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        Stephanie Ramirez

      

      

      “So,” my mother’s voice cuts into my ear, “are you coming to the wedding next weekend?”

      I sigh, keeping my gaze on the road ahead of me and both hands firmly on the wheel. My mom has impeccable timing when it comes to calling me—the moment she chose today is while I’m trying to navigate my Honda SUV through the early stages of a snowstorm to get to the log cabin I’m staying in for a long, peaceful weekend in the mountains away from busy Hawk City behind me.

      “I don’t know, Mom. It’s not really my scene.” Her second cousin’s daughter or something is getting married at the hoity-toity country club in the city. I won’t call my mom a snob, but her side of the family tends to look down on others who don’t share their same lifestyle, and that includes schoolteachers.

      “What do you mean, it’s not your scene? This is family. You should be there for your family.”

      “I hardly know Chrystal,” I protest, glancing at the GPS on the built-in screen in the dashboard. I make the right turn it tells me to. “I’ve met her, like, three times in my life. And I certainly have no idea about the guy she’s marrying.”

      “She’ll be disappointed if you don’t come.”

      “Mom, she doesn’t even know who I am,” I say flatly. “Besides, the country club isn’t my favorite place to be, anyway.”

      “You know your father and I have been proud members for years,” Mom replies. “Your presence there is important. Just stop giving me a hard time and come, Stephanie. You can bring Brent.”

      A flash of anger blazes through me at the mention of that name. “You know Brent and I broke up six months ago.” It was only the worst several months of my life—not counting the three miserable years I spent with him trying to get him to love me, convinced if I held on just a little longer he would come to appreciate me—but, nah, Mom, don’t sweat it.

      “Then bring someone else. I don’t care who. Don’t make me look bad, Stephanie.”

      My mom’s biggest fear in life is “looking bad.” She and my dad didn’t have shit when they got married thirty-five years ago. Eventually, he got a great job as a business analyst about fifteen years ago with a fledgling company and made partner when I was in undergrad. As a way to stick it in the faces of the family members who gave her a hard time for being “poor” before, my mom insisted on joining the country club. I’m happy they’re doing well, but my mom has turned into one of the most pretentious people I know.

      “…bring…look…look good. Just…okay?”

      “Mom, I’m driving,” I tell her, unsure if she can hear me. “I’ll call you later.” I hang up before she can say anything else.

      For a long few moments, I focus hard on the road. Up in the mountains, predictably, the weather is even worse. My cell phone’s signal fades in and out as I guide my Honda higher into the mountains. My confidence in taking this trip by myself, however, went offline about an hour ago.

      Fat, wet flakes smack the windshield and I crank the wipers up to the next speed, fearing they’re going to fly off my car. The snow started thirty minutes ago. I was supposed to have been tucked into my friend Lisa’s parents’ cabin by then in a cozy sweater in front of the fireplace with a glass of wine in hand, but one wrong turn became four, and now it’s dark and the forecasted storm—that was supposed to be the backdrop for my long weekend of solitude and confidence-building—is upon me, the small town of Hawk Valley, and the mountains.

      “Please just let me get there,” I whisper into the repetitive squeal of the windshield wiper blades and the low roar of the SUV’s heater, which is on full blast to ensure the snow melts on the windshield on contact. “If I can just get there, everything’ll be fine.”

      Oh, really? a sarcastic voice in my head replies. Just like everything was fine after Brent tried to control your life, made you feel like you were helpless without him, and then wound up cheating on you for the last eight months?

      “Shut up,” I mutter. I can be a real asshole to myself sometimes. Admittedly, too much. I’m hard on myself, but the breakup with my ex has made things even worse. He’s been out of my life for the past six months but rebuilding my life and my heart in the aftermath has been so much harder. It’s not that I miss him—I sure as hell don’t. At least, not anymore. But when someone convinces you you’re less than nothing without them in your life dictating every step, every decision, and bending you to their will when you’re not looking, the damage is devastating and hits harder than you really know in the moment.

      The past six months of getting over everything have been one long, rickety ride to healing where every so often I find a new problem with the raggedy cart leading me along—a broken axel here, a rusty spoke there, and a huge hole in the bottom that’s steadily been spilling all the supplies I need to stay alive.

      Lisa and I made these plans to take a long best-friends weekend here. Her well-to-do folks winter in Florida, and their cabin stands idle most of the year except Christmas, when their whole family gathers. Lisa invited me, said we’d watch our favorite non-romantic movies, drink as much wine as we could stand, and eat our weight in charcuterie. She’s a therapist, so I knew an unofficial, off-the-books session was going to be on the agenda for me as well. I despise opening up and talking about my emotions—probably because Brent criticized me for having any for basically the entire duration of our relationship and made me feel as though they were a nuisance to him—but…growth! Confidence! Change!

      My tire hits a slick patch on the winding mountain road and skids a little, even though I’m crawling along. There are no other cars in sight, but the snowfall is so heavy I doubt I would have been able to see another vehicle, anyway. Somehow my death grip on the wheel tightens even more as I quickly correct the car, and my heart pounds hard in my ears. What am I doing?

      I passed through the town of Hawk Valley right before the snow started. I told myself I could get to the cabin in time. But now I think I’m hopelessly lost.

      Should I just pull over? I slow the car to a stop and gnaw my lip. I try to think of the right thing to do, but all I can hear is the awful squelch-squelch of the windshield wipers and get lost in the hypnotizing rhythm.

      “Snap out of it!” I say sharply out loud. I rest my forehead on the wheel, trying not to panic and failing.

      Lisa cancelled on me this afternoon. Her young son came down with the flu at school, and her husband is on the other side of the world for business. “You should still go,” she said firmly. “Enjoy the cabin all to yourself this weekend. It’s so peaceful and still. I made sure to stock the fridge, so there’s plenty of food to cook or heat.”

      I got so lost in a fantasy of taking a hot bubble bath in the huge Jacuzzi tub in the master bath with a glass of wine that I agreed to go without her. Why shouldn’t I? I have a long weekend due to a day off at the public school where I teach fifth grade literature. I couldn’t do much outside, but a cozy, relaxing weekend was just what I needed.

      It would just be a little snow, I told myself that afternoon when I jauntily packed the car. What could go wrong?

      I’ve come too far to go back now. I’m getting low on gas and—like an idiot—I didn’t bring any real food with me. I got coffee and a pastry before hitting the road, and that was it. The map on my cell phone tells me I only have a couple more miles to go until I reach the cabin, where a stocked fridge awaits me.

      I can do this. I have to do this.

      I creep forward, a new flood of determination coursing through me.

      Brent would have laughed at me and told me there was no way I was intelligent or resourceful enough to figure out how to get there on my own. “You’re just going to screw this up,” he’d say with scorn. No, wait. Actually, he would have forbidden me to go in the first place. He and Lisa never got along well anyway, and he would have blown up at me for even suggesting a thing like this. I got so used to asking his permission for every little thing.

      Thinking of it now makes me want to cry with shame.

      Get angry, my inner voice tells me.

      “Fuck you, Brent!” I scream into the car, then tap the gas pedal. I’ll never be that woman ever again, and now’s the time to prove it.

      I tap the pedal with a little too much rage, and this time, all of my tires hit all of the slick patches covering the road. I turn the wheel, then turn it again, then completely lose control.

      The last thing I see is my headlights illuminating a large tree right before I plow into it.
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      “Here you go, Mrs. Morris,” I say, handing the older woman her change. “Need some help with that?”

      She hesitates, pursing her lips as she sizes up the new ladder she’s just bought. Her dark brown hair is streaked with gray, and her dark eyes are lined with crow’s feet, but those are the only indications of her age. She’s as strong as someone years younger, and she’s stubborn as hell. Accepting my assistance with anything is not a simple thing.

      “Getting pretty slick out there,” I add, nodding toward the window. My brindle pit bull mix, Sadie, whines in agreement as she paces back and forth in front of my hardware store’s window. “If anyone’s gonna take a spill putting that ladder in the back of your truck, I’d much rather it be me.”

      “Afraid I’ll sue you, Asher?” Mrs. Morris says, lifting an amused brow.

      “You’ll take me for everything I have, plus my shirt and pants,” I reply, lifting my hands.

      She eyes me. “I’m a married woman, Asher. Much as any woman in this town would love to relieve you of your shirt and pants, I’d rather you kept them.”

      I release a hearty chuckle. Mrs. Morris is a no-nonsense type of woman, but she’s got a little wicked streak that makes an appearance every now and then. She’s also one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. When my ex-fiancée decided the small-town mountain life wasn’t for her after I gave her the ring and after she found herself a city boy she much preferred to me, Mrs. Morris and her husband, as well as several other people in town, quietly offered their support and caring in subtle, non-intrusive ways. Mrs. Morris would often show up at the store several times a week with “a spare casserole” she “needed” me to take off her hands. Mr. Morris would pop up on Friday evenings with a six-pack of the excellent lager he makes to “set me up good” for the weekend. Dog biscuits and toys for Sadie would appear on the checkout counter inside the store. When I came back to church after needing almost a year of solitude to myself, the congregation welcomed me back in with open arms like I’d never left. I’m not an overly religious man, but there’s something about being in the same space with a whole bunch of people full of love and kindness to help heal a man’s broken heart.

      That, and the beauty of the mountains.

      I spent my summers here in Hawk Valley as a kid, and despite going away for college and working in the city, I never forgot the call of the wind in the range, the fresh, clean air way up high, or the feeling of peace and contentment that comes from standing on top of a ridge looking down at the town, at nature, at the beauty of creation. The hardware store was my grandfather’s, and he worked it until the month before his death. The cancer took him swiftly. My parents have been gone since I graduated college twelve years ago, and there was no one else Grandpa trusted to run the place, which is why he left it to me in his will. I left my six-figure corporate job, took my dog and the woman I thought I was going to marry, and moved to the mountains.

      I loved it. Sadie loved it. Beth did not.

      I bundle up quickly and carry the ladder out to Mrs. Morris’s truck. In the covered bed are a bunch of cloth bags full of groceries. I assume she, along with pretty much everyone else in town, hit up the market to load up on supplies to get ahead of the storm. Normally I don’t close until seven on weekdays, but as the first flakes start to fall, I realize shutting down an hour early would be the wisest decision.

      As if reading my mind, Mrs. Morris turns to me with a sharp expression as I shut the back hatch of her truck bed. “You’d better get on home, Asher. That road up to your cabin is tricky on a good day, and this snow is fixing to come down hard all weekend.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say with an obedient nod. “Sadie and I’ll be locking up and heading out shortly.”

      “Have you got enough food?”

      “Just went grocery shopping yesterday.”

      “You didn’t buy all that junk, did you? You got vegetables?”

      My lips twist. I’m thirty-four, in case you were wondering. Mrs. Morris seems to believe I’m forever a nineteen-year-old college student.

      “I’ve got plenty of nutritious food, Mrs. Morris. I thought I’d whip up a big batch of your beef stew and cornbread, actually.”

      She gives me a terse nod. “I was going to suggest it myself. Something nice and hot to fill you, and you can eat on it for damn near a week. Freezes well too.” She pats my cheek. “Well, get on home, then. Don’t worry about the store. Everyone’s expecting it to be closed all weekend for the weather.”

      I step back and wave as she starts off in her truck. I did a lot of business over the past couple of days. People stocked up on shovels and snowblowers and ice melt and gloves. Bad weather always tends to bring in lots of sales. Plus, I’ve basically got the weekend off, which I can’t complain about.

      I whistle to Sadie where she’s frolicking in a mound of snow down the street as I step back inside the store. “C’mon, girl. Let’s go home and have some stew.”

      She gives me an excited yelp and tears down the street toward me. I grin. She’s the light of my life, and I should’ve known when Beth asked me to keep Sadie in a kennel right before we split we were doomed. Actually, I should’ve known from the first moment they met we were doomed. Sadie is the friendliest girl in the world, but with Beth, she slunk around like she’d been kicked and always kept her distance whenever Beth was around. But I was too blinded by “love” to see the warnings my best friend was trying to give me. And ever since Beth and I called it quits, Sadie has blossomed.

      I lock up the store, set the alarm, and Sadie and I exit out the back. My truck purrs to life and heat flows from the vents. Sadie leaps into the passenger seat and settles back, panting a big doggy smile. I put the belt across her and then myself, hit the wipers, and start off slowly.

      “Getting bad fast,” I murmur, frowning out the windshield. The snow’s coming down in wild swirls, and it’s the heavy kind that suggests it’s going to stick around for a good, long while.

      Sadie whines in agreement.

      I take the road well under the speed limit. The truck has great brakes and four-wheel drive, and I keep it in tip-top condition. The road is already getting extremely slick. If I hadn’t already decided to close down the shop for the weekend, these roads would cement the decision for me.

      Normally, I like to listen to the radio or a podcast on the drive home, but I need all my concentration now. I grip the wheel with both hands and do my best to stay well away from the edge of the road, which, the higher we get, leads to a steep drop down the side of the mountain. There’s a guardrails, but it’s probably sixty years old and rusted. A good gust on a windy day could probably take it out.

      “Nice and slow,” I tell Sadie as we crawl along. “Easy does it.”

      She huffs, then, a few moments later, lets out a firm bark.

      I glance at her. “What?”

      Her gaze is fixed on something out the windshield, and I follow it, puzzled. “What are you locked on, girl?”

      Then I see it—two dull red spots of light in the snowy darkness off to the side of the road, but at a strange angle.

      When I pull up, I see it’s a small SUV, the front of it smashed against a tree.

      “Shit,” I mutter. I park my truck, turn on my hazards, and hop out. Sadie follows me then tears ahead toward the SUV. “Sadie! Come back here!”

      She barks two sharp warnings.

      I jog over, my feet sliding on the ice, to where Sadie is leaned up against the driver’s side, her paws on the window. She looks at me and barks again.

      Inside the car, a woman is slumped over against the wheel.

      “Christ,” I exclaim, then grab at the door handle. It’s either locked or jammed. I knock rapidly on the glass to see if she’ll wake, but she doesn’t move.

      She’ll freeze out here, maybe die, if she isn’t dead already.

      “Stay with her, Sadie,” I call, jogging back to my truck. In the bed, I pull out my own shovel and hurry back. I use the handle to tap the glass hard a few times until it cracks, then splinters. I use my gloved hand to punch out the rest of the glass, then yank off my glove to reach in and press my fingers to the woman’s neck. She’s warm, and I feel a steady pulse.

      “Miss?” I shake her a little, but there’s no response. She’s unconscious.

      I open the door, release her seat belt, then pull her out into my arms. Flowing dark hair spills back off her face as her head lolls back, and I nearly drop her.

      The unconscious woman I’ve just rescued is the most heart-stoppingly beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Her face is a delicate heart shape with full, soft cheeks. Silky dark brows arch away from wide-set closed eyes, and long lashes rest on her cheeks. Her lips are full but pale.

      Then I notice the rivulet of blood running from her scalp down one side of her sculpted face.

      I use one hand to fish out my cell phone. My reception is spotty on a good day, but the storm has completely destroyed any signal. I’m closer to my cabin than town, and she needs help. I know basic first-aid, and assuming she’s not internally bleeding, I’m confident I can take care of her. If she needs more serious help, I’ll risk the drive to get her to Hawk City.

      I gaze down at her still, pale face. “Guess you’re coming back with me, miss. I’ll take good care of you.”

      Sadie dances around my feet and whines, sniffing the woman’s hands. Then she gives one a lick and stares up at me with her best Daddy, please look.

      “You want to help me help her?” I ask. She barks. “Then let’s go.”

      I carefully load my brand-new passenger in the front seat. Sadie immediately jumps into the back seat of the truck’s cab, panting. She props her chin on the passenger seat, whining anxiously as she studies the unconscious woman.

      You don’t have to be a dog mind-reader to understand what worry looks like.

      “Don’t worry, girl,” I say, rubbing her ear. “We won’t let anything happen to our new guest.”
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      My head hurts. A lot.

      It’s my first conscious thought since…I don’t know when. But a throbbing ache in my forehead coupled with a stinging near my hairline pulls me from under waves of unconsciousness.

      What the hell happened to me?

      I try to mutter words, but I can only groan.

      In the next breath, something warm and a little stinky laps at my face, over and over. A tongue. The accompanying whine I hear tells me it’s a dog.

      I don’t have a dog. Or do I?

      A state of genuine confusion comes over me. I can’t remember anything. I don’t know why. And why is it so hard to open my eyes?

      “Sadie, Sadie,” a deep, gentle voice says, and the face-licking stops, but the whining doesn’t. “Take it easy now, miss.”

      Miss…does that mean me?

      Wait. What’s a man doing here, wherever here is?

      This is what drives my eyes open finally. Bright light assaults me, but when my vision returns, I find myself staring up into a pair of crystal-blue eyes. They’re what I imagine the lake in a mountain valley to look like under the sun on a beautiful, still day. They’re steady, calm. Reliable. You can trust in those eyes.

      Mountain valley…

      Holy shit. The mountains. Lisa’s parents’ cabin. The snowstorm.

      The accident.

      It all rushes back in at once, along with the sudden understanding I am in a cabin, but it’s definitely not the one I was supposed to be in, and a man is definitely not supposed to be here. The furniture and decorations are entirely different, along with the layout, and it’s a little smaller than the other cabin.

      Every episode of the true crime murder podcast I love fills my head in that instant. Overly confident woman is over-confident and irresponsibly plows ahead with irresponsibility when she knew better. Then she falls victim to some murderous dude who wants to murder her and probably dismember her, and her family will never see her again or find the pieces of her body.

      I sit up straight on the large, wide-cushioned sectional I’ve been lying on. “Get away from me!”

      The force of my scream makes the dog who licked my face whimper and scamper away to hide behind a tall-backed easy chair, tail tucked.

      The owner of the blue eyes—who also has a heavy but short-cropped black beard, thick black hair, and a square jaw—backs away, hands raised. His eyes turn from calm to wary.

      “It’s all right, miss—”

      I vault off the couch and put it between us. “Don’t ‘it’s all right’ me! You think I’m stupid? I know what’s happening. You’re not about to dismember me!”

      There’s a lamp on a small table nearby. I lunge for it, intending to hurl it at the man’s head. Instead, a sharp throb of pain twangs through my own head and I stumble to my knees.

      He’s beside me in an instant. “You really need to take it easy. I’m not a serial killer, I promise.”

      “That’s what all serial killers say,” I grunt, trying and failing to stiff-arm him away from me. “Don’t touch me!”

      He backs up again right away. That’s surprising. I didn’t expect murderers to be so…considerate of personal space. “You were in an accident,” he tells me in a patient voice as I feel for the lamp, clutching my forehead with my other hand. “You hit your head pretty hard. I brought you up to my place so you wouldn’t freeze to death. I own the hardware store in town—people know me. I swear, I’m not going to murder you.”

      I hold out the lamp as if it’s a gun. My head aches so much. “Just tell me where my car is. I’ll be on my way.”

      “First of all, your car is smashed against a tree about three miles down that way,” he says, pointing. “Second of all, you’re not going anywhere in this storm, unless you have a death wish. Third of all…what exactly is your plan with my lamp?”

      I shake it at him. I’m not sure why. It just seems like the right thing to do in the moment. “I’ll…break it over your head if you come near me.”

      In a flash, the lamp is out of my hand in his. An eyebrow cocked, he sets it down on a table far away from me. “I’d rather you didn’t. My grandfather made that lamp for my grandma when they first started dating. It has sentimental value to me. You understand.”

      A sentimental serial killer? Do those exist?

      “Just stay back,” I order, crab-walking backwards. My clothes are still intact, but I’m not wearing my coat or my boots. I don’t know how far I’ll be able to run in socks in the snow.

      Something nudges me from behind and I squeal in surprise, whipping around, which makes my head hurt even worse. Huge brown eyes stare at me timidly from a broad doggy face as the animal I frightened earlier creeps towards me.

      The dog is huge. It’s definitely part pit bull based on the wide skull and shape of the snout, but it’s less stocky than a pit, lean and sleek with long legs and a longer tail.

      “That’s Sadie,” the blue-eyed murderer tells me, folding his arms and leaning against the table he set the lamp on. “She won’t hurt you.”

      As if on cue, Sadie lowers herself to her belly and crawls toward me. I gulp and watch her, waiting for the quick lunge to my throat.

      Instead, she rests her head on my knee and whines at me.

      “Well?” Killer says, the chuckle he’s trying to hide evident in his voice. “She’s asking to be pet. You gonna leave her hanging?”

      “What is happening?” I murmur, but those big, dark eyes of Sadie’s swallow me whole and I put both hands on her head. She’s all soft velvety fur, and her tail thumps the side of the couch happily as I stroke her head and rub her ears. Before long, she’s fully in my lap, all what has to be ninety pounds of her.

      “She thinks she’s a cat sometimes,” Killer informs me. “But she likes you, all things considered. Maybe don’t yell around my dog next time, yeah? She doesn’t like that.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter automatically, gazing down into Sadie’s liquid brown eyes, then snap my head up. “Wait. You’re really not a murderer?”

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but no, I’m not a murderer.” He holds up his palms. “I’m just the hardware store owner. My name’s Asher Hillsong. Nice to meet you, Stephanie.”

      I was this close to accepting his words as truth, but his use of my name snaps me back. “How the hell do you know my name?”

      Asher gestures to a bag on the kitchen table—my bag. Then I notice my suitcase is on the floor underneath it. “I’m sorry for violating your privacy, but I had to know who you were. I tried to get a hold of some contacts in your phone, but the cell signal’s knocked out, apparently. On my phone too.” He hands me my purse and I immediately rifle through it, going for my wallet to make sure all my money and cards are there. “I promise, I just looked for your driver’s license. That’s all.”

      This man saved your life. My inner voice kicks in, full of scorn. You’re treating him like a criminal. Maybe try saying thank you?

      I stop my rifling, my cheeks flushing, and lift my gaze to him. “I’m—I’m sorry. I’m out of it, I’m scared, and my head hurts. I—thank you. I’d probably be dead if you hadn’t found me.”

      Sadie whines a little from my arms again, as if to agree.

      Asher gives me an understanding smile. “I don’t blame you one bit. I’m a stranger. You’re right to be suspicious.” Then he squints at me. “Of course, you could be a serial killer too, and this is just your ruse to get unsuspecting men to fall into your trap. How do I know you’re not a murderer?”

      I laugh weakly. “Well, I guarantee you’ll have a pretty easy time fighting me off.” Sadie slides off my lap, and I rise, my knees wobbling. “I can hardly stand by myself.”

      Asher reaches my side in two steps, sliding an arm around my waist, frowning. “You really need to lie down. You could be concussed.”

      He’s tall. Like, really tall. He’s easily got a foot of height on me, and the arm around me feels rock solid, secure. Like I could never fall with him near me.

      He gestures toward a room down the hall. “You can use my bed.”

      I want to protest, but a wave of exhaustion sweeps over me. Suddenly, lying down in a bed and taking a nap sounds like the only thing I want to do in my life.

      He leads me down the hall. His bedroom is simple but comfortable—creamy gray walls with white trim, glossy dark wood floor covered with a big throw rug. The bed is king-sized, with four tall dark wood posters and piled high with comforters and furry throw blankets.

      I moan before I can stop myself. “That looks like heaven.”

      He chuckles softly, pulling down the comforter. “I can’t complain. I like it here.”

      It occurs to me dimly that he must not have a wife or a live-in girlfriend, because it seems like such an intimate thing to do—offer the space where you lay your head to a perfect stranger.

      There’s a fireplace in the wall across from the bed. He kneels to start a fire, and I take the opportunity to pull off my sweater and jeans as fast as I can and slide into the bed. The back of my mind screams at me that I shouldn’t be doing this, that he’s a total stranger, but my body begs me for rest. The end of the world couldn’t pull me from this bed right now. I’m not going anywhere.

      I’m buried under a mountain of blankets, listening to the friendly crackle of the fireplace, and suddenly, things don’t seem so bad. Sure, I wrecked my car, I’m totally lost, I have no food, and my cell phone doesn’t work.

      But a fresh pine and spice scent clings to the pillow under my head. The bed embraces me like a long-lost lover. And a warm, soft hand lands on my forehead.

      “You’ll be all right,” the deep, gentle voice whispers to me. “Just rest.”

      The words, the voice, the scent, and the protective muzzle of a dog resting on my leg follow me into a deep sleep.

      You’ll be all right.
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      A city girl. Who the hell knew the next woman I’d be even remotely attracted to—and with Stephanie, that’s putting it mildly—would be the very sort of woman I told myself to stay far away from, forever?

      I’ve been mulling things over—not the least of which includes the fact that beautiful and barely dressed woman has been asleep in my bed for the last two hours—nonstop since I helped her lie down. Since then, I’ve taken a hot shower to scrub the day off, changed into clean, warm clothes, prepped ingredients for the stew, and thought about her continually as I did. I might be going a little crazy. I swig some of Mr. Morris’s lager as I toss minced garlic into a pan with diced onion. The hiss is so satisfying.

      Now, I’m not some stalker creep. When I pulled out her wallet to check for her ID, it was right there. Plain as day in black and white—her address is Hawk City, about two hours from Hawk Valley. The same city Beth was from, and where she moved back to. Seeing it written out made my stomach hurt, but not because it stirred any long-buried feelings for Beth. Absolutely not—more that it stirred memories of how much pain she put me through. For me, Hawk City will forever be linked to incredible heartbreak.

      And Stephanie Ramirez—the woman who tried to kill me in “self-defense” with my own lamp, the woman who immediately moved something long dead in my heart with a flash of her fierce dark eyes, the woman who tried to quickly undress to get in my bed but whose delectable curves and ass nicely showcased in those lace panties I peeked at anyway—was from that same terrible place.

      To be fair, it’s not the place that’s horrible. Hawk City doesn’t have anything to do with what happened to me. But something about it made me less than enough for someone I gave everything to, someone I gave every single part of myself.

      Beside me, Sadie woofs and gazes up at me with pleading eyes. She’s after the raw roast I just cubed up to go into Mrs. Morris’s stew. Hopefully Stephanie likes beef stew and cornbread. Hopefully it’s not too simple for her tastes. Hell, I muse, taking pity on Sadie when she begins to whimper pitifully and tossing her a cube of raw Angus beef, maybe she’s vegetarian or a vegan. Beth had decided to go vegan in the last year of our relationship—the influence of the guy she started seeing behind my back, I later found out—and our once-fun nightly cooking routine became yet another form of separation between us.

      I frown, adding the meat to the pan where onions and garlic sizzle. Why am I thinking about Beth so damn much right now? Irritation razes my chest. That part of my life is over. Just because a beautiful stranger whose life I essentially saved happens to be from the same city, that doesn’t mean I need or want to be thinking about Beth. Or, more accurately, what happened while I was with her.

      I make a roux with flour and butter in another small pan, then add it to the stockpot where fresh veggies, herbs, vegetable stock, and beef stock concentrate simmer. It smells intoxicatingly good, and when I add in the seared beef, onions, and garlic to finish cooking in all that goodness, my mouth waters. It’s all underscored by the buttery and slightly sweet scent of the cornbread I made from scratch that bakes in the oven, another Mrs. Morris specialty.

      Sadie whines and paces. The smells are driving her crazy too. Normally she adheres to a well-balanced diet of protein, veggies, and grains in a top-notch fresh dog food I buy from my buddy Clay who makes it, but whenever I make The Stew, she always gets a bowl to herself. A little chunk of cornbread included.

      “Wow,” a slightly hoarse voice says behind me. “Smells great.”

      I whip around.

      Somehow, a disheveled Stephanie is even more beautiful than I could have imagined. I moved her suitcase to the bedroom I already decided I’ll relinquish to her, and she’s now dressed in a pale pink tunic top and leggings. For some reason, it makes me ridiculously happy she feels comfortable enough to dress down in my presence. I guess she’s decided I’m not a serial killer after all. Besides, the sight of all those gorgeous curves showcased to perfection in her tight clothing makes my mouth water more than the smell of the stew.

      “Beef stew,” I tell her, unable to keep my gaze from traveling down her body. “And cornbread. Hope that’s all right.”

      “Sounds great.” She still leans against the kitchen doorway, making no move to step toward me.

      “You can come in, you know,” I say, turning around to give the stew a stir. It’s just starting to blurble. “I won’t bite. Or kill you with a stockpot or whatever. Of course, that’s more you’re speed.”

      She wrinkles her nose at me. “Ha-ha. I haven’t decided you’re not a serial killer.” She folds her arms. Shit. There goes that. “But…I am starving. And that does smell marvelous.”

      I chuckle. “I think the last time I heard that word was when my grandma said it. You don’t look like an eighty-year-old woman.” I cut a glance at her to make sure she knows I’m teasing.

      Her pretty, pouty pink lips smirk. “I’m thirty-two.”

      “Ah.” I nod, peeking into the oven to make sure the cornbread isn’t burning. “So saying things like ‘marvelous’ comes naturally?”

      She shrugs. “I’m a teacher. I teach literature. I should have a large vocabulary, don’t you think?”

      A teacher? Interesting. I wonder what she could teach me…or what I could teach her.

      Okay, I know I’m an asshole for that thought, but I can’t help it. All those curves. Those thin, tight leggings. It’s getting hard to breathe.

      “What grade do you teach?” I cover the stew with a lid and head to the fridge. “By the way, want a beer?”

      She hesitates.

      I hold up a bottle of Mr. Morris’s special stuff. “It’s damn good. Do yourself a favor.”

      “Well, just one,” she says with a good deal of suspicion.

      I pop off the top and hand her the bottle. “You can have as many or as little as you want.”

      Another tiny smirk pouts up those lips of hers. “Few,” she says softly, taking the bottle. When our fingers brush, cool from the glass, I suppress a shudder down my spine.

      “What?” I murmur. Phew? Like she’s relieved I offered her beer?

      “‘You can have as many or as few as you want,’” she says, clearing her throat.

      I blink several times. “Did you just…correct my grammar?”

      She takes a sip of beer and holds up a hand. “You don’t need to thank me.”

      “Oh, you’ve got jokes.” I chuckle and swig my own beer, returning to the stove to give the stew a stir. “And good grammar, apparently.”

      She smiles. “I teach fifth grade, to answer your question. At a public school in the city.”

      I nod slowly, the mention of the city dimming the glow in my chest. Get over it. “I noticed your address when I checked your ID. But not to come stalk you later,” I add, glancing at her over my shoulder.

      She rolls her eyes. “Sure. I’ll keep that in mind when I’m lying in bed with a frying pan on my nightstand.”

      “I’m sure you’ve got a man around who would do anything to keep you safe.” I return my gaze to the pot. Then something hits me. “Shit. You got someone waiting on you? My cell signal’s still knocked out, but maybe we could head down to the—”

      “No,” she says tersely. “There’s no one waiting on me.”

      The snap in her voice gets my attention. “Are…are you sure? It’s no troub—”

      “I said I don’t have anyone.”

      I lift my eyebrows and my hands. “All right. Sorry I overstepped. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Stephanie sighs, then turns away to scratch Sadie’s ear. “I’m sorry for raising my voice,” she murmurs to my dog. “He said you don’t like that.”

      Sadie whines a little, her brown eyes huge and staring up at Stephanie. She’s completely in love, I realize, a little pang of jealousy and wonder hitting my chest.

      “Stew’s ready,” I tell her, hoping to cut the tension. “Why don’t you have a seat at the table and I’ll bring you a bowl.”

      “Thanks,” she tells me softly, glancing my way, then heads to the round table in the small dining area beside the big picture window. Sadie follows on her heels.

      I spoon up two generous bowls of stew and top them with two equally large, square pieces of hot cornbread. Carefully, I balance the bowls with spoons stuck inside them in both hands and carry them out to the table. Thoughtfully, Stephanie has pulled a couple of napkins from the holder in the middle of the table and set them at each of our places. It’s a tiny thing, but it catches my heart anyway. Beth wouldn’t have bothered. She expected to be served. And it’s not like I have anything against serving and doting on a beautiful woman I care about—that’s the standard with me. But when you start to notice a lack of appreciation after a while, that makes you want to not fucking bother.

      I snap out of it and set Stephanie’s bowl in front of her. “I’d rather overfeed people than underfeed them,” I explain. “By all means, don’t feel obligated to finish all of that. You won’t hurt my feelings.”

      “Are you kidding me?” she asks, spooning up her first bite. She inhales deeply. “This is the best thing I’ve ever smelled.” She takes a bite and moans, then taps the butt of her spoon on the table for emphasis. “Oh my God. So good.”

      I beam with absurd pride, digging into my own bowl. “Thanks.”

      “Mmm,” she coos again after another bite.

      Her sex noises while eating make my cock hard, so I focus on my meal instead. And, well, not to brag or whatever, but it is pretty goddamn good. Thank you, Mrs. Morris.

      “A man who cooks this good,” Stephanie says, more to herself. “How has no woman snapped you up yet?”

      I splutter on my stew, then hack into my napkin. Stephanie looks up at me in alarm. I hold up my hand, struggling to get my shit together. With a sip of beer, I’m able to breathe again.

      “I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I—I assumed… Maybe I assumed too much. You do have a girlfriend.”

      I shake my head, clearing my throat.

      “A…wife?”

      I shake my head again.

      She reddens. “Oh—I guess I assumed way too much. A boyfriend, then?”

      This, plus the resignation in her voice, makes me roar with laughter, which brings on more coughing. I can’t help it.

      “Sorry, what’s so funny?” she asks, and now she sounds annoyed.

      “I’m not gay,” I rasp. “Just single.”

      “Oh.” Now she sounds relieved—and that intrigues me. “Then why did you freak out when I said that about a woman snapping you up?”

      I sigh, toying with my spoon. “It caught me off guard a little. I was engaged, actually. But we broke up a couple years ago. You’re the first woman who’s been in my home since, unless you count Mrs. Morris.”

      “Who’s Mrs. Morris?”

      “Woman from town. She’s kind of like a mom to me.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear about your fiancée,” Stephanie says, dragging her spoon through her stew.

      I shake my head, meeting her gaze across the table. “Don’t be. It was for the best. Truly. Besides, Sadie didn’t like her. And she didn’t like Sadie. How would I ever make that work?”

      Stephanie nods and her lips stretch into a polite smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “About…before. When you asked if I had someone waiting.”

      “Yes?” I set my spoon in my bowl and rest my hands on the table, watching her carefully.

      “I was in a relationship too. It ended about six months ago. He’s sort of the reason why I’m here.”

      Puzzled, I ask, “How’s that?”

      She casts her eyes down to the table. “He was always telling me about the ways in which I’m lacking—mentally, in the body department, emotionally. I’m not street-smart enough. I’m not practical. I’m not thin enough. I’m too sensitive. He really tore me down, but I never realized it—never admitted it to myself—until after we broke up. I was supposed to stay with a friend at her parents’ cabin this weekend, then she cancelled because her son got sick. I decided to come by myself anyway, even though I’ve never driven out here alone and I haven’t been to her parents’ cabin in years. I don’t remember where it is. But I wanted to prove to myself—prove to Brent—I was smart enough, brave enough to make it on my own.” She gives a little laugh that has little humor in it. “Instead I proved him right.”

      Instinctively, I drop my hand over hers. “Don’t do that,” I say, shaking my head. “Don’t be mean to yourself like that. Brent sounds like a fucking loser to let go of someone like you. I just met you and apart from knowing you’re stunning because I have eyes, I can tell you’re a wonderful person.”

      Her brows crinkle in doubtful amusement. “Can you? How?”

      I smile softly, then incline my head at Sadie, where she lays with her head on Stephanie’s knee. “Because of Sadie. She loves you.”

      Stephanie blushes, gazing down at my dog. She sets a gentle hand on top of Sadie’s head and smooths her ears back. “She’s a good girl,” Stephanie says, then looks at me. “And…thank you. For everything—the sweet words. The delicious meal. Your bed. Saving my life.” She glances out the window and shudders. “I’d still be out there, helpless, probably freezing to death, if it weren’t for you. I’m sorry I called you a serial killer and tried to kill you with your grandfather’s lamp.”

      “And corrected my grammar,” I add gently.

      She tips her head back and laughs. The sound is a beautiful, sweet melody. Sadie wags in response. “That too. I can be an asshole like that, sorry. I think it’s funny. Very few people agree.”

      I chuckle. “You’re forgiven. With you around, I might stop sounding like some wild brute.”

      She smiles at me. This time her heart-shaped face is full of mirth and her eyes sparkle. “You’re a pretty sexy wild brute.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I sure hope that’s not the bump on your head talking.”

      Stephanie blushes, looking out the window. “Brent always said I sucked at flirting.”

      “Not at all,” I say in a low voice, taking her hand again. “I just wanted to make sure I heard you correctly. The charms of a woman like you are bound to go over my wild, brutish head.”

      She giggles softly, then withdraws her hand from underneath mine and picks up her spoon. Without looking up at me, she says, “You forgot sexy.”

      I smile down into my stew. “I was trying to be modest. Besides—and I hope you’ll forgive my lack of manners—but between those leggings, that sweater, and the noises you make when you eat something good…you’re the living definition of sexy.” I bite my tongue to refrain from adding I’d like to eat her something good. Just the thought of her in my mouth causes my cock to stiffen to an almost painful level. I’ll bet this cabin and my store she’s sweet as fruit and just as juicy.

      Stephanie presses her fingers to her mouth. “I’ve been told I should lose weight.”

      I stop with my spoon halfway to my lips. “By fucking who?” It comes out angrier than I intended, but, shit. That’s bullshit. She’s walking perfection.

      She shrugs her brows, stirring her stew. “Take a wild guess.”

      I already know, of course, but I can’t help the rage that rushes through me. “He’s clearly a stupid son of a bitch. Had the most beautiful woman in the world and let her go? Stupid as fuck. Lucky for m—”

      Stephanie snaps her head up, eyes bright.

      “Some man who will cherish you,” I finish. Whoa. Where’s all this possessiveness coming from? I hardly know this woman.

      And yet…the pull I feel toward her beats strong in my heart. It’s undeniable.

      I want her.
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      I don’t think I’ve ever blushed as much in my life as I have during one meal with Asher Hillsong. His compliments have been outrageous, but they echo sincerity. He’s not bullshitting me when he says I’m the most beautiful woman in the world. I know in the bottom of my soul he believes what he’s saying.

      I’ve never been complimented like this before. It’s scary and wonderful and makes me feel a little uncomfortable.

      Like I don’t deserve it.

      Fuck that.

      I gaze at Asher across the table. If he thinks I’m the most beautiful woman in the world, he’s a shoo-in for sexiest man alive, and damn what People magazine has to say about it. His blue eyes are dark but clear and piercing, and even under his scruff of beard, I can see his jaw clench as he tenses it.

      Suddenly, it feels like the temperature has shot up to a hundred degrees in this cabin.

      Asher slowly rises from the table and stands at my side. “Finished?” His voice is brushed velvet, and it makes me want to shudder. I nod. He takes my bowl and carries it to the kitchen. When he returns, he heads to the fireplace against the back wall of the cabin and throws some logs on, then strikes a match. It’s a real fireplace, not an electrical one, and when the cheery blaze is going strong, he turns off the lights, gesturing out the window.

      “I like to sit by the fire with the lights off when it snows,” he says. “There’s something hypnotizing about watching the snow fall, and I often lose myself in my thoughts.”

      I want to lose myself in you.

      I press my thighs together at the rush of tingles that erupt between them.

      He sits on the sofa that faces the big picture window, then glances over at me. “You’re welcome to join me.”

      I smirk, rising from the chair. “Is this the part where you tell me you won’t bite?”

      He mirrors my smirk. “Only if that’s what you want to hear.”

      “Hmm.” I fold my arms as I cross the room to the sofa, then sit a safe distance from him. Two cushions between us. “Are you in the habit of telling women what you think they want to hear?”

      Asher glances away. “No. I much prefer the truth. But that hasn’t gotten me very far, and it sure as shit hasn’t done me any favors.”

      I scoot one cushion closer. “It got you away from a toxic person, didn’t it? Just like it did in my case.”

      He sighs, studying me out of the corners of his eyes, tilting his temple against one finger. “He didn’t deserve you, you know. I hope to God you know that. And maybe I don’t have the right to say that to you, since we just met. But fuck that. Honesty.”

      I smile. “I appreciate that more than you know. You’re right. He didn’t deserve me. And it sounds like she didn’t deserve you, either.”

      He heaves another sigh, and at the sound, Sadie comes padding over to rest her head on his knee. Pure adoration glows in her big browns as she gazes up at him, and he rubs her ear lovingly in return. It’s a sweet, silent moment full of love that actually makes my eyes burn a little. Their bond transcends words.

      “We were together for a few years,” he says in a low voice, lifting his eyes from Sadie’s to the snow as it practically pours from the sky. “Met in undergrad. She was a city girl, I’ve always been a small-town boy, a mountain man, at heart.” He lifts his shoulders. “My grandfather left me the hardware store. I thought I could have a nice little life, make her my wife, have a couple of kids, run the store. She told me she wanted the same things. If she’d ever said otherwise, I would’ve never pressured her to move here.”

      He sounds sad, but not in a way that makes me think he misses her. He sounds sad about the entre situation, that either one of them had gone through what they had.

      “Did you ever think about moving to the city?” I ask.

      “Sure. I would’ve gone, found a good halfway point between these two places. I’d drive an hour to run the shop each day if it meant I could be near the mountains, make sure his cabin and his store were taken care of. I’m not an unreasonable man. I believe in some instances you can have your cake and eat it too. But I have to know the truth—there’s that honesty thing again.” He shakes his head. “She wasn’t honest. And then the lies snowballed until I found out the hard way she’d been seeing someone else for a while before we officially called it quits.”

      I nod slowly. “Sounds like our relationships ended in similar ways.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says softly.

      “Me too.”

      “You miss him?”

      “Hell no,” I say with quiet vehemence. “Do you miss her?”

      “Hell no,” he says, and we laugh. After a moment he adds, “There are things I miss about being in a relationship that have nothing to do with her, though.”

      “Like what?” I scooch one cushion closer until we’re sitting on side-by-side cushions.

      He angles his body toward me but leans back into the corner of the couch. “I miss taking care of someone. Cooking for a woman after a long day. Rubbing her shoulders. Little things like changing the light bulb in her reading lamp before she asks. Bringing her a cup of coffee in bed every morning. Watching movies and holding her close. Killing spiders, even.”

      I shiver a little. Do men actually treat women like this? “You shouldn’t kill spiders,” is what my brain makes me say. “They’re very important for the ecosystem. You should take them outside.”

      He grins at me. “Goddamn, you’re adorable. All right. I’ll take them outside.”

      I clear my throat, embarrassed. “So all the things you miss about relationships is doing things for your lady? No selfish needs at all, huh?”

      He gives me a slow, wicked smile. It’s the only thing on him that moves, besides his eyes, which travel down my body. “No. I have selfish needs. I am a man, after all.” He leans toward me. “I haven’t been with anyone since Beth left. I shut myself off from the world. And then when I came back to the world again, I just wanted to be alone. I had nothing left to give any woman.” He eyes me. “I’m starting to reconsider that.”

      I hold my breath. What’s happening? How am I actually having a conversation like this with a stranger?

      But Asher doesn’t feel like a stranger. It feels like I’ve known him for years. He makes me feel comfortable. He seems to care about what I have to say. A little thing, but a thing I haven’t had in so long.

      Another thing I haven’t had in so long?

      I let my own eyes wander down Asher’s handsome face, pausing on his lips, and down his body. He wears a heavy red flannel shirt rolled to the elbows and jeans, but it’s clear he’s built under those mountain man clothes. And I want to see everything underneath them.

      I haven’t had sex in over six months. I shut Brent out before we broke up officially. The sex between us was not what I’d call good. It wasn’t even a means to an end—my end, that is. Brent never treated me with any tenderness, any interest in bringing me pleasure. If it wasn’t for my own nimble fingers, I probably would’ve lost my shit long ago. But…I was so brainwashed by my “love” for him that I just needed to hold on, I told myself. He’d come around.

      The need—you know, that need—sweeps over me. The cabin is warm from the fire. The snow is beautiful and violent outside. I’m fed and safe, if a little banged up. And I’m cooped up with the sexiest man in the world who’s looking at me like I’m something to eat.

      Why can’t I be? For just one night, why can’t I give in to someone who wants me? Someone I instinctively know will blow my mind. Just one night. Throw caution to the wind. Get the ugliness out of my mind. Let this man worship my body the way the look in his eyes tells me he desperately wants to.

      I deserve it. I deserve Asher, even if it’s just for tonight.

      And goddammit, I want him.

      I stand up slowly, never taking my gaze off him. He doesn’t move, but his eyes track my every move.

      Reaching down, I pull my soft, cozy top up slowly, then over my head. Underneath, I wear the lacy bralette I’d packed that offers no support whatsoever but makes me feel pretty to wear.

      His eyes widen—or his pupils dilate. I’m not sure which in the dim lighting, but something changes on his face. Something comes over him that sends a thrill through me.

      A possessive desire falls over his features as he slowly sits up straight.

      “I have some selfish needs too,” I murmur, sliding my fingers into the waistband of my leggings. I inch them off my rounded hips. “It’s been so long, Asher. So long since anyone ever made me feel good. Made me feel beautiful. Wanted. Made me…”

      “Made you what, Stephanie?” he asks, his breath hitched as he leans forward.

      I push my leggings down and slide them off my legs, revealing the fresh black lace panties I changed into earlier.

      “Made me come,” I tell him.

      His tongue slides out to wet his lips, then he teethes his bottom teeth. A sexy, predatory grin tugs at his mouth.

      Asher stands slowly and unbuttons his shirt.

      “Then let me do something about that for you, beautiful.”
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      Is this real life?

      The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen is standing in my living room in front of a roaring fire, wearing a tiny bra and panties with all those goddamn glorious curves on display, asking me to make love to her?

      I might never see her again. And if I’m being honest—which, I guess that’s my new thing—that hurts a little. Stephanie is special. I can feel it in my bones, I know that like I know Sadie is a literal angel on earth. I don’t want to let her go. I want to spend more time getting to know her. But if all we have is a night…I’m going to give her exactly what she wants.

      I pull my shirt open and let it fall off my shoulders. Sadie whines and I hear the tick-tick of her nails as she heads into her corner on the other side of the room, where her big, plush doggie bed is located.

      Stephanie’s dark eyes gleam as I pull her against my chest. “Are you sure about this?” I ask huskily. My dick is at full-mast and I know she can feel it, but I press it against her hip anyway. God, I want to be buried to the hilt in her now.

      Her soft hands slide up my chest. “I’ve never been surer of anything. Kiss me, Asher. God, it’s been so long…”

      The thought of this beautiful creature going so long without having a man to treat her like the queen she is both breaks me and ignites me.

      I tilt her chin up, slide a hand into her thick, dark hair, and lower my mouth to hers.

      I hate to be cheesy or cliché, but goddamn. Fireworks explode behind my eyelids.

      Kissing Stephanie Ramirez, feeling her soft, lush mouth bloom underneath mine, feeling our bodies meld together as our tongues meet each other for the first time, is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced in my entire life.

      Where have you been all this time? Why has it taken so long to get to you? Why did I waste so much time and get my heart broken with that other person when you’ve been in the world this whole time?

      Even thinking that, of my past pain, suddenly makes no sense as Stephanie’s mouth shifts underneath mine, her lips hungry and urgent. When was I ever in pain? How could I be, with this winter siren in my arms? What even is pain?

      Our bodies sway gently as we devour each other’s mouths, as if slow-dancing to the music nature has created for us, with the crackling fire as percussion and the howl of the wind outside the melody.

      “I know we only have tonight,” she whispers when we part for air, “but please…please make love to me, Asher. Like no one ever has before. I just want to know what it feels like…to be wanted. What real passion feels like.”

      We only have tonight.

      The words hurt, strangely, even though I know better. But I force them aside to focus on her request. She’s a beautiful soul, inside and out. I know that because my soul recognizes that in her. She deserves much better than what she’s gotten.

      “It’s my pleasure,” I murmur against her lips. “All my pleasure…”

      I step away just long enough to grab a heavy blanket from the back of the sofa and spread it on the floor in front of the fire. Then I take her hand and tug her down onto it.

      “Lie on your back,” I tell her, unbuckling my jeans.

      Her eyes go wide but she does as she’s told.

      I lower my jeans, then reach down to grip my huge erection. “Do you see what you do to me? You’re the sexiest, most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen, Stephanie. Anyone who says otherwise is lying.”

      She licks her lips, her gaze glued to my bulge. I tug off my tight boxer briefs, letting my thick cock bounce free. Then she moans a little, and I swear I could blow my load just from the sound.

      “I want all that inside me,” she says, panting lightly. “So bad.”

      I smirk. “And you’re going to get it. But first…” I crawl over her as she leans back, her smooth, ample thighs parting automatically for me. I grind my heavy dick right against her lace-covered pussy as I lower my mouth to hers, dipping in tongue-first. “First I need dessert.”

      I pull the little scrap of lace she calls a bra over her head. Her tits are glorious—full and soft, her nipples pink and pert. I waste no time helping myself, teasing and suckling each one to an even harder point. The glisten of my saliva shines on her nipples in the firelight.

      “That feels so good,” she gasps, her head falling back, long hair trailing on the blanket. “I never knew that could feel so good. Asher…I’m so wet.”

      I gently nibble her nipple as I slide one hand between her thighs to see for myself. I slip a finger inside the crotch of her panties and am met with the warm, slick slide of her excitement coating her slit.

      My eyes on her, I lean back and deliberately bring my finger to my mouth, sucking all her juice off. “I knew you’d be sweet. Can I have some more?”

      Even in the dim light, I can see her blush. She nods.

      I pull her panties off and grunt appreciatively. She’s all bare, smooth skin, except for a neatly trimmed landing patch, and her pussy is plump and fleshy.

      I lean down and kiss up the insides of her soft thighs, one hand on the equally soft curves of her belly, then hover over her center, grinning as she quivers. I run the tip of my tongue over the delicate skin, the creases where her thighs meet her body, and lightly up each pussy lip, purposely ignoring that key spot where I know she wants my tongue the most.

      “You’re teasing me,” she cries softly, writhing under me.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” I tell her in a wicked tone that suggests I’m not sorry at all, which I’m not. “But I promise all my torture feels so, so good…”

      I open her slit with the tip of my tongue and slide it all the way up over her clit. Her wail almost drowns out the noise of the wind outside.

      “Oh my God, Asher!”

      Hearing my name on her lips is probably the greatest thing I’ve ever heard. I do it again, and again, until her fingers tangle in my hair.

      “Suck my clit, please,” she begs.

      Her polite bossiness edged with desperation makes precum leak out of the tip of my dick, and a real surge of panic fills me. I want to make this a night she’ll never forget—I can’t bust my load now.

      I focus on her sweet little clit, sucking with my lips while rolling my tongue against it. In a matter of seconds, she cries out, her body seizing, and her juice bursts over my tongue.

      I growl into her pussy. “Fuck, yes, baby. Come for me. Do it again.”

      I continue sucking her clit and work two fingers into her drenched pussy. Fuck. She’s tight, and I only have two fingers in her. She’s going to feel like a vise around my fat cock.

      She bursts for me again, but I need one more. I wedge my shoulders under her thighs and throw her legs over my back, pushing her knees back to her ribs, and devour her. I could eat her for every meal of every day. She’s a drug, and I’m hooked after one hit.

      We only have tonight…

      Her hands grab my head as she comes a third time, rolling her hips up, pushing her pussy against my tongue to milk every last drop of pleasure.

      But this night is only just starting.

      “My turn,” she says huskily, pushing back to a kneeling position.

      Before I can protest, she tilts her delicious ass in the air and swallows every last inch of me.

      “Oh, fuck,” I growl, winding a hand into her hair. Immediately my balls tingle hotly. I won’t last through her mouth, let alone five minutes buried in her tight pussy. But I’m helpless against the miracle that is her mouth and tongue, leaning back on my heels. I brush all her hair to one side and wrap it around my hand. If I’m helpless to her sucking me dry, I want to see it in action.

      Her lips pout around my dick as she moves her head up and down. Her cheeks suck in around me as she works my base with one hand and massages my balls with the other, sneaking a finger back to brush that magical kryptonite spot between my balls and my anus. Her mouth is tight and wet and she sucks me with a hunger I’ve never experienced before.

      “Baby,” I moan, “you’re going to make me come.” I tug her hair gently.

      Instead of pulling away, her mouth and hands tighten on me, and she seems to redouble her efforts, moaning.

      “Fuck,” I grunt. “Baby. I’m gonna come in your mouth if you don’t stop.”

      She winks up at me, sucking me harder, faster.

      Oh shit. She wants my cum.

      My abs contract as I hit the point of no return. My cock stiffens in her mouth to an impossible point and pleasure floods my body.

      “Shit,” I hiss out as I spurt thick jets of cum into her mouth. She swallows audibly, moaning with excitement again. I swear the tip of my dick hits her tonsils, but she never flinches.

      Finally, she pulls away, reaching up to wipe off that amazing mouth. “You have the most delicious cock.”

      Miraculously, my thoroughly worked dick twitches at the words. I reach out to pull her into my arms. “Trust me. Nothing compares to your pussy. In fact, I’m hungry again…”

      This time I position her above my face and let her ride my mouth and tongue exactly how she wants to. By the time she’s come another two times, my cock is back in the game.

      She slides down my chest, leaving a wet, sticky trail from my mouth down to my belly button. “I want to ride you,” she breathes.

      “I want you to do whatever you want,” I tell her, watching through hooded eyes as she positions herself above me. We moan together as she finally sinks onto my cock. Her tight, wet pussy is so indescribably amazing my resolve to last as long as she needs starts to crumble.

      Stephanie places her hands on my chest and rolls her hips back and forth. Is there nothing about this woman that’s not one hundred percent pure sexy? I doubt she’s even aware of it, how she looks as she loses herself in pleasure, gasping on top of me, her head lolling back.

      “Shit, Asher,” she moans. “God, you’re so huge. You feel so fucking good.”

      “It’s all for you, baby,” I say, clenching my jaw against the pleasure. I’m as deep inside her as I’m going to get and it still doesn’t feel close enough. “Only for you.”

      She stills.

      Fuck. Why did I say that? I mean, it’s true. But now I’ve probably scared her off.

      Instead, a tender look comes into her eyes. She pulls my hands from where they’re firmly planted on her hips and places them on her breasts, then starts a slow ride on top of me, gazing into my eyes. I gently squeeze her breasts and brush her nipples with my thumbs.

      No words pass between us, but the shift in our sex is obvious. What started as desperately needed fucking has become…true lovemaking. In the past, I thought I made love to someone. But until now, I’ve never made love with someone.

      My breath hitches.

      “Asher,” Stephanie breaths softly, “I’m gonna come. Come with me. Please.”

      Considering I’ve been holding myself back by the collar from doing that very thing, her request is music to my ears. I guide her hips into a strong downward stroke while I thrust upward hard.

      “Oh yes,” she cries, digging her nails into my chest. “Oh fuck. Just like that, baby!”

      Per her command, we explode together. The rapid clench and release of her pussy around my steel cock pulls me down just after her, but we gasp and moan in unison, moving in sync with each other as if we were designed specifically to fit the other’s body.

      I pull her close. We’re both sweaty and warm from the fire, breathing hard. Her arms wind around my neck and our lips find each other.

      After a moment, I tilt my forehead against hers. “Well, ma’am. Did I successfully fulfill your request?”

      Stephanie giggles, and the sound makes me smile. “And then some.” She snuggles against me. “This feels like a dream.”

      The words tug at me.

      It does feel like a dream…and dreams aren’t real.

      And I want this to be real. I want Stephanie to still be here when I open my eyes tomorrow morning and in the morning a year from now, and a year from that…

      “Maybe it is, Sleeping Beauty,” I tell her lightly, moving away just long enough to grab another blanket and a couple pillows from the sofa. We snuggle underneath it. I hold her to my side with one arm and pillow my head on the other, blinking up at the ceiling.

      After a while, she says, “The snow stopped.”

      I lower my gaze from the ceiling to out the window. It has stopped. There’s a fuckload of snow, but…it stopped.

      That means my cell signal will probably be back. That means I can probably have someone drive up and take her back to Hawk City so she won’t be stranded up here. That means she’ll be back to her life in no time at all, and tonight really will be little more than a dream, after all.

      I wish it would have snowed much longer, but…

      It stopped.
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        Stephanie

      

      

      It was easy to pretend the night could go on and on forever in the dark, but when a wet nose pushes against my cheek and brightness flares behind my eyelids, I know I can’t ignore the morning.

      I crack my eyes open, meeting Sadie’s big brown ones. Her ears are back and she wags her tail, and I can’t hold back a smile. She’s stretched out beside me and the blankets under her are warm despite the fire having gone out, suggesting she’d been there a while. I shift so that my back is to Asher’s warm chest and make a little more room for her as I scratch her ears.

      “Looks like she’s telling you good morning,” Asher says in my ear, “and that she has to pee.”

      I chuckle. “Well, you should never keep a lady waiting.”

      “Of course not.” I feel his lips against the back of my head, and one arm snakes around my waist. “I guess…we should see about your car today. Get a tow back to the city.”

      There’s a sad but sort of distant note in his voice that makes me frown. “Yeah, I guess so.” Despite the incredible intimacy we shared last night, I’m nervous now. Self-conscious. Scared.

      We did say it would be one night. And that night is over now. Real life waits for me, and real life waits for him. I don’t know where or how our circles can overlap to make a Venn diagram.

      It doesn’t matter. It was one night.

      “I guess…I should shower and get dressed,” I add.

      “I’ll take care of Sadie,” he says. “You’re welcome to use my shower.”

      In his bathroom, I run the water to get it hot and turn to study myself in the mirror. I don’t know if I expected to look different this morning, but I do. I’m glowing. There’s a lightness in my face I haven’t seen in years. It makes me look younger.

      It makes me look…happy.

      I don’t want to lose that.

      My phone, nestled inside my weekend bag that I hauled into the bathroom with me, chirps shrilly. I grab it, shocked I have cell service and immediately stressed out at the sight of all the texts that have come through from Lisa.

      But it’s not Lisa calling—it’s my mom.

      “Hey, hon,” she says as soon as I say hello. I hit the speaker button so I can pull toiletries for my shower out of my bag and clothes to change into after. “I’m so sorry to bug you during your long weekend away—how is Lisa, by the way?—but I just wanted to see if you decided on the wedding next weekend.”

      “Can’t this wait?”

      “No. Cousin Greta called me a little bit ago. They need a final headcount. Shall I tell her you plus one?”

      My head spins. I could possibly have a plus-one…

      Just one night.

      “Actually,” my mom purrs, “maybe you should come single. There’s going to be lots of eligible men there.”

      I wince. “Eligible meaning what?”

      “Oh, you’re smarter than this,” my mother snaps. “You know exactly what I mean.”

      I am smarter than that, and my mom just proved she really can be as shallow as I suspect. “A rich doctor or lawyer? A stockbroker? A CEO?”

      The dryness in my voice seems to go over her head. “Exactly. You’ll have your pick.” She sounds pleased. “Maybe try that cleanse I told you about before.”

      I screw up my face. “You want me to do that weeklong liquid diet? For what?”

      “You know. To lose a few pounds before the wedding. There’s going to be a lot of rich men there, Stephanie. You want to look your best, don’t you?”

      My mom’s told me I should lose “a few pounds” over the course of my entire life.

      “Let’s go shopping together,” she urges. “For the dress and the cleanse ingredients. But please, Stephanie. I need you to attend the wedding.”

      In case you couldn’t tell, I have a fraught relationship with my mom. I love her—she’s my mother, even though she just can’t seem to accept me for me. I often think about the woman she was before she and my dad had money—resourceful, humble, easygoing. She’s been so busy playing “Keeping up with the Joneses” she’s forgotten who she used to be. I keep hoping I’ll see her again one day.

      “Fine,” I mutter. “I’ll go to the wedding.”

      “Thank you, honey.”

      “But I’m not doing a cleanse. You can forget that.”

      “Well,” she says mildly. “We can talk about that later. When I take you to the designer stores downtown to pick out a dress, you might change your tune.”

      “I need to hop in the shower, Mom. Talk to you later.”

      The call with my mom has dampened that glowy feeling I had this morning. My thoughts turn to Asher. What would he think about all this? I wonder if he’d even go with me. I picture him showing up in his flannel with his beard and his work boots. The look I picture on my mom’s face makes me smile.

      I hop out of the shower, quickly blow my hair dry enough so I won’t catch my death when I go outside, and change into the jeans and sweater I packed. However, it seems I forgot to pack socks.

      Asher won’t mind if I borrow a pair, right?

      And maybe that way, we’ll have to see each other again so I can return them.

      I don’t want it to be just one night. I want more nights with him…so many more. For the first time in a long time, the kind of safe, passionate, all-encompassing love I’ve always wanted seems to be within reach…and now I have to let it go?

      I head to the bureau in his bedroom and open the top drawer. Bingo. I grab a thick cream pair, and when I pull them out, I catch sight of something tucked underneath. It looks like a letter.

      Curious, I pull it out.

      Asher,

      I’m sorry to do this like this, but I couldn’t stay here another moment. I needed to leave, and I needed to do it now. Here’s your ring back to do whatever you want with. Keep it, sell it. It just doesn’t belong to me anymore. I know this has been a longtime coming, and I’m sorry you found out about Chad the way you did, but it’s a blessing in disguise. I have to go back to the city and live my life according to who I really am. I’m sorry to hurt you.

      Beth

      I suck in my breath. I can’t believe what I’ve just read, and moreover, I can’t understand why he’d hold onto something so hurtful to him.

      In disbelief, I read the letter three more times. What a selfish, awful bi—

      “I keep that as a reminder,” a low voice says from the doorway.

      I jump, looking up.

      Asher, dressed in fresh clothes, leans against the doorway. His face is a mask.

      My cheeks heat and I hasten to fold the letter and put it back. “I—I’m so sorry. That was so wrong of me. I went to borrow a pair of socks and I saw it. I just got curious.” I’m babbling, and it’s not helping. I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Asher. I had no right.”

      He holds up his hand, making a “no big deal” face.

      “What do you mean, you keep it as a reminder?” I ask cautiously.

      He studies me, his blue eyes sad and far away. “So I don’t forget who I really am, and the things I don’t want. The things that aren’t good for me.” He steps toward me. “When you were in the bathroom, I came in here to change my clothes. I heard you on the phone with your mother. The wedding. The…eligible bachelors.”

      “Asher,” I say quickly, shaking my head. “That was nothing. I know what you heard, but you don’t know my—”

      “I’m not mad,” he says mildly. “How can I be? You’re not—you’re not mine. It’s just that I realized…you don’t belong up here. You have a whole other life down there, in the city. You have rich parents and go to weddings at the country club. You can have your pick of doctors and lawyers and CEOs and stockbrokers. There’s no place for you up here in the mountains, in a small town with some guy who owns a hardware store and a log cabin. That’s my life. It’s not your life.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not who I am. Those are things my mom wants for me. Asher…I don’t know what’ll happen in the future, but I know I want you in it. Last night, for the first time in so long—maybe forever—you made me feel special. You made me feel the kind of passion I’ve always wanted. You made me feel safe. I don’t want to let that go.”

      He reaches out and takes my hands. “I just…for a moment there, last night with you in my arms, I got distracted. I got caught up thinking maybe we could have more than one night. But listening to your mom… I can’t hold you back from your life. And I can’t watch you walk out of mine. We’ve both had our hearts broken to pieces, and I think I can speak for us both when I say neither one of us wants to do that again.”

      “You’re scared,” I say, my voice shaking, “and I understand that. But you felt something last night, in here.” I jab his chest. “Just like I did. You felt the chance for something real, something deep and meaningful. And fear is making you back away from it now.”

      “I’m scared,” he admits quietly. “I’m scared of giving you my heart exactly like I want to and realizing when it’s too late I can’t give you all the things you need to make you happy. That we’re just too different. I’m a mountain man. And you’re—”

      I stare at him, hurt filling my heart and eyes. “I’m not just a city girl.”

      He stares at me for a long time, his face mirroring the pain I feel. “That’s exactly what the last one said.”
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        One week later

      

      

      My buddy Clay Lowell glances over at me as we sit at the Hawk’s Nest bar. The bar’s run by our friend Forrest Thornton, who also serves as its bartender. It’s a good perk, because he lets me bring Sadie.

      “How you doing over there?” he asks. Sadie sprawls on the ground beneath our stools, her head propped on Clay’s boot. She’s probably had it with my moodiness the past couple days.

      I grunt at my beer, keeping my gaze on the football game playing on the screen over the bar.

      “That good, huh?”

      “What do you want from me, man?” I ask. “I let a woman I could love walk out of my life.”

      “Well, to be fair, you didn’t let her walk out,” he says, grabbing a handful of bar mix from the bowl between us. “You sort of forced her out.”

      I called Clay to take her to Hawk City while I made arrangements for her car to be towed there too. I didn’t want her to have to worry about anything, and I was happy to cover all the bills. I guess I thought it’d make me feel better about walking away from her.

      It didn’t.

      Show of hands—who’s shocked?

      “I did us both a favor,” I mutter.

      “No,” Clay says, shaking his head. “You didn’t. You let your past experience scare you off from a woman who could actually be great for you. She’s nice, Asher, and smart. She might even be funny when she’s not miserable, which she was the whole way back to the city. She was plenty polite but I could tell she didn’t want to talk more than she had to.”

      “And what happens when she realizes mountain life isn’t for her?”

      “That’s a big assumption on your part. Besides, who said you had to live here forever?” Clay says impatiently. “Maybe it’s time you go back to the city and remember the good things about it. Hell, maybe you find the right woman and you split your time between here and there. Why’s she got to be the one possibly giving up a career and moving up here?”

      “She doesn’t,” I argue. “I never said that. It’s just that with Beth, she told me she’d be happy living here, and then—”

      “To hell with Beth,” Clay says, waving a hand. Sadie releases a low growl at the sound of her name, like she’s in agreement with Clay. “She’s long gone, living her best life or whatever the kids say these days. What about Stephanie? She deserves a chance, Asher.” He jabs me in the chest. “Just like you.”

      I smack his hand away. “Listen, man, the past few days have sucked. I regret every second sending her away like that, but I did what I thought I had to do. Between me and her, we’ve both had a number done on our hearts by people who were supposed to care about us, and I thought I was saving us heartbreak.”

      “Instead you created more of it,” Clay says bluntly.

      “Even if I wanted to go to her—”

      “Which you obviously do.”

      “—she wouldn’t even speak to me. Why should she?”

      Clay leans toward me. “What I don’t know about women would fill up enough books to line this whole wall of booze. And I don’t have anyone in my life, so I’m far from an expert. But I’ll tell you what I do know—speaking for any woman has never been and never will be a good idea, Asher.”

      I hang my head in defeat, running two frustrated hands through my hair. “I’m all fucked up.”

      “Yeah, you are.” Clay smacks my shoulder as I glare at him. “But you don’t have to be. You need to let go of the past and embrace the future. You owe that to Stephanie, and you owe it to yourself.”

      My frustration gives way to defeat as I study my friend. “And tell me, O Wise One, how do I let go of the past and embrace the future?”

      “Why do I have to do all the work?” he exclaims. “Shit. I don’t even have my own girlfriend, let alone one I could’ve had but went emo on and broke up with before the relationship even started. If I was in your place, I’d be thinking about some seriously grand gestures to make.”

      A grand gesture. I made one before, but it hadn’t—

      No. No more. Let go of the past. Embrace the future.

      And my future is in Hawk City.

      Abruptly, I stand.

      Clay raises his brows. “Someplace to be?”

      I drain my beer, then turn for the door. “Damn right.”
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        * * *

      

      The ride to Hawk City, normally two hours, takes me two and a half with treacherous road conditions coming out of the mountains. It’s eight by the time I get to where I’m going, but I called ahead, and I know the party’s still underway.

      It’s kind of disturbing how easily a random person can get information about a wedding reception, but fortunately, I’m not interested in crashing the wedding for the booze and food.

      I just need to crash it to get the woman I love.

      If she’ll have you…

      There’s only one country club in Hawk City, and there’s only one wedding reception on its books for today. Before leaving Hawk Valley, I showered, shaved—a tiny bit—and put on something I haven’t worn in…shit. Years.

      A suit.

      When I walk inside, it’s pretty easy to find the room where the reception is, since it’s fairly large and there’s plenty of signage. The country club is predictably upscale, with a lot of Roman architecture influences in the columns, the arched doorways, and the crown molding. It’s nice, but it makes me feel seriously out of place, even in my suit and tie.

      Guests are dressed in cocktail attire, holding drinks as they mill around and mingle. On a raised platform at the back of the room, a small jazz band plays understated music. The bride and groom, still in their wedding finery, sway together on the dancefloor. Every so often, a soft chorus of tink-tinks sound from guests tapping knives on champagne glasses, and the newlywed couple grin and kiss.

      This isn’t my scene. I wouldn’t personally want a wedding like this. This was the kind of wedding Beth wanted to have. But…I sure would love to have the woman I love in my arms, smiling up at me the way the bride smiles up at her husband.

      As if the universe hears my thoughts, a crowd of people to my left part slightly, giving me a view to the bar, and…there she is.

      She wears a blush-pink dress that skims her bountiful, mouth-watering curves, and her long, dark hair is pinned up on one side and cascades down her back. She leans against the bar, absently running a finger around the rim of her champagne glass and looking bored to tears.

      Or maybe it’s the suited-and-booted, cleanshaven punk trying desperately to impress her with something as he stands way too close for my comfort that bores her.

      A flare of male possessiveness lights me up inside. I’m not normally some chest-beating caveman, but dammit, I made Stephanie mine. And I damn sure belong to her. Until she tells me to throw myself off the highest peak of Hawk Valley mountain, I refuse to let him or any other man stand in my way.

      I stride over, my gaze on her and only her.

      “…number of investments,” Wallstreet’s saying to her. “I believe in early retirement. I want to be able to spend my best years playing. And that means I’ll need a playmate.” He gives a little “heh-heh” chuckle.

      Stephanie doesn’t even crack a smile as she looks up at him. “Good luck with that.”

      Wallstreet scratches the back of his head. “I meant—I thought— Well, how do you feel about sailing?”

      “Honey, there you are,” I interrupt, sliding an arm around Stephanie’s waist.

      Her brown eyes go wide and shocked as she stares up at me. “Asher.”

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” I say. I look at Wallstreet. “And you are?”

      “I’m, uh…” The guy glances at my arm tight around Stephanie’s waist, then back at me. I stare at him, unblinking. “I’m leaving.”

      I nod. “Good choice.”

      When he slinks away, Stephane wriggles out of my hold. “I don’t need your help in getting rid of men. In fact, it seems I don’t need to do anything but simply exist to get rid of men.”

      Ouch. That hurts, but it only hurts because I know she’s hurt, and she doesn’t deserve that. “It didn’t look like you were enjoying his attention. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to fight your battle for you.”

      “I wasn’t enjoying him, but that’s beside the point.” She folds arms, her beautiful face set. “What the hell are you doing here, Asher?”

      Damn. Pure ice. I draw in a deep breath. “I came to…say a lot of things to you. I think.”

      She arches a brow. “Say a lot of things?”

      I swallow. “First, I need to apologize to you. I pushed my own shit onto you, and that’s not fair. I was a ball-less, spineless coward, and you deserve better.”

      “Tell me why you were such a ball-less, spineless coward.”

      I draw a deep breath. She’s not making this easy on me, but she doesn’t have to, and I don’t expect her to. It’s not her job. This is all on me. “You were right. About feeling a connection. More than just our physical connection, although that was…” I trail off, feeling warm. I tug at my collar. “I’ve never felt for someone what I feel for you, Stephanie, and that scares the ever-living shit out of me. You know as well as I know what heartbreak feels like. What feeling not good enough feels like, and I was terrified of reliving that all over again. I am terrified of reliving that. But at some point, as a wise friend of mine pointed out, I need to put that crap, every bit of it, behind me. Or else I’m going to be stuck in this place forever. And I don’t want to be here forever.”

      Her beautiful, heart-shaped face softens for a second. “Where do you want to be?”

      I reach for her hand cautiously, relieved when she lets me take it. “With you. That’s where I want to be.”

      Her throat moves as she swallows, and I so badly want to run my lips over it. Focus, man!

      “Why should I believe you? Why should I trust you? You aren’t the only one who’s been hurt, Asher. I have too. And I was willing to put my fear aside to try to trust again. To try to…”

      This time, I boldly lift a hand to brush my thumb over her cheek. “Try to what, Stephanie?”

      Her chin trembles slightly, and she looks away quickly, like she’s annoyed with herself.

      “Tell me,” I murmur. “Please.”

      “Try to…love again,” she says in a voice barely above a whisper.

      A burst of warmth ignites my chest. “Stephanie, look at me.”

      Slowly, she shifts her gaze to me.

      “Let me make it up to you,” I say. “Let me make things right. You’re special. So special to me. I don’t want to let you go.”

      “But you’re a mountain man,” she says, a teasing note in her voice as she places a light hand on my chest. “And I’m a city girl.”

      I smile and place my hand over hers. “Maybe…there’s a compromise there. Maybe sometimes I could be the city boy, and you could be the mountain woman. I don’t want to choose, and I don’t want you to choose, either.”

      “We’re two hours apart,” she adds.

      “I have a reliable truck,” I tell her. “And…well, you had a car.”

      Stephanie gives me a lopsided smile. “Got a new one.” She bites her lip. “What about the store?”

      “It’s probably about time I hired some help. It’ll always be mine.” I lower my gaze to her plump lips. “Anything else?”

      She shakes her head slowly. “Fresh out of excuses.”

      “Praise Jesus,” I mutter.

      She leans up on tiptoe and hovers her mouth a breath away from mine. “Can I kiss you now?”

      “You never have to ask,” I say, and tug her to me the rest of the way.

      It’s easy to forget where I am or that I’m even in public with Stephanie in my arms. I kiss her deeply as her fingers grip the lapels of my jacket until she pulls back, just as our tongues have started to get reacquainted.

      “My mother’s watching,” she breathes, then laughs. “You could pass for a wealthy stockbroker. She won’t ask too many questions.”

      “Do you want me to look like a wealthy stockbroker?”

      “Me? Hell no.” She gives me a onceover. “You look damn good, Asher, there’s no denying that. But I much prefer you in flannel and a Carhartt jacket. And if you ever think about shaving that beard, well…”

      I grin, relieved. She wants me for who I am, and nothing more. “Truth be told, I can’t wait to take this suit off.”

      “I hope you’ll let me help you with that,” she purrs. “Want to get out of here?”

      “Hell yes,” I say. “Let me take you to dinner. Or dessert, if you’ve already eaten.”

      “They had a buffet, but I didn’t eat much.” She winces. “I didn’t want to hear my mom’s mouth.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Tell me you didn’t do that juice cleanse I heard her mention.”

      “Maybe just…for a couple days.” She smooths her hands over her dress. “Had to fit into this bad boy.”

      “And you look goddamn stunning, and I can’t wait to peel that off you, but, baby, we need to get you fed.” I slide my arm around her waist. “And then I’m eating you for dessert.”

      Without a word to anyone but the bride and groom, Stephanie leads me out of the room, then we stroll arm-in-arm out to my truck, which is parked in the vacant lot across the street. When we’re inside, she turns to me.

      “I missed you,” she says in this low, breathy voice that immediately grabs me by the cock. “Would it be tacky if we had makeup sex right here?”

      “Fuck no,” I breathe, and before I can say another word, she’s in my lap. We continue what we started at the bar, but now that we’re away from prying eyes, we give each other all we have. The only sounds in the car are the smack of our lips devouring each other, heavy breathing, and the quiet rustle of her dress being hiked up to her waist and the zip of my zipper coming down.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” she cries as I slide into her hot, wet pussy.

      “Jesus Christ, you were ready,” I grunt, gripping her hips. She clenches around me like a fist and I’m this close to losing my shit immediately like a teenager.

      “I was wet the second you walked over to me,” she wails, grinding hard on my cock. “God, Asher, I missed you so fucking much.”

      “I will never leave you again,” I promise between clenched teeth, desperately trying to get as deep inside her as I can. “I’m yours, Stephanie.”

      She cradles my face in her hands. “And I’m yours, Asher.” She bites her lip in a sexy way that drives me crazy. “I think I love you, Mountain Man.”

      I slide a hand underneath her hair, drawing her down until her forehead touches mine. “I know I love you, City Girl.”
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        Asher

        Six months later

      

      

      “So what’s this I hear about a new store in the city?” Mrs. Morris demands, placing a new pair of gardening gloves and a spade on the counter.

      “We’re expanding,” I explain, ringing up her purchases. “Clay and I are combining businesses. He’ll help me manage this store, and I’ll be back and forth between here and the new one.”

      There’s still a lot of logistics to be worked out, but the expansion thrills me. Hawk City doesn’t have a great hardware store that carries all of the quality items I do, and with the addition of Clay’s dog food line, that’s soon to be expanding to cat food, it’s going to be a goldmine. I still need to find a reliable manager for the new store while I’m away from there, but it’s all coming together.

      “Hmm.” Mrs. Morris sniffs, then smiles. “How is your wife dealing with all this? That’s a lot to handle, finding a home, helping set up the store, and being pregnant.”

      I grin. Wife. We’ve been married three months, but the novelty of that word hasn’t worn off at all. She’s my wife, and I’m her husband, and…we’re having a baby. Every day, it feels too good to be true.

      “Tough as nails and mean some days, but she’s brilliant and strong,” I say with a chuckle.

      Mrs. Morris laughs too. “I love to hear that. Tell her to turn up the meanness a notch and give her my best.” With a wave, she leaves.

      Thirty minutes later, Stephanie walks through the door, dressed in one of my flannel shirts, open over a white tank top stretched over her five-month pregnant belly, Sadie at her side. We’re pretty sure Sadie can tell she’s pregnant—most nights, Sadie curls up on Steph’s lap, and loves to nuzzle her belly.

      “Hello, wife,” I say, smiling as she walks up to me and gives me a kiss. “How you doing?”

      She grins at me. “The doctor just called.”

      I cock my head. “Oh? Everything all right?”

      Her eyes glisten a little. “Boy. I’ll say.”

      It takes me a minute to understand.

      We’ve been waiting to find out the sex of our child for weeks now, and I’ve been so wrapped up in everything else, it slipped my mind the doctor was supposed to call today.

      A boy.

      I vault over the counter and sweep her into my arms. “You serious? Really?”

      She nods. “You’re gonna be a daddy to your very own, tiny little mountain man.”

      I burst out laughing, then tilt my head down to kiss her. “You are the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me, City Girl. Thank you for giving me so much.”

      We hold onto each other, swaying a little, as Sadie dances around us. I never imagined life could be so good. For a long time, I was lost. And so was she. But without the utter destruction we both went through separately we would never have found each other.

      We’ll always have our battle scars, but we’ll never suffer broken hearts again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Subscribe to Mazzy King’s Newsletter!

        

      

    

    
      For the latest information on book releases, cover reveals, teasers, excerpts, and giveaways, head to MazzyKing.com/Newsletter to sign up today.

      

      You can also visit her Amazon Author Page for more information and a list of all her work.

      

      If you enjoyed this story, let everyone know by leaving a quick review!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Coming Soon

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CLAY: Hawk Valley Mountain Men Book 2

        Alpha Male Mountain Man Curvy Woman Instalove Steamy Romance

        Preorder here!

      

      

      
        
        Clay

      

      

      
        
        I've never cared that much about settling down. In Hawk Valley, all I care about is my business and my quiet life in the mountains. When I want excitement, I travel to the city for a good time, and I leave it there.

      

        

      
        But when I find curvy, beautiful Savannah Stone playing her guitar and singing off a trail's beaten path one day, I realize the universe might have just brought excitement to me. She's trying to find her muse again, and all I want to do is make her hit those high notes.

      

      

      
        
        Savannah

      

        

      
        I haven't been able to write a song in months, which makes earning a living kind of hard. I came to beautiful Hawk Valley from the city to try to find my inspiration in nature.

      

        

      
        I never expected it to take the form of a cocky, bearded mountain man...

      

      

      
        
        Clay: Hawk Valley Mountain Men is an insta-love, happily-ever-after, STEAMY romance. No cliffhangers, no cheating. This is a standalone story part of the HAWK VALLEY MOUNTAIN MEN series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author
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      Enjoy reading Mazzy’s stories with your latte or, better yet, a couple glasses of your favorite vino.
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