my attempt at being a matchmaker then.” 
 
    In the background, Patrick heard his mother call out, “Dear, you’ve never been any good at that. Let the young people be themselves.” 
 
    Perhaps forgetting he was holding the phone, Peter Quinn turned away from the speaker to talk to his wife. “Didn’t he used to date this girl?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    “Is she the one he broke up with for no good reason?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him, Peter?” 
 
    As Patrick fumbled for the phone, even knowing he wouldn’t be able to do more than jab at the power button, Dad came back on before he could.  
 
    “Did you break this girl’s heart, Patrick?” 
 
    Mortified now, Patrick called out in an overly loud voice, “Okay! Well, we’re almost there. Gotta go, Dad! I’ll let you know how the appointment goes!” 
 
    He managed to smash the power button, hanging up on his father, and slumped back against the headrest.  
 
    “Sorry,” he mumbled, not looking at Faith. 
 
    But he heard the humor in her voice, when she said, “I think they’re sweet. I’ve always liked your dad.” 
 
    Patrick didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond, because he had no idea what to say. 
 
    Please ignore the fact that even my parents think I was wrong for breaking your heart. 
 
    Luckily, she was the one to change the subject. “Have you heard from Tony today?” 
 
    He exhaled. It was easier to talk about the shop. “Yeah, he’s called one of his cousins to help. I don’t think I can afford to pay another guy full-time, not if I have to figure out how to offer insurance too”—Thanks, Mom—“but I think I can pay him for another month, at least until I’m back on my feet.”  
 
    Or at least able to do fiddly stuff with his left hand.  
 
    Thank goodness, they spent the rest of the short ride to the hospital talking about his plans for the shop. Over the last few days, she’d given him a lot of valuable insights and ideas on how to move forward.  
 
    He’d forgotten how smart she was, and how much she genuinely cared about other people.  
 
    He’d have to remember to talk to her about taking the job with Joint Ventures. He could vouch for her, at least.  
 
    It was a little embarrassing to shuffle into the hospital wearing his sweats, fuzzy socks—which she’d had to put on him—and a set of house slippers. But it was worth it when the doctor gave him the good news. 
 
    “The shoulder’s looking good, and there’s definitely no break in your collarbone, which is also very good news. You should be able to take the sling off in the evenings, at least to sleep.” 
 
    Patrick blew out a breath. “Thank goodness.” 
 
    Doc Baker smiled. “I get it. I’d be miserable too, and Tammy would hate having to deal with me, I imagine.” He smiled knowingly as he nodded to Faith. “You’re a good sport.” 
 
    “She really is,” Patrick agreed. 
 
    “Your right wrist is in okay shape. Keep that brace on until Monday, at least, but then don’t push it. You work for a chiropractor, right? So get his okay before you start typing or putting any kind of strain on it.” 
 
    “How about the left wrist?” he asked. 
 
    The doctor winced. “Sorry, man, that’ll be another month, at the earliest. We’ll keep an eye on it though.” 
 
    Faith was nodding in agreement. “Any other instructions?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Doc Baker said with a smile, “don’t go snowboarding.” 
 
    It took a while to check out, but once outside in the sun, Patrick blew out a big breath, feeling ready for anything. “Well, that was exhausting.” 
 
    “Are you ready for a nap?” she asked, concerned. 
 
    “Heck no!” He swung his right arm up and over her shoulders, not caring it caused his parka to gape open and some still tender areas to twinge, only focusing on not knocking her with his brace. “It’s a gorgeous day, Faith! The sun is shining, the air is crisp, and I’m with my favorite gal. Let’s go out for lunch.” 
 
    Slowly, they began to walk toward the car, but she didn’t make any move to shrug off his arm.  
 
    “Favorite gal, huh?” Her tone was speculative. 
 
    He was grinning hugely when he pulled her a little closer. “Yes.” 
 
    “So…?” Her voice was low, as if hesitating. “Are you asking me out on a date?” 
 
    Yes.  
 
    But maybe she wasn’t ready for that. 
 
    “It is Valentine’s Day,” he murmured. 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Are you asking me out for Valentine’s Day?” 
 
    Maybe…? 
 
    “Let’s call it…a lunch between two people who once had a history and have been spending a lot of time together lately, and who don’t know where the future will go, but they both like burgers.” 
 
    She was quiet for the time it took to reach the car.  
 
    Was she thinking over his words?  
 
    “Burgers, huh?” 
 
    He hummed hopefully. “Yep. From Kelsi’s Kafe.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You and your burgers.” 
 
    “So is that a yes?” He was grinning as she held open the door for him. 
 
    Because so was she.  
 
    “Yes.” 
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    Faith had been to Kelsi’s Kafe a million times over the last twenty years, so why did today feel different? 
 
    Okay, maybe not a million times. As Dad would say, “I’ve told you a hundred billion times to never exaggerate.”  
 
    But today felt…well, the way it used to, when she’d come here with Patrick three years before.  
 
    And of course, the whole Valentine’s Day thing made it feel special. 
 
    Even though this wasn’t a date.  
 
    Definitely not. 
 
    Right. 
 
    He held the door for her and gave her one of those special smiles as she slipped through ahead of him. And when she turned to help him remove his parka from his shoulders, his murmured thanks made her belly go all tingly.  
 
    They moved together to a booth, walking in sync like they used to.  
 
    And when they slid into opposite sides, she rested her hands on the tabletop, as if he might take them in his own.  
 
    Like he used to. 
 
    But his hands were covered in braces and splints now, and he had only just begun to move without as much pain. The doctor’s news had been good, but he still had weeks of recovery in front of him.  
 
    Speaking of which…  
 
    “What’s your plan? For next week, I mean.” They only had the tiny house until Sunday morning. “I’d like to start my lessons up again on Monday morning. That is, if you won’t need me?” 
 
    He sat back in the booth. “I think I have to go back to work at Joint Ventures, at least to catch up on this week’s billing. Once that’s done, I’ll sit down with Tony and go over the plan for the coming weeks.” 
 
    Her smile was a little bittersweet. “You really do care more about that shop than everything else, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not everything.” He was giving her a cryptic look from under his lashes, but then cut his eyes away and shook his head. “But yeah, more than the insurance spreadsheets I do for Dustin and Travis. I shouldn’t admit that, because I know I’m good at it, and they needed me. But it’s just not as satisfying.” He blew out a breath, then focused on her again. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.” 
 
    “About satisfaction?”  
 
    As soon as the words left her mouth, she felt her cheeks heat. She’d intended them to be teasing, but they came out sounding a little naughty. And judging from his smirk, he agreed. 
 
    “About spreadsheets.” Thank goodness he wasn’t going to call her out on her gaff. “You were a whizz with them this morning. Would you be interested in working part-time for Joint Ventures?” 
 
    She blinked in surprise. “You want me to take your job?” He’d explained how the index she’d worked with this morning had been in order to train their new hire, who would eventually be taking his job. “When you quit?” 
 
    His right shoulder hitched in that little half-shrug he’d developed over the last week, since being unable to use his left side. “Think about it, anyway. You could work from home, in between your lessons. Or maybe three mornings a week, and lessons in the afternoon. Dustin would pay for your phoneline. Amy does the scheduling; all you’d have to do is the billing.”  
 
    She thought about the work she’d been doing for Bernie and Lily over the last months in order to make ends meet. With a steady part-time job—and one with flexibility—she could still do what she loved, where she loved, and have money in the off-seasons too. 
 
    But she didn’t want to seem too eager, not since she didn’t know what was going to happen next between them. What if, now that he was heading back to Quinn Valley, he didn’t want to see her again? 
 
    What if he was only here because she’d been helping him over the last week? 
 
    What if he broke her heart again? 
 
    No, he can’t break it again, because I’m not going to allow myself to fall in love with him again. 
 
    But even as she thought it, she knew it was a lie. 
 
    It would be very, very easy to fall in love with Patrick Quinn again…she just hoped she hadn’t already succumbed.  
 
    What the heck does falling in love with him have to do with accepting a job? Oh yeah, the whole “Having to be around him more often” thing. This is confusing. 
 
    So she just hummed quietly. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    On the opposite side of the aisle, a pretty blonde waitress with a one-year-old on her hip was chatting with a couple at another table, and suddenly burst into laughter. Faith’s attention was captured by the couple. They both looked to be professional, California-types, but Kelsi—the waitress and manager—obviously knew them.  
 
    She blew the lady a little kiss, then bustled over to Faith and Patrick’s table, her pregnant belly preceding her by a few inches. 
 
    Faith smiled. “Hi, Kelsi. Should you still be on your feet?”  
 
    The adorably perky young woman blinked in surprise. “Where else would I be? I can’t walk on my hands.” 
 
    Faith hid her smile. “But holding little Weston though…? He’s a heavy little dude, isn’t he?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Kelsi nodded and shifted the toddler on her hip. “He fell and bumped his head and needed Mama, but you’re right. Shane can handle him now.” With a grunt, she bent over and placed the boy on his own two feet. “Go to Daddy, sweetheart.”  
 
    Smiling, Faith twisted in her seat to watch the little boy toddle toward the back booth. There a tall, imposing man sat with a tiny blonde girl draped around his shoulders. He was currently speaking intently to the little girl’s twin, and when she handed her Daddy a doll and a brush, he complied with her orders to, “Do Mitzy’s hair.”  
 
    Most of the ranch was in love with Victoria and Willow, Kelsi’s twin princesses, but their father was their prince. 
 
    “He’s a good Daddy, isn’t he?” Faith murmured. 
 
     As her husband helped the toddler crawl into his lap, Kelsi gave a happy little sigh. “The best.”  
 
    When she turned back to the table, she was still smiling. Jerking her thumb at the other couple, she asked, “Do you know Jack and Liz? They met here—so romantic! He’s now the head FBI honcho in LA, and she’s just released an ultra-bestselling novel, and we’re all just so tickled they’ve returned.” 
 
    Patrick chuckled. “There’s something in the water around here.” 
 
    The bubbly blonde woman laughed. “You’re not the first to say that. I think they’re back here for vacation, because they need to figure out how to balance their work and still start a family, and frankly”—she rubbed her big belly—"this is the best place to do it.” 
 
    “I take full credit for that match,” a voice called out. 
 
    It was Patrick’s turn to twist to see the newcomer, though Faith easily recognized the voice.  
 
    Jaclyn was still leading the giant gray rabbit on a leash, but at least this time it wasn’t wearing snow booties. 
 
    Kelsi was still smiling, but she rolled her eyes again. “Jaclyn, you take credit for all the matches around here.” 
 
    “Yep!” The old woman nodded. “Me or my nephew! Now that Joshy understands fairies aren’t exactly rocket science, he’s handling a lot of my business for me.”  
 
    Faith leaned forward, since this was the first time she’d heard of it. “Business?” she asked, with a raised brow.  
 
    Jaclyn nodded. “Oh yes. I’ve brokered a peace between the fairies and the gnomes—I’m not sure it’ll last though, they rarely do—and now I can focus on my matchmaking. I’m having a shingle made and everything.” 
 
    “And Joshua is helping?” Kelsi asked. 
 
    “No, don’t be dense. He’s a rocket scientist, not a woodworker.”  
 
    As Faith pressed her lips together to keep from laughing, Kelsi was obviously trying to keep a polite tone, when she said, “I meant is he helping with your business.”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” the old woman said as she waved dismissively. “Joshy is a nice boy, but he has his hands full with those two wonderful, aggravating children of his. Lord save us from teenagers!” 
 
    Kelsi’s smile bloomed then, as she reached for her pencil and notepad. “What can I— Oh my gosh, Jaclyn!” She blew out a huff when she finally noticed the rabbit. “What did I tell you about bringing animals in here? Tubbolard looks like he’s dead, and that bothers the customers.”  
 
    “Then they’re idiots,” Jaclyn snapped. “Why in the world would I drag a dead rabbit around on a leash? He’s napping.” With a sigh, she nudged him with the toe of her boot. “That’s why he’s called Tubbolard, when his real name is Melvin. If he stays still longer than 15.27 seconds, he falls asleep.”  
 
    Patrick frowned thoughtfully. “15.27 seconds? That’s…specific.” 
 
    The old woman nodded. “It’s an average. I’ve timed him over one hundred and thirty-seven times.” 
 
    “So…one hundred and thirty-eight times?” he asked blandly. 
 
    Another nod. “Exactly. He gets it.” She jerked her thumb at Patrick and spoke in a not-quite-aside to Faith, “The fairies were obviously right about the two of you. I might be a matchmaker, but I do so love when you young folks get on with it without my help every darn step of the way. Allows me to go put my feet up, you know.” 
 
    Faith had no idea how she was supposed to respond to that.  
 
    Jaclyn thought she and Patrick were already a couple?  
 
    Thought the fairies had brought them together? 
 
    Was that what she’d meant last week when she’d said Faith was already on the right path? 
 
    Oh dear. 
 
    “Speaking of putting your feet up, Jaclyn, can’t Simon walk Tubbolard?” Kelsi glanced down at the sleeping rabbit. “Or drag him? Someplace besides my Kafe?” 
 
    “Simon? Ha!” the old woman snorted. “That man doesn’t know how to properly walk rabbits! He has many wonderful qualities—which I don’t need to explain to you, because that would get awkward—but walking rabbits and grouting bathtubs are not among them.” 
 
    Kelsi’s lips pulled down. “That’s…oddly specific.”  
 
    “I’m an oddly specific person.” Jaclyn nodded firmly and gave a giant tug on the rabbit’s leash, which woke the poor thing up. “Come on, Tubbolard, let’s get out of Kelsi’s hair so she doesn’t have to worry about rabbit poop and health inspectors in disguise.” She wiggled her fingers at Faith and Patrick. “Toodles!” 
 
    “Health inspectors in disguise?” Kelsi muttered, watching the old woman drag the rabbit away. Then, shaking her head, she turned back to Patrick and Faith. “Whew. Never a dull moment around here. So I assume you’re here to eat, right?” She lifted her pad of paper higher. 
 
    Patrick plastered a serious look on his face and lowered his voice. “I’m here to eat soup and find Bigfoot, and we’re all outta soup.” 
 
    As Faith smothered her giggle, Kelsi frowned. 
 
    “No we’re not. Bob made up a big pot before he clocked out. Loaded baked potato, which is ah-mazing!” 
 
    Appearing not at all flustered by the waitress not getting the joke, Patrick lifted his right hand to show off his splint. “I can’t hold a spoon.” 
 
    Kelsi hummed. “No, but if you find me a Bigfoot clue in this much snow, I’ll feed you the soup myself.” 
 
    “Hey, now!” Faith leaned forward and planted her elbows on the table. “If anyone’s feeding Patrick, it’ll be me! Uh…I mean, that’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    Kelsi smiled at both of them. “I like your boyfriend; you can bring him by anytime.” 
 
    In a flash, Faith pushed herself up straight. “He’s not my—" 
 
    “Date, fine, whatever,” Kelsi said with a wave and roll of her eyes. 
 
    “We’re just friends,” Faith protested. 
 
    The pregnant woman glanced between them. “You keep telling yourself that, Faith.” She held up her notepad. “So what do you two just friends want to eat?” 
 
    Patrick answered. “I can handle a fork. How about loaded fries and a cheeseburger? 
 
    Kelsi jotted down the order. “And a root beer float?”  
 
    “Obviously a root beer float.” 
 
    Without looking up, the waitress smiled. “I knew I liked you.” 
 
    Faith had to agree. 
 
    “That sounds really yummy. If I got my own cheeseburger, could I have some of your fries?” 
 
    Patrick’s squint was almost comical. “I dunno. Are we on a date?” 
 
    She hid her smile. “If I say yes, do I get to eat your fries?” 
 
    Kelsi straightened. “Okay, well, this sounds important, so I’m going to go put in your orders”—she sent a huge smile to Faith—”and give you time to figure out he’s really into you and would be willing to share his fries with you anytime, if you’ll let him! Ta!” 
 
    Watching the pregnant woman hustle off far faster than any pregnant woman had a right to hustle, Faith frowned. “Did I just get lectured by Kelsi?” 
 
    She was distracted by the sound of Patrick resting his splint on the table between them. She looked down just in time to see him take her fingers in his, and the warmth which jumped between them made her flush. 
 
    He was staring down at their hands as well. “Man, I’m looking forward to having these off. Mostly because it means I can hold your hand for real.”  
 
    Oh! There went those happy little butterflies in her stomach again. 
 
    When he cleared his throat, she met his eyes. There was no hesitation in their dark green depths…just a certainty she couldn’t help but be mesmerized by.  
 
    “Faith,” he began in that beautiful low voice of his, “the last week has been… Well, let’s put it this way: I’ll happily fall down a mountain again for the chance to reconnect with you. Hanging out with you this last week has been incredible.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what to say in response, but he didn’t wait. His tongue darted out over his lower lip, and he leaned forward slightly. 
 
    “I know I hurt you badly three years ago, Faith, and I’ve been sorry every single day since. I’m glad to hear you put it behind you to compete, but I’m also glad the universe—or the fairies—have brought us back together again, so I could look you straight in your beautiful eyes and tell you how sorry I am.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Three years ago he’d said he was sorry, but had broken her heart anyhow.  
 
    And he hadn’t told her why.  
 
    He still hadn’t told her why. 
 
    She shook her head slightly, trying to clear those bad memories. “Why are you telling me this now, Patrick?” she asked softly, staring down at their joined hands. 
 
    “Because…” He swallowed. “Because I don’t know exactly what next week will bring, but I know I’m healing, and I need to get back to Quinn Valley. And I don’t want that to mean the end of—of whatever this is. Finding you again has been the best thing to happen to me since I opened my shop, and I want to make sure I can work to keep this going.” 
 
    “This?” 
 
    That intense look in his eyes never faded. “My feelings for you.” 
 
    He’d had feelings for her last time, and look what happened.  
 
    But she couldn’t deny he still had the ability to make her heart pound and her soul smile.  
 
    And agreeing this was a date wouldn’t be too much of a risk, would it?  
 
    “Okay,” she finally agreed softly.  
 
    His fingers tightened around hers. “Okay, you want to keep in touch? Okay, you want to date me? Okay, you agree you still have feelings for me, the same way I have for you, and you want to see where this goes? Okay, you wanna try kissing me?” 
 
    “Okay, this right now is a date.” 
 
    A long moment passed. Then he squinted at her. “Are you only saying that so you can eat my fries?” 
 
    With a shrug, she confessed the truth, “And the kissing thing doesn’t sound so bad either.” 
 
    As Kelsi crossed the Kafe with two root beer floats, Patrick lifted Faith’s fingers to his lips.  
 
    It was a start. 
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    “…so I told him I could have the whole thing back to him by Friday afternoon.” 
 
    Patrick was nodding along to Tony’s story about the latest catalytic converter he was rebuilding. “Did he sound irritated about the extra day?” It was his biggest worry; that without his set of hands actually on the vehicles, they’d lose business as people took their cars to faster shops. 
 
    But his partner just shook his head and wiped his dirty hands on his engine-grease stained coveralls. “Nah. I told him the situation concerning your accident, and he was fine with the wait. Oh, and told me to tell you to get better.” 
 
    Blowing out a relieved breath, Patrick crossed his arms in front of his chest and rested his left splint on his right forearm.  
 
    Two weeks after his fall, and he was left with only a bit of pulling in his shoulder and right wrist to remind him of his adventure. 
 
    That, and frequent dinner dates with Faith.  
 
    “Hey, man, you want a soda?” Tony asked, heading for the little private office at the back of the shop. 
 
    Distracted, Patrick shook his head, his thoughts on the woman he was certain he was falling hard for. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “What?” came his partner’s call, his head inside the mini fridge. 
 
    The shout snapped Patrick’s attention back where it belonged, and he followed Tony into the office. “Sorry. No thanks.”  
 
    “What’s got you so pensive?” the big man called, settling into the ratty old office chair Patrick had salvaged when they’d been putting the shop together. “We’re fine. The shop will be fine.” He pointed his bottle at Patrick’s arm. “You’ve got one good hand still, and the other one’ll be back under the hood soon enough. It’s not that big a deal.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Patrick sighed. It could’ve been much worse, with that kind of fall.  
 
    Tony took a drink, then settled the bottle on his stomach and peered at his friend. “You’re thinking about Faith, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He was always thinking about Faith. 
 
    In the week since he’d moved back to Quinn Valley, he’d seen her five times. Which was a lot. But he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    He’d taken her to dinner twice, and twice they’d hung out at her apartment and popped popcorn and watched action flicks. And one time, the two of them had bundled up and gone for a walk in the falling snow around the lake. 
 
    It had been magical, but Patrick wasn’t sure if it was because of the weather…or because of the woman. 
 
    “You tell her you love her yet?” 
 
    Patrick’s gaze snapped up to Tony’s. “I don’t think she’s ready for that.”  
 
    “So you don’t deny you love her?” 
 
    It would be stupid to try, so Patrick just shrugged, that little one-sided shrug he’d gotten used to while favoring his shoulder.  
 
    Tony took another swig. “So what makes you think she’s not ready to hear it?” 
 
    Blowing out a breath, Patrick ran his palm over his hair, not caring he was likely dragging dirt through it. He was just glad to be able to use the hand again.  
 
    “I hurt her pretty bad a few years ago. When we used to date, and I broke up with her.” 
 
    His friend studied him. “From the way you look now, you seem like you regret it,” he offered quietly. 
 
    “I regretted it even then.” 
 
    “So why’d you do it?” 
 
    Patrick pressed his lips together and turned slightly, staring out the grimy window behind Tony’s head. 
 
    It was too hard to explain to his family, to even himself. He sure wasn’t going to try with Tony.  
 
    And his friend must’ve understood, because he gave a quick, mirthless laugh. “Fine. But I’m not the one you need to explain yourself to. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Yeah.  
 
    But instead, he scowled at Tony. “Why are we talking about this?” 
 
    His friend shrugged and took another leisurely swig. Then he burped and tilted his head back.  
 
    “Because you obviously want another chance with this girl. She’s all you’ve talked about since before you even came back to work. She’s the one who picked up the phone for you that first week, which means she was with you. Which means you’re getting your likely one and only chance at a do-over.” 
 
    The big man lifted the bottle of soda and used it to point. Right at Patrick’s heart.  
 
    “Don’t waste this opportunity, man. You loved her then, you love her now. And you have the chance to do the right thing. Don’t screw this up.”  
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    Don’t screw this up. 
 
    His friend’s warning was echoing through Patrick’s mind the next afternoon when he knocked on the door of Faith’s apartment. Per her text that morning, he was wearing his snow gear…but hoped they weren’t going to try snowboarding again. 
 
    Not yet, at least. 
 
    She opened the door with a big grin. “You ready?” She was holding two helmets. 
 
    As she backed out and locked the door behind her, he eyed those helmets. 
 
    “Uh…for what?” 
 
    “We, my friend, are going snowmobiling.” 
 
    His confusion cleared and his eyes lit up. “Awesome!” 
 
    It was a hobby they had both enjoyed immensely together three years ago. This time, she only signed out one snowmobile from the vehicle barn, and that was A-Okay with him. It meant he got to wrap his arms around her. 
 
    It had been three years since he’d rented one of these. The machines were all over Quinn Valley, and he had a steady business keeping them tuned.  
 
    But actually taking the time to ride one? 
 
    Nah. They’d always reminded him too much of the fun he used to have with Faith.  
 
    She helped him into his parka and zipped it up, even though he likely could’ve managed it, then strapped his helmet on for him.  
 
    “You know,” he said with a wry grin, “I’m not quite so helpless anymore.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him. “Just be glad I haven’t pinned your mittens to your sleeves, mister.” 
 
    He just grinned back, thoroughly enjoying the lighthearted mood between them.  
 
    She stuck to the hiking trails, the ones up the opposite side of the mountain from the slopes. There were cabins up there, mainly rented out in the summer, but also some beautiful overlooks.  
 
    Patrick didn’t care about any of that. He sat, straddling the machine, his arms wrapped around her waist, and his chin propped on her shoulder.  
 
    Just like old times. 
 
    He loved the way she smelled. Loved the way she laughed when they hit a patch of loose snow or took a turn too fast. Loved the way her eyes sparkled as she looked back over her shoulder at him.  
 
    Loved her.  
 
    No doubt about it; he was falling fast. 
 
    Again.  
 
    And he had no idea how she felt.  
 
    Three years ago, she’d loved him.  
 
    But he’d hurt her. 
 
    So now…?  
 
    Well, for now, he just held her and enjoyed the sensation of speed. 
 
    They stopped at one of the overlooks, and she grabbed two water bottles from a container attached to the storage rack, then they pushed their way through the snow to the bench. Another twelve inches had fallen yesterday, and the view was beautiful. 
 
    “Perfect for skiing, huh?” he asked, as he kicked the powder out of the way. 
 
    Her smile was slight, as if she was thinking of something else, but she hummed in agreement. “I think it’s supposed to snow again tonight.” 
 
    With a happy sigh, he lowered himself to the bench, and she followed.  
 
    “It’s nice that it’s warm enough to be outside,” she offered. 
 
    “Yeah.” He sent her a teasing grin. “Some days it’s cold enough to freeze your nose off, you know? But this is nice.” Leaning back, he threw his right arm across the back of the bench, his fingers brushing her shoulder. “Real pretty up here.” 
 
    The view was pretty, with the valley and river and the ranch spread out below them. The lake glinted in the distance, looking smaller than usual, thanks to the ice around the edges gathering snow. 
 
    There was something he’d been meaning to bring up and decided now was as good a time as any. 
 
    “So…my birthday’s coming up,” he began tentatively.  
 
    “Oh!” Her hips shifted so she wasn’t quite facing him, but her knee brushed his. “That’s right. Next Saturday, isn’t it?” 
 
    She remembered. 
 
    Of course she did. February twenty-ninth isn’t that common of a birthday. 
 
    “Yeah,” he drawled, pleasure making him smile. “Anyhow, I was wondering if I could take you out?” 
 
    They’d been going out a lot lately—grabbing dinners and catching movies—but his birthday was special. 
 
    And maybe, if he could make it special enough, he could apologize again.  
 
    And explain. 
 
    It took a moment to realize she hadn’t enthusiastically agreed right away—hadn’t responded at all in fact.  
 
    When she turned to face him, she was looking at him with a sort of incredulous expression, which made his stomach twist. 
 
    “Patrick, that’s the Founder’s Day Gala.” 
 
    He winced, suddenly feeling like a heel. 
 
    “That’s right, Faith. I’m sorry.” He winced again and placed his hand on her shoulder, not quite pulling her up against him, but wanting to. “I’m really sorry; I totally forgot.” 
 
    She’d become stiff. “It’s important to me.” 
 
    “I know, and I can’t— I’m not going to interfere with that. You’ve worked hard to help make that celebration a success.” 
 
    Slowly, her tension eased. “I, um… I do have a plus-one invitation, if you’d like to go?” 
 
    He jerked upright. “Seriously? I’d love to go!” 
 
    “Why?” She peered almost suspiciously at him. “It’s your birthday.” 
 
    He pulled her against himself for real this time. “Because it’s my birthday, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend it with than you.” 
 
    Her lips tugged downward. “I think your parents might object to that.” 
 
    Not if they had any idea what was going on in his mind, and what his goals for Faith were. “Trust me, they won’t.” 
 
    She finally nodded and didn’t pull away from him.  
 
    He decided to take that as a good sign. 
 
    “So, have you given any more thought to working at Joint Ventures?” As soon as he’d gone back into the office—albeit just for physical therapy with Travis—he’d given her resume to Dustin. 
 
    “Your boss contacted me.” She was staring down at her hands. “He said we should have an interview, but if you vouched for me and my spreadsheet ability, then it was good enough for him.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He couldn’t think of anyone he’d rather turn the reins of his insurance system over to. “I’m excited about being able to work in my shop full-time.” 
 
    “But if I don’t understand everything—” 
 
    He squeezed her shoulder again. “Then I’m only a phone call away. Or closer.” 
 
    She peeked up at him, then back down at her hands. “Always?” 
 
    Frowning, he ducked his head, trying to see what she found so fascinating about her hands. “What?” 
 
    “I mean…” Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders and sat forward, out from under his touch.  
 
    Was that on purpose?  
 
    Her chin went up, and she shifted away from him, just enough so she could fully turn and look him in the eyes. 
 
    “I mean, will you always be just a phone call away? Because there was a time when I thought that was the truth…up until it wasn’t.” 
 
    He winced a third time and dragged his arm from the back of the bench to scrub across his face. Finally, he nodded.  
 
    “I understand your hesitation, Faith.” He took her hand, looked into her eyes, and willed her to see his sincerity. “But I swear to you, I won’t hurt you again. I’ll always be here when you need it.” 
 
    She frowned even more. “I don’t think you can make that promise, Patrick,” she said quietly, her gaze holding his own bravely, confidently. “And I don’t think you can expect me to accept it.” 
 
    Oh man, but she was right.  
 
    He squeezed her hand. “Please, Faith. Trust me.” 
 
    She held his gaze for a long moment, before shaking her head and looking away.  
 
    And he felt as if she was taking his heart with her.  
 
    Don’t screw this up, huh? 
 
    Too late. 
 
    “Faith, let me explain!” 
 
    She stood up then, pulling her hand from his.  
 
    “It’s getting colder. We should head back.” 
 
    He felt her—her love, her trust, her support—slipping away from him. 
 
    Much too late. 
 
    And he deserved this. 
 
    He’d screwed this up. 
 
    Again. 
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    After their snowmobiling “date” Friday afternoon, Faith had lessons all weekend. 
 
    She was glad for the distraction, because while she was up on her mountain, teaching kids and teens, and even some adults, how to ski, she didn’t have time to think about Patrick.  
 
    And what he hadn’t said.  
 
    But by Monday afternoon, her mind and her stomach were all twisted up in knots.  
 
    He’d texted her a few times, asking her out, and she’d put him off with excuses about being tired from the lessons. 
 
    Sunday night’s text had simply said: I understand. Hope to see you soon. 
 
    Did he understand?  
 
    Did he know what was making her hesitate? 
 
    If so, she was impressed, because even Faith herself wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Which is why Monday afternoon found her at the Kids’ Korral, helping her sister Belle clean up the preschool classroom after all the parents had picked up their respective kids. 
 
    As Faith wiped down the tiny tables, Belle stood at the counter and sorted the playdoh into miniature containers. Faith didn’t envy her the job; she’d rather deal with germs than playdoh any day. 
 
    Belle was updating her on Elf’s family.  
 
    “Now that Muz and Ray have moved out here, we head over there for Sunday dinners most weeks, you know. He’s really happy to have a chance to hang out with little Reddy and Lacey now that they’re mobile and fun to play with.” 
 
    Elf’s sister Ellie had married into the Weston family who ran the ranch, and her and Will’s son was named Redfearn after the family name—which Belle now shared. His other sister, Dink, had married the ranch’s accountant, and they’d adopted a baby girl two years ago. 
 
    Of course, in true Charleston fashion, none of them went by their real names. Elf was really Elvis—which was an adorable part of how he and Belle had met one another—and Ellie was Elliot. Faith had the impression Dink’s real name was something equally outrageous for a petite teal-haired artist, but it was some kind of big secret. 
 
    Finishing one table, Faith tossed her towel over to another, then began stacking the tiny chairs upside down for tomorrow.  
 
    “Has he brought up having babies again?” Faith asked. 
 
    Her sister chuckled dismissively. “A few times. I think it’s from hanging out with those two. And last night, Ellie announced they were expecting again—Will just sat there grinning—so I think he’s going to start bringing it up a whole lot more.” 
 
    Faith straightened. “And what are you going to say when he does?” 
 
    Humming, Belle turned and propped one hip against the counter while she stared out the window. “I might just say okay.” Before Faith could react to that bombshell, Belle shrugged. “I’ve got plenty of wonderful little germ-filled monsters to keep me occupied right here, but the longer I go without one of my own…” 
 
    When she trailed off, Faith propped her hands on her hips and raised her brow. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Well…” Belle shrugged, then smiled.  
 
    She’d been a beauty queen—Miss Idaho—and her smile was still just as beautiful, just as dazzling, as it had been the day she’d accepted the crown..  
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “Well…I’m still not sure I want a baby of my own, but after a few years married to Elf, I think I might be ready to have his baby. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Wide-eyed, Faith nodded her head, but said, “Frankly, no.” 
 
    Belle burst into laughter, turned, and swept all the Playdoh containers into a box. “See? Gotta talk things over with Elf first.” 
 
    Faith was frowning when she moved on to the next table, and maybe she muttered something under her breath, because Belle called out, “What was that?” 
 
    Without looking up, Faith waved the cloth at her sister. “Nothing. I’m really happy for you two and am looking forward to being an aunt. Someday. Eventually. Maybe. Or not…? Whatever. It’s just…whatever.” 
 
    Her sister had thoroughly confused Faith, so much so, she wasn’t all that certain her mind hadn’t shattered.  
 
    Her sister didn’t reply, but Faith could hear her bustling around. She had time to finish all the tables, put up all the chairs, and move on to sorting out the changing tables, before Belle spoke again. 
 
    “So…how’s it going with you and Patrick?” 
 
    Faith blew out a breath, but kept her back to Belle. Leave it to her big sister to always know exactly what was bothering her. And bug her about it. 
 
    “Faith?” Belle called. “You’ve been really happy for the last few weeks, and I know you were taking care of him for part of that time. But three years ago…” She huffed quietly. “Anyhow, what’s the deal between the two of you?” 
 
    Holding a set of diapers labeled with the name “Kalli Jo,” Faith stared down at the colorful puppies frolicking across the material. “I don’t know,” she whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her sister’s gentle question brought tears to Faith’s eyes, and the puppies slowly  began to dissolve until they were only moving watery colors.  
 
    “He really hurt me back then,” Faith managed to choke out. 
 
    When Belle spoke again, she was right behind Faith. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” 
 
    The diapers were being squeezed until the package became deformed in her hands. Faith forced herself to place them in the correct cubby—although she could barely see to read the kids’ names.  
 
    “I do,” she admitted with a sob, “but I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, honey,” Belle said, as she pulled Faith around and into her arms.  
 
    Placing her head on her big sister’s shoulders, Faith let herself cry, sharing all her doubts and worries as Belle rubbed a gentle hand up and down her back. 
 
    “I remember when he broke your heart,” Belle was saying. “You met him just after I met Elf, and I was so happy to think you might be as happy as I was, remember?” 
 
    “I was only twenty-one!” Faith sobbed. 
 
    Belle’s soothing continued, “But you two were so good together.” 
 
    So good together. 
 
    “Yeah…” She hiccupped. 
 
    Eventually, her tears slowed, but Belle continued to hold her and rock her. “You were good together back then, Faith, but how about now?” 
 
    Faith took a few moments to consider, then took a deep breath and straightened. Belle’s arms dropped away, but she took Faith’s hands instead. 
 
    “We still are good together,” Faith whispered, staring down at her sister’s hands clasped around hers. “Which is weird.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Why is it weird? 
 
    Without considering any longer, Faith blurted, “Because I don’t know why he broke up with me!” 
 
    “So that’s what this is all about?” 
 
    Faith shook her head.  
 
    Was it?  
 
    Was that really the only problem between her mind and her heart?  
 
    “What?” she whispered, meeting her sister’s dark eyes. 
 
    Belle’s expression softened. “If you knew why he chose to break up with you, would you feel better about dating him now?”  
 
    “I guess so,” Faith whispered. “I don’t know. Depending on what it is, I suppose.” 
 
    Her sister squeezed her hands. “Sounds like you’re really conflicted about being with him.” 
 
    Squeezing her eyes shut, Faith admitted the truth. “That’s because I think I might love him.” 
 
    She’d fallen. Fast. 
 
    There was a smile in Belle’s voice, when she said, “I think you do too.” 
 
    “So what do I do?” 
 
    In response to Faith’s desperate wail, Belle’s smile bloomed fully. And no matter that she was beautiful; what made it special to Faith was the way her big sister pulled her back into her arms and offered her a tight hug.  
 
    “Oh, hon,” she whispered against Faith’s hair, “I can’t tell you what to do. You obviously have some trust issues with this guy, and no matter how great he is, they’re going to come between you if you can’t resolve them.” 
 
    Faith sniffed back her tears. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well…” Belle placed a kiss on Faith’s crown, then forced her to straighten again. With her hands on her shoulders, Belle held Faith’s gaze and nodded seriously. “Hon, you can either follow through with this and fight for what you’ve found again. You force that man to tell you why he broke your heart all those years ago and see if it’s something which may cause him to do it again…” 
 
    That sounded hard. It sounded like ripping a scab off a wound long-healed, just to see if it would hurt. 
 
    Of course it would hurt. 
 
    “Or what?” Faith whispered. “What’s the other option?” 
 
    Belle shook her head sadly. “Or you just let him go. Walk away, and pray you can survive another broken heart, if this time you’re the one doing the breaking.” 
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    Faith couldn’t decide which of Belle’s options sounded less horrible. Oh, neither of them could be called good, but which was the lesser of the two evils?  
 
    To push and push at Patrick, and force him to tell her something he obviously never intended to tell her, for the vague hope they might one day have what they once had? 
 
    Or to just end it now, before she fell too much more in love with him? 
 
    Put like that, there was only one logical choice.  
 
    She ordered Chinese take-out from the Golden Fortune restaurant in town. Lin Chew, who took her order, took one look at Faith’s puffy eyes when she came to pick it up, and winced. Reaching under the counter, she pulled out a few extra fortune cookies.  
 
    “Here you go, sweetheart. Good luck.” 
 
    Faith managed not to tear up again, but it was a close one.  
 
    Her orange chicken was probably yummy, but she didn’t taste much of it, as she sat on her couch in her fuzzy socks, watching reruns on cable.  
 
    After she finished, she crushed all the fortune cookies, and after throwing out the fortunes without looking at them, scraped the cookie bits into a bowl of chocolate ice cream.  
 
    She was zoned out, her melting ice cream on her lap and the laugh track on her TV working overtime, when her phone buzzed. 
 
    She wanted to ignore it.  
 
    It was probably Belle, or maybe one of her other friends who’d found out how mopey and pitiful Faith was being and wanted to make her feel better. 
 
    But what if it wasn’t? 
 
    What if it was…him? 
 
    Well, now she couldn’t ignore the thing, not if there was a possibility Patrick was trying to contact her. 
 
    Not that she wanted him to contact her, no.  
 
    Right.  
 
    Right. 
 
    But now she had to know. 
 
    Taking care not to spill her ice cream, she reached for her phone and flipped it over.  
 
    A text notification. 
 
    From Patrick. 
 
      
 
    Faith, I’m sorry. Please talk to me? Let me take you out this week…it can be someplace simple. Doesn’t even have to be a date. 
 
      
 
    Talk to him…?  
 
    Faith swallowed, her hand shaking as she stared at the words on her phone. 
 
    Talking to him sounded an awful lot like Belle’s first option. The one which was going to cause even more pain. 
 
    With trembling fingers, she typed out, I don’t think that’s a good idea, and pressed send. 
 
    His response was immediate. 
 
      
 
    PLEASE, Faith. Let me explain. Doesn’t have to be dinner. I just need to see you. 
 
      
 
    He needed to see her?  
 
    What about what she needed? 
 
    She stared at his name on her phone, saved as a contact three years ago and never deleted. She’d spent three years hoping to see that little notification pop up with his name. 
 
    Three years hoping to hear from him.  
 
    But she never had.  
 
    He’d broken her heart without telling her why, then never bothered to contact her again.  
 
    I can’t trust him, her mind whispered. 
 
    Yes you can! her heart replied. 
 
    But it would be stupid to listen to her heart. Her heart was still aching from the last time he’d hurt her so badly.  
 
    So she took a deep breath and lifted the phone again. Her thumbs were shaking so badly, she almost couldn’t type, and she definitely couldn’t see past the tears in her eyes.  
 
    But she needed to get the words out.  
 
      
 
    I think it’s for the best if we don’t see each other anymore. I’m glad I had the chance to help you through the worst of your recovery, and I’m glad you’re healing so nicely. But I don’t want to risk more pain. Goodbye, Patrick. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she hit send, she was slammed with a million emotions: regret, anger, pity, shame, worry.  
 
    Worry for him.  
 
    But this was about her. This was about standing up for her own heart and her own pain.  
 
    She didn’t want to take the chance again that he might hurt her.  
 
    The three little dots appeared, which told her he was typing something, but she didn’t want to read it. 
 
    With one final defiant smash of the power button, she shut her phone off.  
 
    Then, tears streaming down her face, she reached for the remote and turned up the sound.  
 
    As the canned laughter swept over her apartment, Faith allowed her sorrow to break free. Staring down at her half-eaten bowl of ice cream, she let herself mourn. 
 
    I’m going to need more chocolate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
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    It was February twenty-ninth, his birthday, and he was sitting in his living room, doing the shoulder exercises Travis had given him  
 
    He’d only picked up the phone because he wanted to hear how Cait’s adoption was going, but he ended up pouring out the whole dang story.  
 
    He told his sister about how he’d fallen down the mountain, and how Faith had taken care of him. He told her how they’d gotten closer over the last two weeks, only to have Faith back away now. 
 
    “And she’s not answering your texts or picking up or anything?” 
 
    He grunted a negative to his sister’s question.  
 
    “That stinks, Ricky. I’m sorry,” Cait said with a sigh. “I know you really cared for this girl three years ago.” 
 
    “I still care for her!”  
 
    I love her. 
 
    Maybe Cait heard the unspoken words, because her tone turned sly. “Maybe even more, huh? You love her?” 
 
    Patrick didn’t bother denying it. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. But I missed my chance with her, you know? I guess I waited too long.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    With a sigh, he dropped his left arm into a resting position. “To explain to her why I hurt her. I don’t think it’ll make anything better, but she at least deserves to know why I broke up with her. I never even gave her a chance to understand, so how in the world could I expect her to forgive me, you know?” 
 
    His sister hummed. “So the issue is that you haven’t gotten closure on your last breakup?” 
 
    Well, that was putting it simply.  
 
    “Yes.” He switched to the exercises on his right wrist. “She can’t break up with me a second time, until we at least have closure on our first breakup, right?” 
 
    His sister was on the other side of the world, but he could hear the smirk in her voice when she said, “Sounds reasonable to me.” 
 
    Neither spoke for a bit, until finally, she blew out a breath.  
 
    “So what are you going to do?” 
 
    “What can I do? Faith has made it clear she doesn’t want to talk to me or hear from me or anything. Every time I text her asking to talk, I get nothing back. I’ve stopped trying.” 
 
    It had been a long week.  
 
    And this was a crummy way to spend his birthday.  
 
    “Hey, Ricky, do you know where I am?” 
 
    He frowned. “Uh…Cambodia, right?” 
 
    “I’m traveling the world with my movie-star husband, on our yacht, with our two soon-to-be sons at our side.” 
 
    “Oh sure, rub it in.” 
 
    “And do you know why I’m in this awesome position?” 
 
    “Because you’re incredibly lucky, and the saints of fate and good fortune smiled upon you?” 
 
    “First of all, it was the fairies,” Cait scolded in a mock-serious tone, “and second of all…I’m here because I stopped feeling sorry for myself, got up off my butt, and went and did something about it.” 
 
    Patrick frowned slightly, remembering how upset his sister had been when Archie had said his goodbyes and gone back to Hollywood without her. Patrick had been working on his sister’s truck then, souping it up so she could go on one of those epic overland adventures. But she’d surprised him by selling it for cash to chase Archie down to California and show up at his movie premiere.  
 
    “That…” He shook his head. “That doesn’t really apply here, Cait.” 
 
    “Wrong,” she snapped. “You know where she’ll be tonight, don’t you?” 
 
    Slowly, Patrick straightened, his gaze finding the small framed photograph of him and Faith he’d kept on his wall for the last three years.  
 
    “I do,” he whispered.  
 
    It was his birthday. And he couldn’t spend it with Faith because Faith had an event to help run. She was in charge of invitations for the Founder’s Day Gala that evening, which meant she’d be there in all her glory.  
 
    Did she still have a plus-one ticket? 
 
    Did he care? 
 
    If she was going to be there, he could show up. Maybe not at the beginning, when she was rushing around all hectic-like. But maybe once all the guests had showed up and her part of the job—checking people in—was over, maybe he could find her.  
 
    Find her and explain. 
 
    She had invited him after all, and hadn’t ever rescinded that invitation. Not officially. 
 
    “Hey, Ricky,” Cait’s voice crackled over the phone, “it’s the middle of the night here. I stayed up late to be able to call and wish you happy birthday, although here it’s technically still yesterday. My point is, I’m not going to sit here just to listen to you think.” 
 
    When she broke into a big yawn, Patrick had to chuckle.  
 
    “Yeah, go to sleep. Sounds like you’re living your best life over there. I’m happy for you.” 
 
    Cait’s voice softened. “Yeah, well, you could be living your best life too. I have my fingers crossed for you, brother.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Patrick smiled. “You’ve given me an awesome birthday present.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Hope. Now I’d better go find a tuxedo!”  
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    The Founder’s Day Gala was already a grand success.  
 
    Lily had arranged for the events barn to be decorated beautifully—she was doing less of it herself, now that she was expecting again—and the little fairy lights sparkling in the rafters made the whole place look magical.  
 
    It might be called a “barn,” but the building was designed for River’s End Ranch’s big events such as weddings, reunions…and galas. This wasn’t even the biggest Founder’s Day party—that would come later in the year, when the warmer weather would allow a bigger event.  
 
    But this one was elegant, intimate, and lovely.  
 
    And Faith was absolutely miserable.  
 
    Of course, she hadn’t had a lot of time to be miserable over the last few days, what with all the prep-work she’d been doing. Cataloging all the invitations had been a breeze, compared to wrangling the rentals, set-ups and—  
 
    Honestly, what did it matter if the tablecloths were wine red instead of berry red? 
 
    Good thing she wasn’t an event planner; Faith was happy to leave the glow of success to Lily, while she sat at the registration table and checked people in.  
 
    But any time there was a lull in the stream of attendees, she was thinking of him.  
 
    Just like any time over the last few days she hadn’t been actively working on the gala or giving lessons, she’d been thinking about Patrick Quinn.  
 
    Had it been a mistake to cut him off, to break off whatever this—this was between them? Sometime in the last few weeks, she’d fallen back in love with him, and that was almost as bad as the fall he’d taken down the mountain.  
 
    Because she couldn’t afford to be hurt again, not like last time. Last time she had the International Games and Team USA to focus on. This time she had…  
 
    This time she only had her life. Her normal, boring, wonderful life, doing, “What she loved, in a place she loved,” as Dad had said.  
 
    And without something big to distract her, this break-up was going to kill her.  
 
    “Two for the dancing, please.” 
 
    Faith’s attention jerked up from her tablet—which she’d been staring at without actually seeing it—to meet the smile of one of America’s biggest heartthrobs, car racing legend Travis Montgomery. He’d been here in Idaho since marrying Kelsi’s twin sister, Dani, who was frowning down at the top of her baby daughter’s head. 
 
    “Two?” she asked her husband. “Maybe just one. I shouldn’t leave Sammi. Maybe you can dance—” 
 
    With a little tsking sound, Travis took the one-year-old out of his wife’s hands and placed her against his shoulder. He bounced her a little, eliciting a little giggle.  
 
    “My Samantha is fine, aren’t you, Princess? Besides…” He winked at Dani. “I’m not going to dance with just one of my girls, am I?” 
 
    Smiling, Faith ripped off one child ticket and two adult tickets, handing them to Dani. It was a joke around the ranch that the other woman was still a little nervous around her own child, while Travis had taken to fatherhood like a duck to water.  
 
    “I think both of your ladies look gorgeous tonight, Travis,” Faith said politely. “And Bobbi and Wilber are already in there. I think I saw their names as sitting at the kids’ table, so I’m sure they’ll have no problem watching little Samantha—” 
 
    “Sammi,” Dani corrected, then sighed. “But yeah, okay, if Mom and Dad are watching her, then I suppose I can take time for one dance.” 
 
    With a wink at Faith, Travis offered his arm to his wife. “Come along, Daniella and Samantha. My two favorite—” 
 
    “You know I hate being called that. And her name is Sammi!” Dani scolded as he led her into the gala. 
 
    Smiling at the couple’s banter, Faith turned back to the next in line, and her brows went straight up.  
 
    “You’re bringing Indy to the Founder’s Day Gala?” 
 
    Will Weston and his wife Ellie—Belle’s sister-in-law—oversaw the ranch’s aquatic program, so he was technically her summertime boss. When he glanced down at the border collie by his side, the dog gave a little woof. Will shrugged at his dog. “I agree, girl. Faith can’t possibly expect me to go anywhere without you, can she?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Ellie Redfern Weston stepped forward. Remembering what Belle had told Faith about her expecting again, Faith surreptitiously tried to look for signs. But Ellie looked as Los-Angeles-glamorous as always in her slinky, sequined gown, while Will was wearing a tux with his favorite lavender cowboy boots.  
 
    Ellie rolled her eyes and reached for the tickets from Faith. “We managed to find babysitting for little Reddy, but Indy of course had to come with us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Faith agreed solemnly, holding back her smile. “Your sister and Jace have already checked in. They didn’t have little Lacey with them.” 
 
    “No, Reddy and Lacey are staying in their apartment tonight. Okie and Nick Norego are watching them since their place is right downstairs from Dink and Jace’s.” 
 
    Faith had only met Nick once, but she’d run into Okie up on the mountain a few times, either painting or looking for Bigfoot clues, depending on who you believed.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re able to have a fun evening together,” she said politely. “Even with a dog along.” 
 
    “Even?” Will repeated incredulously, reaching for Ellie’s hand. “Indy will be the life of the party, trust me! Now, get these two checked in”—he jerked his thumb over his shoulder—“so we can go find our seats.” 
 
    The man who hopped his way awkwardly up to the table was holding a set of crutches and wearing a frown. Faith gasped, glancing down at his foot.  
 
    “Zack! What’s happened?” 
 
    His frown deepened, and it was his wife—the elegant schoolteacher, Andie—who answered with a smirk, as she stepped forward to take the tickets. “He doesn’t like to tell many people, but it was an incident involving a rake, a feather duster, two squirrels and a hosepipe.” 
 
    Faith’s brows drew in as she tried to figure out what poor Zack could’ve possibly done to himself, but he shook his head.  
 
    “Don’t listen to her. It was just a stupid patch of ice I didn’t see. Nothing like that accident you had up on the mountain recently. Soap told me the guy’s going to be alright?” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time someone had asked her this question, and Soap and Zack were best friends. She’d worked with both of them last summer running the river rapids.  
 
    Faith took a deep breath and tried for a smile. “He’s doing great and has recovered really well, all things considered. Only one cast left to be removed, and he should be good as new.” 
 
    Good?  
 
    As if Patrick could ever be merely good.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. How about a ticket for Ellie’s friend Pearl?” Zack clumped to one side, allowing a woman to step forward.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, a little shyly. She was slender, with auburn hair, and glasses she pushed up her nose in what might’ve been a nervous gesture. 
 
    Faith nodded politely, her smile feeling fake, but knowing very well how to do her job. “Hello! Are you Pearl Rousseau? I recognize the name, but haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you yet.” 
 
    Pearl returned her smile with a small one of her own. “I don’t get out much. The Legacy director hired me to do some research on the ranch’s founders, but I kinda just stuck around when I was done.” 
 
    The TV show Legacy was a popular draw for the ranch, and it made sense they’d be involved in the Founder’s Day Gala. Faith nodded as she scanned her checklist on the tablet, then checked in the other woman. “Okay, you’re all set!” 
 
    “Thanks,” Pearl said, as she took the ticket from Faith, then sidled over to Zack and Andie. 
 
    The Clements waved to her and hurried to catch up with Will and Ellie, as fast as Zack’s crutches would allow anyway. Faith dropped her attention down to her table once more, forcing herself to breathe deeply through her nose, so the tears which threatened at seeing Zack’s crutches—which reminded her of a certain man-who-shall-not-be-named-again—wouldn’t actually fall.  
 
    Besides, it would screw up her mascara if they did. 
 
    “Excuse me, are tickets still on sale?” 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    That voice…? 
 
    No!  
 
    No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    Just in case though, she peeked up from below her lashes.  
 
    And found it was.  
 
    There he stood. Patrick. Mr. He-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named, which she’d apparently forgotten because Oh Em Gee Patrick was here. 
 
    He looked like some kind of perfect modern god, with that perfect tuxedo, complementing his perfect skin and perfect smile. 
 
    He was perfect, and those darn tears almost did fall then, mascara crisis or not. 
 
    “What— What are you doing here?” she managed to choke out, slowly standing. If she was going to have to defend herself from the onslaught of her feelings for him, she didn’t want to be seated while doing it.  
 
    His smile was lopsided, unsure…and she hated she could recognize that.  
 
    “I came hoping I’d see you. And that you might accept my apology for the fall.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Faith tried to pull her sense of certainty around herself like a cloak. “I was the one at fault for that fall you took. I’ve apologized for it over and—” 
 
    “Not that fall, Faith,” he said in a quiet voice, as he stepped around the table to stand closer to her. “The earlier one.” 
 
    Confused, she stepped back, putting distance and the chair in between them. “What are you talking about?” she asked in a whisper.  
 
    “The fall you took three years ago. After I fell in love with you, and you fell in love with me, and I hurt you.”  
 
    One fat tear ran down her cheek, but she didn’t brush it away. Couldn’t brush it away. 
 
    Because of my makeup. Not because I’m paralyzed with emotion or anything. 
 
    Right. 
 
    And—dang it!—but now she was going to have black trails running down her face. 
 
    She forced herself to clear her throat. “You did hurt me, Patrick. I almost didn’t think I’d make it through.” 
 
    To her surprise, he smiled, albeit sadly. “That’s not true. I always knew you’d make it through and go on to do bigger and better things. That was why I knew it was for the best.” 
 
    “For the best?” she repeated in a choked whisper. “I fell hard for you, Patrick Quinn, and what you did to me—” 
 
    With a sob, she backed away from him even more, determined to get her emotions under control. This was the gala, and she needed to keep her head.  
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I need…- I need to go and—”  
 
    Shaking her head, she couldn’t come up with a good enough excuse, but was certain someone in the event likely needed her help with something.  
 
    Pressing her fingertips to her lips, as if she could hold in her tears by doing so, Faith turned and hurried toward the music, ignoring the way he called her name.  
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    Patrick’s mother had raised him with a love for the English language and had taught him he didn’t need to curse to get his point across.  
 
    Still, that didn’t stop him from muttering a very naughty word as he watched Faith hurry away from him in those high heeled boots 
 
    Not many people could pull off formal in a cocktail dress and red cowboy boots, but Faith looked stunning tonight, in that sparkly strapless ivory gown, with tiny pearls sewn all over. It was gorgeous against her dark skin, and her blonde hair curling down her back took his breath away.  
 
    Yeah, she looked like some kind of angel, but to him, she’d always look best in a ski parka and smile.  
 
    “Faith!” he called again, launching himself into motion. If she got too far away from him, he might not be able to find her again.  
 
    Bursting into the main room, he skidded to a stop. There were people everywhere.  
 
    Hadn’t she said this was going to be a small, intimate affair?  
 
    Was it possible all these people lived or worked at the ranch?  
 
    Frantic now, he scanned the crowds; couples on the dance floor, kids chasing one another and… 
 
    Was that a dog?  
 
    Playing with one of Jaclyn’s rabbits? 
 
    Up on the dais, Wade Weston was finishing some kind of toast to his great-great-whatever grandparents who’d started the first ranch. Wade’s wife Maddie was standing beside him, holding two-year-old David and beaming, but their daughter Vivian was one of the kids screeching as they played tag in the far corner.  
 
    Patrick took all of this in with just a glance, too frantic to find Faith to let his attention linger. Just as Wade lifted his glass in a final toast, and the guests joined in, he saw her.  
 
    Faith was pushing her way through the couples on the dance floor, who’d once again paired off as the band started a slow dance.  
 
    He couldn’t let her get away.  
 
    Hurrying toward her, he reached out his good hand—the left one was still in that stupid cast, after all—and snagged her wrist.  
 
    She gasped as she spun around, but when he pulled her against his chest, taking her left hand with his casted one and spreading the fingers of his good hand across her back, her mouth snapped closed.  
 
    There were tear tracks on her cheeks, and the sight of them darn near killed him.  
 
    “Faith Kalani,” he began, as he rocked back and forth in time to the music, “I love you. I loved you then, and I’ve fallen deeper in love with you now, in a way I didn’t realize was possible. I love your zeal for life; I love the way you feel everything so intently. I love that you like to go fast, same as me. I love you.” 
 
    Her mouth worked for a moment before she dragged her gaze away from his, staring over his shoulder. The two of them swayed to the music, looking just like any other couple on the dance floor.  
 
    “Then why’d you hurt me?” she finally whispered.  
 
    Thankful the music wasn’t too loud, he nodded, ready to tell her what he hadn’t wanted to admit over the last few weeks.  
 
    “If I hadn’t broken up with you, what would’ve happened?”  
 
    Her lovely blue eyes flashed back to him once, before looking away again. “I wanted to marry you,” she confessed in a dull voice. “I thought you were going to propose to me that night.” 
 
    “I was,” he confessed. “I had the ring and everything.” 
 
    With a jerk, she pulled to a stop, yanking her hand from his. “Then why didn’t you?” she hissed. 
 
    He might not have had the strength to hold her with his busted hand, but his right arm still held her tight, and this time, he wasn’t going to let her go.  
 
    Couldn’t let her go.  
 
    “Because you started talking about the Team USA trials, Faith.” He swallowed, remembering the way she’d been ready to forget all that. “You had been so excited to try out, to be a part of something bigger. And you had a chance, a real chance to go all the way, to represent the country at the International Games in Sochi.” 
 
    Her chin came up, her gaze angry when she met his eyes. “Yeah? So?” 
 
    Lifting his brace, he touched two fingertips to her cheeks and held her gaze. “And you were going to give that all up for me, Faith,” he whispered. “I didn’t want that. I didn’t want you to give up your dream just to settle down here with some—some guy who couldn’t even scrape together the money to start the auto shop he wanted.” 
 
    Her expression shuttered. “I was in love with a guy who was saving up for his dream to open a shop.” 
 
    “And I was in love with a girl who was about to give up her dream…for me. I couldn’t let you do that.” 
 
    When he held out his hand again, offering this time, she hesitated only a moment before placing hers in his. They danced in silence for a full minute.  
 
    Finally, her voice hesitant, she asked, “And you thought that was your decision to make alone? You don’t think you could’ve talked it over with me first?” 
 
    He swallowed. “I tried, remember?” He shook his head. “I suggested we put things on pause so you could focus on the trials. I told you I’d always be here for you.” 
 
    Her blue eyes had taken on a hazy quality as she stared over his shoulder, as if looking into the past.  
 
    “I remember,” she finally admitted, allowing him to lead her into a turn. “When I was with you, I stopped caring so much about the trials, about making the team or going to the Games.” 
 
    Somberly, he nodded. “And I couldn’t stand the thought of being the person who kept you from that, Faith.” He took a deep breath. “Listen, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry I hurt you that way. I was young, and it was the only thing I could think of to make sure you got a chance at your dream.” 
 
    “I broke my leg on the qualifying run.” 
 
    He stopped dancing. “But you were there. You were at the Games, at Sochi. You made it; you made your dream happen.” 
 
    “I was so mad at you. I guess it had become less about fulfilling my dream, and more about it being the best way to show you I was okay without you.” 
 
    The thought of her in pain caused brought tears to his eyes. But those tears couldn’t stop the proud smile he sent her way. 
 
     “I watched every single race, even the ones broadcast on the foreign channels at three in the morning. I was cheering for you every step of the way, and I swear I didn’t eat for three days straight after your accident, I was so worried. And seeing it happen live on TV, the replays shown so many times after, and the fact I was so far away…I almost lost my mind.” 
 
    Slowly, one of her hands rose to cup his cheek. “You were watching me?” 
 
    His left hand might’ve been in a cast, but that didn’t stop him from wrapping it around her back as well, so she was really and truly in his arms.  
 
    “I’ve never stopped loving you, Faith. Of course I watched you. Once I saw the reports that you were going to be okay, I wondered if you’d ever come back to River’s End Ranch…back to me.” He shrugged. “But after a year or so, I gave up on that, and I was content just knowing you’d had that chance to realize your dream, even if it hadn’t worked out. At least you went.” 
 
    Her other hand rose to cup his other cheek, so now her hands framed his face. “I’ve never loved a man the way I love you, Patrick Quinn. All these years, I thought you’d broken my heart because—because—” She jerked her shoulders once. “I don’t know. But you did it for me?” 
 
    I love you.  
 
    Her words—her casual admission in the present tense—pounded through Patrick’s heart and soul.  
 
    “This is the best birthday present you could’ve given me.” 
 
    The laugh which burst out of her sounded surprised. “That’s right! It’s your birthday!” She looked down at his tuxedo. “You do clean up fine, Patrick. Although this might not have been your first choice of ways to spend your birthday.” 
 
    She was wrong about that.  
 
    “Any time with you is my favorite time, Faith.” 
 
    Gah, that came out sounding weird.  
 
    Shaking his head, he tried to put his feelings into words which weren’t as pathetic. “Everything I’ve done has been for you, Faith. I love you. I loved you then, and over the last few weeks, I’ve definitely fallen hard for you. Fallen more in love with you.” 
 
    Slowly, her beautiful lips curled upward. “Good, because I’ve fallen for you all over again too. I thought I was being stupid for doing that. Heck, I probably was.” 
 
    “No,” he was quick to correct her. “What we have right now—what we had then—could never be stupid.” 
 
    “You really do love me?” she whispered. 
 
    And finally, he smiled. “Faith Kalani, I love you. I would fall down a million mountains if it meant the chance to hold you in my arms like this every single day.” 
 
    Her lips curving upward again, Faith pulled his face closer to hers. “I love you, Patrick Quinn. I will make it my personal project to make sure you never fall down a mountain again.” 
 
    He hummed. “So you don’t mind me holding you in my arms like this?” 
 
    And her smile grew as she pulled his lips down to hers.  
 
    “I can think of something I’d like even better,” she whispered. 
 
    And there, in the middle of the dance floor, surrounded by friends, their love wrapping around one another…Faith kissed him.  
 
    It was better than he remembered. Better than he’d hoped.  
 
    It was the best.  
 
    The best birthday present ever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
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    Early June 
 
      
 
    The mountain spread out in front of her, and Faith leaned back in the lift, inhaling deeply and enjoying the scents of new growth. There were flowers down there now, and the aspen trees had bright green leaves again. Spring was in full swing, with summer right around the corner.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t quite as pretty as when it was snow-covered.  
 
    “You’re thinking about skiing, aren’t you?” 
 
    Looking over at Patrick, she saw his lips were curled up at one corner, teasing her, so she nodded seriously.  
 
    “Flowers are pretty and all, but nothing beats fresh powder.” 
 
    “Nice, soft, fluffy powder!”  
 
    Instinctively, her gaze dropped to his left wrist, which rested on his lap. It was in a brace now, but so was hers. These were the protective type of brace, though. 
 
    His broken bone had long-since healed, but in the times they’d gone skiing—and as soon as it had healed, they’d gone many times—he’d worn protective braces, just in case. Of course, now that he’d given up on his attempts to snowboard, and she could actually be useful in teaching him, he’d rarely fallen.  
 
    Skiing is much easier to learn.  
 
    Now that the snow had all melted and the ground was dried out, the mountain had opened for biking. It was still early enough in the season that they were almost alone up there, and Faith knew later in the summer this place would be crawling with bikers and hikers who wanted to take the lift to the top and either speed down or meander down.  
 
    Obviously, when it came to Faith and Patrick, they preferred the fast option. 
 
    When she didn’t say anything, he moved his hand over hers, the movement a sort of comforting pat, to remind her he was there for her.  
 
    Smiling, she turned her hand under his so she could twine their fingers together. It didn’t matter there wasn’t any more snow on the ground…up here with him was still where she belonged. 
 
    Their bikes dangled beneath them, ready to be unstrapped as soon as they reached the top. They each wore helmets, his with a video cam attached. From the way the camera’s red light was blinking, it looked as though he was already recording, but she wasn’t sure why.  
 
    “You want to go down Poodle Flip today?” she asked him. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. They’d been down the notorious slope many times since he’d been back up on the mountain, both determined to prove it wasn’t going to get the best of him.  
 
    “Nah,” Patrick drawled. “I want to tackle Mastodon Meadow, Great White, and Cougar Pass.” 
 
    “You think I won’t notice you just made up fake names for my slopes? There’s no Cougar Pass.”  
 
    “There should be,” he quipped. 
 
    She squeezed his fingers. “Quiet, you, or I’m taking you down Rabbit Run, Fluffernut Way, and Chickadee.” 
 
    It was his turn to squint suspiciously. “I’m pretty sure there’s no Fluffernut anything.” 
 
    Hiding her grin, Faith pretended outrage. “Are you accusing me of making up names?” 
 
    When he smiled, his whole expression lit up. “I love you, Faith Kalani.” 
 
    “I love you too.”  
 
    It was a nice, peaceful moment, just the two of them. Nothing special, but so very perfect.  
 
    In the months since his birthday—since the Gala and his confession—they’d taken their relationship slow. They hadn’t immediately popped back to the way things used to be, but this was…this was better.  
 
    Now they communicated everything with each other, and when they discussed their future, they were each careful to listen fully to the other’s views, needs and wants.  
 
    As Faith had taken over Patrick’s duties at Joint Ventures, he was able to step away to focus on his auto shop. Yes, he’d invested in an insurance program for him and his employees, which now included Tony’s cousin. Having the last name Quinn in a town like Quinn Valley could be useful, especially when it came to marketing, and his shop was now twice as busy as it had been a year ago.  
 
    Faith was going to miss her skiing lessons, but soon the river runs would open, and she’d be busy for a few months. The billing for Joint Ventures kept her busy a few hours each day, and the best part about living in Idaho, was that ski season was only right around the corner.  
 
    There were a limited number of weeks without snow on the ground, and that’s what made these times special.  
 
    “Sure is pretty up here, huh?” 
 
    When she glanced at him, Patrick was staring at her. But she answered his question. “It really is. I love it when it’s covered in snow of course, but I understand the appeal of…you know, summer and stuff. There’s a sort of frantic life down there, whereas it’s almost like everything’s sleeping when it’s covered in snow.” 
 
    His green eyes had widened. “That’s…that’s beautiful,” he whispered, still staring at her.  
 
    Then his eyes cut over her shoulder. “Speaking of hibernation, is that Bigfoot?” 
 
    Snorting with laughter, Faith twisted on the seat to look to her left. She didn’t see any movement, much less a giant hairy monster. 
 
    “I don’t see anything. And if you did, I’m sure it’s just one of the Westons playing a trick on Kelsi because—” 
 
    When she turned back to him, her words caught in her throat, and only a sort of weird gurgle emerged.  
 
    With the mountain slowly passing beneath him, and his mountain bike dangling below, Patrick was sitting there on the lift, a hopeful look in his eyes, and an open ring box in his hand.  
 
    Faith knew she looked like a fish, her mouth open and closing more than a few times, but she couldn’t make herself stop. She wanted to say, “What are you doing?” or, “Oh my gosh, finally!” but instead, what actually emerged from her mouth was a sort of, “Guh?” 
 
    And his smile grew. “Faith Kalani, I love you. I love all of our fast adventures, and I love just hanging out on the couch with you, talking about everything, and not much of anything. I want to keep on having adventures with you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Finally, she managed to make her tongue work. “Are you…sure?” 
 
    “Surer than I’ve ever been.” He lifted the ring box slightly. “I bought this ring three years ago, because I knew even then that I wanted to marry you. But I also knew I didn’t want to be the reason you didn’t try your hardest to achieve your goals. I caused us both a lot of pain back then, but I’ve tried to make up for it over the last few months.” 
 
    Mutely, she nodded, her gaze dropping to the simple band and small diamond. 
 
    “You have no idea how often I’ve wanted to propose to you, Faith. The last month or so, I’ve been carrying this thing around in my pocket. But the moment never seemed right. I wanted you to know—to be sure—that I meant what I said. And that I wasn’t going to hurt you again.”  
 
    Swallowing, she met his eyes once more.  
 
    “Do you believe me, Faith?” he whispered. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I forgave you already, Patrick. Yes, I’m as sure now as I was three years ago. I love you. We just had a little hiccup in the middle, and I had to go out and prove to myself I could make the US team.” 
 
    A few silent moments passed as he sat there, waiting, and holding the small box out toward her. 
 
    “So…?” 
 
    When she blinked at him, he waggled the ring box, looking a little uncomfortable.  
 
    “So could you, like, say yes? Or no, if you don’t want to marry me? It’s just that this is getting awkward, and the end of the lift is coming up, and I’m beginning to feel like maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up—” 
 
    With a happy squeal, Faith threw her arms around Patrick, her kiss cutting off his words.  
 
    Yes, it was awkward, hugging and kissing right there in the ski lift.  
 
    Yes, they were running out of time as their chair approached the top.  
 
    Yes, it was perfect. 
 
    When she pulled away, they were both smiling.  
 
    “So that’s a yes?” he prodded. 
 
    “Yes! Patrick Quinn, I’d really love to marry you and have adventures with you forever.”  
 
    Disentangling herself, she took the ring out of the box and slid it onto her left hand, careful to avoid the biking wrist brace. He grinned as he slid the box back into his pocket.  
 
    “Speaking of adventures…” 
 
    She looked up from admiring the ring on her finger to see they were almost ready to be dropped off. They both reached down and hoisted their bikes into position. As they reached the top, and the lift bar opened, depositing them atop the mountain, they smiled at one another.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked her. 
 
    Nodding, she was filled with a sense of certainty.  
 
    Life with Patrick would be a wonderful adventure.  
 
    “Ready,” she confirmed, knowing she was ready for everything. 
 
    “Awesome.” His smile grew as he kicked off. “Let’s go fast.”  
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Welcome back to River’s End Ranch! The authors are not releasing books on a regular basis, but we miss this world as much as you do! If you’d like to be alerted if I release another RER book, follow me on Amazon or Bookbub! 
 
      
 
    Although it’s been almost three years since Faith was introduced in Blacksmith’s Beauty, fans will remember her as Belle’s delightfully cheeky younger sister. And of course, Patrick first appeared in Chasing Change, as Cait’s brother.  
 
      
 
    Here at River’s End Ranch, we never forget a character!  
 
      
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed Patrick and Faith’s romance, I urge you to friend me on Facebook or follow me on Instagram. I frequently post fun stories, links to great books, and cute photos of my toddler.  
 
    If you’d like to keep up with my books, read deleted scenes, or receive exclusive free books, sign up for my newsletter.  
 
      
 
    And if newsletters aren’t your thing, come join my reader group, Caroline’s Cohort! 
 
      
 
    If you love the world we’ve created on River’s End Ranch, then come play with us in our River’s End Ranch Readers Facebook group, where we chat about the books, behind-the-scenes fun, and contests! And if you’re a fan of contemporary western romance in general, we’ve got a Facebook group for that too! 
 
      
 
     
 
     Please consider leaving a review—it’s bread and butter to an author like me! 
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    Caroline Lee has been reading romance for so long that her fourth-grade teacher used to make her cover her books with paper jackets. But it wasn't until she (mostly) grew up that she realized she could write it too. So she did. 
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    Want the scoop on new books? Join Caroline’s Cohort, an exclusive reader group!  
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