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      “No.”

      “Too late. I really need you in this group, Sage. You know your way around the area and can help the Satterfields feel at home.”

      Sage Mulligan dragged the tablet right out of Lyssa’s hands, across the café table, and began backspacing her name off the list.

      Lyssa snatched it back and tucked it behind the condiment caddy. “You’re not getting out of it so easily. You’re the official representative of the Town of Jewel Lake to the Pot of Gold Treasure Hunt. The town is even comping your entry since you’re one of their prize employees. That means I, as the event coordinator, can assign you to the group I think is the best fit.”

      “You know what? Fine. If you won’t take my name off the list, remove Caleb’s.” Sage glanced around her parents’ diner. No one appeared to be listening, but she lowered her voice anyway. “There’s no way you’re making us work together for two months.”

      “Caleb needs to be in this group as well. He—”

      “You’re wrong, Lys. You and I have been friends since college. You know why I can’t hang out with Caleb Grant several times a week for an entire summer. The guy’s a self-centered jerk.”

      “Once upon a time, you loved him.”

      Sage snorted. “With whatever a seventeen-year-old knows about love, which isn’t much, I’m here to tell you. I was a lousy judge of character.” She eyed the tablet. If she lunged…

      Lyssa laughed, set the device on the padded bench beside her, and waited until Sage met her eyes. “You’re a worse one now.”

      “Oh, come on.” Way to flare Sage’s Irish temper. “I’m your friend, aren’t I? If I’m such a terrible judge of character, then there must be something about you I haven’t figured out yet. What are you hiding behind that sweet elementary-school-teacher persona? Are you a serial killer? A bank robber?”

      “Listen to me.”

      Sage glared at Lyssa. “Why? Because there’s nothing you can say that will change my mind. I am not joining any group that includes Caleb Grant. Besides, I hate the outdoors. You know that.”

      “Do you know who Vance and Loretta Satterfield are?”

      “They might be moving here from somewhere. Atlanta, I think I heard.” What did the public know about that power couple? Sage had a lot of town hall intel she couldn’t discuss.

      “With money to invest in a new marina. You know how much the town needs that for tourism. Our entire beautiful lake with only a small rickety set of docks to access it. Agate Bay is upgrading theirs, and that’s closer to Missoula. But we have a complete town here with much more to offer than a snooty bedroom community like Agate Bay.”

      Sage raised her eyebrows. It sounded like quite a few details had leaked, but she could deflect. “You live in Agate Bay.”

      “Only in the summers. Only because Kirk and his brother inherited property there.”

      “And in Butte for the entire school year. What do Jewel Lake’s woes mean to you?”

      “Don’t be like that. You know I love this place. I have ever since you dragged me home with you that weekend in college.”

      “I know.” Sage sighed. Mom and Dad had been talking about how the lakefront needed a facelift to keep up with other communities in western Montana. The town was just off I-90, so access was easy. If only tourists didn’t fly right on past the interchange with no clue of the gem they’d passed. “But Caleb.”

      Lyssa’s gaze softened. “We need him in the group, too. He’s got the most digital experience of anyone in town, and he’s on the committee looking into funding upgrades to the town internet. He can speak tech with Mr. Satterfield.”

      “I can’t believe Pastor Marshall and Eli are allowing you to subvert a church outreach event for the mayor’s political agenda.”

      “Vance and Loretta have visited Creekside Fellowship several times when they’ve been in town. Pastor Marshall doesn’t look at it as subversive. He thinks of it as putting people together who have interests in common and should know each other.”

      Which all made sense. Sage hated when logic trumped her own ideas. But she’d spent the past eight years avoiding scum-of-the-earth Caleb Grant, and she wasn’t about to make an allowance now. Not for Lyssa. Not for her parents. Not for the town that employed her.

      “Would you girls like a warmup?” Mom stood at the end of their booth holding a coffeepot.

      “Please.” Sage slid her empty cup toward her mother.

      Mom glanced around the restaurant before focusing back on them. “Are you and that husband of yours back for the summer again, Lyssa? It seems we hardly ever see you anymore.”

      “Yes, we are. Kirk is managing Communication Location so his brother can take some time off for their honeymoon. Didn’t I see you at Dale and Trinity’s wedding?”

      Mom’s face brightened. “Lovely couple and such a gorgeous wedding.” She patted Sage’s hand. “I had to attend to see my daughter in the wedding party, because who knows if she will ever be a bride.”

      “Oh, Estelle! Of course, Sage will get married.” Lyssa waggled her eyebrows at Mom and leaned closer conspiratorially. “Want to help me set her up?”

      Mom leaned closer. “Do you know a good chef? Because that’s what Sage needs. Someone to work at her side in the Golden Grill kitchen.”

      “Um, I’m right here, and no one is setting me up with anyone.” Certainly not with Caleb Grant, who was undoubtedly whom Lyssa meant. It still grated that Trinity and Dale had paired her with Caleb in the wedding party, knowing how they hated each other. “I’m happy with my life just the way it is. Working for the town and free as a bird.”

      Which wasn’t completely true, but Mom didn’t need to know. Give her parents an inch, and they were ready to retire and hand over their entire business. The one she had absolutely no desire to run.

      Meanwhile, Sage’s three closest friends had been married in the past year. First her roommate, Lyssa. Then her next-door neighbor had married her son’s cowboy daddy. Two weeks ago, Caleb’s sister, Trinity, had married Lyssa’s brother-in-law, Dale.

      Sage was getting short on female friends to hang out with, so she’d adopted a kitten. Maybe she’d get a second one. At least Moxie didn’t try to force her to do things she didn’t want to do, like Lyssa. Unless cleaning the litterbox counted.

      “Honey, have you heard anything more about those investors from Atlanta?” asked Mom.

      Sage’s gaze bounced off Lyssa’s smirk. “You know I can’t discuss municipal business with you. It’s confidential.”

      “I hope it all works out.” Mom sighed. “This poor little town needs a cash infusion.”

      Wasn’t that just like a mother? A good one could guilt her kid without half trying.

      “They’ll be here a lot this summer as they make a decision,” Lyssa put in.

      Sage kicked her under the table.

      “What?” Lyssa widened her eyes. “There’s nothing classified about that. Vance and Loretta stood in the parking lot at Creekside Fellowship and discussed a short-term rental of Pastor Marshall’s basement suite just yesterday. Anyone in town could have overheard them talking.”

      “Such good news.” And now the mom-look zipped straight at Sage. “You do your best to help that project get through all Jewel Lake’s red tape, honey.”

      “Of course.”

      “A cash infusion in this town will help the Golden Grill, so it will be ready when you’re ready.”

      “I don’t want—”

      Someone waved for more coffee from across the diner, and Mom pressed a finger to her lips before darting away.

      “Wow, she doesn’t give up.” Shaking her head, Lyssa leaned against the padded backrest. “But I heard that.”

      “Heard what?” If there was anything Sage didn’t want to discuss, it was taking over her parents’ diner. It had already stolen her future once. It wouldn’t happen again.

      “Heard you promise your mom you’d do everything you could. Have I got a deal for you.”

      “No.” But, somehow, Sage felt her resolve slipping.

      By the smirk on Lyssa’s face, her friend knew it, too.
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      Caleb Grant shut off his inboard and let the fiberglass sailboat drift the last few feet into its slip. The whole dock shifted slightly in the water as his craft bumped. The supports were rotting, and one of these years, the entire mess would float away. Hopefully without the Sapphire II attached.

      He tossed his mooring line onto the planks then reached to secure it.

      “I’ve got it for you.”

      Caleb looked over at a balding man he didn’t recognize. But he did know that was a southern accent, one not so common in western Montana.

      The man deftly looped the rope around the cleat. “Fishing any good today?”

      “I caught a couple of nice rainbows.”  Caleb set his fishing rod on the dock, away from the man’s expensive-looking shoes, and held up his stringer.

      The man whistled. “Three, four pounds apiece?”

      Whoever he was, he’d done a bit of fishing himself. “About that,” Caleb agreed. “Nothing tastier on the planet.”

      “You might be right. Is there a restaurant in town that serves trout? Because now I have a right hankering for some of that.”

      “I don’t eat out much, so I’m not sure. You could check at the Golden Grill, though.” There was more than one reason he didn’t dine out. One, he didn’t mind cooking, and two, the Golden Grill — owned by Sage’s parents — was the most popular eatery in Jewel Lake. He had no desire to find out if they’d changed their view of him or not over the years. Sage’s opinion was plenty evident.

      “That’s the diner by the square with a Golden Girls theme? My wife and I had dinner there a few times on our last visit.”

      “That’s the one.” Caleb set his tackle box and backpack on the dock next to the fish then stepped off the Sapphire II and cable-locked her to the nearest post. He shrugged into his backpack and picked up his gear and fish.

      “Nice little town here.”

      “I like it.” Caleb looked toward the beach. A few desperate souls were sunbathing, even this early in June, and a couple of shrieking kids splashed in the shallows. Behind the beach, trees shaded a grassy area and hid the town square. “I left for college and stayed away for a few years, but Jewel Lake called me home.” Or maybe it had been some misguided hope of patching things up with Sage. Ha. She had the memory of an entire herd of elephants.

      “Oh?” The man moved down the dock, allowing Caleb access to terra firma. “Where’s your alma mater?”

      Caleb hesitated. “Stanford.”

      He pivoted and stared hard at Caleb. “Software engineering, by any chance?”

      “Uh, yes.” The guy was starting to creep Caleb out. It was one thing to talk about fishing on the lake with a total stranger, but this was getting personal. Mind you, Caleb had opened that door by mentioning college.

      The man thrust out his hand. “Vance Satterfield. My wife and I are spending the summer in Jewel Lake, analyzing a business opportunity.”

      “Caleb Grant.” Caleb shook Vance’s hand. The man had a solid grip. So did Caleb.

      “What kind of jobs are there for software engineers in rural Montana?”

      “None.” Caleb offered a short laugh. “I could do more online if the town internet was faster — more dependable — but as it is, I run my own business designing websites and writing software and apps for clients.” Probably he’d come across as a better entrepreneur if he dug out a business card. He pulled one out of his wallet. “That’s my company.”

      “Digital Design?” Vance studied the card then Caleb’s face. “I’ve been hearing about the town’s internet woes. Obsolete infrastructure, or what?”

      “Basically, the fundamentals are present, but it’s hard to attract tech companies with what we’ve got. And taking access to the next level is, apparently, quite expensive. We’ve got a committee looking into grants and funding.” In fact, Caleb needed to get rolling or he’d be late for their meeting this evening.

      “I’d be interested in learning more. Are the meetings open to the public?”

      Caleb eyed the man. Vance had mentioned seeking business opportunities. He was well-dressed, and there was a luxury rental car in the parking lot at the end of the dock. Could this man represent an answer? “Not usually,” he replied cautiously. But then, no one had ever asked. The committee consisted of the only people in town who cared enough to upgrade the system. What Jewel Lake had was adequate for email, surfing Facebook, and binging Netflix. It simply wouldn’t supply the bandwidth online business entrepreneurs needed.

      “I see.” Vance’s gaze didn’t waver.

      “I could find out if an exception is possible, but I’d need a way to contact you.”

      A quick grin flashed over the man’s face as he pulled a silver card case from his chest pocket, flicked it open, and selected an embossed business card. He handed it over.

      
        
        Vance Satterfield

        Investor

      

      

      Huh. This could get interesting.
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      “I think you need help here at the back table.” Sage glanced around the park next door to Creekside Fellowship then at Lyssa.

      Her friend straightened the stack of brochures and gave Sage a look. “Go find your group. You already agreed. You’re not backing out now.”

      “But I don’t do outdoorsy stuff.”

      “You do now. Go.” Lyssa gestured toward the bandstand at the other end of the grassy aisle. Numbered pennants were staked at the ends of each row of folding chairs. Several hundred people laughed and talked as they poured in from the parking area and found their seats, waiting for the Pot of Gold organizer, Eli Bryson, to start the kick-off rally.

      Caleb was here somewhere. Sage had become mighty good at evading the guy, but Lyssa was forcing her to get within six feet. Not once, but repeatedly for two months. Maybe Sage could arrange an accident like the one Dale Kennedy had survived last summer. He’d broken his leg in a landslide and been unable to complete the hunt. The pain he’d endured had to be better than hiking around the mountain trails in heat, humidity, or even rain. All that, then add mosquitoes and Caleb to the mix? No, thank you.

      A request to Marjorie, the town manager, for someone to take her place had been turned down. Could Sage be fired for not complying? She didn’t want to find out. Her parents would have her managing the Golden Grill in five seconds flat.

      She might not want to work in her parents’ diner, but she also didn’t want to represent the town on this stupid treasure hunt. Still, it looked like she needed to armor herself and show Caleb once and for all that he no longer affected her. If she survived this summer, her friends would quit badgering her about patching things up with him. They’d all have proof that she’d moved on, even though she’d yet to date anyone else.

      “You owe me,” she growled at Lyssa then marched toward the pennant flying #17, clutching her treasure hunt packet to her chest.

      Caleb Grant occupied the aisle seat, and a middle-aged couple sat next to him. The three of them chatted like old friends, and the woman slapped at Caleb’s arm with a grin.

      Great. Already bosom buddies. No one needed Sage here to help clinch any deals. Let Caleb turn on his charm and handle it by himself. Because Caleb certainly had boatloads of it.

      Sage strengthened her immunity. “Hi. Group seventeen? I believe I’m supposed to be with you.” She managed to edge past three sets of knees while not meeting anyone’s gaze. She settled into the fourth chair and opened her packet.

      “Hello, sugar.” A bejeweled hand rested on Sage’s knee. “I’m Loretta Satterfield, and this is my husband, Vance. We’re here for the summer to participate in this lovely event. The fellow on the end is a local, but you probably already know him if you are, too. Caleb Grant.”

      “I’m Sage Mulligan. Pleased to meet you.” Play nice. Sage smiled at Loretta. “I didn’t realize the Pot of Gold was attracting folks from so far out of state.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” Loretta winked. “We just can’t wait to become acquainted with this area, and what better way than a treasure hunt with not one, but two, local guides? Y’all will have to show us everything.”

      Great. Now she was supposed to be this southern woman’s best friend?  Loretta must be Mom’s age. She should introduce them. But the town wasn’t sending Mom to ease the Satterfields into Jewel Lake. They’d sent her. And the church had sent Caleb.

      She needed to give this her best shot. “Well, I haven’t done a lot of hiking myself.” A muffled snort came from Caleb, but Sage could ignore him. She’d had plenty of practice. “But apparently this is the summer when I get acquainted with nature! It will be so fun.” Had she managed to sound like she meant it?

      “Then it’s a good thing we have Caleb in our little group, isn’t it? He sounds like quite the outdoorsman. He fishes and camps and rides horses, and I don’t know what all! Maybe he’ll teach us everything, so we’ll be all set.”

      Oh, no way was Sage getting roped into camping and horseback riding on top of the geocaching hunt. There was a limit to what the town could demand of her.

      “Welcome to the third annual Pot of Gold Treasure Hunt!” Eli spoke into the mic on the bandstand. “If you’re just coming in, pick up your packet from the back table and find your group as quickly and quietly as you can. I’ll keep talking, and you… you keep listening. Deal?”

      A few people shouted a response, and someone eased into the chair in front of Sage.

      “I’m Eli Bryson, the youth pastor at Creekside Fellowship next door. If you’re a member of our congregation, if you attend a different church in town — or no church at all — or if you’re visiting from out of town, you’re all welcome here. We had a great treasure hunt the past two summers, and we have even more folks registered this time around. Last year, we introduced teams, which went over so well that even more of you requested our admins to set you up. Lyssa Kennedy was happy to comply.”

      Wasn’t she, though? Sage wasn’t sure she’d ever forgive her so-called best friend.

      “Of course, you’re still welcome to go solo or in groups of your own choosing — no more than four to a team to keep things fair — but I’m thrilled so many of you took a chance on making new friends.”

      Right. Sage wasn’t here to establish new friendships, let alone revive old ones. That ship had sailed. This was going to be the worst summer of her life, though it would have to be pretty impressive to beat the summer after high school graduation.

      “A refresher for repeaters, and important information for the newcomers on how the event works, okay? So, everyone, listen up. There’s a complex points rundown in your entry packet. Please study it thoroughly. Every cache your group finds when at least two members are present counts as one point.” Eli chuckled. “Please take a selfie with the notebook in the cache as proof of who was there. We’ll be doing random checks. You can also gain bonus points by discovering the special Pot of Gold tokens, planting more caches — please register those with Lyssa at the hunt office in the church — solving riddles in the weekly emails, and attending every rally. And who knows? We might come up with additional ways to earn bonus points over the next two months, so keep an eye on your email and the hunt website.”

      Only two people needed to be present? Maybe Sage should buddy up with Loretta, after all.

      “Now we’ll give your groups about fifteen minutes to get to know one another before we continue with the details. And... go!”

      Caleb cleared his throat and turned toward the Satterfields. “So, it’s only fair to remind everyone that our group isn’t actually in the running for any prizes, right? I mean, I designed the Pot of Gold website and maintain it. It would be far too easy for me to make sure we won.”

      Loretta nodded. “Vance and I did know that. Pastor Marshall mentioned they were hand-picking our team to help us get acquainted with the area.” She smiled at Sage. “I hope you weren’t planning on winning the grand prize, sugar. If you were, you should hop on back there and get reassigned to a different group.”

      If only. Sage shook her head. “I’m a town employee so, like Caleb, I can’t compete for real. It wouldn’t be fair.”

      “Well, we’ll have a lovely time together, anyway.” Loretta squeezed Sage’s fingers. “I just can’t wait to get to know y’all better and this adorable little town.”

      Sage tried to keep her smile in place as she tugged her hand free. If this woman kept touching her, she wasn’t going to be responsible for her reactions. No one got away with that. No one.

      Not since Caleb.
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      Caleb took a deep breath and prayed for patience. Lyssa Kennedy had failed to mention Sage would be in the same group. Lyssa might not have gone to high school here, but she was Sage’s best friend. There was no way she didn’t know at least a little about their history.

      Did she have an ulterior motive? There didn’t have to be one. In many ways, he and Sage were the best people to introduce the Satterfields to Jewel Lake… other than Sage’s aversion to nature. But he’d be willing to bet Lyssa had giggled to herself while forming the groups.

      Sage had known. There’s no way she’d have been that calm meeting Vance and Loretta otherwise. She’d have been blasting nasty words at Caleb or running away.

      Probably both.

      And now they stood in the park planning their first geocaching hunt for an evening next week, since Sage worked 8-4:30.

      “We could hike up there.” Caleb pointed to Miner’s Rock, visible to much of town even across the lake. “There are a few caches along the way as well as some ancient pictographs. And when we get to the top, there’s a great view of the entire valley.” To say nothing of the internet satellite receivers and cell towers at the top.

      Loretta angled her head, studying the formation. “How steep is that?”

      The woman looked trim and wore shorts and sports sandals. Caleb would guess she was in good enough shape. “Not very.” He pointed out the trailhead on the lakeshore. “We can cross in my boat. Maybe pack sandwiches or something and have a picnic at the top.”

      Sage sputtered.

      Probably thought his boat would sink them all. Maybe she didn’t know he’d bought a more dependable one than the dinghy she remembered.

      He raised his eyebrows at her. “Got a better idea?”

      Her eyes stabbed daggers at him. Okay, so she wasn’t totally on board with this whole thing. Sue him. He was a victim, too. “I’ll ask my mom to pack food.”

      Caleb turned to Vance. “Her parents own the Golden Grill, and Lee’s a great cook. Thanks, Sage.” He could be civil. For the benefits the town was about to receive, he could make a personal sacrifice or two. Or an entire summer of them.

      “Oh, sugar. Vance and I have been in that darling diner for nearly every meal. That’s your momma and daddy? You’re so blessed.”

      Sage pressed out a smile. “How kind of you to say.”

      Vance looked between them. “So, you kids know each other well?”

      “No.”

      Wow, she was quick. Caleb forced a chuckle. “Not anymore, I guess. We did both go to school here, but haven’t seen much of each other since I returned. We just don’t hang out in the same crowd.” Was that neutral enough?

      “Well, you two will be best friends by the end of summer.” Loretta winked. “Maybe more than that, you mark my words.”

      Vance slung his arm over his wife’s shoulder as he grinned. “My honeybun is good at seeing things like that between people. She’s rarely wrong.”

      “She’s wrong this time.” Sage backed a few steps away from the group. “I’m not planning ever to marry. I have a fulfilling job and a cute kitten, and that’s all I’m looking for.”

      Fulfilling job? Caleb was pretty sure that wasn’t true. She’d once dreamed of much greater things than working in the town’s clerical department. She’d applied to Stanford, too. Got accepted, but he’d received the scholarship. Her parents always told her they’d been saving for her education, but that summer a fire had swept through downtown. Their insurance hadn’t covered all the restaurant repairs, and Sage’s college fund had vanished in a puff of smoke.

      And so had the relationship he and Sage had built all through senior year.

      It wasn’t all the fire’s fault.
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      Sage pulled her hair into a ponytail and studied herself in the mirror to get a good look at her tank top and capris. She needed to make a favorable impression on the Satterfields, after all. Loretta looked so put together with her curled hair and flawless — but ample — makeup. Sage felt like a country bumpkin next to the elegant older woman.

      It didn’t matter what Caleb thought. He’d had his chance… but it wouldn’t hurt for him to see what he’d been missing.

      She stopped in at the Golden Grill on her way to meet her team. Once at the lakefront, she grabbed her pack, locked up the car, and strode to the dilapidated dock where the Satterfields were just stepping aboard a snazzy sailboat. The Sapphire II.

      Seriously? Caleb had nodded to the rickety rowboat of his misspent youth with this ritzy craft? He’d upgraded everything from back then: house, car, boat… One of these days, he’d snag a gorgeous wife and raise a few perfect children.

      He got all the opportunities.

      Sage got none.

      Being shoved onto his team for the treasure hunt was definitely not an opportunity for her.

      “Sage!” Loretta waved both arms as though there were hundreds of people and dozens of boats to search.

      Sage lifted her hand and walked down the swaying pier, careful of rotting boards. If the town didn’t replace this structure soon, they’d need to tear it down or risk being sued when someone fell through.

      “Isn’t this gorgeous?” With a big smile, Loretta spread both arms wide as Sage stepped aboard. “We’re lucky Captain Caleb is on our team and so generous.”

      Oh, yeah. Totally Sage’s thoughts, too. But she had to play nice. “Isn’t he, though? I hope you and Vance had a great day.”

      “Oh, we did. Caleb took the afternoon off and drove us up to Sweet River to look around. They’re launching quite the guest ranch up there.”

      Of course, Caleb could take time off work. Mr. Successful probably only needed to turn on the tap occasionally for funds to flow into his coffers.

      “How nice. I’m glad you’re getting the chance to see the area and meet a few people.”

      “Grab a seat, ladies. We’re ready to head out.”

      “Aye, Captain!” Loretta winked at Sage and dropped into a white padded seat. “Are we going to set sail?”

      “Not today. Not much wind, so we’ll motor across.”

      “Well, sometime, I’d love to sail.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, ma’am.”

      Her back to Caleb, Loretta made a show of fanning her face as she grinned at Sage. Seriously? The woman was over fifty, and her husband was right here. If Loretta thought Sage was going to join her in this flirtation, she had another think coming. Dozens of them.

      Sage had always loved coming out on the lake with Caleb, since nature stayed on the outside. She’d read a book while he fished, or she’d lean back against his chest while he kept one hand on the outboard’s throttle. Once, when he’d run out of gas, she’d helped him row halfway across the lake, imagining her life always in sync with his.

      That had been two weeks before she’d seen who he really was.

      Who he still was.

      No daydreaming. No watching him stand at the helm in his khaki shorts and white golf shirt, the breeze ruffling his brown hair. No listening to him chat easily with Vance as though they shared the same social status.

      Maybe he did, but he hadn’t taken Sage with him.

      She turned to watch the town grow smaller behind them. It sloped up from the lake, full of trees and rooftops. Two church steeples thrust upward, dwarfing the few buildings downtown that reached a lofty four stories, like Town Hall with its stars-and-stripes drooping listlessly on its flagpole.

      Clerking for the town. Who’d ever had that as a life goal? Not her. But it was a decent job. Better than her parents’ all-encompassing business. It enabled her to pay rent on her duplex on Silver Street, even without a roommate.

      “Is that Agate Bay?” Loretta pointed west.

      “Yes.” Home of the rich and snooty. Maybe Caleb wasn’t as financially secure as he seemed, or he’d have bought over there.

      Why did she care? Lyssa’s husband and his brother had inherited lakefront property in Agate Bay. Dale lived there year-round, and now Trinity had joined him in that ritzy house. Lyssa and Kirk lived in Butte over the school year and had fixed up the gatehouse apartment in Agate Bay as their summer home. Gatehouse apartment. It was bigger than the duplex.

      She wanted to resent Lyssa, but she couldn’t. She wanted to keep remembering Kirk Kennedy as the Humanities prof who’d poked fun of Sage’s Christian beliefs, but the guy seemed to have changed. He’d encountered Jesus, and now his brother was a believer, too, and had married Caleb’s sister.

      But the Kennedy brothers hadn’t been raised in the church. Coming to the Lord had to make a big difference. Unlike Caleb, who’d been a believer when they’d dated before… and still treated Sage badly. The only changes she saw in him had to do with money, not character.

      Because she’d thought he had a great character. Until it had all been about him, and he’d left her without a backward glance. And then had the nerve to move back to Jewel Lake as though it didn’t matter. How could she trust anything about him now?

      Easy. She couldn’t.
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      Caleb let Sage set the pace up the trail, at first watching Loretta closely as she followed to see what kind of shape she was in. She seemed to be doing okay. They’d agreed to hike to the top, enjoy their picnic along with the view, then catch the geocaches on their way back down.

      It wasn’t often he got the chance to observe Sage — at least not when she wasn’t darting angry glares or words at him. Yeah, he maybe hadn’t treated her the best that summer, but it wasn’t all his fault. Besides, wasn’t forgiveness a thing? It wasn’t like he thought he could simply waltz in, kiss and make up, and pick up like they hadn’t spent eight years as enemies, but she’d cut off every attempt he’d made to explain. To apologize.

      Okay, fine. He’d gotten on with his life. Joined the worship team at Creekside Fellowship. If Sage hated seeing him around, she had the option of attending over at Grace Bible, like Dakota Erickson had done through the years she and Travis Cavanagh had been on the outs. It was a fine church, just smaller and more traditional than he preferred.

      Caleb wasn’t the one with the problem. He didn’t see why he needed to be the one to switch churches. Apparently, she didn’t, either, because she’d stayed put and simply ignored him. When she couldn’t ignore him, she lashed out. Just like his cat, Ollie, who barely tolerated humans on his turf.

      Maybe this summer would be a chance to at least stop being enemies. It seemed a lame prayer, but it was the best he could come up with.

      Sage looked great, though. She was a little curvier than in high school. Her fiery red hair was longer and looked softer, not that he’d ever get the chance to find out.

      “How much farther?” Loretta halted in the middle of the trail and turned to look at Caleb. “I’m plum wore out.”

      “We can stop for a break any time you want. At this rate, we’re probably twenty minutes from the top. Sage is hiking like the wind.” Probably to get in and out of the wild as quickly as possible.

      “I need to catch my breath!”

      “Here, honeybun.” Vance steered her to a nearby log. “Have a drink.”

      She accepted his water bottle and took a long sip as Caleb settled on her other side.

      They were so cute together. “You two seem so in love. You must have been together a long time.”

      Vance chuckled. “Thirty-two years, minus the five in the middle when we were separated.” He took the bottle back from Loretta and had a drink himself.

      Hard to believe. “Seriously?”

      Sage reappeared around the bend. “Oh, there you are. Sorry. I didn’t realize…” Her gaze caught on Caleb’s, and she looked away. “Water. That’s a good idea.” She dropped to the other end of the fallen fir.

      “Yes, our daughter went through a difficult phase when she was a teen. I’m guessing Harper is about you kids’ age. Anyway, we fought constantly about how best to deal with her. We didn’t personally know the Lord back then, and we let the trials drive us apart.”

      Loretta patted her husband’s knee. “Vance took to drinking, and I spent all my time at the country club with my friends, complainin’ about how awful my life was.”

      “Neither of which helped Harper.” Vance grimaced. “Somehow God got our attention. It’s only by His grace we got through that era in one piece.”

      “Harper included.” Loretta leaned against Vance.

      He nodded and snugged her close. “She begged us to forgive each other. It was…”

      “Difficult,” she supplied. “I didn’t want to. Vance had behaved abominably.”

      “It’s true. But so had you.”

      “Also true.” Loretta offered Vance a quick kiss. “We had to realize we’d both done plenty to damage our relationship, and there was no point in keeping score. Not if we wanted to reunite as we felt Jesus wanted us to do.”

      “Forgiveness goes both ways. Marriage is never easy, but some of us seem to make it a whole lot harder than it needs to be.” Vance gave his head a shake. “All that is far more than you wanted to know, I’m sure.”

      “Not at all.” What had Sage thought of the Satterfields’ tale? Maybe she’d hear this. “My parents separated when I was a teen. My mom ran off with a married man and took my sister with her. My dad started drinking heavily, too. Marriage has never looked easy to me. Maybe even something to be avoided, from the example I saw.”

      “It’s hard to overcome that.” Vance nodded. “Even with God’s help, it’s hard work to reprogram our minds and believe that lasting love is possible.”

      “My parents are together,” Sage put in. “Though it hasn’t always been idyllic, either.”

      “Anyone who says they never fight is lying.” Loretta grinned. “Or else they’re way too passive to spark things up.”

      “We’ve got all the sparks, honeybun,” Vance said with a chuckle. “The fighting kind and the making-up kind.”

      “I guess that’s the key to marriage,” Caleb said slowly. “If you make up as often as you fight, you’ll keep going.”

      “Well, isn’t that profound?” Sage popped to her feet. “Dinner’s getting cold while we sit and contemplate human relationships. Ready for the last section of the trail?”

      “Let’s do it, sugar.” Loretta rose and held her hand out to Vance. “I’m growing faint from hunger.”

      Caleb couldn’t help the grin spreading across his face as he followed at their heels. Still, Sage was right. It was a bit of a joke that a guy who’d screwed up as much as he had claimed to have figured out the answer to anything, let alone marriage. It wasn’t like he had any personal experience with that one.

      And Sage wasn’t giving him a chance to find out. He’d tried to set her out of his mind and quit comparing every woman he dated to her, but he’d given up. So, he was stuck staying single. Maybe someday Trinity and Dale would have kids and he could be the favorite uncle… though he’d be in competition with Kirk for the honor.

      Oh, well. One day at a time.

      That’s all anyone ever got, anyway.
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      “Those are fascinating pictographs.” Loretta reached to touch the faded red paint but pulled back.

      Good. Sage didn’t want to have to be the police to remind everyone how fragile the markings might be.

      “These look like deer,” said Vance.

      “And a sun over here.” Sage pointed out the circle with its rays.

      “Well, I declare.” Loretta squinted at more drawings. “What about these?”

      “Hunters, probably.” Caleb indicated the more faded marks farther over. “No one seems to know for sure what the rest are, though. Not even the local native band.”

      “So, there’s a cache here?” Loretta looked around. “Darling, you should find it.”

      Vance chuckled. “I’ll get right on that.” He pulled his GPS out of his daypack and turned it on. “Okay. Not sure what to do now.”

      Sage might not have gone geocaching a lot, but she knew the answer to this one, thanks to hanging out with Lyssa. “What does the clue say?”

      “‘Rooted above the sun.’” He eyed the granite rocks. “Does it mean the sun in the sky or the sun painted here?”

      Loretta pointed. “That bush’s roots are exposed above the pictograph.”

      “Oh, that’s smart of you, honeybun.” Vance looked at his wife adoringly then glanced at Sage. “Now we just poke around in the roots and see what comes to hand?”

      “Worth a try.” Sage stepped out of their way. Weren’t they just the cutest couple? And to think they’d spent years estranged. Sounded like God had done something pretty amazing in their relationship. They’d each gone their own way and then both changed. Maybe Sage’s memory wasn’t as solid as rock. Maybe, like the unknown pictographs, certain circumstances could be interpreted different ways.

      Maybe, but Caleb had still treated her poorly.

      He’d been eighteen. What teenage guy ever put someone else first? It wasn’t in their nature. Maybe if he were super spiritual, but Caleb’s piety had been more in the moderate range. He’d played guitar in the youth worship band, but hadn’t been bold in the high school halls.

      Not like her. She’d grabbed hold of Jesus at Camp Utmost with all the fervor of a twelve-year-old and never let go. She hadn’t cared who she was talking to or what they thought of her stance. She’d taken seriously Jesus’ words in Matthew. Everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven, but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father in heaven. She definitely wasn’t going to be denied by God. Not then. Not ever.

      “There you go!” Caleb’s encouraging words broke into Sage’s reverie. Great. She’d been going to pay attention and be the mentor the town wanted her to be.

      Vance withdrew a small tin container from among the roots while Loretta clapped her hands and danced a little jig. “Here, honeybun. You do the honors.”

      She popped open the lid, and her eyes grew wide in wonder. “Do we have swag to exchange? And we need to sign in, right?”

      Why? They weren’t in the running for a prize. But Sage caught sight of the grin on Caleb’s face as he dug a token out of his pocket. “Here. Put this in, and take something out.”

      “What have you got here?” Loretta examined it then chuckled. “Clever. I see your business logo on here.”

      “Hey, why not?” Caleb grinned. “You’ll see I’m not the only one who thought of using this for advertising.”

      “Is it okay to take out this little cowboy figure?” Loretta held it up. “He’ll remind us of our summer here.”

      “Sure. Sign in, and then let’s get a selfie of the four of us and the logbook. You stand in the middle, Loretta, and hold it up, okay?”

      She signed with a flourish while Caleb found the camera app on his phone. Then she shifted close to Caleb with a big smile, holding the notepad and the cowboy.

      Vance wrapped his arm over her shoulder and held out his other arm to Sage. “Come on in, sweetheart.”

      They only needed two to prove they’d been here, not four. But her group waited, smiling at her, even Caleb. At least she didn’t need to stand close to him. She could do this. She ducked under Vance’s arm and smiled for Caleb’s camera.

      She was so going to get Lyssa for this yet. How? No clue. But there had to be a way.
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      Selfies were nasty things. Caleb had always laughed at folks who whipped out a selfie stick, thinking they were extra full of themselves, but evidence showed the opposite was true. In today’s geocaching selfie, he was overly prominent… and Sage much too distant.

      He’d swing by Communication Location before their next hike and buy a selfie stick. And then he’d see if he could arrange the team differently. Okay, fine, he was hoping for a photo of a smiling Sage who didn’t realize she was next to him. Might not happen, but it would be grand prize enough for him.

      Caleb entered the back door of the fixer-upper he’d bought two years ago and hung his backpack on a hook in the entry. Then he climbed the steps to the kitchen.

      Ollie jumped off the counter, licking his whiskers.

      Great. Dad had fried bacon and eggs and left the mess for the cat to find. And who knew where his father was now.

      Having Dad live with him flipped the tables from Caleb’s teen years. Excessive drinking had cost him his job then he’d missed too many payments to keep the ramshackle house Caleb had grown up in. Now Dad helped out some by keeping a flourishing garden and cooking when Caleb specifically asked him to.

      Cleaning up the kitchen, however, was apparently women’s work… only their household didn’t consist of any females since Trinity had married Dale and moved out. Even before that, the kitchen hadn’t been her sole responsibility. It was Caleb’s home, after all. And cleaning up after himself was the least Dad could do considering Caleb kept him off the streets.

      Getting his father to change was like expecting a zebra to repaint itself to resemble a cheetah.

      Caleb scraped the residue from the cast iron frying pan into the garbage and ran the tap water hot while he scoured salt in the pan. A good rinse, and he set the pan upside down in the drip tray then wiped the counter.

      “You’re home?” Dad shuffled in from the living room.

      Right on time, just as Caleb was finishing up Dad’s mess. “Yep.”

      “Where you been?”

      “Hobnobbing with some visitors to town. We hiked Miner’s Rock and had a picnic up top.” Caleb wasn’t about to provide details. Dad meant well, but drink loosened his tongue, and Caleb’s discussions with the Satterfields were on the confidential side. “Did you work today?”

      Dad grunted an affirmative. He picked up seasonal work mowing lawns for a landscaping company. In winter, he cleared driveways and sidewalks.

      Caleb charged him room and board. So far, Dad had always come up with the funds somehow. To be fair, Dad was trying to straighten up. He’d promised Trinity he’d stop drinking. That’d been a couple of months ago, and he’d cut back some. It hadn’t improved his attitude a lot, though.

      Caleb’s phone beeped, and he glanced over. A text from one of the guys from the internet committee. There were likely a dozen more texts where that came from and a bunch of emails waiting for him, to say nothing of the required updates to the Sweet River Ranch website. That’s what he got for taking a few hours off.

      “Work calls.” He held up his phone. “See you tomorrow.”

      Dad grumbled something.

      Nothing Caleb hadn’t heard before. He jogged to his basement office and flicked on the overhead lights. Would he do a better job of keeping work in its place if he rented office space downtown? Probably not. He’d still burn the midnight oil more often than not. Wasn’t that just how life was for entrepreneurs? There were always dozens of things demanding his attention.

      While waiting for his computer to boot up, he checked his phone messages, which referenced sent emails. He’d get to those in a minute. Like a sucker for punishment, he flipped to the photo app to study Sage’s smile. He spread his fingers on her face to zoom her in.

      She was gorgeous. Always had been, but maturity had been kind to her.

      Caleb snapped a screenshot. Hesitated a minute, but why not? He set the image as his home screen. No one was going to see that but him, anyway.

      He settled into his deep office chair and opened his email. He could put in another three or four hours before calling it a day.
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      “Hey, how’d your first geocaching hike go?” Lyssa’s voice came through the airwaves.

      Sage glowered at her phone. Why couldn’t she sort of accidentally end this call? Right. Then her best friend would know just how much hanging around Caleb affected her. Didn’t Lyssa already know? She was just gloating. “Lovely.” Somehow, she couldn’t make her voice match the word.

      Lyssa giggled. “It was a beautiful evening, right?”

      “The weather was nice. Just enough breeze to discourage mosquitoes.”

      “And is Mrs. Satterfield as delightful as she seems?”

      Maybe they didn’t have to talk about Caleb. Sage loosened up a little, scooped up the kitten, and settled into her comfy chair. “Her husband calls her honeybun.” Moxie’s motor rumbled to life.

      “Oh, that’s so adorable.”

      That was the right word for the Satterfields. “They were saying they’ve been married for over thirty years, but they split up for a while in the middle.”

      “Really? Wow. I didn’t know that.”

      “They hit a rough spot with their teenage daughter — she’s about our age, Loretta said — and couldn’t agree on what to do.”

      “But they got back together?”

      “Lots of forgiveness on both of their parts, sounded like.”

      From Lyssa’s silence, Sage figured her friend understood where she was coming from. She forged ahead. “And now, they’re so cute together. You’d never know. I don’t get how anyone can forgive that completely. Or else it’s an Oscar-worthy performance.”

      “It doesn’t have to be fake. Forgive and forget is scriptural.”

      Yeah, yeah. Lyssa was always spouting this sentiment, and Sage didn’t completely disagree. It was just… people remained the same at the core. They’d go on their merry way and reoffend.

      “Sage?”

      She scrunched the kitten tight and blinked back tears. “What?”

      “Try it.”

      “He’s not even sorry.”

      “He doesn’t have to be, sweetie. But why are you so sure? You’ve never given him a chance to explain or apologize. You’ve never told him how his rejection made you feel.”

      “You’re wrong.” Sage jumped out of her comfy chair, ejecting the kitten, and paced the living room. “I told him exactly how I felt.” Moxie glared at her from her new spot on the floor.

      “I think what you mean is you attacked him.”

      Wasn’t that the same thing? Maybe not. Either way, he couldn’t have helped but hear.

      “What are you afraid of, Sage?”

      Lyssa’s words were so soft, Sage wasn’t sure they’d been uttered. “I’m not afraid.” But the bravado had dwindled away.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes?”

      “Because you’ve got nothing to lose by talking to him. Not yelling. Not accusing. Just talking. Listening. Having a civilized, two-way conversation.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Pray about it, Sage. Because I think you’ve been bitter about Caleb long enough. It’s affecting every area of your life.”

      “It’s not!” The words leaped out. “I compartmentalize.”

      “How about letting God handle it? People hurt Jesus, too, you know. Even before they crucified him. And what did He say on the cross?”

      Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. “That’s different. Caleb knew exactly what he was doing.”

      “Sage? Seventy times seven. There’s nothing in Matthew eighteen that says to forgive others if they beg. If they promise never to hurt you again. If they’ve had a heartfelt change. It just says forgive. Sounds like Vance and Loretta figured that out, and it rescued their marriage.”

      “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “You don’t know how much freedom and joy you’re missing out on.”

      The nerve of her. If only she were being haughty. Poking at Sage. Laughing in her face. But she wasn’t. Lyssa was the truest friend Sage had ever had.

      Sage wanted to argue that she had plenty of joy, but she stopped herself in time. Perhaps if joy didn’t bubble out, it didn’t really exist. Wasn’t that sort of the definition?

      And yet, how could forgiving Caleb Grant bring joy to her? It didn’t make sense. And yet… clinging to the many ways he’d hurt her certainly hadn’t brought any. What could it hurt to try a different path?
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      At the end of the service, Caleb laid his guitar in its padded case.

      Eli stopped beside him. “Thanks again, Caleb.”

      “Always welcome. It’s one small way I can help out.”

      “It’s not that small. You help set the tone for the entire worship hour.”

      He hadn’t meant small that way. He meant it didn’t take a lot of extra time, since he was coming to church anyway. His team’s pianist picked the songs earlier in the week, and then whoever could help out met before the service and ran through them. Someday he needed to take more time. Maybe learn some new music and all.

      Not this week.

      “How’s it going with the Satterfields?”

      Caleb angled a look at the youth pastor. “Fine, as far as I know.” He snapped the latches on the guitar case.

      “Has your team been getting out much?”

      Why did Eli care? It wasn’t like Group 17 was in the running for any prizes. “Three times now. We’ve nailed seven geocaches.” Which Eli could easily see on the website. “Miner’s Rock, Trail of the Four Winds, and yesterday we hiked around Garnet Ghost Town and found a couple there.”

      “I just want them to really like it here.”

      Caleb straightened. “You think they might move here or something? Permanently?”

      “Maybe. It makes sense, don’t you think?”

      And the church coffers could only benefit if Vance and Loretta became members. Eli wasn’t that shallow, was he? Caleb shoved that thought out of his head and focused on the Satterfields. Loretta gushed about the beauty of their small town, but was she actually hinting they might make a permanent move to Montana? What would that mean for Jewel Lake?

      Caleb could see definite upsides. But they weren’t his business.

      “I know you’re showing them all the best of Jewel Lake and the surrounding area. I’m praying they’ll love it that much.”

      “I’m doing my part, but it’s for more specific reasons.” Caleb glanced around and lowered his voice. “My job is to encourage them to invest here. Vance has already been to two meetings of the internet committee. And I know he’s spoken to other boat owners, not just me. He hangs around at the docks quite a lot, or so he says. I wouldn’t know. I’ve still got a business to run.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply you should do anything more.” Eli shoved his hands in his pants pockets.

      “Why does it matter so much to you?”

      “Truth? I don’t know. I just have this feeling that they belong here.”

      “Won’t that be their choice? Between them and God?”

      “Of course.” Eli shook his head with a chuckle. “Forget I said anything. Hey, a few of us are headed over to the Golden Grill for lunch. Join us?”

      “No, thanks. Not today.” Not ever. He may have moved back and settled into life in his hometown, but entering the diner owned by Sage’s parents? That was a big nope. Sage might have proved she could be polite — at least if she had enough incentive — but he’d place no bets on her parents.

      “Maybe another time.”

      Why the Golden Grill? It was hardly the only restaurant in town, but he couldn’t suggest the Chuckwagon or the Copper Carafe without raising eyebrows. Eli hadn’t grown up here. Maybe he hadn’t heard the history.

      Caleb doubted that. A pastor with an ear out to his town? Eli knew. He had to, but Caleb wasn’t going to elaborate, just in case. He grabbed his music folder and guitar. “See you around.”

      But Eli fell into step beside him. They headed up the center aisle. Pastor Marshall stood at the back, fingers on the light switches as he smiled at Caleb. “Thanks so much for leading this morning.”

      “It’s my privilege. Thank you for the good message.” Although Caleb couldn’t recall at the moment what the sermon text had been.

      The lights dimmed. “Eli, Jack Simpson wondered if you were free for dinner today. Wanda and I are going, but you’re invited, too.”

      Caleb didn’t bother to cover his smirk as he left the two men behind in the foyer. Jack Simpson was one of the church elders, and he’d decided his daughter Stephanie would be Eli’s perfect match. Was the youth pastor going to get out of dinner this time? That would be his problem.

      The grin dropped off Caleb’s face when he rounded the corner of the building and saw Sage’s car parked beside his Jeep in an otherwise empty parking lot. Not only that, but she stood, leaning against her vehicle with her arms crossed.

      Caleb went hot than cold. She was here to blast his ears, nothing more. He couldn’t think what he’d done this time, but she’d come up with something. Still, he could admire her while he crossed the asphalt.

      Sage’s narrow turquoise skirt drew his attention down to her matching heels. Her shapely legs looked a little pink, maybe from too much sun yesterday. He shouldn’t be staring at her legs, so he jerked his gaze up to her white top with fluttery sleeves. Her red hair cascaded across the white lace…

      He needed to look at her eyes. Nowhere else. He gave her a nod, probably a little sharper than required. “Hi, Sage.”

      “Hi, Caleb.”

      That had been civilized. Good. He opened the back of his Jeep and set the guitar and music inside. Then he activated the sensor a second time to close the liftgate.

      She was still standing there watching him. Still had her arms crossed.

      “Is there something you need help with?” Maybe her car wouldn’t start, but then wouldn’t she have called someone to help who knew more about motors? She sure wouldn’t have chosen Caleb. Not if she could help it.

      “Can we talk?”

      Caleb blinked and widened his stance. Maybe he was subconsciously bracing himself to keep from being knocked over by the proverbial feather. More likely he’d be popped with a right hook. “Sure? Now?”

      Sage’s head jerked in the affirmative.

      Well, would wonders never cease? “Want to go somewhere?” Not, however, to the Golden Grill. She wouldn’t choose that any more than he would.

      She indicated the wide green space next to the parking lot. “In the park?”

      Ironic. He’d once thought his life would be just that. A walk in the park.
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      This was harder than she’d thought. They’d walked the entire length of the grassy field and were nearly to the forested area of the park, and he hadn’t said a word, just strolled along beside her. Like his silence was any help.

      No, he was distracting. Tall. Broad-shouldered as though he played football instead of video games, or whatever geeky things he did on his computer all day that apparently paid well. Hair she wanted to run her fingers through, still perfectly gelled from his performance in front of the church.

      That’s all it was, right? An act. Someone needed to lead worship, and he had the requisite talents, so he agreed. For the same reasons she helped out in the nursery from time to time. It needed doing and was within her capability.

      She took a deep breath and caught his quick glance from her peripheral vision. He was seriously going to wait her out. She’d never been all kinds of patient. Caleb might know that better than anyone else.

      “I forgive you,” she blurted and spun, sinking the tip of her heel in the soft dirt and nearly losing her balance.

      Caleb caught her arm, keeping her from splatting out across the green grass. “You okay?”

      Sure. Of course, she was. Did he think she’d pretended to fall so he’d catch her? Because there was no way in this universe or eighteen billion others that she’d pull a stunt like that on purpose. “I’m fine.” She jerked away from him.

      “Sorry.” He held up both hands as though warding her off.

      Perfect. Now she had something else to apologize for. “Thank you for catching me.”

      “No problem.” He paused. “Sage?”

      “What?” She fired a glance at him then away.

      “You say that as though I’d stand here, laughing, and watch you fall. I would never treat you that way.”

      “You did eight years ago.” Sage spat the words out. Oh, no. So much for making amends.

      “Pardon me?” Eyebrows hiked, Caleb shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “When did I laugh at you when you fell, Sage Mulligan? Enlighten me.”

      Ouch, his voice was hard and ungiving, where five minutes ago it had only been questioning. Way to dig herself a deeper hole.

      “Is laughing what you’re forgiving me for?”

      She’d forgotten she’d already uttered those words. Was that what she’d meant? What had she meant? “For that and everything else.” Maybe he wouldn’t demand specifics.

      “Well, thank you, but I’d like more details.”

      “You left me without a backward look.”

      “Are we talking about college?”

      Sage jerked her head in a nod.

      He sighed. “What was I supposed to do? I had a full-ride scholarship to one of the most prestigious schools in the nation. You wanted me to give that up just because you couldn’t go?”

      Is that what she’d expected of him? “I thought I was your dream.” Oh, how those words cost her.

      “Sage, I was eighteen years old. I was a kid.” He blew out a frustrated huff. “I knew one thing, though. If I didn’t get out of Jewel Lake and make something of my life, I was going to turn into my father. A divorced drunk with a dead-end job. The scholarship was my only ticket to a new and different future.”

      “Of course, I didn’t want you to become like your dad! And you wouldn’t have. You weren’t anything like him. You were a Christian.”

      “Sage, seriously. All this time, and you’ve been angry with me for leaving town? If the shoe had been on the other foot, you’d have done the same thing. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t have.”

      “The shoe wasn’t on the other foot, so we’ll never know for sure! And I’m loyal to my friends. I don’t string people along and pretend they mean something to me and then walk away laughing.”

      This time he did shove his hands through his hair. “You keep talking about me laughing at you. Could I get a date and a time, please? Because I’m sure you remember the details. Maybe have it documented. Notarized, even.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Sage. Seriously. Yes, we’d talked about a future. I get that. But you seem to have forgotten that we were kids. No eighteen-year-old is mature enough to make those lifelong decisions and stick with them.”

      She dropped her hands to her hips and glared at him. “You picked your career at that age. Any regrets?”

      Caleb pivoted away and stood for one full minute with his back to her before turning around again. She knew. She counted it out. “No, I don’t regret my degree or my career. And right now, I don’t regret choosing my scholarship over you, either, because you’re being completely unreasonable. Millions of high school kids date each other and dream about a future and then drift apart because of college or life or whatever. And the vast majority don’t hold a grudge for eight years because it ended! Is that all you’ve got?”

      “You…” Sage bit her tongue. This was not going the way she’d planned. She’d been going to apologize, and he’d do the same, and then they might exchange a few polite words. Maybe a handshake. This hadn’t been going to end with a kiss-and-make-up — she wasn’t stupid — but she hadn’t expected it to turn into battle, either.

      But, boy, could she dredge stuff up from that summer. The thrill of high school graduation. The excitement of planning to head off to California for college. The downtown fire that had gutted the Golden Grill. Her parents’ regret they needed the money they’d saved for her education to get their business open again. The crushing blow of Caleb leaving for Stanford while she was relegated to Clark Fork College over in Butte. He’d mailed her class ring back to her and hadn’t even come home for Christmas that year. He’d taken his girlfriend to Seattle to meet his sister, mom, and stepdad.

      He’d already had a new girlfriend like Sage hadn’t even mattered.

      The only good thing about Clark Fork was meeting her best friend, Lyssa. But now Lyssa was married, and Sage never would, because she was still hung up on her high school crush who’d walked before the summer had even ended.

      And, yes. He’d laughed.
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      “Hey, buddy. I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “Hi, Miss Sage.” Toby, the five-year-old from next door, beamed at her as he straddled his two-wheeler. “See? I don’t need training wheels anymore.”

      “Good for you!”

      Their front door opened, and Toby’s mom stuck her head out. “Sage! You busy tonight? I could order us a pizza…”

      “Travis working late?” Sage was happy for her friends. She was. Dakota and Travis had traded Toby back and forth every weekend for four years before patching up their relationship last summer and getting married. They spent a lot of time up at Rockstead, Travis’s family’s ranch.

      “Declan sent him and Blake out to the north ranges for a few days, so Toby and I are on our own.”

      Declan — Travis’s dad — was a piece of work. How could Dakota stand him in their lives? Sage wouldn’t put up with that man’s overbearing attitude for one red-hot second. “Pizza sounds good. You caught me on a free night.”

      Dakota grinned. “Why so busy? A swoony date every evening, and I hadn’t even heard?”

      “As if.” Sage snorted. “No, I got roped into the Pot of Gold Treasure Hunt this summer.”

      “You did?” Dakota’s eyebrows shot up. “There must be a story here. I’ll order the pizza, so get out of those office clothes and come fill me in.”

      “Sounds good.” It really had been a long time since one of Sage’s friends had needed her. Getting married had given her girlfriends a new best friend… probably as it should be, but still. Sage didn’t make friends easily, but it seemed she needed some new ones who had time for her. Once the Pot of Gold was over, anyway.

      She changed into comfy shorts and a tank top before unpinning her bun and brushing out her hair. Then she picked up the kitten and offered her a belly rub. “Who’s a good girl, Moxie?”

      The feline folded around Sage’s fingers like a Venus flytrap with teeth and claws bared.

      “Ouch. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.” Sage dumped Moxie’s water dish and filled it with fresh, cold water. “Here you go. I’m going next door, so you be good, okay?”

      The poor kitten spent far more time alone than Sage had intended a few months ago. Sage hadn’t planned on joining the treasure hunt and being out several nights of the week, but that didn’t mean she’d turn down Dakota’s invitation. Sage was woefully low on girl time.

      She walked around to the other half of the duplex as the pizza delivery guy pulled away from the curb. “Oh, that smells amazing.” She dropped a ten on the table.

      “You stick that right back in your pocket, Sage Mulligan. I invited you for dinner. Just because I was too lazy to do the cooking doesn’t mean you owe me a penny.”

      “But…” Sage hated freeloading.

      Dakota pointed at the bill. “Take it.”

      “Fine.” She’d have to repay Dakota sometime soon. “What kind did you get?”

      “A small cheese for Toby, because, well, he doesn’t like anything else unless Cook at Rockstead makes it.” Dakota rolled her eyes. “And pesto chicken for you and me because Travis isn’t here, and he thinks pizza has to have red sauce and red meat.”

      “He’s such a rancher.”

      Dakota smirked. “Isn’t he, though? I love the guy to death, but I also stand by my belief that chicken is a valid protein source.’

      “I hear you, girl.”

      “And I have a bagged salad. Don’t judge.”

      Sage held up both hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Can I get out plates or something?”

      “Sure. Please do.” Dakota leaned into the hallway. “Toby! Time to wash up for dinner.”

      “Okay, Mama.”

      “He’s grown so much.” Sage reached into the cupboard for plates. “He was so little when Lyssa and I moved in next door.”

      “He was. But now he’s off to kindergarten at Creekside Academy in just a few weeks. I’m not sure I’m ready for this stage.”

      “Just have another baby.” Sage set forks on the table, but Dakota’s tiny smirk diverted her attention. “You’re pregnant.”

      “Shh.” Dakota thumbed toward the hallway, where splashing sounds ensued from the bathroom.

      “Congrats.” Sage whispered the word and reached for glasses to fill with the iced tea her friend always kept in the fridge. She could be happy for Dakota and Travis, right? And why shouldn’t Toby get a baby sibling?

      “You okay?”

      “Sure.” Sage offered a bright smile to Dakota then Toby when he ran into the kitchen and skidded to a sliding stop at the table.

      “I’m so hungry, Mama.”

      “Okay, buddy. Here’s one piece of cheese pizza, but you have to eat some veggies before you can have a second piece. Salad or baby carrots or cucumber slices.”

      “It’s not a very big piece of pizza.” He eyed his plate.

      “Rules.”

      Toby sighed. “Can I watch a cowboy movie?”

      “Sure. Let’s say grace first then you pick one, and I’ll set you up at the coffee table.”

      A few minutes later Toby sat engrossed in a movie he’d probably seen two dozen times, and Sage and Dakota settled at the kitchen table.

      Dakota stabbed several lettuce leaves and looked over at Sage. “So… tell me why you joined the Pot of Gold? Last summer you adamantly refused to even consider it.”

      “Not true. I said I’d join if you did, but you were too busy with Travis.”

      She smirked. “Which turned out to be a good decision.”

      How much could Sage say? In the past week or two, word had gotten around town that the Satterfields were scouting out investment opportunities here. She just needed to keep the discussion to what was already public knowledge. “My boss assigned me to a group with Vance and Loretta Satterfield to introduce them to Jewel Lake.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard about them!” Dakota’s eyes lit up. “And I’ve seen them at church. That’s cool. Who else is in your group?”

      Sage took another bite of pizza to buy herself a minute or two. Her friend was too observant to be sidetracked. Besides, too many people already knew. “Caleb Grant.”

      Dakota set down her fork and stared straight at Sage. “The treasure hunt started two weeks ago. How many times has your group gone geocaching?”

      “Four times.” Now for a big bite of salad.

      “Is Caleb as awful as you expected?”

      Not the question Sage had been expecting. “What? No. He’s fine. He was probably a good choice for the group since he’s involved in the internet upgrade project. Plus, he has a boat, so he cares about the marina thing, too.”

      “I wasn’t asking that. My question was more personal.”

      “There’s nothing between us. And there won’t be.”

      “You’ve been insisting that since we first met. How does that line from Shakespeare go? ‘Methinks thou dost protest too much.’”

      Sage managed an eyeroll. “Look, I’m trying to do the right thing here, whether you believe it or not. We even had a talk last Sunday after church, and I told him I forgave him. Of course, he had no idea what for, so the conversation devolved quickly.”

      “What did you forgive him for?”

      Uh oh. She’d said too much.

      “Mama, can I have more pizza?” Looking hopeful, Toby extended his empty plate.

      “Which vegetables would you like first?”

      The little guy slumped. “Do I hafta?”

      “You do. Salad or carrots or cucumbers.”

      “A cucumber, I guess.”

      “Good choice.” Dakota opened the fridge door, pulled out a mini cuke, and set it on Toby’s plate.

      “And pizza?”

      “When you’ve eaten that.”

      He sighed and dragged his feet all the way to the coffee table.

      “He hates veggies that much?” Sage used to babysit him sometimes. She didn’t remember it being a hassle.

      “It’s a new thing. Who knows where he got it from?” Dakota resumed her seat and pointed her fork at Sage. “Back to Caleb.”

      “There’s nothing to say, really. We’re trying to get along for the sake of the Satterfields. If I ever wondered if there was any spark left between us, I now know there isn’t. Now back to you. How far along are you?”
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      Loretta clapped her hands. “Oh, that sounds lovely. Are you sure it’s all right to be out on the lake when they’re shooting off fireworks?”

      Caleb grinned. “Absolutely fine, and it’s the best seat in town. They set them off at the fairgrounds, right over there. See? There’s just that narrow band of trees separating it from the lake, so we’ll have a great view.”

      “I should make sure Sage doesn’t have other plans.” Loretta pulled out her phone and her thumbs danced over the keyboard.

      Thanks, lady. If Caleb had wanted to invite Sage, he’d have done it himself. After their talk last week, he’d prefer to keep a wide berth. They couldn’t completely avoid each other without arousing the Satterfields’ suspicions, but he wasn’t asking for anything extra.

      Loretta wrinkled her nose. “She says she’s been invited to Rockstead Ranch for fireworks.”

      Whew. But Caleb wasn’t completely fooled. Sage might be Dakota Cavanagh’s friend, but she was no cowgirl. He’d bet dinner that she’d been invited but turned it down.

      Loretta tucked her phone back into her purse and eyed Caleb. “When did you and Sage first meet?”

      That was a very specific question and hard to evade. “I don’t remember exactly, but we both grew up here, so possibly first grade?”

      “Did you ever date?”

      The woman was going for blood, but it wasn’t any of her business. Still, Caleb preferred not to lie. How could he get out of this Q&A session?

      “Ding, ding, ding. Time’s up. Next question: when did you date?”

      Beside her, Vance chuckled. “You’ve got him squirming now, honeybun.”

      She batted her eyelashes at her husband. “Y’all got a better way to satisfy my curiosity?”

      “I don’t.”

      There was just enough breeze today to keep the Sapphire II scooting along the water, but not enough to feign any problems. Loretta might not know much about trimming sails, but she’d surely be suspicious if they suddenly started having trouble after such a smooth ride. Finally, he settled for, “I’d really prefer not to answer this line of questioning.”

      “That much is obvious. But why?”

      “Okay, fine. We dated for a while in high school. Then we went off to different colleges, and that was the end. Also, she hates me.”

      “You broke her heart?”

      “Ma’am, with all due respect, I didn’t have that much power. I was just a boy from the wrong side of the tracks who studied hard and got a great scholarship. But I’ve never been a ladies’ man.”

      “Y’all looked in the mirror lately, Captain?”

      “Every day, and I’ve never seen a thing to change my mind.” He probably looked okay. No one ran screaming from the sight of him, not even small children.

      “I’ve seen some of the women trying to catch your eye at the treasure hunt rallies and at church.”

      Caleb scoffed. “I doubt it. I’m nobody.”

      Vance cleared his throat. “It’s not every man who’s built a successful business before he turned twenty-six. Yes, I looked you up. You graduated high in your class.”

      “So, if any woman was eyeing me, which I doubt, it’s because I’d be a solid provider. Good to know.”

      Loretta smacked his arm playfully. “Oh, sugar, they’re looking at your pretty face as much as your bank account.”

      Caleb rubbed his jaw. “I think I should be offended you called me pretty.”

      She giggled. “Now, I’ve seen the way Sage watches you.”

      Hope bubbled upward. Play it cool, Grant. “Oh? How’s that?”

      “Like a woman in the desert who’s spied an oasis.”

      “I don’t think so, but thanks for the thought. Now, how about pulling in at that beach over there and walking about a bit. Sound good?”

      “Not today, Captain. I need to know why you and Sage can’t just kiss and make up.”

      Caleb remembered their last kiss as though it were yesterday. It had been just after the fire that had started in the Golden Grill kitchen and damaged it and the buildings on either side. He and Sage had stood in the dark, wrapped in each other’s arms, smelling the stench of smoke, listening to the firemen wrap up hoses and secure the site.

      He’d kissed her. It hadn’t been the first time, and he’d never have guessed it would be the last. Because, by the time he’d got back to Jewel Lake after camping with the guys for the weekend, Sage’s parents had informed her they’d need to borrow from her college fund to rebuild the diner. It had been set up as a regular old savings account and in their names, so there hadn’t been anything Sage could do.

      She’d been angry.

      He couldn’t blame her.

      At the same time, it hadn’t been his problem. She wanted him to ditch his scholarship and go to Clark Fork College with her. Uh, no. He had a full ride. He’d laughed.

      Oh. That was when.

      Not his finest moment, for sure, but she hadn’t had any idea what she was really asking of him. She certainly hadn’t known about the chat her dad had with him. Had she?

      Why was he still hung up on her? Part of it was the truth he’d told Loretta. He was no great catch. A guy from a broken home who looked into his possible future every time his dad fell off the wagon. If Caleb had to have an addiction, better for it to be work than alcohol.

      And part of it was that he’d never had closure with Sage. Not eight years ago — mailing her ring had been such a sissy thing to do. And not on Sunday. He cringed at the way things ended the other day, with them back to hurling insults at each other.

      She was prickly. No doubt about it. But she was loyal in a way few people were these days. When she stood in front of Creekside Fellowship and said “I do” to some lucky man, neither heaven or hell would break that promise. Even death wouldn’t dare interfere.

      She was feisty. She was pretty.

      And he’d never gotten over her.

      Caleb blinked a few times then realized Loretta and Vance watched him from across the Sapphire II.

      “Talk to her?” Loretta suggested quietly. “Jesus doesn’t want His children to be fightin’.”

      “Maybe.” That was the best Caleb could offer at the moment.
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      Four-thirty. Finally. Sage clicked save on her last open program and shut down her computer. She liked her job. She did. But she still needed to remind herself of that ten times a day and double on Mondays.

      It certainly beat operating the diner, though. Sage had grown up in the Golden Grill’s kitchen, bussing tables and running the dishwasher by the time she was ten, and waiting on tables at fourteen.

      And her parents thought their dream should be hers? Not a fat chance would she raise her kids like that. Not that she was ever going to have kids. Not at this rate. Not with Caleb mocking her attempt at closure the other day.

      She grabbed her purse on her way out of the cubicle. “Have a great evening, Marjorie,” she said to the town manager.

      “You, too, honey.”

      A free one with no geocaching hunt planned. Good. She wasn’t ready to see Caleb again yet, anyway. She rounded the hallway corner and nearly bowled someone over. “Caleb?” What was he doing in the back corridors of the town office?

      “Hey. Just getting off now?”

      What else did it look like? But she just nodded.

      “I…uh. Can I get you an ice cream?”

      Sage’s eyebrows shot up.

      “It’s my turn to ask if we can talk.”

      Well, that was new. “My car’s parked out back, but we can walk to Freezing Point.”

      “You drive to work?”

      “Why so surprised? Would you walk eight blocks to work in three-inch heels?”

      His mouth twitched. “Personally, I’d skip the heels.” He flashed her a grin as he pushed open the doors. “Or, you know, carry them in a bag or something.”

      Yeah, he probably would. “I hope you had a nice Fourth of July out on the water.” See? She could do her part to make amends.

      “It was nice. You should’ve come.”

      Right. Via a secondhand invitation. “Dakota invited me.”

      He glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “You went up to Rockstead? I thought you couldn’t stand Declan Cavanagh.”

      Honesty was a thing. “Well… no. I didn’t, though I was invited. I caught what I could see from the backyard.”

      “Sage—”

      She waved a hand in front of her face. “Wow. Stuck in air-conditioning all day, I forget how hot it is out here.” Would he let it go?

      “Hence the ice cream.”

      Whew. “I’ll take a rocky road, please.”

      He chuckled. “You’re just like my sister. I don’t think Trinity knows any other flavors exist.”

      “I’ve heard mint chocolate chip is good. If it will make you feel better, you can order that for me instead.” They paused outside the shop.

      “Rocky road is fine. It looks busy inside.” He gestured to the park bench across the street. “Want to wait for me in the shade?”

      “Sounds good.” That would give her a few minutes to get over the shock of this encounter and brace herself for whatever he was about to say. He seemed… easy today, though. Would he be so casual if he were going to stomp all over her again? He was usually too nice for that sort of thing. A model citizen and church member and all that.

      Model citizen? Why had Caleb been wandering around the corridors of town hall? Sage frowned as she settled on a shaded bench. A few preteens rumbled past on scooters, then two young moms pushing babies in strollers.

      Finally, Caleb handed her a sugar cone loaded with rocky road. He lowered himself to the bench beside her.

      “Thanks.” She took a big lick. Anything to keep herself from leaning closer to him and inhaling his woodsy scent, even better than ice cream. “To what do I owe this honor?”

      “Sage, I screwed up.”

      Hard to argue with. Maybe he was onto something with the ice cream. It kept her mouth too busy to make snarky comments. Sarcasm would not improve the results of this conversation. “Umhmm.”

      “I was never good enough for you. I got that, but it was fun to dream toward the end of our senior year.”

      She turned and stared at him. “Never good enough for me? Where on earth did that come from?”

      He shrugged and bit a chunk off his peanut butter cup ice cream. “It was obvious. My dad was a drunk who eventually couldn’t even hold a job. My mom ran off with a married man. I was nobody.”

      “You were the smartest guy in our class. Smart enough to get a scholarship to Stanford.”

      “I know this sounds dumb, but that was my brain. It wasn’t me. I never fit in there, either.”

      A drip of ice cream dribbled onto her hand. Seriously? Mr. Geek hadn’t found his soulmate there? He’d come back single, but still. No good buddies in his super-genius club?

      “And besides, your parents weren’t too keen on me back then. I’m guessing that hasn’t changed.”

      “My parents?” Sage felt like she was the stupid one. All she seemed capable of was repeating his comments as questions.

      “They didn’t want us together.”

      She stared at the lake until another drip hit her hand. Then she took a moment to clean up the ice cream’s soft sides. “They never said that to me.”

      He glanced sideways at her, but she pretended not to notice. “Your dad said it was probably for the best that we went to different colleges.”

      What? Sage turned so sharply the top scoop fell off and splatted on her lap. She surged to her feet, and the brown slime plopped to the ground. Oh, no. Her favorite skirt. Would the stain ever come out of pastel yellow fabric?

      “I’m sorry!” Caleb dabbed at her front with a wad of napkins.

      She grabbed his hand. “Stop it.”

      “But I…” He seemed to finally notice what he was doing, and a bright red flush shot up his cheeks. “I’m sorry. Again. Always. Everything I do…”

      Sage took a deep breath and sat down. There was nothing she could do right now about her skirt, and five minutes wasn’t going to make any difference. “Tell me when my dad said that to you.”

      He tossed the rest of his cone in the trash can and sat down beside her. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees and his head bowed in his hands. “You didn’t know?”

      Anger surged. Whether it was at her parents or Caleb or both, she couldn’t have said. “Would I ask if I did?”

      “After the fire. He’d said a few things before that, but I was young and cocky and didn’t pay any attention. I assumed we were old enough to figure our relationship out by ourselves. Shows what I knew.”

      “Keep talking.” She’d known her parents didn’t love Caleb, but that they’d gone this far? A few memories snapped into place in the jigsaw puzzle of her life.

      “But it was just a few days after the fire. I saw him out back, hauling stuff to the dumpster. I said how sorry I was, and he said his insurance wouldn’t cover all the damage, that they’d need to dip into their savings to get the Golden Grill operational again. And then…”

      Sage waited, biting her tongue. Trying to hurry him would likely slow him down.

      “And then he looked me in the eye and told me to get out of town and not come back for a good long time. Said I was full of myself and thought I was good enough for the likes of you, but I wasn’t. And he was going to make sure you knew that.”

      Her dad? Easygoing Lee Mulligan? Sage massaged her temples with her fingertips. “I can’t believe this.”

      “I’m not lying.” Caleb’s voice sharpened.

      “No. No, that’s not what I meant. They — the fire was real, wasn’t it? Accidental?”

      His head swung to look at her. “I’m sure it was.”

      “I don’t want to think my dad would sabotage his own business to separate us.”

      “So, I left. Spent a few weeks with my mom and Trin in Seattle then went to college. Studied my butt off to prove I was good enough for anything I wanted to be.”

      “I thought you deserted me. You didn’t care whether we went to the same school or not. You shook Jewel Lake’s dust off your feet.”

      “Not because I wanted to.” Caleb’s eyes bored into hers. “But my dad drove his car into a ditch that night and wound up in jail to sleep it off. And that made me realize your father was right. How could I amount to anything with an old man like mine? I needed my scholarship, Sage. I had nothing else.”

      He’d had her. She would have stuck by him. Wouldn’t she? But that had been eight years ago… and he was right. They’d been kids with stars in their eyes. Her parents had never been rich. They’d never even taken her to Disneyland. But she’d also never been in need. She’d never endured what Caleb had with a drunk for a dad. He’d done without plenty of times. How could she blame him for hanging onto that hard-won scholarship?

      “I’m sorry. I judged you. Turns out I should have been questioning my parents much more than I did. I thought they loved me.”

      Caleb caught her hands in his. “They did. They do. If I ever have a little girl and a bum like me comes along to date her, trust me, I’ll protect her in any way I can.”

      What was he saying? If Caleb understood her dad now, he was a few steps ahead of Sage, but then, he’d had eight years to process. She hadn’t even had eight minutes.

      She jumped to her feet. “I need to talk to my parents.”

      “Not now, Sage. Not until you’ve thought about it. Prayed about it. Changed your clothes. Sent me the dry-cleaning bill.”

      “They deserve to have me storm into the diner right now.”

      “It’s five o’clock. Supper rush has started. Don’t.”

      He was probably right.

      She hated when he was right. But she appreciated knowing what had happened way back then. It made so much sense. She stood there, hands clasped in front of her, even knowing there was no way to cover up that giant stain. “Caleb, thanks. And I’m sorry for the other day, too. I started with the intention of apologizing, but then I was embarrassed, and my temper snapped, and that was not your fault, and I’m sorry. And it seems the more I talk, the more apologizing I need to do.”

      Caleb offered a half smile. “That’s how I feel, too. Sage, please know I never meant to hurt you. I just didn’t want to come between you and your parents. They love you. They do.”

      She’d probably come back around to believing that, but it might take a few days. Possibly weeks. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before allowing herself to meet Caleb’s gaze. “Where does all that leave us now?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Forgiven?”

      Sage nodded. “Yes. That.” Anything else? But she didn’t want to be the one who said it out loud. “I should get back to my car and go home.”

      Caleb stood to his feet. “I’ll walk with you. I’m parked there, too.”

      That reminded her. “What were you doing in town hall this afternoon?”

      He hesitated. “Talking to Mike Jones in infrastructure.”

      “Confidential?”

      “Sort of? Let’s just say there is actual progress being made between the Satterfields and the internet committee. Nothing firm yet, though.”

      She mimed zipping her lips. The paperwork would likely cross her desk at some point, and she still wouldn’t be free to mention it. But it was a relief to know things were moving forward. “Anything on the marina?”

      Caleb shook his head. “That I can’t say.”

      Couldn’t or wouldn’t? She wouldn’t push.

      It wasn’t until she was soaking her skirt in the bathroom sink that she realized he’d dodged the question about their current status. She wanted to pick up where they’d left off eight years ago. But maybe all Caleb wanted was closure. A basic, generic friendship.

      Would that be enough for her? It might have to be.
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      “We’re fixin’ to take a quick trip into Missoula today. Y’all have a good time without us, and don’t forget to snap some pictures of the treasure you find.”

      Caleb stared out the window but didn’t see a thing. “Loretta?” She couldn’t do this.

      “I’m sorry, sugar. This came up unexpectedly, but we need to jump on the opportunity. You and Sage get out there and take one for the team.”

      Silence told him she’d ended the call. They were supposed to meet in the church parking lot in twenty minutes. He should phone Sage and tell her today’s hunt was off.

      He didn’t want to.

      They’d talked nearly a week ago, but their Thursday evening geocaching hike hadn’t resulted in any real conversation. Not with Loretta chattering on about their daughter, Harper, and how she was trying to get time off for a quick visit to Jewel Lake before her parents returned to Atlanta.

      If Loretta was matchmaking him and Sage, she should’ve let them get a word in edgewise. Maybe Missoula was Vance’s way to pull his wife out of the mix for a day.

      Should Caleb call the hunt off or not? He could let Sage make the decision, but if he phoned her now, she’d think he was trying to get out of it. Okay. He’d tell her at the church. That proved he was ready and willing to head out. Eager, even.

      He tossed a handful of protein bars into his backpack and filled the hydration insert with water. Ever since Trinity and Dale had been stranded by a landslide last summer, Caleb made sure he had every survival essential along. An emergency blanket. A flare. A first-aid kit. Fire starter.

      The weather this year was way different. As dry as it had been, a slide was highly unlikely, but there were other ways for hikers to become stranded.

      Stranded with Sage didn’t sound so bad. Maybe they’d finally get the past out of their way. Or he could simply make a conscious effort to talk things out. Likely that was what Loretta and Vance had in mind.

      “You going out?” Dad stood at the top of the steps leading to the back door.

      “Yup. What are your plans?”

      Dad shrugged. “Mow the lawn, maybe. It’s getting shaggy.”

      Only because the sprinklers ran every other night. One of these days the town might impose watering restrictions but, until then, Dad could have his green grass.

      “Okay. Not sure when I’ll be back. Probably not until evening.” Unless Sage shot him down. Then more like half an hour.

      Caleb grabbed his keys, jogged out to the Jeep, and tossed his pack into the back. A few minutes later he pulled in at Creekside Fellowship. By the looks of the vehicles dotting the parking lot, a few other teams had the same idea. Seemed crazy to jump through all the treasure hunt hoops without being eligible to win, but whatever. What had started as a hardship of being forced into Sage’s proximity had turned out to be a blessing. Maybe.

      She sat inside her car, probably with the A/C blasting until the last minute.

      He zipped in beside her, grinning. She was not precisely the picture of outdoorsy, but hey, she was trying.

      Sage looked up from her phone and scanned the parking lot before bending over it again.

      Caleb tapped on the glass and motioned for her to roll it down.

      She did. “I’ll wait in here until the Satterfields arrive.” The window edged upward.

      “They’re not coming.”

      Her gaze flew to meet his. “They’re not? But…”

      “Loretta called just as I was stuffing my pack. They had to drive into Missoula today.”

      Sage scowled. “You could have phoned. Also, she seriously didn’t know until right now?”

      “I thought… maybe we could still go?” Way to sound confident, Grant.

      “Why?” She looked honestly incredulous.

      “Because the sun is shining, it’s a great day to be outdoors, and neither of us has anything better to do since we’d already cleared the day.” He hesitated. “Come for a hike with me, Sage?”

      The longer she eyed him, the lower his expectations sank. But she nodded. “Okay. Maybe a short one.”

      Caleb couldn’t help the fist-pump as she rolled up the window and opened the car door.

      “What was that for?”

      “Can’t a guy be happy to spend a few hours with a pretty girl?”

      She rolled her eyes, popped her trunk, and lifted out her daypack.

      He took it from her. “Whoa. What’ve you got in this thing, a bag of fishing weights?” He set it in the Jeep’s cargo area.

      Sage scoffed a laugh. “Right. No, only regular old supplies, just in case.”

      “Trinity rubbed off on both of us. I carry more than I used to, too. I’ve done a lot of camping, but I’d gotten lazy and minimalistic over the years.” He reached past her to open the Jeep’s passenger door.

      Her gaze caught on his.

      The last time he’d held a door for Sage had been eight years ago. When they dated. Was today a date? He didn’t think so. At the same time, he couldn’t quite squelch the ripple in his gut that thought a date might be a very good idea.
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      Hopefully, Sage had sprayed enough bug repellant on her body to do the job it was designed for. It was hard to relax and enjoy the outdoors if she was swatting mosquitoes the whole time. How come they never seemed to go for Caleb? It wasn’t fair.

      She adjusted the pack on her shoulders, buckled the chest strap, and looked around. “I thought we were geocaching up toward Glacier today.”

      “I took the liberty of choosing a different route. We can do that hike some other time with Vance and Loretta.”

      “Okay… but why?” This looked like an old logging road, half grown over with scraggly grass. She shouldn’t care. She was with Caleb. Alone.

      He looked down at her, eyes sparkling even though his expression was apprehensive. “Because we don’t have to walk single-file here? There are geocaches. Loretta made me promise to capture at least one.”

      “Is she up to something? Her and Vance?”

      Caleb’s eyebrows bobbed. “Maybe? She didn’t come right out and say so, but she’s been a little pushy other times. I’m not sure you’ve noticed.”

      Sage rolled her eyes. “She’s not very subtle. ‘Oh, sugar, you should sit by the captain. The view is so much better!’” She managed a reasonable imitation of the southern woman’s accent, complete with an over-the-top wink and a flutter of her fingers.

      Caleb’s peal of laughter cut through Sage’s last misgivings. Why not give this thing between them a real try? For the past few days, she’d waged a battle in herself, desperate to confront her parents, but that would mean acknowledging she and Caleb had talked. She didn’t want to admit anything to them until she knew whether the two of them could actually patch up eight years of misunderstandings and weirdness.

      Because Caleb was right about his father and the stuff he’d had to overcome. Sage remembered some drinking at bush parties when they were teens. If Dad had ever found out she’d attended, she’d have been grounded for life. Even Clark Fork College would have been a no-go.

      She’d had so much practice holding everything against Caleb that it was hard to loosen up and give him a chance to prove he wasn’t the same as the guy he’d been. The same as his father. Oh, she knew Caleb wasn’t like Steve Grant. The man had a reputation around town, but Sage would hazard a guess that he’d once been a young guy with a spring in his step and plans for the future. But life had happened, and he’d caved.

      Would Caleb?

      The guy in question nudged her shoulder with his arm. “You’re deep in thought. Am I in trouble?”

      Sage hated the undertone of worry in his voice. “No, everything is fine.” She pushed out a smile. “How far to the geocache? What are we looking for?”

      “It’s two miles or so.” He pulled his GPS out of his pocket, turned it on, and angled it toward her. “I took a couple of minutes to download coordinates after Loretta called.”

      She studied the device as though she knew what the numbers meant. Bush craft really wasn’t her thing. “Cool. I’ll leave it up to you.” She handed it back.

      “You’re saying you trust me?”

      There was more to his question than the destination of a hike. “Sure. Why not?” Her heart hammered in her chest as she met his gaze.

      But when he raised his eyebrows and extended his hand, she had a choice to make. Give him a real chance, or keep herself safe?

      There was no safe. Life was uncertain. It hadn’t been Caleb’s fault all those years ago. Well, it kind of had, but her parents had manipulated them both, so she could blame them instead.

      Sage accepted his offered hand. Her palm warmed where it pressed against his, and their fingers instantly tangled like they belonged threaded together. Maybe muscle memory was a thing.

      It had been so long.

      She still wasn’t sure she was making the right decision, but she was done thinking the worst of him. Hadn’t he proved time and again that he was loyal to her? Rumors of his dating life were near nonexistent. He was one of the good guys, up front Sunday mornings, a friend of Eli’s… and Eli was a pastor.

      If she could trust a minister of the gospel, she could trust Caleb.
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      Caleb marveled at the feel of Sage’s hand in his. Warm. Firm. Real. Far more than he’d ever expected to experience again. He remembered some things about her from their early days. She didn’t give trust easily, but once she did, she was all in. Fully, blindly loyal… until the trust was shattered. The flip side was absolute rejection.

      But this, today, felt like halfway between. Like if he said and did all the right things, their bond might return, stronger than ever, but if he blew it now, he’d take her rejection to his grave, because there would not be another opportunity.

      Lord, thank You, and please give me wisdom. He didn’t dare close his eyes for that prayer, not with the rutted, overgrown tracks they followed into the back country. He also didn’t dare speak.

      Thankfully, she broke the silence after a few minutes. “How’s Trinity doing? I never see her anymore now that she lives in Agate Bay.”

      “You could offer to pick her up sometime and have a girls’ night. She’d probably love that. I mean, not the whole night… never mind.”

      Sage giggled. “It’s always seemed weird to me that she enjoys movies but can’t see well enough to drive. So, sure, that’s an idea.”

      “She’s as independent as she can be with that eye disease. Plus, she’s crazy busy fulfilling pottery orders for all the galleries she supplies.” Caleb shook his head. “She’s one determined woman, and I’m proud to call her my sister. I hope Dale knows what a treasure he has in her.”

      “I think he does.” Sage’s voice turned serious. “They make a great couple. They adore each other.”

      “Yeah. I’ve seen how they look at each other. How they treat each other. Dale respects her independence, but he’s right there with a helping hand when she needs it. He’s in sync with her.”

      “I think that’s how marriage is supposed to be. It seems to be for my parents.” She sighed heavily. “I still can’t believe what my dad said to you.”

      Caleb loosened his grip Sage’s hand, but she didn’t let him get away. Instead, she tightened her fingers, preventing him from letting go completely.

      “That’s not what I meant, Caleb. I’m not doubting you. It’s just that I thought I knew my parents better than that. I thought they trusted my judgment even back then. It’s a bit of a shock to find out they didn’t.”

      “Have you talked to them?”

      She shook her head. “I will, someday. But it still makes me too angry. I know I’ll let it show, and won’t that help them see how mature I am now?”

      He grinned, not that she was looking, but her words lifted his heart a little and allowed his grip to tighten on her hand again. “I never saw that kind of love in a marriage. If my parents ever had it, it was long gone before I was old enough to notice.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s how things were.” Caleb shrugged. “But not how I want my own future to be. I see a lot more in Trin and Dale that I’d want to mimic than my parents. Even though Dale’s still a pretty new Christian, he’s just a stable guy.”

      “He’s grown a lot. So has Kirk.”

      Those words had to cost her. Sage wasn’t only loyal to people, she was loyal to ideas, and one of them was that people didn’t change. Not significantly.

      “So have I,” he said quietly. “I’ve grown up. Found a deeper faith.”

      Her fingers clenched his. “I’ve noticed.”

      Caleb stopped in the middle of the trail.

      She took a couple of more steps, not seeming to notice until their arms were extended between them. Then she looked back.

      His mouth dried at the intensity in her eyes. “Sage? Can we start over? Like, for real?” He shifted closer as though she reeled him in, until only a whiff of air separated them.

      “Are you sure? Because I’m not anyone important. I’m not smart like you with your own business and respected around town. I work for the town.” She let out a half-laugh.

      “Why would that matter?” Although the opposite had sure mattered to Lee and Estelle eight years ago. When he was the nobody, they’d looked down on him. Their daughter hadn’t, though. “Sage, honey, it’s about who we are on the inside. It’s got nothing to do with social status or education or even how good-looking someone is.”

      He brought his free hand to her face, lightly tracing his fingers down her jaw. “And you’re beautiful to me. You always were, but even more so now.”

      Could he risk kissing her?
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      Beautiful? He thought she was beautiful? Sage couldn’t have torn her gaze from Caleb’s if she tried. This moment was one she wanted to remember forever.

      The tingling sensation caused by his gentle touch. The warmth of the July sunshine on the back of her head. The whisper of a breeze. The trill of a bird. The effervescent green of the forest surrounding them. The fragrance of wildflowers and trees… and the essence of Caleb Grant, who wanted a place in her life again.

      There should be a full orchestra playing the Hallelujah Chorus.

      She leaned slightly into his touch, her eyelids flickering shut. Could she let herself fall in love with Caleb all over again? But she doubted she could prevent it, even if she wanted to.

      “Sage?” His voice was as quiet as a breath.

      “Caleb.” She let go of his hand and clenched the front of his T-shirt, pulling him ever closer.

      His hands cradled her face, and then his lips brushed hers before whispering a trail of kisses across her cheeks.

      It was amazing, but not nearly enough. Her hands slid up around his neck and dove into his short hair, pulling his head closer to hers.

      She caught a low chuckle that turned into a groan as his mouth captured hers. And then there was no thinking, only pulse-soaring sensations she hadn’t experienced for eight years.

      How had she ever let him go back then? How had she survived college without him, to say nothing of four years of mundanity since then with work and sleep and church and fending off her parents’ wishes for her life?

      Because Caleb’s lips brought her back to life, like she’d been Dorothy sleeping in gray, dismal Kansas then awakened to full technicolor in Oz, with all her senses amplified.

      She shouldn’t be doing this. It was too much, too soon. She stiffened, ever so slightly, but he immediately released her lips and cradled her against his chest. His cheek rested on the top of her head as he held her close. Not demanding. Just holding.

      Sage dared to breathe, listening to his strong heartbeat and savoring the moment. Her skin felt alive where his strong hands splayed against her lower back beneath her pack.

      “What you do to me, woman,” Caleb murmured as he tucked a strand of hair around her ear.

      “We need to talk.” Sage pushed away a little more, and this time his hands fell by his sides. She shivered, suddenly chilled even in the warm Montana sunshine.

      Glancing up the trail, he extended his hand.

      She grasped it, feeling even more through the simple contact than she had before that kiss. The most amazing kiss she’d had in her entire life, not that she’d ever kissed a guy besides this one.

      A kiss that made her control slip, and that would never do. Sage needed to be in control. What had she been thinking? Caleb had crushed her once before. He was the last person she should trust with her heart… but she’d never wanted to trust anyone more.

      Fickle, fickle heart.

      Walking beside her, Caleb simply held her hand, waiting for her to say what was on her mind. But how could she? She wasn’t a girl who talked about kissing. There were things you did, and things you said out loud. They were not the same.

      “Do you want me to apologize for kissing you?” he asked at last. “Because I’m not sorry, and I’d rather not lie.”

      “No.” Her voice was only a whisper. She wasn’t sorry it happened. “But we can’t do it again.”

      He laughed, but not as though he found it funny. “You kissed me back, Sage. Don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy it.”

      She pulled her hand out of his and jammed it in her shorts pocket. “Doesn’t mean it was a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you and me… we’ve been down this path before, and it didn’t end well.”

      “We were eighteen years old.”

      “So?”

      “Seriously, Sage. We were kids. I’d like to think we’ve both matured a lot in eight years. Fact is, not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought about you, wondered what you were doing and if you were happy. Prayed for you. The past few weeks, I’ve wondered if God might be giving us a second chance.”

      She’d held his abandonment tightly around her like a cloak all these years. How could she just release it and let it float away on the strength of one kiss? One amazing kiss, but how did that stack up against nearly one hundred months without him?

      Would a second kiss remove her distrust completely? It couldn’t. At least, it shouldn’t, but it was tempting to try. Really, really tempting. One of them needed to keep a cool head here. Looked like that someone was her.

      “How do I know you’ve changed?”

      He glanced over, but she stared straight ahead, pretending not to notice. Pretending she needed to watch the path.

      “How do I know you have?”

      Sage fired a look at him. What was he talking about? What had she done wrong? It was all him. No. Half of it was her parents, but she’d trusted Caleb, and he’d gone along with her dad’s ultimatum. Hadn’t explained to her why he was leaving.

      She’d been an innocent bystander, not realizing how those she loved and trusted had manipulated her. Man, that stung.

      Caleb sighed. “Sage, I would like to think that my life stands for itself. It’s been two years since I returned to Jewel Lake. I’ve built a respectable business, bought a house and renovated it, helped my sister get established after her eye disease diagnosis, given my father a place to live, rarely missed a Sunday at Creekside Fellowship, lead one of the worship teams… what more do you need to see to know that I’m an upstanding citizen and all-around good guy?”

      But that was all outward. Yes, she’d seen those things. It had been hard not to notice. But what about on the inside? Could the boy who’d walked away do it again as a man? He’d crushed her once, but if she let him do it again, it was on her. What was that saying? Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.

      He was waiting for an answer. She didn’t have one. Not a good one, anyway.

      She glanced toward him, but movement beyond snagged her attention. Something black. Something large. Something looking at them from beady little eyes.

      “Caleb! B-b-bear!” Sage was going to die, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      She couldn’t see its claws — it was standing on all fours — but they’d be huge. Sharp. They’d rip her to pieces.

      He whirled to face the beast. “Stay calm, Sage.” Caleb’s voice was strong as he pushed her behind him.

      Why wasn’t he panicking? Shouting? Running?

      Oh. Wait. She remembered from her school days that you didn’t run from a bear. Was it different between a black or a grizzly? Which was this?

      “Hey there, big mama. Where’s your cubs?” Caleb spoke casually and calmly.

      Babies! Sage glanced around but didn’t see anything. Then she peered past Caleb’s shoulder.

      “Don’t make eye contact, honey. Let’s back up, slowly.”

      “B-b-but the Jeep is the other way.”

      “I know. Oh, see the side pocket of my pack? There’s a can of bear spray. Can you pull it out and hand it to me?”

      They had a weapon! Sage nearly dissolved with relief, but it was too soon. She fumbled with the loop holding the can in place but got it out and pressed it into the palm Caleb extended behind him.

      “Thanks. Now back up. Slowly. I’ll be right with you.”

      Her legs felt like water. How could they even hold her up? She glanced behind her and took a few steps.

      “Keep going. I’ll just keep talking to this bruin, so don’t mind me. I’m going to talk about the weather and the beauty of the mountains and if the ant season is good this year.”

      “Ants?” Sage’s voice scratched.

      “Sure. Ants. That’s like candy for a black bear. Candy and bread and cheese all in one bite. They also love fish and small animals and berries, but ants? Ants are the tastiest protein ever. Mmm. Ants.” Caleb stepped on her shoe. “Keep backing up, Sage. Don’t think about how crunchy and delicious ants might be. Red ants. Black ants. Carpenter ants.”

      “Stop talking like that! I’m going to puke.” Her gut was knotted enough with the presence of the bear. She didn’t need to think about hundreds of six-legged insects crawling their way down her throat.

      “Okay, that’s fine. Keep backing up. There was a curve in the logging trail. We can’t be far from it now. Then we’ll be out of sight.”

      “And further from the Jeep.” But listening to Caleb’s even voice was calming Sage. Hopefully it was having the same effect on the predator.

      “Well, yes. For now, but it can’t be helped. Keep moving. Slow and steady does it.”

      “Are you going to use the spray?”

      “Only if she charges. So far, so good. She’s even looked away a couple of times, so we’re probably good.”

      “How do you know it’s female?” Well, that wasn’t a question for polite conversation with one’s ex.

      “I’m not certain, but it’s most likely. It’s on the small side, but it could be an immature male. I hope we don’t find out for sure, because we’d need to be up close and personal.”

      Sage was still hung up on his comment on the bear’s size. That beast wasn’t small unless it was a member of the dragon family.

      “Easy does it, honey. Just a little farther. There’s a bush blocking part of my view already.”

      Sage peered past his arm. Huh. He was right. They’d tripled their distance from the animal at a minimum. Maybe she could finally catch a full breath. “Are we safe?”

      “Pretty much. A little more. I want to be out of sight.”

      “B-b-but then we won’t see it coming. It can still get us!”

      Caleb nudged Sage back a few more steps then turned to her. “The woods belong to wildlife. Just because we haven’t seen a bear in all the times we’ve been out hiking doesn’t mean they haven’t been nearby.”

      If that was supposed to be comforting, he was failing. Badly. “I really like offices,” she blurted out.

      Caleb chuckled. “Oh, honey.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders above her pack and held her tight for a long minute.

      It took her half that time to realize he’d turned her as he did so, once again keeping an eye out. He wasn’t completely unaffected. Would she be more reassured if he were bothered?

      Why wasn’t teleportation a thing? She just wanted to be magically whooshed to the safety of the Jeep. Maybe viewing a bear through the window as they drove away. That was enough nature for her.

      Although there was something to be said for feeling secure in Caleb’s arms. Her heart rate skittered from panic to exhilaration at his nearness without pausing on normal in between.

      “You okay?” His cheek rested against the side of her head.

      Bliss. Sage took a deep breath and tried to relax against his chest. Caleb had her. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. There was no place safer… unless it was God’s arms.

      Of course. That went without saying.

      Sometimes it also went without reading or praying. She’d been a believer since she was a little kid, growing up in Sunday school and youth group. The whole nine yards. She knew all the right things to say. She believed them. She didn’t need constant reminders.

      Or maybe she did.

      Just like right now, she couldn’t get enough of hearing Caleb call her honey. He probably didn’t even realize he’d been using the word. He was too focused on keeping his tone even and conversational to keep the bear calm. To keep her calm.

      How had she lived eight years without Caleb’s arms around her? Without his voice in her ear? Now that she had him right here — never mind the bear — she didn’t ever want to let go again.

      Shouldn’t she feel that way about her heavenly Father, too?
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      Caleb didn’t want to let go. Not now when he finally had her back in his arms. He wouldn’t have chosen this method of getting Sage to cling to him, but he wasn’t going to throw away the opportunity, either. His hand kept bumping into her pack, but setting down their loads was a bad idea. Setting down the spray was also premature, though the bear hadn’t seemed particularly perturbed by their presence. Most of the time, blacks weren’t aggressive, but they could be. Only an idiot wouldn’t retreat with respect.

      Caleb wasn’t that kind of stupid.

      He pressed a kiss into Sage’s hair. No, he was this kind of stupid.

      Time to back away before she realized what he’d done after she’d expressly said he shouldn’t kiss her again. “Stay right here.” He backtracked until he could peek around the bend. No bear. It might not have gone far, but everything looked okay.

      “Way to keep your cool, Sage.” He grinned at her from a safe few feet away as he hoisted his pack off then stuck the spray in the side pocket again.

      She giggled. “You wouldn’t stop talking about ants.”

      “Hey, I had to say something. Have some water, then do you want to keep going? We’ve still got a mile or so until the geocache.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Her eyes were wide as saucers. “Get me to a safe place, mountain man. I’m so, so done with nature.”

      “We’re safe right here.”

      She snorted.

      “Well, it’s true. As safe as anywhere.”

      “There has never been a bear in my cubicle.” At least she reached for her water bottle.

      “You have a point.” Not that danger only came from four-legged predators, but he’d leave it alone. “So, uh, more hiking is a negative for today?”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why not? We haven’t got our cache yet. Loretta specifically asked me to take a selfie for the team points.”

      “Should’ve taken one with the bear in the background. She’d understand that.”

      He grinned. “I was busy.”

      Sage shook her head. “I’m sure there’s a cache or two in town we haven’t logged yet. Is it safe to go back to the vehicle already?”

      “Yeah, probably, if that’s what you want.” Why was Caleb so disappointed? She’d done super, all things considered. He’d done tons of camping growing up. Dad had taught him all kinds of wood lore. Caleb’s love of nature had been a huge pull to leaving California and returning to Jewel Lake. It was a bigger pull than having an intellectually challenging job, though if Vance Satterfield came through with investments to the town’s infrastructure, Caleb wouldn’t say no to bigger projects.

      “Definitely.” Sage nodded firmly. “I’m not sure you’ll get me out here again. Sorry. It’s the truth.”

      Disappointment settled in Caleb’s gut as he reached for her hand and turned toward the Jeep. Still, back when they’d dated, she hadn’t objected if he went hiking and camping with the guys. A mutual appreciation for nature wasn’t required in a relationship.

      Look at him. Give him an inch — one concession from Sage — and he already wanted the whole shebang. Marriage. Kids. A white picket fence.

      Would it be enough, though? Would he ever be enough? Not if she didn’t trust him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She’d disappointed him. She could see it in the lines by his eyes, the smiles that didn’t linger, and the tight grip on her hand, like once he let go, he was really letting go.

      But had he not seen the bear? Like, seriously. That beast could have attacked them. Mauled or even killed them. He’d said it wasn’t a grizzly, but still. Blacks had been known to go rogue. And there were occasional mountain lions and rattlers in the area, come to think of it. She didn’t want to tempt fate.

      Sage shrugged her daypack off but didn’t fully relax until she’d settled into the passenger seat with the door closed. She sagged against the headrest with her eyes shut.

      Caleb’s door opened and closed, and he started the vehicle. “Want to stop at the overlook and eat our lunch?”

      “Sure.” She didn’t really want the day to end like this, but she was going to need a minute.

      “Okay.” He executed a three-point-turn and pointed them down the narrow track. “Looks like we might get a thunderstorm later.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She squinted out the window but only saw a few puffy clouds. No doubt Caleb knew what he was talking about. All the more reason to get home.

      The four-by-four jolted down the rough road. Was it her imagination, or was he driving a lot faster than on the way up? Probably couldn’t wait to be rid of her since she’d stopped him from kissing and then freaked out.

      She hadn’t wanted him to stop, and that scared her. They’d come all too close to the line as teens, and this felt like the same path, even though they were eight years older. Now there’d be nothing to stop them from taking it all the way to the front of Creekside Fellowship.

      Except her parents. They hadn’t approved of Caleb back then. Why would they have changed their minds? How much did she care what they thought? Well, they were her parents. She might not want to follow their life plan for her to take over the Golden Grill, but she still needed to respect them. Right? When did a kid no longer need to follow the fifth commandment? But she already wasn’t obeying them when she pushed back about the diner.

      She’d thought being an adult would be easier. It wasn’t.
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      How had the day gone so right, then so very, very wrong? Caleb watched as Sage zipped out of the church parking lot without so much as a backward glance. Had he imagined her response to his kisses? Maybe it was the kissing itself he’d imagined. Because this was the Sage from the past two years. The one who refused to acknowledge he even existed.

      He scratched his head and reached for the key in his ignition, but a tap on his window caught his attention.

      Eli, with a questioning look on his face.

      Caleb rolled down the window. “Hey. Working today?”

      “A pastor’s work is never done.”

      “We’ve got something in common, then. Same for an entrepreneur.”

      “But you took some time off?”

      “Yeah. The Satterfields had to go into Missoula, so Sage and I decided to try for a cache or two without them.” He hesitated.

      Eli grinned. “Something going on between you?”

      “Are you telling me you haven’t heard all the gossip from way back when?”

      “I try not to let gossip filter into my awareness.”

      “Well, good for you. Sage and I dated Senior year. Optimistic kids thinking we were destined to be together, but her parents weren’t in favor.”

      Eli rested his forearms in the Jeep window. “Interesting.”

      “Long story short, they managed to separate us. I went to college out of state, and she went to Clark Fork over in Butte. She didn’t know her parents orchestrated that. She thought I abandoned her. And there might not be a person on the planet who can grip a grudge more tightly than Sage Mulligan.”

      “Some things are coming together in my mind.”

      “I bet. Anyway, I hoped this geocaching assignment would give us some common ground, maybe see each other as who we are today rather than dredging up the past. That almost worked until we ran into a bear. Sage freaked out. Retreated. And now I have no idea what’s going on, which I should be used to, because it’s where I’ve lived for the past eight years.”

      “I’m sorry, man.”

      “Women. Can’t live with them, and can’t live without them.” Except Caleb had been. And would again.

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been in your shoes. But thank you for telling me. It will help me pray for you both.”

      “Thanks.” Caleb studied his friend. “Never been in love? Really?”

      “Not as a believer. I came to Christ in college then went on to seminary. Someday God will send the right woman my way.” Eli chuckled, looking away. “Not yet, though.”

      “Not Stephanie Simpson?” Caleb couldn’t help the poke. Anything was better than continuing to spill his heart to Eli.

      “There’s nothing wrong with Stephanie,” mused Eli. “She seems nice enough. But there’s nothing there, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. I know. Sage spoiled me way back when. I know she comes across abrupt, but that’s to cover up a heart that feels too much. Not sure if that makes sense.”

      Eli eyed him thoughtfully. “She seems very loyal.”

      “She is, but when that trust is broken, it’s irreparable.”

      “God can do anything.”

      “I hear your words and understand them. But doesn’t a person have to want to?”

      “We do have free will, so the correct answer is yes.”

      Caleb raised his eyebrows. “But?”

      “But that doesn’t negate the fact that God can do anything. That He delights in answering our prayers and blessing us with results we can’t achieve on our own.”

      “You have more faith than I do.”

      “I doubt it. Understanding with our heads is not the hard part. The hard part is letting His promises sift into our hearts to give us an attitude of expectancy. Of truly waiting on Him.”

      “Like that song we sang in church a few weeks ago. John Waller’s ‘While I’m Waiting’.”

      “Yes. Like that. We don’t just sit back and wait with our arms folded. We have many things we can do while we wait. Faithfully serving and worshiping and continuing to do what’s in front of us.”

      “Living life. Moving forward.” Maybe moving on.

      Eli nodded. “Not saying it’s easy. But it’s what we’ve been called to do as believers. ‘In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.’ He gives us strength as we wait on Him.”

      “Reminds me of Isaiah 40:31. ‘They who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint.’”

      “You’ve got the idea now.”

      Caleb studied his friend’s face. “But when do you know that you’re waiting for the wrong thing to happen?” Because he could wait. He could be patient. But was it all a waste of time? Should he be actively looking for someone else to love?

      Everything within him rebelled at the thought. It was Sage. There was no one else for him. There never had been.

      “Patient prayer. That’s all I’ve got, my friend. We were speaking a minute ago about loyalty. But Jesus is the friend who sticks closer than a brother. Human faithfulness can only go so far because we’re frail. We mess up. We sin.”

      Boy, Caleb knew that, for sure.

      “But God is the bedrock of loyalty. He’s promised to never leave us or forsake us. That’s in the Bible time and time again in assorted situations. He is absolutely faithful. The definition of it. And when we’re struggling with our belief, all we can do is focus on Him and let the other things settle by the wayside. Not that it isn’t important whom we marry. It is. But if we have blinders on so we can only pursue Jesus, then the rest will fall into place at the right time.”

      It sounded so simple. Easy, even. But Caleb knew it wasn’t. He’d been following the Lord long enough to know that many a paradox existed. Still, Eli was right. His job was only to focus on Jesus and let his Best Friend handle the details.

      Caleb reached through the open window and shoved Eli’s shoulder lightly. “Thanks for the perspective shift. And hey, I’ll pray for you and the future Mrs. Bryson.”

      Eli held his gaze. “You’re welcome, and thank you. See you tonight at the rally?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

      “That’s the correct answer.”

      Caleb met Eli’s fist bump and grinned.
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      Sage’s heart fell when she saw Dakota sitting on the duplex’s front steps, watching Toby on his two-wheeler. She didn’t particularly want to talk to her neighbor… but how many times had she ambushed Dakota when it had been obvious, at least in hindsight, that her friend only wanted to hide out and lick her own wounds? And Sage had decided it was in Dakota’s best interests to talk things out with a friend.

      Now she could see there were times when talking to someone else was the last consideration.

      Lord, forgive me.

      Toby pedaled as hard as he could before hitting his brakes and sliding to a sideways stop inches from Sage’s car door. Then he grinned at her and pumped his little fist.

      Sage dared breathe and managed a small smile while her heart rate simmered down. That kid. He’d be the death of her yet, or at least add a dent to her vehicle. Still, when his family inevitably moved to the ranch, she’d miss him.

      She’d stay in this little duplex until she turned ninety and retired to an old folks’ home. Alone.

      She didn’t have to be alone. Caleb wanted to restart things with her. Part of her wanted to go along for the ride and see what happened. But the bigger part of her was afraid. Afraid of letting go. Afraid of trusting. Afraid of bears.

      Finally, she opened her car door and reached in the back for her daypack. “Hi, Dakota.”

      “Hey! Did you go geocaching this morning? Such a beautiful day.”

      “We did.”

      “We’re going up to the ranch this afternoon. You should come with us.” Dakota waggled her eyebrows. “Travis has several single brothers, after all.”

      “No, thanks.”

      Dakota brushed her long hair off to the side as she studied Sage. “I’m worried about you. You say you don’t want to patch things up with Caleb, so then you need to see who else is out there.”

      Sage opened her mouth to respond but shut it again. She did want to fix things with Caleb, especially after his amazing kiss a couple of hours ago. But she couldn’t.

      Toby pedaled down the sidewalk as though he were escaping from a wild beast, squealed to a stop, then headed back.

      “Sage?” Dakota angled her head.

      “Fixing things with Caleb isn’t as easy as you might think.”

      “Oh?” If anything, Dakota’s gaze sharpened. “What happened?”

      Sage glanced around, but none of their neighbors appeared to be outside, and Toby was utterly focused on setting a land-speed record. “He kissed me.”

      Dakota’s hand flew to cover her mouth, but not before a little gasp escaped. “And you let him? Was it good?”

      So good. Better than good. “And then there was a bear.”

      “Wow, a day of adventures.”

      It had been. “It would never work. He thought we should keep hiking. Like it was no big deal.”

      “We live in rural Montana. Bears are common. Was it a grizzly?”

      She shook her head. “A black. Yeah, they’re common, but you don’t see them every day.”

      Dakota chuckled. “We see blacks pretty often — and an occasional grizzly — when we’re riding up at Rockstead. We just give them a wide berth, and they rarely pay any attention to us. Live and let live.”

      Sage shuddered. “Well, I prefer being in town. I’ll take my nature in small doses in the park or out on the lake, so I rarely see bears. And this one scared the living daylights out of me.”

      “Okay, so you don’t want to come riding with us?”

      She sounded so innocent, but Sage heard the gentle teasing, too. “Not so much.”

      Dakota glanced at her son then refocused on Sage. “So, back to the kissing.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because. Just… you have to trust me. I know myself. I know Caleb. We are far too different.”

      “That’s the whole point of marriage. If he were just the guy version of you, there’d be no reason for him in your life.”

      Sage pulled herself to her full height. “I’m not sure what you’re saying.”

      “Nothing bad. But think about it. We need someone who complements us. Who has strengths where we have weaknesses. Who rounds out our life and challenges us. Who makes us think outside the box.”

      It sounded petty to say she didn’t like being challenged, but it was still true. And it would be lying to say she didn’t have weaknesses… and that Caleb didn’t have strengths in those places. So, she didn’t say anything at all, but reached for the doorknob of her unit.

      “Sage?” asked Dakota hesitantly.

      “Hmm?”

      “We’ve been neighbors for nearly five years. I think I know you pretty well. Don’t hate me for saying this, because I truly have your best interests at heart.”

      Didn’t that sound ominous?

      “I think you’re afraid. Not just of bears, but of opening up and letting Caleb — or anyone — get too close. If you think it’s because you’re not lovable, you’re wrong. You are wonderful, and he’d be lucky to win you back.”

      “Thank you for sharing your opinion.” And Sage shut the door firmly, which took a great deal of self-control, when she really wanted to slam it.

      She considered the contents of her daypack, but there was nothing perishable, so she set it in the hall closet.

      Moxie uncurled from her nest on the sofa, stretching and yawning.

      Sage scooped the kitten up and snuggled the squirming bundle close. Afraid? Sure. Of bears and mountain lions and snakes. Of thunderstorms and earthquakes and landslides. Of Caleb? Not so much.

      Except she was.

      Dakota had come far too close to the truth, perhaps even nailed it. It wasn’t Caleb, precisely, she was afraid of. It was her heart, trusting the wrong person and then getting hurt all over again.

      Wasn’t she already hurting, just from one kiss and the aftermath?

      Oh… that kiss. She could still feel his mouth on hers. She hadn’t wanted him to ever stop kissing her. To stop holding her. To stop protecting her from bears and whatever life threw their way.

      But she couldn’t trust him.

      Or maybe it was herself she couldn’t trust.
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      “Where’s Sage?” Loretta looked around amid the large group of geocachers gathered in the park.

      “Not sure. She didn’t let me know she wasn’t coming to tonight’s rally.” It wasn’t a huge surprise, though. Not after the way they’d parted in the parking lot earlier today.

      Loretta turned to Caleb and set her hands on her hips. “Y’all didn’t go and waste your opportunity today, did you? I haven’t seen a geocaching photo, mind you. Did they send one to you, Vance?”

      “No, honeybun.” Vance slipped his arm around his wife, which took some doing since her elbows were both sticking out.

      “It was a short hike, lasting only until we saw a bear.”

      Loretta’s eyes widened. “Y’all saw a bear, and I wasn’t even there? I’ve only seen ’em in a zoo. What I wouldn’t give…”

      Vance chuckled. “You’d be runnin’.”

      “I wouldn’t. You’re not supposed to. Right, Caleb?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, don’t fret. We’ve got a plan, right, Vance?”

      The only plan Caleb needed from this couple included signatures on a pair of checks. One for the marina, and one for the internet society. He didn’t need them in his love life.

      Not that he had a love life. For a few minutes earlier today, he’d thought his dreams might be within reach.

      He’d been wrong.

      Why couldn’t he move on from Sage? He needed to.

      “…so she’s coming at the end of the month. I felt sure you wouldn’t mind showing her around, too. You’ve been such a fine tour guide for us.”

      Caleb blinked. “Pardon me? Who’s coming?”

      “Our daughter, Harper. Didn’t we tell you about her?”

      He had a vague memory of this, but what did it matter? Except now she’d be visiting. “That’s nice for you. You’re still planning to stay in Jewel Lake through the Pot of Gold’s grand finale?”

      The couple exchanged a look then Vance turned to Caleb. “That’s right, son.”

      “And Harper will be with us for the last couple of weeks, Captain. She’s a beautiful girl.”

      “That’s… great.”

      “I was thinking you could take her out in the Sapphire II. Take her on a hike or two. But if you’re going to run into a bear, I want to be along.”

      Vance chuckled quietly.

      Wait. What? They wanted him to take Harper around without them along? Were they trying to set something up? He should be honored, but he wasn’t. Not when his heart belonged to Sage.

      Sage, who’d kissed him like the sentiments were mutual and then reverted back to her former self in the blink of an eye.

      Loretta leaned closer and rested her hand on his forearm. “You’re a good man, Captain, and if our Sage doesn’t see that, another woman will. Maybe our Harper will be lucky enough to catch your eye.”

      Caleb opened his mouth and snapped it shut. From the corner of his eye, he caught Eli mounting the steps of the bandstand. “Time to find our seats.”

      “You think on what I said,” Loretta whispered as she tucked a hand behind his elbow and did the same to Vance.

      Thankfully, Eli kicked off the meeting with team standings and tips for leveraging points in the second half of the treasure hunt.

      Caleb could ignore that, since Group 17 wasn’t actually in the running for any prizes. Why were they going through this pretense? Sage had the right idea. Skip the rallies. Skip the geocaching. Just skip the whole ridiculous charade, because it didn’t matter. There were plenty of ways to show Vance and Loretta around without pretending the Pot of Gold was something they’d win. Plenty of opportunities for answering their questions.

      But he’d promised Lyssa and Pastor Marshall, and he wasn’t the sort of guy to go back on his promises.

      Except the one he’d made to Sage that fateful summer. He’d rashly talked about forever then there’d been the fire and the talk from Lee Mulligan, and then Caleb had left without explanation. Lee had made him promise, and Caleb hadn’t had the fortitude to deny him.

      He’d tried to apologize today. It had seemed to make a difference until the pendulum swung back.

      He should be honored that the Satterfields thought he was good enough for their daughter. It was a salve to his bruised ego, still smarting from Lee’s cut-down all those years ago. Lee hadn’t thought he’d amount to anything more than the drunk his dad had been, but even Dad was trying to overcome his history in the past few months. If Dad only accepted the light of God’s love…

      If Caleb only accepted God’s will himself. Eli had been right this afternoon. First things first, and the primary goal of his life needed to be to pursue Jesus with everything in him.

      And the second thing, for now, at least, was to fulfill the directive that had been handed to him. Namely, doing everything within his power to smooth the way for the Satterfields to invest in Jewel Lake. If that included showing their daughter around the area for a couple of days when she visited, it was a small price to pay.

      Sure, Caleb would personally benefit from both the new marina and the upgraded internet, but he was far from alone. The entire population of Jewel Lake would profit, as well. If the projects were successful, maybe he could go to Lee Mulligan and ask if he was finally good enough to date the man’s daughter.

      Because it didn’t look like Sage would be won over any other way.

      Even though her permanent presence in his life might curtail his adventures into the back country. He could survive that if he shared life with Sage, right? She’d be an adventure all by herself.

      Right. He was going to pursue Jesus and leave the pursuit of Sage to the hands of his Heavenly Father, not her earthly father.

      And with that, Caleb tuned back into Eli’s talk.
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      “I’m grateful for your confidence in me, Marjorie, but I hope you don’t mind that I’d like to pass on the rest of the Pot of Gold. Caleb Grant is doing an admirable job with the Satterfields, and they don’t need me.”

      Marjorie leaned back in her office chair, studying Sage. “I didn’t figure you for a quitter, Sage.”

      “I’m definitely not a quitter. I’m a person who likes to be needed, and not a spare tire in case of a flat. It’s summer, and I have other things I’d like to do.” Sage fidgeted in the uncomfortable guest chair in the town manager’s office. “Caleb is the right person for the job. He’s outdoorsy and thrives on all the hiking and geocaching involved in the Pot of Gold, unlike me. Plus, he owns a boat, so the marina matters to him personally more than it does to me.”

      Marjorie’s eyebrows rose, but Sage pushed on. “And he runs an online business that relies on whatever internet infrastructure is being considered. He’s covered all the bases where Jewel Lake requires investment, and I’m not needed.”

      “Sage.”

      “I’m a loyal town employee. I am always on time and work hard every minute I’m at my desk. I never ask for extras.”

      “Sage. If you’re worried I’m going to let you go you over this, rest assured. I won’t. But I am disappointed.”

      There wasn’t much Sage hated worse than being a disappointment. How else had her parents managed to manipulate her to do almost everything they wanted her to? Except run the diner. They couldn’t make her. At least, not as long as she worked for the town.

      Uh oh. She hadn’t just gambled her entire future, had she? But no. Marjorie had already said she wouldn’t fire her.

      “I appreciate that you do your job, but sometimes a little eagerness can go a long way.”

      What was the town manager saying, really? Sage couldn’t read her expression.

      Marjorie straightened a stack of papers on her desk before meeting Sage’s gaze again. “I won’t hold you to it, but I hope you reconsider. The challenge is over half complete, and it’s too late to assign someone else to step in. If you could see the hunt through to the end, however minimally, I’d appreciate it. Attend some of the events and show up for the grand finale. However, if you decide to step away completely, that’s your choice. Please let your team know if you’re doing so. It’s only fair.”

      Sage knew when she was being dismissed and rose to her feet. “Thank you, Marjorie. I’m sorry to be a problem employee. I’ll think through the options.” Not that her boss had left her with many.

      “You do that.” Marjorie dragged her keyboard closer.

      The meeting was over. Options. What a laugh. Keep going on all the hikes and risk seeing another bear or scale way back or just outright quit — and be required to explain to the group why she’d no longer be a part of it.

      It wasn’t the bear. Not completely, anyway, though it made a convenient excuse. It was Caleb, and he’d know it was him.

      Why had she let him kiss her? More to the point, why had she kissed him back like a drowning woman seeking air? Now that memory was going to have to do her for the rest of her life. She couldn’t trust him. She couldn’t give him the capacity to crush her.

      Problem was, she’d already designated that power to him. Damage control was all she could still aspire to.

      She didn’t want damage control. She wanted Caleb. But she couldn’t trust him.
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      “Hey, sis.” Caleb tugged Trinity to his side. “Thanks for inviting me over. Whatcha got cooking? It smells good.”

      “We’ve made kebabs,” Lyssa commented from across the kitchen. “Kirk and Dale are out on the deck grilling them. You can go have some man-talk or you can toss this salad while I run garlic toast under the broiler.”

      “Hello to you, too, Lyssa.” He grinned at his sister’s sister-in-law.

      Trinity pecked Caleb’s cheek. “I’m glad you came. I would’ve invited Dad, too, but… kebabs.”

      He chuckled. “I know. They’re not real food in his book. If it’s not a slab of beef, it needs to be bacon.” He gave her another squeeze then crossed to the sink to wash up. “Besides, I didn’t mind the chance to take the Sapphire II for a spin.”

      Trinity frowned as she looked out the window. “It’s supposed to rain this evening.”

      Caleb shrugged. “A little rain never hurt anyone. The new jetty out there is great. You guys gonna buy a boat soon?”

      “Dale’s waiting to see what happens with the marina. Both the one here at Agate Bay and the one in Jewel Lake.”

      “Aha. You just invited me to see how things are going on those extremely confidential negotiations.” He winked at his sister.

      “Well, maybe.” But she looked over at Lyssa.

      “We may have had an ulterior motive for inviting you,” Lyssa began.

      “Oh, yeah?” That didn’t sound good. Lyssa and Sage had roomed together in college and beyond. Best friends forever, or some such thing. “You want all this lettuce chopped?”

      “Yes, please.” Trinity reached for the rice cooker as it signaled the end of its cooking time.

      Caleb watched for a few seconds. Was his sister okay handling the hot pot? Could she see well enough?

      “I can tell what you’re thinking, Caleb. I’m fine.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking if you’re looking the other way?”

      She chuckled. “Chop the lettuce. I’ve got this. Really.” She began scooping rice into one of the pottery bowls in her newest design.

      “How’s your team doing in the Pot of Gold?” Lyssa peeked into the broiler then glanced at Caleb.

      “Since we’re not allowed to win, I haven’t bothered checking our standings.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”

      Yeah. Caleb knew. He was going to make her work for it.

      “You and Sage.” She pulled out a sheet of perfectly golden-brown toast.

      “There is no me and Sage. Hasn’t been since high school.”

      The two women exchanged a look.

      Like that wasn’t noticeable. “It’s obvious as the day is long that someone thought it would be fun to stick us on the same team. That particular someone might even be in this room. But it doesn’t mean she’s going to get what she hoped for out of this.”

      Trinity giggled.

      Lyssa gave him a bland look and raised her eyebrows. “Who, me?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Seriously, though. Neither of you date. You must still mean something to each other.”

      “Would I admit it to conspirators like you if it were true?”

      “Ah ha!” Lyssa brandished her tongs.

      “Watch the toast,” warned Trinity.

      Caleb whacked the end off of the lettuce and chopped it into shreds. Strangely therapeutic.

      “What went wrong between you?” asked Lyssa.

      “As if she never told you.”

      “Not really. Just used your name kind of like a swear word whenever someone talked about trust and love and happily-ever-after.”

      Figured. “Yes, I broke her confidence.”

      The women looked at each other again.

      “Can you stop sharing your thoughts telepathically around me?” He dumped the lettuce into a large pottery bowl and glanced over at his sister. “Were you in on that setup, too?”

      “Not really, but I heard about it. You know I’ve thought forever that you and Sage should talk things through. I know she lacks tact, but she’s proven to be such a solid friend to me—”

      “And me,” interrupted Lyssa.

      “I just hate to see you guys on the outs. So, when Lyssa shared her plan with me, I didn’t see what could go wrong.”

      Caleb huffed a laugh. “Oh, lots can go wrong when you put us in the same place. Believe me. Well, I guess that’s the whole point. There’s nothing I could ever do to make her trust me again.”

      “But you want her to?” pressed Lyssa.

      “Do you enjoy it when someone so obviously detests you? Oh, wait, you’re not me. You don’t have a target on your back from the one person who once thought the world of you. Of course, I want her to trust me again. Or, at least, stop hating me.”

      “You love her.” Lyssa stared at him.

      Trinity pointed at the wall oven. “Lys! Do you need me to watch the garlic toast?”

      Lyssa whirled back to the oven and pulled out the tray. This batch was slightly past perfectly golden. Still looked edible.

      “Look, I appreciate that you two care about me. That you care about Sage. But we’re adults, and we have to figure this out for ourselves.” Not that there had been any progress at all in the years prior to this intervention. And the little bit there’d been since had been irrevocably shut down.

      “There was no evidence of anyone doing any figuring,” mumbled Lyssa as she put another baking sheet in the oven.

      Trinity scooped tzatziki sauce from a jar in the fridge into a small blue bowl then set a stack of plates at the end of the island.

      Caleb focused on chopping the cucumber and peppers into the lettuce. Wielding a large knife felt mighty good at the moment. He wanted to be angry at Lyssa and Trinity for interfering, but he couldn’t be. They were right. Things had been at a stalemate, and only a brand-new situation had any hope of breaking that logjam.

      “So, here’s an idea.” Lyssa stacked all the garlic toast on a large platter. “Kiss her.”

      Trinity snorted.

      Caleb swallowed hard. “Without permission?” She’d definitely given it. Not verbally, but all her body language had been right there, from her parted lips to her eyelids fluttering closed. “I, uh, thought that was considered harassment these days.”

      Lyssa shook her head. “I’ve seen how she watches you when you’re not looking at her. She just doesn’t know how to tell you things have changed.”

      Maybe the two weren’t as close as Caleb had thought. “You’re wrong. Nothing has changed.” He held up his hand. “Trust me. You don’t know everything that’s happened.”

      Both women leaned closer, eyes fixed on him. Oh, no. He’d already said too much. “Is there anything else that needs to go in this salad? Because it seems very warm in this kitchen. Feels a lot like roast Caleb.”

      Trinity slid an arm around his waist and gave him a sisterly hug. “We’re not trying to pick on you. At least, I’m not.”

      Lyssa held up both hands. “Me, either. I want the best for both of you, and I happen to think it’s each other.”

      “The ball is in her court.” Caleb patted Trin’s shoulder and glanced out of the window. “There’s absolutely nothing I can do at this point.”

      “You already kissed her?” Lyssa asked breathlessly.

      Did he seriously have to answer this? The silence stretched, both women staring at him expectantly. Where were Dale and Kirk when he needed an interruption? Nowhere to be seen.

      “You did!”

      “Look, it was…” Nothing. He wanted to say it was nothing, but it hadn’t been. If only she’d slapped him. Or if had been like kissing a scaly trout. But it hadn’t been. She’d responded with all the passion he remembered, and the fire that had been banked eight years ago flared to full flame in an instant. And then been doused by a bucket of ice water.

      “She doesn’t feel the same? I’m sorry, Caleb.” Trinity’s voice was quiet. Sympathetic.

      “I find that hard to believe.” Lyssa crossed her arms as she studied his face.

      “Can we drop this? I appreciate that you two care. Really. But Sage… she made it very clear that we have no future. I gave it my best shot.” Gave her his best kiss, not like he’d had a lot of practice in the intervening years. There’d only ever been one woman for him. “No one can change Sage’s mind for her. It’s all up to her.”

      “God can.”

      “I appreciate your faith, Lyssa. I do. But God doesn’t grab people by the scruff of the neck and set them on a different path.”

      “He did that to Saul of Tarsus,” Trinity reasoned. “Dale and I talked about that the other day. Saul certainly had no designs on becoming a Christian and being God’s voice to the gentiles. His turnaround was totally an act of God.”

      “Okay, granted, God can do it. And He’s proven that He can. But it’s not common, and I have no reason to think that Sage and I being together is as vital to God’s kingdom as the Apostle Paul’s ministry.”

      “That doesn’t mean He doesn’t care about your future and your happiness.”

      Caleb raised both hands. “I get it. I do. But all that reasoning isn’t helpful, okay? Sage is stuck in her rut and refuses to consider any other point of view. Sticking to her own preconceived notions against all evidence to the contrary is what she’s really good at. I can’t change her, and I’m done trying.”

      A door banged at the other end of the house. Lyssa slapped her hand over her mouth and ran toward the sound. A car revved.

      “Were you expecting other company?” Caleb raised his eyebrows at his sister.

      “I think… I think Lyssa might have invited Sage over.”

      Caleb slammed his fist against the island. “And you let me blather on, knowing she could come in any minute and hear me? Thanks. Thanks a lot.”
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      The nerve of him!

      Sage’s hand shook as she tried to insert the key into the ignition. It would help if she could see clearly, but all she saw was red. Finally, she got the engine cranked and the car into reverse. She set her hand on the passenger headrest to look out the rear window and jammed her foot onto the accelerator.

      A glimpse of a waving Lyssa running down the steps caught her eye, but there was no way she was stopping to hear any explanations or apologies or, even worse, pity.

      She’d considered Lyssa her very best friend for eight years. She’d told her everything. Well, almost everything. Enough that Lyssa shouldn’t be talking behind her back, consorting with the enemy.

      But Caleb’s assessment of her cut deep. Like she was the one being stubbornly unrealistic. If he thought so little of her, why had he even bothered insisting she hike with him when the Satterfields weren’t there?

      Why had he kissed her? Just to prove to himself that she wouldn’t change?

      She’d changed plenty! She wasn’t stuck in any stupid rut. She looked at situations and made appropriate decisions based on actual evidence.

      Caleb didn’t know. He hadn’t lived her life. He hadn’t even tried to understand her. And now he’d washed his hands of her. He was done.

      Well, so was Sage. Done like the second coming of Jesus.

      And Lyssa. Her best friend had gone way beyond the bond of friendship and into interference. Meddling. The absolute nerve of her.

      Sage couldn’t trust anyone. Her parents — and everyone — all thought they knew what was best for her and, instead of discussing things with her like reasonable human beings, they talked about her behind her back. And Lyssa had known she was coming over. So, Sage had been a few minutes early, but she usually was, and Lyssa knew that.

      No one really cared about how she felt, deep down inside.

      Sage shot onto the interstate from Agate Bay and then right on past the offramp to Jewel Lake as her phone rang for the second time. Lyssa, no doubt. It wouldn’t be Caleb. Well, it didn’t matter which of them it was. Sage wasn’t answering. Whatever they had to say was nothing she wanted to hear. Not now. Probably not ever.

      Too bad she couldn’t just keep driving east and never show her face again. She’d disappointed Marjorie. Vance and Loretta were firmly in Caleb’s pocket. So were Lyssa and Trinity. Everyone was, because he was so agreeable and nice, and he had them all fooled.

      Everyone knew what an awful person she was.

      Seeing the pavement through her stupid tears was getting difficult, so Sage pulled into a rest area along the Clark Fork. Normally she loved walking down to the river, but not today. Today she just wrapped her arms around the steering wheel, rested her forehead against it, and let the tears gush out.

      Her phone rang again.

      Lyssa. Sage powered her phone off. Let them wonder where she was and if she was okay.

      She was not okay.

      They’d been talking about her as though they didn’t even like her. They were probably talking about her even more right now.

      Was she really so terribly unlovable?

      Caleb’s intense gaze as he wrapped his arms around her refused to be vanquished. He’d kissed her like she’d craved to be kissed for eight long years. Would he have done that if he was just making a point?

      Sage is stuck in her rut and refuses to consider any other point of view. Sticking to her own preconceived notions against all evidence to the contrary is what she’s really good at. I can’t change her, and I’m done trying.

      He might have once loved her, but it was over. The window of opportunity had cracked open just a hair. She’d caught a whiff of the fresh air, the hope of springtime, and then it slammed shut.

      It was the bear’s fault.

      It wasn’t the bear’s fault.

      It was hers. She’d known better, but she’d squelched that little voice and gone with the moment.

      She’d kissed him back, but she’d known it couldn’t last. Not when Caleb was the kind of guy who wouldn’t stick around. He’d proved that to her years ago, and he’d proved it to her again yesterday. His words were only confirmation. He was done trying.

      He was the only good thing that had ever happened in her life, and he was done trying.

      Well, she had good things in her life, too. Parents who loved her. Yes, they’d manipulated her in the past and thought they knew what was best for her future, but they still loved her. She might not have any true friends — Lyssa and Trinity sure weren’t — but Dakota wasn’t part of their clique. She could stay friends with her. She could keep going to work at the town office. It might not be a challenging, creative job, but it paid okay and wasn’t a horrible way to spend forty hours a week.

      Creekside Fellowship… that was a bigger problem, because Caleb insisted on being up front leading worship once or twice a month. She’d heard Grace Bible was a good church. Smaller. More traditional. But blessedly Caleb-free. She’d give it a try.

      Or maybe she’d just skip for a few weeks or months. She could still have her quiet time every morning, so it wouldn’t be like she was a heathen. She’d still read her Bible and pray.

      Although what good was God? She’d pleaded and pleaded with Him to fix everything, and He hadn’t done it. Did she really believe, or was God something else she’d fooled herself about?

      Sage wiped her arm across her eyes and stared out the car window at the blue sky disappearing behind thick, encroaching clouds. How could she doubt? She was the girl who’d sat in Kirk Kennedy’s Humanities 101 class and argued the existence of God every chance she’d been offered, which had been plenty since Kirk had enjoyed poking at her faith.

      Kirk had sure changed. Lyssa’s dad had led him to Jesus, and he’d done an about-face. He was clearly a new creation in Christ.

      God could change people. He just didn’t usually bother.

      But Sage had a plan. She’d do the minimum with the treasure hunt, since it wasn’t worth losing her job over. She’d reevaluate after the Pot of Gold was complete and the Satterfields had returned to Atlanta.

      Then she’d look for work elsewhere herself. It wasn’t like she had anything to tie her to Jewel Lake except a diner she didn’t want.
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      Shish kebobs. Whatever. Caleb wasn’t even hungry anymore. Not when he thought of what Sage must be feeling like. He’d reamed the women out for their meddling and stormed out of Trin and Dale’s lakeside house without even saying hi to the guys. If he’d driven over, he could try to follow Sage, but he hadn’t.

      He opened the Sapphire II’s throttle wide and cut a massive rooster tail as he took the boat north instead of east toward town. Wherever Sage had gone, he doubted it was straight home. If she had, she wouldn’t be unlocking the door to the likes of him anytime soon.

      “God, why?” he yelled into the wind whipping his face.

      The bigger question might be why he was still hung up on Sage after all these years. What was there about her? She was caustic. Blunt to the point of rude.

      But she hadn’t always been. Once she’d been sassy instead of surly. Her eyes had been bright for the future.

      He’d been a part of that. When he’d left, she’d turned inward. Lyssa and Kirk had told him a few stories about their college years and how she’d faced off with Kirk, holding her faith firmly. But it had all been a facade to cover up the hurting woman beneath.

      His fault. Right?

      He looked back toward Agate Bay where the sun nestled between the hills. Thunderheads billowed above the horizon, which should make an amazing sunset in a bit.

      I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come? My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.

      Caleb dredged up the remainder of Psalm 121. He’d memorized it way back when.

      He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps you will not slumber. Behold, he who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade on your right hand. The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night. The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life. The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time forth and forevermore.

      God wasn’t asleep on the job. The Lord was his keeper, his shade, his protector.

      Caleb could hold on. He had to hold on. If he gave up on God, what would he have left? Nothing. Only his faith had kept him stepping forward into a future without Sage eight years ago. Only faith would hold him up now.

      A crutch? No. Faith wasn’t an external support. It was part of his bones and sinews, like the only source of calcium his body had.

      Caleb pulled in at the Miner’s Rock trailhead. This late in the day, no cars were parked at the base, so he likely had the place to himself. He didn’t have a pack along, but that was okay. He gulped half a bottle of water and tied the Sapphire II before pocketing his keys and heading up the trail. With no one to slow him down, he’d be up at the top and back down in under an hour. Enough daylight remained. If it rained on him, it rained.

      He paused at the ancient pictographs. The early Native Americans had believed in a Creator. In the earliest mythos, Fox and Coyote had been tasked with traveling the earth to prepare it for human habitation. Several of the markings on the rocks were too faded to see clearly. Were any of them of the fox or coyote? If expert, trained anthropologists couldn’t tell, Caleb certainly wouldn’t be able to.

      But God had been here, whether the ancient people knew of Jesus’ death and resurrection or not. They’d seen His power and divine nature in creation.

      A God who was so powerful that He could reach around the globe and share His eternal attributes even without humans to explain and point to Him was powerful enough to reach into Caleb’s heart and keep it pointed heavenward, too.

      Was powerful enough to reach into Sage’s heart.

      It was true that Sage needed to want to. That she would have to be willing to take a risk that God’s love would be worth opening up for. Was she a Christian? Caleb had no doubt. He’d heard her talk about God. Had heard her pray. But, right now, her faith was battered.

      Caleb hit the trail at a near jog. Looking across the rippling lake and over the near, low hills from Miner’s Rock always brought a sense of perspective to his heart. He might even catch the sunset from up top tonight, unless the clouds grew too thick. That would mean descending as darkness fell, but sometimes, a guy had to take a risk. Besides, he knew the trail.

      He paused at the overlook just below the top as a gust of wind whipped his face. Lightning lit up the western sky, and the distinct haze of gray rain moved toward him. A sunset was not on tonight’s agenda.

      Being on the heights during a lightning storm was incredibly stupid and careless. Being in the boat scooting for town in those conditions was just as hazardous. Great. He’d be soaked and frozen before the storm passed.

      Caleb started down the trail as the rain reached him, pelting his body, plastering his T-shirt to his torso in just a few seconds.

      A crack of lightning hit just above him, brilliantly illuminating the sky and sending a crackle of electricity through him.

      Yikes! He glanced over his shoulder as he ran. What damage had that done? Would another strike hit the same spot?

      His sandal caught on a root, and his other foot slipped in the mud.

      Caleb flailed his arms, but there was no staying upright. Sharp pain shot through his ankle as panic shafted his chest. How was he going to get off the mountain in this storm? That ankle wasn’t going to support him on the trek back to the boat.
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      “Internet’s limping,” Marjorie informed Sage the minute she walked into the town office building. “Lightning struck the tower on Miner’s Rock last night.”

      “I noticed at home.” Thankfully, everyone would be distracted by this crisis and be less likely to notice if she smiled less than usual. Who was she kidding? She took work seriously and rarely cracked a smile here.

      “It’s ironic that today’s main project is working on Satterfield Investments’ proposal for infrastructure.”

      “They’re coming through?”

      “As you’d no doubt know if you were doing your part on the Pot of Gold team.”

      Ouch. “But you expressly told me my job wasn’t to talk shop with them but help them see what a great town Jewel Lake is.”

      Marjorie uttered a sound of disgust and turned into her office.

      Great. What was Sage supposed to do if they had no internet? Except Marjorie hadn’t said it was down completely, just limping. Everything was going to take longer today. Fine. She’d go into her tasks knowing that patience was a virtue.

      “Grayson Williams flew a team of technicians up in his helicopter at dawn.” A coworker leaned on the cubicle wall. “Have you met him? That guy is hot.” She fluttered her hand over her face. “Hopefully they’ll get it fixed soon.”

      Sage crossed to the window. Trees kept her from seeing the lake itself, but Miner’s Rock was clearly visible with a chopper hovering above it. Was Vance Satterfield part of the team?

      Was Caleb?

      She wasn’t going to think about Caleb. He was part of her past, not her future. She might have instigated that shift, but he’d nailed the coffin down with his words last night. Words he’d said to Lyssa and Trinity, not knowing Sage overheard, but still. He’d said she was unable or unwilling to change. Fine. She’d prove him right.

      The irony of that tried to sift into her awareness, but she shut it down as she returned to her desk and turned on her computer. At least they had power. Surely, they didn’t need speedy connections for every office function.

      Half an hour later, it was obvious how much they relied on it for everything from finding information to sending files to the printer.

      Down the hallway, Marjorie’s phone rang. A few minutes later, she paced into the work area. “Good news! They should be done patching together a fix within the next hour. Why don’t you all take a break and return at eleven? Hopefully we can catch up this afternoon.”

      No one had to tell Sage twice. She locked down her workstation, grabbed her purse, and headed out the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      Sage didn’t want to spend an hour with her coworker. “I’ll take the chance to visit with my parents over at the Golden Grill. It shouldn’t be too busy this time of day.”

      “Oh. Okay. See you in a bit.”

      A few of the morning coffee crowd lingered around several large tables by the window. Mom poured refills and chatted with some of the older men.

      Sage’s gaze caught on Steve Grant. She frowned. Was Caleb’s dad a regular here these days? She took a seat at the counter with her back to the group and waited for her mom to notice her.

      “Sage, honey!” Mom rounded the end of the counter. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      “With the internet down, Marjorie gave us a bit of extra time off. It’s supposed to be back up soon, from what we’ve heard.”

      “Oh, good.”

      “How are you even open if people can’t pay for their meals?”

      Mom waved her hand. “These guys will pay double tomorrow. A couple from out of town paid with cash. Someone else, we just ran it on the house.  It will be fine. Want a coffee?”

      “Please.”

      A cup of coffee slid across the counter to her, and Mom leaned closer. “Have you given any more thought to coming to work here?”

      “Mom. Please.”

      “We’re not getting any younger, you know, and your father has been tired a lot lately. The stress of running a small-town business is getting to him, I think.”

      “And you’d wish that on your only daughter?”

      “You’re young! You could handle it. And you should get married to a chef like I did, and then it would be just perfect.”

      “Mom…”

      “No, really. We need you soon. By the end of summer, if possible.”

      “It’s not going to happen. Hire a chef.”

      “You’re in a dead-end job, honey. This would be so much more fulfilling.”

      “Why does this mean so much to you? I’m not interested in running a diner. I never have been. I’ve told you and told you.”

      “But it’s your dad’s and my dream.”

      “It’s not mine. I wish you’d understand, and let me reach for my own.”

      Mom leveled her a look. “But you work for the town. That can’t be your dream.”

      “What if it is?” It wasn’t. Not really, but Sage could envision another forty years right there a whole lot easier than she could envision running the Golden Grill. “Look, you and Dad are big Golden Girls fans. Older visitors love the vibe and can’t get enough of the memorabilia you’ve got everywhere.”

      And by everywhere, Sage meant everywhere. There was hardly a hint of the original wall color showing between photos and newspaper clippings and mementoes.

      Mom looked around, smiling.

      “But they’re not part of my culture. It’s been like thirty years since they were a thing. The first thing I’d do is get rid of all of it.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Sage kept her expression bland as she lifted her coffee cup.

      “You couldn’t do that. My name is Estelle like Sophia’s real name. And your name is Estelle, too. Sage Estelle Mulligan.”

      At least they hadn’t gone for Sophia Estelle. Sage shook her head. “Mom, you know that I have zero interest in running this diner. None. If you and Dad are done, sell it. Do something else completely, or… or buy an RV and travel. Please don’t hold onto the Golden Grill in case I change my mind. It’s not going to happen.”

      Were those real tears in Mom’s eyes? “I don’t know how you can be so ungrateful.”

      Sage should’ve gone for a walk along the waterfront on her extended break instead of coming in here. It always came down the same way. Nothing but guilt. “Don’t even talk to me about it. You and Dad used my college funds to renovate this place.” And probably to buy more Golden Girls posters. She leaned over the counter and skewered her mother with a look. “And you sent Caleb away. I know you did. When are you ever going to trust me to make my own decisions?”

      She surged to her feet and headed for the door.

      “They found him,” Steve Grant was saying. “Fool boy up there on the mountain in a lightning storm. Sprained ankle serves him right.”

      Sage paused, turning toward the group of men. Who would Steve be talking about that way if not Caleb? But what was he doing on the mountain when she’d heard him expound on her failures at Trinity and Dale’s last night?

      “Sage, honey—”

      No. She couldn’t ask Steve what was going on. And she didn’t want to talk to her mom anymore, either.

      Sage’s heart squeezed even tighter, pressed on all sides.

      Look heavenward. That direction is always open.

      One thing about God — He was the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Unchanging. But could she trust even Him to have her best interests at heart?
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      “What in blazes were you doing up the mountain in a storm? I’m a city-slicker, and even I know better.” Vance stared at Caleb through unrelenting eyes.

      He could be thankful Vance had noticed the Sapphire II moored at the trailhead when he’d joined the helicopter expedition to see the storm damage to the tower. They’d buzzed the boat and got no reaction, so Vance had decided to hike down from the top while the team assessed the situation.

      And Caleb was thankful. But he didn’t need the third degree in the emergency department waiting room. If only the doctor would come to read the X-ray and prescribe whatever was needed to dull this pain.

      “Son, talk to me.”

      A flush of hot tears begged to appear, but Caleb forced them back. When was the last time his own father had been this tender and sympathetic and yet real with him? Caleb had assumed the role of caregiver since his return to Jewel Lake. Dad was like Caleb’s irresponsible teenage kid who needed curfews and assigned chores and to have his friends vetted.

      “Is it Sage?”

      Wasn’t it always? “She hates me.”

      Vance chuckled as he shook his head.

      Caleb’s temper flashed. “She does. You don’t know half the story. You don’t know the ancient history… or what happened this weekend.”

      “Why don’t you tell me?”

      The curtains around each bed in the emergency ward were far too flimsy for privacy. “Not here. Not now.”

      Vance leaned back in the uncomfortable-looking chair beside the gurney and crossed his ankles and his arms. “The doctor should be in soon.”

      Caleb tried not to breathe too deeply of the antiseptic smell as he listened to the sounds around him, the crying of a small child, the beep of machines, the squeak of shoes on the polished floor. Hushed voices.

      Then the rattle of his curtain being drawn back as a woman about his own age entered, consulting a chart. “Mr. Grant? I’m Doctor Haney. You’re lucky. Your ankle isn’t broken, but it is badly sprained. You’ll be sore for a while.”

      Not broken? That was good, right? “Define a while.”

      “Two to three weeks? I’ll prescribe some pain medication. You’ll need to stay off that foot. Ice it every few hours and keep it elevated as much as you can, especially at night. A compression bandage may help, as well.”

      Caleb looked over at Vance. “Guess my geocaching days are over for the summer.”

      “Hiking?” The doctor looked at him over her clipboard. “Isn’t that what got you into this mess?”

      “It could have happened anywhere, but yes. Slipped on a muddy trail when lightning struck nearby and startled me. My mind was… elsewhere.”

      “I see.” She studied him. “One should always remain aware of his or her surroundings.”

      This is what Sage would be like as a doctor. Caleb didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the thought. “Yes, ma’am. You’re right.”

      Vance chuckled.

      The older man could get away with it. He wasn’t the one lying here in excruciating pain being assessed by a know-it-all doctor.

      “You’ll likely want to borrow or rent a pair of crutches to help you get around for the next week or two. Make an appointment with your general practitioner for about three weeks out. He or she will likely want to get you into physical therapy to strengthen that ankle once the swelling and pain subside. Meanwhile…” She scribbled on a piece of paper then handed it to him. “Take this medication as prescribed, and take care of yourself.” And out she whisked.

      “Well, you heard the lady. Let me grab a wheelchair to get you out to the car. Then we’ll find a drive-through, because you’re probably starving. Then I’ll take you home and round up this stuff for you.”

      Caleb gingerly pulled himself to sitting. Even that movement pierced his pain tolerance. “You don’t have to.” But food sounded amazing. So did care.

      Vance shrugged. “I’m going to do it, anyway, since I’m here now.”

      That meant Vance would likely meet Dad, and any respect the investor might have had for Caleb would dissolve. Would Dad eye the painkillers as an opportunity? Caleb would need to keep them out of temptation’s reach, just in case.

      Vance returned a minute later with a wheelchair. “Here you go, son. Let me give you a hand.”

      Caleb was in no position to argue about assistance. He let Vance wheel him out to the car and help him in. He closed his eyes and waited while the older man returned the wheelchair then started the engine and pointed the vehicle toward the nearest drive-through.

      “Okay, Caleb. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to get me up to speed, and then I’m going to talk the rest of the way back to Jewel Lake. You’re going to listen to me, and you’re going to listen real good.”

      He could trust Vance. He could trust God. And both were in the car with him.

      Caleb was done trying to carry everything all by himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage shouldered her purse and pushed out the staff door into the late afternoon sunshine. Humidity still hung heavily in the air, causing her silky top to cling to her body instantly. Fingering her keys, she rounded the corner, only to see Lyssa and Trinity leaning against her car.

      She pivoted.

      “Sage!” Lyssa called.

      Sage took a deep breath and turned. It wasn’t like she could avoid them forever. That didn’t mean she should make it easy. “What?”

      “Come to the Freezing Point with us?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Then we’re bringing the ice cream to your place.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “I still have a key.”

      Sage clenched her teeth. “Why don’t you two go ambush someone else? Maybe somebody who’s worthy of your attention. Someone who might not need an act of God to be good enough to be your friend.”

      “Because you’re our friend, and we love you.”

      “Right.”

      Trinity sighed. “I’m so sorry you overheard that the other night.”

      So was Sage.

      “Please, can we talk?” Lyssa’s eyes pleaded with hers. “Trin can ride with you, and I’ll swing by the Super One for rocky road ice cream. Unless you’ve changed what your favorite flavor is.”

      “Ha, ha. I don’t change, remember?”

      “Aw, sweetie.” Lyssa hugged her then turned for her little green car, thankfully a step up from the clunker she’d once named Kermit.

      Sage unlocked her car and slid in behind the wheel, trying to ignore Caleb’s sister entering the other side. “I’d think you’d be glad to be rid of me,” she muttered at Trinity.

      “You’re one of my best friends, and my brother is in love with you.”

      Sage backed out of her parking spot and headed toward home. “He doesn’t know what love is.”

      “Do you?”

      “Apparently not. I don’t know who my friends are, either.”

      “Why is it so hard for you to give in and allow other people to be human? Or yourself, for that matter? We’re not perfect. None of us. That’s why Jesus came, remember?”

      “I know. Cut me some slack, would you? Everything’s such a mess. I’ll get over it.” Only… she wouldn’t. Not all of it.

      “Caleb was pretty upset last night,” Trinity said.

      And Sage hadn’t been? He was the one who’d used harsh language, not her.

      “He’d come over by boat — I guess that’s why you didn’t see his Jeep. Because he hadn’t driven it over.”

      Genius, Watson.

      “But he left right after you did, just before the storm. For some fool reason he decided to climb Miner’s Rock.”

      Sage glanced over at her passenger, more interested in the story than she wanted to let on. How pathetic was that?

      “He was up there when lightning took out the tower. He felt the power surge.”

      “Is he… okay?” Ugh. Why did she have to ask?

      “He slipped in the mud and tripped over a rock or root or something trying to get away. Sprained his ankle and spent the night crawling down the trail.”

      “Oh, no.” How cold and wet he must have been. Sage pulled into her driveway. Thankfully, neither Travis’s nor Dakota’s vehicles were parked next door. She unlocked the condo then dropped her purse and scooped up her kitten in one movement.

      Trinity opened the blinds by the kitchen table.

      Knock yourself out, girl. Make yourself at home.

      Moxie’s rumbling purr filled the air. Trinity came closer, peering at the kitten. “Oh, what a cutie. I didn’t know you had a cat.”

      “I got her a couple of months ago. Her name’s Moxie.”

      “I love calicoes. I even miss Ollie, though he doesn’t like anyone but Caleb.”

      “You should get a kitten.”

      “Maybe sometime. Dale isn’t convinced.”

      At least that wouldn’t be a problem between Sage and Caleb. Not that it mattered, since they had much bigger issues.

      Trinity moved over to the cupboards and set out three bowls and three spoons before snagging the ice cream scoop from the drain rack.

      Sage fed the cat and poured fresh water. By the time nervousness ramped up again, Lyssa came in the door carrying a carton.

      A few minutes later the three of them sat around the kitchen table. Sage lifted her spoon. “Say your piece so you can leave.”

      Lyssa eyed her. “I’m so sorry it feels we betrayed your trust. I should have told Caleb I’d invited you. I should have told you I’d invited him.”

      “I wouldn’t have come.”

      “I know. That’s why I didn’t say anything. Honestly, we were only trying to get you two to talk things out. We love you both. But we never dreamed it would backfire so badly.”

      “He just said what he really thinks of me. That all I’m good at is holding a grudge.” What really hurt? Was that Caleb wasn’t all wrong.

      Trinity ate a few bites before looking at Sage. “Why are you so afraid of my brother? I can handle it, whatever you tell me. He didn’t have the best example of how to love someone. Our dad sure didn’t know how. Still doesn’t.”

      Was Sage afraid of Caleb? No. He’d never hurt her. Not deliberately, anyway. His rejection eight years ago had been instigated by her parents. She couldn’t keep blaming Caleb for that, now that she knew. “I’m not afraid of him,” she said at last.

      Lyssa leaned forward. “Afraid of something else? Love? Commitment? Because you’re the most loyal person I know. When you set your mind to something, it’s as good as done.”

      “I don’t like being hurt.”

      “So, you protect yourself?”

      “Wouldn’t you?” Sage shoveled in an oversize blob of rocky road. Man, she hated admitting anything to anyone. What would they think of her? It didn’t matter. They already thought the worst. And it was all true.

      Lyssa touched Sage’s arm. “Does it work?”

      Sage shook her head at the gentle question. She shoved the bowl away as tears filled her eyes. “But I don’t know how to be anyone else.”

      Trinity wrapped her arm around Sage’s shoulders. “Oh, sweetie, we don’t want you to be anyone else. We love you.”

      “Most important,” Lyssa put in, still rubbing Sage’s arm, “is that God loves you right the way you are. Granted, He does change us, but it’s from within, and He doesn’t change our essence. He made us to be who we are from before time began.”

      “He knew I’d have Best disease,” added Trinity. “It was hard for me for a while to accept that and praise Him for it. But Psalm 139 got to me eventually.”

      Lyssa nodded. “‘For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; my soul knows it very well.’”

      “Maybe He made a mistake with me.” Sage dabbed at her eyes.

      “Oh, sweetie.” Trinity squeezed her tighter. “He didn’t. You are amazing. You are so, so strong.”

      “But I’ve disappointed everyone. They hate me.” Caleb. Marjorie. Probably the Satterfields. Everyone at the Pot of Gold likely talked about her behind her back… not that she had evidence.

      “Only one matters, and that’s the Lord. Ask Him for help and direction and comfort, and He’ll give it. You’ll see.”

      Sage wanted to keep venting frustration, but the bitterness and anger and loneliness had withered her soul. She could feel it… and didn’t like it.

      But it couldn’t be that simple. Simple didn’t mean easy, though. She took a deep breath. “My parents sent Caleb away that summer. Encouraged him to go off to Stanford without me. They convinced him he wasn’t good enough for me.”

      “I often wondered what happened,” Trinity said softly. “I wasn’t here, but Caleb wouldn’t say when he came to visit Mom and me in Seattle.”

      “The fire was real. And I guess they hadn’t put away as much money for my education as I thought, so when the fire destroyed the kitchen, they needed those funds to renovate.” Sage let out a bitter laugh. “Somehow, they decided they were providing me with a better future — the diner.”

      Lyssa shook her head. “The diner you’ve never wanted.”

      “I know, right? I may have convinced my mom this morning, but I’m not sure. She just doesn’t hear me.”

      “This might be a quality you two have in common.”

      Sage jerked away from Lyssa’s hand. “What do you mean?”

      Lyssa took a deep breath, but compassion filled her eyes when she looked at Sage. “You Mulligans are very stubborn, you know that?”

      “You don’t know anything!” Sage surged to her feet and stalked across the room. She picked up the kitten and buried her face in the soft fur. Lyssa wasn’t right. Was she?
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      Caleb tried to absorb himself in the edits to the Creekside Academy webpage. They’d hired some new staff. Changed up some of the curriculum. And someone had reported an error on the registration page that he couldn’t duplicate no matter what he tried.

      Maybe because he was distracted.

      He’d like to blame the pain meds that barely took the edge off his throbbing ankle. But it was likely the constant replay of Vance’s words earlier this afternoon on the way back from the hospital in Missoula.

      Tough love, Vance called it. He’s spouted some variation of the if you love something, set it free saying. That no one could change someone else, they had to want to.

      Caleb knew that. He couldn’t change his father, either. He could offer support and a roof and food, but there’d been many a time he’d nearly kicked his dad out on the street. It seemed Dad toed the line just enough to prevent that from happening.

      He couldn’t change things for Trinity, either. He’d give his own eyesight to save his sister’s, but that wasn’t an option. And maybe it was easier to be a half-blind potter than a half-blind IT guy. Still, he hated to see his sister hurting, and he’d hated stepping back and letting Dale take over. It was different. He knew that, but it was still hard.

      Caleb was a fixer. Computer systems, sure, but people, too.

      But Sage didn’t want to be fixed. She’d chosen to think the worst of people. To withdraw.

      He’d had a tiny taste last weekend of what a renewed relationship with her might be like. A tiny taste of her lips that seemed like it would have to do for the rest of his life.

      Was Vance’s advice solid, or was it flawed? There was only one way to know for sure, and that was to lay it all out in God’s presence, over and over again, until Caleb had peace.

      Today, there was no peace to be found. His hope had surged, proving it had never been completely dead, even though he hadn’t realized any viable seeds remained.

      Now what to do?

      Pray, for sure. Vance advised that, not that Caleb needed to be told.

      But Vance’s second suggestion didn’t sit as well. The Satterfields’ daughter was coming for a couple of weeks, and they’d asked Caleb to show Harper around. He’d been happy to agree, until he realized they were hoping for one of two resolutions. Either Sage would realize what she’d pushed away, and they’d get back together… or Caleb might fall for Harper.

      He had to admit being the Satterfields’ son-in-law would give him the parents he’d always wished he had. His own had certainly failed him, and he had no reason to think Sage’s would welcome him with open arms now when they hadn’t eight years ago.

      But he loved Sage. He wasn’t fickle enough to stop loving her in favor of Harper Satterfield with a snap of the fingers.

      Praying was the only solution, then.

      The back door opened. Uneven footfalls sounded on the steps to the kitchen.

      “Dad? Is that you?” Caleb held his breath, waiting for his dad to step into view.

      Something crashed to the floor, and his dad swore. The cat yowled.

      Caleb struggled to one foot and tucked the crutches under his arms as Ollie shot past and dove behind the sofa. “Dad?”

      His father leaned both hands on the counter and stared over at Caleb with bloodshot eyes. “Whaddya want?”

      How could Caleb even think about pursuing a relationship when Dad was in this much of a mess? He couldn’t bring a bride to this house.

      But Dad had to want to change. So far, that hadn’t happened. Oh, yes, he’d put in a bit of an effort before Trinity and Dale’s wedding, since that had been a condition for walking his daughter down the aisle. But any progress that had been made was long gone. If anything, he drank more than he had before.

      Son and father stared at each other for a long moment. Then Caleb breathed a prayer and came the rest of the way into the kitchen. “Let me fix you a coffee, and we’ll have some supper, okay?”

      “Yeah. Whatever.”
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      Sage slipped past Vance and Loretta. Group 17’s aisle seat was vacant, but she could only assume Caleb wouldn’t miss the Saturday night rally. He wouldn’t let a little thing like a sprained ankle keep him from his perceived job. He’d have made a good Pony Express rider in that regard.

      “So good to see you, sugar!” Loretta squeezed Sage’s shoulders.

      Why did everyone have to be so huggy these days? Sage managed a smile at the older woman. “Nice to see you, too. Hi, Vance.”

      “Hello, sweetheart.”

      If they were thinking what an idiot Sage was, they were doing a good job hiding it.

      “I can’t believe you and Caleb saw a bear, and I wasn’t there!” Loretta clutched Sage’s arm. “I miss all the good stuff.”

      Sage shuddered. “You’re welcome to all of it. I might be Montana born and bred, but I could be happy without seeing another bear for the rest of my life.”

      “I hear they are the most likely predator to spot.” Vance leaned on his elbows to see her past his wife. “More plentiful than mountain lions, for instance.”

      “You really don’t want to see one of those,” Sage promised. “They’re mostly nocturnal, and you’ll only see one if it’s stalking you. And you might not see it then.”

      “Oh, I could do without that!” Loretta fanned her face.

      “Exactly.”

      Even though the park teemed with geocachers, Sage spotted Caleb long before he reached their row of chairs. That gave her time to brace herself.

      He settled into the seat next to Vance, wincing as he tucked his crutches beneath the chair. “Hi, everyone.”

      “Hi, Caleb.”

      His gaze ricocheted off hers.

      Okay, fine. She’d tried.

      “Oh, Captain, how are you feelin’ now?”

      “Better, thanks. In another week or two, I should be as good as new. Sorry about messing up the last two weeks of the treasure hunt, though.”

      “That’s all right, son. We’ve been seeing plenty of the area, and I even got a helicopter ride up the mountain Monday morning, thanks to you.”

      Caleb grimaced. “I cost you a ride back down, though.”

      Sage’s ears perked. She hadn’t heard Vance had been the one to find Caleb. Trinity had also never explained why Caleb had done such a fool thing as go hiking by himself with encroaching darkness. And then the storm. Just, it had something to do with Sage overhearing his comment. But, if that’s what he thought about her, why did he care if she knew?

      He’d said he was done trying with her.

      Okay, fine. She was done, too.

      But then he’d gone hiking as though blind to the elements. That wasn’t like Caleb at all.

      “Our baby girl will be here in a few days.” Loretta turned her mega-watt smile back on Sage. “I can’t wait for y’all to meet Harper. Caleb’s going to show her around. You should go, too. I reckon you and Harper will get along like two peas in a pod.”

      Heck no to the nth degree. If the Satterfields, like everyone else in Jewel Lake, had given up on Sage, she was absolutely not interested in watching them push their daughter at Caleb. Harper was probably gorgeous and sweet and funny, like her mother.

      Sage was just like her own mother, so it figured. Genetics would prevail.

      “Good evening, treasure hunters!” Eli called into his microphone. “Everyone find your group, get seated, and let’s get this rally started.”

      People scurried into chairs, and relative quiet fell.

      “I love how the Bible talks about various gemstones. Montana doesn’t have all the same ones as are found in Bible lands, but there’s a surprising amount of overlap. Today, we’re going to talk about sapphires. In the Old Testament, sapphires represented the tribe of Issachar and is also one of the foundational stones for the celestial Jerusalem.”

      Sage had learned more about the various gemstones than she’d ever been curious about over the course of the summer’s meetups.

      “But somewhere in time, the mystics began assigning specific qualities to gems. Sapphires became associated with honesty, trust, and loyalty.”

      Sounded like her kind of rock. All those were qualities she either had in abundance… or lacked in any form, like trust.

      “Those are great virtues every child of God likely is striving for. We try to attain those things, right? Tell the truth and trust our friends, while being trustworthy ourselves.”

      Sage didn’t want to think about Caleb, but hadn’t he told the truth as he saw it to Trinity and Lyssa? But in doing so, he’d betrayed Sage. It didn’t matter that he didn’t know she was there. In fact, that made it worse.

      “The problem is, we’ve all hurt someone, whether intentionally or not. We’ve proved we can’t be trusted. Why? Because we’re human. The Bible tells us that we have all sinned and fallen short of God’s glory. If we’re looking for perfection in other humans, we absolutely will be disappointed. If not today, then tomorrow. Because Romans also tells us that there is no one righteous, not even one.”

      Sage twitched in her seat.

      Eli paused, looking over the very quiet park. “The only one we’re going to find that kind of trustworthiness in is Jesus. Not only is He the epitome of loyalty, it’s not even possible for Him to mess that up. Second Timothy 2:13 says, ‘if we are faithful, he remains faithful — for he cannot deny himself.’

      “The scripture goes on to tell us in Hebrews 10:23, ‘Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful.’ And to lock that into place, in case you’re not yet convinced, a couple of chapters later, in Hebrews 13:8, the writer says, ’Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.’ So, if you struggle to believe in God’s unchanging and loyal love to you, hang onto those scriptures. It’s very clear.”

      Sage had been raised in the church. She knew those verses. But, somehow, she’d acted as though people could be just as faithful as Jesus if they only put in an effort. Wow, she’d sure messed that up. Talk about unreasonable expectations.

      Caleb couldn’t be perfect.

      Neither could she. That realization might hurt just as much. She’d placed great stock in perfection. She’d checked all the right boxes and known all the right answers, but somehow it hadn’t sunk from her head to her heart.

      She owed Caleb an apology.

      He was done with her, no doubt. He said he’d given up, and she couldn’t blame him. She wouldn’t get anything out of apologizing except a clear conscience. This might be the only way she could get over him. Then they could both move on.

      She didn’t want to move on, but her desires didn’t matter. She was too late. He’d given up.
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      Caleb sent a sidelong glance past the Satterfields to see Sage staring up at Eli on the bandstand as he preached. What was she thinking? She looked like she was taking it all in, but experience had taught him better.

      He couldn’t let her define faith for him anymore. His personal trust in God couldn’t have anything to do with Sage’s trust in him. God loved him, even if Sage didn’t.

      She didn’t look his way even after dismissal, but turned to someone in the row behind them. Someone Caleb didn’t know.

      Okay. He stumbled to his feet, catching his ankle again, as he edged out of the row to allow Vance and Loretta to exit.

      “Harper’s flight arrives on Wednesday,” Loretta said. “You bad boy, spraining your ankle so we can’t even hold you to your promise to drive her around Jewel Lake.”

      Caleb hadn’t been looking past Loretta to Sage. Not really. But he couldn’t help noticing she froze for just a couple of seconds before laughing loudly. It sounded… brittle. Even the person she was talking to gave her a questioning look.

      Enough. He was done trying to figure out Sage’s moods. If Eli’s words couldn’t get through her barriers, then Caleb didn’t stand a chance. She was conditioned to mistrust him, after all.

      “We’ve got the internet committee meeting Thursday, right?” Vance asked. “Is there anything else we need to go over, so I’ve got all the pieces I need for final decisions?”

      Right. That’s why Caleb had decided to be chivalrous with Harper. He wouldn’t flirt or ask her out, but he’d offer friendship to help smooth everything all the way around. Not that he thought Vance or Loretta would withhold funds if Caleb didn’t do his part to help Harper fall in love with Jewel Lake, but it was still a nice gesture.

      “And the marina?” Loretta stage-whispered. “Do we have everything we need there?”

      Vance gave his wife a peck on the cheek. “I think we do, honeybun. We just need Harper here.”

      The sweet smile she gave him was nothing Caleb would ever get from Sage. Why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? It was just habit. Years and years of habit. Maybe he should actually try to get to know Harper. It might break his brain circuits that seemed fixated. What Dad would have called a one-tracked mind. Dad’s single track was alcohol. Caleb’s was Sage.

      “You folks are still planning to return to Atlanta, either way, right?”

      “You bet your bottom dollar, son. A Montana winter doesn’t sound all that attractive to two southerners like us.”

      Sage had slipped out the other end of the row, still talking to her friend with her back to Caleb.

      All right. So much for maybe talking to her and apologizing for what she’d overheard last week. He’d wanted to do it in person, but he should have known better than to think he’d get a chance in this crowd. His ankle hindered his mobility.

      He made his way to the other end of the park, the Satterfields beside him. From the information table near the church parking lot, Lyssa waved to him. He raised his hand off of his crutch for a few seconds to return the acknowledgment. Sometimes Trinity helped Lyssa, but she and Dale had gone out of town for the weekend, so she wasn’t there.

      “Caleb!” Eli lightly punched Caleb’s shoulder. “How are you doing? Heard you’d gone to some extremes to draw attention to the town’s internet problem.” He grinned at Vance.

      “Oh, totally what I was aiming for.”

      Eli chuckled. “I probably don’t want to know what you actually had on your brain, hiking up in those conditions.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ve hiked in the dark plenty of times. Just wasn’t expecting to get knocked flying by an electrical jolt so nearby.”

      “Lightning is dangerous.”

      Caleb rolled his eyes. “Now you tell me.”

      “Swing by the church one day this week if you want. We haven’t touched base in a couple of weeks.”

      “I’m not getting around as easily as I used to.”

      “Really? I’d never have guessed.” Eli smirked.

      Caleb poked at his friend with one crutch. “Don’t mess with me.”

      “If you need a ride down one day, son, you only need to ask.”

      Caleb had all but forgotten Vance and Loretta were still beside him. “Thanks. Or Eli could come to my place. Pretty sure Pastor Marshall doesn’t run the clock on when and where he meets people.”

      “You’d think.” Eli grinned. “Yeah, I could do that. I mean, my log by the creek is probably more comfortable, but whatever.”

      Caleb met his friend’s gaze. “Thanks. I appreciate the thought.”

      “You’ve got it.” Eli clouted his shoulder then someone behind Caleb caught his attention. “Talk to you soon.”

      “He seems a nice young man,” Loretta observed, turning to watch him go.

      “He’s definitely an asset to Creekside Fellowship and the whole community.”

      “I can see that.”

      Maybe she’d start pitching her daughter at Eli instead of at Caleb. That’d be fine. Caleb might be trying to get over Sage, but rebounding was never a good idea. Harper Satterfield wasn’t going to turn his head, not even a little bit.
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      Harper Satterfield was a stunner. No doubt about it.

      Caleb wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Loretta had brandished photos on her phone a few times, but he hadn’t looked that closely. He liked the older couple just fine, but that didn’t mean he’d automatically be attracted to their daughter.

      And he wasn’t… but he could enjoy the view, all the same.

      “Caleb Grant!” Her southern accent was soft, genuine. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Caleb lifted his crutches like wings. “I bet you have.”

      She giggled. “Even before that, silly.”

      “Well, your folks have talked about you a lot, too, so it’s nice to meet you.”

      The four of them stood on the beach, looking out at the placid waters of Jewel Lake. A gentle breeze stirred Harper’s long blond hair. She gathered it and tossed it over her shoulder in a way that reminded him of Sage, not that the two women looked much alike. Sage was shorter, curvier, and her red hair was like crackling fire.

      Caleb forced his mind away from Sage. “We could take a quick cruise around the lake, if you like. I’m not much for hiking these days, but boating? I’d be all in.”

      “Oh, that would be lovely.” Harper turned to her parents. “What are your plans?”

      Panic clawed at Caleb. He’d meant the invitation for all of them. Sage might hate him, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be alone with Harper. “I was thinking we could all go.” He didn’t care if his eyes pleaded with Vance’s.

      The older man’s lips twitched in understanding.

      “Oh, you kids go on,” Loretta said with a wave of her hand. “Daddy and I will get some ice cream and wait for you.”

      “I’d love for you to come.” Caleb held Vance’s gaze. “Not sure how long I can stand at the helm with my ankle hurting. You could take a turn.”

      “But—”

      Vance squeezed Loretta’s hand. “Come on out on the lake, honeybun. I know you love it. We can get ice cream later.”

      Whew. Crisis averted. Caleb was going to need to watch out for Loretta, though. She’d obviously given up pushing him and Sage together and was now on a new mission. He ought to be honored she thought so highly of him, but… no.

      Vance cast off the mooring ropes once they were all aboard the Sapphire II. Caleb started the engine, and soon they were motoring slowly away from the decrepit dock.

      “I see why your town needs a new marina,” Harper observed.

      “Yeah.” Caleb studied the setup from the vantage point of the water. In his mind’s eye, he overlaid the new plans. They’d remove that grove of trees for better access and more parking. The new docks would hold twice as many boats with better slips. It would be awesome.

      His gaze caught on a woman standing in the shade just beyond the beach. Sage. No one else had the same fiery hair. Oh, no. What was she going to think? Surely, she could see four people in the boat, but Vance and Loretta sat low while Harper moved toward Caleb.

      “Nice boat. Why’s it called the Sapphire II?”

      He couldn’t worry about Sage right now. “Because I owned the Sapphire I when I was a teen? She came with the name, and I’m loyal to it.” A connection she wouldn’t likely catch.

      She giggled and tapped his arm. “Clever, all the sparkly names around this town.”

      “We take our gemstones seriously around here.”

      Vance chuckled. “I thought it was interesting at the rally the other night when Eli talked about sapphires representing loyalty and trust… and then remembering the name of your craft.”

      Caleb looked over at the older man. “I’m a loyal kind of guy and do my best to be trustworthy.” Hopefully Vance would recognize the double meaning. Or even triple. Caleb wasn’t looking for a new relationship less than two weeks after he’d kissed Sage like his life depended on it. Not that he’d told the Satterfields about that kiss. The story had been all about the bear.

      He angled into the shade and slowed the motor. “Look!” He pointed to a bald eagle perching at the top of a nearby fir.

      “Oh…” breathed Harper, her face lighting up.

      “Now there’s a sight for sore eyes,” added Vance.

      Loretta shaded her eyes and followed along as the great raptor lifted off and swept high across the lake, disappearing from visibility against the trees. “I’m glad we came after all.”

      “They’re fairly common here, but it’s still a treat to see.” Caleb angled the boat closer to shore near the inlet from a tumbling creek. “Beavers have been busy here. See the chewed stumps?”

      “Oh, how interesting.” Harper stared in awe.

      Another treat was showing wildlife to city folks and seeing them appreciate it. Caleb had done his stint in urban areas, but rural Montana was in his blood, and it had called him home. Another thing he was loyal to, truth be told.

      Harper hugged her mother. “I can see why you wanted me to see this place, Momma and Daddy.”

      What exactly did she mean? Was it all about the scenery, or was it about Caleb? And why was he so full of himself that he’d think the Satterfields wanted him for their daughter?
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      “Here you go.” Marjorie’s voice sounded triumphant.

      Sage’s fingers slowed on the keyboard as her eyes scanned the document the town manager had placed beside it, but she finished typing the thought in her head first. “Both projects are a go? That’s amazing.”

      “Isn’t it, though? I thought we’d need to hold a referendum and raise taxes or seek out grants, but this saves the community five years of arguing over progress.”

      Caleb Grant had pulled it off, better than the other kind of grant could have done. The guy would be a town hero as soon as word got out. Not that it would be a huge shock. He’d been seen around town many times with Vance and Loretta over the past six weeks.

      And just yesterday evening she’d seen him with the whole family in his boat, the daughter with the flowing blond hair standing beside him at the helm.

      Sage’d had her chance and thrown it away. She’d been too loyal to her hurt to be loyal to the only man who’d ever kissed her. Who lived like that, stuck in fear and denial? That would be Sage Estelle Mulligan. If they gave prizes, she’d need a case for them all like Adam Cavanagh’s rodeo trophies.

      “…speech.”

      Sage whipped her head up to look at Marjorie. “Sorry. What did you say? I missed that.”

      Marjorie adjusted her glasses and studied Sage. “What part?”

      “Um…” A flush shot up Sage’s face. She probably matched her hair color by now. “Assume I missed it all.”

      The woman shook her head and tapped the paper, drawing Sage’s attention down. “We’ll hold a press conference in the next few days. It will be up to you to set that up. Get the newspaper, TV, and radio involved. We’ll need the Satterfields, Mr. Grant, and the Mayor. And, since I’ll be on vacation, you’ll be the liaison on the platform, introducing the speeches and so forth. Can you handle everything? Because if I could cancel flights to my niece’s wedding, I’d do it.”

      “No. I mean, yes. I can do that.” Sage picked up the paper and looked it over more closely. “What day would you like this to happen?”

      “Set it up with the Mayor and the Satterfields. Try for Monday? Then notify the press. They’ll send someone, not to worry.”

      Sage stood. “Thank you for this opportunity. I’ll do you proud.” Even if it put her on the platform singing Caleb’s praises. He’d done all the work, and Sage had done precious little.

      “I know you will. And Sage? Don’t discount your part in pulling this together. It’s been invaluable.”

      “Thanks. It’s nice of you to say.”

      “It’s also true.” Marjorie swept out of Sage’s cubicle.

      Sage glanced at her day planner. It was Friday. If she was going to pull this off for Monday, she needed to get rolling. A couple of her current projects would need to be put on hold until next week.

      Maybe one o’clock in the park near the beach? The waterfront backdrop would be perfect. Would Vance have plans they could spread out on tables for folks to look at? Maybe a display board.

      She reached for her phone and tapped in Vance’s number. Marjorie was not going to regret putting Sage in charge.
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      “Hi, son. How are things going?” His mother’s voice came through Caleb’s headset.

      Caleb rose to his feet, stretching. The ankle felt a lot better, and he could hobble around the house without crutches by now. “Hi, Mom. Going all right. You?”

      He hated hearing about what his mom and Martin were up to. Trinity had forgiven Mom years ago for leaving Dad for Martin, but Caleb found it much harder. Not that Dad was any great winner. He couldn’t blame Mom for walking out. Not really. It was Martin’s part in it all that bothered him.

      “We’re headed to Whidbey Island for a couple of weeks, but I wanted to hear your voice before we leave. Are you keeping busy? Trinity mentioned you’d sprained your ankle.”

      As in, too busy to call his mother? Yeah. Guilt inducing. “Always busy. And my ankle is much better, thanks. At least I can still get out in the boat, even if hiking is not happening right now.”

      “You should come visit us sometime. Martin got a new sailboat. A twenty-two-footer.”

      “Maybe sometime. Pretty busy this summer, though. I’ve been working on a couple of projects for the town with an investor from Atlanta.”

      “Trinity was saying.”

      Caleb bit back his frustration. But he also couldn’t say too much, since the final public reveal wasn’t for another couple of days. “Other than that, I’ve got enough work coming in to keep Digital Design profitable.” She didn’t need to know exactly how profitable, though she’d married money the second time around. She wouldn’t be standing on Caleb’s doorstep with her hand out any time soon.

      Not like Dad. Caleb took every effort to keep his father from guessing how well Digital Design was doing. It was enough that Dad lived with him. He didn’t need to give his father an allowance, too.

      “And how’s your father?”

      Why did she always ask, and drag him into the middle of things? “You could give him a call.”

      Mom laughed, and Caleb could imagine her waving her hands dismiss the idea. “Just a quick summary will do.”

      “He’s still working for the landscaping company with a bunch of lawns to care for. Keeping a vegetable garden here at the house.” The man had been doing a poorer and poorer job of it all lately, though. One of these days his boss was going to tire of him coming late and doing a haphazard job on the yard work. But none of that was Mom’s business.

      She’d walked away, leaving Caleb to deal with his father’s drinking and temper. That was really the crux of it. She’d come back for Trinity after only a few weeks, but not Caleb. Didn’t Mom love him as much as she loved his sister? Because living with his dad had been no treat. Caleb had avoided being home as much as he possibly could. He’d set his focus on that scholarship. His only ticket out of Jewel Lake.

      Funny how he’d returned. How he was putting up with Dad again, but at least this time, it was on his own terms.

      “Are you dating anyone these days?”

      Caleb winced as both Sage and Harper came to mind. “No. Too busy, like I said.”

      “You’re not getting any younger.”

      “So be it.” He stared out the front window. How much longer was she going to ask questions he didn’t want to answer?

      A gentle beep broke into the conversation, and he pulled the device away from his ear to look at the screen. Town office? Huh. “Sorry, Mom, there’s another call coming through that I need to take. Talk to you again soon.” He clicked to accept the second call.

      “Hello, Caleb?”

      He froze at Sage’s voice. “Yes?” Then his heart leaped into action. Maybe she was calling because—

      “All the paperwork for the Satterfields’ investments crossed my desk a few minutes ago. Ms. Phillips asked me to set up a press conference on Monday. One o’clock is fine with Mr. Satterfield, so I wanted to make sure that time would work for you.”

      Where was the warmth in her voice? The passion? He’d even settle for anger or frustration seeping through, but there was nothing except formality. He scrubbed his hand through his hair. “One o’clock is fine. What do you need from me?”

      There was silence for a long moment. He hadn’t meant to ask a double-loaded question, but it had come out, anyway.

      “I’ll send an email with all the details.”

      “Okay. Thanks. And Sage—?”

      But the full silence in his earpiece told him she was already off the line.
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      Caleb squinted at the time as he reached for his ringing phone. Who on earth would be calling him at two-forty-five in the morning? Someone had better have died. If it was a wrong number, he was going to go ballistic.

      “Hello? Caleb here.”

      “This is Constable Herron at JLPD.”

      Caleb’s gut froze solid, and he nearly dropped his phone. “Yes?”

      “We have your father in custody. He’s been drinking and, uh, wrapped his truck around a power pole down by the dock.”

      No.

      “There’s more. The pole fell across the pier and shattered it. Several boats moored there are also damaged.”

      His? Caleb didn’t even want to know. Yes, he did. “Is the Sapphire II one of them?”

      The officer shuffled some papers. “Looks like it’s on the list, yes. That’s yours?”

      “Yes.” Caleb sat on the edge of his bed. “So. My father.”

      “Blood alcohol of point-one-five. We’re holding him overnight, but he can go out on bail.”

      Caleb shook his head, not that Herron could see. “I’m not bailing him out. Not this time. I’ll come down in the morning to see him, though. And what’s left of my boat.”

      “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, sir.”

      “Not your fault. Thanks.” He set the phone down as Ollie jumped up on the bed, his purr a rough rumble. “Hey, Ollie.” Caleb scrubbed at the cat’s ears, and the rumble increased. “Guess it’s just you and me for a while, buddy. I’m going to let them prosecute Dad. Send him to rehab, do time, whatever it takes. Even if that means people look down on me for not sticking by him.”

      He’d tried that route, smoothing things as best he could the last couple of times Dad had been picked up. He’d never damaged municipal property before, though. He was lucky he hadn’t crashed into an oncoming car and killed someone.

      Caleb pushed to his feet and paced into the kitchen. His ankle felt pretty good, better than his heart and his mind by a long shot. At least, as long as he didn’t trip over the insistent cat twining around his feet with every step he took. He bent and picked Ollie up. “What’s with you, buddy? Not used to having company in the middle of the night?” One-handed, he grabbed a glass from the cupboard, filled it from the fridge dispenser, and gulped the water down.

      Dad. How had he arrived in his mid-fifties unable to control his drinking or keep a decent job? Was Caleb guilty of aiding and abetting him? Trinity had said so a couple of times, but then, she was firmly on Team Mom.

      Caleb had always felt responsible for his dad. Yet… wasn’t role reversal supposed to happen much later in life? Like eighty or ninety maybe? Loyalty was one thing, but his dad had made a habit of relying on Caleb’s desire to keep things quiet.

      No more. If Caleb’s colleagues couldn’t separate the work he did for them from the drunk his father was, that was on them. He wasn’t his father. He wasn’t on the same path, going the same direction.

      He’d found purpose in Jesus back in high school after Mom and Trinity had left. He’d poured himself into music as a means of worshiping his Savior and grounding himself. He’d studied hard for his scholarship and started his own business.

      Caleb was not his father. He formed a mental picture of the two of them separating from each other. Two distinct adult beings, neither responsible for the actions of the other.

      Dad. Meet consequences. Consequences, meet Dad.

      Which didn’t mean it was going to be easy.

      Caleb let Ollie down and paced to the window. Outside, streetlights along the sidewalk pooled visibility beneath them. There was some overlap, but each had its own job.

      “Lord, I’ve tried so hard to control everything, and I’ve failed. I’ve failed with Dad, and I’ve failed with Sage.” Both thoughts crushed his soul. “I don’t even know what to do here. Dad’s going to hate me. Sage already does. I need You, Lord. I can’t do this by myself.”

      Caleb Grant, entrepreneur extraordinaire. Protégé of Vance Satterfield. Precious child of God.

      Unworthy.
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      Where was Caleb?

      Sage shaded her eyes and scanned the dozens of people gathering around in the park. The Satterfields and their daughter stood together near the steps to the low platform, not far from where members of the press set up cameras and boom mics. Pastor Marshall and Eli talked with each other nearby. Mom and Dad stood in the doorway of the Golden Grill with a few of their regulars leaning on the outside of the building. The Kennedy brothers stood outside Communication Location. Other downtown business owners did the same.

      She’d heard about Steve Grant’s escapade of the night before, of course, but it wasn’t like Caleb to ignore his responsibilities regardless of his personal situation. Not many people had guessed about his home life when they’d been teens. Sage had known. All things considered, maybe it was no big shock that her parents had decided Caleb wasn’t good enough for their baby girl.

      There he was, entering the park from across the square.

      Man, he looked good in dress pants and a white shirt, open at the neck, with sleeves rolled up a couple of turns. The perfect mix of businessman and small-town casual.

      But when his gaze met hers, she felt the tortured look to her soul. The poor guy didn’t look like he’d slept a wink. He shook the Mayor’s hand then they both turned to Sage.

      She glanced at her watch and nodded, beckoning to the Satterfields as well. Why was their daughter coming on stage? Sage hadn’t planned for six of them to be in the limelight. The others arranged themselves behind her as she met the local paper’s reporter’s eye. Mics pointed her direction.

      “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, members of the press.” Sage launched into her memorized speech. “Mayor Donaldson has an announcement you’ll all find interesting.”

      She exchanged spots on the platform with the man, which left her between Caleb and Vance, but she focused on the back of the mayor’s balding head as he explained the twofold dilemma faced by the town of Jewel Lake.

      “You all witnessed the devastation last week when lightning struck the communications tower on top of Miner’s Rock. Thanks to an able band of technicians, our internet was completely down for less than twelve hours, but it seemed like half a lifetime rather than half a day for many of us. However, the fix put in place that morning is only temporary. The town was already aware of our precarious position and seeking for more stable long-term solutions.”

      At the back of the park, someone waved a sign and yelled out, “No more taxes!”

      Ha. They’d come prepared. Or so they thought.

      The Mayor held up his hand. “Agreed. Raising taxes was considered a last resort, and we haven’t had to come to that. Some of you may have seen Vance Satterfield around town the past few weeks. Mr. Satterfield?”

      Vance stepped forward, and all the mics swung toward him. “My lovely wife and I have been overwhelmed by the warm welcome offered us by the good folks of Jewel Lake. Satterfield Investments is proud to announce an appropriation of capital to upgrade internet services for the community, which will help to attract digital businesses and…”

      Sage tuned out most of the rest of his speech until he finally picked up a large piece of cardboard leaning against the front of the platform. With Loretta’s help, he turned it around, and the Mayor held the other end.

      Vance nodded at Mayor Donaldson with a smile. “On behalf of Satterfield Investments, I’m pleased to offer the Town of Jewel Lake this check for new and upgraded infrastructure.”

      Whistles and the clicks of cameras filled the air as people yelled and waved their arms. And those flashes were blinding.

      Sage smirked as the no more taxes sign sank from visibility.

      The Mayor passed the large check off to an aide who set it on a waiting tripod. Then he glanced at Sage and stepped back along with the Satterfields.

      She knew her spot and moved back into the limelight. “Can I get a round of applause for Satterfield Investments? Thank you, Vance and Loretta Satterfield!” She smiled at the couple as the residents showed their appreciation.

      Then she turned back to the cameras herself. “Now you know half the news we’ve come to share with you today. Last night there was a devastating accident…” Her voice faltered. “A lot of damage was done to our dock and several of the boats moored there. A new marina was already under consideration by the town officials, but—” she raised her hands as a crescendo of voices called out “—but, suddenly, that is even more important. Mayor—”

      “I’ll take it from here.” Caleb stepped up beside her, and she shifted back. “If you haven’t already heard about last night’s accident, it was my dad. He was driving under the influence, and he took out the power pole on the parking lot down there. The pole destroyed the dock and damaged several of the boats moored there, including mine. I’m sorry for… everything.”

      But it wasn’t Caleb’s fault!

      The mayor put his hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Thank you. However, what happened last night has nothing to do with today’s second announcement, just unfortunate timing. A new marina with expanded facilities has been needed by our community for years. Decades, even. This will be a much bigger project than the internet infrastructure project, but the same company has come to our rescue. Mr. Satterfield?”

      Sage leaned closer to Caleb as Vance took center stage. “I’m sorry about your dad,” she whispered.

      His jaw flexed, but he didn’t turn toward her. The haunted look on his face had formed deep contours. It cut into her heart, as well.

      “My daughter, Harper, will be overseeing the marina construction. We’ll be breaking ground on it all next spring.”

      Harper… what?

      Sage had managed to avoid doing more than saying hello to the Satterfields’ daughter. Now she was moving to Jewel Lake?

      Harper glanced toward Caleb with a tiny smile Sage was sure she wasn’t meant to intercept. Sage’s heart sank. She’d seen how much Vance and Loretta appreciated Caleb. It was plain they now wanted to welcome him into their family.

      Sage had had her chance and pushed it away. Pushed Caleb away. But that wasn’t what she really wanted.

      As the second ginormous check was displayed, Caleb moved forward to smile for the camera. What that must cost him.

      Sage moved forward, too. No one had said she couldn’t be in the photos, and — petty as it might seem — she’d stand between Caleb and Harper as long as she could to keep them apart. Caleb was hers. She hadn’t fully appreciated him, but she did now. He was a man of integrity. A man she could trust with her whole heart. A man who didn’t deserve to be looked down on by her parents or anyone else in the town because of who his father was or what the man had done.

      Caleb was above that. Beyond that.

      She loved him. She’d stand beside him gladly, for the rest of their lives.

      But how could she tell him?
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      On closer inspection, the damage to the Sapphire II hadn’t been as great as Caleb had feared. She was seaworthy but needed her mast and boom replaced. The boat moored nearer land had been written off.

      His brother-in-law had said of course Caleb could moor her in front of their place in Agate Bay. They had a new dock and no boat. Of course, he was welcome to use it as his own.

      That should make him happy, but not much did. Not with his father behind bars. And ooooh, boy, was Dad angry at Caleb’s refusal to bail him out. He didn’t want to go to rehab. He didn’t need help. He could stop drinking anytime he wanted to.

      And why had someone put a power pole in the middle of a bleeping parking lot, anyway? It hadn’t been there last week.

      Uh. Yes, it had. Decades, even.

      Caleb had kept his phone on mute all week. A few voicemails and emails assured him he wasn’t forgotten. Eli had asked if he’d lead worship on Sunday, but Caleb declined. How could he stand in front of the church? In front of the community?

      Right now, the Pot of Gold Treasure Hunt’s final rally was in progress. He’d messaged Vance to express his regrets. Since his job helping secure the funds for the projects was complete, there was no need to attend the rally. Group 17 wasn’t in the running for a prize, anyway. It would be just the Satterfields — since Sage had bailed on the group a few weeks back — and the rest of the community would make sure they felt at home. They didn’t need Caleb.

      No one needed him.

      How could he shake this wretched mood? He should be jubilant at what he’d helped accomplish for the town and what it meant for him, personally. More reliable, faster internet would help him — and countless other entrepreneurs — grow his business. The new marina would enable him to lease a more secure, permanent slip for the Sapphire II. But what was the point of success if he had no one to share it with? And sailing got him out in nature, sure, but he’d held out hopes that Sage would be there for him. He hadn’t allowed conscious hope when he’d returned to Jewel Lake and bought the boat, but it had to be true, or he wouldn’t avoid being out on the water now that she’d rejected him. She wasn’t a good match for him. She didn’t enjoy hiking and camping and experiencing nature.

      He loved her anyway.

      What did that matter since she didn’t love him back? Except a woman who didn’t love him wouldn’t have kissed him the way she had.

      Enough. Maybe he needed to get out on the water, after all. He didn’t need a mast to use the inboard. Maybe a breeze on his face would help settle his emotions. No one would bother him since they were all at the rally.

      Twenty minutes later, he stood at the helm of the Sapphire II, remembering his older, smaller boat with Sage nestled beside him while he fished. Everything reminded him of her. Always would.

      Harper was no sort of replacement for Sage. She was nice enough and seemed excited to move to Jewel Lake next spring as her dad’s representative, but she simply didn’t turn Caleb’s heart over in his chest. Maybe he’d feel differently when she returned, and Sage still had him cut out of her life.

      But probably not. He’d likely never marry or have kids, just dote on any Trinity and Dale brought into this world. Not that they were in any sort of hurry.

      Caleb nosed in at the ramshackle dock by the Miner’s Rock trailhead, remembering the night he’d run the trail in encroaching darkness. He’d been wildly upset that night.

      Not like now. His ankle could probably make it to the top if he took his time, but why bother? Being on the water hadn’t lifted his spirits as he’d hoped. He should cruise back to Dale and Trin’s dock and drive back to the house. Sweet River Ranch had emailed yesterday with a request for a massive upgrade to their reservation system.

      That would keep him occupied for a few days. By then, Dad would likely have been transferred to a rehab facility. He’d be gone ninety days, at the very least, and Caleb could put decision-making off a little longer. Would he let Dad move back in with him? Maybe. Maybe not. They’d have to see.

      Caleb turned the boat toward Agate Bay. The late afternoon sun angled in his eyes as he cruised toward the dock. He adjusted the visor on his cap to offer a bit of shade.

      No storm lasted forever. The sun always came back out after a rain, just as God promised Noah. Maybe the same was true for hearts. Caleb just needed to keep focused on Jesus, and these trials would eventually pass.

      He rounded the point and angled toward his brother-in-law’s jetty only to see a lone figure sitting on the end of it, her feet dangling in the water. A lone figure with red hair pulled back into a ponytail.

      Caleb didn’t know if his heart could take it, but the fool thing lifted anyway.
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      Sage clambered to her feet as Caleb cut the Sapphire II’s engine. It drifted closer, and she reached for the rope as he tossed it onto the pier. “Hi.”

      “Hey.” He studied her, arms crossed over his chest and feet braced on the deck.

      She slipped the mooring loops over the cleats, trying not to feel his gaze burning her skin. She met his gaze warily. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      He wasn’t going to make it easy. She probably deserved his caution. “I’m sorry.”

      His jaw clenched, but he showed no other reaction. “For what?”

      Right. The list could be pretty long. “I’m sorry for not trusting you. For blindly holding the past against you without even seeking all the details. I’m really good at jumping to conclusions and then sticking with those assumptions even when all evidence points elsewhere.”

      His eyebrows flickered.

      “I have something for you.” She wrapped her fingers around the object in her pocket and held her fisted hand toward him.

      Caleb looked at her hand, back to her eyes, then back to her hand.

      She held steady. Lord, please let me not be too late.

      Finally, he extended his palm, and she set the object onto it. Awareness and need and electricity pulsed between them before she withdrew, leaving her high school class ring behind, still strung through the leather thong he’d worn it on many years before.

      Swallowing hard, Caleb studied the ring for a long moment.

      When would he say something? Do something? Please, anything besides drop it in the lake.

      “It’s a sapphire,” she said at last. Like he didn’t know. “My birthstone.”

      “I remember.” His voice sounded like his throat was packed with gravel, and it was difficult — painful — to force words out around it.

      “I know we’re not in high school anymore, so it was probably dumb of me to dig this out to offer it to you again. Juvenile, even. But, I thought it was fitting.”

      Caleb’s fingers folded around the makeshift necklace, but he still didn’t meet her gaze.

      Sage swallowed hard. “It represents things I didn’t understand when I was seventeen. Loyalty. Trust. Faithfulness. I don’t need to tell you that I have a lot of flaws. You know them far too well. But I’m learning to change. God wants to work in me. He’s already started.”

      He looked at her across the gunwales of the Sapphire II. “I’m far from perfect myself, Sage. Like you, I was just a kid. I didn’t appreciate the treasure I had in you. The thing between us was big and scary, and when your father gave me a push away, I accepted it as permission to run. I did everything wrong.”

      “My dad put you in an impossible position. It was terrible of him.”

      “I respect him for wanting what was best for his daughter. If I ever have a daughter, I’m sure I’ll be the same way. No hormonal punk will get away with sniffing around her. I’ll kick him way farther than California.”

      What was he saying beneath all that? Sage couldn’t have torn her gaze from him if she tried. She wasn’t trying.

      Caleb stepped from the boat to the dock. He stood so close she had to angle her head way back to see him. He smelled of the wind and the lake and the essence that was all Caleb. But he didn’t touch her. “Sage? Are you sure? Because — don’t kid around with me. I can’t take it.”

      Time stood still. How could she convince him she meant it? She tugged her offering from his hand and looped it around his neck. “I know it’s corny, but it’s all I’ve got. I love you, Caleb Grant. You have my loyalty, my trust, my faithfulness. You have my everything.” Sage took a deep breath. “I’m praying you’ll accept it. Me.”

      He set his hands on her hips and rested his forehead against hers. “Sage…”

      The breath of his whisper caressed her face. “Caleb.”

      And then his lips caught at hers, gently at first and then with more passion. “Sage,” he groaned between kisses as he gathered her tightly against his chest, lifting her right off the planks.

      But she was too busy kissing him back to say anything for a very long moment. Only the sound of applause split her attention from the one she loved above all others.

      Caleb turned them so his back was to the dry land. “We’ve got company,” he murmured.

      “I know.” She swept her lips across his again. “I invited them.”

      He pushed her to arms’ length. “Do I want to know? Because, Sage, if—”

      “I took a chance on you. A big chance, maybe. But I needed a way to make up for everything with you.”

      “Didn’t you just do that?”

      “I want the whole world to know how much I love you. I want everyone to know I’ve repented of my pigheadedness.” She bit her lip and looked deeply into his eyes. “I want everyone to know you’ve forgiven me. At least, if you have…?”

      “Do I need to spell it out?”

      “Maybe?”

      “I forgive you. Can you do the same for me? I treated you abominably that summer, and maybe not much better this summer. I saw an opportunity to start again and didn’t think things through. I’ve slipped up over and over, partly because I didn’t let God guide us. I never want to fight with you again… but it will probably happen because we’re both as stubborn as can be. But I can get onboard with loyalty and trust. I can get onboard with…” He glanced behind him, up towards Trinity and Dale’s house. “Who all is there?”

      “My parents. The Satterfields. Our friends — eek!”

      Because Caleb had swept her right up into his arms and stepped aboard the Sapphire II. The craft rocked beneath their weight. He set her down and reached for the mooring ropes. “The other thing I can get onboard with is this boat and getting you away from prying eyes for a while.”

      She giggled at the double meaning as he started the engine then stretched his hand toward her. She gladly stepped into the circle of his arm as the boat picked up speed.

      “Hey!” someone yelled from the shore. Might’ve been Lyssa. Sage wasn’t sure. Didn’t care. The party would keep. Or they could have it without her and Caleb.

      The bow rose into the air as Caleb turned the throttle. He spun the helm to bring the boat around the point and out of sight of Agate Bay. Then he killed the motor and tossed the anchor overboard.

      “Come here.” He stretched out his arms as his eyes drank her in. “I love you, Sage Mulligan. Let’s start over.”

      She stepped into his embrace and let herself be kissed as she’d dreamed of for eight long years. She might have done a very poor job of reacting to Caleb leaving that summer. She might have kept a grudge like an Olympic medal depended on it, but he was right about one thing. They’d been so young, so immature, and they hadn’t been on a good path back then.

      He was right about something else.

      This was worth waiting for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Caleb held Sage’s hand as they sauntered up from the dock half an hour later, marveling at the warmth of her palm and the brush of her shoulder against his arm. All that angst from the past week? Gone. This was what peace felt like.

      The aroma of grilled burgers drifted down from the deck. Dale waved at them. “The guests of honor have arrived,” he hollered, turning toward the house.

      Their family and friends crowded out the patio doors, but Dad was missing. Caleb would swing by the jail and talk to him later. It was time. Lee and Estelle stood off to one side of the group, expressions unreadable from this distance.

      Caleb nudged Sage to precede him up the steps to the deck and reluctantly let go when she was surrounded by Trinity, Lyssa, Loretta, and others. Dale slapped his back, but Caleb knew what he needed to do first. He bypassed Vance’s outstretched hand and made his way toward Sage’s parents than stopped in front of them.

      They eyed him.

      He studied them in return. “I love your daughter. You were right eight years ago. At least, sort of right. We were too young for the big ideas we had, but there’s never been anyone for me except Sage. I’d really like your blessing as we move forward.”

      Lee’s jaw clenched, and Estelle shook her head.

      Great. What was Caleb supposed to do now? “I don’t want to come between you and your only child, but that’s completely up to you. Please know that regardless of what my parents have done, I’m not them. I’m not like them. I’ve made mistakes, too, and I will make more. But I promise I will not make Sage or you regret my presence in her life.”

      “You’ve grown up a lot.” Lee cleared his throat, sounding suspiciously like he had something caught in it.

      “Yes, sir. I can take care of her, not that she needs it. She does a fine job of taking care of herself.”

      “She never really wanted the diner.” Estelle sounded sad. “I knew it would come to this one day.”

      Caleb nodded. “You’re right about the diner. She can work for the town as long as she wants, as far as I’m concerned. But when she’s ready, I’m equally okay with her leaving the office. It’s up to her.”

      “Estelle’s been after me to hire a chef.”

      “I’ll pray you’ll find the right person to fit into your team.”

      “Or we could just sell the place, I guess.” Lee looked down. “We sure don’t have a lot of time to ourselves.”

      “I can see it would be a hard decision. You’ve poured a lot of yourselves into that diner for decades.” How would Caleb feel about Digital Design when he was older? Would he stay at the helm or sell the whole shebang? He could empathize with the Mulligans’ decision.

      Estelle nodded. “We have. But Sage has never been interested. Not like we hoped she would be.”

      Caleb stayed quiet. They seemed to need a moment to grieve the demise of their hopes and plans.

      “Caleb.” Lee cleared his throat again. “Son. We won’t stand in your way. We love Sage, and she loves you. So, we’ll learn to love you, too.”

      “Thanks.” Whatever was stuck in Lee’s windpipe seemed to be catching. “Same. I could use a good example of parenting. My own… not so much.”

      “Your mother was a good woman,” Estelle said.

      He met her gaze. “Really? You knew her?” Of course, she knew her.

      “She made mistakes, but she tried to hold things together as long as she could.”

      “I hated that she left me. And took Trinity.”

      “It gutted her. But your father…”

      “I know.” Caleb took a deep breath. “He’s going into rehab. Not exactly willingly, but I’m praying for him.”

      “Sometimes that’s all we can do.” Lee met his gaze. “We do everything we can, but we can’t control other people’s choices. You’ve made different decisions than either of your parents. You’ll make Sage very happy.”

      “Thanks.”

      And when Sage’s mom wrapped her arms around him, he held her close, needing to blink back a tear or two. But when Lee added his embrace around the both of them, the tears were harder to contain.

      He’d have pursued Sage without their blessing, but it was so, so much sweeter to have it.
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      The Satterfields had returned to Atlanta, taking Harper with them. Work on the internet infrastructure had been completed, connecting Jewel Lake to bigger and better opportunities.

      The past few weeks had been as blissful as the late summer weather. Peace surrounded Sage, as well as the contentment and joy of basking in Caleb’s love.

      Today, Caleb had invited her on a geocaching hike up Miner’s Rock. That should be an easy find, because she knew where all the caches were from the Pot of Gold Treasure Hunt. But she’d go along with him. Besides, he’d promised no one had seen a bear on that trail all summer.

      They climbed up from the Sapphire II, holding hands and speaking little as they passed the pictographs and headed further up.

      “What are the clues for the geocache?” she asked as they approached the first overlook. Sage pulled Caleb to the side of the path where they had a good view of the town across the water. It wasn’t that her legs or lungs needed a break. She needed an excuse to lean into Caleb and kiss him for just a minute or two.

      He obliged then grinned at her. “I’ll dig them out when we get to the top. You haven’t been up here since the new infrastructure was installed, have you?”

      Sage shook her head. She could try to enjoy hiking for Caleb’s sake, but it wasn’t like she was spontaneously going to get out in nature by herself. Not like Lyssa used to do, even when Sage tried to warn her roommate about bears and other wildlife.

      “Come on then.” Caleb tugged her back toward the trail.

      A bit later they emerged at the top of the bluff with the towers tall above it. Caleb hoisted his backpack onto a picnic table.

      Sage frowned. “A picnic table? Since when?”

      “Vance added it. Figured people should have a reward for the climb, if they wanted to pack a picnic like I did.”

      “You did?”

      “You didn’t think I needed enough survival gear to fatten my pack this much, did you? Your parents sent food.”

      “Figures.” She laughed. “I could eat.”

      He dug into his pack’s side pocket — the side without the bear spray — and came out with his GPS unit. Then he sat on the picnic bench with his back against the table as he turned it on.

      Sage nestled beside him. “Let me see.”

      Caleb angled it toward her.

      
        
        Where the ankle meets the root

        And the sandal meets the rock

        The future awaits

        For you to unlock.

      

      

      Sage’s heart hiccupped. Did this cryptic almost-poetry mean what she thought it did? “Caleb?”

      “Hmm?” His arm draped across her shoulders.

      “Where did you twist your ankle that night?”

      He dropped the handheld into her palm. “That’s for you to figure out.”

      “Not fair.”

      “Totally fair. Some of the groups that were actually trying to win the Pot of Gold didn’t get as many points as Group 17. And I happen to know you figured out at least a couple of those caches on your own.”

      “Can I have lunch first? What did my mom send?”

      “No, you can’t. And I’m not telling.”

      “Fine.” She stood and offered him a pouty face.

      He only grinned, rested his other elbow on the table behind him, and closed his eyes against the summer sun. “Time’s a wastin’, girl.”

      Sage studied the coordinates in the GPS unit then glanced down the trail. It couldn’t be too far if the lightning strike had jolted Caleb off his feet. She shuddered to think how it could have killed him if he’d been much nearer.

      She hadn’t reached the first bend in the trail when the handheld indicated she was within range. And there was a root winding around a rock at the edge of the path. Sage knelt and peered into the tiny crevice. She wasn’t stupid enough to stick her hand in places like that. That’s how people got bit or stung or something.

      In the recesses, a small blue tin hid until she withdrew it. She glanced toward the picnic table only to see Caleb leaping a rock on his way toward her. He shouldn’t do that. Not after his sprain. But he knew what he could do and didn’t need her to nag at him. “I see you found it.”

      Breathing was difficult. Sage pried open the tin to discover a small velvet box in royal blue. She angled it open and gasped at the beautiful ring nestled inside, an oval sapphire flanked by diamonds. Even Princess Diana’s ring couldn’t have been more beautiful.

      Caleb knelt in front of her. “Sage, I love you. Please, will you marry me?”

      Hopefully her smile said more than the tears pouring down her cheeks. “Caleb, it’s beautiful. Yes. So much, yes.” She swiped at the rivulets with the back of her other hand.

      “Why the tears, love?” His thumb wiped one away with so much gentleness Sage nearly dissolved.

      “Because I’m so happy.”

      He tugged the ring from its nest and slid it onto her finger.

      It fit perfectly, like he’d known. Maybe he’d had Lyssa’s help. Or Mom’s. But it didn’t matter, because the design was perfect. The sapphire symbolized everything for them both from her class ring to his boats — old and new — to the lessons on loyalty and trust through this summer’s treasure hunt.

      Caleb pulled her to her feet and into his arms. “Happy birthday, Sage Estelle Mulligan.”

      “You remembered.”

      “Of course. What could have made today more perfect?”

      “This.” And Sage rested her left hand on his shoulder for just a few seconds to admire the beautiful gems before sliding it behind his head and pulling it down toward hers.

      Caleb’s mouth covered hers with a kiss so passionate and true that she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that just like Jesus, Caleb would never leave her or forsake her.
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      Eli Bryson figured he was more nervous than the bride and groom who stood in front of him, pledging their love to each other. This was his first wedding. To be fair, it was also Caleb’s and Sage’s first, but neither of them looked like their knees were knocking or their hands were clammy.

      Their Valentine’s Day wedding had lured the Satterfields to Montana in the dead of winter. Even glamorous, out-of-reach Harper had come, though she didn’t know Sage or Caleb all that well. She sat several rows back between her parents, her eyes wide and her lips parted as she took in the heart-felt ceremony.

      Eli glanced down at the order of service in his hands and took a deep breath. He shouldn’t even look at Harper. Had he fulfilled all the steps he was supposed to? Vows. Check. Rings. Check. Kiss. Check… though he hadn’t wanted to watch. Unity candle. Check. Prayer. Check.

      Yep, he’d led them through everything. “I now present to you Mr. and Mrs. Caleb Grant.”

      The crowd inside Creekside Fellowship cheered and clapped and whistled as Caleb led his bride — his wife — down the few steps and down the center aisle with the wedding party on their heels. The Kennedy brothers, acting as ushers, gestured for the parents to follow the group. Lee and Estelle Mulligan stepped into the aisle and headed toward the foyer with beaming smiles.

      On the other side, Caleb’s mom, Sue, clutched Martin’s arm, studiously ignoring her ex. Steve Grant was living in an addiction recovery house in Missoula. It seemed Caleb’s dad was winning the battle against alcohol.

      The Satterfields were next. For just a second, Eli allowed himself to watch Harper before reminding himself that, even though she was moving to Jewel Lake for the summer, she was not within his social sphere. He was a kid from a rough background — he could empathize with Caleb on that point — and barely had enough coins in his pocket at any given time to clink together.

      Going into the ministry, especially as a youth pastor, was not a lucrative calling, but Eli couldn’t turn his back. Not when God had done so much for him.

      He forced his gaze to shift back another couple of pews where Stephanie Simpson rose beside her parents. She smiled at him as though they had a secret.

      They didn’t have a secret. Her dad was an elder, close friends with Pastor Marshall, and had decided Stephanie and Eli were meant for each other.

      Maybe Eli hadn’t given Stephanie a real chance. Maybe he’d just dug in his heels at the thought that anyone could direct whom he loved. Maybe Stephanie was a lovely person who would complement him and his ministry if he only looked deeper than her exterior.

      It wasn’t that she was bad looking. Eli wasn’t that kind of shallow. She just… there was nothing in her that made his blood sing.

      Not like one glimpse of Harper Satterfield had done to him last summer. He’d never forget Vance introducing his daughter the day of the public announcement in late July with what Satterfield Investments was doing for Jewel Lake. If Harper’s stunning looks and stylish clothes hadn’t told Eli to forget about her, all those zeroes on the huge cardboard checks had sent the message home forcefully.

      No, Harper Satterfield was not for the likes of him. He needed to get over her before she returned to oversee the marina project.

      Stephanie. He should date Stephanie and fall in love with her. That way he’d be too busy — too happy — to notice Harper. Yes. That should work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Author’s note to Eli:

      Eli, my friend, it’s not easy following hard after God as a young, single pastor. Is it any easier for older, married pastors? From my perspective as a pastor’s kid and observant adult, I doubt it. There are trials and temptations no matter the stage of your life, but as you lean into Jesus regardless of what comes your way, He will fill your heart and life whether or not you meet the woman who completes you.

      But because I’m an author and in the business of doling out happily-ever-afters, let me put your story on the to-do list. How about Stephanie? You up for a lifetime of her? No? Work with me here…

      
        
        Looking for Eli and (cough) someone’s story?

        Buy or borrow Amethyst Attraction here.

      

      

      

      Author’s note to readers:

      Thanks for reading Sapphire Sentiments! I hope you enjoyed everything in Caleb and Sage’s story from ‘once upon a time’ to ‘and they lived happily ever after!’ I’d love for you to leave a review!

      Did you miss Kirk and Lyssa’s story? Here’s Topaz Treasure.

      Did you miss Dale and Trinity’s story? Here’s Ruby Radiance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Sapphire Sentiments! I'm so honored that you chose to spend the last few hours with Sage, Caleb, and me. You are appreciated.

      Each honest review means a lot to me and helps other readers know if this is a book they might enjoy.  Thank you for your review!

      I welcome contact from readers. At my website, you can contact me via email, read my blog, and find me on social media. You can also sign up for my newsletter to be notified of new releases, contests, special deals, and more! Click here to subscribe. You’ll receive Promise of Peppermint, the novella that introduces my Urban Farm Fresh Romance series— absolutely free as my thank you gift!

      ~ Valerie Comer

      www.valeriecomer.com

      http://valeriecomer.com/subscribe

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Valerie Comer

          

        

      

    

    
      Pot of Gold Geocaching Romance Series

      Sign up for the Pot of Gold Treasure Hunt, a summer-long geocaching adventure in Jewel Lake, Montana, and find a greater treasure than you expected!

      1. Topaz Treasure

      2. Ruby Radiance

      3. Sapphire Sentiments

      4. Amethyst Attraction

      

      Cavanagh Cowboys Romance Series

      Join the Cavanagh cowboys as they rope in romance in this Montana Ranches Christian romance series!

      1. Marry Me for Real, Cowboy

      2. Give Me Another Chance, Cowboy

      3. Let Me Off Easy, Cowboy

      

      Saddle Springs Romance Series

      Meet the cowboys who ride the ranges, mend fences, and are lassoed by romance on the ranches surrounding Saddle Springs, Montana, in this Montana Ranches collection.

      1. The Cowboy’s Christmas Reunion

      2. The Cowboy’s Mixed-Up Matchmaker

      3. The Cowboy’s Romantic Dreamer

      4. The Cowboy’s Convenient Marriage

      5. The Cowboy’s Belated Discovery

      6. The Cowboy’s Reluctant Bride

      Save when buying Saddle Springs Romance 1-3!

      

      Urban Farm Fresh Romance Series

      This series about a group of friends in the fictional neighborhood of Bridgeview in Spokane, Washington, explores what an urban community focused on local food might look like: raising goats, chickens, and bees in the heart of the city while sharing in food projects and engaging in each others’ lives. Oh, and definitely falling in love!

      0. Promise of Peppermint

      1. Secrets of Sunbeams (also in audio)

      2. Butterflies on Breezes (also in audio)

      3. Memories of Mist (also in audio)

      4. Wishes on Wildflowers

      5. Flavors of Forever

      6. Raindrops on Radishes

      7. Dancing at Daybreak

      8. Glimpses of Gossamer

      9. Lavished with Lavender

      10. Cadence of Cranberries

      11. Joys of Juniper

      12. Together in Thyme

      Save when buying Urban Farm Fresh Romance 1-3!

      

      Garden Grown Romance Series

      Welcome to Arcadia Valley in south-central Idaho, where a foodie culture and romance grow hand-in-hand.

      1. Sown in Love

      2. Sprouts of Love

      3. Rooted in Love

      4. Harvest of Love

      Save on the Complete Collection!

      

      Farm Fresh Romance Series

      The series that started it all! This unique rural romance series follows the adventures, romantic and otherwise, of three college graduates and their friends who move onto a reclaimed farm where they plan to take the rural area by storm with their sustainable lifestyle and focus on local foods.

      1. Raspberries and Vinegar (also in audio)

      2. Wild Mint Tea (also in audio)

      3. Sweetened with Honey (also in audio)

      4. Dandelions for Dinner (also in audio)

      5. Plum Upside Down (also in audio)

      6. Berry on Top (also in audio)

      Save when buying Farm Fresh Romance 1-3!

      (also in audio)

      

      Christmas in Montana Romance Series

      Enjoy the rich heritage and innate charm of Helena, Montana, in this Christmas romance series celebrating all that winter and Christmas has to offer. A heart-warming series of love and second chances amid the glitz of beauty pageants. And, as always, local food.

      1. More Than a Tiara

      2. Other Than a Halo

      3. Better Than a Crown

      Save on the Complete Collection!

      

      Riverbend Romance Novella Series

      Riverbend, BC, is the quaint (fictional!) Canadian town you wish you were from, where everyone knows everyone, seasons are celebrated, and love is in the air. There's a novella for every season: winter, spring, summer, autumn, and Christmas.

      1. Secretly Yours

      2. Pinky Promise

      3. Sweet Serenade

      4. Team Bride

      5. Merry Kisses

      Save on the Complete Collection!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Valerie Comer
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      Valerie Comer’s life on a small farm in western Canada provides the seed for stories of contemporary Christian romance. Like many of her characters, Valerie grows much of her own food and is active in the local foods movement as well as her church. She only hopes her imaginary friends enjoy their happily-ever-afters as much as she does hers, shared with her husband, adult kids, and adorable granddaughters.

      Valerie is a USA Today bestselling author and a two-time Word Award winner. She writes engaging characters, strong communities, and deep faith into her green clean romances.

      To find out more, visit her website at www.valeriecomer.com, where you can read her blog, explore her many links, and sign up for her email newsletter, where you will find news, giveaways, deals, book recommendations and more. You can also find Valerie blogging with other authors of Christian contemporary romance at Inspy Romance.
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