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            “Pink Moon”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mabel

      

      

      The bar probably had the capacity to fit twenty-five people.

      It was the closest thing to an actual hole-in-the-wall that I’d ever seen.

      Outside, it looked like a big shack.

      Inside was no different.

      There was no stone, brick or drywall to be seen. It was all rough wood, even the planks on the floor.

      There were three taps for beer, one for cider, and a single shelf behind the bar displaying bottles of alcohol, the closest thing they had to top shelf being Jack Daniels Old No. 7.

      Providing heat on this chilly night were a small, cast-iron fireplace in a back corner, walls that kept the wind out (just barely) and bodies.

      There were four bar stools in front of the short bar, an entry space that was big enough to allow a few people to stand, four tables with four chairs each (yes, all wood), two-by-twos along the walls with an aisle between, which led up to a miniscule stage mostly taken up with two humungous speakers that were absolutely not needed in this small space.

      There was a threadbare rug covering the tiny stage, so big it dipped off the sides, along with a stool.

      On which, currently, a man was sitting with his guitar perched on his knee, singing into a microphone.

      As far as I could tell, every slow, mellow, bittersweet song he sang was original.

      Further to that, he had a silken, smooth baritone voice, and long, graceful musician’s fingers on strong, veined man’s hands.

      If you had no imagination and a limited vocabulary, you’d call him blond.

      But the rich complexity of his thick, overlong hair, to me, didn’t know whether to be blond, brown or auburn, could not be described by one simple word.

      Nor could anything about him.

      Well, I guessed one thing could.

      He was tall. I could tell that even if I hadn’t seen him standing, considering how long his broad torso was even bent over that guitar, and the length of his meaty thighs and shins.

      And he was muscular.

      But it wasn’t lean muscle. Nor was it bulky. However, you couldn’t miss the man packed some power.

      He had some russet-brown scruff on his cheeks, jaw and chin. It was full, not patchy, but it also wasn’t a beard.

      He had a chiseled jaw, sun lines radiating from his dark-brown eyes, and high cheekbones.

      He was beautiful.

      Simply beautiful.

      Robert Redford as Jeremiah Johnson beautiful (obviously without the true blond hair and bushy beard).

      And perhaps part of that was why the house was packed, and not just that they came to listen to the moody, broody, sublime music he was playing.

      Not that it could get too packed out here in the middle of nowhere, but it was standing room only.

      And I knew the hulking lumberjack of a bartender didn’t tend to this many people every night.

      Truth, this place seemed like it existed just to be a local gathering hole for those of us who lived up in the mountains on the west side of Misted Pines—a good twenty-minute haul just to get groceries and seriously sparsely populated.

      But no one would want to drive that drive into town to have a few drinks and commune.

      Though that hulking lumberjack wanted his neighbors safe and sound, and he didn’t make any bones about it. I knew this because there was a sign on the shelf with the liquor that said, I’ll serve you as much as you want, but I’ll also take your fucking keys.

      One could just say, it was without a doubt that hulking lumberjack could take anyone’s keys.

      And if that wasn’t enough, he wasn’t stingy with the bowls of pretzels and popcorn, seeing as he scooped one out for every drink he served.

      Not many people were communing that night, not verbally.

      No one uttered a sound.

      We were together, though.

      Woven together by soft, gentle, sad songs of hope lost, promises broken and love always remaining just out of reach.

      I could not say I wasn’t mesmerized by how handsome the singer was. The build of his body. The easy way he wore his faded olive-green button-down and jeans, the scuffs on his unpretentious, round-toed brown boots.

      I absolutely was.

      I could also not say I wasn’t fascinated by his deft fingers strumming or curling to press out the chords and how natural that came to him, like that guitar was an extension of his body.

      I absolutely was that too.

      Mostly, it was the music.

      And the way his eyes often landed on me sitting at a table with three people I didn’t know, not drinking my beer nor eating from any of the bowls of pretzels and popcorn on the table, my eyes glued to him as he told his story.

      His story was my story.

      It was my story.

      Through the skin and flesh, bone and marrow, straight to my soul…

      My story.

      I knew it wasn’t exactly the same. It couldn’t be.

      But he got me.

      He got me.

      I had good friends. People I loved.

      And no one on this planet got me.

      But that man got me.

      All good things had to come to an end, but fortunately for me that night, that end wouldn’t be the same as it was for everyone else at The Link just off County Road 10.

      I knew it was over for the others when he sang Nick Drake’s “Pink Moon,” the only cover he’d done all night, because the vibe shifted.

      They knew that was his finale.

      And when he was done, twisting to lay his guitar in the case lying open in the only space still available on that stage floor, he didn’t even dip his chin to the raucous applause, whistles and hoots of the people in that bar.

      He just clipped his guitar into its case, grabbed the handle and got up, proving I was right, he was tall—again, not super tall, but not short by a long shot—I’d place him at about six two. Then he stepped off the stage.

      Immediately, a man and woman started talking to him.

      I sipped at my second beer, which wasn’t even half consumed, waiting and hoping.

      It was stupid to wait.

      It was stupid to hope.

      Every damned thing that happened to me in thirty-one years of my life had taught me that.

      There might only have been about twenty-five adoring fans, but he talked to them, still carrying his guitar, and I knew that was his unspoken indication he wasn’t going to grab a whisky, sit down and gab awhile. He was going to allow them to say their words, then he was going to go home.

      Five minutes slipped to ten, then to fifteen, and he didn’t look at me in any of that time.

      Oh yes.

      It was stupid to wait.

      It was insane to hope.

      I got up, shrugged on my denim jacket and wrapped my scarf around my neck. I slung my crossbody over my head, took a last sip of beer and went out the door.

      I was unlocking my faded red old Ford pickup when I heard, “You followin’ me, or am I followin’ you?”

      I turned at the deep, silken voice and saw what I considered in my perhaps not-so-amateur opinion was one of the best singer-songwriters of my generation standing there carrying his guitar case.

      “You’re following me,” I told him.

      He jerked up his chin and headed to a big, dark-blue (lumberjack bartender didn’t skimp on outdoor lights either), one-ton GMC truck.

      I got in, reversed out, and headed to the exit to County Road 10.

      He followed me.

      

      I lay naked, curled up on my side, staring at the man bathed in moonlight beside me.

      He was on his back.

      He was naked too.

      The sheets were down to his waist.

      He had the same russet-brown hair covering his evenly moving chest, one leg cocked, the knee and most of his thigh sticking out from under the covers. He had one hand resting on his flat, ridged stomach, the other arm was on the bed between us.

      He snored.

      And damn the man, even his snores were melodic, quiet, low, rhythmic. They were the kind of noise that would lull you to sleep, not keep you awake.

      How I wasn’t asleep was a mystery.

      He’d worn me out.

      He was the best lover I’d ever had. The best lover perhaps in history.

      Among other activities, we’d had sex three times.

      He knew every inch of my body.

      He was deliciously controlling in bed, so alas, I could not say he allowed me to learn every inch of his, but the (many, many) inches he’d given me, I’d enjoyed thoroughly.

      I couldn’t move. After five orgasms, my body was somnolent from the tips of my toes to the ends of my hair.

      But I couldn’t stop looking at him.

      And this couldn’t happen.

      The whole point of me being in this loft cabin in the middle of nowhere in Fret County, Washington State and not back home in Florida was to stay very, very far away from this kind of entanglement.

      Of course, a girl had needs.

      However, this was not the guy you used to scratch your itch.

      This was the kind of guy that the first concepts from the beginning of time were the hotbed of what hopes and dreams were made of.

      Dang it, I’d only been here seven months, and here I was, messing up my life again.

      My hand actually ached from forcing myself not to reach out and rest it on his chest, feel that springy hair, the warmth of his skin, his heart beating.

      My body yearned to inch forward and press itself to his side, wrap him in my arms, so he might turn and wrap me in his, tangling us up in the moonlight.

      I was so screwed.

      But I didn’t stop watching him, perhaps it was only long minutes, it felt like hours, before my eyes drifted shut, and I lost him.

      In more ways than one.

      

      I opened my eyes, delightfully tender, deliciously relaxed, totally refreshed, and I stretched my back.

      The sun was shining through the window at the head of my bed.

      And the pillow beside mine was empty.

      No.

      Strike that.

      It wasn’t.

      There was a wide, yellow Post-it note resting on the pillow.

      I held the covers to my chest and reached out to the note, stupid, stupid, stupidly hoping it was his number and an urge to call him. Or an invitation to dinner. Or to meet him at The Link that night for a drink.

      Mostly, hoping it was signed because he never told me his name.

      It was not.

      There was one word on that note, scrawled in black ink.

      And that word was…

      
        
        Thanks.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Not Again

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mabel

      

      

      To say I was not in a good mood that morning as I got ready to head out would be an understatement.

      “I’m such a moron,” I complained to myself as I did the breakfast dishes at the sink at the back of the cabin.

      The space I was renting had three acres and two buildings.

      First building, the cabin, which on the bottom floor was an open living room and kitchen with a closed off utility room to one side of the kitchen that led out to the car port (or more aptly described as a truck port), and on the other side, a pantry and a tiny half bath.

      On the top, creating the ceiling of the kitchen (the living room space went up two stories) was an open loft. My bedroom, flanked by a bathroom and a closet.

      To get up there, you used a spiral staircase off to the side of the kitchen next to the door to the powder room.

      Since I sold pretty much everything I owned in Florida before I moved here, it had taken me months to find the right pieces to fill the space, none of it new, except the blue corduroy couch that faced the stone hearth over which was mounted (also new) a flat-screen TV.

      For two months, I’d lived on mattresses on the floor up in the loft, and for another month, the stuff that should go in drawers was in boxes until I’d discovered, and oftentimes refurbished, the furniture that was in there and elsewhere in the cabin.

      I didn’t consider it done. But as much as I loved this place, if I could make a go of my store in town and decided to stay in Misted Pines, I wasn’t going to continue to rent, and I knew the wild character who was my landlord, Mrs. Matthews, wouldn’t agree to sell me this place. Thus, I was making do with what I had until I made my decision about staying or going and settled, wherever that may be.

      The other building—and even as awesome as the cabin was, that other building was a big part of what made me love my rental—was the big workshop that sat about twenty yards off to the north side of my front door.

      It didn’t have heat, but it did have electricity, and it was plenty roomy for my needs.

      Oh, and there was no one around.

      The drive into the property next to mine was at least a good quarter, if not half mile away, and the next drive was a good half mile up the road on the other side of street, whatever that property might be, resting higher up the mountain.

      There was no landscaping at my place.

      The front of my property was a vast expanse of dirt, some boulders, and surrounding it were thick pines.

      My plans for the day had been to continue work on refinishing the bureau in the workshop. I’d stripped the paint the day before, unearthing a gorgeous walnut, but there was a lot of detailed sanding work to be done before I could start finishing the piece.

      However, after my Post-it Lover had left me that ludicrously insulting note on my own danged pillowcase, I decided it was probably best not to be in a solitary space, alone with my thoughts. Instead, I’d motor into town. Check in with Abigail at the store. Grab some groceries. Maybe hit a few thrift shops.

      Anything to take my mind off what happened the night before.

      Oh sure, I was far from some naïve schoolgirl having been taken for one hell of a ride my first time.

      I’d gotten picked up at a bar.

      I had sex with a man three times, he’d gone down on me twice, I’d done the same to him once. It was energetic, sweaty, pulse-pounding, world-rocking, fiery, consuming, all the good things.

      But even if he’d followed me into my house, I’d shrugged off my coat and told him, “I’m Mabel,” he hadn’t returned the favor of sharing his name.

      Nope.

      Instead, he’d kissed me.

      And since he was also a deliriously good kisser, that was that.

      There weren’t breaks where we had words of getting to know you.

      It was all sex all the time. Even in our recovery times, there was foreplay happening.

      I’d wanted to get picked up.

      He picked me up.

      We both got what was expected.

      And then he left.

      But honest to God, I’d rather he’d done that without that Post-it note because…what the hell was he thinking?

      Thanks.

      Was he serious?

      “What an ass,” I muttered as I put the skillet on the draining board.

      I dried my hands. Reached to the lotion a local artist Ida made (so luscious, I stocked it at my store). I rubbed it into my hands, and that done, I went to my denim jacket that I’d thrown over the back of the couch last night.

      I shrugged it on, wound the fluffy, soft, thick, loose-knit beige winter scarf with the long fringe around and around my neck. I pulled my hair out from under it, slung on my crossbody and headed to the door.

      I was digging my keys out of my bag so I could lock the door behind me when I stepped out on my knot-woven welcome mat and heard an odd crunch under my boot.

      I looked down to see a folded piece of paper there, and I was lucky I didn’t step on the big rock that was holding it down on one side.

      My heart thumped as I stepped back and bent to grab the paper.

      Another note from my Post-it Lover?

      One that said something like, Just kidding with that Post-it. Wanna meet for a drink tonight?

      It was trifold, and my idiot heart thumped yet again as I opened it.

      Then I stood still and stared at the words on the page.

      
        
        The Lord knows the sins of the Jezebel. And we do too.

      

      

      Abruptly, I came unstuck, retreated into my cabin, slammed the door and locked it.

      Breathing heavily, I again stared at the page, reading the handwritten words again and again.

      It took a second to realize my hand was shaking.

      Violently.

      “Okay, calm your shit, calm your shit,” I chanted, shifting from staring to scrutinizing.

      The first thing I noticed was, although my Post-it Lover only scrawled six letters, this was not at all the same handwriting.

      That was good.

      All else was bad.

      “Who is ‘we?’” I asked a piece of paper that couldn’t answer me.

      I took several steps to the side, looking over the glorious, vintage writing desk I’d bought for fifty dollars, spent an entire week painstakingly restoring and set in front of the window, to the sun shining in the open space in front of my cabin.

      Nothing was there but the dirt and boulders, my workshop off to the side, my truck parked out front, all of this ringed heavily with pines.

      It wasn’t exactly a surprise when the anger started simmering.

      What was a surprise was how fast and violently it boiled over.

      I folded the paper, carefully tucked it in my crossbody, walked to the door, unlocked it, opened it, stepped out, slammed it, relocked and stomped to my truck.

      “No,” I muttered after I got in and also slammed my truck door so hard, the whole vehicle shook. “Hell no,” I said as I jammed my key into the ignition and turned it. “This shit isn’t going to happen to me.”

      I put the truck in reverse, curved out, shoved the clutch in first, then peeled out.

      And I did this saying, “Not again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            At A Glance

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mabel

      

      

      I’d scoped several places to be my getaway after things careened viciously south down in Orlando.

      The reason I picked Misted Pines was, well…the pines. All the rolling hills and mountains of glorious, gorgeous green Ponderosa, Douglas, western hemlock, red cedar, Englemann, Sitka and subalpine pine and fir trees.

      Then there were the many lakes.

      The famous fields of wildflowers.

      And also, the little town of Misted Pines.

      My besties, Kacey and Mona, were staunchly against me moving to this famously infamous small town in northeast Washington State.

      Me, nor they, nor anyone (possibly globally) had missed the series of stories of sex scandals, serial killers, psychopath shenanigans and shifty sheriffs that plagued that burg over the last several years.

      In fact, Elsa Cohen herself, the new Barbara Walters, had interviewed what had become known as the town’s “Coven.” Wronged women who’d taken over a subdivision outside the town, and no men entered unless it was to fix a leaky faucet or flush some other kind of plumbing, after which they’d be thanked, possibly Post-it style (huh), and sent on their way.

      I’d looked into that subdivision, believe you me. Like far too many other women, I was a member for sure, even if I wasn’t officially a member of that coven.

      Alas, there were not only no homes available there, none of them had big workshops.

      So that was out.

      Mona and Kacey thought I was nuts for moving here.

      I thought, since crazy crap kept happening to me since birth (no joke), even if crazy crap kept happening up there, I might as well be somewhere pretty, quiet and slow-paced when it happened, instead of too busy, full of traffic and tourists, muggy and hot most of the year (and full of bugs (not that there weren’t bugs up here, it was just that no bugs of my experience rivaled Florida bugs)).

      And I might as well be somewhere where crazy crap was expected to happen rather than surprise clocking you full face with its cruelty.

      Kacey and Mona thought I had a screw loose.

      I knew I did.

      It was in the genes.

      Another big part of Misted Pines that sealed the deal for my move was the town itself.

      Straight up, it looked like something out of a movie. I wasn’t sure even an inch of the town proper or the immediate surrounding neighborhoods had changed in the last, at least, seventy years.

      There was an old, one-screen movie theater. There was a fruit and veggie shop that sold only fruit and vegetables, and in this day and age of superstores, it stayed solvent by some miracle (just to say, I also bought my fruit and veg there, so maybe it wasn’t that much of a mystery). Same with a butcher (and same with me getting my meat there). There was a ’50s-style diner. A tackle shop. A florist. A coffee shop with a massive mural on its side that was an indictment of both hunting and environmental waste. And there was more.

      No, I was wrong.

      There had been one change.

      An entire block had been dozed so the town had a pretty garden with flower beds, lawns, benches, and a fountain in the middle, and that wasn’t original.

      I had a degree in business. I hadn’t played this stupid.

      I knew between the outdoor activities, the ski slopes that weren’t near, but they also weren’t far, the scenery and the scandals (no doubt about it, a ton of folks loved a good scandal), even if it was a far drive from the airport in Spokane, and a much farther one from Seattle, tourism here was strong.

      Fortunately, Misted Pines also had an airstrip, though it was small and only small planes used it. Then again, MP played host to some tourists that were loaded, so that airstrip was busy.

      This was because they even had a five-star hotel with a world-class spa abutting the biggest lake in the county (the source of the “mist” in Misted Pines, as it had a multitude of hot springs feeding it, so the water was temperate year-round, but when it got cold, the mist of the lake enveloped the town, even miles away up at my cabin).

      As picturesque as all of this was, it still somehow didn’t hide the seediness that humanity got up to.

      I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was a feel to the place that was so contradictory, it could make your head spin if you thought on it too long.

      It was welcoming. It was warm. It was quiet. It was low-key. It was pretty. The people were friendly.

      And it was seething.

      Don’t ask me how this was real, it just was.

      Prominent on the town’s only major street was the county’s sheriff’s office. A one-story brick building on a corner.

      And that was where I aimed my truck.

      It was early September, and somehow, even if the kids were at school, so vacations weren’t on offer, the tourist traffic hadn’t died down that much.

      Perhaps it was due to the Pinetop Lodge, that aforementioned five-star hotel that hosted weddings and had the capacity for conferences.

      Who knew?

      I just knew I constantly had to hustle to keep the store stocked, because one couldn’t say I was killing it, but after month four up here, I hadn’t had to dig into his money to pay my employees, my rent, or feed myself.

      I wasn’t adding to (or, God forbid, subtracting from) my other bank account, the one I left to earn interest, which had been created by me selling off my belongings before moving up here. The one I’d use as a down payment when I finally bought a house to settle—please God, once and for always—somewhere safe.

      But even if the store wasn’t making a killing, it was making it.

      Due to the bustle of Main Street, I had to park two storefronts down from the sheriff’s department in one of the angled spots right on the road.

      I did this.

      And then I tramped back to the station, opened the door and all but flung myself through it.

      Mm-hmm.

      You could take this as I was still angry.

      Very.

      Unsurprisingly, the reception area was a throwback in time. Gleaming wooden counter facing the door, old wooden benches on the edges to sit in should you have to wait for…whatever you’d have to wait for at a police station.

      Beyond that counter, however, I was hurtled back into the twenty-first century.

      Desk cubbies with low walls so the personnel could see and talk to each other. Nice computers. Two glass-walled conference rooms at the back.

      A Latino man was standing at the counter. His name plate said Hernandez.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      I walked up to him. “I’d like to report a trespassing. And a threat. A threatening trespassing,” I announced.

      I then opened my bag, pulled out the letter and handed it to him.

      “That was on my welcome mat this morning,” I went on. “And yes, before you ask, I had company last night. He spent the night, left this morning, and he was not my husband under God’s eyes or anybody’s.”

      In fact, I don’t even know the man’s name, I did not add. Though I knew he was polite…as such.

      Deputy Hernandez listened to this with a blank cop face before he opened the letter, read it, and I was gratified to see how his eyes narrowed on the words.

      He looked again at me. “Can I ask where you live, ma’am?”

      “Four four five oh, County Road 10,” I told him.

      At hearing my address, there was a flicker in his eyes I didn’t like.

      This department had law enforcement responsibilities throughout the whole county. My miniscule three-acre property was one of possibly thousands they had jurisdiction over. How that flicker happened after me throwing a random address at him did not give me good vibes.

      “Neither Lieutenant Lazurus nor Detective Wilkins are here right now,” he said. “But can you come around so I can take your statement?”

      He moved down to the end of the counter, with me moving with him, so he could open the swinging door for me.

      “I don’t really have a statement,” I said as I walked through. “The totality of my statement is what I already told you.”

      He led me to a desk and gestured to the guest chair.

      I sat.

      He sat at the desk.

      He then said, “Just a few questions so we can get our bearings.”

      Our bearings were: someone was watching me. There wasn’t a house or building anywhere near me, but they were watching closely enough they knew I’d entertained my Post-it Lover last night, they had some ideas about that, and they didn’t delay in sharing them.

      Before I could point that out to Deputy Hernandez, he asked, “How long have you been at that address?”

      “As long as I’ve been in Misted Pines. Seven months. No, wait…seven and a half months.”

      “Right,” he muttered, writing that down on a legal pad on his desk.

      “Just to get through this, I own The Groove. The new store on Main Street,” I shared.

      He nodded. Still scribbling.

      I kept talking.

      “I don’t really work there. I have a manager, Abigail Buckner, who sees to the store. I also have two part-time sales associates, Clarissa and Julie, who work weekends. Usually, I’m all over the county, sourcing stock, or up in my workshop, refurbishing that stock.”

      He kept nodding and scribbling.

      “So I’m up there a lot,” I continued. “Alone,” I stressed.

      A beep sounded from the direction of reception. His head came up. Mine turned.

      And for heaven’s sake.

      Two tall, built, criminally handsome men walked through the doors.

      I knew them both from my research into Misted Pines.

      The one who had shades of Henry Cavill, but older, and more good-looking, was Zachariah Lazarus, the ex-FBI agent who moved to Misted Pines after he caught not only the serial killer known as the Crystal Killer, but also the copycat killers who had unintentionally lured him here.

      The other one, who had glorious shades of no one but himself, was Sheriff Harry Moran, the squeaky-clean good cop that came after the, at best, lazy and negligent, at worse, corrupt sheriff who came before him, Leland Dern.

      “One second,” Deputy Hernandez said before he got up, taking my note with him, and he met the two at the swinging door.

      A quiet conversation was had. I couldn’t hear a word of it. But several times during it, both Moran and Lazarus turned their handsome heads to look at me.

      In the midst of this, a very petite woman (she couldn’t reach even five foot tall) who gave shades of Aunt Bea, complete with string of pearls and lace collar on her floral printed dress (see what I mean about this place?), joined them. As she listened to them talk, even she glanced at me with no small amount of alarm in her eyes.

      Fantastic.

      What was going on?

      Moran and Lazurus, with Aunt Bea, turned a corner and disappeared.

      Deputy Hernandez came to me.

      “Sheriff Moran would like to talk to you,” he said. “Would you follow me?”

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I got up.

      “Sheriff Moran will explain.”

      Not having remotely good feelings about this, I followed him to a hall that led to an office at the front of the building, and past an office with Aunt Bea standing at the door of it.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked as I passed.

      Would I be there that long?

      I was jazzed enough, so I replied, “Thank you, but no.”

      She nodded, and I felt her eyes on me as Deputy Hernandez led me to the office at the end of the hall.

      Lazurus was sitting on a chair opposite Moran, who was behind his desk.

      When I entered after Deputy Hernandez, they both took their feet.

      “God, sorry, we didn’t get that far. I didn’t get your name,” Deputy Hernandez said to me.

      “Mabel. Mabel Adams,” I supplied.

      “Harry, Rus, this is Mabel Adams,” Deputy Hernandez said unnecessarily.

      I found it interesting that, right in front of me, he didn’t use titles.

      It was my experience men liked titles a whole lot. The more authority they had, the more they were sure to tack on doctor, senator, general, sergeant, whatever it was they earned, they wanted it front and center.

      Both men came forward, giving their names in the exact same way.

      Lazarus first. “Rus Lazarus, Rus.”

      No Lieutenant.

      I shook his hand then turned to the sheriff.

      “Harry Moran, Harry.”

      I shook his hand too.

      “Have a seat,” he invited.

      But I didn’t want to.

      I really, really didn’t want to.

      Because I glanced at his desk.

      On it was the note.

      They’d sealed it in an evidence bag.

      Disturbing.

      Also his computer screen was turned toward the room.

      And that had an aerial map of a mountain property with one of those red computer pinpoints over a cabin.

      And I knew at a glance that cabin was mine.
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      “So, you own The Groove,” Harry started after I sat down. “My wife Lillian likes that place a lot.”

      This was good to know.

      And it was nice that he wanted to start gentle.

      Even so.

      “Honestly, I don’t mean to be rude,” I replied. “But you can imagine I’m more than mildly creeped out.” I swept a hand in front of me to indicate the note on his desk. “After that, with how you all are behaving, the creep factor is heading into the red zone.”

      Harry glanced at Rus.

      I looked to Rus.

      He was jerking up his chin toward Harry.

      “All right, Ms. Adams—” Harry started.

      “Mabel. Please call me Mabel,” I invited.

      “Mabel,” he muttered. Then, “You’re renting The Retreat from Mrs. Matthews?”

      I was confused. “The Retreat?”

      “The Cooper’s Retreat,” he said.

      “I…no. But I am renting a cabin and workshop from her,” I replied.

      “That’s The Cooper’s Retreat.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’re talking about the same place.”

      Harry leaned into his forearms on the desk. “So we can get down to business, quick history. I’m sure it won’t surprise you, considering our remoteness, and proximity to Canada, back in the day, Misted Pines and Fret County on the whole were centers of bootlegging activity.”

      “Oh,” I whispered, thankfully so fascinated by this knowledge, I forgot my most recent woes.

      “There was also a whiskey distillery out there,” Harry carried on. “It’s since burned down. But the cooper, the man who made and maintained the barrels to contain that whiskey, lived on your property.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “He did his coopering in your workshop,” he went on.

      Well, wasn’t that kickass?

      “In fact, the workshop was built for that purpose,” Harry said. “So, even though Prohibition is long gone, since that business up there was not exactly clandestine, your place has always been known as The Cooper’s Retreat.”

      “Okay.”

      “And for at least as long as I’ve been aware, it’s been owned and rented out by Mrs. Matthews and her boys.”

      I nodded.

      “Did you deal with her? Or her son or one of her grandsons?”

      “Her son was in the truck, but when I was shown the place, Mrs. Matthews did it.”

      Incidentally, she’d been a hoot.

      Diminutive (though not as short as Aunt Bea), with a helmet of steel-gray, set curls, she was matter of fact, no nonsense, and blunt to the point of rude.

      And her son looked less like he was assisting his elderly mother in her rural mountain real estate empire, and more like a goon who would enforce the will of a vicious mob boss.

      I liked her upon meeting, obviously.

      “Did they disclose anything about your neighbors?” Harry asked.

      Here we go.

      I shook my head.

      Harry shot an irritated look to Rus.

      I didn’t turn my eyes from Harry. “What?”

      He sat back in his chair and started carefully, “Now, I’m not saying that was them.” He dipped his head to the note on his desk. “But regardless, you should know, to the south of your property, there’s a…”

      He trailed off, clearly at a loss for words.

      “Community,” Rus supplied.

      “Right,” Harry muttered. “Community. A community called The Lion and The Lamb.”

      Dang it!

      Really?

      Really?!?!

      “What you’re saying is, I’ve got some Christian extremist cult living next to me.”

      Harry held my gaze unwavering. “I did not describe them as that.”

      That meant I had some Christian extremist cult living next to me.

      Just my luck.

      Precisely my damned luck!

      “Fantastic,” I spat.

      Rus took up the story. “They’ve been there some time. They don’t cause any problems. There’ve been no complaints. In fact, we’re surprised, if it was them, that they even entered your property, much less left that note.”

      Harry added, “We don’t know much about them, and they take pains to keep it that way, except it seems they’re based quite a bit on self-sufficiency. They have electricity, they own trucks, but for the most part, they farm their land, they have livestock, chickens. They come into town for necessities or things that fill in the gaps of what they can’t grow and raise on their own. They have a booth at the Farmer’s Market and sell eggs, jam, bread and pies there. As far as we know, that’s their only income.”

      “The men sell jam, bread and pies,” Rus added.

      I skimmed him but went back to Harry when he spoke again. “That’s an important distinction, Mabel. The men sell at the booth. The men are seen at the feedstore and market. The women are never seen.”

      “Never,” Rus stressed.

      “Ah, hell,” I muttered.

      “You won’t be able to miss them, if you haven’t already noticed them,” Rus said. “They have long beards, workpants, button-down work shirts. They look Amish, except their clothes are store-bought, they wear western hats if they wear hats, they have long hair, and they wear full beards, including the mustache.”

      I could do nothing but nod.

      I was never telling Kacey and Mona this.

      Never.

      “At this juncture, we have two issues on our hands,” Harry stated. “One, although it’s jumping to conclusions, it’s a reasonable conclusion considering the facts, this note”—he reached out to tap the note with one long finger—“was left by one of them. That said, as much as it guts me to point this out, you’re a good twenty-minute drive, fifteen if we’ve got our sirens on, away from any law enforcement protection. Therefore, if we go to their compound and ask questions about this note, it might tweak them into doing something bolder.”

      My stomach was sinking.

      “We will do that, absolutely,” Harry declared. “While explaining that there are some rather steep fines, plus jail time, for trespassing in Fret County. And reminding them of just general friendly neighbor relations, including the fact that folks who live up there want privacy. Just the same as The Lion and The Lamb plainly enjoy, they should offer privacy to others. In other words, we’ll also be reminding them no one bothers them, so they should return that favor.”

      I nodded again.

      “But that would be your call,” he said. “In the meantime, the other issue at hand is, I’d like to understand your capacity for protection.”

      His comment flummoxed me.

      “Sorry?”

      “Has Mrs. Matthews put an alarm system in the house?”

      I almost laughed at that.

      I’d had a problem with the downstairs toilet flush mechanism, and one of her grandsons was out fixing it within two hours.

      But nothing in that place had been updated in, my esteemed guess, over a decade. Not the fridge, range, bathrooms, nothing.

      I shook my head.

      “Motion sensor lights?” he asked.

      Another shake of my head.

      It was with what I would assume was all law enforcement’s trepidation that some moron had a firearm, say, a city girl born in LA and out from Orlando, like me, when he asked, “Do you have a gun?”

      “I hate guns,” I replied.

      “A dog?” he asked.

      “Nope,” I said.

      He blew out a breath.

      “Living that remote, you need to at least get a dog,” he said softly. “The three biggest deterrents to criminals looking to commit crimes are light, security and dogs.”

      He sat forward, grabbed a piece of paper, a pen and started writing.

      He did this while talking.

      “Even if you just get a sign you can buy online, or I think they have them at the Box and Save, one you can plant outside your house that says you have a security system installed, even if you don’t, it’ll make someone who’s there doing something they shouldn’t at least hesitate, if not scare them off.”

      It was wild to see a man multitask so splendiferously, because after he said that, he offered the paper to me.

      I took it and looked at it.

      “That’s the number for Hutch Hutchison,” he said. “He lives out your way. In fact, he’s your neighbor to the north. He breeds and trains police and guard dogs, and he’s very good at it.”

      I stared at the paper with this Hutch Hutchison’s name (what parent would do that to a child?) and number.

      “There’s also a rescue and wildlife sanctuary up near you where you can adopt a dog, but I suggest you contact Hutch first. He not only breeds his own dogs, he trains others.”

      “You also might get in touch with Mrs. Matthews, share what happened, and ask her to put up some motion sensor lights,” Rus put in.

      I did not thrill at that news, for three reasons.

      One, Mrs. Matthews clearly was not a woman who liked to spend money, she preferred raking it in.

      Two, I knew my property had gone unrented for quite some time, possibly because of this Lion and Lamb business. Therefore, I sensed if she knew they were messing with me (allegedly), she’d send her goon son, and her equally goon-like grandsons, to have a few words, and we didn’t need a mini-Waco on our hands in Fret County. Not after all the population of Misted Pines had already endured (or ever).

      Three, there were a lot of critters out there, and the lights would be lighting all the time because of it.

      But I got what Harry Moran was saying without saying it.

      I was a fool to be a single woman, living in the middle of nowhere, without at least some form of protection.

      And of the protection he listed, I had none of it.

      I looked back down at Hutch Hutchison’s name.

      “Yeah, if it was me, I’d be getting on getting the dog first,” Harry said quietly, and I lifted my gaze to him. “Nothing small and yippy. Mid to large, with a ferocious bark. Although I’ve seen the results of one of Hutch’s animals on a trespasser, and it was not pretty, even if it was deserved, with a dog, you’re not only going for a deterrent, you’re going for an early warning system. I haven’t been to The Cooper’s Retreat in years, but I do know it’s sturdy, has stood the test of time, and hopefully has good locks. If a dog tells you that you have company you don’t want, you can get on the line with us, and in fifteen minutes, you’ll have help.”

      “And don’t hesitate to call that help,” Rus entered the conversation. “It’s not an inconvenience. It’s our job. You get spooked, you phone.”

      That last sentence was an order.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Right then, do you want us to go speak to Lars Enstrom?” Harry asked.

      I turned to him. “Lars Enstrom?”

      “As far as we know, he’s the leader of The Lion and The Lamb. His name is on the property. And in any dealings we’ve had with them, which are few, mostly just going in to warn if there were wildfires and they might need to evacuate, he was the front man of that crew.”

      I took a second with this information.

      I took another second with my history (and maybe that was more than just one).

      That morning, when I found that note, I didn’t think I was flying off the handle and overreacting with coming down to talk to the cops.

      It was not okay to leave that note. It wasn’t okay to watch someone on their property. And if something like that happened, the cops should know so you had it on record in case things escalated.

      That said, considering my Post-it Lover was a slam-bam-thank-you-ma’am type of dude, and this would not be repeated (definitely not) for some time (if ever), it could just be a blip.

      I’d lived there for seven and a half months without even knowing that community existed (outside of now realizing I’d bought jam and bread, and once a very delicious apple pie, from them at the Farmer’s Market).

      Right now, there was no reason to make a big deal of this, possibly get on their bad side, and make people who lived extreme beliefs do something I wouldn’t like a whole lot more.

      “Can we just have this on record, and I’ll get a dog?” I asked.

      “It’s your call,” Harry murmured.

      I glanced at his very shiny, very wide gold wedding band.

      “Is that the call you’d make if your wife lived out there, before she was your wife?” I queried.

      He smiled a smile that made a handsome man breathtaking.

      “Even if we haven’t been married long, I can’t think of Lillian as not my wife, so…no. I’d probably go in there, itching for a fight, do something stupid, and we’d be holding another election for sheriff because I’d get canned.”

      I laughed and made the firm decision I liked this guy.

      If it could be believed, he seemed to be one of the negative one percent of men who was one of the good ones.

      “Though, sitting here, looking at you,” he continued, “knowing how far you are from our help, I think it’s the wise decision to have this on record, but at this juncture, let it slide.”

      And again, I was nodding.

      “That said, even if you get an inkling they’re messing with you, Mabel, I want you right back here in my office, yes?” he pushed.

      More nodding from me.

      He stood.

      Rus stood.

      I stood.

      He indicated the paper in my hand. “Give Hutch a call. He doesn’t normally have animals available. They’re usually spoken for before they’re even trained. But he can give you good advice.” He put his hand on the note. “And we’ll keep this with your file.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      We shook and it was Rus who escorted me to the front door.

      He even opened it for me.

      But as he was holding it open with a long arm, he caught my elbow when I was about to walk out.

      “Any inkling, Mabel,” he reiterated.

      “Okay, Rus,” I replied.

      He let me go and smiled.

      I walked toward The Groove thinking, either this assertion from both of them was because they weren’t taking any chances due to the fact they’d been through hell and high water with Ray Andrews (the psychopath who’d pulled his shenanigans), Carrie Molnar and Ezra Corbin (the copycat killers), Richard Sandusky (the actual Crystal Killer), the Whitaker fiasco (long story) and Karl Abernathy (the dirty cop who’d killed a number of people to hide the fact he was filthy).

      Or it was because The Lion and The Lamb was flipping their shit, an unknown but possibly explosive situation they were waiting, with all that had already befallen that town, to combust.

      I already had an inkling.

      And that inkling was, the answer to that was door number two.
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      I walked into my store, which I had, for reasons unknown (as a constant reminder? self-flagellation?), named The Groove.

      And if I didn’t know how tweaked I was, the fact that it didn’t do what it normally did: make me feel all warm and gooey inside (and I was far from a warm-and-gooey-feeling girl), I knew then.

      I instantly smelled apples.

      This was one of the varied scents of candles we sold from a local candlemaker, Gemma. We could barely keep them in stock because even tourists who’d come into the store to buy one came back to our online store to buy more.

      The shop was not wide, but it was long, and I gave Abigail all the credit for how beautifully our wares were displayed.

      We sold from local craftspeople and artisans, and this was mingled with my found and refurbished pieces. Everything from rewired lamps to refurbished designer bags to full sets of china to big pieces of furniture.

      We had a homewares section, with beautiful kitchen towels embroidered by a woman named Carol, who lived on a ranch with her husband south of town. Then there was the natural dish soap and hand lotion, created by the aforementioned Ida, who lived north. This intermingled with stuff I picked up at garage, yard and estate sales; no chips, cracks or dings, just vintage goodness.

      This segued pleasingly into a personal care section, with natural body soaps, lotions, moisturizers, masks (etc.) also created by Ida (who sold great online too). Along with this, we had fabulous sweaters and scarves (the one I was wearing included) knitted by a lady named Melissa. Fantastic handbags and wallets, created by a leatherworker named Maude. And lots of gorgeous jewelry, all of it crafted by three different local artists.

      We had fantastic pottery (created locally), art (yup, by local artists) and sculptures (you guessed it, local).

      And behind the old-fashioned, wood paneled counter stood Abigail, my second-in-command who was more like my first, so I didn’t have to bother with much but constantly repeating she was so on the ball, it was a miracle I found her.

      She had a head of short, blonde, spikey hair that she usually adorned with clips, a funky Alice band or a scarf, a rockin’ mom bod that was slender (ish) but had serious curves, a flair for making denim and gingham seem the height of fashion, a husband named Brett, who didn’t mind lugging furniture or making deliveries on the weekends, even if he had a full-time job, and two absurdly adorable kids, five and three, named Liam and Emma.

      “How’s shakes, sister?” she called.

      I smiled at her.

      On my walk there, I’d made the decision not to alarm her with my run-in (allegedly) with The Lion and The Lamb. I didn’t need big, burly mountain man Brett rounding up his equally burly buds and storming the compound either.

      I thought more on it during my walk, and I also decided not to tell her about my Post-it Lover.

      So far, the only bummer of living in Misted Pines was that I’d left all my good girlfriends behind.

      Abigail had made it clear she was down to be that for me, but I hadn’t made my final decision as to if I was going to stay here.

      Yes, it seemed the store was going to be a go.

      Yes, it was beautiful here.

      Yes, Abigail was the bomb.

      But, although I moved here during winter, I hadn’t lived a full winter here.

      And for an LA/Orlando girl, the period of winter I endured had been zero fun.

      Snow was beautiful, but it sucked driving in it. Cold was cold, and although I had a furnace, it was probably installed in the 1970s, so the cabin was constantly chilly. The only time I got really warm was about two hours before I woke up under my multitude of covers every morning.

      Now there was this sitch with my not-so-friendly neighbors.

      I didn’t want to leave another friend behind.

      I couldn’t say I missed Orlando.

      I could say it killed how bad I missed Kacey and Mona.

      “Shakes are shakin’,” I replied, stopping in front of the counter, opposite her behind it. “Came down for provisions. I’m in an iced brownie mood.”

      She rolled her eyes in delight like she’d just bitten into one of those particular treats, as she would. She knew my brownies.

      I cooked. I baked.

      I lived alone.

      As much as I enjoyed the challenge of eating an entire pudding cake, it always bested me.

      So, considering I spent so much time in my workshop or on the road hitting sales and thrift shops, since the only people I knew in MP were Abigail, her family, and to a lesser extent, Clarissa and Julie, I always rounded them up to help me save the planet by not adding more waste.

      “Since I was in town, though I’d stop by,” I told her.

      “Glad you did,” she replied. “How’s the bureau coming?”

      “It should be done by the weekend,” I told her.

      “Awesome. I have just the space for it. I’ll give Brett a heads up he needs to phone a friend and come get it from you,” she said. “And I sent you an email. We need to reorder from Jo and Ida.”

      Jo made some of our jewelry.

      I leaned into the counter and said quietly, “You know you have my go ahead with that.”

      “I quit my job and spent four years managing nothing but laundry and burping,” she retorted. “I get you trust me, Mabel, but if you don’t mind spotting me. Just for a little while longer.” She smiled. “I like to spend money, but spending yours still makes me hesitate.”

      “Make the orders,” I said.

      “Great,” she replied. “And the paper mill is reopening next weekend. I think we should go.”

      I felt my brows draw together. “What?”

      “The old paper mill?” she asked.

      “I’m new here, remember.”

      She gave me a stern Mom Look. “Babe, that excuse is beginning to wear thin. You’ve been here a while. Misted Pines is awesome. You need to spend more time in the town.”

      She probably wasn’t wrong.

      I’d been licking my wounds.

      It was time to snap out of it.

      “What’s this paper mill gig you’re talking about?” I asked.

      “The old paper mill. Closed down in the eighties. I wasn’t alive then, but Mom tells stories, and seriously, there was a good long while everyone thought Misted Pines was going to become a ghost town. A lot of people lost jobs, and nothing was coming our way again.”

      “Yikes.”

      She bobbed her head. “Yeah. It was rough. Then, in the nineties, the Bonners got hold of the Pinetop, and first, employed a ton of people to gut the joint and build it into a world-class hotel. After they opened, they still employed a ton of people running it. When that went down, the town didn’t rest on its laurels. The Misted Lake Cinema started to show cool stuff, double bills of vintage films, doing festivals, stuff like that. The Farmer’s Market got going. The town razed the old department store and made the town park. Josie and Todd Newman started their wildlife tours. Bob Wagoner started doing his horse trail rides. Jill Stanislov began her history tours during the day, ghost tours in the evenings. You should take both. They’re fantastic.”

      I made a mental note to do so, because I loved history, and a good spooky story, as long as it didn’t land on my welcome mat.

      “Brett, of course, took me on the ghost tour on our third date,” she shared. “Obviously, I couldn’t stop clinging to him, so he also got laid.”

      I burst out laughing and then drawled, “Nice play.”

      “He promised, even crossing his heart, he’d never done that before with another girl.”

      “Mm-hmm,” I hummed skeptically.

      She wagged her brows. “One thing I do know for sure, even if I wasn’t the first, I was the last.”

      As far as I could tell, Brett Buckner was in that less than one percent of decent dudes too.

      “Anyway, then, of course, came Ray Andrews,” she carried on. “And all the stuff that happened after, so now we’ve got the true crime buffs and sociopath stalkers,” she said.

      I smiled at her.

      “It dies down in between one whackjob running amuck, and another one acting up,” she told me. “But not by much, God love Elsa Cohen, perpetual streaming and nothing on the Internet ever dying.”

      That made me laugh again.

      She shrugged. “So now, the president of our town council, Meg Nichols, in her last act and to build an enduring legacy, got hold of the old paper mill. You can’t miss it. It’s the big building about two blocks east of here, four blocks north.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve seen it. Noticed there was some construction out there.”

      She returned my nod. “Yup. So the town owns it now. They’ve cleaned it up, sectioned it off, and they’re renting studio space to artists.”

      That got my attention.

      “They’re going to have their own governing board, their own shop,” she continued. “And some of the artists are going to do classes. Painting. Pottery. Stuff like that. They’re also going to have yoga, tai chi and meditation classes. Even the local gym doesn’t do yoga classes, and we don’t have a studio. In this day and age, that’s something seriously lacking for MP. But the whole idea, I hope, is going to bring more people to town, even day-trippers who live closer.”

      “Whoa, that sounds freaking amazing.” And I told no lie.

      “Opening is next weekend. Saturday. Big deal. Tents in the parking lot. Booths for local businesses.”

      Ah, hell.

      “Oh shit, I remember you mentioning to me we should think of getting a booth there.”

      She shook her head. “I had a better look at it and that’s the reason I didn’t pursue it with you. Kimmy isn’t going to have a booth, nor is Tim.”

      “Kimmy and Tim?”

      She looked stunned. “You haven’t met Kimmy yet?”

      I shook my head.

      She shot me a sly smile. “That’s something fun to look forward to. But she owns the holiday store.”

      “I have noticed that, at least.”

      “Yeah. And Tim manages the tack shop. But Aromacobana is going to do coffee and treats. And the candy store will have a booth, the ice cream shop, stuff like that. Along with the artists who are going to be working in the studios. People like the high school boosters, or the cheerleading squad, the junior hockey league, folks raising money for stuff. We weren’t a fit.”

      “Okay.”

      “We might find some things we’ll want here, though.”

      “Agreed.”

      “So, you wanna meet Brett, me and the kids? Saturday after this one. Say, at eleven?”

      I did need to give up my hermit thing.

      I probably needed to do that months ago, so now the time was over-ripe.

      “That sounds fab.”

      She grinned ear to ear.

      I took in that friendly grin.

      I was giving myself the full year’s rent on my cabin, which was, not incidentally, close to the full year’s rent on The Groove, to make a final decision to stay or to go.

      But how could I know if I wanted to stay or go if I didn’t put the effort into knowing what I might be leaving?

      “I also would love to go to a yoga class,” I informed her. “I used to go to one once a week.  And I’ve never tried tai chi but always wanted to. And I’ve heard meditation is super good for you.”

      The grin that got me was blinding. “Me too!”

      “So let’s check it all out,” I suggested.

      Her brown eyes warmed, and she said, “I’d really love that, Mabel.”

      Oh yes.

      She wanted to be my friend.

      I needed a friend.

      It was time to stop healing.

      And time to start living.

      I hoped my hazel eyes warmed when I replied, “I would too, Abigail. I would too.”
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      I was back up at the cabin, groceries in, brownies baking, sitting at my writer’s desk, staring out the window, willing a bearded dude to show his face so I could call the sheriff and tell him stuff was no longer alleged.

      Then perhaps, with Rus Lazurus’s connections, maybe they could get the FBI involved (but perhaps not the ATF), go in with an army of law enforcement to make a point, and they’d leave me alone.

      Wishful thinking.

      I glanced down at my laptop in front of me.

      On my screen, it had the photo array of dogs currently available at Stony Bluff Animal Rescue and Wildlife Sanctuary, an organization that was only about seven miles from my house, south down CR 10.

      I’d already decided, because I’d fallen in love from afar with a red husky named Tonks.

      The name didn’t thrill me, but to my shock, the dog looked like a purebred.

      She was gorgeous, with those blue, blue eyes in a white face, with white inside her ears and coppery red over her forehead and down her back.

      The site said she was a year old, and they listed no other breed but “red Siberian husky.”

      I wondered why someone would surrender such a gorgeous dog.

      Then I looked around her to the other pups on the array and knew I could wonder about each and every one of them too.

      I couldn’t think on it.

      To me, unless you were an old lady who was suffering from dementia and couldn’t remember to feed your pet, and you had no other family, so it had been surrendered for you, I wasn’t sure there was a single excuse someone could give that was acceptable to surrender a dog.

      I wasn’t so judgy I didn’t know that some animals didn’t like babies, and if you suddenly had one (a baby, that was), you had to make tough choices. Or you got a new pet, and it didn’t get along with your other animals, so again, a tough choice had to be made. Ditto with say, you lost your job, and were worried about how to feed yourself, much less your animal.

      In those cases, though, you did the legwork to find them safe and happy homes.

      You didn’t put them in a cage.

      So…yeah.

      Before that put me back in a bad mood, I looked out the window to see if I could spot a trespasser, something I wasn’t a fan that my neighbors (allegedly) had given me the uncontrollable urge to do. (I probably looked like a lunatic, gazing this way and that every time I went back and forth to get the groceries, even if I was in my own truck port.)

      And, of course, remembering this put me in a bad mood.

      Why couldn’t people just let people be people?

      I was absolutely certain they wouldn’t want anyone to judge them for the way they decided to live their lives.

      How on earth did they feel they had the right to do that to me?

      Topping that, obviously, they were watching me, which wasn’t only creepy, and criminal, it was rude.

      I looked down beside my laptop and saw the paper Harry Moran gave me lying on my desk.

      I picked it up, then picked up my phone.

      I dialed the number and put it to my ear.

      It rang so long, I thought it’d go to voicemail, before I heard a deep voice grunt, “Hutchison.”

      “Hutch Hutchison?” I asked.

      “Did you not hear me?” he shot back.

      His response made me shoot straight in my chair.

      “Hello?” he prompted when I said nothing.

      “Are you the guard dog breeder?”

      “Yup.”

      “Harry Moran gave me your number,” I told him.

      “Got no dogs available now.”

      Yeesh, this guy was unfriendly.

      But there was something I couldn’t put my finger on about his voice, outside of it communicating I was bothering him, which wasn’t very nice.

      “Right, but you train dogs,” I said.

      “Yup.”

      “I’m considering rescuing a dog⁠—”

      “Go to the shelter.”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Pick one. Spend time with it while you’re there. Make sure you bond. With a dog, you’ll know. They don’t hold secrets. Get the breed or mix of breeds the shelter thinks they are, go home and look them up. Dive deep. Each dog is its own dog, but each breed will have its own characteristics. Know what you’re getting before you get it so you don’t turn around and surrender it in a week.”

      “I would never surrender a dog,” I snapped.

      This time, he was silent.

      “And thank you for that advice,” I kept snapping, making it clear I didn’t need it because I would have done that anyway. “Why I’m calling is, first, to see if you had any dogs ready for homing. But since you answered that already, then I’d like to understand if you can fit me in your schedule for training. I need a dog that has some capacity to provide protection.”

      “All dogs have a capacity to provide protection. I’ve seen chihuahuas fuck a man up.”

      And boy, someone didn’t worry too much about sprinkling their language with profanities while talking to a stranger.

      Seriously.

      Who was this guy?

      “All right, more than its normal capacity, and one I can control,” I amended.

      “You got time to wait for a dog, I got a litter of Cane Corsos coming in a few weeks. They’re loyal, friendly, family-oriented dogs. Social. And don’t need a ton of exercise, though all dogs need regular exercise. A fully trained guard dog costs fifteen thousand dollars. Since that includes identifying threats and obeying specific commands, that’ll take six months. You want more, training can last up to a year, and the cost will increase by what you’re looking for.”

      Fifteen thousand dollars?!

      “If you want just training,” he continued, “I’m one hundred and fifty an hour.”

      One hundred and fifty an hour!?

      He wasn’t done.

      “And I don’t do basic shit, unless I got them from pups, like ‘sit,’ ‘down,’ ‘stay.’ I do specialized protection training. You could get away with me working an hour with them a week, if you sign a contract that you’ll continue daily training for at least an hour a day in between. You don’t do that, I’m out. But I recommend three times a week with me. And depending on the level you want to achieve, that will last minimum, two months, more like four to six. Though, all that depends on the dog and its ability to be trained.”

      I did the mathematic gymnastics and found that was almost as much as paying for a fully trained dog.

      “I have to get a dog first,” I pointed out.

      “Right. What’s your name so I’ll remember when you call back?”

      I nearly rolled my eyes.

      He couldn’t remember this conversation?

      I wasn’t going to get into it.

      “Mabel,” I said.

      After I said my name, there was so much silence coming from the other end of the line, I feared it’d suck me into its black vortex, and I’d be lost forever.

      Eventually, he said so quietly I almost didn’t make out the words. “Say again?”

      “Mabel. My name is Mabel.”

      More silence, just not as intense, before, “And you need a guard dog?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Was this intrusive, or did he need to know for training purposes?

      “Why do you need a guard dog, Mabel?” There was a definite bite to his question.

      And again, my back got straight at his tone.

      “I’m not sure that’s your business,” I decided to say.

      “You want me to train the damned dog, I need to know what I’m training it to do,” he returned.

      So it was for training purposes.

      Whatever.

      “I’m not sure I want you to train her. For one, you cost a lot, and I’m sure you’re worth it, but sadly, I’m not made of money. And two, I hope you aren’t insulted when I say, you don’t seem like a very nice person.”

      The bite was back with, “How is that not supposed to insult me?”

      “I thought you knew you were surly,” I stated blithely.

      “I’m not surly,” he clipped.

      “Well, you’d have to be on my end of the conversation to make that call, and trust me, you’re surly.” Before he could say anything, I said, “I’m really thankful for your time. But I think we’re done here. Goodbye, Mr. Hutchison.”

      And with that, I hung up on him.

      “What a dick,” I said to my phone.

      I dropped it on the desk and looked back at my laptop.

      “Guess what, Tonks. If we bond, as Mr. Grouch says we need to do, you’re coming home soon.”

      I slapped my laptop down.

      And the oven timer dinged.

      Excellent.

      Just what I needed after that call.

      Brownies.

      I took them out and poured the Mars bar frosting I’d already made on top of them.

      It oozed over the hot brownies, but I helped it with a spatula (better to be able to have something to lick afterwards).

      That sorted, instead of going to the bureau I should be sanding, I went back to my laptop and did a deep dive on red Siberian huskies while my sweet treats cooled.
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      It was official.

      I was in love.

      It was the next morning.

      I was not in my workshop sanding that bureau.

      I was at the Stony Bluff Animal Rescue and Wildlife Sanctuary, in one of their meet and greet rooms, falling in love with a dog.

      “She really likes you,” Winona, the slim volunteer who was with us at the rescue and had blue and pink tips in her short dark hair, said.

      I was giving Tonks a full head rubdown, while Tonks panted happy dog breath into my face, but I looked to Winona. “Does she like everyone?”

      She smiled and shrugged. “Pretty much.”

      I turned back to Tonks, looked into her blue, blue eyes, and whispered, “Well, I love her.”

      “I’m glad,” Winona said hesitantly. “But⁠—”

      I stood straight and grinned at her. “But…huskies are vocal. They have strong personalities. They need constant grooming. And they’re bred to run, so they have a ton of energy and need a lot of activity. They’re also remarkably intelligent, so they need their brains engaged and lots of challenges.”

      She grinned back. “You did your research.”

      “Several threads call their vocals ‘husky yodeling.’”

      She laughed. “You know, yeah. That kinda covers it.”

      Tonks sniffed my hand hoping I’d take her hint, and I did, scratching her behind her ears. “I found her on your website and did some research. I live alone. I talk to myself. It’ll be good to have someone to talk to who might not understand me, but she’ll talk back.”

      Another laugh from Winona. “Sounds like it’s a fit.” She got serious. “But I need you to fill out an application. It’s nothing super invasive, but we want to make sure when an animal leaves our care, they’re going to a good home, and they won’t come back. The board is notified when an application comes in. There are seven members, and you just need a majority to vote yes for her to be yours. We guarantee a twenty-four-hour turnaround on a decision.”

      I nodded. “That works for me.”

      “Excellent, let me put Tonks back, and I’ll get you an application.”

      She headed to the door, but the idea of Tonks going back to her cage made me frown.

      “It’s only twenty-four hours, Mabel,” Winona said quietly.

      I sighed and asked Tonks, “Can you wait twenty-four hours?”

      Her ears cocked, and then she yodeled.

      I busted out laughing, crouched, and she snuffled my neck as I gave her another rubdown, this one full body.

      “I think it’s gonna be torture for me, girl,” I said. “But if you can do it, I can too.”

      With that, Tonks, Winona and I headed out.

      While she went into the dog wing, I stood in the hall at the door to the cat wing and peered inside the window.

      My life had been tumbling from one turmoil to another.

      However, in that turmoil, the only constants I’d had were the animals we’d had along the way.

      I’d had cats and dogs, and I still grieved the loss of every one of them.

      I knew I was gazing through the cat room window longingly when I didn’t even notice Winona coming back until she offered, “Wanna take a stroll down the cat aisle?”

      I turned to her. “Huskies have strong prey drives.”

      “Well, fortunately, Tonks was surrendered because she talked too much.”

      My frown that time was a lot more severe.

      “I know, right?” she asked. “However, her previous owner had two cats and another dog. She’s been around them since she was a pup. In her dossier, she’s been approved for multi-animal households, including cats, due to her early socialization.”

      She looked to the window of the cat room and kept talking.

      “That said, if you went there, you’d have to spend time introducing them slowly and not leaving them alone together until you were sure they get along.”

      I stared through the cat window with her.

      I shouldn’t, I thought.

      “Let’s look,” my mouth said.

      Half an hour later, I was filling out a form for both Tonks and Moccasin, otherwise, and now for good and ever to be known as Moxie, a sleek black and brown tabby with a white chest and the most adorable white finger mittens on both her front paws.

      She was three, had been in a house with dogs, had her best weapons intact—her claws—and she was a cuddle muffin with lots of purrs to give, which could be a ruse she used to get her out of there, because she’d been there over six months. But I didn’t care if she was faking it. I was getting her out of there.

      After handing back the application, I asked Winona, “Am I tempting fate if I go to the feedstore to stock up on pet stuff?”

      She smiled. “I’ve seen you with both of them, Mabel. I’ll put in a good word for you. But anyway, it’s rare they turn anyone down. Truly. It’s usually only things like they say they’re going to try to declaw, something no vet in this county does and no cat parent should want, or they’re loading up with pets because their hearts are so big and they’ve never had a pet before. With folks like that, they’ll approve for one animal, not reject in total. You’ve had both cats and dogs. You’ve done your research. You’ve got land for Tonks to roam. They’ll approve.”

      I felt my worry lift and said, “Thanks. And thanks so much for your time.”

      “My pleasure,” she replied.

      I headed out to a misty, cool day, gathering my jean jacket closer at the front, and ducking into my thick scarf, before I saw the big, dark blue GMC truck in the parking lot.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      It obscured my little Ford pickup.

      And then, as I kept hesitantly walking, it didn’t.

      I almost tripped when I saw the burnished thick locks of my Post-it Lover over the roof of my truck.

      He was leaning against my driver’s side door.

      Hearing me approach, he turned and looked at me.

      Yep.

      There was my Post-it Lover.

      What the heck?

      After I rounded my hood, I greeted with a tentative, “Hey.”

      “Huskies are a lot of work.”

      I stopped dead three feet from him.

      “They got a lot to say. And grooming is a chore. Especially at the change of seasons. You can’t allow mats. Mats pull at animals’ skin. It’s painful.”

      “I—”

      “Regular baths, at least weekly full brushes, if not daily. Taking them for a monthly bath and professional groom is optimal.”

      It was then it dawned on me.

      Except “dawn” was too positive of a term.

      So, the better way to put it was, it collapsed on me.

      My Post-it Lover was Mr. Grouch.

      How I didn’t foresee, with all my history, that my luck was this bad, I did not know.

      But here it was.

      More proof I didn’t need that my luck was cataclysmically bad.

      “I looked—” I tried again.

      “And they’re high energy. Seriously high. We’re not talking a couple quick walks a day. We’re talking good, solid, get-the-dog-panting workouts daily or she’ll destroy everything in your house if you’re not there.”

      “Listen—”

      “You got problems with the nutjobs living next to you, I’m gonna loan you Hannibal.”

      Hannibal?

      My question must have registered on my face because he bit off, “Not the fictional cannibal, the Carthaginian general.”

      Bet he had that question a lot.

      “I already put my appli⁠—”

      Again, I didn’t finish.

      “I’ve spent time with Tonks. She’s trained. She’s smart. She’s got a good bark. But Hannibal is ready to roll.”

      “I don’t want⁠—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you want.”

      At his assertion, I stared in shock at him, but he kept speaking.

      “You’re on the radar of those crazies, you’re getting Hannibal.”

      I blinked as something else hit me.

      Then I asked, “How did you know I was⁠—?”

      “You called me, I called Harry. He was thrilled I was taking an interest, seeing as I’m a fuckuva lot closer to you than he is.”

      “But, isn’t it confidential⁠—?”

      “It isn’t an active investigation, Mabel,” he clipped. “And you’re a woman alone whose got some religious fanatics pissed simply because you did what’s well within your rights to do. You took a man’s cock.”

      I was trying to process his blunt words, but he still wasn’t done giving them to me.

      “Also got David coming up. He can’t get to it until next week, but he’s installing motion sensor lights on your house. Front and side doors, all corners. No one will get close at night without you knowin’ they’re there. I’ll deal with Mrs. Matthews.”

      I needed to get a handle on this mostly one-sided conversation, pronto.

      “Okay, listen⁠—”

      He pushed away from my truck, stating, “Nothin’ to listen to. This isn’t a discussion. The decisions are made.”

      Oh, hell no.

      He started to make a move.

      But I planted a hand in his chest and shoved him back into my truck.

      Yes, I knew he let me.

      No, at that point, I didn’t care.

      “Listen, Mr. Hutchison, even if you were that man they saw coming or going, you don’t factor into my life or my decisions. You certainly don’t get to make my decisions.” He was staring down at my hand on him, so I took that hand away but didn’t get out of his space. “Though, glad I got the chance to say thanks for your sweet note. I was good with the multiple orgasms, but that was icing on the cake.”

      The sarcasm laced heavily into my last two statements wasn’t lost on him, I knew by the way his eyes thinned.

      And then he stated, “I’m the president of the board here at Stony Bluff.”

      And…God.

      My luck?

      The worst.

      Panic hit me that he might interfere with Tonks and Moxie.

      “Don’t you dare scuttle my apps,” I hissed.

      He got toe to toe with me. I wasn’t short, but he was six inches taller than me, and in that moment, intimidating as all get out.

      “Hear me, woman,” he growled. “I’ve been inside you. The very next day I get a call from you tellin’ me you got an issue. Harry confirms that issue is a possible issue. I’m doin’ something about it.”

      “I had no idea who you were when I called, and if I did, I wouldn’t have made that call.”

      “I know you didn’t,” he returned. “But I sure as fuck knew who you were, and you did call me. So this shit is gonna get sorted.”

      “I—”

      “How often do you look over your shoulder when you’re in your own fuckin’ home?”

      My teeth clacked audibly, I shut my mouth so fast.

      “Right,” he whispered scarily. “Again, this shit is gonna get sorted.”

      “No offense, but I don’t want your dog. I want Tonks.”

      “Fine,” he bit out. “Then you’ll get Tonks, and my training, three times a week. Go to the feedstore so you can be ready for a pickup tomorrow. Their shit is the best quality, and the cheapest.”

      “I already researched that, Heir Hutchison,” I snapped. “A grouchy dog trainer gave me the idea.”

      He dipped his head so his nose nearly brushed mine.

      “Enough with that shit. I’m not grouchy,” he grouched.

      “You’re entirely un-self-aware if you believe that,” I fired back.

      He scowled at me.

      I glared at him.

      This went on awhile.

      I caved first, because, seriously, the dude was intimidating.

      I mean, how could this man sing such beautiful, melancholy songs?

      Even if I gave up our staring contest first, I did it snarkily.

      “Can I get to my truck?”

      “It’s Thursday. You got tomorrow and Saturday to get Tonks settled. Sunday, I’ll be at your place at one to start training.”

      “Tonks and I might not be there,” I retorted.

      “Then wherever you are, you better get your ass home, Mabel. Because I got special forces training, and if you’re not there, I’ll find you and drag your ass home.”

      He had special forces training?

      I didn’t go after that.

      “Are you always this much of a dick?” I demanded.

      He stepped away from me but didn’t lose eye contact.

      “Nope,” he said casually. “It only comes out when I got a woman on my hands with more sass than sense.”

      Oh my God!

      He was the worst!

      “Seems we’re even, since the sass only comes out in me when I’m dealing with a guy whose mostly a dick, and on top of that, doesn’t have the good sense not to write ‘thanks’ on a Post-it to a one-night stand who already knew she was a one-night stand and was all the way down with that, but you made her feel like a whore.”

      With that, I yanked open my truck door, it screamed in agony (don’t worry, it always did that).

      I climbed in, slammed the door, buckled up, and the entire time I started up, I glared at him where he now stood on the sidewalk by my front fender.

      Necessarily, I looked where I was going when I reversed out.

      And I wasn’t proud of it, but I flipped him the bird before I took off.

      Sadly, this didn’t make him either spontaneously combust, or rush to my window to offer his abject apologies.

      He just shook his head like I was a sassy woman he wasn’t a big fan of before he dropped it to look at his boots.

      I was on CR 10 before I muttered to myself, “Crap, what did those fanatics get me into?”

      But I knew.

      My one-night stand just turned into my dog trainer.

      And maybe my protector.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      And as ever all my life, I had no choice but to get on with it.

      Therefore, I headed to the feedstore.
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      Hutch not only took the time to read Mabel’s application, since the unreasonable woman wanted to adopt Moxie as well as Tonks, he also took the time to introduce them and see if that was going to be a fiasco.

      It wasn’t.

      There was a lot of sniffing and eye contact, but the biggest problem Mabel was going to have was Tonks wanting to play, and Moxie not.

      Fortunately, cats could get to high ground and dogs could learn.

      He returned them to their cages, said goodbye to the staff and set about doing the next thing on his agenda.

      This meant, out on the road, he kept a lookout, checked his mirrors and noted, not unusually, CR 10 was deserted.

      So he slowed at the spot he’d scoped out earlier, pulled his truck off the asphalt and into the trees until it couldn’t be seen from the road.

      He’d been trained to cover any possible eventuality, so after he got out his gear, he pulled the camo net from his truck bed and covered the vehicle with it.

      Only then did he tug on the camo fleece and the army drab knit cap to cover his hair. He loaded up with his gear and started his hike.

      From where he parked, it was quite a way, all of it uphill, to the stony bluff that gave the area in Fret County the name of Stony Bluff.

      He hiked behind the chalky stone until he knew he was where he needed to be.

      Only then did he partially climb the bluff, then scope his next position.

      There was a rise in the rock about ten meters away.

      Crouched, he hustled to it until he was behind it. Once in place, he dropped to his belly and used the balls of his feet and his elbows to position behind the rocky rise.

      He got his long-range binoculars out, popped the lens caps, put them to his eyes, did some adjusting and settled into the mental space of reconnaissance, ticking mental notes.

      At the southwest end of The Lion and The Lamb compound, precisely, just inside the entry to it, a very long car port housed eight trucks, not all dual cab, but most of them were.

      There was a tarred log perimeter fence surrounding the whole encampment. Hutch’s estimation: a good eight feet tall, spike tops. The only break was at the drive that would lead out to the road, and at the road there was a gate that had two signs Hutch had seen countless times over the years.

      No Trespassing.

      And…

      Private Property Keep Out.

      Even so, he saw locked egresses cut into their log fortress, and one of them led toward Mabel’s place.

      They’d cleared a good deal of the original owner Mr. Flannery’s land to get their open space and that fence, and the old man, who had spent eighty years of his life on that land, doing it since birth, caring for it, protecting it, had to be rolling in his grave because of it.

      A massive supply of firewood was stacked along the south perimeter.

      But with that amount of fence built from logs, that firewood didn’t come from Flannery’s land, which somehow Lars Enstrom got deeded to him in Flannery’s will, even if the man wasn’t blood and Flannery’s real kin pitched a series of legal fits about it.

      Unless they made more on their jam and bread than Hutch suspected, they had to be poaching lumber.

      It was slim for Harry to get a lock on, but it wasn’t nothing.

      Hutch kept cataloging.

      Fifteen houses, all the same, looked prefab and portable, no obvious order, seemingly scattered around the center of the space, but all of them surrounded what looked to be a church, if the steeple was any indication.

      At a guess, Hutch would say the houses were, at most, twelve hundred square feet. Walkways spiderwebbed between them, the church and the outbuildings.

      Northwest end of the space, a massive pole barn. Huge.

      He’d seen some of the men on CR 10 riding ATVs. Since they weren’t covered and kept outside, that was likely where they kept them.

      Between the pole barn and the big cattle barn on the northeast side of the property, a large pigsty and a heavily protected, also large, chicken coop. He counted at least twenty chickens outside the coop, roaming and pecking.

      At the back of the property, fallowed fields, though there were some squash vines and sunflowers still yielding, along with some chicken-wire-covered rows of what looked to be late-planted carrots, kale, beets and spinach.

      Electrical lines ran to all the structures, including the truck port and the chicken coop.

      That said, all the houses had a thin wisp of smoke coming from stoves or fireplaces.

      There were fruit trees. He could identify apple, pear, cherry and peach, and there were blackberry brambles that were part of the protection around the chicken coop.

      There was a solid, fortified, steel shed in the southeast corner, with a heavy-duty lock on the door that was concerning.

      There were men about, twelve individuals at Hutch’s count, but according to the smoke, each house was in use.

      The men were friendly. There were smiles, calls, huddled conversations.

      The women…

      Hutch drew in breath and focused on them.

      Drab dresses, button-up from the waist, high-necked, long sleeved, no adornment. None at all. The four women who were out wore the same dresses, in colors of brown or gray. No bonnets or shit like that, or aprons, but each woman had her hair severely scraped back and arranged in a bun at her nape. No alteration of this, say, bun up at the crown or ponytail. All the same. Also identical sensible, low-heeled, black boots were on all their feet.

      Now they didn’t call greetings, smile or chat.

      They went about their business in the gardens, the cattle barn, a house, the church, heads bowed, in a hurry.

      Hutch took a lot of time surveilling the space, saw another man come out of a house, strolling like he had all day and stopping to talk with three other guys, two more women scampering from the church to some houses, one with a baby on her hip.

      The cold and wet of the stone had long since leaked through his jeans and fleece before Hutch saw all he reckoned he was going to see. Even if his body had stiffened up, he ignored it, and using the same movements, he scuttled back on his belly until the bluff hid him from sight.

      He rolled to his ass, capped the binos, put them in their case, and got off his ass.

      He had a long hike to his truck.

      He could do it thinking while he got his body moving. The wet mist had permeated his hair and jeans and was beginning to penetrate his fleece.

      He had to start trucking and warm up.

      On his walk, he thought, and it wasn’t lost on him the world was fucked up, and it was getting worse, not better.

      He understood checking out, because he’d done it himself, in his way.

      He could see the lure of the challenge of self-sufficiency. He’d eaten eggs fresh from the coop, there were none better. Blackberries fresh from the vine, the same.

      Having good honest work to do every day that provided for you and your family was never something any man should have a problem with, even if you chose the backbreakingly hard way to go about it.

      Whittling a fine point on the simple life, he could see, had its merits.

      “This shit wasn’t that,” he muttered to the trees.

      For the men, maybe.

      Then again, he hadn’t seen a one of them doing a lick of work.

      No smiles and chatter from the women?

      Heads bowed, zero eye contact, rushing around, doing shit like they’d be whipped if it didn’t get done?

      That shit was fucked up.

      Topping that, they had trucks, ATVs, electricity; they weren’t roughing it entirely.

      But just like Hutch had never seen a woman outside The Lion and The Lamb, obviously he’d never seen one on an ATV or in a truck.

      The shit that made life easier, or even fun, was for the men.

      Apparently, it was just shit for the women.

      He didn’t have to work hard to understand what the lion referred to, or the lamb.

      Taking that further, jam and bread, and he didn’t give a fuck how good your pies tasted, were not going to buy you fifteen prefab houses, a pole barn, trucks, ATVs, build you a church and that shed, not to mention milk cows, pigs, chickens and whatever furniture and other shit they had in those houses.

      Hutch didn’t know if Flannery not only died with land, but also with money.

      From town talk, Hutch did know the man’s family went balls to the wall to beat that will.

      But, if town talk about the perpetual legal battle was correct, the people who inhabited that land before the Flannerys were Native Americans. After well over a hundred and fifty years on that property, the loss of it to some stranger, who apparently helped the old guy out in his later years, and got one hell of a reward, was going to be a blow.

      So maybe Flannery had money too.

      Either that, or more hinky shit than what was already hinky was happening on that patch.

      He made his truck, pulled off the camo net, stored it, opened his truck, stowed his gear and got in the cab, jacking up the heat.

      He waited behind the tree line until he saw no cars in the distance in either direction, and only then pulled out.

      He drove into Mabel’s drive, even knowing she’d had plenty of time to get down to the feedstore and back. If she was home and didn’t like what he was about to do, she could follow him around and ream his ass, but she’d be doing it while he did what he had to do.

      Her sweet red pickup wasn’t in the front of the cabin or the carport.

      Not a surprise.

      If you drove into town, even if it was for a quick errand, you found other errands to run to make it worthwhile to drive into town.

      Hutch ignored the tightness in his chest when he saw she wasn’t home, parked, got out, and did what he had to do. Namely walking the perimeter of the woods to see if he could find tracks or surveillance cameras.

      He found tracks all right, in the south wood, and they were not a woman’s.

      Fortunately, he didn’t find cameras.

      He headed back to his truck, peeled off his wet fleece, got in, pulled out of Mabel’s and drove onward three quarters of a mile until the dirt lane that led up to his house came into view on the opposite side of the road to Mabel’s.

      He had two logs planted vertically on either side of his lane. Both had signs that said Private Property in orange neon on black.

      Pretty much everyone on this patch had the same.

      Poachers poached.

      Tourists were invariably idiots.

      But most people could read.

      When he got home, he parked his truck, took his gear inside, stowed it, then changed his jeans, pulled on a clean, dry fleece, got his dog and went back out to the dual line of chain link, sectioned fencing that served as his large dog pens.

      Plenty of room in each for a dog to roam, but in the back, right corner was a small, insulated shed that had plenty of old blankets inside for warmth.

      They’d been fed in the morning, it wasn’t time for their second feeding, but he checked water bowls, took a few out for exercise and drills, gave them some love, put them back and headed to the house.

      He sat at his kitchen table and pulled out his phone.

      He’d thought about it on his hike, made his decision, and as such, called Rus.

      “How’s it going, Hutch?” Rus answered.

      “Took a hike with some long range binos. Shit is hinky at The Lion and The Lamb.”

      Rus said nothing.

      “The Feds aware of these fucks?” Hutch asked.

      “Do you know Mabel Adams?” Rus asked in return.

      “Yes.” Hutch didn’t hesitate to answer.

      “As a neighbor and someone you wave to on CR 10, or something else?”

      “I’ve fucked her.”

      “I’m right now getting your intensity,” Rus muttered.

      “That note was fucked up, Rus.”

      “Agreed.”

      “She’s alone, and the women who go into that compound never seem to come out.”

      “Something we know. But as far as we know otherwise, they aren’t doing anything illegal.”

      “How would you know if no woman was let out to tell you?”

      “As much as it fucks me to say this, I know I don’t have to explain the concept of probable cause to you.”

      Goddamnit.

      “I thought you said you were giving her Hannibal?” Rus inquired.

      “She and I had a chat. She doesn’t want Hannibal. She wants Tonks.”

      “Tonks?”

      “A red husky at the rescue who’s named after a fictional witch in a kids’ book.”

      He heard Rus sigh.

      “Okay, this is the situation, Hutch. You’re trained to solve problems. You get intel, command makes a decision, you get your orders, you act, no questions. That isn’t how it goes in law enforcement. Now, as much as it fucks me to say this, which, I’ll admit, it fucks me a whole lot more, we come in after shit goes down.”

      He was giving a good man a hard time about something where that good man’s hands were tied.

      And Rus might not be as tweaked about this as Hutch was, even so, that note had tweaked not only Rus, but Harry, Polly, Karen, Sean, Raul, and the entire Fret County Sheriff’s Department.

      “This dog…Tonks, is it not gonna serve our purposes?” Rus asked.

      “Huskies are pack animals. They form strong bonds. That dog has sat, unwanted and unloved, in a cage for three weeks. She’s freeing her. Anyone fucks with her, training or no, Tonks will lose her shit.”

      “That’s good, yeah?”

      Hutch didn’t answer Rus’s question.

      He stated, “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “Join the club, Hutch. Keep an eye on her. But for fuck’s sake, don’t get caught on that bluff.”

      Hutch tried not to be insulted.

      He felt better about it when Rus mumbled, “Who am I talking to?”

      “You know anything about that legal tangle the Flannery family got into with Lars Enstrom?”

      “I know it’s an issue for a civil court.”

      “Can you tell me how a guy provides for maybe fifteen other guys, perhaps the same number of women, kids, having trucks, ATVs, a house for each, a church, and I could go on, by selling jam?”

      Another sigh from Rus. This one heavier.

      “All right, man. I wasn’t going to tell you this because the only thing Harry gets free and breezy with is deputizing the Bohannan twins whenever he has a problem only those two geniuses can solve. But as far as I know, he hasn’t deputized you. But just to say, after that note, we’re poking around. We don’t know a lot about these people. We don’t need to trip any triggers that will end in tragedy. So we’re going real quiet, which means real slow. We’re looking into the Flannery suit. We’re looking into a lot of things. And if the Feds need to be called, we got a good rapport with them. We’ll call them. No hesitation. Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Feel better?”

      He did not.

      While they were going real slow and quiet, Mabel was a short hike from those nutcase’s north gate.

      And they’d been watching her.

      “Three things I got for you,” he said. “One, they got a lot of lumber. Upright, tarred log fence around that entire property, big piles of firewood. They’ve cleared a massive space, and you know we got trees, but my guess is, they got wood burning stoves in their units, so they use a lot of wood, and unless they’re hell on wheels with that fuckin’ jam, they’re poaching lumber from somewhere.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Rus’s tone was serious because in those parts, it didn’t matter which side you were on in the political spectrum, they took lumber seriously.

      The environmentalists would tie themselves to a tree before they’d let it come down.

      On the flipside, trees equaled money.

      “Second thing, they got a fortified shed, southeast end of the property,” Hutch told him. “Heavy duty lock.”

      “Fucking hell,” Rus murmured.

      “Position of that shed, number of men on that compound, it’d be iffy to get to it without getting caught.”

      “Then don’t do something stupid.”

      “I didn’t intend to. But you find probable cause to get on that land, you make sure that shed is in the warrant.”

      “You’re heard.”

      “Last thing, I did a walk through the perimeter of Mabel’s place. No cameras, but there’s been foot traffic back and forth. Not a lot, but it’s there. Even if we knew it was, now we know it is. That note is from them.”

      “Noted.”

      Good.

      “I’ll let you go,” Hutch said.

      “If this makes you feel better, they sneeze in the wrong direction, slow and quiet is a memory. Harry is getting a warrant.”

      That didn’t make him feel a lot better.

      But at least this time it made him feel a bit better.

      “Thanks, man. Now letting you go.”

      “Come to the club for a meal. The food’s the best in the county, and Lucinda always foots the bill.”

      Lucinda Bonner was the owner of the Bon Amie Club.

      She was also Rus’s woman.

      They were not married. What they were, were committed for life.

      “You’re on.”

      They hung up and Hutch, with Hannibal loping at his side, went to get his laptop.

      He took it back to the kitchen table, and after a few scratches behind his ears, Hannibal slid with a groan to lie at Hutch’s feet.

      Hutch opened the laptop, the search engine, and he began.

      The thing was, fifteen minutes later, he had nothing.

      Not that first thing.

      There was an actress named Mabel Adams. There was a teacher and principal from Horace Mann in Boston who wrote books on educating kids with special needs named Mabel Ellery Adams. There was an artist who died in 1957 named Mabel Adams. There were obituaries for a variety of other dead women named Mabel Adams. And a variety of live ones who were not the Mabel Adams he picked up at The Link and followed home to fuck.

      No pictures. No social media accounts. No blue ribbon awarded at some junior high school track meet.

      He dove deep and…

      Nothing.

      He had no social media, but he had a business, he had a website, he had a past, and unfortunately, that shit either had to be on the Internet or just was.

      “The fuck?” he whispered, fifteen pages deep on the search engine results.

      On page seventeen, Hutch made another decision.

      He nabbed his phone, thumbed through the contacts and hit go.

      Lee Nightingale answered on the third ring.

      “Hutch, brother, it’s been a while.”

      Lee Nightingale was the best private investigator west of the Mississippi, maybe east of it too. He and his crew had three branches in three cities in three states: Denver, LA and Phoenix.

      He could find anybody, no matter how good they were at hiding.

      And he could find out everything about you, no matter how hard you worked to keep it buried.

      “You know that marker you owe me?” Hutch asked.

      No hesitation. “Yeah.”

      “Name’s Mabel Adams. Address on her rental, four four five oh County Road Ten, Misted Pines. My guess, late twenties, early thirties. Five eight. Lean but stacked. Brunette. Hazel eyes.”

      And she gives phenomenal head. And I swear to fuck, when she watched me play, I wasn’t sure anymore if it was me or her who wrote my songs. She went toe to toe with me, maybe not knowing I was a former SEAL, but she couldn’t miss I could handle myself, and she had the balls to do it all the same. Oh yeah, and I pulled some seriously stupid shit with a Post-it note when I left her beautiful naked body, thick, soft hair and knockout face in her bed.

      “How much you want?” Lee asked.

      “I want it all.”

      “Give me a few days.”

      “You got it.”

      “Later, brother.”

      “Later, Lee.”

      They disconnected, Hutch put down his phone, then he headed out to put more dogs through drills.

      And pen them up after giving more love.
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      Suffice it to say, by Sunday afternoon, I had not finished that bureau out in the workshop.

      Moxie was quarantined upstairs in the bathroom.

      Between my computer research and Winona’s advice, I’d come up with what I hoped would be least stressful on Moxie for introducing her to the house and Tonks.

      As such, for the past two and a half days, she, her cat bed, her litter and her bowls had been in my bathroom.

      I went in for play and cuddle time, but all the research said small, safe spaces at first for cats so they could get used to scents and sounds, and then you could start giving them the full enchilada.

      In the meantime, Tonks and I were getting to know one another.

      The first thing I noticed was that three weeks in that shelter had been traumatizing for my gorgeous girl.

      She’d been glued to me since I got her. She even slept on my feet with me in bed.

      Nevertheless—yes, from research—I’d learned huskies were escape artists. So three times a day, with Tonks on a lead, we walked the perimeter of my open space four times going one way, and four times going the other.

      I did this hoping to show her her new home, also to help her with sounds and smells, but further demonstrate what her play area was going to be. I didn’t need to rescue her only to have her take off and join a pack of wolves.

      Onward from that—yes, because of Mr. Grouch—we had a half an hour of physically demanding (for Tonks) playtime each day.

      I’d learned she knew her name, “stop,” “no,” “sit” and “down,” but she sucked at “stay” and was hopeless at “heel.”

      Though, she was hell on wheels with fetch.

      It didn’t matter if it was a tennis ball, a frisbee, or one of those braided things with knots on the end (mm-hmm, I went a little crazy at the feedstore), you threw it, she’d chase it and bring it back.

      Sometimes she even caught it in mid-throw!

      I knew she was special.

      Tonks and I had managed (with the door closed) to spend some time in the workshop so I could do the detailed sanding on the bureau. But with her coat, and her curiosity, I didn’t want to do any staining or finishing until I was assured I had control over her, and she understood her boundaries.

      Tonks and I were seriously bonding, but I was despairing because Moxie was locked up. She seemed chill (one could say my bathroom, such as it was, was better than a cage at a rescue), but it was no fair Tonks was getting all the fun, and Moxie was still, essentially, in prison.

      But the websites said you should take it slow (even as long as two weeks), so I was hoping this sacrifice for both of us would end up being worth it.

      That morning, I noticed my sourdough starter was getting out of hand, so I spent the day alternately cleaning, doing laundry, checking my bids and adding new ones on items that intrigued me in online auctions, walking Tonks, hanging with Moxie and making three loaves of bread.

      One loaf, I’d take to Abigail. One, I’d keep. The last, I’d give to Hutch.

      It wasn’t a peace offering, because as far as I was concerned, he was the one who should offer the peace.

      But no matter how much I loved my carbs, no way I could eat that much bread before it went stale.

      Loaf three was in the oven when Tonks lost her mind barking and howling.

      I looked at the microwave clock.

      Hutch was right on time.

      I got Tonks’s leash, clipped it on her collar (it was challenging to find one that complemented her glorious copper fur, I settled on light blue), headed out to the front porch and watched Hutch park his truck.

      I then watched him angle out of it, and with the grace of a man who knew exactly what every inch of his body could do (something he’d demonstrated magnificently in my bed), I continued to watch as he walked toward me and up the steps to the porch while Tonks barked at him.

      He ignored Tonks.

      “Glad you didn’t make me hunt you down,” he said as greeting.

      God, this guy was a dick.

      I made a decision while offering him Tonks’s lead.

      This made the dog shut up and cock her head in curiosity.

      “I’m letting Moxie out of kitty prison while you two do your thing,” I told him. “I want her to get a good look around, leave her scent, smell Tonks’s, so when I finally get down to introducing them, it might go better for us all.”

      His brows were knit. “Moxie is in kitty prison?”

      How did he even make saying the word “kitty” hot?

      Strike that.

      Ultra hot.

      And why couldn’t my one-night stand be some faceless mountain man who lived in virtual hermitude, lazing around, writing songs, occasionally gracing The Link with his presence, and as such, I’d never see him again, and not this guy, who I was going to have to put up with training my dog.

      “It’s what my research told me to do, quarantine her so she can⁠—”

      “After I read your application, I put those two together and there were no issues. If you’re worried about Tonks, put her in her crate.”

      Uh-oh.

      “I didn’t get her a crate.”

      This time, his brows shot up. “You didn’t get her a crate?”

      I squared my shoulders and stated, “I’m not putting her in another cage.”

      “Mabel—”

      I raised a hand, palm out his way. “No. No discussion.” I dropped my hand. “Yes, I’ve read about it. Yes, I know they say it’s actually a good thing and makes them feel safe. I just…” I swallowed. “Can’t do it.”

      His voice had gentled, for the first time (outside of bed) reminding me of how he sang, when he said, “They’re your animals, Mabel.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      “Though, I urge you to reconsider down the road,” he said carefully. “It actually is a safe place, and it’s not the same when they’re home. They can see and smell home, and you, which is another home for them. You with me?”

      I nodded.

      “Go let Moxie out,” he ordered. “We’ll get to work.”

      “Right.”

      “C’mon, girl,” he murmured to Tonks as he turned to walk down the steps.

      My dog looked back at me, but she went with Hutch.

      I went into the house, right up the stairs, opened the bathroom door, and Moxie, who had decided my bathmat was more comfortable than her cat bed, something, as far as I knew, she hadn’t even sniffed, was curled on the mat.

      Her head came up.

      “How about some explore time?” I asked.

      Her head tipped with curiosity.

      But I left the door open and retreated to sit cross legged on my bed.

      It took a few minutes, but she came out sniffing.

      Then, for the next fifty-five minutes, I trailed her all around the house, trying not to hover, as she explored upstairs and down. During this time, the bread finished baking, and I took it out to cool.

      I’d scooped Moxie up, and with a lot of cuddles, scratches and apologies from Mommy, I put her back in the bathroom before Hutch knocked on the door.

      I opened it.

      Tonks yodeled at me.

      I crouched and gave her head a good rub.

      “How’d it go? Were you good for Hutch? Did you show him how smart you are?”

      Dancing in my hold, Tonks howled her answer to each question.

      “I knew you’d do awesome,” I replied.

      “She did,” Hutch confirmed. I looked up at him. “She’s sharp and alert.”

      I straightened.

      When I did, he said, “We need to discuss schedule.”

      “Right. Come in,” I invited, getting out of his way.

      I closed the door behind him and unclipped Tonks’s lead. She danced some more, did a few whirls, howled a couple of times, then headed to her water bowl and very noisily slurped some up.

      I was hanging her leash on the hook by the door when Hutch asked, “Are you baking bread?”

      “Baked. Sourdough,” I replied as I walked to the writing desk. I opened one of the drawers at the back, pulled out my checkbook, nabbed a pen, bent over it, and clicking my pen, I asked my checkbook, “Do I make the check out to Hutch Hutchison or Double H Dog Training?”

      “You aren’t paying me.”

      I lifted up to turn to him. “Do you prefer Venmo or PayPal or something?”

      “You aren’t paying me.”

      “Sorry?”

      And a repeat, but this time with strained patience, “You aren’t paying me.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I⁠—”

      He interrupted me. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Same time. I’ll work with her for forty-five minutes, then I want you out with me for the last fifteen so I can show you how you should work with her on the days I’m not here. I’ll be back Wednesday and Friday, same thing, her and me for forty-five, all three of us for that last fifteen.”

      “Okay, but about pay⁠—”

      “She’s got basic training, but not all of it. We’ll start with ‘stay’ then move to ‘heel.’ But I don’t want to confuse her with too many new commands at once. I want to see how long it takes her to master one before we get complicated.”

      “You’re the expert, but⁠—”

      “And that’s it. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “And maybe tomorrow, you might let me finish a damned sentence,” I snapped.

      He was making a move to leave, but my snap brought him back to me.

      “You wanna waste the time and effort to write me a check, be my guest,” he stated. “I’ll just rip it up.”

      I threw an arm toward the front yard. “This isn’t only your time. It’s your expertise. You should be compensated for it.”

      “Yeah, it’s my time, my expertise, and I should be able to say how I spend it.”

      This was, regrettably, true.

      “Fine,” I bit off, and stomped to the kitchen island to grab a loaf of bread I’d already wrapped tightly in cling film. I walked back and offered it to him. “So here, make me feel better. That’s my payment.”

      He stared down at the bread like I wasn’t offering him a scrumptious loaf of homemade sourdough, but instead, I’d baked a pile of Tonks’s offerings to nature and wrapped them in Saran Wrap.

      “I don’t eat white bread,” he said.

      I was shocked.

      “You don’t eat white bread?”

      He looked from the bread to me. “You speak English, do you understand it?”

      Do not ever forget, Mabel, he’s a big, old jerk!

      “Never?” I pressed. “You never eat white bread?”

      “I eat clean.”

      “What’s clean?”

      “Lean meats, lots of vegetables, some fruits, and when I get my carbs, they’re whole grains, beans or starchy vegetables.”

      “You never cheat?”

      “If I cheat, it’ll be on a beer, bourbon or a good whiskey.”

      Okay, his body said this was the gods’ honest truth.

      But…

      Whoa.

      “I, well…”—I hugged the loaf to my chest—“I’m impressed.”

      Something came over him, maybe surprise, maybe skepticism, before he asked, “You’re impressed?”

      I shrugged. “I like food. Food is yummy. I like cooking it, baking it and eating it. But I still can be impressed someone makes the lifestyle choice, and sticks to it, to be that healthy.”

      He studied me closely, muttering, “Right.”

      Tonks lost her mind barking and howling.

      Both Hutch and I moved to the window Tonks was barking at and peered out.

      A shiny, black, dual cab Ram truck was pulling into the front of the house.

      And in it, I saw my landlord and both her grandsons.

      In all that was happening, I’d forgotten that Hutch told me he’d “deal” with Mrs. Matthews.

      I had a feeling he’d “dealt” with Mrs. Matthews.

      And now I was going to deal with her.
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      “Let me guess,” I said to the window. “You called Mrs. Matthews.”

      I looked up at him as he replied to the window, “Forgot to mention, David Ashbrook is coming tomorrow morning at eight to install your motion sensor lights.”

      “That’s quite something to forget.”

      When his brown eyes came down to mine, he didn’t have the grace even to look sheepish.

      Tonks went wild when there was a knock at the door.

      Then, get this, Hutch…Hutch… sauntered to the door and opened it like the man paid rent.

      I followed him to see Mrs. Matthews staring up at him, blinking.

      I also saw on her dome of short, gray, set curls, she was wearing a little black felt pillbox hat with a dent in it that was supposed to be there and a bunch of netting that didn’t look like it was.

      My guess, vintage ’50s, maybe ’60s.

      She was also wearing a big black wool overcoat with a wide glossy black fur lapel, which I would only forgive her for because that coat was no doubt made in the ’70s. It went to her ankles so she could show off her sensible black pumps.

      She looked like the next errand on her schedule was to go back in time to attend JFK’s funeral.

      It was chilly outside, though not that cold.

      To each their own.

      “Quiet,” Hutch ordered a still-howling Tonks with so much authority in his tone, even I was thinking I wouldn’t utter a word for the next two days.

      For sure Tonks shut up and sat down.

      “You have a pet?” Mrs. Matthews asked imperiously.

      Oh dang.

      I should probably have called her.

      “Yes,” I told her. “Actually two. I also adopted a cat. I checked my rental agreement. There isn’t any stipulation against them, or deposit required.”

      She moved forward, nearly bowling over Hutch, as she walked in like what was true: she owned the place.

      Hutch was looking out the door.

      I leaned in to see what caught his notice, and I saw Brooks, the grandson I’d met during my plumbing repair, wandering in the forest to the south of the property, with his brother, who I hadn’t officially met, doing the same several yards away.

      Hutch and I pulled out of the door, he shut it, and we turned to Mrs. Matthews.

      “Of course I don’t require a pet deposit,” she decreed when she got our attention. “Pets are family. I wouldn’t require a deposit for a child.” She said those last two words like doing such a thing should be added as the eighth deadly sin. “And you paid a deposit. They do damage, you don’t get your deposit back.”

      “Right,” I whispered, attempting not to laugh, because this woman was one hilarious trip.

      “Brooks and Ellis are checking to see if those Waco whackos are using my land to do their peeping Tom routine,” Mrs. Matthews announced.

      Seemed Hutch had been more forthcoming than perhaps he needed to be.

      Therefore, I screwed up my face and aimed it at Hutch.

      He didn’t even look at me.

      He told Mrs. Matthews, “They are.”

      “Well!” Mrs. Matthews exclaimed, like they were peeping on her. She turned her focus to me. “I’ve approved David coming tomorrow to install the lights. I’ve spoken to him directly, and he’s also installing one of those doorbell camera doohickeys. One at the front and one in the car port.”

      Before I could say anything, Hutch said, “Great idea.”

      She squinted at him. “You that former SEAL who trains dogs?”

      Wait.

      He’d mentioned special forces.

      But…

      He was a SEAL?

      “Yup,” he answered.

      She wagged a black kid leather glove-encased finger between us. “You two an item?”

      “No,” I said swiftly, at the same time Hutch said, “Nope.”

      She brazenly looked Hutch up and down. She then did the same to me.

      After that, she noted, “I don’t know which one of you to ask if you’re blind.”

      “He’s training Tonks,” I told her, and as if Tonks’s name being said gave her permission to let loose—and in Tonks’s mind, it did—she trilled a woof and added a short howl.

      Mrs. Matthews glanced at Tonks, stating, “If you say so.”

      “He is,” I asserted.

      She fluttered a hand in a line in front of her. “Whatever.” Her hand dropped to her side. “Now, those Waco whackos mess with you again, I want you to call me. I’ll send Mark, Brooks, Ellis, or all three of ’em out here to make a statement. This cabin went unrented for a full eight months. Unacceptable!”

      She said the last word loudly, and Tonks agreed with her by releasing a yodel.

      “Everyone local knows all about them,” she carried on. “It took an out-of-towner who didn’t know those nutjobs were living over there to find a tenant.”

      “You should have told Mabel,” Hutch said.

      She gave him narrowed eyes. “This isn’t a required disclosure.”

      “You still should have told her,” Hutch pushed.

      “Excuse me, son, but how was I supposed to know they actually were Waco whackos?” she returned.

      “You probably shouldn’t call them that,” I said carefully.

      “I’ll say whatever I want,” she shot back. “Though, I wouldn’t call them that if they didn’t pull that stunt with you.”

      She had a point.

      She glanced at Tonks. “You got the dog because of this?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed.

      “Smart girl,” she mumbled, and I had no idea why, but her words, her approval, made me feel amazing.

      No, I did know why.

      She was wild, I didn’t know her very well, but I liked her. I even admired her.

      And one could say I was a girl who had not grown up with many positive affirmations.

      Nor many people to admire.

      “So!” she stated crisply. “You look okay. You know to phone me if something else should occur. You have a dog, and you’ll soon have lights and a camera. For now, I think that’s all we can do.”

      With that, she swept our way, but I stopped her by asking, “Do you like sourdough bread?”

      She halted on a low-heeled pump, looked to the bread, to my face, and asked, “Is that homemade?”

      “Yes. I have a starter.”

      With that, she turned to Hutch and declared, “Boy, I’m thinkin’ you’re just plain loco.”

      Hutch said nothing.

      She might not be young, but her hand came out faster than my eyes had the ability to see, and she snatched the bread out of my hold.

      She tucked it under her arm like a football and proclaimed, “I’m leaving.”

      For a second, I didn’t know why she proclaimed that since her trajectory to the door already did, until she stood immobile at said door.

      I heard Hutch make a low noise in his throat that could be humor, or frustration (knowing him, I was betting on the latter), and he walked to the door and opened it for her.

      She didn’t say thank you.

      She just walked out.

      Hutch and I stood at the door and watched her go down the steps and make her way over the damp earth to stand at the passenger side of the truck.

      She allowed approximately two point five seconds to pass before she bellowed, “We’re going!”

      Two goon-like young men loped out of the forest to the truck.

      One opened the door for his grandma and helped her in, and when I say that, I mean he mostly scooped her up and deposited her in her seat.

      He got in the back, Brooks got in the front, and before he pulled out, he peeled his four fingers from the wheel in a kind of wave to Hutch and me.

      Hutch didn’t move.

      I waved back.

      They headed up the drive and disappeared.

      “That woman is a bona fide hoot,” I said.

      “I’m gone,” Hutch said, and he walked out onto the porch.

      I quickly adjusted myself and the door so Tonks couldn’t make a run for it.

      “See you tomorrow,” I called.

      He didn’t look back, but he did lift a hand over his head and flick his finger out.

      God, this guy.

      I closed the door.

      Tonks howled.

      I looked up at the loft and wondered if it was time.

      “Want to meet your sister?” I asked my dog.

      Tonks glanced over her shoulder at the loft like she knew what I was talking about (she probably did, dogs had sensitive noses too), threw her head back and released a variety of husky trills I was hoping meant “yes.”

      “All right,” I muttered nervously. “Let’s give this a go.”

      I headed up the spiral staircase.

      Tonks came with me.

      We both went to the bathroom door.

      And we gave it a go.

      

      One couldn’t say I was sleeping.

      I was too stressed out to sleep.

      My dog was sleeping, draped over my feet.

      Although the sister-sister introduction went well, as in, we hadn’t endured a chase scene, a single hiss or anything even resembling a growl, I was still anxious.

      After some circling and sniffing, Tonks didn’t seem to have much interest in Moxie. And Moxie only had interest in reacquainting herself with the house.

      But now was now.

      I couldn’t keep an eye when I was asleep.

      I should have put Moxie back in the bathroom.

      On this thought, shit got real when I felt that distinctive sensation a bed had when a cat jumped on it.

      I tensed.

      I felt Tonks’s head come up.

      I turned mine to the side and saw through the moonlight Moxie standing statue still, one paw up, staring at Tonks.

      Tonks stared at Moxie.

      I held my breath and braced to move.

      After a while, Moxie looked to me and back to Tonks.

      She then inched her way to Tonks.

      I gulped in some oxygen then held my breath so hard, my lungs started hurting.

      A quick sniff, that kind cats did where whatever touched their sensitive noses before they even got close made them jerk back before they went in.

      Tonks didn’t move.

      I didn’t move.

      Moxie moved.

      She curled against the fur on Tonks’s chest.

      Tonks let her head drop with a plop.

      I heard Moxie start purring.

      I smiled into the dark.

      Okay, maybe sometimes—rarely, but sometimes—life worked out for me.

      I was glad, for all three of us, this was one of those times.

      I listened to purrs for a while.

      Then I closed my eyes and fell asleep.
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      “Keep going,” Hutch ordered Mabel. “Keep going.”

      Mabel took another step back.

      She was a good twenty feet away from Tonks, who was sitting like a good girl and watching her momma retreat without even twitching.

      “Okay, release her,” Hutch instructed.

      Mabel clapped her hands and bent toward Tonks, chanting, “Come here, Tonks. Good girl. Such a good girl.”

      Tonks raced to Mabel, and she gave the dog a full rub as Tonks shimmied against her legs.

      Hutch watched, knowing two things.

      She worked with the dog when he wasn’t there.

      It was Friday. Tonks had now had four sessions with him. But she had “stay” down.

      On Monday, they could add “heel.”

      The second thing he knew was that Mabel Adams was the single most fuckable woman he’d ever met.

      He knew that the first moment he saw her, that was why he’d fucked her.

      However, that thought only strengthened with every time he was with her.

      He had to fight getting hard when he watched the loving and enthusiastic way she worked with her dog. He had to fight getting hard when she was throwing sass at him, and that was the fuck of it, because she threw sass all the time. He had to be a grouch so he could fight getting hard when she called him grouchy.

      And she was not only beautiful, she had great style.

      He hadn’t seen her in anything but jeans, wide leather belts, attractive, feminine button-downs or collarless three-quarter buttoned shirts with silver necklaces stacked around her neck, sometimes complemented with long strands of beads. That was if she wasn’t wearing sweaters that hugged her full tits coaxing Hutch’s hands to touch them.

      She always wore low-heeled boots, and if he had to make the call, he’d say she’d been a mountain girl since she came out screaming.

      And she almost always wore her thick, long, dark hair down so it got in her eyes, stuck to her lips, swayed when she walked, did it more so when she jogged, or it just caught the wind.

      He’d seen her workshop. She worked with her hands, which, until then, Hutch didn’t know was a turn on for him when it came to women.

      Now, he knew.

      And he never showed when she didn’t have something making her house smell insanely good. A candle burning. A cake in the oven. Something in the slow cooker.

      This was not good.

      He was a man who didn’t struggle with getting himself some if he wanted it.

      But that was all it was ever going to be.

      He’d learned, since birth.

      That didn’t mean he didn’t give it a shot.

      He had.

      Three times.

      Three spectacularly dramatic outs.

      He’d hung up his bat two years ago.

      Reminding himself of that, he looked at his watch and said, “That’s time.”

      She didn’t stop bending or petting her dog as she lifted her healthy, honey-gold tanned face to his, her hazel eyes shining, her pretty mouth smiling.

      And yeah.

      Hutch was fighting getting hard.

      “Okay, but can I ask you something?” she requested.

      “If you’re quick about it,” he replied.

      She heaved out a big breath and caught herself before doing the full eye roll.

      Then she and Tonks came to him.

      Tonks snuffled his hand, so he idly petted her as Mabel started talking.

      “The paper mill is opening tomorrow.”

      He stiffened.

      Fuck, she was going to ask him out.

      As noted, he was attracted to her. He wanted to go out with her.

      Also as noted, he’d hung up that bat, so he was not going to go there.

      She noticed his reaction, and he firmly buried how it felt to watch the hurt shift through her face, telling himself he much preferred the annoyance that came in after.

      “Easy, hotshot,” she snapped. “I already have a date.”

      Fucking fuck.

      That didn’t make him feel better.

      Nope.

      It felt far worse.

      “I’m meeting Abigail and her family there. We’re scoping out the artists.”

      He had no clue who Abigail was, but if she had a family, she was not a date.

      “Right,” he replied, now refusing to allow himself to relax with the relief it brought to know she hadn’t hooked up with another guy.

      “I wanted to know if you thought Tonks would be able to handle going with me.”

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “I…”—she gazed down at the dog and came back to him—“don’t know.”

      “It sucks she was surrendered, Mabel. It was uncool. Uncalled for. At least, she’s a six-hundred-dollar dog. At most, fifteen. But even if money’s the point for many, it’s not the point. But she’s home now. You click. You know what she needs. You give it to her. You have to stop babying her. Animals do experience trauma. But just like humans, they can heal from it.”

      “Okay.”

      “So take her.”

      “Okay.”

      “You get worried, I’ll be there with Hannibal.”

      Now, why did he say that?

      Her gaze sharpened on him. “You will?”

      “Stony Bluff has a booth. We’ll have some dogs and cats we hope will get adopted, and we’re selling organic pet treats Winona makes.”

      “Right. A fundraiser.”

      “It’ll be busy, the whole town will be there⁠—”

      Before he could finish, she asked, “The whole town?”

      “MP turns out when there’s shit to do,” he explained. “Last year, Lillian, Harry’s wife, and her neighbors got into a big outside Halloween decoration fight that got so much attention, Harry had to put cruisers on each end of the block to shut it off from traffic because everyone with a kid, and just everyone, showed up on the night to trick or treat. This year, it’s happening again. They’re making a thing of it, and I talked Lillian into giving all her neighbors a donation bucket for the rescue.”

      “Smart idea.”

      He knew it was.

      What fucked him was, he liked to hear she agreed.

      “What I’m sayin’ is, we don’t have many big city ways here, but we find shit to keep us busy, and when that’s on offer, people take advantage of it. It’ll be a good test for you both. Tonks, to see how she manages crowds. You, so you know you can manage Tonks. Worst that can happen is you have to leave. But I doubt that’ll happen.”

      “Great, then I’ll take her.”

      “Can I go?”

      As he planned, their always-short détente ended swiftly.

      “My apologies for keeping you,” she sassed.

      “Maybe see you tomorrow,” he said, then gave Tonks some extra pets, walked to his truck, swung in and didn’t hazard looking at her as he pulled out.

      But he didn’t turn right at the end of her drive.

      Because he was a moron, he turned left and headed into town.

      Several times on the ride into MP he considered turning around.

      Each time, he didn’t.

      So he found he was parked outside the sheriff’s department before he could do the smart thing and get his ass home to his dogs.

      That said, if this got sorted, he wouldn’t worry so much about Mabel, and they might be neighbors, as such, but he doubted he’d see her very often.

      Oh yeah.

      And he wouldn’t allow himself to think about how that made him feel either.

      Rus was talking with Polly behind the counter when he swung in.

      He thought he’d get some resistance, but surprisingly, Rus just jerked up his chin, then jutted it toward the swinging door.

      Hutch used that door.

      “Let’s go see if Harry’s in his office,” Rus said as greeting.

      Hutch was not going to look this gift horse in the mouth.

      “Heya, Hutch,” Polly greeted.

      “Hey, gorgeous. You ready to leave Pete so we can drive off into the sunset?”

      She blushed, but hit him on the arm and warned, “You know, one day, hot stuff, you’re gonna be in trouble when I take you up on that offer.”

      She’d never leave Pete.

      But one thing Hutch knew, Polly Pickler was one of the good ones.

      She was old enough to be his mother, but he was happy for Pete (the owner of the Double D diner, and a good, solid man) that he found a loyal, loving woman.

      He smiled at her then turned and followed Rus.

      Harry was in his office.

      Another surprise, he didn’t offer any resistance either, so Hutch found himself sitting in a chair opposite Harry, Rus in the one at his side.

      Harry started it. “How’s Mabel?”

      “Good,” Hutch replied.

      “No other incidents?” Harry asked.

      Hutch shook his head.

      “Not even a sighting?” Harry pushed.

      Hutch again shook his head.

      “Right, so it’s my prerogative to communicate any part of an investigation that I see fit to communicate, but even with that preamble, I’m going to tell you I want a tight circle on this.”

      “I can keep my mouth shut, Harry.”

      Harry looked to Rus, so Hutch turned to Rus.

      “I’ll start by sharing we got roadblocks. Not easy to get warrants on stuff we want to see, bank accounts, utility bills, IRS filings, without giving some reason to have them.”

      This wasn’t starting out great.

      “So we went back to the beginning,” Rus said. “Lars Enstrom was born Amish. Pennsylvania. Rumspringa came around for him, and Cade did some research into this, and he shared it isn’t the wild free-for-all people think it is.”

      Cade was Cade Bohannan, the retired FBI profiler Ray Andrews matched wits with several years ago, a game Cade didn’t want to play, but Ray ultimately lost.

      Even so, everyone lost, particularly a couple of people, because Ray and his bud killed two girls during this bullshit.

      One of them was eight years old.

      “That said, Lars took it that way,” Rus continued. “Off the rails, off the hook and off the legal path.”

      “Christ,” Hutch muttered.

      “He was young, it wasn’t too serious, no priors, got off with a hand slap from the authorities. But that wasn’t what his community decided for him,” Rus said.

      “He was shunned,” Hutch guessed.

      Rus nodded.

      “I thought Rumspringa was a no-questions-asked type of thing,” Hutch remarked.

      “We’ve only got what Cade gave us. Though, Cade tends to be thorough.”

      Hutch had no doubt.

      “In this case, it’s that each community has their own rules,” Rus continued. “Some don’t even let the kids do it. But Cade thinks that what he got caught doing by the police was not what his fellow Rumspringa buds saw him doing. Whatever that was, it was reported. And whatever that was could not be countenanced by that community.”

      “You’re thinking…bad,” Hutch said low.

      “Cade thinks…yes,” Rus replied.

      Shit.

      Harry butted in. “After that, Enstrom bounced around, pretty much everywhere. Did odd jobs. Had brushes with the law. Can’t say entirely how he got hooked up being Mr. Flannery’s caretaker, but Mr. Flannery’s niece has a few ideas.”

      “Those are?”

      “Con artist is one. But she says her uncle had all his mental faculties until the day he died at eighty-three, and he might’ve gotten preliminarily hoodwinked, but he would’ve sniffed out a long con.”

      “So?” Hutch prompted Harry.

      “She thinks Enstrom scared the absolute crap out of her uncle.”

      Hutch sat straighter in his chair.

      “Threats,” Rus put in. “Intimidation. Even brainwashing. Lacey Diever said her uncle was one man before he met Enstrom, and he was another after he let Enstrom stay on the property, so he was around all the time. Lacey says it only took months for her uncle to fold in on himself, let go parts of his personality that she’d known all her lifetime, and eventually do everything Enstrom said, and finally, leave everything to Enstrom.”

      “Sounds like a teething cult leader,” Hutch remarked.

      “Exactly like it,” Rus said. “And Cade agrees.”

      “Did this Lacey ever meet Enstrom?” Hutch asked. “Before the court dates, that is.”

      Both Rus and Harry nodded, but it was Harry who answered.

      “A couple of times, before her uncle kicked her off the property and told her never to come back. She said that was entirely out of character, and from it, she got the feeling he was doing it for her own safety.”

      “She said Enstrom gave her the skeeves,” Rus added.

      Hutch looked to Harry. “You said you’ve dealt directly with this guy?”

      Harry lifted both hands, palms facing up, from his desk. “Soul of amiability. Friendly. Helpful. ‘Yes, sir.’ ‘No, sir.’ If there’s a wildfire it was, ‘We’ll be gettin’ right on that evacuatin’ if we gotta leave our land. You need any help spreadin’ the word?’ That kind of shit.”

      “You ever see any of the women when you were there?” Hutch queried.

      Harry nodded. “Almost like they were trotted out so I could witness they were well fed, clothed, warm, had shoes on their feet. But it was all just glimpses and they went about their business nowhere near me.”

      “This Lacey got a case, or is it lost?” Hutch asked.

      “It’s Flannery’s signature on the will, that’s been established,” Rus answered. “That said, the family’s worked with one law firm for as long as anyone can remember, and this will wasn’t written up by someone in that firm.”

      “Who was it written by?”

      “Someone whose driver’s license states his address is The Lion and The Lamb,” Harry said.

      “Fuck,” Hutch muttered.

      “He’s got a law degree, passed the bar, licensed to practice in Washington, but transcripts show every judge they’ve gone in front of thinks that’s sketchy. It smacks of conflict of interest. There’ve been a lot of continuances, but this is on Enstrom’s side. Lacey thinks he’s dragging it out so she and her cousins will run out of money and give up.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Hutch asked.

      “Since Flannery died,” Harry told him. “Six years.”

      “Jesus,” Hutch said.

      Harry nodded.

      “She close to giving up?” Hutch inquired.

      “That woman would wheel herself into a courtroom on her deathbed before she’d let go of that land without a court ordering her to do it,” Harry replied. “From what she says, the cousins feel the same.”

      “Least there’s that,” Hutch murmured.

      “Other than that, we’re still having trouble getting a lock on these folks,” Rus shared. “Can’t be super vocal, but what little we’ve learned, Enstrom homed in on Flannery, but he hasn’t had much to do with anyone else, except saying, ‘thank you, ma’am’ when someone buys his jam.”

      “Flannery have money as well as land?” Hutch asked.

      “A little,” Rus told him.

      “Not enough to build that compound,” Harry said. He shrugged. “Rus told me you went up there, wasn’t sure the Google aerial shot was current, so he and I did the same. Took some pictures. It’s quite a setup.”

      “Agreed,” Hutch replied.

      “But we can’t find a bank account for anyone who has anything to do with that patch of land,” Harry said.

      Hutch was surprised. “Anything they do, all cash?”

      Harry nodded.

      “What about the women?” Hutch asked.

      “We don’t know who they are, but no female has any legal ties to that address,” Harry answered. “Not so far as we’ve found.”

      “So, we got nothin’ except shit that makes this shadier,” Hutch noted.

      “No, but we do have the names of all fifteen men who call that compound home,” Harry replied. “And they’re up next. We also got your report about possible lumber poaching, and we got ideas about that, considering that’s not something you can easily hide.” He paused, then reminded Hutch. “That said, CR 10 has sparse traffic.”

      “So, if they’re illegally logging, they’re doing it local so they can use CR 10 for transport without anyone seeing, or if they do, it would only be one or two people who might not question someone hauling lumber, because a ton of folk haul lumber,” Hutch finished for him.

      Harry nodded. “A lot of your neighbors have a lot of land. That could happen and it might take months, even years, for them to notice some downed trees. We gotta go careful in looking into that so we don’t tweak landowners, and if they find something, they don’t start getting ideas of who’s trespassing on their land and stealing its resources, then more ideas to do something about it.”

      Christ, Rus was right.

      These men had a lot to juggle, an impossible task when most of the time one hand was tied behind your back.

      And Hutch hadn’t thought it was smart coming down here, but it was.

      He should have known Harry and Rus would be doing everything they needed to do, and then some. They’d even gone up to the bluff to get a good look.

      “Only thing I can say to that is, I’ll keep my eyes peeled. I’ll also walk my land to see if I got targeted,” Hutch said.

      “My guess, you won’t find anything,” Harry told him. “So far, Enstrom has kept his shit tight. He’s not gonna do something so stupid as to risk getting caught by a vet with special forces training.”

      This made sense.

      Hutch was still going to look.

      “We’re workin’ on it, Hutch,” Rus said quietly. “And with you over there, working with Mabel and her dog, whatever trigger was tripped, she’s still single, she has a man around regularly, but no incidents. Maybe someone acted off script, and Enstrom reeled them back in.”

      “We can hope,” Hutch replied.

      Since that was all they got, they shot the shit for ten minutes before Hutch left them to do their jobs.

      He had one more chore that day regarding Mabel, and when he got home, he’d be seeing to it.

      Part of him hoped the result would end his attraction to her.

      The other part betrayed him, hoping it would not.

      In the end, what he would get, he couldn’t even dream.

      No.

      It would be a nightmare.
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      The first one having been picked up that week, all three of his remaining dogs, save Hannibal, would be leaving soon, so he had to make sure they were ready.

      Which meant, when he got home, he got to work.

      It was later when he got himself an electrolyte water, folded into a chair in his kitchen, his dog settling beside him, and he called Lee.

      Fortunately, PIs didn’t keep normal business hours.

      Unfortunately, Lee answered with, “Pick another marker.”

      Every muscle in Hutch’s body tensed.

      “Say again?” he demanded.

      “Unless you’re gonna tell me you’re about to put a ring on this woman’s finger and protect her until the end of your days, you’re gonna have to pick another marker.”

      If he thought Rus’s start was bad, this was inarguably worse.

      “She’s a friend,” Hutch semi-lied.

      “Not good enough.”

      “And a neighbor.”

      “Again, not good enough.”

      Fuck.

      Fuck!

      Mabel had something to hide.

      Or someone to hide from.

      “And she means something to me. I’ve had her,” Hutch admitted. “The thing is, she lives down the road, next to an outfit that calls themselves The Lion and The Lamb. She got on their radar. And, Lee, the women who go into that compound never come out. Mabel’s gorgeous. She’s young. A woman with zero past, according to the Internet, would be a perfect candidate for a setup like that to make her disappear so she can cook their dinners and give them babies, neither at her will.”

      “You got her back?” Lee asked.

      The hell with that.

      “Remember who you’re talking to,” Hutch growled.

      There was silence.

      Loaded silence.

      “You don’t do it, Lee, I’ll find someone who will,” Hutch warned. “You know where I live, so I think you can envision where she does. She’s got a dog. I’m training her. She’s got motion lights on her house now and two Ring cameras that do not cover all her three acres. We’ve done what we can, but she’s exposed. She’s not a woman I can sit on. I gotta have everything I can get to keep her safe.”

      “Mabel Adams is her fourth name. Legally.”

      Hutch’s chin jerked back in shock at this news.

      “She was born Calypso Rainbow Groove,” Lee told him.

      “The fuck?” Hutch asked.

      “You heard of Frank Groove?”

      Jesus Christ.

      Jesus Christ.

      “The bigshot record producer who had some commune going in his Hollywood Hills mansion and eventually got tagged for unlawful sexual intercourse with minors?” Hutch asked, hoping like fuck there was another Frank Groove out there.

      “That’s the one.”

      Goddammit.

      Lee kept hitting him with it.

      “Mabel’s mother was a part of that commune. Probably won’t surprise you, she got wound up in it when she was seventeen. At that time, Groove was forty-seven. The mom was there for a while. Three men, five women, eventually several children. They had CPS called on them repeatedly, considering Frank and his followers were busy taking drugs, getting drunk, and fucking, so the kids ran wild.”

      “Please tell me they were taken off them,” Hutch begged.

      “Sorry to say, I can’t do that. Groove explained to the authorities that people were animals. Once weaned, animals learned how to survive in the wild. So that’s what he expected of those kids, if you can call them having the run of a huge mansion ‘the wild.’ Nevertheless, the authorities saw they were fed. They were healthy. They had nice clothes, if they were often dirty. But they ate what they could get their hands on, or someone might make them a meal. They took baths only when someone remembered to tell them to. Shit like that.”

      Hutch closed his eyes at the thought that this had been Mabel’s life growing up.

      He opened them when Lee continued speaking.

      “One of the men was a teacher, so he taught them to read, write, add, but he did it whenever it took his fancy, until the state of California decided their version of homeschooling wasn’t actually homeschooling, and they had to prove they were educating those kids. In other words, at every turn, Groove slid by and kept doing what he was doing. And there were allegations he greased some palms if that didn’t look like it’d go his way.”

      “I hope there’s an ‘until.’”

      “There is. Mabel’s mom got tagged during a drug bust. It wasn’t her first arrest. It was her sixth. They threw the book at her. Considering she wrote ‘unknown’ as father on Mabel’s birth certificate, her child was taken from Groove and given to Mabel’s mother’s brother. This was before the rape charge.”

      “Thank fuck.”

      “No, Hutch,” Lee said quietly. “This is where it gets worse.”

      Worse than being messed up in Frank Groove’s commune?

      Hutch hung his head.

      But he listened.

      “Mabel’s uncle was an evangelical preacher.” He paused. “The fire and brimstone kind.”

      “Motherfucker,” Hutch whispered.

      “You can imagine, getting his hands on a ten-year-old wild child did not fit into his tidy religious life.”

      Good Christ.

      He saw them.

      Fucking hell.

      He’d touched them.

      Mabel had scars on her back. Only a few, and they were thin.

      They could be anything.

      Including the results of a whipping.

      “She was with him for three years,” Lee said. “He legally changed her name to Grace Maine. His last name. Her mother’s. Mabel’s mom got out, pushed to get her girl back, didn’t have much luck, until, during a visitation, Mabel shared what was going down at her uncle’s house.”

      “He whipped her.”

      “With a belt, yes.”

      Hutch couldn’t remain sitting anymore.

      He got up, and Hannibal got up with him, eyes locked to his dad’s face, alert.

      Worried.

      Hannibal was a good dog.

      In this case, he knew there was something to worry about.

      Hutch paced and Hannibal did it at his side.

      “Did the mom get her back?”

      “Yeah. The uncle also got a couple of years in prison and his own kids taken away from him. But the good news with that was he was out of her life for good. Mabel went from Tennessee, where the uncle lived, back to LA, where her mom did. The next name change, to Callie Maine.”

      “Does this shit even out?”

      “It doesn’t get worse than the first part, but, fucks me to say, that’s a low bar, so not really.”

      Fuck him.

      “Hit me with it, Lee.”

      “The mom didn’t have a lot of skills to provide for her and her daughter. She knew partying, endless money, a good time…and drugs. To keep them housed, clothed and fed, she dealt dope and held what she called ‘therapy sessions’ in her apartment, where she’d administer LSD and assist them with whatever enlightenment they were looking for.”

      “People do this shit legally now, Lee.”

      “Not with dicey street LSD, Hutch. She accidentally killed one of her clients. She went down for negligent homicide.”

      “Good fucking Christ,” Hutch bit off.

      “By this point, Mabel, an A student, mind you, got hooked up with some Hollywood hotshot’s son. The entire family loved her. She was seventeen, the dad helped her get emancipated, and she lived with them until she got a full ride to study business at USC.”

      “Academic full ride?” Hutch asked.

      “Yes. Her transcripts are impressive. During college, she interned for a tour company, and they hired her on after she got her degree. She’d broken up with her high school boyfriend by then, but we’ll just say, that family still considers her one of their own. Though, they don’t see her very often. Mabel has never gone back to LA, which is not a shock. The company sent her to their Florida office. She began her adult life in Orlando.”

      Hutch chanced sitting down again as he said, “Right.”

      “All’s good. She’s moving up in the company. She gets poached by a competitor company, makes more money. She’s got a side business she runs, refurbishing furniture. A hobby she’s making money from. She meets the man of her dreams, he gives her a ring, she says yes.”

      It felt like Hutch’s chest hollowed out.

      Never in his life had he had that feeling, and he hoped he never would again, because it felt shit.

      Lee kept talking.

      “They’re out at a romantic dinner, something he won from some business card drop or something, but the man had no idea it was a setup.”

      Hutch tensed again. “What kind of setup?”

      “You ever heard those ‘to catch a cheater’ things radio shows do?”

      Tensing had been good.

      “Jesus Christ, seriously?”

      “It wasn’t one of those. This was set up by the wife and her friends. But they showed at dinner, phones up, filming. He was engaged to Mabel, but he had a wife and two kids. It’s all over social media. The only good part about it is, those women saw immediately that she had no idea. She was just as shattered as the wife, maybe more so at that moment, because the wife already knew, and Mabel had no clue. When they let it loose on TikTok, they fuzzed out her face. But Brody got hold of the raw footage. I’ve seen it, and brother, seriously, it was gutting.”

      “Enter Mabel Adams,” Hutch said tonelessly.

      “Yeah. One thing you can say, when she’s ready to cut the weight that’s holding her down, she’s all in. New name. Left Orlando for Misted Pines. Trucked her ass all the way across the country. If she wants someone to know where she is, or what she’s called now, she has to tell them. Her mom, her uncle, or that fuck who made her the other woman, they’d have to find someone like me to find her. And just to say, that fuck is now divorced, predictably, so he might come looking. Not exactly hard, but as I’m sure you’ve discovered, you can’t do a couple of Google searches and find anything about her. Even the house she rents and the shop she runs in town is buried under an LLC that has three directors, and it’s in her new name.”

      “So at least, for that, she’s safe. But she went through all that shit, and now she’s living next to a cult.”

      “There’s something else.”

      Hutch blew out a sigh and decided it was a bourbon night.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Turns out, she was Frank Groove’s biological kid. Man was loaded, all this went down, he let her swing. Until he died recently, with a lot of his fortune used up in legal fees and just from blowing it by partying, still, he had some money, and that mansion. Mabel only learned he was her father after he died, because she inherited it all.”

      Hutch steadfastly ignored the chill that swept over his skin at the familiar feeling of this story and instead focused on the fact this was good for Mabel.

      But bad if Lars Enstrom ever heard of it.

      Lee kept going.

      “She instructed the executors to liquidate everything, and after his debts were paid, death duties, attorneys’ fees, she walked away with a little over a million dollars.”

      “That guy was known as a hitmaker,” Hutch noted. “And that was all he died with?”

      “That’s it. He owed everybody, including a bank who held his hefty home equity loan. But at least she’s got a healthy safety net, not to mention, his royalties and residuals.”

      “Or a huge chunk of money some fucked-in-the-head asshole who trusses his women up in Little House on the Prairie dresses, without the flower prints, and puts them to work making pies can get his hands on through brainwashing.” He couldn’t imagine Mabel would ever fall to that. “Or intimidation.”

      “Maybe you need to sit on her,” Lee suggested.

      This idea held merit.

      The thing was, the more he was around her, the closer he came to caving.

      He’d learned his lesson with Bree.

      At least he hadn’t loved her like he had the other two.

      But fuck, the woman put him through four months of hell.

      It was always good in the beginning.

      Until it turned bad.

      That said, Mabel could move house. Duck out of their line of sight. Find a place in town that was populated.

      But that felt shit, Mabel having to do something as major as that when she should be able to live free.

      However, she had a shop. She had to have made friends in the area.

      She couldn’t just disappear from that cabin.

      Someone would go looking.

      Namely…Hutch.

      “Handle her with care,” Lee warned.

      He hadn’t been doing that, not even slightly.

      The thing was, he just learned what her life had been, and she was sassing him and strutting around in her sweet jeans, shirts, sweaters, silver and boots, baking sourdough bread.

      Jesus.

      His chest started hurting so bad, he had to rub it.

      “You need me to send Vance up there to put up some surveillance?” Lee offered.

      This wasn’t a bad idea.

      Hutch talked it out. “It’s been over a week, and they’ve left her alone. She got a note, their indictment on something she did. But they haven’t approached since. Even so, she reported it, and you know how things are around here. So my guess is, you know our sheriff isn’t sitting on his hands when he might have another problem that might blow up in the town’s face.”

      “You decide differently, you call. For Mabel Adams, it’ll be a freebie.”

      Lee was a soft touch when it came to women in general, and women in peril, specifically.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Good she’s got you close.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I got no more, brother, but I’ll repeat, I can do something, call on me.”

      “Thanks, Lee.”

      “Marker paid,” Lee said.

      And he hung up.

      Hutch headed to the bourbon.

      Once he poured it, he threw some back and turned to take in his kitchen.

      Before he got out of the Navy, he’d already decided what he was going to do when the Navy was no longer his life. He also decided where he was going to be.

      As far away from anybody as he could be.

      He’d never been a crowd person. He’d always been a loner. His father had been shocked when he’d enlisted, because to enlist, you gotta know how to work on a team. And not like sports. Doing it day in, day out, moment to moment.

      It wasn’t that Hutch didn’t like people, he just didn’t like a lot of them all at once.

      He could deal.

      It wasn’t a choice.

      It wasn’t a phobia.

      It was a preference.

      And he didn’t need much of anything.

      Outside of putting up the pens, after he moved in, he hadn’t changed a thing about this property. He got the furniture he needed, nothing more.

      Bree had given him endless shit about it.

      Your kitchen is god-awful. You need a new one.

      You need a TV. Not having a TV is just crazy.

      Would it kill you to hang a picture on the wall, Hutch?

      She hadn’t been the first with all that noise.

      But she had been the last.

      Not one woman he’d been remotely serious about wanted him just for him.

      Change this.

      Niggle that.

      Get out of the Navy so you’re home more.

      Work harder. Kiss ass. Go for that promotion.

      Be someone else.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t know how to compromise.

      He did.

      He just refused to compromise on the core of him being anything but who he was.

      He didn’t know if his old range could bake a loaf of sourdough bread.

      What he did know was that every woman who walked over his threshold saw his home as a huge waving red flag, sharing he was not a keeper.

      This was not his plan, but it worked for him anyway.

      He hated television. There was nothing worthwhile on it. It was a time suck and a mind fuck.

      He didn’t give a fuck about paintings on the wall.

      But if there was a single woman in this world who could handle him as he was, she could do whatever the fuck she wanted. He’d help. He’d pay. And if it made her happy, he’d be glad to do it.

      He wouldn’t like it, but he’d even mount a TV.

      But that first part was impossible to find.

      Since it happened, he’d refused to think about it, but learning everything about Mabel, it surfaced.

      I’m impressed.

      Another thing Bree rode his ass about?

      Live a little, Hutch. What’s an ice cream cone gonna hurt? It’s like you’re no fun.

      He closed his eyes thinking about ice cream and expended the effort it took to shake that off.

      Then Mabel’s words returned.

      I’m impressed.

      He opened his eyes.

      Not, Take it. Eat it. It won’t kill you. I worked hard on baking that bread.

      But, I’m impressed.

      He knew, as much as it wrecked him to be a part of that tribe, too many of the male population were dicks, douchebags, cheaters, losers, red pills, Peter Pans or straight up motherfuckers.

      But some men were just the men they were. Maybe too complicated. Maybe too simple. Maybe fucked up, and they needed to be seen.

      Hutch was all of those.

      He just hadn’t met a woman who was patient enough with any of them.

      He remembered a woman he’d been seeing for three months when he was still in the Navy. He was falling for her. It was time.

      So he started to tell her his history.

      She’d laughed.

      Right in his face, she’d laughed.

      When she saw he was pissed, she said, “Come on, Hutch. You gotta admit it’s funny. You have to laugh at these kinds of things.”

      He could not imagine a human in the world who would hear what he’d just told her and find it even vaguely funny.

      He’d broken up with her that night to her tears and tantrums, but he did it thankful he hadn’t given her the whole story.

      Now he had Mabel, who pulled up the inherent protective instinct that sent him to enlist in the Navy. That pushed him to go for SEAL training. That underlined the work he did with his pups.

      And he had Mabel, who’d lived the life she lived, which was indisputably worse than his—even if his was a tangled mess that never got straightened out, any chance of that ending tragically with a shotgun shell—and the woman made sourdough bread, refused to crate a dog who’d been in a shelter, got a creepy note from her creepier neighbors, and kept on going.

      On that thought, Hutch put his glass down, went out to see to the second feeding, made sure there was plenty of fresh water, came back in and poured another bourbon.

      He took his glass to his living room, got his guitar, sipped, strummed, and found himself writing another song in his head.

      And fuck him sideways, it was about Mabel.

      

      It wasn’t until much later, while he was on his back in bed, his dog on the floor at his side, snoring, that three thoughts occurred to him.

      The first, he needed a camera with an extreme telephoto lens.

      Harry and Rus were going about it wrong.

      They needed photos of the women.

      If they weren’t there of their own volition, it would be the women who were missing.

      Second, as soon as he got that camera, he was going back to the bluff.

      And third, he didn’t actually have to sit on Mabel.

      He could do the next best thing.
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      Brett turned his gaze to the heavens.

      I turned to look down to his kids.

      “Okay, this is the deal.”

      Two pairs of wide brown eyes gazed up at me.

      “First, this time, both your mom and dad have to say okay. And if they don’t, you can’t be mad, because they’ve said yes to everything so far, and that makes them the way coolest parents ever.”

      Liam didn’t buy my line.

      He screwed up his cute little face, probably already knowing this was a no go.

      Then again, I’d been floating through the amazing Misted Pines Art Center opening, rows of tents with all the good stuff you could ever need, wafting Rich Auntie vibes in my wake and spoiling the shit out of my shop manager’s kids.

      To wit, Liam had a Captain America mask painted on his face, courtesy of moi (and the librarians at the Misted Pines Public Library). Emma was a kitty (again, me). They’d both sucked back Italian sodas from the Aromacobana tent (also me), which was the start of the sugar rush. We’d stood with me shelling out dollar after dollar (after dollar) while they threw hoops to win prizes at the MPHS cheerleaders’ fundraising drive to go to some camp.

      Just to say, both kids walked away with prizes.

      And the cheerleaders were probably going to that camp first class.

      The cotton candy machine made Emma’s eyes get so wide, I thought they’d pop out of her cute little face.

      “It’s pink!” she’d screeched.

      So she got cotton candy, as did Liam (his was blue), and the high school band got six dollars.

      Of course, I made certain I had nonverbal permission from Mom and/or Dad (mostly Mom) for all of these things. I wasn’t a heathen.

      But I was seeing, now that Liam had picked three caramel apples (mini-M&M’s, turtle and chocolate chip and mini marshmallows) and Emma had picked two (rocky road, and another vote for mini-M&M’s), I might have created a monster or two, and Brett was coming to the end of his tether.

      I had to rein it in.

      Fortunately, Abigail was giggling herself sick.

      She turned to her husband. “Just think, honey. They’re never going to want to come home with us. They’ll want to go to Mabel’s so she can spoil them for all their days. We’ll be childless again.” She clutched his arm and leaned in. “All that freedom.”

      Overhearing this, Emma threw her skinny, little girl arms around Tonks’s neck and shouted, “Yay! If I live with Mabel, I get a doggie!”

      Tonks rewarded this love with a full side-of-the-face lick, ruining her kitty paint.

      Emma dissolved into giggles.

      Needless to say, my dog was in her element with people, kids, and all sorts of stuff to smell, including other dogs’ booties.

      She was in heaven.

      And she’d been my perfect little puppers angel.

      I was in heaven too, and having an extremist Christian cult as neighbors notwithstanding, the Misted Pines Art Center opening was winning me way over to the side of staying.

      I had not lived in a small town in my life. Even when I was with my uncle, he lived in a suburb of Memphis.

      This was real small-town living.

      And I was here for it.

      It felt, after thirty-one years, like I’d finally come home.

      “Right, Buckner family huddle, plus me,” I stated. “New proposed deal. I buy the caramel apples if the kids not only agree they have to wait to eat them, but when they do, they get one each, and they have to share them with the entire family.”

      “M&M’s!” Liam yelled.

      “Ruggy road!” Emma shrieked.

      That had me giggling.

      “Mabel.”

      My name in Hutch’s voice switched the giggling to shivering.

      I turned.

      And there he was in all his glory, the sun shining on his burnished hair, his wardrobe selection for the day being a short-sleeved burgundy T-shirt over a long-sleeved gray one, jeans, his scuffed-up boots, with the addition of some smoked-lensed, gold-rimmed sunglasses that made me need a bathroom, STAT, so I could ascertain if my panties just did, indeed, melt.

      I hadn’t seen that T-shirt look on a guy in years, and I was all in for a revival.

      Since I’d met him, I’d thought he’d been growing a beard.

      He was cleanshaven now.

      Except a thick mustache.

      No, I didn’t need to check.

      I knew my panties were toast.

      “Ahnahtha doggie!” Emma squealed and threw herself at the animal sitting at Hutch’s feet.

      Brett jumped forward. Abigail did too.

      But I was closer, and at just a glance at his dog, I caught her shoulder and pulled her back.

      This had to be Hannibal.

      All black, with fur so glossy, it was extraordinary. All muscle, lots of it. He had floppy ears and long jowls.

      He was adorable.

      He was also huge.

      “Hannibal loves kids,” Hutch said to Abigail and Brett.

      “Hannibal?” Brett asked, clearly skeptical of that name and Hutch’s assertion.

      “The Carthaginian general, not Anthony Hopkins,” I said to save Hutch from having to.

      Brett looked to me.

      Abigail’s eyes zoomed in on me so hard, I was sure she was reading my X-ray.

      She then oh-so-slowly raised her brows.

      I ignored her and started the introductions.

      “Hutch, this is Abigail and Brett. Abigail is a friend, and she works with me at my store. And these are their kids, Liam and Emma.”

      As far as I knew, Hutch didn’t know about my store. We spent time together, but it wasn’t get-to-know you time. It was get-the-dog-to-learn-to-stay time.

      Even so, he didn’t blink when I said that.

      Nor did he ask about it.

      Liam was staring up at Hutch with his mouth hanging open (I got where the kid was coming from).

      Emma was skipping in place, and she singsonged, “Hiya, Missa Hutch.”

      “Yo,” he said to her.

      She giggled for the seven thousandth time that day.

      “Abigail, Brett, this is Hutch,” I said to my friends to close out the introductions.

      “How’s it goin’, man?” Brett asked, offering his hand.

      “Can’t complain,” Hutch said, taking it.

      They shook and Hutch turned to Abigail.

      She offered her hand. He took it.

      And after giving him the once over known around the world as the BFF Preliminary Eye Test, she let him go and said, “Lovely to meet you.”

      “Same,” Hutch grunted.

      “Can I pet your doggie?” Emma requested belatedly.

      “Sure can,” Hutch said.

      She went for it even as Abigail cautioned, “Go slow, baby.”

      She went slow and patted Hannibal on the head repeatedly, and the big softie just blinked his eyes every time her hand landed what looked like somewhat hard on his skull.

      Tonks got jealous and started nosing in.

      Hannibal didn’t flinch at another dog that close. Didn’t even move.

      But Emma did.

      Another neck hug for Tonks and Hutch was informed, “This is my first doggie. Yours can be my second.”

      “That’s a deal,” Hutch said.

      “We were picking caramel apples, maybe, if Mom and Dad are groovy with it,” I explained.

      Emma popped back from Tonks and shouted, “Ruggy road!”

      “You’ll wait for after dinner?” Brett asked.

      She held her belly and jumped on her toes. “Yes, Daddy! Yes!”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Brett said to me. “This time it’s on me. What do you want?”

      “Totally M&M,” I said.

      Liam shuffled to me, leaned against my side, still staring at Hutch, but I bent to him.

      “M&M for you too?” I asked quietly.

      Suddenly bashful, he nodded.

      “M&M for me too, brother,” Hutch said, pulling his wallet out of his back jeans pocket.

      Brett used his fingers to punctuate his order to the kid behind the table. “Three M&M. One rocky road. A turtle and a s’more.”

      Abigail leaned into her husband again. “S’more, baby. You know me so well.”

      He bent his head to kiss her.

      They were cute and all.

      But I was staring at Hutch.

      After he handed over his ten bucks, he caught my eye.

      M&M? I mouthed.

      His shades dipped down to Liam.

      Oh wow.

      He didn’t miss the instant hero worship.

      Mr. Clean Eating wasn’t going to eat it. He just wanted Liam to think he was like the cool guy.

      God, I wished I could kiss him.

      Uh…

      Dang.

      Where did that come from?

      We weren’t in the lover zone, we weren’t even in the friend zone.

      Then again, I’d always been a sucker for men who knew how to handle children with care, and it didn’t take ten years of therapy to understand where that came from (or the three years of therapy I’d actually had).

      Adding on to that, for one night, we had been in the lover zone. And it had been a very good night.

      Thank you, I mouthed.

      He jutted up his chin.

      Yeesh.

      Dudes.

      Emma got tired of the furry cuties and latched onto another kind of cutie, that being Hutch’s hand.

      I got a heart skip and a secret quiver watching his big, strong hand engulf her tiny one.

      Skipping in place again, she stared up at him and asked, “Are you gonna walk with us through the fair?”

      “You want me to?” he asked back.

      “Yeah. You got a doggie.”

      Boy, when she got older, and Hutch would undoubtedly still be Hutch, I hoped she didn’t remember she picked the dog over the guy even while holding the guy’s hand. She’d never forgive herself for it.

      “Then I will,” Hutch agreed. “Wanna help me hold his leash?”

      She let him go and clutched her hands to her chest like that had been her dearest wish all her life and squealed, “Yes, please!”

      He offered his hand that held the leash. “Right. Hold onto the loop really tight.”

      Concentrating, she grabbed on even though Hutch hadn’t let go.

      Once Brett secured the paper bags filled with caramel apples, we set on our way.

      Abigail gave me you are soooooooo gonna spill eyes.

      To avoid that, I scurried ahead and fell in step by Hutch and Emma.

      “How’s the rescue tent going?” I asked.

      “With this crowd, we’re gonna run out of organic treats,” he replied.

      “Any adoptions?”

      “We brought four cats and six dogs. So far, the board has thirteen applications to go through tonight, which means at least three are gonna be disappointed. But we hope they’ll hit the shelter and try again.”

      I smiled at him.

      His head shifted the barest hint in a manner I got the impression his eyes behind his shades were resting on my mouth.

      “Six doggies?” Emma butted in, thankfully before I did something stupid, like jumped him so I could try out that mustache.

      She’d given up on the skipping and was now doing weird little kid lunges to propel herself forward, still with her hand clenched to Hannibal’s leash.

      “Mr. Hutch is the president of the board at an animal rescue and wildlife sanctuary,” I told Emma.

      Abigail and Brett were herding Liam on the other side of Emma and Hannibal. I was on the opposite side of Hutch. So I caught Abigail leaning forward and nonverbally communicating the threat to strap me into the iron maiden until she got the skinny on how I knew Hutch’s dog was named after a Carthaginian general and he was president of the board of a rescue and sanctuary.

      “Sang-you-wary?” Emma asked.

      “It’s where they keep dogs and cats safe until their forever families can come and pick them up,” I explained. “It’s also where they take care of hurt wildlife, like owls and eagles and moose and wolverines.”

      Emma froze mid-lunge, looked up to Hutch and shouted, “I wanna see a moose!”

      “That can be arranged,” Hutch told her.

      Getting her way got her moving again.

      “You save animals?” Liam asked quietly.

      “Do my best, bud. Though, for the hurt ones, we got people with special training who take care of bones and wings and hooves and all that stuff,” Hutch answered.

      “Whoa,” Liam whispered as hero worship went into overdrive.

      “Don’t look at me. Nothing to see here. I just released a swimmer who made it all the way,” Brett muttered good-naturedly.

      Abigail poked him in the ribs with her elbow.

      Hutch looked to Abigail and Brett. “We do tours. It’s safe. All the animals are in pens. It’s up at Stony Bluff.”

      “Think I heard of that,” Brett said.

      “Can we go, Dad?” Liam asked.

      Brett smiled at his son. “Sure, kid.”

      His mom’s grin split Liam’s face ear to ear.

      “Bazgetball!” Emma hollered, let the leash go, and zigged and zagged through people to get to the basketball hoop, run by, you guessed it, the MPHS basketball team.

      The rest of us made it to her just in time for her to do her toe jumping thing again and beg, “Can I shoot, Daddy? Please, please, please?” She turned and pointed at a huge pink teddy bear that was likely two inches taller than her. “I want that!”

      “You can, hon, but you gotta make twenty shots consecutively to win it,” Brett warned.

      “I can do that,” Emma asserted, even if it was highly doubtful she knew the word consecutively or could throw a basketball more than four feet.

      “I’m not sure even Kevin Durant can do that,” Abigail muttered.

      “Will you hold this?” Hutch asked Liam solemnly, offering Hannibal’s lead to the boy.

      His shades flicked up to Abigail, something passed between them, and she nodded.

      But I knew, if Hutch told Hannibal to stay, he wouldn’t move, but Liam would think he was in control of a massive, glossy black, muscle-packed dog.

      I mean, who was this guy?

      “Okay,” Liam replied reverently and took the leash.

      “Hannibal, stay,” Hutch ordered.

      The dog licked his chops and settled next to Liam on his behind.

      Hutch moved away and gave the tall, gangly high school kid five dollars for three goes.

      I checked the rule sign, and it said, if you got all three, you won a prize and got to keep going, the prizes getting nicer the more baskets you made. But if you missed, you had to start again.

      Hutch took the ball and set up at a line that was probably several inches farther than a free-throw line.

      While he was doing this, Abigail sidled up beside me. I knew she was going to say something, but then Hutch sprang up, his arms in the air, his wrists flicking, the hem of both tees riding up to show his six pack, and she didn’t speak.

      My own mouth went a little dry (okay, a lot dry).

      But the ball went whoosh!

      “Yay, Missa Hutch!” Emma cried.

      The kid brought the ball back.

      Hutch barely set up before he let go and…

      Whoosh!

      This time, the kid eyed him like he wasn’t bored out of his skull and would prefer to be hanging with his buds or holding hands walking the tent aisles with his main squeeze.

      And…

      Whoosh!

      “You win a prize,” the kid said, handing him the ball.

      Hutch took it and…

      Whoosh!

      The kid jerked around to stare at the net as that happened.

      He went after the ball and brought it to Hutch.

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      A crowd was forming.

      Emma had declared herself Hutch’s one-girl cheerleading squad and was shouting her encouragement while she did random straight arm moves and kicked out her hips.

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      The kid brought back the ball, his eyes wide, his Adam’s apple bobbing and…

      Whoosh!

      “That’s fifteen,” the kid said, handing him the ball. “You get to pick from that shelf⁠—”

      Whoosh!

      I jumped and clapped.

      “Oh my God, Hutch! You go!” I yelled.

      Whoosh!

      Whoosh!

      We had a huge crowd and now everyone was shouting encouragement.

      Whoosh!

      At this point, the kid was as excited as everyone else.

      “One more, man, you got this!” he yelled, bending his knees and leaning over, shifting his weight from foot to foot and clapping his hands like Hutch was going to pass him the ball.

      But I was freaking.

      He was this close to winning.

      What if he⁠—?

      Whoosh!

      A wave of sound struck us as the crowd went wild, and being part of that crowd, Tonks danced and howled.

      I was so into it, dragging my dog with me, I threw myself at him.

      He caught me at the waist with one arm and pulled me up his body.

      “Oh my God, honey!” I yelled in his face. “That was so rad!”

      He gave me a squeeze, the most miniscule lip twitch in history that was almost, but not quite, indicative of a smile, and sliding me slowly down his lean, hard frame, he dropped me to my feet.

      It was only then I realized what had just happened.

      And part of that was he not only didn’t push me away, he didn’t make it awkward.

      He was right there with me.

      “And we have a winner!” the kid yelled like a circus barker, bringing over the pink bear and handing it to Hutch with his own version of hero worship on his face.

      Hutch instantly turned and handed it to Emma.

      She struggled with it, listing and almost going down, but by damn, she kept hold of the bear and her feet, even as she shouted from behind yards of fake pink fur, “Thank you, Missa Hutch!”

      “You get a personal tour of the sanctuary with me, if your parents are okay with that,” he said to Liam.

      Clearly, this was no consolation prize.

      Liam’s head whipped round to his dad. “Can I, Dad?”

      “Of course,” Brett said, grinning.

      “I wanna see a moose!” Emma cried.

      “Mr. Hutch got you the bear,” Liam pointed out.

      She bit her lip in indecision, then hugged her bear tight.

      “Good choice,” I told her, even though I knew, when this tour happened, Abigail and Brett would bring her too.

      “How about I go put that in the car?” Brett said, prying the mammoth blob of pink fuzz from his daughter. Before he took off, he looked at Hutch. “Thanks, man. That was spectacular.”

      Hutch shrugged.

      Brett handed Hutch his caramel apple and took off.

      Hutch took the leash from Liam with a “Thanks, bud.”

      “Anytime,” Liam chirped.

      Hutch turned to me. “I gotta get back to the tent. See you Monday.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Later, Hutch. And again, that was awesome.”

      Another chin jut before he offered a high five to Liam, who enthusiastically gave it to him, then one to Emma, who missed his hand completely and melted into more giggles. He dipped his chin to Abigail, and he and Hannibal strolled away.

      As Emma and Liam (and I) stared longingly at his tall, departing body, Abigail again sidled up to me.

      “Don’t start,” I said out of the corner of my mouth before she could begin. Then I offered, “He’s Tonks’s trainer.”

      “I have never once questioned my decision to marry my beloved husband, but still, in another universe, I wish that man would train me,” she replied.

      She had no idea.

      “So…” she drawled. “We don’t have a dog. I’m unaware. Is it etiquette to throw yourself at your dog trainer after he performs a miraculous feat for a three-year-old?”

      I turned to her and deadpanned, “Yes. A miraculous feat is a miraculous feat.”

      She gave me a knowing look and bumped me with her hip.

      “Full story later,” she declared, then, before I could demur, she called, “Right, kids, who wants to take a go at a pottery wheel?”

      Emma raised her hand, bopped repeatedly, and even though it was likely she had no clue what a pottery wheel was, she yelled, “Me! Me! Me! Me!”

      “The good thing about all of this, tonight, they’re gonna crash so hard, Brett and I can play high school basketball stud and his cheerleader,” she said under her breath to me.

      I snorted.

      “Can I hold Tonks’s lead?” Liam asked me.

      “She’s my new baby, and I’m happy for you to do that, but only if you let me help,” I replied.

      “I can let you help,” he said.

      We shared Tonks’s lead.

      And I did everything I could not to search out the Stony Bluff Animal Rescue tent so I could catch a look at Hutch again.

      I did not best that feat and saw him talking to yet another criminally handsome Misted Pines mountain man. This one had a baby on his hip, a mini-me little boy at his side who looked to be about ten or so, and a gorgeous blonde tucked to his other side with his arm slung around her neck.

      They seemed really friendly.

      I couldn’t imagine grumpy Hutch with friends.

      Then again, I couldn’t imagine him whooshing twenty basketballs for a little girl.

      And he did.

      He also sang beautiful, sad songs.

      Honestly?

      I didn’t know what to do with that guy.

      Everything he said shouted, Back off!

      But everything he did said something else entirely.

      I wasn’t going to come up with any answers standing there stupidly staring at him across a big parking lot.

      And anyway, he might catch me stupidly staring.

      So instead, I got stuck in and then I got muddy.

      

      Hours later, after Abigail and I got down to business and talked three artists (one who made the most beautiful glass nightlights, another who stitched gorgeous quilts, and the last who wove remarkable baskets) into stopping in the shop to consider our vendor contract, the Buckner family walked me to my truck.

      Emma’s little girl butt was on her daddy’s arm, she was flat out against his chest, head on his shoulder, drooping.

      Liam still had some steam, but he was powering down.

      So I got a big hug from their mom, a one-armed one from their dad, and finally, a curious look from their mother after she glanced into the driver’s side window of my car.

      “Fun day, guys, see you later,” I called as they moved away.

      Emma waved at me from over her father’s shoulder.

      “Bye, Miss Mabel,” Liam called.

      Abigail gave me the thumb-and-pinkie-extended hand to her ear, call me gesture.

      I turned to my car and froze as I looked through the window.

      On my seat was a paper bag, I knew, filled with a big M&M caramel apple.

      I checked my door. It was locked.

      “How did he⁠—?”

      It didn’t matter.

      I didn’t care.

      I opened the door, shifted the bag out of the way, dropped my other bags with it on the passenger side floor, snapped my fingers at my dog who popped into the cab before me, and hauled myself in.

      I did this smiling.
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      I was at my kitchen island making a turkey sandwich.

      It was afternoon the next day.

      I’d started it with homemade Nutella crepes with toasted almonds.

      Then Tonks and I moved out to do our perimeter walk, and annoyingly, but necessarily, whenever we were going along the south wood line, I got tense and more alert, which meant Tonks did too.

      But now it had been over a week since my neighbors left that note and…nothing.

      Maybe it was a blip.

      After our walk, Tonks and I got stuck in at the workshop.

      That week, full out of summer and careening headlong into fall, therefore likely the waning days of yard sales (and, thankfully, I’d hustled my ass off all spring and summer so we had plenty of vintage stock, and I’d picked up every cute (or cool, I thought) cast-off Christmas decoration, so we were good to go for that season), I’d not only scored an awesome shelving unit I was refinishing, but also three old, neglected Coach bags I knew I could bring back to life.

      Tonks had learned workshop time meant she didn’t get close to me unless I called her (see? she was so smart—totally special), so, since I’d stripped the shelves that week, I stained them that morning.

      I then turned my attention to the Coach bags, removed the hardware, went to town on them with Brasso, before I thoroughly cleaned the bags with leather cleaner. I stuffed them with tissue paper to bring back their shape, and they’d get a massive moisture massage with leather conditioner once the mild dampness of the cleaning had dried.

      At this point, I realized I was hungry, so Tonks and I went back into the house.

      And now I had a dog at my feet, watching with extreme focus as I made my sandwich, and a cat sitting on the stool opposite the counter from me, just her ears and yellow eyes appearing over the surface, and she was doing the same.

      As for me, I’d tried to keep busy, but my mind was consumed with what happened with Hutch yesterday.

      No, not true.

      It was consumed with what had happened with Hutch since the beginning.

      Yesterday, he was not Mr. Grouch.

      Yesterday, he was amazing.

      Friendly, great with kids, awesome with a basketball.

      “Was it a peace offering?” I asked Moxie.

      I was sure she cared about the state of play between me and Hutch, but she was more interested in my turkey sandwich.

      I broke off a piece of turkey and put it on the counter in front of her kitty face.

      She got up on her paws on the counter, sniffed the meat, sniffed it again, gave it a cautious lick, then took hold of it in her teeth, jumped off the stool and dashed somewhere she could eat in privacy.

      I pulled a whole slice off the pile and tossed it to Tonks.

      Whereas Moxie would make the treat last, Tonks caught it mid-air and swallowed it whole.

      “I wanna be a Moxie with food,” I told Tonks. “But I’m a Tonks.”

      Tonks woo-wooed her approval.

      I finished making my sandwich, put the stuff away, and went with my plate and my phone to the couch.

      Tonks came with me, giving me you know I’m starving eyes.

      “You got yours, this is for me,” I told her. Then ordered, “Down.”

      She didn’t hesitate. She lay down but put her head on the couch seat in front of me so she could continue to assert that she was starving.

      “So, if that was a peace offering from Hutch, I should accept, right?” I asked my dog.

      At the sound of the word “Hutch,” hear ears cocked, and when I was done talking, she woo-wooed softly.

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “And I know what that was, what started us. That was then. This is now. If he wanted something more, he’s had ample opportunity to communicate that to me. And I’m far from looking for any romantic entanglements. We know where we stand. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends, right?”

      That got a stronger woo-woo.

      “Right,” I agreed.

      I took a bite of sandwich, and while chewing, I grabbed my phone.

      I then texted Hutch, Right, Larry Bird. What gives?

      I put my phone down and went after my sandwich, not expecting an immediate response.

      But I got one…ish. It didn’t come immediately, but a few minutes later a text from Mr. Grouch (how I’d programmed him in, but if recent circumstances held strong, I might want to change that, and yeah, I was considering Larry Bird) showed on my screen.

      I snatched it up, half expecting him to tell me he didn’t appreciate getting texts from clients on a Sunday (not that I was paying him, but still).

      He didn’t tell me that.

      He told me, Basketball scholarship. Purdue. Point guard. And I didn’t let myself get rusty.

      I knew I had turkey and Swiss teeth as I grinned at my phone.

      I swallowed that, took another bite, and while chewing, texted back, Color a girl impressed. Or three of them, Emma, Abigail and me. Also the entire town of Misted Pines.

      I got back, A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. A pink teddy bear was on the line.

      Oh yeah.

      Yesterday was a peace offering.

      This was a whole new man.

      I didn’t know what prompted his change, but I wasn’t going to let the opportunity slide.

      In all seriousness, that was really cool of you.

      It wasn’t a big deal, he replied.

      It was to Emma, I returned.

      And me, I did not type out.

      I watched the three dots swirl, then, Kids need golden moments when they’re growing up.

      I stared at my phone for a long time, knowing that was the absolute truth.

      Then I typed, Yeah, they do. She’s young, but I doubt she’ll forget that.

      Before he could text again, I added, Also thanks for the apple.

      More watching the three dots then, Couldn’t let it go to waste.

      So, Navy SEAL, dog trainer extraordinaire and car thief? Even more impressed, I sent.

      Your truck is kickass, but it’s also old and easy to break into, he replied.

      Then before I could text again, I received, Good you don’t leave anything valuable in it.

      It wasn’t lost on me anyone with a coat hanger could get into my truck, but the nice part of what he said was that he noticed I wasn’t an idiot.

      Come Christmas I’m going to start a business delivering Christmas trees, I joked.

      He dropped a “Ha Ha” on that then sent, Playing at The Link tonight. You want to come with me?

      Oh man.

      I stared at my phone longer and harder that time, but I didn’t want him to think I was hesitating, or that I didn’t want to go, because I did.

      I so did.

      So I sent, Sure. Meet there or go together?

      And got, Together. Pick you up at 9:00.

      Even if my heart thumped hard in my chest at his reply, I knew this wasn’t a date.

      Or did I know this wasn’t a date?

      I’ll be ready, I said.

      He dropped a thumbs up on that.

      For a second, I didn’t move.

      After that second, I ate the rest of my sandwich thoughtfully.

      But I didn’t need those thoughts.

      I knew what I needed.

      A girlfriend to talk this out with.

      Although I texted regularly with Mona and Kacey, they knew nothing about the last week and a half of my life, outside getting Moxie and Tonks pictures.

      Hutch was a one-night good time, but he wasn’t a thing.

      And I didn’t want them worried about The Lion and The Lamb that, as time went by, seemed like they weren’t going to be an ongoing problem.

      But I’d had another revelation yesterday.

      I might have been mentally holding Abigail at arm’s length, but she had not been doing the same with me.

      I’d wanted to keep us as very friendly colleagues to protect my battered heart should I leave.

      But she considered me her friend.

      I took my plate to the sink, washed up, got Tonks’s lead, my phone, and took my dog out for her midday perimeter walk.

      After that was done, I sat on the steps to the porch with her tennis ball, pulled out my phone, and played toss with my dog while I called Abigail.

      “Oh my Gaaaaaaaaawwwwwd! I thought you’d never call!” she said as greeting.

      I smiled and Tonks dropped the ball in front of me.

      I threw it and asked, “Do you have time to chat?”

      “Sister, as I predicted, the kids didn’t even ask about the apples after dinner. They dropped dead asleep after pjs and teeth. So I rawked Brett’s world last night with my basketball stud, cheerleader fantasy. He didn’t even care it was Hutch who inspired it. I wore that man owt. He’s now napping, flat out in his lounger in front of a game. And I can assure you, he is not dreaming of football.”

      Tonks dropped again, and I threw the ball while I laughed.

      “And the kids are at my parents’. So,” she said in a rubbing-hands-together-excitedly tone, “spill all about your hottie-with-a-million-dollar-body dog trainer.”

      “Did you just quote Nickelback at me?” I asked.

      “Don’t tell Brett. He’s a music purist. He hates them. But a girls’ gotta rock.”

      Another laugh from me, then I hesitated.

      But in the end, I spilled all.

      Tonks’s entire tongue was lolling out, and she was breathing so heavily, her breath was wafting up the steps at me, so I was pretty sure we’d accomplished our quota on doggie exercise for the day or maybe even the whole week.

      And since I was getting chilled, and the clouds were rolling in, I got up and me and my dog went inside.

      I hadn’t noticed Abigail hadn’t said anything until after I took off Tonks’s leash, she headed direct to her water bowl, I locked my front door, and she said, “Okay, let’s start on good things. Three times? In one night?”

      At the memory, feeling warm, weirdly only in my chest and not parts south, I threw myself on the couch and confirmed, “Yeah.”

      “Good Lord, I’m never telling Brett that. He can get competitive. I’d enjoy it. But it might give him a coronary.”

      I smiled.

      “Now…um…your neighbors?” she asked cautiously.

      “I know. It was weird. Creepy as all hell. But between Hutch, Mrs. Matthews and a quiet, sweet guy named David, not to mention Tonks, I feel pretty safe.” Well, kinda safe, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. “Those and the fact I’d been here for months, nothing happened, and nothing’s happened since that note. And it isn’t like I haven’t been keeping company. Hutch is here a lot.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she hummed.

      “It isn’t that,” I negated quickly. “I think you probably got from yesterday that he’s not a man who won’t go after what he wants.”

      “Oh, I got that. Maybe the best pickup line I’ve ever heard is, ‘You followin’ me or am I followin’ you?’”

      There was precisely one man of my acquaintance who could pull off that level of cocky.

      And it was Hutch.

      “Okay, first,” she began, “non-negotiable, Brett and I are going to be keeping company with you up there too. If those people are watching you, I think you should have a lot of folks driving in and out of your place. I’ve heard of that outfit. The rumors aren’t positive, especially since we know those men don’t make those pies, and we’ve never seen any women. But you want to live and expect others to let you live, you return the favor. Them writing you that note is concerning. So Brett, and me, and once he hears of this, probably some of Brett’s friends are going to find occasion to drop by.”

      Her voice lowered when she went on.

      “I know you like your alone time, Mabel. I know you’ve got a fierce independent streak. We’ll have a mind to that. But you have to let us do this. When Brett finds out, this plan is the only thing that’s going to keep him from going direct to those folks and sharing a piece of his mind.”

      I was afraid of that.

      “I do like alone time, Abigail, but I also like people. So if it makes you feel better, and Brett, I’ll make us dinner this week and maybe, I don’t know, have a party or something.”

      “I know this, Liam was all about that sang-you-wary this morning. It was the only thing he could talk about. So maybe you can talk to your dog trainer about setting up that tour on Saturday, then we can all head to yours.”

      “That sounds good. I’ll talk to Hutch.”

      “Now, about Hutch.”

      Moxie jumped up on my stomach, stilled like the landscape was going to change and she needed to be prepared for it, then positioned herself horizontally on my chest and belly, and the minute I started stroking her, she closed her eyes and started purring.

      All this happened while I said, “Again, not a thing.”

      “Honey, you called him ‘honey.’”

      I did?

      Oh shit!

      I did.

      “I have a confession to make. I know Hutch,” she admitted.

      My hand stilled on Moxie’s soft fur.

      Her eyes opened.

      I resumed stroking.

      Her eyes closed.

      “You do?” I asked.

      “Right, not know him. I’ve heard of him. And I’ve heard of him because I know Bree Waddell. She’s been in the store a few times. She likes Gemma’s candles and Ida’s oatmeal mask.”

      “Bree Waddell?”

      “A woman in town who suffers from a pathological case of Pretty Girl Syndrome.”

      Uh-oh.

      “They dated,” Abigail told me. “I’m not in Bree’s friend posse, because she doesn’t have one due to Bree being Bree, but when that whole thing blew up, everyone in town was talking about it.”

      I tensed and asked, “Blew up?”

      “Restraining order.”

      My voice was pitched high. “Against Hutch?”

      “No, sister. Bree.”

      Oh God.

      Oh no.

      Crap.

      “I think they dated awhile,” Abigail said. “I also think Bree never heard the word ‘no’ in her life. Men bending over backward, kissing her ass. Women wanting to occupy her orbit in hopes of castoffs, but instead finding she wasn’t recruiting mean girls, she just was a mean girl. I never liked her. She’s beautiful, I’ll give her that. And she knows it. After the whole thing went down with Hutch, though, people started calling her Caroline.”

      “Caroline?”

      “You heard Outkast’s song ‘Roses’?”

      Holy hell.

      I laughed but said, “Yikes.”

      “Yeah. She keeps her head low now. And there’s a reason why. Hutch rocked her world by seeing through her, getting shot of her, and she didn’t like it. She also didn’t want to lose him, and she thought she could teach him a lesson. Gossip gets exaggerated, but I heard one story where she texted him one hundred times in a single day.”

      I’d had a taste of this, nowhere near as bad, so I was feeling nauseous, listening to the fact Hutch had endured it.

      But Abigail wasn’t done.

      “She’d pitch up at his place just to yell at him. He’d be sharing a drink at The Hole or The Halfway with Doc Riggs or Jaeger Rhett, and she’d turn up and give him shit. This went on for months, with things escalating, until she somehow got wind he was at the feedstore. And this isn’t exaggerated. There were witnesses. She laid into him. Followed him around the store, shouting at him. All that ‘Who do you think you are?’ and ‘You think you’ll do better than me? You’ll never do better than me,’ nonsense.”

      Gross.

      Abigail continued, “Word is, he didn’t even glance at her. Just bought his dog food, put it in his truck and got in. The problem was, he’d backed into a spot, behind which was the store, and she stood in front of his grille, shouting at him through the windshield. This went on a long time. He couldn’t leave. Eventually, the cops were called, by Hutch or someone else, I don’t know. They took her away. What I do know is, after that, Hutch slapped a restraining order on her.”

      “Did it stop?”

      “Word got round, some of that word got back around to her, it penetrated her Pretty Girl forcefield, that and the fact she could suddenly no longer snap her fingers and bring a man to heel. So yeah. It stopped. That was a couple of years ago, though, and small-town folks have long memories. I can’t know, but I don’t think she’s even had a date in all that time. I’m thinking that’s why she keeps her head low.”

      “That would be why,” I muttered, upset for Hutch that he had to go through that.

      And not insignificantly, maybe understanding why he was Mr. Grouch. Why he was a slam-bam-thank-you-ma’am, get-your-orgasm-and-go kind of guy.

      Maybe even why he extended his peace offering yesterday.

      In the time in between, I’d proved I wasn’t a psycho.

      This didn’t anger me.

      It wasn’t only women who men tore through, making them cautious, distrustful, which in turn made any new folks, romantic or not, but especially romantic, have to stand the test of time and prove themselves.

      Men experienced that too.

      And it sounded like Hutch sustained a wallop of it.

      I hated that, and the strength with which I hated it stunned even me.

      But I did.

      I wanted to find this Bree bitch and punch her in the throat.

      I told myself this was because he won Emma her teddy bear and made Liam’s year by offering him a private tour of the sanctuary.

      And I knew it was that.

      I also knew it wasn’t only that.

      “He’s into you,” Abigail said into my reverie.

      My heart clenched. “I really don’t think he is.”

      “Mabel, my guy is a husband. A dad. But he’s also a man. Emphasis on man. I have men friends. Brett knows what we have, who he is to me, and that I’m in it, at his side until we’re arthritic and drooling and drive our RV off a cliff to die side by side Thelma and Louise style.”

      I started laughing.

      She had amusement in her tone too as she carried on, “Brett doesn’t know that plan.”

      “Spring it on him at the minute,” I suggested.

      “I will,” she replied. “But back to what I was saying. I have men friends. A lot of them. And even if I might get caught up in a moment like the moment at the basketball net and gave a guy a hug, if he was my friend, he wouldn’t catch me and drag me up his body, or Brett would rip his head off. But he just wouldn’t do that because that’s not what guy friends do.”

      My stomach whooshed, and I whispered, “There’s a lot more about me you need to know.”

      “I guessed that,” she whispered back. “A guy?”

      A guy.

      And other stuff.

      “A guy,” I said.

      “Well, I’m a mom now, and with motherhood comes wisdom, says me. So listen to me when I say, just be in it. Don’t overthink it. Don’t draw a line in the sand you’ll regret you put there because you wished you’d crossed it. Don’t follow your head, or your heart. Follow your intuition. You’re a smart cookie, Mabel. If he’s moving you to the friend zone, then good. He seems like a super cool guy, and everyone needs friends. If it’s more, don’t close your mind to it. You with me?”

      Boy, the wisdom that hit her at Liam’s conception was killer.

      “I’m with you, Abigail.”

      “And just have fun,” she went on. “I want to hear the story, but my guess is, it’s a doozy. So after we navigate the shit times, it’s all about the good times. Let yourself have some good times, Mabel.”

      “I am. I will. And can I take this moment to reiterate how danged lucky I am you applied for that job?”

      “I know. I rock nearly as much as Nickelback.”

      Moxie shot me a glare at disturbing her when I burst out laughing.

      “I think you rock more than Nickelback, babe,” I replied.

      “Talk to Hutch. Let us know about this weekend. I hope he’s into it, because I think Brett thought he was the shit too.”

      “I’ll talk to him and let you know.”

      We gabbed for a while, then we let each other go.

      Moxie’s purrs had stopped, which meant she was asleep, and this meant I couldn’t move.

      I didn’t mind.

      Tonks had curled in her dog bed, a soft rain had started to fall, life was good.

      And I’d called Hutch “honey” yesterday, and he hadn’t said anything rude or done anything to reestablish boundaries.

      Just be in it, Abigail had advised.

      “Just be in it,” I whispered.

      And on a rainy, chilly day on a mountain, with my babies hanging with me, I just laid there…

      In it.
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      Hutch spent his Sunday working his dogs, because the next week, he had the last of the owners coming into town to go through a week of training before the dogs went away.

      He also spent it walking the entirety of his thirty acres to see if anyone had stolen any trees.

      They had not.

      He would have gone up to Stony bluff, but the camera he ordered yesterday morning to be overnighted from a camera shop in Spokane wouldn’t be there until tomorrow.

      And he’d spent it in a short text conversation with Mabel.

      Now, he had his guitar in his back cab and his eyes on the darkness of the south wood at Mabel’s place, scanning as he swung in at the front of her house.

      The door opened before he could even put his hand on his own to get out and collect her, and he stilled completely as he watched her walk out.

      She was wearing a dress.

      A long black dress with little flowers on it and a full skirt that went down to her ankles. It buttoned up the front, but those buttons didn’t start until mid-thigh, so as she walked, the skirt opened, showing she was wearing calf boots, along with exposing an eyeful of knee and the creamy skin of her thigh.

      She had her ever-present scarf wrapped around her throat, her denim jacket on, the long strap of her tan leather bag crossed her torso, but although her hair was down—as usual—it was curled—not as usual.

      And her makeup had been notched up from woman-on-the-go to woman-going-out.

      His crotch got tight in his jeans.

      Fucking hell.

      She did that irresistible woman skip across the porch, down the steps and to the passenger side door, her skirt flowing out behind her, now giving him a show with both her legs.

      She pulled herself in, plopped in the seat, her musky, flowery perfume filled his nostrils, she  turned to him and breathed, “Hi,” through a smile.

      This did not help the situation at his groin.

      None of it did.

      “Hey,” he replied, and fuck him, his voice was gruff.

      “Good day?” she asked, thankfully seeming not to notice his tone.

      “Yeah. You?”

      She nodded even if her head was turned the other way so she could grab the seatbelt.

      After he heard it click, he was about to put the truck into reverse, but he didn’t when her fingers curled around his forearm.

      He felt her touch there like it was on his cock.

      His plan was a good plan.

      But it was a dangerous one.

      He looked to her.

      She took her hand from his arm. “Okay, I have something kinda awkward to tell you, so I want to get it out of the way before we take off.”

      He felt his lats tighten, pulling his shoulders up.

      “Those fucks mess with you again?” he demanded.

      In her bright porch light, she appeared confused for a second, before she shook her head.

      “No, nothing about that. I just…listen, you know I’m a girl.”

      “Uh, yeah,” he grunted.

      He knew that all too well.

      Another of her bright smiles before it faded, and she said, “So, obviously, girls talk.”

      Ah, hell.

      She kept going.

      “And I talked to Abigail today. And yeah, by talk, I mean gossiped. So you should know I know about Bree.”

      His shoulders relaxed and he put the truck in reverse saying, “Everyone knows about Bree.”

      “I just didn’t want to know with you, um…not knowing I know.”

      She gave him that, put it out there right away, total honesty.

      And he knew about her whole life from birth, and she didn’t know he knew.

      He also wasn’t going to tell her.

      Shit.

      “Thanks, May,” he muttered after he hooked an arm around her seat to look behind them as he reversed, concentrating on what he was doing and unusually missing the shift of the feel of cab. “But Bree went all out not making it a secret.”

      “I hate you went through that,” she said as he started them down her lane.

      “It wasn’t much fun going through it.”

      “Did she really text you a hundred times in a day?”

      “Yup. And that didn’t happen on just one day.”

      “Good God. Why didn’t you block her?”

      “I did. But the messages still come in. You just don’t get them. If you unblock, you’ll see them all.”

      “Oh,” she mumbled. “I didn’t know that.”

      He swung a left on CR 10 and said nothing.

      “Abigail says she comes into the store. Thus, I’ll now be wearing rubber bands on my wrists whenever I’m in the store, so I’ll snap them if she ever comes in when I’m there to remind me violence is not the answer.”

      That almost made Hutch smile.

      It didn’t, but he felt his lips quirk.

      “She isn’t worth an assault charge,” he told her.

      “I don’t know,” she replied, sounding half joking, half serious.

      “Trust me, she isn’t,” he said to the half serious part.

      “Did the restraining order work?”

      “It was valid for six months. Saw the woman once, crossing Main when I was in my truck. Town that small, two years have passed, that’s all I’ve seen of her. Yeah, I think it worked.”

      “Good,” she muttered. Then, “Listen, Abigail also said that Liam was all about the sanctuary this morning. I know you’re busy, but⁠—”

      “When and where and I’ll be there.”

      “Saturday? Then everyone can come to mine and I’ll cook. And by everyone, that invitation is extended to you. Abigail thinks that if there’s a lot of activity at my place, comings and goings, my neighbors won’t see a single woman out in the boonies alone, but a single woman with a lot of friends who give a shit, and they won’t bother me anymore.”

      This was much the same plan as Hutch had, with some distinctions.

      “It’s a good idea.” He added on to that so she’d feel safer in her home. “And she’s probably right.”

      “If she is or isn’t, I love cooking. And it isn’t hard when you are to make the same thing, just healthier, so I can do something for you that you like, and it’ll be good, while I do something for them that they’ll like, but it might clog an artery.”

      And that almost made him laugh.

      The problem was, he had to concentrate on driving while his chest was squeezing with what she said, so he didn’t.

      “I’m in for the tour and what comes after, Mabel. Just talk to Abigail and give me timings.”

      “Okay.”

      He swung them into The Link.

      It was already crowded. Then again, when Lug got the word out that Hutch would be there, it usually was.

      He found a parking space, and they both climbed out, he got his guitar, and they headed in.

      Lug was at his spot behind the bar, and when he saw Hutch, he jerked up his chin, then his gaze turned curious and shifted to Mabel.

      Hutch guided her directly to the bar.

      “Yo, Hutch,” Lug greeted.

      “Lug, this is Mabel.”

      She offered a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Same,” Lug grunted when he shook it. “Like Hutch asked, got your seat reserved,” he told her. “Up front.”

      She blinked at Lug then blinked at Hutch.

      Hutch didn’t address it.

      He asked her, “What do you want to drink?”

      “Pale Ale,” she said.

      Hutch turned to Lug. “Take it out of my tips.”

      This was code, since Hutch didn’t get tips, nor did he get paid. He just played there on occasion because Hutch enjoyed playing and it brought people into his friend’s tiny bar.

      What the code meant was, put it on my tab and catch you later.

      Lug nodded.

      “You don’t have to pay,” Mabel told him.

      “If I did, then I wouldn’t,” he told her.

      She studied him a while before she mumbled, “You might be the most interesting guy I know.”

      That felt good.

      “And the most annoying,” she finished.

      Lug guffawed loudly as he handed her the beer.

      Hutch shot him a look that didn’t wipe the smile off his face, then he took Mabel’s elbow and led her through what amounted to a crowd at The Link and deposited her in a chair to the left of the aisle that had a scrawled sign that said Reserved Scotch-taped to it.

      He knew they all had eyes on him, on them.

      He knew probably every person at that bar either knew him, and about Bree, or they’d heard about him (and Bree), and likely they knew Mabel was the first woman he’d been seen in public with outside Nadia, Lucinda, or Lillian.

      Which was the plan.

      Lars Enstrom had homed in on Mr. Flannery.

      That meant he did his homework, decided his mark and went in for the kill.

      Logically, that line could extend to Lars making it his business to know who was on his patch.

      Hutch hadn’t had any trees felled. It was no secret what he did for a living, or what his career had been beforehand.

      Whoever dropped that note saw him either come or go, but they might not have known who he was.

      Enstrom would know.

      If word got round that Hutch was hanging at the Art Center opening with Mabel and her friends, taking Mabel in her pretty dress and curled hair to The Link, and showing her and her friends around the sanctuary, she’d be claimed.

      If Enstrom had it going on—and it would seem he did, building what he had on a possibly coerced inheritance, and keeping it for six years—knowing Hutch had claimed her, he wouldn’t get caught even looking at Mabel.

      And if he was the leader, he’d make sure his men knew that too.

      Make no mistake, Hutch knew this was a perilous game, because he knew he wanted her. He knew he liked her. It was not lost on him that she was not like any woman he’d ever met, and he liked that too. What he knew of her past, and what he’d lived in his own, she had no idea in some respect he’d trauma bonded with her. But he had.

      And not least of all of this, he knew she was into him.

      They’d connected through his music, and regardless of all the bickering and cross words (or maybe they were a result of it), that connection had never faded.

      So he somehow had to juggle attaining his goal without wounding her, because he was playacting for the public, but he had to keep it friendly for just her since, in the end, it was going nowhere. And at the same time he was doing all of this, he was keeping her safe.

      It was the most complicated, risky mission he’d ever been on.

      But he’d survived others.

      He’d best it.

      Or he hoped like fuck he would.

      He sat her in her seat then went to the stage.

      By the time he took off his jacket, got his guitar out, strummed a few chords to be sure it was in tune, and he looked at her again, the bag, scarf and jacket were gone, and he saw her dress was sleeveless and had tiny little ruffles around the sleeve holes.

      Shit, she was something.

      And shit yeah, this was risky.

      But he was going to go all out so she could live her life like she did yesterday, discussing caramel apples and ignoring her friend’s pointed looks and cheering a guy who was shooting hoops like she had skin in the game.

      Yeah.

      That was what he was gonna do.
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      He’d already fucked it.

      He’d pushed it too far when he’d sung until his voice got raspy, and instead of taking a break and getting some water, he’d looked to Mabel, who’d barely taken her eyes off him since he strummed his first chord, something that felt far too good for his peace of mind, and said into the microphone, “Babe, bring me your beer.”

      Everyone watched as she startled, then slowly got up, taking her beer to him.

      He took several sips while she gazed at him, not in shock, but like Hutch drinking from her glass was him eating her pussy.

      He’d handed it back, and even if he knew he’d crossed the line, as she walked back to her chair, he said, “That’s Mabel, folks. She’s new to town.”

      There was a collective, “Hi, Mabel!” to which she waved self-consciously, tucked her skirt under her ass and sat down.

      He cooled it after that.

      But he knew the damage was done with how quiet she was on the way back to her house.

      That said, no one could mistake the message Hutch had been sending, and he hoped whatever grapevine Enstrom was invariably tapped into, that message was received.

      They made her house, she turned to him and asked, “Do you want a nightcap or something?”

      He shouldn’t, for her.

      He still did.

      “Sounds good,” he said.

      They climbed out and she waited as he rounded his hood. They walked up to the porch together.

      She unlocked the door and let them in, going first to a singing Tonks.

      “Were you a good girl? You didn’t eat your sister, did you?” Mabel asked as she gave her dog a rubdown.

      Tonks howled, which could mean anything, but Hutch spied Moxie sticking her head between the slats on the railing at the edge of Mabel’s loft, so all good.

      “You want me to take her out?” he asked.

      She turned to him. “Would you? I’ll pour. I have beer, but I don’t have bourbon.”

      She remembered what he said he drank.

      It hadn’t been ten years ago when he told her.

      But she still remembered.

      “Beer’s good,” he said, heading to the leash.

      He and Tonks took a stroll. Tonks did her business. Hutch did a scan. Then they went back into the house.

      The bag, scarf and jacket were gone, there was a beer in a pint glass on a coaster on the coffee table, and Mabel was sinking into the couch as they walked in.

      He divested Tonks of her lead, and she galloped to Mabel.

      It was then he noticed that Mabel had a TV over her fireplace.

      He couldn’t say he’d hung with her in her place, but he’d never seen it on.

      He took off his jacket, dropped it on the back of the couch, joined her and reached for his beer, asking, “You a big TV person?”

      She swallowed the sip she was taking and turned to him. “Binge-watching and chill has its time and place.” She pointed to the couch. “That place would be here. But…not really. It’s usually only when I’m really run-down and need to recharge doing something that requires zero thinking.” She gave him a half smile. “Most TV requires zero thinking.”

      “I hear that,” he said into his glass.

      “Not a TV fan?”

      “Don’t own one.”

      Her head tipped to the side. “You don’t own a TV?”

      Surprise, but not incredulity.

      Interest, but not judgement.

      Yeah.

      Not like any woman he’d met.

      “I’ve got my dogs. I’ve got books. I’ve got my guitar. You erase the time of day you’re zoning out in front of that screen, or any screen, you suddenly have time to get your laundry done, your marketing done, emails answered, taxes filed, house cleaned or spend time with people who matter doing shit that feeds you.” He examined her face and finished, “I think you’re with me.”

      He said that last because he just noticed she was the same.

      Sourdough bread and a workshop twenty yards from her front door.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, staring at him.

      Tonks, as was Tonks’s wont, was hanging with Mabel, so when Moxie showed, she jumped into his lap.

      “You don’t have to—” she began.

      But he’d already started petting. “Won’t shock you when I say, I like animals, babe.”

      A small smile played at her pretty mouth. “Right.”

      She looked to the cold fireplace, reminding him one of the chores that he was going to be seeing to in order to put him visibly in her space was getting her some firewood. Fall was there, winter was coming, and she didn’t have any.

      She took another sip, then returned to him. “So, you write your own songs?”

      “Yup.”

      “I…they’re really good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Really good, Hutch,” she stressed. “I…well, I was just a kid, and it’s a long story, but I had occasion to be around a lot of musicians.”

      Yeah, through her fucked-up, piece-of-shit bio dad, Frank Groove.

      “And again, I was a kid,” she kept on. “But when I say a lot, I mean a lot, and you just soak that kind of thing in. You’re one of the best I’ve heard.”

      That surprised him.

      And it felt good.

      “You don’t want to do anything with your music?” she asked.

      But this didn’t surprise him.

      Push harder.

      Have ambition.

      Hustle for more.

      “I play guitar because it relaxes me. I write songs because that’s just who I am. None of them are on paper⁠—”

      “What?” she gasped.

      “They’re all in my head.”

      “All those songs are just in your head?”

      He wasn’t sure if he was feeling uncomfortable or getting pissed.

      “Yeah.”

      “All of them?”

      “Well…yeah. Bruce Springsteen doesn’t read from sheet music during a concert, Mabel,” he pointed out. “And he has a fuck of a lot larger library than I do.”

      “True,” she murmured.

      “He writes it down because he has a band. He writes it down because he records. I don’t, and never have played with a band. And I have no interest in recording. It’s mine. It’s part of me. Songs wind their way into my head and stay there. I play them and sing them simply because I like doing it. I don’t want to be rich. And I really don’t want to be famous. So I play for Lug, because he’s a bud and it lures people to his bar. And I play for me. And that’s it.”

      A slow grin spread across her face before she said, “That’s ridiculously cool.”

      Hutch’s heart stopped.

      She sipped then leaned forward to put her beer on a coaster on her coffee table, sat back and said, “I mean, your songs are so beautiful, your first inclination is, ‘everyone has to hear these.’ But they actually don’t. They’re yours. They’re your story. They’re obviously personal.”

      They were that.

      And he hadn’t sung his new one that night, the one about her.

      “There are probably countless masterpiece poems that died with their poet,” she went on. “Words we’ll never read. Feelings we’ll never have the opportunity to be voyeur to. And if that’s the artist’s choice, that’s how it should be.”

      “Yeah,” he grunted, because he had to push the word out due to the fact he couldn’t process how deeply she just got it.

      “All right,” she stated in a way that was prelude to an announcement, punctuating this by hopping a bit on her ass and turning more fully to face him. “I’m in this. And you’re in this.”

      He had no idea what she was talking about.

      “And I think we both know where we are in this,” she continued.

      He now had a suspicion of what she was talking about, but he still didn’t know.

      “So, as you can tell,”—she swept her hand in front of her—“I accepted your ‘let’s stop squabbling’ invitation. So, just to be sure I’m reading this right, now we’re friends.”

      Right.

      That was what she was talking about.

      “We’re friends,” he confirmed.

      “Okay, then, don’t get me wrong. It’s taking something to suggest this, but I’ll get it if you decline. I know where we are. If you say no, this won’t change.” She flapped her hand between them.

      He was back to being baffled.

      “Not following, May,” he replied.

      Her eyes lit for some reason when he said that.

      And then she pulled the earth out from under him.

      “What I’m suggesting is, we’re friends, and we know we’re good together…that way…so how about we be friends…with benefits?”

      He was glad he wasn’t taking a sip from his beer, or he’d have spewed it on her.

      She was watching him, and he didn’t miss the tension in her body.

      The tension had hit his body too.

      But one particular part of his anatomy was springing to attention.

      “Make no mistake, I want you again, Mabel,” he said low.

      She licked her lips—not fucking helping—and nodded. “Okay.”

      “And I want that bad,” he added.

      He watched her swallow.

      “But shit like that goes south.”

      “Not between two adults who get it,” she refuted.

      “You are not her, not even close, know that to your soul, Mabel. But Bree was essentially a fuck buddy. We didn’t have the same interests, but she was passable in bed, she could be good when she wasn’t being lazy and acting self-involved. We shared some drinks. We’d go out to dinner for the company. We’d hang for the same reason. But for the most part, anytime we got together, we did it with the end game of fucking. There were no promises. Nothing building. No deep conversations. I didn’t share about me, and I didn’t ask about her. What we had was surface, you couldn’t interpret it as anything else. We never discussed exclusivity, for example. And still, she got it in her head that there was more, and it twisted her up to do some seriously stupid shit.”

      “No, Hutch. Obviously, I don’t know her. And my conversation with Abigail didn’t get into any nitty-gritty. But from what I heard, I know women like her. What you had with her didn’t twist her up. That you dumped her, and she didn’t dump you, did.”

      That hit him like a bullet because…

      Christ.

      She was right.

      And she kept being that.

      “You taught her a lesson she never wanted to learn, but was eventually going to, that her beauty didn’t make her omnipotent. Although I’d never want you to go through that, ever, because that had to suck huge, it’s good she learned it now. She won’t always be beautiful. It’s better she knows that now before she hits forty, forty-five, and starts becoming invisible, as women often do. If she settles that deep into thinking her walking into a room will mean the world will be laid at her feet, bones get brittle with age, and it would crush her when she takes that fall.”

      “Not exactly glad to be of service, but you’re right,” he replied.

      “I’m just going to say, I had a really bad breakup before I came to Misted Pines.” She put that right out there too. “I’m not looking for a relationship. You’re interesting.” She smiled. “You can be grouchy, but even that’s interesting.”

      He frowned at her out of habit.

      She smiled bigger.

      And kept talking.

      “What I’m saying is, I’d like to get to know you better. As a friend. Not a fuck buddy, something more, but I’m not looking for that.” A ghost of dejection chased itself over her face before it vanished. “I don’t know if I’ll ever look for it again, my breakup was so…drama.”

      She didn’t know it, but he knew it was.

      Her voice dropped. “But we’re good together in that way. I’m not an idiot. I know feelings can change. But you aren’t looking for it. I’m not looking for it. We know the score before we’ve entered the game, and we both win. So, why not?”

      Oh yeah.

      Why the fuck not?

      You know why not, asshole, his brain fired at him.

      Her gaze went back to the fireplace, and she mumbled, “Okay, I kinda can’t believe I’m sitting here trying to talk a guy into fucking me.”

      “Babe,” he called.

      She looked to him.

      “I want you in my life,” he told her, and he watched the warmth hit her eyes and could actually see her holding her breath. “So you gotta agree to one rule.”

      She nodded.

      “Shit starts turning for you, you tell me, same my way, then we back off and protect,”—now it was him waving his hand between them—“this.”

      “I can agree to that,” she said softly.

      Her voice, face, hair…that dress.

      Her.

      “One more rule,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I agree friends with benefits, not fuck buddies, but it’s exclusive. You find someone else, you cut me loose.”

      The ghost of something else moved over her face, he read it, but he refused to categorize it.

      “I can do that too,” she agreed.

      They sat there and stared at each other.

      Moxie, smart cat that she was, felt the vibe and jumped from his lap.

      Hutch broke their staring to put his glass down.

      When he sat back, he’d barely locked eyes with her again before they were across the couch, in each other’s arms, and attacking each other’s mouths.

      Having had her, knowing how much there was to have, and spending so much time wanting her and thinking he’d never get this again, Hutch had no hope of finessing this.

      So it was good to learn she’d been experiencing the same thing.

      The foreplay started on the couch, lasted across the floor, where her dress and his shirt were discarded.

      It wound up the stairs, where their boots and socks were left.

      It continued across her bedroom, where she lost her bra, and he shucked his jeans.

      And it fell across her bed.

      They barely landed before he hiked her up so her head was hanging over the opposite side, he grasped her behind her knees, pushing them up and out, and he buried his face in her pretty, wet pussy.

      Her hand fisted in his hair, her legs tensed in his hold, using it to rock herself up to force him deeper.

      He didn’t need the invitation, but he took the opportunity.

      He had his tongue buried inside her when she panted, “You, you, you.”

      He left her to reach his jeans, dragged them to him, pulled out his wallet, the strip of condoms, tore one off and then opened it, rolled it on, and turned to her.

      He was inside her before his weight fully hit her.

      Oh yeah.

      Zero finesse.

      She didn’t mind in the slightest.

      He watched her neck arch and felt her back do it as her pussy clutched his dick.

      He clamped an arm around her hips to hold her steady, rested a forearm on the bed so he wouldn’t crush her, and Hutch rode her, hard and rough, never taking his eyes from her face, or eventually her eyes when she latched onto his hair with a death grip and her gaze egged him to fuck her faster, rougher, harder.

      He gave it to her, and to him.

      He shifted his hips to find the right spot, drove hard, and her mouth opened in a silent moan as she took one fist out of his hair to embed her nails into his back, and he felt her cunt convulse around his driving cock.

      She got hers, thank fuck, he let go and took his on a heavy grunt and a long groan.

      Good Christ, even off the hook, no skill, no control, she was the best fuck he’d ever had.

      Or maybe it was because of all of that.

      He kissed her neck, her chest, pulled out and rolled to his back, digging an arm under her to curl her to his side.

      They were both breathing heavily.

      Even so, she pushed out, “I approve of the mustache.”

      Hutch’s lips hitched with amusement. “Good to know.”

      “You give great head.”

      “Not sure how you’d know. I was only goin’ down on you for ten second before you demanded my cock.”

      “Excuse me, it was more like fifteen seconds,” she disputed.

      He was in too good of a mood to argue, even if he knew she was joking. “Okay, fifteen.”

      “And you didn’t at all avoid that area the last time,’ she pointed out.

      No, he hadn’t.

      Not at all.

      She pushed up, resting a hand on his chest, and looked down on him.

      “Admit it, Hutch. I’m a genius.”

      “I’ll admit it, even if I don’t know what you’re genius at.”

      She grinned big.

      Her hair a mess from sex, her lips swollen, her eyes bright.

      She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “This friends with benefits thing is gonna rock,” she decreed.

      It was going to be a disaster.

      But taking in her shining, sated eyes, feeling her happy vibe, he knew, if she wanted him, he was going to give himself to her, give this feeling to her, taking her in return, for as long as it took for it to blow up in both of their faces.

      Because Ranger Emmett “Hutch” Hutchison could no sooner stop himself from spreading harm and misery to the people he cared about than he could quit breathing.

      It was in the genes.
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      Monday morning, I didn’t wake up to a Post-it note.

      I woke to my hair being gently tucked behind my ear.

      My eyes slid open and to the side, and there was Hutch, his stubble, his mustache…him.

      “Got dogs to feed, babe,” he whispered.

      “Okay,” I whispered back.

      “Took Tonks out. Both are fed. You’re good for a lie in.”

      He was the best.

      “Thanks.”

      “Be back at one.”

      “Right.”

      He smiled.

      I experienced cardiac arrest.

      I’d never seen him smile. A hitch of his lips, at most.

      A full smile, never.

      It was…

      Magic.

      “Bed gets crowded with four breathing beings in it,” he stated.

      Oh no.

      “Tonks and Moxie sleep with me,” I told him something he couldn’t have missed.

      Still smiling, he said, “Yeah, I know. We were locked in place last night because Tonks claimed our feet.”

      I stretched my lips in an eek!

      “And shins,” he carried on. “And Moxie claimed Tonks.”

      “Doesn’t Hannibal sleep with you?”

      “I don’t let him. He has a dog bed beside mine.”

      “Is that a problem for you? Tonks and Moxie, I mean.”

      “Your house, your pets, your rules. And just to say, the hardest thing to train Hannibal to do was sleep in his own bed when I kicked him out of mine because he’s a bed hog and he snores.” Long pause. “Bad.”

      This time, I smiled.

      His eyes moved over my face and then came back to mine even as his hand moved to pull the covers up my bare shoulder. “Your furnace sucks hard, May.”

      “I noticed that.”

      “The thermostat is jacked up to eighty, and it can’t be seventy in here.”

      “I should probably talk to Mrs. Matthews about that.”

      “I’ll look at it after training. You also need firewood. You know how to build a fire?”

      “Stack logs and toss a match on them?”

      Another smile. “Not quite. I’ll teach you that too.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      He tipped his glorious head to the side.

      “You gonna lay there or are you gonna kiss me?” he asked.

      “Last night was energetic,” I reminded him.

      He kept up his beautiful smile. “Yeah, I was there. And mind you, I did most of the work.”

      I rolled my eyes, held the covers to my chest, but pushed up and pressed my lips to his.

      He took over, his tongue spiked into my mouth, and we made out hot and heavy, to the point I thought he was going to take off the clothes he foolishly put on, but then he ended it.

      “I want you careful today,” he said quietly. “I spent the night.”

      I knew what he meant, and I refused to allow it to douse this moment with unwanted cold water.

      I nodded. “Okay, honey.”

      Cupping the back, he pulled my head down so he could kiss the top of my hair.

      He let me go. “Now, go back to sleep. See you later.”

      “Later, Hutch.”

      The wrinkles at the sides of his eyes deepened in an extraordinary smile that didn’t reach his lips before I watched him walk away.

      

      Nine o’clock that morning, I was in the workshop, doing the finishing on the shelves, when Hutch called.

      “You get a note?” he asked.

      “Nope,” I answered.

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing,” I confirmed.

      “Good. See you in a few hours.”

      “You want me to have lunch ready for you?”

      “I’ll have eaten. But since I’m comin’ back later so we can enjoy our benefits, you could make dinner.”

      “One baked chicken breast and a pile of broccoli boiled to mush coming right up,” I quipped.

      “Smartass,” he muttered, but I could hear the humor in his tone. “Later, babe.”

      “Later, Hutch.”

      We hung up.

      

      Incidentally, I made us my garlic roast chicken, mashed potatoes, and broccoli not boiled to mush but boiled and served still with some bite and yummy.

      Hutch waved away the gravy.

      And only I had a dinner roll.

      

      Later that evening, Hutch had his fingers laced in mine, my hand held over my head in the pillow, the fingers of his other hand clamped on the back of my neck, his mouth devouring mine, while my legs clutched his hips, and he fucked me.

      I’d never known a man who didn’t allow a woman to take the top so he could get all the goodness without doing any of the work, but by damn, Hutch Hutchison was not a surrender-the-dominant-position kind of guy.

      Not remotely.

      He also wasn’t a talker.

      Not dirty talk, not encouragement, not verbal indication he liked something or wanted something.

      There were grunts and growls and groans that mingled with my whimpers, pants, gasps and moans, wet noises, flesh meeting flesh.

      But other than that, it was connection, touch, taste, smell and feel.

      Lots and lots of feel.

      I liked it. It was intense. Powerful. There were no distractions. Nothing else to concentrate on other than him and me, wringing as much pleasure out of each other as we could, and eventual climax.

      Oh, and he could hit the G-spot magnificently.

      This round was going to be a clit climax, I knew when he took his hand from the back of my neck and slid it between us.

      He was so good with his cock, his mouth, he smelled amazing, the power of his body completely unbridled, the taste of his tongue filling my mouth, it didn’t take but a few strong circles of his thumb on my clit with his thick cock thrusting inside for me to suck his tongue deep as I gasped my orgasm.

      It didn’t take a lot longer for me to swallow the groan of his.

      He collapsed on me briefly before he rolled us so I was on top.

      I rested my head on his shoulder.

      His hands roamed my back.

      We caught our breath.

      His fingers hit a scar and stopped.

      I froze.

      “Felt them our first time, baby,” he said softly.

      Oh God.

      Shit.

      After watching him play and spending so much time with him, particularly the time at the Art Center opening, once I had my friends-with-benefits idea, I was powerless to do anything but propose it to him.

      Even if I’d been nervous about suggesting it—because I hadn’t lied, if he’d declined, I’d have allowed that play—still, that kind of thing would always be mortifying.

      And even if it was a spur of the moment thing, I still thought it was a great idea.

      Because he was interesting. Confident. He knew himself. He was comfortable in his skin. I liked being around him, even when we were bickering. I liked what I knew about him, so much, I wanted to get to know him better. And I knew he was great in bed.

      So, using my intuition, I threw the idea out there, and as crazy as it sounded, I was sure it was a good idea.

      But it was way too soon for that getting-to-know-you info.

      I lifted my head and pushed up so I could look down at him.

      “It’s a long story,” I replied. “And not a post-great-sex story.”

      “Yours to give when and if you wanna give it,” he said, and I relaxed. “One thing I need. You okay?”

      I gave him a small smile. “Yeah. Three years of therapy with a counselor who was pretty awesome and who I still exchange Christmas cards with got me to a good place.”

      “All right,” he said, his eyes moving over my face.

      I cupped his jaw. “I’m fine, Hutch.”

      “I believe you, May.”

      I hadn’t had my name for long.

      But I loved it.

      After being forced to be three different girls in the span of seventeen years—the age I finally began my journey to figure out who the hell I actually was—when the thing with my ex went down, and the aftermath, I was so used to shedding an old skin (or being forced to), that was where my mind took me.

      But this time, I got to choose.

      My place.

      My job.

      My name.

      So I picked what I wanted.

      Still, Hutch calling me May was the prettiest thing I’d ever heard, even prettier than his songs.

      “I need to get rid of this condom,” he said.

      I rolled off him and watched his fine ass as he sauntered to my bathroom.

      “Are you spending the night?” I called in that direction.

      “Is that an invite?” he called back.

      “Yeah.”

      “Then yeah.”

      I adjusted so I was under the covers, and once there, I pulled them up to my chin and grinned like a loon.

      Hutch returned and got under them with me about half a second before Tonks jumped on the bed.

      “Not yet, girl,” Hutch told her. “We’re not done.”

      Tonks yodeled toward the ceiling and jumped off.

      “You wear me out,” I told Hutch.

      He yanked me under him (see what I mean about dominant?).

      “Not yet. But I will,” he returned.

      And then he kissed me.

      After that, he wore me out.

      

      We took Tuesday off, which was probably good.

      Grounding.

      Time apart and away from the intensity.

      

      Wednesday afternoon, Hutch showed for Tonks’s training appointment with a truck bed full of firewood.

      There was some framing in the car port against the outside cabin wall where it was meant to be stacked so it could keep dry. Thus, Tonks and I left the workshop so I could help him unload (which, at Hutch’s decree, was me in the truck bed handing it to him log by log so he could stack, because, like loading the trunk of a car, apparently, only a man knew the proper way to stack firewood) and Tonks could supervise.

      After that, there was some mild bickering as to who would pay for the wood, which in the end, I allowed us to split it because he said, “Babe, I’ll be here and enjoying it, so just give it up and go half.”

      I gave it up, but I right then and there demanded his Venmo in order to reimburse him, and he watched me do this after sighing heavily.

      They did their training, and I went out the last fifteen minutes so Tonks and I could work together.

      I didn’t know, and I didn’t ask Hutch (because I didn’t want him to disagree with me), but she seemed to be taking to “heel” even easier than “stay,” and therefore I thought this meant she was highly intelligent and learning, day to day, how to listen better and jive with the vibe.

      He then went to work on installing a new thermostat, which he’d phoned Mrs. Matthews to tell her he was putting in, and she’d told him to send her the receipt so she could reimburse his expenditure. She’d also told him she was sending a landscaping team out the next day to rake the pine needles up around the property.

      “Seems Mrs. Matthews has the same idea your friend had about keeping your property busy,” Hutch mused after he gave me this info.

      He was probably right.

      I just knew that woman was the bomb.

      The thermostat was a fancy one I could control on my phone, and within fifteen minutes of it being installed, I could feel the cabin warming up.

      “Oh my God, now this place actually is perfect,” I declared.

      Hutch smirked at me before he said, “Gotta go back and work with the dogs. You up for a session tonight?”

      “I’ve had a full day’s rest, my man. I swear, this time, I’ll keep up with you.”

      His brown eyes lit with warmth before he asked, “You got a problem with me bringing Hannibal?”

      “Not at all, unless he’ll have a problem with Moxie. Seemed he and Tonks were cool at the opening.”

      “Only if Moxie will have a problem with him licking her to death. He’s played mother to a lot of litters. He gets off on it.”

      That was so sweet.

      “Sounds good then,” I said.

      “Great. I’ll go work. Shower, pick you up, and there’s a place, about ten miles beyond the sanctuary, seriously local, middle of nowhere, you gotta know to know. No frills, great food. We’ll go out and eat, head back, get Hannibal, come here.”

      “Works for me.”

      “Five thirty?”

      “That works for me too.”

      He came to me and dropped a kiss on my mouth.

      Then he left.

      

      After dinner (and Hutch was right: great, home-cookin’, stick-to-your-ribs food—I had chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes and white pepper gravy, because in a joint like that, if it was on offer…obviously), we went to his place.

      “Don’t get out,” he said as I looked around at what I could see from his headlights. “I’ll go get him and be right back.”

      “Gotcha,” I replied, watching him walk into an authentic log cabin.

      It was long. It had a sloped roof with dormer windows in what could only be an attic according to the height of the space. The roof led onto a long porch that had two actual rocking chairs on it, separated by an old barrel.

      There were no airs and graces. No outdoor décor or silly Gone Fishin’ signs. No mountain bachelor pad jacuzzi tucked off to the side.

      It was bare bones, and because it was, it was all cool.

      It seemed to fit him.

      There were three chimneys, one in what, considering the position of his front door, was probably the living room, and beyond that, one in what was doubtless the kitchen, and the last at the back, likely the main bedroom.

      No wonder the man thought firewood was a priority.

      On the other hand, the setup of the dog pens across the way was far more extravagant.

      Big pens. Sturdy, perfectly aligned chain link fence. And from what I could tell in the dark, really nice, roomy sheds for each dog. I could see bright bits in the pens that were probably toys.

      There were also three dogs, standing at attention and looking at the house—not the car with the person in it—the house where Hutch went.

      They were Malinois and they were gorgeous. They looked almost like German shepherds, but they appeared to be smaller.

      I kept my eyes on the three dogs even as Hutch and Hannibal came out.

      Those dogs watched him every step of the way.

      When Hutch and Hannibal got in, after Hannibal gave me a sniff and let me give him a pet, I asked, “How do you let them go?”

      He knew what I was asking, because he answered, “With difficulty.”

      “It’s rough?”

      Stupid question.

      “You raise a dog from a pup, you gotta have ice in your veins not to let your feelings get involved.” He rounded his truck in the wide space between house and pens and kept talking, “But I vet my clients extensively. I know the dogs are going to good people to do good work, and the contract stipulates if they’re retired from that work and they don’t intend to keep them, they have to return them to me.”

      “Do any get returned?”

      “None. Most cops who work K9 adopt the dog they patrol with when he or she is retired. A bond is a bond. A partnership bond like that never dies.”

      I thought of Tonks and Moxie.

      I’d had them just over a week and I couldn’t imagine my life without them.

      He pulled out on CR 10.

      “Your house is you,” I remarked.

      “What’s that mean?” he asked with a bite reminiscent of Mr. Grouch.

      “I mean it’s you,” I repeated saucily. “A cool-as-shit log cabin. Natural. Like an extension of the wilderness that’s all around. If there’s one thing that fits in this place that’s manmade, it’s a log cabin. And your dog pens are the bomb.”

      He seemed to relax, and I didn’t know what that was about, but I didn’t like it.

      “Bought it, didn’t do shit to it,” he said.

      “Does it need shit done to it?”

      “Not sure my oven would evenly bake a loaf of sourdough bread,” he joked.

      Considering his earlier bite, I didn’t laugh.

      I retorted, “Well, since you don’t eat sourdough bread, then who cares?”

      “My thoughts,” he muttered.

      “Can I make a guess?” I snapped.

      “Not sure, considering you sound pissy, and I don’t know what you’re talking about, but go ahead.”

      “Up-her-own-butt Bree thought you should put in a jacuzzi.”

      For a second, there was silence.

      Then the cab filled with his deep, rich laughter, something else I’d never heard, something else I liked very much, and after it, he said, “She thought I should consider some upgrades.”

      “Thought? Or nagged about it? Because she’s up-her-own-ass Bree and felt entitled to walk on furs and could feel a pea if it was placed between the mattress and box springs.”

      “I’m a little scared of how much you don’t like a woman you’ve never met, babe,” he teased.

      “Crashing out like she did on you, Hutch, is not okay.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he muttered.

      “Huh,” I huffed.

      He chuckled.

      Not as nice as his laugh, but still nice.

      “Hope that coated, fried beef cutlet isn’t sitting in your gut so you don’t have enough energy for me, May,” he said.

      “Oh, I’ll keep up with you Hutch Hutchison.”

      His lips lifted his mustache in the dashboard light. “Right.”

      In the end, I did keep up with him.

      Though just barely.

      

      Thursday, we took another break (because, seriously, I loved every minute, but the guy was breaking me!).

      And Thursday, I learned Mrs. Matthews’s “landscaping team” was her son and two grandsons.

      But Thursday night, I sent Hutch a picture of the fire I built (he’d taught me Wednesday night, before we got busy on my couch).

      He not only dropped a thumbs up on my picture.

      He texted, Nice.

      It was.

      He was.

      This was.

      And Abigail’s advice was perfect, because that whole week proved my idea of what Hutch and I should be was perfect.

      But of course, for me, that kind of thing never lasted.
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      Friday afternoon, I went into town to check in with Abigail (since we broke the seal on our friend thing, I told her about Hutch and my friends-with-benefits situation, and she appeared to be reconsidering her “go with your intuition” advice, but she’d see that it was working the next day when Hutch gave us our tour).

      While in town, I grabbed groceries.

      Specifically, food for the dinner I was making the next night for my friends, their kids (also my friends, just the kid variety)…and Hutch.

      Now I was on trip two of lugging them into the cabin as my phone rang.

      Tonks was howling her hello.

      Moxie had jumped up on the counter to inspect the grocery totes by stuffing her face into each one, as I’d noticed was her self-appointed role, one she took seriously.

      I pulled out my phone and saw it was a call from Mona.

      As proud millennials, we rarely called unless we made a phone date.

      Not to mention, there was a time difference, but it was not that wide.

      She should still be at work.

      So this worried me.

      I took the call. “Hey. Everything okay?”

      “President of the board?”

      “Sorry?”

      “I’m texting you a TikTok right now,” she announced, then ordered, “Watch it.”

      I felt the notification come in, took the phone from my ear and went to her text, my stomach sinking at the profile and caption of the TikTok she sent.

      Profile: Misted Pines Community TikTok

      Caption: Stony Bluff Animal Rescue and Wildlife Sanctuary President of the Board Has Got the Moves.

      I touched the screen, TikTok opened up, and I watched with both delicious fascination and wild trepidation the very well-edited video of Hutch sinking shot after shot after shot (after shot, as far as I could tell, all twenty of them) with a soundtrack of Sia’s “Unstoppable.”

      And yes, whoever filmed it caught me at the end, throwing myself at him, along with Hutch’s hot-as-all-hell one-arm lift.

      But what made me stop breathing was the massive smile on my face as I said whatever it was I said to him (in that moment, I couldn’t recall). And the soft, even tender look on Hutch’s face as he held me to him, handsome head tipped back, and watched through his kickass shades as I spoke those forgotten words.

      God, I’d been so excited at what he’d done, I’d missed that look in real life.

      The video even included when he slowly put me down on my feet.

      Then the editor took some artistic liberties, with Sia still serenading us, as Hutch gave Emma her bear, the cute high fives he gave the kids…

      And it ended with us in slo-mo, his head turned, chin dipped down to look at me as my head was turned, tipped back, talking to him, while we were walking side by side with Tonks and Hannibal (Emma was cut out of that shot, but you could see her little hand by Hutch’s on Hannibal’s leash).

      We looked like we were the King and Queen of Misted Pines in our casual but cool mountain town clothes with our dogs.

      Good Lord.

      We looked amazing together.

      And if Hutch was hot in regular-mo, he kicked ass in slo-mo. Even I was half-convinced Liam was right, and he was a secret superhero.

      But my heart actually stopped when I saw the likes (over one hundred thousand!) and comments (over five thousand).

      I checked the MP Community TikTok’s follow numbers, and perhaps unsurprisingly after all the attention the town had gotten, they were over a million.

      Or maybe it could be all the hot guys I’d seen around and excellent video editing.

      Who knew?

      I just knew I did not want to be on social media.

      And I worried Hutch would want it even less.

      I closed TikTok and put the phone back to my ear.

      “Yikes,” I said to Mona.

      “Yikes? Yikes?” she snapped. “First, are you seeing that guy?”

      I was less excited about telling Mona about (what I thought was) my stellar friends-with-benefits idea. Mona both beneficially and detrimentally had the ability to cut through the horseshit, she didn’t suffer fools or put up with being treated like crap nor did she put up with anyone she cared about doing the same.

      At one point during my spectacular breakup with my ex, I thought she felt worse than I did because she’d loved him.

      He’d hoodwinked her too.

      She wasn’t upset that he’d hoodwinked her.

      She was upset that she hadn’t seen through him so she could warn me about him.

      “His name is Hutch. And yes, technically, I’m seeing him.”

      “Technically?” she asked dubiously.

      “We’re friends.” Oh God. “With benefits.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Okay then.”

      I blinked at Moxie sniffing carrots.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “Well, no. Outside of wondering why you didn’t tell me. Does Kacey know?”

      “No, she doesn’t. Actually, it just happened.” I paused then amended, “Not true. We met a few weeks ago. One-night stand turned into him becoming my dog trainer and that turned into friends with benefits.”

      This was whitewashing it a bit, but what could I say? I wasn’t going to tell her about the cult next door. She’d corral Kacey and then I’d also have to live in fear of them showing up and friendnapping me back to Orlando.

      “You’re lucky he is all he is,” she replied. “You had a reprieve because I was forced to watch the video eighteen times before I called you to tell you I was pissed off with you.”

      “Forced,” I snorted.

      Though, I was probably going to watch that video more times than that.

      “Okay, well, even if I’m not feeling all light and fluffy about this, considering the fact you look happy there. Like you’re having the time of your life. So that means you probably won’t come home…”

      I never was going back to Orlando.

      I’d told her that.

      But hope springs, I guessed.

      “…I feel less light and fluffy that I have to tell you that I heard it through the grapevine that Bryce has seen that video, and he’s on the warpath.”

      My insides shriveled up.

      Bryce was my ex.

      “How has Bryce seen it?”

      “Did you glance at the comments?” she asked.

      I didn’t want to.

      “No.”

      “Welp, you and Mr. Basketball are a hit. They’re calling you the Patagonia Power Couple. That account has a lot of followers, but that many likes means that video’s gone viral.”

      What?

      Neither of us were wearing Patagonia.

      But…

      Oh God.

      Tonks started barking.

      Oh God!

      Hutch was here.

      I took my phone from my ear and covered it, ordering in the dog voice Hutch taught me to use, “Tonks! Quiet!”

      She let out a soft roo-roo and dashed to the door.

      I put my phone back to my ear, moving to the door myself. “Hutch is here to train Tonks.”

      “Okay, I want a callback, but real quick, how Bryce saw it? Well, I saw it because Marcy saw it and told me about it. Which, as you’re aware with Marcy’s big mouth, means people we know saw it. And some of those people also know Bryce. Obviously, they showed it to him. Apparently, and this is all hearsay, but we know Bryce…”

      We sure did.

      “…and he’s lost his shit at the idea you’re with someone else.”

      I’d unlocked the door.

      But at what she said, I had to hold myself very still so my head didn’t explode.

      “Can I spread the word you are with someone else, missing out the friends with benefits thing?” she asked into my stony silence. “Because I’m not sure Bryce looked real close at the video. If he did, he’d see the president of the board could wipe the floor with his bony ass. Babe, that one arm lift? Lawd.”

      At this juncture, the door opened, Hutch walked in, took one look at me, and although Tonks was winding up to give him her usual throaty welcome, she didn’t when he barked, “What’s going on?”

      “I have to go,” I whispered into the phone.

      But Mona’s back was up. “Is he mad at you?”

      “No, he’s mad for me. I’ll call you later.”

      I thought I heard her mutter, “Friends with benefits my ass,” before I disconnected.

      Hutch watched my hand with the phone drop and then his gaze zoomed right back to mine.

      “Talk to me,” he demanded.

      “It’s not the Waco whackos,” I said.

      “That isn’t an answer to my question,” he said.

      “Okay, can I…er, give you a little history first?”

      “You can give me whatever you want if it explains that look on your face.”

      There it was.

      This friends with bennies was so working.

      “Okay, before I moved to Misted Pines, I was engaged to somebody.”

      His attention flew to the phone and back to me. “Is he calling you?”

      “Maybe, but I have him blocked.”

      He drew in a sharp breath and urged, “Go on.”

      “It was…I mean, obviously, since we were engaged, I was in love with him.”

      “Obviously,” he drawled.

      “The thing is, he, that is…Bryce was already married. And he had two kids. But I didn’t know any of that at the time.”

      I flinched just remembering that scene in the restaurant when Tara, Bryce’s wife, and her friends confronted him.

      Us.

      Then I flinched again at the memory of when she noticed the ring on my finger, and at first, thought I was engaged to someone else. But then, as I was in the midst of experiencing my own heartbreak, during which I shared I was engaged to Bryce, how she reacted to that.

      And I flinched yet again, remembering three days after all that went down, when I sat with Tara, we had our convo, and she showed me pictures of her two little kids (one and three years old, and both adorable, by the way), sobbing and not understanding what went wrong (Bryce), how it went wrong (Bryce), and what she was going to do next (that had no answer at the time).

      Hutch crossed his arms on his chest, and the days were getting cooler and cooler, so he was wearing a brown and black plaid insulated flannel shirt over an oatmeal thermal.

      I could still see his pecs pop, such were the power of his pecs.

      “Obviously, I broke up with him,” I went on. “And…well, there’s a lot of other history I have going on. We, as you know, kind of touched on some of it the other night.”

      “All right,” he said.

      “And I just…” I shrugged and threw my hands out to my sides to unleash added annoyance. “I just got done with it, Hutch. I did a lot of research about where to go and what to do. I hocked his ring. Sold everything I owned. I’d received an inheritance I didn’t want from some person in my past, more history, long story, but I didn’t really want to touch that money, though I did”—I took in a huge breath—“and I came to Misted Pines.”

      “You’re acting like this is some kind of dire confession when nothing you’re saying seems out of hand after you found out what your jackass fiancé was up to,” he remarked.

      “I changed my name,” I said quickly, thinking he’d think that was weird and extreme, or even unhinged. “There are more reasons than just this, but we can say, Bryce took his wife finding out he was cheating as some kind of boon. Like he was on a game show and could now officially pick door number one or door number two. I was door number two, and when he was, as it was in Bryce’s mind, given the choice, he picked me.”

      “But you didn’t pick him,” he said.

      I shook my head vehemently. “God no. Of course not. The man was living a double life, for heaven’s sake. Gave me this whole song and dance about how he traveled for work, when he was at home a few miles away with his wife and kids. And just to say, was also making one of those kids with his wife when he was also with me. He texted all the time ‘when he was away.’ Called all the time when he was ‘on the road.’ I honestly don’t know how he did it. Truthfully, how she didn’t catch him is a mystery. Then again, in the end, whatever he was doing, he wasn’t being as stealthy as he thought, because she did catch him.”

      “Why are we talking about this now?”

      “Well…look,” I said, pulled up the video on TikTok, turned it, tapped it and gave my phone to him.

      He watched it, and when he was done, swiped the program closed, muttering, “How the fuck did that get so many hearts?”

      “Likes,” I said automatically. “And, um…I don’t know. Maybe because you’re gorgeous.”

      “And maybe it’s because you’re gorgeous,” he shot back.

      I didn’t need him being sweet right now.

      Though, with time to consider, if the owner of the MP Community TikTok went around filming some of the men who lived here in action, I was now seeing why tourism stayed so strong year long.

      I pushed that thought aside and pointed out, “Hutch, it wasn’t me sinking twenty shots in a row.”

      “I shouldn’t have asked the question,” he said tersely. “Let’s get back on target. I can see you don’t want to be on social media, babe. But it’s gonna be a thing for as long as those people have the attention span to give it, and since they exist to ping-pong from one thing to be pissed off about to another, you can just chill. It’ll blow over.”

      “Bryce doesn’t know where I live.”

      “Not surprised. It’s not his to know anymore.”

      “Bryce is my Bree, Hutch. I just didn’t bother with the restraining order. I took off.”

      Oh dear.

      I could see immediately I shouldn’t have told him that.

      “He’s stalking you?” he asked ominously.

      I shook my head. “No. Not really. Just…not taking no for an answer. Not accepting I broke up with him. I blocked him on my phone, he went to my DMs. I went private, he started sending me flowers and gifts. He’d show at my house, though I wouldn’t open the door to him. He’d come to my work to”—I did air quotation marks—“‘take me to lunch,’ and I’d never know if he’d go away calmly or we’d have a thing. Though, more often than not, we had a thing.”

      He extended his long arm to me and snapped. “Phone. And engage it.”

      “What? Why?”

      He dropped his arm. “You still got him programmed in?”

      Yes, I did, in case things escalated and I needed evidence to present to authorities, so I didn’t delete anything, not even his contact. And I did this before I knew what Hutch told me about blocking a number and those comms would still be there.

      I didn’t say that.

      I just said, “Yes.”

      “Right. Why I want your phone is because that was on the Misted Pines page. So that means he knows where you are. Which means he might be gearing up to do something that will bug you and piss me off. So I’m gonna call him and tell him to keep his ass home, because if he hauls it up here, it’ll be in a jail cell because we got a lot less patience in our hick town for men who don’t take no for an answer than those fucks in the big cities do.”

      I wasn’t certain of his assertion (case in point, the cult next door).

      However…

      Part of me was curious to hear how he’d communicate that to Bryce.

      Part of me wanted to hear him communicate that to Bryce.

      All of me was wondering if this was a friends-with-benefits side benefit.

      I’d never had such a friend.

      Though, I sensed we were making it up as we went along.

      “Babe,”—he did the arm extension, snapping thing again—“give me your phone.”

      I hesitated.

      “May, give me your fuckin’ phone,” he demanded.

      I glared at him. “You’re being really bossy. What if I don’t want you to call him?”

      He crossed his arms again. “Then I won’t call him. Though, when he gets here and I drill his teeth down his throat with my fist, you’ll be needing to dip into your inheritance to bail me out.”

      Most of the time, I was super happy about his level of testosterone.

      Right now, not so much.

      He’s lost his shit at the idea you’re with someone else.

      Me…

      With someone else.

      And Bryce was pissed.

      Good God.

      “You know”—I threw up my hands—“fuck it. Let him come. I don’t want you to punch him, but, seriously, Hutch. What the fuck? I mean, why do I have to put up with this guy who imploded a woman’s life? A woman he vowed to love and cherish for the rest of his days. A woman he made babies with. And that’s just her. He did the same to me with his bullshit. Dating me. Falling in love with me. Making me fall in love with him. Talking about moving in together. Giving me a stupid ring. On bended knee, Hutch. Bended…freaking…knee.”

      I stalked to the kitchen to put away the groceries, still ranting.

      “And then his double life gets discovered, two women a mess and sobbing in a fancy restaurant, and he thinks, ‘Oh, I’ll just pick one. And I want the shiny new model who didn’t pop out my babies…yet.’ Like I’m going to take him? Like he thinks I’m so dumb I won’t know he’ll do it again?”

      I was slamming stuff around on the island so bad, Moxie raced up the spiral steps.

      “Well, if he comes here and you get pissed at him and punch him in the face, then fine. Actually,”—I slammed down a package of meat—“good. Just do it if he shows up here at the cabin and not in a public place. I don’t know if Washington has stand-your-ground laws. But I have plenty of evidence he’s been harassing me. I’ll post your bail. But eventually, it’ll be all good.”

      My hand stopped right before I smushed a bag of whole grain rolls on the island because Hutch had wrapped his fingers around my wrist.

      I looked up at him.

      “You still have feelings for him?” he asked softly.

      “Are you insane?” I asked loudly, and Tonks yodeled her support. “First, all this went down over a year and a half ago, so seriously, the dude needs to move on. Second, you can’t have feelings for a mirage, Hutch. He never existed. I can’t mourn something that never was.”

      “You can, baby,” he said gently.

      “Well, I don’t,” I assured. “Trust me. Was I stunned when it happened? Yes. Was I shaken? Yes. Was I hurt and heartbroken? Yes, and yes. Did I question everything about everything that happened between us to try to figure out how I didn’t figure it out? Yes again.”

      I drew in a big breath and kept at it.

      “Did I eventually realize he wasn’t worth my emotion, my energy? Another yes. I didn’t leave Orlando to escape my feelings for him. I didn’t even leave Orlando to escape him. I left Orlando because I was done with Orlando. And he was just the finger that pulled the trigger for me to make big decisions I’d been avoiding because I was unhappy, and I didn’t know how to make myself happy. And you can read from that, somewhere deep down, I knew Bryce wasn’t going to make me happy, and maybe I was foolishly leaning on him, using my feelings for him hoping he would, because that’s how I read it.”

      Another big breath and I kept going.

      “The cult next door notwithstanding, in Misted Pines, I’m happy. As crazy as this sounds, since I know everything that’s happened here over the last few years, I feel like, all my life, this was where I was supposed to be.”

      I looked around to make my point and finished it.

      “Well, finally, I’m here. And Bryce has been enough of a headache in my life. He can spend the time and money to come here and make a fool of himself. That’s no skin off my nose.”

      He let my wrist go and pointed out, “The way you looked when I walked in, this big rant, May…”

      He said no more.

      But I heard him.

      “I’m just annoyed because the store is going good. We have fun plans tomorrow. I’m getting it on the regular, and that it is freaking fantastic.”

      His lips hitched up at one side.

      “Don’t be smirky,” I ordered. “You know you’re hot in bed. You don’t need me to tell you or to get smirky about it.”

      He didn’t stop being smirky.

      Whatever.

      “What I’m getting at is, I’m pissed because, if you don’t count the cult next door, I’m finally happy. And I’m just so over his shit and I don’t want to deal with him,” I concluded.

      “And you don’t think me calling him will affect his decision-making process of whether or not to come?” he asked.

      “Honey, the man asked me to marry him when he was already married. How he thought he was going to pull that off, I have no earthly clue. But I think it’s established Bryce Katz is gonna do what Bryce Katz is gonna do, and it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks about it, even if he’ll swear up and down you’re his whole world and all he’s doing is for you.”

      “How would you feel if I told you, it’d make me feel better to phone him?”

      Instantly, I picked up my phone, engaged it, went to Bryce’s contact and handed the phone to Hutch.

      For a very long beat, he didn’t take the phone. He didn’t even look at it.

      He stared at me.

      Then he took the phone.

      “My name used to be Callie,” I told him.

      Or, at least, one of them was.

      He didn’t even twitch when I said that.

      He just hit my phone screen, so I set about putting groceries away.

      But I didn’t hide I was listening to every word Hutch said when he started saying them.

      It started with, “No, this isn’t Callie. This is Callie’s new man.”

      Callie’s new man.

      Lord, Hutch had a way of making a girl shiver.

      Then it went on with, “Listen, motherfucker, I don’t give a shit about anything you have to say. I’m calling because word got to my woman you’ve got your panties in a twist that the woman who scraped you off a year and a half ago has moved on. Take a fuckin’ hint, man, move on too.”

      The “panties in a twist” was class.

      Bryce was sure to hate that.

      After that came, “You do you. And she’ll slap a restraining order on you. I know you’re scrambling hard to convince yourself you aren’t a lowdown, filthy piece of shit for what you did to your wife. You can run from that and do it hard for a long time. It doesn’t mean it isn’t gonna catch up with you. It is, because it has. You fucked up your wife’s life. You’ve fucked up your kids’ lives. Everything you touch turns to shit. And you’re gonna have to live the rest of your life understanding that. Except for Callie. She’s where she wants to be, with who she wants to be with, and you do not factor.”

      There was a short pause, and then there was, “Your call. Make a fool of yourself. Waste your money. You’re already a joke. We talk about you and laugh about your ass.”

      That was a lie.

      But it was a good one.

      Hutch went on, “We can always use a new punchline.”

      And with that, he hung up.

      He looked at me.

      “He’s coming, isn’t he?” I asked.

      “No clue. I think he might have a mental defect or a learning disability. At the very least, and I’m not tellin’ you something you don’t know, the man struggles with the skill of simply listening.”

      It was my turn to smirk. “I should have just given you the phone when you first asked, because that was all kinds of epic.”

      He didn’t respond to that.

      He said, “I gotta train Tonks. Then I gotta get back to my dogs so I can get back to you so we can spend the night fucking.”

      “Is there a lot of walking on this sanctuary tour?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to go easy on me tonight so I don’t pass out halfway through the tour and lose my cool auntie vibe in front of the kids?”

      “No.”

      Of course that’d be his answer.

      “Do you want me to?” he asked.

      Of course I didn’t.

      I gave him the side-eye.

      Thankfully, he let it slide.

      “I’m gonna go work with Tonks.” He looked at the groceries. “You need help with this before I do?”

      “No. I’ve got it.”

      He came to me and gave me a quick kiss.

      Then he walked away, whistling and patting his leg.

      Tonks danced to him.

      He grabbed the lead, and they headed out.

      I put away groceries.

      After I got that done, I watched that TikTok twenty times.

      There were many best parts about it, but one of them (lower down the list) was that Bryce was going to take one look at Hutch, and his dick was going to lose an inch, because Hutch was in reality the kind of man I suspected Bryce thought he was, but deep down, it wrecked him because he knew he wasn’t.

      And I didn’t lie to Hutch.

      I didn’t care about Bryce anymore.

      But that made me glad.
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      Early Saturday morning, Hutch scuttled back on his belly until he was hidden behind the hind ridge of Stony Bluff.

      He turned to his ass to look at the screen on the back of his camera.

      He clicked through the photos he took and muttered, “Damn.”

      He’d been out there only three times this week because he could only go on days when it was gray and there was no sun to reflect off his camera lens.

      Though he couldn’t say any of those assholes would notice him.

      As far as he could tell, they thought they had it made.

      He wasn’t sure he’d seen any of them look anywhere but at someone they were talking to, a woman walking by, or where they were aiming the spit from their chew.

      Not a crew who looked over their shoulders.

      Could be, they had nothing to hide.

      Could be, they’d been getting away with their shit for so long, they’d gotten lazy.

      But between the distance and the fact the women moved quickly, rarely stopped and never lifted their heads, getting a shot that was in focus and offered enough of the face to possibly identify was a challenge.

      He’d established there were at least nine women on that compound (and seven kids, ranging from babies to toddlers), though he knew there were maybe more, he just hadn’t caught them.

      As he was clicking through the shots, some of the earlier ones he took that morning came up and that got him off his ass and moving back to his truck.

      When he’d left Mabel’s bed that morning (with her only opening one eye to look at her alarm clock, muttering, “Dude, you’re a machine,” then falling right back to sleep), he went direct to his dogs for breakfast, then immediately set out.

      So when he got home, he headed to his laptop.

      He downloaded the pictures and sent them encrypted to Harry and Rus with the email saying, Got interesting intel to share, may be nothing, so not urgent.

      He then texted them both the password to open the encrypted file.

      After that, he headed out to the dogs, aggravated, because he was facing a week of four hours a day of client training (including Tonks), on top of feeding, pen cleaning and finding time to get back to his schedule of regular exercise, a board meeting at Stony Bluff, and a two-hour road trip (one way) next Saturday to pick up his next litter.

      He also had to find time to be sure the romper room was set up, winterize his house, pick up his own load of firewood and talk Mabel into spending the night away from Moxie because he wanted to fuck her in his bed so when she wasn’t in it, he could smell her on his sheets.

      He also had to face Artemis, Major and Blitz’s final departure on Friday, not to mention them each being gone for one full afternoon and one entire evening, his plan to assist the dogs and their new owners in getting to know each other and starting to bond, so the separation from Hutch wasn’t so hard on the animals.

      Therefore, he had a busy week, and he’d wanted to start it knowing that he got Harry and Rus the photos they needed to get to work seeing if they could find if the women at The Lion and The Lamb had ever been reported missing.

      And he hadn’t accomplished that mission.

      But he was normally an in bed no later than ten, out of it no later than five type of guy. And spending his nights banging Mabel was messing with his sleep routine.

      And his energy.

      It was cute how she teased him, but he wasn’t a machine. He was a thirty-seven-year-old man, and he was beginning to drag.

      They needed a chill Sunday.

      Lots of sex, but early to fucking bed.

      He was drilling Artemis on her stealth crawl when his phone vibrated in his back pocket.

      He pulled it out and saw it was Harry.

      “Yo, Harry,” he answered.

      “Hey, Hutch,” Harry replied.

      Hutch was about to mention the email and say what he saw that morning could wait for when it wasn’t a weekend, when Harry spoke.

      “Lillian is pregnant.”

      He felt a huge grin spread over his face, and he wasn’t so used to the many Mabel had given him the past week not to note in the back of his mind that, since his dad died, he hadn’t done it very often, and now he was doing it all the time.

      But now, it was for Harry, who had been through hell, losing his first wife in a horseback riding accident, then he faced a tenure of being a good cop but working for one who was filth.

      Not to mention Lillian, who’d been put through it by Karl Abernathy.

      They deserved this good news. He didn’t know any who deserved it more.

      “Jesus, brother. That’s fantastic,” he said. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “How far along is she?”

      “Fifteen weeks.”

      Hutch did the mental math then said, “So Baby Moran was a guest at Mom and Dad’s wedding.”

      Harry chuckled. “Lillian didn’t know it yet, but…yeah.”

      “Glad for you, Harry. Both of you.”

      “Thanks, Hutch.”

      “And ignore that text I sent earlier until Monday. It’s about work.”

      “Lill gets the job, Hutch. And I’m curious.”

      Mark of a good investigator.

      “Right, so I got there early, in time to watch them load up for the farmer’s market.”

      “Okay.”

      “And by ‘them loading up,’ I mean the men stood around shooting the breeze while the women loaded up. Assholes didn’t even back the trucks closer to the houses so the women didn’t have to lug their shit all the way to the truck port.”

      Harry was the same type of man Hutch was, so the irritation in his tone was strong when he said, “Not surprised.”

      “Thing is, if you look at those pictures, I caught some interesting snaps.” He didn’t make him ask for it. “Lars Enstrom’s wife, or woman, or whatever they have, is either neck deep in Stockholm syndrome, she’s very at one with the mission or she’s in on whatever they’re up to. For supposedly devout folks, the way they buried their tongues in each other’s mouths, and he groped her ass over her ugly dress, was more than a little odd.”

      “No shit?”

      “None at all. And that isn’t it. The one you say is called Heath Burress. Their resident attorney?”

      Another thing taking his time?

      Harry and Rus were keeping him abreast of what they were learning.

      “Yeah,” Harry said.

      “They were rolling out to go to the market, some woman comes rushing out of a house, flags down the truck Burress is driving. He stops, rolls down the window, they have a chat, she’s all smiles. And then she gets up on the footwell to lean in to lay one on him before she let him go.”

      “Are you saying you think we’re on the wrong track and the women are actually into this shit?” Harry asked.

      “No, because none of the other women behave like that. They don’t even lift their heads enough for me to get a full-face shot of them. Got plenty of full-face shots of Enstrom and Burress’s women, though.”

      “Have you seen them before?”

      “Nope.”

      “Any other differences? In clothes? Hair?”

      Harry was good.

      “Same dresses, but Enstrom’s wife had her hair up in one of those messy knots women wear. The kind that looks good, not like they’re about to climb into a covered wagon. Burress’s woman, though, had her hair down.”

      “So they either have some kind of elevated standing, or they’ve earned some kind of reward.”

      “Or they’re in on whatever those guys have going on there. Just to say, when I see the women, they’re working, Harry. They got shit to do and places to be. Conceivably, in all the time I spent there watching, not seeing those two women⁠—”

      “Means they maybe have their feet up and they’re chilling,” Harry deduced.

      “Maybe. But what isn’t a maybe is that those two women have a completely different affect than the other seven I’ve seen on that compound.”

      “Right. We’ll get to work on seeing if we can identify them. You got more?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Each little bit is a piece of the puzzle,” Harry told him. “The picture will eventually get clearer. Thanks, Hutch.”

      The length of time it was taking this puzzle to form, and knowing that kind of shit was his job, the man had to have the patience of a saint.

      “No problem, Harry. Congratulations again, and my love to Lillian.”

      “Thanks again, and I’ll tell her. Later.”

      “Later.”

      Some time after that, Hutch had set up his dummy and was doing “leave it” and “guard” drills with Blitz when his phone rang again.

      He pulled it out, looked at the screen and released a long breath.

      Because his dad would be disappointed in him if he ignored it was the only reason he took the call.

      “Hey, Aunt Elaine.”

      “Ranger, how are you?”

      He clenched his teeth.

      Only two people his entire life called him that stupid-ass name.

      His mother and his Aunt Elaine.

      Strike that.

      His mother was now dead.

      So it was only his Aunt Elaine.

      “Things are good,” he replied. “You?”

      “I’m preparing for the anniversary.”

      He knew this was coming.

      What he didn’t know was why the woman had to commemorate her sister’s death every damn year.

      Hutch knew the widows of dead husbands who did that, and he understood it. Especially if the man left behind a family. That was love. That was respect. That was remembrance. And that was a way to keep him alive in their hearts.

      His aunt insisting he fly home to New Hampshire so they could have some kind of special dinner to honor that woman, especially when she was well aware of what kind of woman his mother was, what she put Hutch through, what she put his dad through, was lunacy.

      “Hope it brings you some peace,” he said.

      “Ranger, Lisa was your mother.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Her death was a tragedy.”

      “She died of cancer, Aunt Elaine. And it took her a long time to do it.”

      He could tell his Aunt Elaine wasn’t a fan of how he worded that, but she let it go and stated, “In her fifties. That’s a tragedy.”

      “Listen—” he began.

      But she cut him off. “She loved you, Ranger. She adored you. And this is how you dishonor her?”

      “I was at her bedside, holding her hand when she died,” he gritted, maybe because he was tired, maybe because he was just so fucking done with this shit. “And we both know she didn’t deserve that.”

      He heard her horrified gasp. “How could you say such a thing about your own mother?”

      “I don’t know, Aunt Elaine,” he retorted with deep sarcasm. “You think maybe her deathbed confession had something to do with it?”

      Or the thirty years of bullshit and drama she put him and his father through before that happened.

      “That makes her no less your mother,” she snapped.

      “At least that’s true,” he muttered.

      “She would be heavily disappointed in you, Ranger. Broken. Destroyed. This isn’t the son she raised.”

      “She didn’t raise me,” he bit. “I was a toy. Sometimes her favorite. Sometimes she forgot I fuckin’ existed.”

      “Don’t use that language with me, Ranger Hutchison.”

      He’d had enough. “Good Christ, woman, you know the results of what she did. You know what I lost. What Dad lost. How you have the absolute fuckin’ gall to get up in my shit about her, I honest to Christ will never understand.”

      “Well, at least I now understand why you refuse to come home to be with your family to remember what we lost,” she returned.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “At least you understand.”

      “I’ll lay a rose on her grave for you,” she sniffed.

      “Do whatever you want, but that rose is not from me. I know you won’t understand this, but I have enough feeling for the woman to say I’m glad you loved her so much. She didn’t deserve you either. But that’s all I got for my mother.”

      “Lisa would be broken. Destroyed,” she repeated in a whisper.

      Good, Hutch thought.

      “Until we do this shit next year, have a great Thanksgiving, Christmas and a Happy New Year,” he said.

      Then he hung up.

      With a day to get on with, Hutch put that out of his mind, Blitz back in his pen and pulled out Major to work with.

      He was heading inside to shower so he could pick up Mabel to take her to the sanctuary when his next call came.

      Lug.

      Probably to settle the day next week when he’d come out and put on the padded suit to be Hutch’s dogs’ prey when they went through attack drills with his clients.

      “Yo, Lug,” he answered.

      “Hutch, my man, something bizarre happened last night at The Link.”

      Hutch stopped in his kitchen to listen to the answer after he asked, “What happened?”

      “One of those guys, you know, the pseudo-Amish folk down the road?”

      Hutch’s skin got tight. “Yeah, I know those guys.”

      “Well, he strolls in last night, and everyone in the joint, all five of them, freaked. I did too. Not expecting that guy to walk into a drinking establishment.”

      “No. Agreed. That’s unexpected.”

      “So, see, this guy walks in, looks at the stage and then comes to me.”

      “Yeah,” Hutch prompted, a creeping sensation slithering up his spine.

      “And he asks if you’re singing that night. I say no. He then asks if you’re singing tonight. I said you weren’t on a schedule. You came when you came, and I didn’t know when the next time would be you were gonna come. Then, seein’ as I wasn’t real thrilled he was asking about you, I asked what this was about, he requests I give you a message.”

      Fucking hell.

      “Did he?”

      “Yeah. He did. He said, ‘Tell him I’ve had words, it’s back under control. No more worries and our profound apologies.’ That gave me so many skeeves, I’m reading it to you right now because I wrote it down.”

      Hutch said nothing.

      “You know what that means?” Lug asked.

      “I know what it means,” Hutch told him.

      “Am I overreacting, or should I have the skeeves? You got problems with those people?”

      “I did. But his message is meant to tell me I don’t anymore.”

      “You wanna share what’s going on?”

      Hutch mentally debated.

      The Link was on Lug’s patch. Lug lived in a house just up from the shack where his daddy opened that bar. He didn’t have occasion to turn from the road into MP to head north and keep his eye on Mabel’s property.

      But the man was on his patch. He was a friend. He’d run in a padded suit countless times and been taken down by one of Hutch’s dogs, and Hutch paid him for his time and trouble, but the lunatic enjoyed it anyway. Thought it was a hoot.

      Still, not many men would do that. Even friends.

      Hutch made a decision.

      “Decoding his not very enigmatic message, I’m guessing he’s telling me one of his men went rogue in sharing through a note on Mabel’s welcome mat how he felt about the fact she was entertaining male company, that company being me.”

      “The fuck?” Lug growled.

      “Yeah.”

      “Back under control,” Lug said. “So one of those fucks got his hand slapped.”

      “At least,” Hutch replied.

      “That’s good, right?”

      It was, for Mabel.

      But only if Enstrom—and he knew Lug’s visitor was Enstrom—actually could exert that control.

      Enstrom could be a competent admiral.

      Or this could be devolving into a Lord of the Flies situation.

      “Let’s hope so,” he said to Lug.

      “You want me to keep an eye?” Lug offered.

      That was Lug.

      Good people.

      “On them. No. You have occasion to turn right rather than left and do a drive by Mabel’s every once in a while, I would owe you a marker. She’s right next door to them. North side.”

      “Brother, I know you find what limited downtime you give yourself with a guitar in your hands and you don’t care where you’re playing it. But The Link would go bust if I didn’t have Hutch nights. You don’t owe me dick. I’ll keep an eye.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Don’t mention it. Later.”

      “Later.”

      They disconnected, and Hutch called Harry to tell him what Lug told Hutch.

      “So rumor spreading around town is true,” Harry said. “You’ve shaken off that mess with Bree, and you’ve found somebody.”

      Yes.

      And no.

      “She had a worse breakup than me before she hit Misted Pines, Harry. We’re feeling our way along.”

      That wasn’t all the truth, but it was enough of it.

      “I liked her when I met her,” Harry informed him. “Didn’t know at the time you two had hooked up, but thinking on it, she suits you. Though, gotta admit, Rus and I were wondering. When we met her, I gave her your name, and she didn’t mention she knew you.”

      “Can we leave that at ‘it’s complicated?’”

      “You don’t owe me any explanations, brother. We can leave it however you want.”

      Good man, Harry.

      “Speaking of Mabel, you know who runs the Misted Pines Community TikTok?” Hutch asked.

      “No, but I can ask Meg. She’ll probably know.”

      “Just tell her to tell whoever does it that they should get consent from the people they’re posting videos about. They put up one of me and Mabel, and not only did Mabel’s ex find out where she lives now, something she didn’t want him to know, they didn’t blur out the faces of the minors they put on that video.”

      “Jesus, yeah,” he said irritably. “Not okay. And do we have a problem coming our way with Mabel’s ex?”

      Hutch considered the annoying conversation he had with the man the day before.

      “Likely,” he said. “Though, Mabel is no pushover. She’s done with his shit. And she has me.”

      “Yeah.” Harry sounded a lot better. “She has you. At least we got some good news if Enstrom’s reined in a maverick.”

      “Yeah,” Hutch agreed.

      Just as long as it wasn’t Lord of the Flies.
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      “They don’t have any mommies?” Emma asked sadly, standing with feet on one fence post, nose over the one above it, peering into the orphaned moose pen.

      If nothing, the last hour confirmed what he already knew.

      Brett and Abigail Buckner were fine people.

      And good parents.

      Abigail proved that further right then.

      “Stuff happens in the wild, honey,” she told her daughter, leaned over her and stroking her back. “That’s why it’s so good we have places like Mr. Hutch’s sanctuary, so someone can look after them, and then, like he told you, when they’re ready, they can take them back to where they were born to be. Into the wild so they can live their lives how they’re supposed to.”

      “And they do have mommies,” Brett added. “Human mommies and daddies who look after them and help them become big and strong so they can take care of themselves when they’re back home.”

      Emma gave the orphaned moose pen a good long stare before she hopped off it and looked up at Hutch. “Are you a moose daddy?”

      He smiled down at her. “I’ve given my share of moose babies a bottle.”

      Her face lit. “Can I give a moose baby a bottle?”

      He kept smiling. “They’re bigger than you, sweetheart, even when they’re born.”

      Her face got stubborn. “But I’m not a baby.”

      “You aren’t,” Brett said. “But I don’t want my baby girl run over by a baby moose who wants his bottle.”

      Emma turned her stubborn to her dad.

      Liam edged up to Hutch’s side and tentatively took his hand.

      Hutch wasn’t tentative in holding it.

      He also didn’t miss the expression on Mabel’s face when he did. An expression that said she wanted to jump him.

      Christ, this woman.

      “Can we see the owls, Mr. Hutch?” Liam asked.

      “You bet,” he told him.

      He took them to the aviary next, and although they had a kickass aviary, the birds in it didn’t have as hopeful a future as the orphaned moose, because all of them had been wounded to the extent they’d never be released to the wild.

      But he didn’t share that.

      “I like the one with the really fluffy head!” Emma cried.

      “Not so loud, baby,” Abigail said. “We’re in their home. We need to be polite.”

      “I like the one with the really fluffy head,” Emma repeated in a little-kid whisper.

      “That’s a boreal owl,” Hutch told them.

      “Its name is Boreal?” Liam asked.

      “No, bud. That’s what owls like him are called. His name is Otto.”

      “Otto,” Liam murmured and looked back at the bird.

      After they were done with the owls, they kept walking through the sanctuary. And that day was a good day, considering Ursula, their lame Canadian lynx (right hind leg injury), who didn’t come out very often, showed herself to both Liam’s and Emma’s, not to mention Abigail’s and Mabel’s delight.

      He didn’t share that Canadian lynx were rare and endangered.

      He just let them thrill at what a beauty she was, with Emma stating, “She’s got such big, poofy feet!”

      They were heading back to their cars, and then onward to Mabel’s for dinner, with Mabel, Abigail and the kids walking ahead of Brett and Hutch in a way he knew either Brett or Abigail had arranged it to be.

      In other words, the women and kids were so far ahead, they couldn’t hear Brett and Hutch talking.

      “I had no idea this was as big of a setup as it is. It’s impressive,” Brett started it mild.

      “Got good employees, good volunteers, and good professionals who give their time, experience and education to offer these animals a chance,” Hutch fell into his game.

      “Must cost a pack to keep this place going,” Brett said.

      “We get grants. They help. But that’s a never-ending fight.”

      “Especially on top of the rescue.”

      “Yeah, especially.”

      “Probably won’t have to work too hard to get Abigail to agree to our yearly membership,” Brett said.

      “Always appreciated,” Hutch muttered.

      Bret left it a beat. Two.

      And then…

      “Mabel hasn’t been around long…”

      Here it was.

      “…but my wife gets something into her head, it never leaves. And she’s determined to make Mabel an honorary member of the family.”

      “It’s good to have people wherever you are,” Hutch replied.

      “Man, I think you’re getting me,” Brett said low.

      Hutch looked to him.

      Brett kept walking even as he held up his hands in a “don’t shoot” gesture.

      “I was given a job. I didn’t want that job. But there’s shit in a marriage you don’t fight, and this is that shit. Those women talk.”

      In other words, Abigail was aware of his and Mabel’s friends-with-benefits deal, and she wasn’t at one with it.

      Because she wasn’t in it.

      Therefore, she saw it as it was, without personal history and sexual chemistry and emotion wound up in it.

      Onward from that, she knew Mabel was deeper than she’d let on, maybe even to herself.

      And she wanted to know if Hutch was in that deep.

      Hutch matched his tone when he replied, “I’d gnaw off my own arm before I’d hurt her.”

      “Yeah. I told her you were that man. She said, ‘Twenty consecutive swooshes does not make a guy a decent guy.’”

      “She’s right.”

      Brett eyed him. “So am I.”

      “Thanks, man,” Hutch murmured. “And just to say, I’m glad Mabel has someone to look out for her.”

      “So I guess you can guess that my next topic is those religious folk who live next to Mabel.”

      Hutch stopped, so Brett did too.

      He saw Brett’s unease.

      He felt it too and had been feeling it for a couple of weeks.

      “I got a message from their leader that she won’t have any more problems,” he told the man.

      “You believe it?”

      Hutch nodded.

      “You think there’s a catch?” Brett asked, proving further he was not stupid.

      “I think I don’t know enough about that kind of outfit, nor do I know anything about their outfit, so I’m not resting easy.”

      Brett nodded. “I hear you. Vigilance.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Mabel know about this message?”

      She absolutely did.

      It was the first thing he told her when he went to pick her up, because he might not be resting easy, but he wanted her to be.

      He was careful to communicate it in a way she would continue to look out for herself, especially when Hutch wasn’t around to do it for her.

      But he wanted her no longer to live under the constant threat of something else happening.

      “She does. She also knows to continue to look out for herself,” Hutch answered.

      Brett started them walking again, muttering, “Get the sense our Mabel has learned that lesson already.”

      He didn’t mean the recent note.

      And he wasn’t wrong.

      Hutch didn’t confirm.

      They’d made the parking lot.

      And the gift shop.

      Mabel instantly slid into what she’d warned him was going to be her Rich Auntie vibe, so Liam got a Stony Bluff sweatshirt and ballcap, Emma got a T-shirt and a stuffed owl, she bought herself and Abigail each a tee, and Brett a hoodie.

      Brett faced this with resignation, clearly having been previously briefed as to how he’d handle it.

      Abigail and the kids faced it with glee.

      They loaded up with both the kids complaining about how it was easy to move their car seats to Hutch’s truck so they could ride with Hutch and Mabel. They lost that fight, and the gang headed to Mabel’s.

      “I’m coming back to put in a volunteer application,” Mabel declared before he’d even pulled out of the parking lot.

      Now, how did he guess that would happen?

      “Not the rescue, I can’t hack the rescue,” she said. “But I bet I’d be hell on wheels bottle feeding a baby moose.”

      He’d bet on that too.

      And he hoped like fuck, after this became whatever it became, they could retain something so he could handle her involved with the sanctuary, because even after his term as president was over, he’d still be active on the board and with their work.

      “I’ll bring an application to you, baby,” he said.

      “Cool. Oh, and strap in, Hutch. Your knowledge about wildlife rescue and commitment to it is a massive turn on. I’m gonna suck your cock so good, you’ll be ruined for other women.”

      His cock paid attention.

      His heart squeezed.

      His gut clenched.

      But he forced his lips to smile. “Something to look forward to.”

      “You better believe it,” she promised, stretching her seatbelt so she could land a kiss on his jaw.

      For some reason, where her lips landed burned.

      And it did it in a way he hoped that sensation would never fade.

      But as he drove, it did.

      Because something he’d learned in life.

      The good shit always did.

      

      He’d dropped Mabel and gone home to get Hannibal, so Mabel’s living room turned into a playroom of tug of war, fetch and kid versus dog play-wrestling while Mabel insisted he, Brett and Abigail sit at her island and drink beer while she futzed in the kitchen, also drinking beer, but doing it sorting dinner.

      Though, there wasn’t a lot to be done, because she got the beef stew in the slow cooker that morning, so Hutch had yet again walked into a house that smelled like heaven.

      The kids’ and dogs’ laughter, giggles and play growls competed with the soft rock Mabel put on. Conversation flowed. And plenty of mirth was had at the island too.

      Since Mabel didn’t have a dining room table, when dinner was served, Brett and Abigail set the kids up on the floor at the coffee table while the adults ate at the island. Mabel and Hutch gave their dogs orders so the kids could eat without the dogs getting in their space and begging. And Abigail didn’t miss that Mabel had both biscuits and whole grain rolls in her breadbasket, a choice of white or cauliflower rice for a base, and only one of their party selected the healthier options.

      Hutch didn’t miss it either.

      Nor did he miss that Mabel didn’t make a big deal of it.

      Or any deal of it.

      He didn’t cook with Bree, he only ate with her. Even so, she didn’t hesitate to give him shit, mostly around the times she let herself “cheat,” and she hated to do that alone, so she nagged him to do it with her.

      But Molly and Danielle both had tons to say about what a huge pain in the ass it was to cook healthier.

      Hutch wasn’t the kind of man to make a woman cook for him as he liked it, and she either had to deal with it and eat like he ate or cook two meals. He could cook for himself, didn’t mind it, and was good at it.

      But watching Mabel, it was the first time he noticed that it actually wasn’t that big of a deal.

      You steamed some cauliflower rice, you offered two types of bread, and you made a main that was tasty that everyone would like.

      She did that when she roasted her chicken, too.

      She ate the skin.

      He didn’t.

      She smothered hers in gravy.

      He didn’t.

      The end.

      Another thing he didn’t miss was that he was being evaluated by Abigail.

      He didn’t mind. Good friends were good friends, that was part of the job of being a good friend, and he was glad Mabel had a friend like that close.

      But he and Mabel were adults. She was the most together woman he’d met.

      And Abigail didn’t know that Hutch had his finger firmly on that pulse, not so he could instigate damage control, but so he could manage it so there was minimal to no damage.

      She’d learn.

      He hoped.

      He was so in it, and so at one with it, when Mabel pulled the chocolate pudding cake out of the oven and scooped that decadence out with a mound of ice cream on top, the scent of chocolate was so strong, it permeated the entire cabin.

      It also created the first situation since he’d faced a homemade cinnamon roll that Nadia had made over a year ago.

      Thus, Hutch had broken form by saying, “Small bowl for me,” when Mabel was asking for orders.

      And again, he didn’t miss she didn’t speak word one.

      Sure, she cocked her head to the side, gave him a look and a small smile, but nothing so big she’d bring attention to him, and definitely she shoveled no shit his way.

      She just dished that goodness up.

      And it was so fucking good, he wanted to do what Emma did.

      Shove his face in the bowl and lick it clean.

      It was a great afternoon. A great evening. Kids around. Dogs happy they had kids around. Music playing. And Moxie had all sorts of stuff to keep her eye on.

      He felt he passed a test when Abigail gave him a tight hug before she got in their truck.

      And it felt nice to stand on the porch with his arm around Mabel’s shoulders, hers around his waist, as she waved them into the dark.

      The thing was, Hutch had never had a friend with benefits either.

      So he had no idea, both Abigail and Brett Buckner, sitting in the front seat of their truck, seeing the couple as they were on the porch, knew those two people were friends, there were benefits, but that was not what they were in the slightest.

      Not even close.
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      “Fucking hell,” Hutch growled, the words escaping his lips involuntarily half a second before he shot his load into Mabel’s hot, wet mouth.

      She kept sucking him off as he jetted, but gentled as he started to come down, then slipped him out and climbed up to straddle his lap where he sat, pillows packed behind him against her scrolled-iron headboard, his knees cocked.

      He rounded her with his arms as she nuzzled under his jaw, enjoying this as he slid one hand up her neck and into her soft hair.

      “Okay,” he grunted. “You win. You ruined me for other women.”

      He knew this was no lie.

      He also knew it was a problem.

      One he wasn’t going to face right then, with Mabel’s body keeping him warm.

      He felt her smile against his skin before she said, “Samesies.”

      Samesies?

      At that, all thoughts fell away, something with which Mabel had a knack, and his lips tipped up.

      This happened not only because she could be an adorable dork, but because it wasn’t lost on him she’d come hard into his mouth earlier.

      He moved his hand on her back, and it stuttered when it hit a scar.

      He ignored it verbally, but he felt the muscle dance in his cheek.

      She tensed.

      “I hate to tarnish my reputation,” he said to move them past it, something, at one point or another, he had to do any time they were together like this because her scars were hard to avoid. “But I’m wiped, baby. And what I had left, that blowjob took out of me. I need sleep, and tomorrow we need a chill Sunday.”

      She angled up to look down at him, shifting further so she could use her hands to smooth his hair back while she watched them move.

      He should have seen this as the warning it was.

      He didn’t.

      Her gaze came to his.

      “My mom was messed up,” she whispered.

      Oh fuck.

      “Baby,” he whispered back.

      “She got sent to prison. Drugs. She got hooked up with this shifty guy, who turned out to be my father, but I didn’t know that until I was twenty-seven.”

      “May—”

      “Anyway, no one knew it, so when she went to prison, they sent me to go live with Mom’s brother.”

      She had to get it out?

      And with the way she was talking, he knew she did.

      Hutch would shut up.

      So that was what he did.

      “He had ideas about disciplining children.”

      He closed his eyes.

      He opened them when she continued talking.

      “Now, I can’t say I didn’t need discipline. I did. I didn’t have any growing up. I was a mess. Behind in school. A lot of stuff.” She threw out a hand then put it right back on him. “Long story.”

      She had many “long stories.”

      “But he was…”—her eyes drifted over his head—“possessed? Damaged? Deranged?” She shook her head and came back to him. “I don’t really know what makes someone beat a child with a belt.”

      He knew it was coming.

      He still couldn’t stop himself when he clamped a hand on the back of her neck and his arm around her waist after hearing it from her lips.

      “Scars like that, he hit you so bad, he made you bleed,” he gritted.

      “He went to prison for it, Hutch. Lost his own kids. His wife was messed up too. Stood by his side. So her folks, who were not okay with any of this, because he did it to their grandchildren as well, took her to court for custody. And they won. They were good people. They kept in touch. Still do. So do my cousins. They got on with it. There were supervised visits and stuff like that, but they never went back to them.”

      She paused for breath.

      Then kept talking.

      “But I never saw either of them again. Though, I know he’s still preaching. She’s still his sycophant. They didn’t have more children, and he had a record and a reputation, so he doesn’t have a very large flock. But they weren’t invited to graduations or weddings. Maybe they don’t care. But I bet they do. They paid. And now they have grandbabies and they aren’t in their lives. So they’ll keep paying.”

      This was all said, not with no emotion, but it was still matter-of-factly.

      “Therapy teach you to be this adjusted?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Mostly, yeah.”

      “What’s the other part that’s not ‘mostly?’” he pressed.

      She blew out a breath and played with the lock of hair that always curled around his ear.

      She also answered.

      “I don’t want to give the man credit, that shifty guy who turned out to be my father, but he had this absurd idea that humans are animals, which of course we are, and animals survive in the wild, or they don’t. So my early years, with almost zero parental or even adult input, I learned to survive. And when I say that we, I mean the other kids there and I ran entirely amuck. We ate whatever we wanted. We took baths when someone noticed we were dirty.” Her eyes caught his. “But don’t think I was roughing it. I had a princess room in a mansion. The man was a flake, among other things, but he was loaded. There was plenty of food. Plenty of people around. I had the most expensive clothes and toys you could buy.” She grinned. “I had a Barbie dream house that was taller than me. I still miss that thing.”

      With this conversation, the puzzle of Mabel was falling into place.

      Self-sufficient.

      Not only finding a multitude of ways to fill it but also enjoying time spent alone.

      Even so.

      Fuck that shit.

      “I know you want to blow this off, May, but I’m not finding any of this funny.”

      Her gaze turned hyper focused, and she replied, “I just don’t want you to think I’m strange. Or broken. Or…I don’t know, when I tell people my stories, they sometimes look at me like I’m something pathetic. Something to be pitied. When I’m not. Not at all.”

      “Her name was Molly.”

      Her gaze flickered and her body froze.

      “Graduated college, enlisted in the Navy. Knew I wanted to be a SEAL well before I became a SEAL. Had a bud, his name was Teller. He got through BUD/S training, but the man was scared as shit of heights. He thought he could best it. He couldn’t. Washed out in parachute jump school.”

      “What’s BUD/S?”

      “Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL Training.”

      “Right,” she mumbled.

      Hutch kept going.

      “I fell in love with Molly. Hard.”

      She ran her top teeth over her bottom lip but that was all she did.

      “She was it. The future. Babies. So sweet. Smart. Funny. Pretty.”

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “Teller was a flirt.”

      “Oh shit.” Another whisper.

      “I knew that about him. I even saw him flirt with Molly. She’d smile her cute smile, find her excuse to get away from him and come right to me. Bottom line, I thought he was a brother, it was just how he was, and he wasn’t serious about it when it came to Molly.”

      Mabel knew where this was going, so she didn’t say anything and just let him get it out.

      “I was young, not immature, but not fully mature. Definitely not mature enough to notice important shit like the fact that Molly was not a woman who liked to be alone.”

      “Oh, Hutch.” More whispering, and now she was stroking the side of his neck.

      It felt good.

      “She was on me a lot to get out of the Navy, even knowing a major goal in my life was not just to become a SEAL, but to be a SEAL. Hated it when I was away. I misidentified clingy as loving. And I got no judgement against people who need people. But if that’s how you are, you have no excuse to be with a man in the military who, at a moment’s notice, can be deployed.”

      “You are very correct,” Mabel agreed.

      He knew he was.

      He was just glad she knew it too.

      “Topping that, I didn’t know Misted Pines existed at the time, but I told her when I did get out, I’d be coming someplace like here, and not to live in town. To live like I’m doing. That was my plan, my goal, and yeah, you could even call it my dream. She’d nod and talk about how great that was, and then she’d say shit like, ‘Have you ever thought of living in Chicago? They have a lot of sports teams.’ Somehow, I didn’t read that shit. Somehow, I didn’t realize she heard me, she listened, but she wasn’t nodding her head to agree. She was nodding her head so I’d know she was listening, but she was also scheming. I know that’s a tough word, but there’s no way around it, no matter how gentle it was, she schemed in hopes of changing my mind.”

      That made Mabel’s lips thin before she stated it plain.

      “In other words, she might have been with the man she wanted to be with, but she knew you two didn’t work, and she hid that, hoping to get her way and make it work, even if she couldn’t have missed she was asking you to sacrifice things that were important to you.”

      Christ.

      Christ.

      Yes.

      That was it.

      Stated plain.

      “Yeah,” he agreed.

      She huffed out an irritable breath.

      Hutch had more, so he gave it to her.

      “It wasn’t that she was scared of being alone. Had a phobia. Nothing had happened to her. It also wasn’t that she couldn’t entertain herself. It was just part of her personality. I get that it wasn’t a preference or a choice but a part of who she was. I also get she had friends, family close, so if she didn’t want to be alone, she could spend time with them. To this day, as much as I loved her, I didn’t feel it was my responsibility to provide that for her at all times. And it goes without saying, when I was gone, she didn’t have to fall on my friend’s dick.”

      Even if she knew it was coming, Mabel appeared to be getting angry.

      But Hutch kept going.

      “So yeah…I was away, came back, but while I was away, I made my decision, and when I was out for a drink with another bud, I told him I was buying Molly a ring.”

      “Dammit,” Mabel bit.

      “He struggled with it, the whole fucked-up bro code, but in the end, he made the right decision. He told me. Both of them acted like nothing happened. Neither of those two had the balls to fess up to that shit. Someone else told me.”

      “Let me guess, you didn’t buy her a ring.”

      “Fuck no. Went right home from the bar and got shot of her ass. And you would not believe the fucking scene.”

      Her brows winged up. “Wait. She cheated on you while you were off, serving our country, and when you were not down with that, she caused a scene?”

      “Babe, don’t you know, it was my fault. I went away.”

      Her eyes got huge.

      Hutch kept right on going.

      “So I knew she couldn’t handle being alone. I knew she wanted me out of the Navy. I asked if she wanted me out of the Navy so fuckin’ bad, why did she bang another man who was a lieutenant in it?”

      “I bet she had no answer to that,” Mabel sniped.

      “Oh, that was my fault too. I knew Teller had a thing for her. I’d seen him flirting with her. I should have put a stop to it.”

      Definitely mad now. “You’re joking.”

      “Not remotely.”

      “What a stupid bitch,” she snapped.

      “She learned her own stupidity when I kicked her ass out, she went to Teller, thinking he had a thing for her, when he had a thing for acquiring pussy. He’d had hers. He wasn’t interested anymore. She was very alone then.”

      “Good,” she clipped.

      He almost smiled.

      Instead, he said, “So, we all got shit we gotta survive. When I say I loved her, I really did. Her cheating on me fucked me up.”

      “Bet she missed your dick too, with the way you use it,” she stated. “I can’t be sure. I don’t have any experience. I avoid pussy collectors. But it seems the logical assumption they’re out to get, not give.”

      It was then, he smiled and shared, “It wasn’t payback. It just happened. But I found myself in one of Teller’s ex’s beds. And according to her, Teller not only wasn’t man enough to finish SEAL training, he wasn’t man enough to make a woman finish. She knew about Molly. She told me she was going to be sure to let Teller know he not only didn’t have a big enough dick to satisfy the Navy, he didn’t have one big enough to satisfy a woman.”

      “I hope she did that,” Mabel said gleefully.

      “Yeah she did. Teller wasn’t pleased. Because, even if I didn’t say that shit to him, he came after me, and he found he also didn’t have a big enough dick to prove his point. He wound up with a busted lip, black eye, broken nose and sprained shoulder. I landed only three punches and gave him an arm twist to shove him away from me. Took two minutes. I wasn’t even winded.”

      “Serves him right for thinking he could belly up to a SEAL.”

      Hutch smiled again.

      She returned it, before it chased itself away.

      “So you lost her, and a friend too.”

      “Didn’t know he was never a friend,” he replied. “But before that, yeah. He was a friend, and I thought a good one. But like your uncle, he paid. Until he got out or transferred or whatever happened to him, I didn’t keep a lock on it because I didn’t give a shit what happened to him, but he found himself lonely. Not for pussy. He was a good-lookin’ guy who had a uniform. For friends. Because he broke the bro code first.”

      “So…quid pro quo, I had my fair share of shitty people…”

      She had more than her fair share.

      “…and you did too.”

      She didn’t know the half of it.

      “Yeah,” he agreed.

      “Thanks, Hutch. You didn’t have to tell me that story, but I’m glad you did, and it was sweet you did. Also sweet you don’t think I’m a reject in the scratch and dent section.”

      At that, he wrapped both arms around her, slid them down in bed, and rolled so he was covering her.

      Only then did he say, low and firm, “You’re not a reject, Mabel.”

      “I know, honey,” she said softly. “I’m just glad you know too, because people who put me in that place because of shit I had no control over, but obviously, I’ve moved beyond it, annoy the hell out of me.”

      Jesus.

      What made this woman?

      “So now, after sex and soul baring, we need to sleep,” she stated.

      “That’d be good,” he replied.

      She got out of bed, hit the bathroom to brush her teeth, and Tonks followed her (so did Moxie).

      And he got out of bed, pulled on his jeans, and did a walkthrough of the house with Hannibal at his heels, making sure locks were locked, and the barn door panels that were mounted to shut her windows off from the outside were closed.

      He hit the loft to see her in bed in little shorts and the Stony Bluff Sanctuary tee, before he hit the bathroom to brush his own teeth.

      He took off his jeans before he got into bed.

      He turned out his light.

      She turned out hers.

      They turned to each other.

      They tangled.

      Hannibal settled in on the rug by his side.

      Tonks jumped up and crashed on their feet.

      Moxie joined her.

      And two people in a defined situationship, which was not even loosely a situationship (and how they lay proved it), settled down for the night with their fur family, and they all fell asleep.
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      “And then, I kid you not, Hutch said, ‘Enemy. Attack,’ he unclipped her leash, and that dog shot across his yard and grabbed that dummy’s leg in its jaws and shook for all she was worth. I was terrified at the same time fighting the urge to start cheering. It was insane,” I told Abigail the next Thursday.

      I was in the shop.

      Although we’d been teasing it for a few weeks, we were now going full-on Autumn and Halloween décor.

      One of Gemma’s candle scents (called “Autumn Leaves,” and I had no idea how she got that smell in a jar, but she did) was lit in various places around the space, making it all smell amazing.

      We were dotting some of the vintage or refurbished fall and Halloween décor I’d acquired in my meanderings around the shop, as well as restocking Gemma’s candles, which were, unsurprisingly, flying out the door. Melissa’s scarves, cardies and sweaters were going too (and I’d scored a hooded cardie in the lightest gray, softest wool ever).

      Not to mention, all the chicks we talked to from the Misted Pines Art Center had come in to grab a vendor contract, signed on the dotted line, so we had quilts and baskets to display. And Hutch had come in on Tuesday to rig a couple surge protectors on the walls so we could display the glass nightlights.

      And I was telling Abigail about going over to Hutch’s yesterday so I could help provide distraction during his training with one of his clients.

      During that time, he’d demonstrated what Artemis could do in order to show me what he could teach Tonks because she had “heel” mostly down, so we were moving closer to protective training, and he wanted to know how far I wanted him to go.

      “Then he just called, ‘release,’ and, Abigail, that pooch let go of that dummy,”—I snapped my fingers—“like that. She sat down and looked at Hutch, calm as you can be, except panting. I thought his client’s eyes were going to pop out of his head. I knew mine almost did.”

      When I stopped talking, Abigail didn’t say anything, so I turned to her where she was arranging a garland that looked like a trail of spiders I found at a garage sale this summer. She was doing it so the spiders appeared as if they were trailing up to a big, opaque, black glass vase filled with little gourds.

      She was also watching me with a funny look on her face.

      That was, she was doing that until I caught her eyes.

      And then she wiped her face clean and remarked, “I cannot imagine Tonks doing that.”

      I looked at my dog, who was in her Groove dog bed (yep, went back to the feedstore), gnawing on a rawhide, then returned to Abigail.

      “Me either.”

      Before I could inquire after the expression she’d wiped from her face, she asked, “So what’s he going to teach Tonks to do?”

      “He’s got a few more basic commands we’re going to start on that she doesn’t know but will need to know when we get into the big stuff. Like ‘come,’ ‘drop it,’ and ‘leave it.’ Then we’re gonna get into ‘wait,’ which apparently isn’t the same as ‘stay.’ After that, ‘defend,’ and obviously ‘release.’”

      “So ‘defend’ is different than ‘attack?’”

      “‘Attack’ is what Artemis did. It’s offensive. ‘Defend’ would only happen if I was being attacked.”

      “Now I know why everyone talks about what a shit-hot trainer he is,” she muttered just as Tonks let out a half-hearted roo-roo (the rawhide was a thing) and the bell over the door rang.

      We both turned that direction, and I saw who I thought was the woman Hutch had been talking to at the Art Center opening (they’d been a ways away, I only caught part of her profile, but this was confirmed by the stroller she was pushing). She was with another lady who had fantastic, thick, lush auburn hair.

      “Gird your loins. Incoming,” Abigail said under her breath for some reason, since she’d not once said that when another customer came in.

      As such, I felt my shoulders jerk back.

      “Bree?” I whispered, because both those women were certainly beautiful.

      I was suddenly wondering where the rubber bands were.

      “No, but I think for you…worse.”

      I was confused as I watched them smile at us in a friendly way with the redhead throwing a little wave at Abigail before they started perusing our wares.

      “Hey, ladies. Can I help you look for something?” Abigail called.

      They both quit peering at a three-foot-tall, retro, winking black cat in a bowtie painted on wood shaped as, yeah…a three-foot, retro winking, sitting cat, to us.

      “Uh…hey,” the redhead said.

      “Hey,” Abigail and I greeted at the same time, but Abigail’s syllable was wobbly, like she was laughing.

      Or choking.

      “Okay, I didn’t apply for the CIA not only because I never wanted to be in the CIA, and possibly with my family’s Soviet history, wouldn’t get in anyway, but because I’d suck at being a spy,” the blonde with the baby said.

      More confusion, this time about her statement, at the same time I was intrigued about the Soviet history mention.

      She wheeled her stroller (cute, dressed-up-against-the-cold baby sleeping in it) through our displays with the redhead bringing up the rear, and when she made it to us, she stuck her hand out to me over the stroller.

      “Nadia Riggs,” she said like I knew who she was.

      I took her hand. “Hi.”

      “Doc Riggs’s wife,” Abigail added.

      Where had I heard that name before?

      “Hey, Lillian,” Abigail said to the redhead.

      “Hey,” she replied. Looked to me and repeated, “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I also repeated.

      “Lillian is married to Harry Moran,” Abigail supplied.

      “Oh!” I cried. “I know Harry. Hi.”

      Lillian smiled at me before she and Nadia looked at each other in what I could swear was a she’s not getting it way.

      Back to confused.

      “And this is?” Abigail asked after the baby in the stroller.

      “Cicely,” Nadia said.

      At that, Abigail smiled huge and replied, “I love it.”

      “Took a while for me to talk Riggs into it,” Nadia replied. “But I got there in the end. Though, he refuses to address the origins of her name and insists on calling her LeeLee.”

      “Can I ask the origin of her name?” I requested.

      She threw an arm toward the big windows at the front of the store like that was an answer.

      It wasn’t.

      Lillian came to my rescue and explained, “Some folks think MP is like Cicely, Alaska. You know, from the show Northern Exposure?”

      “Oh. Right.” It hit me how apt that was, and I grinned big and cried (not too loud, baby sleeping), “Right!”

      “Can’t call her Twin Peaks,” Abigail put in, then added, “Definitely not Laura.”

      Since I so got that reference, we all burst out laughing (quietly, again, baby sleeping).

      When we stopped, Nadia told me, “Riggs and I got a dog from Hutch.”

      “Ah,” I said.

      “And I think I nearly broke him because I was intent on looking at Gia as my very big puppy, and he’d spent months training her to be anything but a puppy. He’s good with training dogs. He’s not so good with training soppy women,” Nadia told me.

      Through a smile, I asked, “Which kind did you get?”

      “Gia’s a Corso.”

      “Like Hannibal. So essentially, she’s a puppy and a killer all in one,” I replied.

      “Essentially,” Nadia agreed through her own smile.

      “I’m just going to keep doing this while you gals chat, is that okay?” Abigail asked as she went back to her spiders.

      “Sure,” Lillian said.

      “Your shop is awesome. I’ve been meaning to come in here,” Nadia said.

      “I’m addicted to Ida’s sugar scrub.” Lillian paused. “And her green tea mask.”

      “Ida has some amazing stuff,” I agreed.

      “Okay, so, um…just to be clear, you know Lug?” Nadia asked.

      Back to confused.

      “Yes. I met him at The Link,” I answered.

      “Jaeger?” Lillian asked.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t met him, but I know Hutch knows him. He met him in town for a game of one-on-one the other night, and they went out for a drink.”

      “Add Doc, Harry, Rus, maybe Bubbles, definitely Jace and Jesse, and occasionally Cade, and that’s Hutch’s bestest buds friend posse,” Lillian shared.

      It was then it hit me.

      “Oooooooooooooooooh,” I said.

      “Yeah. Sorry, we’re here checking you out,” Nadia admitted.

      I started laughing softly. “That’s okay.”

      “Well, Lillian is here to check you out. I’m here to do that too, but also to possibly recruit you and Hutch as pinch-hit babysitters when Riggs’s mom or Kimmy are out of commission,” Nadia added.

      “And me and Harry,” Lillian put in.

      “And you and Harry,” Nadia agreed.

      “And Cin and Rus and Cade and Delphine. Not to mention Celeste,” Lillian kept at her.

      Nadia smiled and said, “Just you wait. You think a babysitter list will be a mile long, but it’ll seem super short when your mother-in-law is out of town, Kimmy is stapling Christmas lights to someone’s house and there’s a double bill of Sunset Boulevard and Chinatown you’re dying to see at the Misted Lake.”

      Lillian’s lips turned up in a gentle way. “We have Ronnie and George right next door.”

      “Oh. Right. With Ronetta around, when you have a baby, you might find yourself needing an appointment with her to see it,” Nadia joked.

      Lillian laughed.

      I peered down at the rosy-chubby-cheeked baby girl in her chunky, cable knit sweater, thermal leggings, baby hat with a big bow at the side, and fuzzy socks, and said, “I’m all in for babysitting.”

      “I also thought you and Hutch could come over for dinner,” Nadia went on. “Maybe next week?”

      I was about to tell her I’d like that, and I’d talk to Hutch, but she kept going like she had to convince me.

      “He would never admit it, but I know he likes to be with Gia. He misses his kiddos when they fly the coup.”

      I was sensing this the closer we got to tomorrow, and he’d have to say goodbye to his current round.

      “I’ll ask him,” I promised. “He’s letting go all three of the dogs he has tomorrow. We’re heading out to pick up the next litter Saturday. But new doesn’t erase old. It might be good he has a distraction and the reminder that, when he places his dogs, they’re with people who care about them.”

      “Yes,” Nadia agreed. “Should we trade phone numbers?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She and I did. Lillian and I did.

      And Nadia left with two of Gemma’s candles, one of Melissa’s scarves, and the black cat sitting at the bottom of Cicely’s stroller that she crowed Riggs was going to hate. Lillian left with more sugar scrub, green tea mask and a nightlight that could only be plugged into one kind of room, so I had a feeling it gave something away, and I was happy for her and Harry.

      After the bell over the door rang again to herald their departure this time (and another half-hearted, goodbye roo-roo from Tonks), I was bapping the POS tablet to close out the sales as Abigail approached.

      “They were cool, right?” I asked her.

      “Babe.”

      The way she said that, I looked from the tablet screen to her.

      She had a worried look on her face.

      “What? They aren’t cool?” I asked.

      “Do you know what you’re doing with Hutch?” she asked back.

      She hadn’t come out and shared her concerns yet, but I knew they were there.

      “We both went in with eyes open, Abigail,” I said softly. “And we’re both grownups. Honestly, you don’t have to worry.”

      “How often does he spend the night in your bed?” she queried.

      “That’s the benefit part,” I told her.

      “The entire night, Mabel.”

      I frowned as something started niggling inside of me.

      “How often?” she pressed.

      “It’s become kind of a schedule. He trains Tonks Monday, Wednesday and Friday. When he’s done, he leaves, comes back, we have dinner, he stays.”

      “And the weekends?”

      “There’s only been one weekend.”

      “But he was with you. Almost the whole weekend.”

      We both went to his place on Sunday to feed his pooches and spend time with them (twice).

      But the rest of the day we were at mine, where we lazed, had sex, napped, ate.

      And he spent the night.

      “And now you’re going to get his new litter with him,” she continued. “Are you going to leave when he has a room full of puppies at his house?”

      I’d told Abigail that Hutch told me he keeps his puppies, when they were still puppies, in his house in a room he hilariously called the “romper room.”

      And…

      Yeah.

      No way in hell I was leaving a litter of cute, mini-Hannibals.

      Three words: I’d seen pictures.

      “Listen.” She reached out and grabbed my forearm. “I like the man. And for what it’s worth, I fully believe he’s right where you are. I fully believe that. But even if I do, and I know all, I still asked Brett. And he agrees with me. The thing is, I…we…Brett and I, I mean…but mostly I don’t think either of you are clueing into exactly where it is that you are.”

      I was torn between being irritated she thought I was being an idiot and feeling how nice it was that she cared.

      So my tone was even when I countered, “He and I had a very frank discussion about this, Abigail. During that discussion, we also established rules.”

      “I’ve never had an arrangement like this. I dated. Brett dated. I can’t say every man I was intimate with lasted for any period of time. And some of them were jerks. But I’ve never been in something like this. That said, you told me, you haven’t either.”

      “No. But I still know what it is.”

      She nodded. “I’m trying not to offend you. Or worse, insult you. I know you’re a grown-ass woman. I’m only two years older than you. I don’t even know if my concerns are valid. I just think this is ripe for misunderstanding. What if one of you catches the feels?”

      “Both of us have already caught the feels. That’s why we aren’t just screwing.”

      She let me go and backed off verbally too. “Okay. It does sound like your eyes are open.”

      I wanted to say, That’s because they are.

      But I was shook.

      Abigail was not like my take-no-shit, tell-it-like-it-is Mona. She was also not like my I-took-off-the-rose-colored-glasses-and-crushed-them-under-my-own-boot, all-men-are-dicks friend Kacey.

      She and Brett had been married for five years.

      She was a wife, a mother, a store manager. She’d been a stay-at-home mom, then she’d put Emma in preschool because she realized she was losing hold on herself and the woman she was, not to mention the wife she was, to become nothing but a mom (yeah, we broke the friendship seal so it all spilled, she knew about Bryce and my name change too, though she didn’t know about my uncle, my mom or the man who sired me…yet).

      She had it going on, and she was wise.

      She liked to attribute that to being a mom.

      But I knew it was just Abigail.

      She drifted away from the counter, and I looked to the door Nadia, Cicely and Lillian just walked through.

      Did sexy friends go have dinner or babysit together for one of the friend’s friends’ baby?

      No.

      Yes.

      No.

      But…in Hutch and my case…yes.

      He was Hutch. It wasn’t lost on me that he could easily find another woman, a good woman, and I didn’t have my head buried in the sand. That would hurt. It would even kill.

      One thing I knew, I’d survive.

      Another thing I knew, I wouldn’t survive not having Hutch in my life.

      If I could grow up the way I grew up…

      If I could get bounced to the nightmare that was the years I spent with my uncle and aunt…

      Then bounced back to live with a mom who seemed unable to grasp that the gravy train had left her behind, and she thought she could live in a woo-woo land of crystals, pot, patchouli and acid trips, only to learn in the worst way she couldn’t…

      And finally endure the outing of my fiancé being married with children.

      If I could survive all of that.

      I could survive making a friend of Hutch’s woman if he moved on from me.

      If it meant I didn’t lose Hutch.

      In fact, I was coming to learn I’d do just about anything.

      If it meant I didn’t lose Hutch.
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      The next evening, I had the ends of my kickass new hooded cardie pulled tight around my Stony Bluff Sanctuary tee, where I sat rocking in one of the rocking chairs on Hutch’s porch with Tonks lying beside me, and we were both giving him time.

      Though Tonks was doing it, she sucked at it. She kept whimpering and letting out soft roos, her eyes glued to Hutch.

      Mine were too, where he was standing, staring down his lane after the last client who had just left, taking Major with him.

      At least he wasn’t totally alone. Hannibal was sitting next to him, resting against his leg.

      But eventually, I had to call time.

      Because this shit was killing me.

      I got up, and Tonks took my lead, but she was way faster than me.

      She scrambled off the porch and gave Hutch warning I was coming because she made it to him and snuffled his free hand (the other one was on Hannibal) until he petted her.

      She shuffled out of the way when I took her place, wrapping my arms around his middle and pressing to his side.

      He curled his arm around my shoulders.

      “After they leave, I clean their pens,” he said to the lane. “Take all the blankets out and wash them. Scrub the toys and take them to the rescue so they can use them. The pups get all new. All theirs.” His brown eyes dropped to me. “And that’s the worst fuckin’ part of this job. Giving and washing the last bits of them away.”

      “Oh, honey,” I whispered, tightening my arms to squeeze him.

      “You know the history of Misted Pines?” he asked.

      “From its origins?”

      His lips quirked. “No. But that’s fascinating too. I mean shit like the Whitaker brothers.”

      I nodded.

      “We’re goin’ to Doc and Nadia’s house on Friday. Did you know, where they live was where the Whitakers lived?”

      I felt my eyes get big. “No. I didn’t know that.”

      “Yup.”

      “That’s where it all went down? The murders? Everything?”

      He nodded. “Including catching the actual murderer. She and her accomplice were dicking around on Doc’s land, and straight-up dicking with Nadia to scare her from it. They were there one night, everyone he loved under his roof, Doc went out to catch them, and he took Gia.”

      “Okay.”

      He looked to the lane. “And now, each time I let them go, I think about that. I think Doc could have encountered anything that night. I think if he did it alone, Ledge might not have a dad, Nadia wouldn’t have a husband, and Cicely wouldn’t be here at all. It wasn’t that dangerous, how it went down. But she incapacitated the one who was young enough to possibly do harm. So Doc was never in danger.”

      “Because you trained Gia.”

      He returned to me.

      “Because I trained Gia,” he agreed.

      “So it helps to think of that when you have to let go,” I surmised.

      “Not a lot,” he admitted. “But it does help.”

      “Have you always loved animals this much?”

      Something so melancholy, it seemed like every bittersweet song he wrote balled up into one was reflected in his eyes.

      “My dad was a K9 cop,” he said.

      “Was?” I asked cautiously.

      He drew in so much breath, his chest expanded with it.

      And then he released.

      “He died.”

      “God, honey, I’m so sorry. You were obviously close.”

      “He was the best man I ever knew.”

      “Is your mom still around?”

      I felt a strong tremor run through him that I didn’t like at all.

      But he just said, “No.”

      Okay, I was curious. Wildly curious about that reaction when mentioning his mom.

      But obviously, considering his current mood and that tremor, story time about that later.

      I gave him a shake. “Okay, so, that big tote I brought in earlier had homemade cream of mushroom soup in it, and you’re my taste tester for these herb rolls I tried. And don’t panic when you see them. They’re white, but I used white whole wheat flour. They’re vegan and clean, nothing refined or artificial. I’m going to admit, I tasted one, and I was shocked it was super good. That said, I brought butter for me. You can have some if you’re very nice to me later.”

      He frowned.

      “Really, I swear, nothing refined,” I promised.

      “I thought that tote had your toothbrush and clean panties in it.”

      Now I was experiencing a tremor, but for a vastly different reason.

      “I sense you’re a man who can tell the different shapes of a Tupperware and a toothbrush.”

      His lips curled up.

      Shoo.

      Good.

      A smile.

      Then he frowned again.

      “But that tote had your toothbrush and clean panties in it,” he stated firmly.

      I rolled my eyes. “My cat is in your house too. Since I had so much to carry, and you were busy, my overnighter is still in the truck.”

      He lifted his free hand, palm up to the sky, toward me. “Keys.”

      I hoped this meant we’d get out of the cold, go in and eat, and maybe I could make him smile again.

      “The keys are in the house.”

      He turned and started us in that direction.

      “You don’t have to cook healthy for me all the time, babe,” he muttered as we walked up the steps.

      “Why not? I rock at it.”

      He looked down at me, gave me a quick kiss while still walking, and then pushed into the warmth of his house, taking me with him.

      

      I was down at the front, up at the back, in Hutch’s bed, taking his cock, both of us on our knees.

      I’d wanted to lavish him with attention.

      He stole my job.

      It turned a little nasty, a whole lot raunchy, and now I needed to come.

      Bad.

      As usual, I didn’t need to say it.

      Somehow, he felt it.

      This was why he curved an arm around my middle, pulled me up in front of him, kept powering in behind me, and one of his hands went to my nipple, the other to my clit.

      He rolled both with his fingers.

      I came apart in his hold.

      I wasn’t close to down before he pulled out, put me on my belly, whipped me to my back, wrapped my legs around his ass, lifted my hips, spread his knees to get more leverage and powered back in, holding my thighs, watching his cock drive into me, then my body moving with his thrusts, finally my face.

      His was flushed. Severe. Hard set.

      Soul destroying.

      He liked what he saw.

      He liked what he was doing.

      He liked who he was doing it to.

      A whole lot.

      And I liked what I saw, that hairy, defined chest, the veins coming up from his flat groin, the muscles in his biceps bulging, his strong jaw flexed, the intensity in his dark eyes.

      I knew it was close when he fell on me, hiked up one of my legs behind the knee, and rode me hard until his head lashed back, the tendons in his neck distending, and he pumped his release into me.

      God, he was beautiful.

      He blew out a harsh breath as the orgasm finished with him. Only then did he pull out of me and roll off, but he grabbed my hand and held it to his rapidly rising and falling chest.

      Oh yeah.

      Hutch put in the work.

      The light from the fire in his fireplace danced in the room.

      “Condom,” he muttered, twisting to kiss my shoulder before he got out of bed.

      I gave myself a few more seconds before I rolled, found his flannel shirt on the floor, dragged it to me and shrugged it on.

      To say the inside of Hutch’s house was more bare bones than the outside was an understatement.

      He had furniture.

      And that was about it.

      It was attractive, though. Sturdy. Comfortable.

      As for décor…

      He didn’t keep his guitar in a case, but on a stand next to an easy chair that was also easy to see was used regularly. The state of the chair and the guitar were part of the reason why, but the stack of books around the chair was the other part.

      There was also a confluence of pictures in frames on the mantle in his living room. Mostly dogs he’d trained.

      But there were other photos.

      Photos I could ask about, but they were intermingled with those I couldn’t.

      Like there was a picture of him sitting on the ground on a big wool blanket, back against a log, long legs stretched out in front of him, boots crossed, what had to be the light from a bonfire on him. Nadia’s husband was beside him, Hannibal on Hutch’s other side, with a slightly smaller gray version of Hannibal on Doc Riggs’s side (my guess: Gia).

      However, there was also a picture of a little kid in a little kid’s basketball uniform.

      A kid who could be none other than a very adorable young Hutch.

      He was standing next to a tall, dark-haired, good-looking man in full police uniform. The man had his arm proudly wrapped around Hutch’s narrow (then) shoulders. Hutch had a medal hanging from his neck.

      That I couldn’t ask about.

      So I didn’t ask at all.

      His house consisted of a good-sized living room.

      A kitchen big enough to fit a six-seater kitchen table.

      And five other rooms: office (scarily cluttered); romper room (very organized, blankets and towels folded neatly in a corner, huge crate already filled with new toys, line of sturdy puppy bowls, another line of fluffy dog beds); a guest bath (no nonsense); and the master (king bed with blue sheets and green comforter, no design (but soft), two nightstands, two lamps, a dresser and the fireplace) with a full bath attached.

      He was a man who trained dogs, played guitar, had friends, homed pets, saved wildlife…

      I could see he wasn’t a man who spent a ton of time worrying about home décor.

      I liked my space nice and homey.

      Weirdly, I found Hutch’s space nice and homey.

      But the kitchen.

      God.

      It was a dream.

      Whoever built this cabin poured their money into that, and it hadn’t been changed, maybe in over a hundred years, if my keen, experienced eye wasn’t deceiving me.

      Ornately carved wood lower cabinets. Farmhouse sink. Glass-front upper cabinets. Butcher block counters.

      And an old black iron, wood-fired stove that had extraordinary fretwork adorning its front and three different brass latch-handled sections for cooking different things at different temperatures.

      It was elaborate, I knew it was worth a boatload of money, and if you wanted to try to replicate it with electric or gas, you’d be paying in the five figures.

      Behind the stove there was a hammered tin backsplash and the whole thing was framed with a substantial, intricately carved wood piece that looked like it belonged in a church. Or a castle.

      Sure, if you wanted to whip up a batch of cookies, it might be a pain in the ass to have to start a fire to do it.

      But, dang, it was pretty.

      I enjoyed the show, watching while he came out of the bathroom and to the bed, claiming me at the same time pulling us both under the covers.

      When he was on his back, and I was where he put me—propped up on his chest with my lower body off to the side—his arm resting along the small of my back, I asked, “Did you know your kitchen is probably worth as much as this whole cabin?”

      He did a very slow blink and said, “Come again.”

      “Just one of your upper cabinets would sell for over a thousand at an antique auction. The craftmanship is crazy.”

      “You want me to auction my kitchen?”

      The very thought made me instantly nauseous.

      “Good Lord, no. That thing probably came west in a covered wagon, guarded by shotguns held by whoever paid a substantial amount of money to get it in the first place. The man who put that in this house loved his wife, that’s for certain.”

      “He did,” Hutch grunted.

      Ooooo.

      Interesting!

      “You know the history of this cabin?” I asked breathlessly.

      He stared at me a long beat before he said. “Trapper named Chisolm Beckwith cleared this patch and built the house with its offerings.”

      “Wow,” I breathed.

      “This big bedroom and bath were added on later.”

      “Okay.”

      “Apparently, Chisolm cut a fine figure in Misted Pines.”

      I smiled. “Ladies’ man?”

      “They wished. Loner. Back then, MP wasn’t a twenty-minute drive. It was a couple-hour horse ride away.”

      “I see.”

      “The ladies all went for their smelling salts when he came to town with his tanned furs, though.”

      This I had to see. “Are there pictures of him?”

      “Maybe. Somewhere. But I don’t have any.”

      “Bummer,” I mumbled. Then prompted, “So, that wife he loved?”

      “Clementine Cosgrove.”

      I laughed. “Oh please, tell me that’s her real name.”

      He grinned at me. “It was.”

      “Keep going,” I urged.

      “Clementine hadn’t had it good. Child bride of a union soldier who had the bad luck to die in the final days of that war. She hooked up with another guy who, probably, put her ass in a covered wagon and took her west. Got here, he got tuberculosis. Lasted for a spell, but it eventually took him. She was stuck all the way across the country from her family, with a house and two kids to look after, and no money. But the west wasn’t won just by men. The women did their part, like they always do. She took in boarders, did washing and had some fences built in her backyard around tubs. Word was, she had water heating on her stove twenty-four hours a day. She sold baths. I guess that was a thing.”

      I scrunched my nose.

      “It fed her kids,” he reminded me.

      I changed my mind. “Go Clementine.”

      “She was also, according to the lore, a pretty little thing.”

      And the story gets better.

      “Caught ole Chisolm’s eye, did she?” I asked.

      “Guess she did one day when he took his washing to her. Once he met her, he came into MP a lot more often. But he was up here, in his cabin, shootin’ the shit with another trapper who had gossip from town. The lady at the boarding house had to shoot one of her boarders who broke into her room in order to take liberties.”

      I stuck out my tongue before I said, “Yuck. I’m suddenly not a fan of this story.”

      “She didn’t kill him, May. But she did stop him, considering, whether by accident or design, she shot him in the groin. And the sheriff back then wasn’t having it. Said she washed his clothes. He wasn’t putting her behind bars for defending her virtue. He’d lose his laundress.”

      I grinned. “Okay, now I’m back to loving this story.”

      “Chisolm heard this story, hitched his wagon to his horse, drove into town, asked for her hand, married her in church the next day. Packed up her and her kids. Brought ’em up the mountain. Gave her another baby. To this day, their grave markers are in the woods about fifty yards east of here. He went first, but she never left this mountain. They say she didn’t because he was still here, and she refused to leave him. Two years later, she was back where she belonged. Lying at his side.”

      Damn.

      Now I wanted to cry.

      I didn’t.

      I remarked, “And somewhere along the way, he ordered a proper kitchen for her.”

      “Story goes, her boarding house was the most popular in town because of her cooking. Story also goes, she always said it was good because she cooked with love, and that had taste to it.”

      “My mom wasn’t much of a cook, so I wouldn’t know.”

      “I do. I had your herb rolls tonight.”

      Oh God.

      This, I knew for sure, wasn’t FWB territory.

      “Hutch,” I said shakily.

      He rolled into me and gathered me in his arms. “Baby, you put love into everything you do. It’s just you. It’s not a statement, you making those rolls for me. I get that. I’m not making a statement either. Relax.”

      “Okay.”

      Though, I wasn’t sure I wasn’t making a statement with the rolls.

      “They were fuckin’ good, though.”

      That bought him another grin.

      He looked down between us and back at me. “I like you in my shirt. Can you sleep in it?”

      It was a lot of material, and the arms were super long.

      But I was going to sleep in it.

      “Yes.”

      He kissed me.

      Then he fucked me in his shirt.

      After that, per protocol regardless of the location change, Tonks joined us, Moxie joined Tonks, and Hannibal snored in his bed on the floor at Hutch’s side.

      And he and I fell asleep.

      

      
        
        Hutch

      

      

      The next afternoon, Hutch stood, leaning on the jamb in the doorway to the romper room, but he wasn’t worried about any puppies escaping.

      Because Hannibal was nosing them where they needed to be. And Tonks was dropping down on her front paws then racing away, with a puppy chasing her.

      And Mabel was on her back in the middle of the floor, knees bent, soles of her boots to the wood planks, giggling herself breathless with three puppies crawling all over her.

      She was out of danger.

      And he was still in this.

      But he’d be in this until some man walked into her shop, or passed her on the street, or sat next to her at an auction and asked her for a coffee.

      And then she’d realize she didn’t have it all, she wanted it all, and she deserved it all.

      He’d be good with that man, even if doing it would gut him.

      But he’d be good with that man. He’d be friendly. He’d twist himself into knots to make true the lie that what they had now was nothing, and it was then, it was over, and they’d moved on. He wasn’t a threat.

      He’d do everything to prove he was just a man who stepped up at a time of trouble for Mabel, and then he stepped back when she didn’t need him anymore.

      And that was all he was.

      Yeah.

      He’d do all that, so he wouldn’t lose her.

      He’d do whatever it took, so he never lost Mabel.
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      The next Thursday afternoon, Hutch was headed through town when his dash rang.

      He looked at it, took the call and greeted, “Yo, Harry.”

      “Was that your truck I just saw pass my window?” Harry asked.

      “Yup,” Hutch told him. “On my way to May’s. Emma has the flu, and Abigail has to stay home with her. May is minding the store, but she had a certain window she had to pick up some stuff she won from an online auction. She couldn’t go. I got it and I’m takin’ it to the store.”

      “Can you drop in when you’re done? We got a few things breaking. Thought you might be interested.”

      “Fuck yeah, I can,” Hutch told him.

      “See you in a few. Heads up, Cade is coming in too.”

      Hutch didn’t wonder why Harry tapped into a local resource that might give them deep insights into what was happening at The Lion and The Lamb.

      Cade Bohannan wasn’t just a retired FBI profiler. He was generally known as one of the best in their history, he had deep roots in MP, he lived there with his family, and as such, often volunteered his expertise to the Fret County Sheriff’s police.

      He and Harry said their goodbyes, and Hutch pulled into the alley, backing in behind Mabel’s store.

      He used the keys Mabel had given him that morning to open the back door (there were several of them, including her cabin keys, to which she’d said, “Just in case”).

      Singing all the way, Tonks came to greet him, and she got a quick rubdown before he went through to the front of the store.

      Mabel was doing something behind the counter. Moxie was curled up in a snug, little cat bed on the counter close to her momma (Barry at the feedstore had to be falling in love with Mabel, or at least her wallet, probably both).

      Moxie was proving to be resilient.

      Mabel had told him she wanted Tonks and Moxie to be like some cat and dog on some social media account she used to follow. Two animals that went everywhere with their adventure-loving mom and dad. Camping, hiking (the cat in a backpack), van life.

      He knew she’d had cats before, but he still cautioned that not all of them could handle a constant change of scenery. It could get very stressful for them.

      Her reply was to cup his jaw and say, “I know, baby. I just want to try it out and see where she’s at. I won’t push her too far. And if it seems like she’s not taking to it, I’ll stop.”

      Moxie had sat in a cage for six months.

      She knew what she had in Mabel and Tonks.

      Whether it was for that reason, or just that she was a chill cat, so far, she’d taken to it.

      From behind the counter, Moxie’s pretty momma looked his way. “Hey, honey.”

      “Obviously, I’m here. I’ll unload.”

      “I cleared some space in the back room for you. I’d help but I can’t leave the shop.”

      “It’s not much, babe. No worries. I’ll be back when I’m done.”

      She smiled at him.

      He returned it and went to his truck.

      With Tonks’s company, he unloaded, went back to throw up the gate on his truck, then he and Tonks returned to the front of the store.

      “All in. Now I gotta be somewhere,” he told her.

      “Do you have just two minutes?” she asked.

      He had whatever she needed him to give her.

      He did (and didn’t quite) communicate this by walking her way.

      “What’s up?” he asked when he came to a stop across from her.

      “Look,” she said and pointed her phone at him.

      On the screen there was a professional picture of a very pretty woman, a tall, good-looking guy, and two cute kids walking through some palm groves. The man and woman were gazing at each other moonily with smiles on their faces. The photo had been filtered to the limit and looked like a dreamscape.

      Problem was, Hutch had no fucking clue who they were.

      He’d seen pictures of her friends…Mona, Kacey, Olivia, Marcy.

      That woman was none of those ladies.

      “That’s Tara,” she said.

      “Tara?” he asked.

      “That’s Tara and her new man’s engagement picture. Tara being Bryce’s ex-wife.”

      Right.

      Now he got it.

      And he was glad for this Tara chick who looked like she’d moved on to good things, but he didn’t know why this required him to delay what he was doing.

      “Babe, I got things to do,” he reminded her.

      “Right, right. You don’t know Bryce, so you don’t get it. Yes, Bryce was crashing out when he saw that video of you and me. Now, how do you think Bryce feels after someone showed him that picture of his ex-wife and his kids, in all their filtered glory, smiling and walking metaphorically into their bright future. Don’t guess. I’ll tell you. He’s lost his mind.”

      That made Hutch smile. “So he’s turned his attention from you?”

      “My friend Kacey sent this to me. I called Tara to congratulate her. She told me Bryce had activated his premium plan of re-wooing. He’s showering her with gifts. Flowers. Begging. Groveling.”

      Hutch didn’t like that. “He’s up in her shit?”

      Mabel’s grin nearly split her face in two. “She’s having the time of her life.”

      All right then.

      And at least she was out of that fuckwad’s line of fire. For now.

      “And before you ask, her new man not only knows what Bryce did to his fiancée, he knows he’s no threat, and he thinks it’s a scream,” she finished.

      “Fantastic, baby,” he said through another smile. “Now gotta go. Kiss.”

      They both leaned over the counter to touch lips.

      “See you,” she called as he walked away.

      “Oh yeah,” he replied, not looking back.

      He made sure Tonks, who had followed him, didn’t escape, the door was locked, then he jogged down the alley and up a side street before he jogged to the sheriff’s office, because it’d take less time to do that then get in his truck and find another parking spot that might not be much closer.

      At the end of it, he realized fucking was exercise, but he needed to diversify and definitely do what he’d been putting off because he’d been so busy: ease back into his normal routine. He wasn’t breathing heavy, but a four-block jog took more out of him than usual.

      He pushed into the station, and Sean Stoll, one of Harry’s deputies, immediately noted him, caught his gaze, jerked his head to the swinging door, and after greeting Hutch, escorted him to Harry’s office.

      Sean closed the door after Hutch entered.

      Harry was behind the desk, Rus leaning his ass against the round conference table, legs straight in front of him and crossed, as were his arms, and Cade Bohannan was sitting in a chair in front of Harry’s desk.

      There were greetings, chin juts, and Harry indicated Hutch should sit in the free chair in front of his desk.

      “We’ll get right down to it,” Harry said. Then, addressing Hutch, “As you know, we were coming up with nothing as to how to approach property owners on Stony Bluff to ask if they had any downed trees without raising suspicions which lead to questions and might lead to something else if people found someone was stealing their lumber.”

      Hutch nodded. “I know.”

      “Fortunately, that worry evaporated when Hugh Tidwell came in this morning, reporting he thinks someone is stealing his trees,” Harry said.

      Fucking hell.

      “He was out on his ATV, something caught his eye,” Harry continued. “Got off, had a look, brushed some leaves, dirt and pine needles away and saw a somewhat fresh, clean-cut stump to a tree he did not fell. He got back on his ATV and did a closer scan. Dotted around about ten of his acres, he found nine stumps that had been covered to avoid detection. He quit looking then to come down here, but he’s concerned there’ll be more.”

      “So they aren’t clearing, they’re cherry picking,” Hutch surmised. “You’d miss a cluster of trees gone. You might not miss one here and the other there.”

      “That’s what we think,” Harry said.

      “So now…?” Hutch prompted.

      “Now we got cause to send deputies up there to knock on some doors, and those deputies are already up there,” Harry told him.

      Hutch smiled. “That’s a good break, Harry.”

      “We’re not done,” Rus said from behind him.

      Hutch glanced that way, but it was Cade who started talking.

      “Had several requests from a police department outside Philly to do a talk for their officers,” he shared. “Been turning them down because they can’t afford my full fee. Seein’ as this place is about fifteen miles from the Amish community Lars Enstrom grew up in, I decided to accept a reduced fee.”

      Fucking hell.

      “Larue and I headed out, I did my thing, then she and I got in our rental car and took a drive,” Cade went on.

      Larue was what he called Delphine, his partner, Misted Pines’s most famous resident, and she wasn’t famous because of bad shit, but because she authored one of the best American novels ever written.

      Cade kept going, “We left the community alone. They don’t like outsiders and more than likely wouldn’t share anything. So we asked about Lars in town. Not a surprise, time has passed, and he didn’t live in town. No one knew him.”

      Well, shit.

      “Except one guy,” Cade said.

      Hutch returned to alert.

      “Guy said Enstrom was always trouble. He’d sneak out of his community, come into town, do stupid shit. Graffiti, petty vandalism of cars and property. Man said he didn’t know what Enstrom got done for during his Rumspringa. But he reckoned the only people in his community who didn’t want him gone were his parents. They got their shot to shun, they jumped all over it.”

      “Right,” Hutch said.

      “The other thing he knew was that Enstrom had been back. Briefly. About five, six years ago. And he came back to pick up his long-time secret, by then not-so-secret girlfriend. A woman named Taylor Martin.”

      Cade’s head turned Harry’s way, so Hutch’s did too, but his attention caught on Harry’s computer screen that now had two pictures side by side on it.

      Left, definitely DMV.

      Right, a grainy picture Hutch took, zoomed in and cropped, of the woman who he’d seen necking with Enstrom on the compound.

      Even grainy, it was impossible to miss they were the same woman.

      “Now there’s this,” Harry said as he clicked out of that, and another two photos came up.

      Left, security ID from a hospital of maybe a doctor or nurse.

      Right, the woman he’d seen chat with and kiss Burress on the compound.

      Again, same woman.

      “Samantha Schrier. Midwife at a hospital in Seattle,” Harry said. “Or she was. One who fortunately had an outstanding traffic ticket. So I got on the line with them, told them what we got going here, and asked them to head out on the routine administrative task of reminding Ms. Schrier she needed to handle her ticket.”

      Hutch wondered if cops spent time on such routine administrative tasks, and maybe they did.

      But it wasn’t priority.

      “They go visit her parents,” Harry kept on. “And those parents don’t ask questions as to why the cops are asking them about their adult daughter’s ticket. They immediately hurl ample attitude. Not aimed at our boys, aimed at their Sammy. Apparently, also about five, six years ago, she ran off with her boyfriend. A man they did not like or trust. He had a good job, but they thought he was shady. They warned her against him, repeatedly. There were fights. And they reported to the cops they had no idea where she was, they hadn’t heard from her since she left, and they weren’t surprised, considering they had a helluva fight about her going. Told the cops Sammy could hold a grudge. But it seems all the Schriers can hold grudges, because those boys told me her parents shared they didn’t give much of a shit she dropped off the face of the earth. She deserves what she gets for being stupid.”

      “And the guy with the good job is Heath Burress,” Hutch said.

      “Yep,” Harry confirmed.

      “Any connection to Enstrom, outside the business with the will?” Hutch asked.

      “Yep,” Harry said. “Attorney on record for some scrape Enstrom got into in Seattle. Supposed misunderstanding about a tab at a bar. Burress got him off.”

      “So if Buress is in this mess, I know he’s a licensed attorney, but does he also have a record?” Hutch asked.

      “Nope,” Harry answered. “But cops have occasion to know the attorneys in town, sometimes well, and I asked. He’s known as an avid outdoorsman to the point he’s an adrenaline junkie. Ziplining, canyoning, white water rafting, paragliding, backslope skiing. Whatever brings a rush, he’ll do it.”

      Hutch had no idea why this was important, so he looked to Cade to see if he’d figured out this mess.

      “You got a take?” he asked.

      Cade turned to Harry. “Bring up the boys.”

      A change on Harry’s screen, and then there was a photo lineup of all the men at the compound. Not with beards and long hair, but with conventional head and facial hair styles.

      “One glance, you see three things immediately,” Cade started. “They’re all white. They’re all young, late twenties to late thirties. And they’re all more than conventionally good-looking.”

      Hutch didn’t know what to think about this, but he didn’t like where his thoughts were going.

      “Enstrom has a recruitment tactic,” Cade said. “With specific qualifications.”

      Hutch still didn’t know what to think of this.

      “I don’t have a lot to go on,” Cade continued. “They worked hard at that. But what I do have makes me think they felled those trees. And at least some of them did it just for shits and grins. The thrill. Because Lars Enstrom and Heath Burress pathologically get off on the thrill.”

      Cade sat back in his chair and kept talking.

      “At least for Enstrom, he also gets off on control. He’s about as religious as George Carlin. Three takes on the way that compound presents. The first, it’s a diversionary tactic learned from being born Amish. They’re a protected community. People understand and the majority respect their way of life and their right to live it. It’s a big ‘don’t look here, we’re calm, peaceable people who serve God and live off the land.’ And their choice of location, rural Washington, is not by accident. They wanted to be around people who revere privacy, and don’t like folks poking their nose into things. Primarily, the government. But they do like folks who think the same way they do.”

      “The second?” Hutch asked.

      “The second, he’s just falling back on what he knows. And the last goes back to control. He’s built his own little fiefdom. The younger, more attractive men he targets can first, attract women, and second, provide a bigger rush to Enstrom that he’s maneuvered them under his thumb.”

      It was beginning to piece together.

      Cade kept on.

      “Once he gets them, then it’s, ‘You live how I tell you to live.’ Deprivation is often used in torture, definitely a part of indoctrination and mildly used in interrogation. All are other versions of one person exerting control over another. Withhold access to water. Curtail bathroom breaks. Isolate someone in a room. Then reward. Police can and do use all of these tactics with suspects.” Cade paused, “But if I had to place a bet, for Enstrom, the way that place is set up involves all three of these.”

      “And what they have going on there?” Hutch asked.

      Cade looked to Harry again. “Can you pull up the diagram of the compound, Harry?”

      A few clicks of the mouse, and a well-drawn map of the basics of the compound came on screen.

      Jesus.

      Irrefutable proof that Harry and Rus had not been sitting on their hands.

      Cade leaned in and said, “What’s gonna interest you is gonna be here,”—he tapped a finger on the fortified shed at the southeast property—“or here.” Another tap on the pole barn. Cade sat back. “As you know, Flannery’s money, nor those people’s jam, built that outfit. I’d surmise that the deputies Harry sent out will definitely find some landowners have discovered there’s been illegal logging on their land. But it’ll amount to what built the totality of that fence, and the firewood that warms their homes. That isn’t their game. It’s a rush, but not a big enough one. Their game is either warehousing drugs coming up from Mexico meant for Canada, and/or the same coming through Canada meant for the US. Or it could be guns. It won’t be human trafficking because that’s harder to hide and a whole lot messier. But whatever it is, it’ll be lucrative and illegal.”

      “So what the fuck is he doing with those other women?” Hutch asked.

      “Again, a theory, but I don’t think you’ll find any of them have been reported missing. Enstrom and Buress started a pattern. Those women were either girlfriends, fiancées or wives of the other men. Another facet of control, playing puppet master. He controls the men in a way he teaches them, grooms them, and they in turn control their women. Those women either got talked into it, or conned into it, but in the end, had no real idea what they were getting into. The needles and dirt on those stumps?”

      Hutch nodded.

      “And Enstrom going to Lug to follow up,” Cade carried on. “The pie and bread selling. Everything is built around covering their tracks. Gives him space to do whatever he wants. But people look for missing women. Many of them go unfound. Most of those are dead. Live ones are harder to hide. Onward from that, those women might be coerced, or straight up forced, to write, or even call their families to check in, keep in touch, this sharing they’re okay.”

      “So at the very least, they’re holding them against their will,” Hutch said.

      “From the pictures you took, outside Taylor and Sammy, those women don’t want to be there. But they’re walled in. You’re a SEAL, and I’d bet, if you had no gear, you’d struggle with climbing a tarred log fence. That fence wasn’t only built to hide what’s going on inside, it’s built to keep what’s inside right where they want them.”

      “The front part of that fence is open, Cade,” Hutch pointed out.

      “And I’ll bet, it’s also guarded,” Cade replied.

      Hutch took that in, then stated, “So they may be making a lot of money and still living relatively rough. I don’t get it.”

      “Can I?” Cade asked Harry, indicating Harry’s mouse with a nod of his head.

      Harry shifted it over to him.

      Cade took control and started clicking through pictures Hutch had taken.

      Since Hutch had taken them, he’d seen them all before. They were all of men strolling or chatting.

      Cade again sat back. “You didn’t notice, and I don’t blame you. I didn’t pick up on it at first either.”

      “And neither did Harry or I,” Rus added.

      Back to Cade. “But although you have photos of Enstrom and Burress, they’re either alone or together. None of the other men were snapped standing around talking to those two. Have you noticed any interactions like that?”

      Hutch had to think on it and said, “Can’t be sure. But if I saw it, I snapped it. So if it isn’t there, good bet it wasn’t to be had.”

      “Right,” Cade replied. “So another theory, the rest of the men are true believers. Enstrom, maybe with Burress as his wingmen, fed them a line. The others are on that compound to serve God and live off the land. They might have been convinced, or brainwashed, into essentially kidnapping and imprisoning their women in their community. But this wouldn’t be hard. Men who can be that deeply led will want to believe, as to what they think is a man, they have some form of power and control. And usually, those types of men turn to women to exert their power and control. She wants to go, you’re the man. You know what’s right. She stays. She’s a woman, she doesn’t know what’s good for her. But you do.”

      Hutch hated it, but he knew this was true and therefore possible.

      Cade had more.

      “I suspect the other men have no idea they’re warehousing or gun smuggling. They worship in that church. They go out and fell trees because that’s God’s bounty, or Enstrom told them they had permission, and they aren’t asking themselves hard questions about how they got decent houses and electricity. Or they were lied to and told it was underwritten. But you need wheat to make bread and glass jars to set jam. They’re conveniently forgetting shit costs money in the outside world, and what’s coming in more than likely isn’t covering what’s going out. And they’re forgetting that because they want to.”

      Hutched hated this too, but not as much.

      “So we might have an idea of what’s going on,” Hutch said, “but we still have no cause to get warrants to get more information or go in and have a look around.”

      “We don’t,” Cade agreed. “And it sucks, but we also might have another problem.”

      “I don’t wanna be, but I’m all ears, Cade,” Hutch told him.

      Cade took control of the mouse and found a picture of Sammy walking with her hair down.

      He left that on screen a few beats before he clicked through to Enstrom and Taylor making out, one of them where Enstrom had his hand on her ass.

      Cade let go of the mouse and turned to Hutch.

      “Those held down too long find ways to rise up,” he said. “Those deprived find ways to get what they need. You’re not gonna live long in a castle with no defenses, downing roast pork and guzzling wine while your serfs starve in squalor all around you. In a community, you have common, often indelible goals and understandings. In a community, you might have mild levels of inequality, but you don’t have disparity. In a community, you pull your weight. What you don’t do in a community, one like that, is flaunt anything.”

      With that, it clicked.

      “The note to Mabel.”

      Cade nodded. “The note to Mabel and the message to Lug are key to many of my theories. The men have freedom and transport. They go in and out. It stands to reason, for resources, protection, a change of scenery, they’ll walk their perimeter. It could just be a fluke one of them saw you leave that morning, Hutch. And I’d guess it was. They weren’t watching her. Those men don’t give a shit about the outside world and its heathen ways. Unless it’s in their face.”

      “So, if they’re not watching her, how did they know I wasn’t her husband?” Hutch asked.

      “Not watching, but you better believe they all keep their finger on the pulse. Even the group of men who are there for a different reason,” Cade answered. “Enstrom does it so he knows his turf and can identify any threats. The others know it simply because they’re out and about, see her in her truck, at the farmer’s market, whatever. Or they could hear news from Enstrom. But she’d lived there a long time, and one way or another, they knew about her and that she was flying solo.”

      “So some guy was out checking on things, he caught me going, he went off script,” Hutch finished it.

      But Cade shook his head. “No. He didn’t think he was going off script at all. If Enstrom had a word, as he says he did, that word probably didn’t go over too well.”

      At this point, Cade took a deep breath, and Hutch braced.

      “Shit like that causes a fissure,” Cade said. “A fissure can weaken an entire structure. Things start crumbling.”

      “You think there might be a revolt,” Hutch surmised.

      “I can’t say. But if it happened, in this situation, it wouldn’t be a revolt, it would be a mutiny. And one other thing, again, I might not have a lock on this. All I’m sharing are theories that were formed from a lot less information than I’d like to have. These men might be totally all right with everything. They’ve followed Enstrom into what appears to be a very cushy life for them, regardless they don’t have Internet. They may not chat with him because he’s identified himself as their leader, savior, prophet, whatever, and as such, it’s stand back and hands off until he gives you the nod to kiss his ring. So the people mutinying will be the women.”

      Part of him hoped they did.

      Most of him worried like fuck what might happen to them if they did.

      “Is Mabel safe?” Hutch asked.

      “I think they’d defend their home. I don’t think they’d go out and commit violence or violations. Even Enstrom doesn’t have any violence on his record. She’s not hurting them. She’s not interested in them. They left that note, and as far as they know, she ignored it, except they may have noticed she got a dog and put up some lights, but that would make sense to them. That note was a judgment, not a sentence. But at this point, they’ll be more focused on what’s happening inside that log fence and not worried about what’s going on outside.”

      That made Hutch relax.

      “So what’s next?” Hutch asked.

      “What’s next,” Rus began, “is we start investigating lumber poaching. And we hope like fuck that leads to enough, a judge will sign a warrant to search that property.”

      It was thin.

      But it was something to go on.

      And more.

      Finally, the puzzle pieces were falling together.
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      Ledger’s hand slapped on the massive pile of cards on the card table before I could get mine in there to gasp one last dying breath.

      Defeated, I sat back and grunted.

      “I win!” he crowed. “Again!” he rubbed it in. His head turned to the side to look at Nadia sitting on the couch by his dad. “I’m sorry, Nadia.” He came back to me. “But you’re more fun to play with. Nadia always just lets me win.”

      As any good stepmother would when your birth mother all but abandons you to go play house with her latest baby daddy, after a string of “surprise” pregnancies that were essentially ruses to either trap a man into taking care of her and their baby (emphasis on “her”) or get money out of him to support the child who was a result of you poking holes in his condom.

      Yeah, Doc Riggs’s fling with a local gal got him a great kid, albeit unplanned.

      And Hutch had been very forthcoming on our drive to the Riggs’s for dinner.

      Also, hearing this story, I might have some clue as to why Hutch didn’t bring up the topic of birth control.

      We were exclusive. I was on the pill. He’d seen my pill case.

      But he’d never broached it, even though I knew sex was better for a man if that barrier wasn’t there.

      And I’d never broached it because he hadn’t.

      But seeing a friend go through that?

      You’d be ultra careful.

      The Riggses were probably about as far away from town as we were, but it was in the opposite direction, so it was quite a drive from one place to another, and this was good, because the story had been long.

      I looked from Ledger to his father, Doc, slouched on his couch with his baby daughter lying on his broad chest.

      Seriously.

      What was it about a hot guy and a baby?

      I looked to him because he asked his wife, “She out?”

      Nadia tilted her head to check, and Ledger scooted back to do the same.

      “She’s out, honey,” Nadia said, at the same time Ledger confirmed “LeeLee’s asleep, Dad.”

      “Right,” Doc said. Hands secure on his girl, he leaned forward and angled up to take his feet. “Gonna put her down.”

      He then walked up from the sunken living room to the wood-panel-encased spiral staircase, where he disappeared.

      “That was the best lemon cake I’ve ever tasted, Nadia,” I told her.

      And it was.

      Though I reigned supreme with my chocolate pudding cake, since Hutch just gave her a kind smile and a shake of his head when she offered him some.

      “Gail, my mother-in-law, and I have kind of a cake war going on,” Nadia explained.

      “And it’s awesome,” Ledger unsurprisingly declared. “So awesome, I’ve made them sign a contract that, even when I’m in college, they have to FedEx me a big slice of whatever they make. And Nadia can FedEx stuff. She’s loaded. I tried to make them sign it in blood so they can’t wiggle out of it. But Gramme said, one day I’d get that a grandmother’s vow is unbreakable. But I don’t need that one day. I already believe her.”

      “As you should, she tells no lies,” I replied, even though I’d never met any of my grandparents.

      He grinned, not understanding they made those cakes mostly for him, so when he was gone, the cake war would probably fizzle out.

      Or he’d get those FedEx boxes, and in them would be the entire cake.

      It felt good to be around a kid (or kids, including Liam and Emma) who had good parents, and even with rough patches like whatever Ledger had to deal with regarding his mom, he had loving adults to fall back on.

      At the same time it sucked that, for the rest of my life, I’d wonder how that felt, but as I was all grown up, I’d never know.

      “Get May’s chocolate pudding cake recipe from her,” Hutch advised Nadia. “You’ll blow Gail out of the water.”

      “Chocolate?” Ledger said holding one hand up. “Pudding?” He held the other hand up. Then he squeezed them together and said in utter disbelief. “Cake?”

      Jeez, I liked this kid.

      I laughed and turned to Nadia. “I’ll get you the recipe.”

      “Thanks,” she replied. Then asked, “Are you going trick-or-treating on Lillian and Harry’s street?”

      “Oh yeah,” Ledger bounced on his knees. “You gotta. It’s sick.”

      “I stopped trick-or-treating a little while ago, my man,” I told him.

      “They have stuff for adults too. Hot cider.” Nadia smiled. “Hot alcoholic cider. Beer. Wine. I hear Susan and Allen are going to have a haunted house that goes from the front yard, through their house, to the back. Ronnie, that’s Lillian and Harry’s neighbor, is beside herself. She has no idea how she’s going to one-up a haunted house.”

      “Whoa. Like, just two people are going to put on a whole haunted house?” I asked.

      “Susan and Allen are enjoying retirement. And Susan’s got more energy and verve in her than a kindergarten class.”

      Nadia would know, she was a teacher (now on maternity leave), though, not a kindergarten teacher. Still.

      I laughed, and doing it, felt Hutch’s eyes on me.

      I looked to him.

      “Love you’re having a good time, baby,” he said softly. “But it’s getting late, and we got a trek to get back.”

      Nadia and Ledger exchanged goofy grins when he called me “baby.”

      I ignored them.

      “Right,” I said, pushing up from my ass on the floor.

      Hutch pointed with one long finger to the arm of the chair he was sitting in, an arm that was opposite the arm where Gia was sitting, getting scratches on her head from her first daddy.

      Yes, with all the good comes the bad, including as pertains to his testosterone levels.

      I decided to dial back the sass in front of his friends and went to sit there to wait for Doc to come back.

      He did, with a baby monitor, and as Nadia hustled to send a slice of cake with me (she didn’t bother with Hutch), and we said our goodbyes, I got the far more comprehensive BFF Auxiliary Eye Test from Doc.

      I supposed I passed when he gave me a big hug inside my door and bid, “Stay safe.”

      He spotted me up into Hutch’s truck even if, although it was high, I could pull myself up easily. But it was sweet he shut the door, slapped a hand on the roof and gave us a finger-to-the-forelock salute before he went to join Nadia and Ledger on their little front deck to watch us pull out.

      “Nadia was a serious city girl when she got here,” Hutch said as he started us down their lane. “She couldn’t even hike herself up into a truck.”

      He noticed everything.

      “That explains that,” I replied.

      He pulled out onto the road that would take us to the one to Misted Pines.

      And I remarked, “Their house is wild. I’ve never seen a house so weird and interesting. Did Lincoln Whitaker really design that house?”

      “Unsure. He wasn’t an architect. But he definitely had a heavy hand in it.”

      “It must be strange to live there,” I noted, thinking of all the history.

      “What built that place was love, loyalty and family,” Hutch returned. “What’s there now is the same. Unspeakable tragedy happened in the middle. But what that family built endures as it is today.”

      He was also very wise.

      “That’s a good way to look at it,” I mumbled.

      “You’re really good with kids, May,” he remarked.

      I smiled at him. “That’s because I’m just a big kid myself, Hutch.”

      He returned my smile, but his was necessarily aimed at the windshield.

      “You’re good with them too,” I said.

      A small shrug and, “I dig kids.”

      He did, very much, and I had to ignore that as well.

      I was ignoring a lot lately.

      Including the fact I was ignoring a lot lately.

      “You got your shit?” he asked.

      “You carried it to the truck for me,” I answered.

      That “shit” being my overnight bag.

      With the litter arriving, we’d switched things up.

      Tonks had the same training schedule, but Monday and Wednesday of this past week, I spent the night at his. Now, it was Friday and I was spending the weekend there too. And Hutch told me this had to go on for several weeks, until the pups got older, just because they were young and shouldn’t be left alone for very long, but also because he’d already started training them.

      Since I liked his house, and his pups, and him, I had no qualms with that.

      Okay.

      Yes, I knew we were skating close to the edges of a razor-sharp line we did not want to cross.

      But I was happy.

      Hutch was happy.

      I hadn’t had a lot of clean, good, lasting happiness in my life.

      And I was getting the impression Hutch hadn’t either.

      So I determined we’d skim that edge.

      We might get cut.

      But some things were worth the pain.

      

      “I cannot believe you talked me into this,” Hutch said in a whisper the next evening.

      A whisper that should have been a whole lot quieter.

      Or not come out at all.

      “Shh,” I shushed him as two people turned to give us be quiet looks.

      I shot them a sheepish smile, but inside, I was proud of myself because I could now easily identify tourists.

      She was in a waterfall cardigan that was very pretty and stylish, but nowhere near warm enough in this chill. So the Misted Pines Ghost Tour had only started, and her arms were already wrapped around her, and she was rubbing them.

      This was paired with a tee (she should have had a thermal on, at least), fancy jeans, and high heeled booties (the brochure said we’d be walking about a mile, so I didn’t know what she was thinking on the footwear score).

      The man she was with was wearing a crisp, white and navy checked shirt, a matching navy puffer vest, also fancy jeans and boots with no scuffs on them. He was likely freezing too, but his dick, which had probably shrunk in the cold, wouldn’t let him show it.

      Whereas Hutch was in his brown and black insulated flannel over a black thermal, faded, worn jeans and his scuffed boots.

      And I was in Hutch’s cozy, massive fisherman’s sweater (because the dude got a taste of something he liked, namely me wearing his clothes, so when I had this spontaneous idea and told him I might need to go home to get something warmer, he’d offered it to me) under a long-sleeved shell, the new scarf I bought from Melissa, a beanie pulled over the tops of my ears, faded jeans, and my also scuffed boots.

      “Right there,” Jill, our tour guide, pointed into the street, “is where Mean Bill McInerney faced down young Weasel Johnson in a dual. Shocking the bystanders, Weasel’s bullet hit Mean Bill right in the heart, and he dropped like a stone. The problem for young Weasel was,”—making a few of the folks around us jump, she jerked her flashlight to an old-timey picture she had held up in front of her of a kid that didn’t look older than sixteen, he had acne and a hat on his head that was way too big on him—“Mean Bill got a shot off too. It hit Weasel in the shoulder. The bullet was dug out, but Weasel got an infection, and within days, he was dead. And witnesses report his last words were, ‘But I won.’”

      Yuck.

      This was supposed to be spooky, not sad.

      She turned and had deftly switched the flashlight for a laser pointer that she was now pointing at a second-story window over Mistery Flowers and Gifts.

      “Weasel died there. In that room. And people say, if you’re in the room he was in, and awake at one thirty-seven in the morning, Weasel’s time of death, you can hear the disembodied words of a young man saying, ‘But I won.’”

      Okay, a little spooky.

      But still sad.

      She shoved the picture she had in her messenger bag and started walking.

      The small group followed her.

      Hutch and I drew up the rear, with Hutch saying in my ear, “That building wasn’t there in gunslinging days. If anyone looked, they’d see the year plaque on the front says 1911.”

      I slapped his chest and snapped low, “Don’t ruin it. And give a girl some room to hustle.”

      He grinned and slung an arm around my shoulders. I slid mine around his waist.

      And we took the tour, which wasn’t that spooky at all, so I figured, unless the tour had significantly changed in the last few years, Abigail wanted to get laid by Brett and was looking for an excuse.

      When it was over, and tourist lady and her man were approaching people to see if anyone could drive them the five blocks to the start of the tour, undoubtedly so she could get off those heels, Hutch and I were again last to give Jill a tip.

      While Hutch was handing over ten dollars, I asked, “In your awesome bag of history, do you happen to have a picture of Chisolm Beckwith or Clementine Cosgrove…erm, Beckwith?”

      Jill brightened up, but she said, “No. Though I have a ton of boxes of old pictures and stuff at my place. I can dig through them. You have an interest in Misted Pines history?”

      “I moved here just under a year ago. So now I get to do the fun parts of getting my bearings,” I told her.

      “Well, you should take my history tour. I do it two times during the week, and every Saturday and Sunday.”

      Since her ghost tour only cost ten bucks a person, and there were only eight folks in tonight’s tour, and she had the same schedule for the history ones, I hoped she got good tips.

      “I’ll do that,” I told her.

      “How do you know about Chisolm and Clementine?” she asked.

      Considering she knew a lot about MP history (even if she embellished or changed things to suit her fancy and get her numbers up), I wasn’t sure Hutch wanted me to say anything due to the fact he was a private person, and she might know where Chisolm and Clementine lived, and as such, Hutch.

      So I was surprised when he said, “I live on their land.”

      In the old-fashioned, black iron, globe streetlights, her face veritably beamed.

      “Oh my God!” she nearly squealed. “Does it still have the Tate kitchen?”

      That got my attention. “That Tate kitchen?”

      She nodded giddily. “Tate and Sons Cabinetmaking and Woodworking. They were based in New York City. They did Gilded Age mansions. They also shipped custom pieces out west for government buildings, like state houses, and gold and silver rush mansions. Their work is supposed to be amazing. And word is, Beckwith commissioned Tate to build the kitchen in his log cabin for Clementine. They say it cost a year of furs he trapped. But he didn’t even blink.”

      That explained Hutch’s kitchen.

      And how much Chisolm loved his wife.

      “So?” she pushed. “Is it still in the house?”

      “’Spect not,” Hutch lied (and that would be what I’d expect him to say). “My kitchen is old, but not that old.”

      Her face fell.

      But she brightened again when she remembered my request. “I’ll have a look for some pictures. I would want to know the history behind where I live too.” She smiled. “And I do. But, say I moved to a new place, I’d look into that.”

      “That would be great. I own The Groove. If you find something, and you’re in town, you can drop by. Or, if you have an iPhone, we can AirDrop, and you can just call me.”

      “I have an iPhone,” she replied.

      We exchanged numbers and goodbyes, and Hutch slung his arm around my shoulders again (ditto with me at his waist) and turned us around to walk back the five blocks to his truck.

      We did this not speaking, and we did that not-speaking bit comfortably.

      There weren’t a lot of folks around. Some in the Double D. Some late stragglers strolling down the street where Hutch pointed out Harry and Lillian lived, checking out the elaborate Halloween decorations.

      But mostly, it was quiet and peaceful, and we both were clearly feeling the need to take those vibes in.

      We were in his truck and on our way when I said, “I know it wasn’t your thing, but thanks for going on that with me.”

      “It might not have been one hundred percent accurate, but it was interesting,” he replied.

      He was right.

      “You think I should have my kitchen appraised?” he asked.

      I was taken aback by the question.

      But I answered it.

      “For the purposes of insuring something that is highly likely very valuable, maybe. But they’ll jack up your rates, and if you don’t intend to sell it, the only value it really has is how gorgeous it is and its usefulness. You could never replace it and probably wouldn’t want to spend that kind of money on a new kitchen. That said, if something were to happen to it, you could just pocket the difference.”

      “You really like that kitchen, yeah?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “A kitchen’s a kitchen, May.”

      What a guy.

      “To answer your question, yes, I do.”

      “I could auction it and make money for the sanctuary.”

      The idea of that kitchen being pulled from his house physically hurt me.

      But I said. “It’s your kitchen, honey.”

      “You have trouble cooking with that stove?” he asked.

      We cooked together at his place because, one, it was his place, two, Hutch could cook and told me I’d been bearing the brunt of it and that had to change, and three, he had to guide the way so I could get the hang of things.

      “There’s definitely a knack to it. But you said you keep it stoked all the time. So it isn’t like you have to squat in front of the door blowing on the flames to reach three hundred fifty degrees.”

      There was humor in his tone when he said, “No. You don’t gotta do that.”

      “Alternate question, is the sanctuary in trouble financially?”

      “The sanctuary and rescue are always in trouble financially. We got government grants and sometimes can be at the whims of an administration. But that sanctuary has been there for thirty years, and it keeps limping along. Still, money always helps.”

      At this very true statement, I decided right then, I’d give it time. I’d make sure the shop was a go. I’d buy my place. I’d set some aside for a rainy day. And I’d give the rest of Frank’s money to Stony Bluff.

      Frank might like that.

      He might hate it.

      I didn’t care.

      Something of that man’s should do some good.

      And I’d just decided how it would.

      I didn’t tell Hutch, though.

      I said, “You just learned you might be sitting on a goldmine. Can I suggest you don’t make any hasty decisions?”

      “I never make hasty decisions.”

      I didn’t doubt it.

      “Except the one I made when you were asking me to fuck you.” He shot me a shit-eating grin. “But I seriously don’t regret that one.”

      Ugh.

      And…

      Yum.

      Simply to keep up appearance, I slapped his arm.

      Then I leaned over to kiss his jaw.

      “Mm,” he hummed in a way that made me suddenly want to get home, and fast.

      We got home, just not fast, though we did it safe.

      And after some fur baby greeting, puppy checking, and a bathroom break for all of them, as anticipated, Hutch delivered on the promise of that hum.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-SIX

          

          
            Ivy League of the Midwest

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mabel

      

      

      Sunday afternoon, the rain was steadily coming down, the day was gray and misty, and I was in the best place anyone could be on such a day (or maybe on any day).

      Propped up again on Hutch’s naked chest (I was naked too), baring the last of my soul.

      That being what I considered the worst of my tales of woe.

      My mom accidentally killing someone.

      Over the years, to the people I trusted with this information, the reactions varied widely.

      Some thought it was what I thought it was: my mother escaping a messed-up home (yes, the kind that created a chip off the old block in my uncle), doing it too young to have formed her own personality or moral compass. As such, she never really grew up or understood responsibility, and by the time it was necessary to do so, she was hopelessly lost.

      Others looked at me funny, even if I had nothing to do with it, and not only didn’t condone my mother’s choice of occupation, but hated it, and found ways to escape too (mostly through schoolwork, school clubs and activities, volunteering, and a hot and heavy relationship with my boyfriend whose family semi-adopted me).

      So I was worried what Hutch’s take would be.

      “You got a relationship with her?” he asked, not even a flicker of distaste moving through his brown eyes, his fingers linked in mine, and he was absently playing with them in a sweet way.

      “She tried to reunite after she got out of prison the second time. I told her that I appreciated her attempts, but I’d rather we didn’t go back to an unhealthy place, that being, me having anything to do with her.”

      He said nothing, but I still defended myself.

      “I’m sure that sounds harsh, but she was never a mom or a mother, Hutch. She treated me like a roommate when I was just a kid, doing this to a child she bore in her womb. Then, when I got older, it was the same, but she wanted to be girlfriends. A fourteen-year-old doesn’t need a girlfriend. Mona and Kacey have great relationships with their moms, and their grandmoms. They’re friends now. But when they need mothers, their moms are mothers. I don’t think my mom has that in her.”

      I blew out the kind of frustrated breath talking about her always built in me and kept sharing.

      “If she was in my life, I think she’d be a user or she’d lean on me in some way, boundaries be damned. I think she’d be the seventeen-year-old she never grew out of being, and she’d make me take the role of her mom, which was what I did when she got me back. And I can’t be certain, but I honestly think it’s why she wanted me back at all. I cooked. I cleaned. I made the grocery lists and made her get in the car to take us to the grocery store. That was before I got a license. After, I did it myself. The whole thing…it just wasn’t fun.”

      “I didn’t say anything, baby,” he murmured gently, and then asked. “Do you know where she is now?”

      “I did. The only compromise I made is that we always exchange birthday cards. And I send her a Christmas one, she sends me a Yule one. That’s it. But I didn’t tell her I moved. And I’m still debating, eight and a half months later, if I should. She writes bright, happy, bullshit notes in her cards, I simply sign mine. This sounds harsh as well, but she doesn’t add anything to my life. She was just a womb that bore me and then exposed me to a lot of nasty shit. She never apologized for it, never took ownership of it, never even acknowledged it, and that’s it.”

      “She move around?”

      “No, she’s been in the same place for a while.”

      “So, you make that decision to let her know where you are, she’ll be there. If she isn’t, I’ll find her for you.”

      This offer was startling.

      “You will?” I asked.

      His lips tipped up. “Okay, I won’t. But I have a friend who’s a PI.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled.

      “She know you got Frank Groove’s money?” he asked.

      “I very much didn’t tell her that for so many reasons, it’s mind-boggling.”

      “Number one is, she’d be all over you to give her some of it,” Hutch surmised.

      “Actually, number one is me being pissed as shit she never told me that man was my birth father.”

      I made the face any mention of Frank Groove deserved: utter revulsion.

      Then I said, “Knowing what was happening in that house, it wouldn’t take an act of clairvoyance to know he was eventually going to get caught with a girl who was underage. By the time he did, he was in his late fifties. It’s not only illegal, it’s gross normally. That makes it skeevy-gross beyond recognition. I shouldn’t have been blindsided by that. But bottom line, I should have known from the beginning who my father was.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “You should.”

      Yeah.

      I should.

      “None of those other kids were your brothers or sisters?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe Frank didn’t know or those women didn’t know. I completely lost touch with them when I was taken away. I have no idea where they are. And they all had flakey names, like I did. If they got away, they probably changed them, like I did.”

      Oh yeah.

      I’d told him about all my name changes too.

      “Do you wanna know?” he asked, like it was an offer to find them.

      I shook my head. “First, if they’ve moved on with their lives and they don’t want a reminder of how they started, I don’t want to give it to them. Second, we were little-kid close. We didn’t grow up together like brothers and sisters, going to each other’s games or celebrating each other’s birthdays. At times, we played together. Sometimes we fought like brothers and sisters do. Most of the time, I was up in my room playing by myself, or reading when I learned how, or exploring Frank’s garden. I don’t know if my life made me a solitary person, or if being around Frank and the way he lived did. But at the end of it, I’m a solitary person, and always have been.”

      “Yeah,” he repeated.

      “In other words, even after I was first taken away, I didn’t really miss them. I only missed my room, the home I knew. Even though my life in LA was effed up, I preferred it to the one in Tennessee.”

      “Bet you did,” he said low and rumbly.

      I read the low rumble.

      “It’s long over, baby,” I whispered.

      He took a breath.

      And then stated, “Quid pro quo.”

      I stiffened. “Hutch, just because I⁠—”

      “Quid pro quo, May,” he said inflexibly.

      I shut up.

      “The second one’s name was Danielle.”

      Ah, shit.

      “Couple of years after Molly,” he went on. “I was older. I was wiser. I’d been burned. I was also a few years away from getting out of the Navy. Finding my patch of land. Starting my training business. She was the whole package. Made Molly dim in comparison, and Molly was nothing to sneeze at. Danielle was so fucking funny. I think the first thing I fell in love with about her was how she seemed to always be having a good time. Not wild shit, like what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. She just dug the good out in everything.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “But she was also smart. Sophisticated. She had great style. Upwardly mobile. Ambitious.”

      I sensed where this was going.

      “So she didn’t quite fit in your get-a-patch-of-land-and-live-quiet dream either.”

      “Oh, she did,” he contradicted. “Said more and more people were beginning to work remote. Said you were actually more productive in a home office setting. Said she could find a kickass job anywhere, and if she didn’t, she’d open her own marketing company and kick that ass.”

      “All right,” I said carefully, because I wasn’t getting the issue. She seemed pretty rad.

      “With her, the fall was slower, but steadier. And in the end, along with knowing I was in love, I felt I’d given it the time to really get to know her. Understand her. Click with her. Most of all, I was convinced we were on the same page for life in that now, and in the future. So I got her a ring.”

      Oh God.

      “She accepted,” he continued. “So fuckin’ happy. Wanted a long engagement because she wanted a big thing for our wedding, and she wanted time to plan. I just had no idea what she intended to plan.”

      And here we go, dammit.

      “Would I be way out in left field to guess that what she was planning was how to finagle her fiancé into doing what she wanted, and that was something he didn’t want?”

      His lips quirked. “No.”

      Blech.

      “What did this one want?” I asked.

      “She wanted me to be an admiral in the Navy, like her dad.”

      “Oh, Hutch,” I moaned.

      “Yeah. But Danielle had style. She had finesse. Her moves were so fucking subtle, it was like a superpower. She’s planning our wedding. She’s planning our lives. She’s inviting me to her mom and dad’s dinner parties because they were her mom and dad’s dinner parties, so obviously, we’d go. But also, I’d meet all the right people. I just didn’t know that last part. And it didn’t matter who she talked to, she’d introduce me like, ‘This is Hutch Hutchison, he’s a SEAL.’ Always the emphasis on SEAL. Like she survived the training. Like she went on the missions.”

      It was just a nuance of a change, but now I was playing with his fingers.

      And Hutch continued speaking.

      “She, her father, her mother, all of them were into pedigree. This meant my athletic scholarship and the fact I played Big 10 ball got trotted out a lot too. And I’m a proud Boilermaker, but she went to Brown, and whenever she slipped my college career into a convo, which was often, she’d say shit like, ‘Everyone knows, Purdue is like the Ivy League of the Midwest.’”

      “Isn’t it?” I teased.

      “It so is,” he replied.

      We smiled at each other, and I so liked this was such a lighter conversation than the last one, no matter there was heavy in it.

      “In the end, her mom and dad were in on it too. Or her mom was. Her father was an unknowing accomplice,” he went on. “I was the son he never had, so he wanted me out playing golf with his buddies. Her mom couldn’t have picked a more perfect man for her daughter. ‘Everything Hutch touches turns to gold. He played for Purdue. Basketball. Purdue basketball. He aced SEAL training. He was the first in his SEAL class to get a promotion. He’s just the best son-in-law a woman could ask for.’ She said shit like that all the time.”

      “I see the play,” I said. “Even though it was complimentary, and probably felt good to hear, being those things hid that it was all grooming.”

      “All of it,” he agreed. “So Danielle is neck deep in wedding planning, and I get to the juncture I’m working with command to transition out of the military. And, May, baby, Christ. When I told her I was doing that, you would have thought I was speaking Chinese.”

      I didn’t even know how to process how this amazing man had to put up with the opposites of the same spectrum tugging against his desire not to be on that spectrum at all.

      Even so.

      “I hate to say, but this is a weird thing that not only chicks, but dudes do,” I told him something he knew too well. “This tunnel vision where the tunnel only leads where you want it to go and you don’t see anything in your periphery in any kind of focus. My mom’s like that. But then again, she never grew up. Adults need to learn to see what’s in the periphery. It’s almost always important.”

      “I know, but fucking hell, baby. It’s like I was a magnet for that shit.”

      Exactly as I thought.

      “Yeah,” I said morosely. “It really is.”

      “I mean, how’m I supposed to know a fuckin’ golf game was her dad shaking hands and kissing babies to smooth me along on the career trajectory his girl picked for me that he, incidentally, never spoke word one to me about?”

      “I don’t know, Hutch.”

      “I loved her family as well. When it all fell apart, it was like I found out they were imposters. They misrepresented themselves. They were total shams. I didn’t know them at all.”

      God, I hurt for him, because that had to sting.

      “Did it get ugly?” I asked.

      “For Danielle and Leigh, her mom, yeah. They were pissed as shit I wasn’t getting with the program. For Hewitt, the dad, he got blindsided too. Danielle had told him her plan was my plan. He couldn’t believe his fucking ears when we were having a big family showdown, with Danielle and Leigh trying to salvage the wedding, and the relationship. But I will say, at that point, it was the wedding. The stain on her reputation that a man would get shot of her four months before they were to say ‘I do’ was something both of them were scrambling to avoid. And Danielle admitted to her father that I told her my plans and goals, also admitting she’d intimated, her word, intimated, she was with me on them. I thought he’d lose his fuckin’ mind. And she didn’t intimate shit. She stated it plain.”

      As thoughts of Hutch mired in this “big family showdown” clashed in my brain, I didn’t know whether to be pissed for him, or sick to my stomach that this magnificent man kept running up against this kind of thing.

      And oh yeah.

      Now, we were just in the gross and heavy.

      “Well, I think I know you didn’t marry her,” I remarked.

      “No, I didn’t marry her,” Hutch confirmed. “She made my last year in the military messy and brutal. And that fucking sucked. But the good thing about it was, it sure as fuck made me glad to get all the way from Virginia to Washington State.”

      “I’m scared to ask how she made it messy and brutal,” I said hesitantly. “But I’d like to know.”

      “Shades of that motherfucker who couldn’t process your rejection, except with Danielle, she couldn’t process I’d consider rejecting her and the life she’d built in her head that we’d be living. In the end, she was no loss, her mom was no loss, but her dad…now he was a loss. To me. And me to him. Any time I saw him on base, he got this sad look on his face like I was the ghost of his lost son walking down a sidewalk. He’d put a paper-thin mask over it and smile. Tried to retain a relationship that would never work because his wife and daughter were on his ass. It was a disaster.”

      “Do you know what happened to her? Them?”

      He nodded.

      “Hewitt keeps in touch. My guess, clandestinely. Danielle got married. She also got divorced. Now she’s married again and has filed for divorce but is already dating another guy. Hewitt says she sabotages herself. He says she has a certain taste in men that clashes violently with her own personality. She wants to be in control. She wants to call the shots. I don’t know, he may be right. I just know that in a functioning relationship, no one is in control. No one calls the shots. You communicate. You listen. When you need to, you compromise. She’s destined to fuck herself over with this next guy. Hewitt knows it, but he’s resigned to picking up the pieces.”

      Poor Hewitt.

      Then again, he had to have a hand in creating a headstrong woman who thought she could bulldoze through people’s lives—subtly—and make everyone dance to her tune.

      Then again, sounded like his wife had shades of that, so maybe Danielle got it from her, and Hewitt was so mired in it, he didn’t recognize it for what it was or something he should put a stop to.

      “So you have Molly, Danielle and Bree, I have Frank, Mom, my uncle and Bryce,” I started. “It’s no wonder we’ve found ourselves on the island of misfits that’s part Cicely, Alaska and part Twin Peaks, just keeping our heads down and dodging bullets in the streets, serial killers and fanatic cults, knowing there’ll always be drama, and hoping it won’t aim itself our way.”

      After saying that, I made a face, considering some of that drama ended up on my welcome mat.

      “Told you Harry has a plan about those assholes, baby,” he said quietly.

      He had told me that.

      He’d told me all about that.

      Although I was blown away that he’d been going up to that bluff to aid in the investigation, thinking on it, I wasn’t really surprised.

      Hutch didn’t half-ass anything.

      His dog training.

      Mounting a surge protector on a wall so it’d be sturdy and perfectly level.

      Protecting me.

      And I might have gotten a little shiver that he put himself in possible danger to do it. It wasn’t like he didn’t have some pretty intense training in being stealthy.

      Bottom line, I was thrilled he told me.

      No secrets.

      No lies.

      And since we were sharing like we had a way with sharing, I wanted to ask about his mom.

      But I sensed there was a depth to that where I had to let him find his way to giving it on his own time, and not at my request.

      “You ever talk to your high school boyfriend, May?” he asked, taking me out of my thoughts.

      I shook my head. “No. He has a rich, white boy’s life. A wife. Kids. A trust fund. A home studio where he makes his music, which is a guise for being a bum but putting out in the world he’s actually doing something. I’ll talk to his mom, and she’ll put his dad on, but Wells?” I shook my head. “Only when he’s around when they call on Thanksgiving and Christmas. We say a few words.” I smiled. “I pretend to care. And again, I know that sounds harsh, but the dude is a flake. He was hot when he was running track. But now, he is soooooo not my thing.”

      Hutch grinned big at me.

      Man, he was just so ridiculously handsome.

      And that thick mustache had become the new meaning to my life.

      “But just to say, he pretends to care too,” I continued. “And sometimes, I feel bad for him. Can you imagine your parents are still in touch with your high school girlfriend, and they’re always putting you on the phone with her when that was over a decade ago, you’ve moved on in your life, and the last thing you want to do is chat with your old girlfriend on the phone on Christmas?”

      “That would flat suck,” he agreed.

      “Totally. And I’m sure his wife hates it even more.” I gave him a big grin and only semi-joked, “Then again, they don’t like her, because she sounds like kind of a hippie-dippy drag, and they adore me.”

      Hutch’s return grin wasn’t quite as big, but it was gorgeous.

      “You gonna flip out if I told you what sounds good right about now is a cup of hot chocolate, very chocolaty, with marshmallows?” he asked.

      “I would not,” I answered. “Are we going into town?”

      “Since I don’t have the shit, we’ll have to. Unless you have it your house?”

      I didn’t.

      I shook my head on an exaggerated frown.

      Hutch’s eyes lit with humor when they dropped to it, before he kept planning. “Anyway, Tonks and Hannibal need to get out and be doing something or at least Tonks will eat my guitar.”

      I started laughing. “We can’t have that.”

      And we certainly couldn’t.

      “You could laze, baby,” he murmured. “I’ll be there and back in no time.”

      No time would be, if he hurried, almost an hour.

      “I’ll go. If your house won’t spontaneously open its own door and spit out a couple bags of Lesser Evil popcorn and a box of Milk Duds, it wouldn’t suck having those handy.”

      “Noticed you always got a supply of both.”

      And he noticed everything.

      “I do.”

      “Ready to activate?” he asked.

      I smiled. “Let’s do it.”

      We rolled out. We got dressed. We loaded the dogs in the car, and I did something I never thought I’d do with Hutch: went grocery shopping for nothing but junk food.

      We came back. We took the dogs for a walk in the rain. We came back and toweled them down, though it was more fun when we toweled each other down. We played with the puppies. I got the laser light out and jiggled it for Moxie. We made hot chocolate.

      And then we got back in bed, sipped, shared, and proved Hutch’s theory yet again that TV got in the way of important things.

      It was a great Sunday.

      A great weekend.

      In fact, it had been great since Hutch extended the olive branch, and we became…

      Us.

      But one thing Hutch and I both had learned in our lives.

      This kind of time never lasted for long.

      And it didn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            The Woman from Nowhere

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mabel

      

      

      “God, it was epic,” Kacey said in my ear the next Saturday evening. “I wish you were there. I wanted to film it all, but I was laughing so hard, most of the video is of the grass or my boobs.”

      That made me laugh.

      When I quit, I noted, “I think it says good things that Tara asked you and Mona to her engagement party. She was so busted up by what Bryce had done, I didn’t think she’d bounce back so fast.”

      “Stronger, smarter, faster,” Kacey said. “It’s so totally weird we all bonded through that. But we did.”

      It was so totally weird.

      But we did.

      “How did Bryce find out about the engagement party so he could crash it?” I asked.

      “Who knows? When Bryce wants to act like more of a dick than his resting dick, he finds his ways. I’m just glad it was an evening thing, and his kids weren’t there to see their soon-to-be new stepdad flatten Bryce with one punch.”

      I did not condone violence.

      But I wished she hadn’t videoed her boobs.

      “When he was down, did Mona really bend over him and say, ‘You think to switch back to Callie, her man is a former SEAL, so get used to being flat on your back with a bloody nose…or worse.’?”

      “She so said that,” Kacey confirmed.

      Since Mona didn’t even know Hutch, but she told no lies, I said, “God, I hope it got through to him.”

      “Babe, he knows where you live, but he doesn’t know who you are. Before he ponged back to Tara after pinging to you, Olivia told me that Alan told her that Dirk told him he was bitching about how he couldn’t find out where you lived up there ‘in the middle of nowhere.’ Olivia said she kinda wanted him just to fly up there and wander around, asking for Callie Maine, and everyone being baffled as to who Callie Maine was.”

      I chuckled where I sat in front of my fire, sipping tea, gabbing with one of my besties.

      “It really doesn’t matter anyway,” Kacey said in her fishing-for-info voice. “You have your SEAL.”

      I did.

      And I didn’t.

      I said nothing.

      “I know. FWB. He’s still yours, in a way,” she said.

      At least I could agree to that.

      “He is totally that.”

      Totally.

      Lord.

      “I’m groovin’ that you’ve got it going on up there,” she said. “All the pix you send. It looks like a beautiful place. I told Mona it was so you. You never really jived with Orlando. That’s more your style. Of course, Mona just moans about that meaning you’ll never come home. But I told her I thought you were home. And anyway, she just needs to take a good dive into the Misted Pines TikTok. We can go up there and see all the scenery.”

      That made me laugh again too, and it was better this time, because I had a happy, warm sensation in my chest that she got it.

      And that I did, finally, finally feel I was home.

      “Anyway, I gotta hit it,” she said. “It’s late here and I have a brunch date with some idiot I’m probably going to hate five minutes in. But even a hater has to have good hair.”

      And more laughter.

      God, I missed Kacey. And Mona.

      “I hope you guys think of coming up for a visit,” I replied.

      “We are. Just not when it’s cold as hell. Maybe next May or June. Though, Mona says there’s some wildflower gig that happens, so we might time it so she can pretend she gives a shit about wildflowers.”

      Annnnnnnd.

      More laughter.

      “Well, I can’t wait for you to meet Tonks, and Moxie, and Abigail and her family⁠—”

      “And Hutch.”

      “And Hutch,” I said, the warmth fading because…

      Would he still be in my life next spring?

      He would.

      But how would he be?

      “I’ll get with Mona, and we’ll start seriously planning. Now, bedtime for bad girls. Love you to my bones and ciao for now.”

      “Ciao, sister.”

      We hung up, and I threw my phone on the coffee table as I stared at my merrily dancing fire.

      I had Moxie in my lap, Tonks on the floor beside me, and a rare night after a day I had all to myself because Hutch was having a bro day with his buds Jaeger and Stormy (neither of them I’d met, both of them Hutch said he’d invite up to The Link so we could chat over a drink before he played).

      They’d started the day with a trail run, then were off to go fishing in Misted Pines big misty lake, then they were going to Jaeger’s to eat their catch, and Hutch said he expected to be back in the evening but, “Wiped, babe. I’ll probably fall asleep in the boat. That trail run will shatter me.” He’d then patted his perfectly flat belly. “I’m getting out of shape.”

      As if.

      For my part, I’d scored a box of used and abused designer bags in an online auction (Louis Vuitton, Prada, Gucci and Chanel) that I was determined to breathe new life into, so Tonks and I’d spent the day in the workshop (PS: I had chops, only one Gucci evaded my talents).

      I was going to Hutch’s mid-morning the next day to help him do some puppy training, then to hang, and finally, to spend the night.

      We still had our Tuesdays and Thursdays off.

      And I had my life, my work. Abigail and I had started the yoga class at the Art Center Tuesday evenings, and we were thinking about trying meditation too. So I had my girl times as well.

      But as much as I didn’t want to think about it, or, if I was honest, wouldn’t allow myself to go there, we needed this break. Because I needed some time to think.

      And I wondered if Hutch organized his bro day to give it to us.

      I also feared what he might be thinking, even if he gave no indication he was thinking anything but that he enjoyed being with me.

      Gah!

      I was seeing what Abigail was saying, tardily.

      We were boyfriend/girlfriend.

      Bottom line.

      That was what we were.

      I could try to convince myself that it was something else, but it just wasn’t.

      I could pick his soft snore out of a hundred of them. I knew what he ate for breakfast. How he took his coffee. That his favorite color was green and he didn’t enjoy bell peppers in anything. I didn’t hesitate to call him to do me favors. We connected regularly when we were apart. We checked in, so pretty much at all times, one knew where the other was, and vice versa.

      Abigail was a friend. We talked a lot. We were getting really close.

      But I didn’t know where she was at all times.

      So now I was in that terrifying place where I had two choices.

      The first, tell him I cared for him a lot more than just a friend, so we needed to take a step back so I could recalibrate, and then return to each other without us having the stuff that would mess with my head…or our relationship.

      Or second, tell him I cared for him a lot more than just a friend, in fact, I was falling in love with him (oh yeah, I was there, burying your head in the sand only lasts for so long before you realize you can’t breathe), and I wanted to know if he was willing to explore that with me.

      I didn’t want the first.

      I was desperate for the other.

      I knew he’d give me the first.

      I didn’t know about the other.

      And that was what was what I knew could turn out to be the slow death of me.

      I could survive anything.

      Except losing Hutch.

      One could say, the man had been burned. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest that he didn’t want to go there.

      I knew he cared about me too.

      A lot.

      But he’d fallen in love with two women, only to give his heart, and have them shit all over it. Eventually finding a fuck buddy for sex and company, only for her to shit all over him in totality.

      Why would he assume I’d be different?

      I just got burned by Bryce and decided to give up on the whole romance thing.

      Sure, that was intense.

      But luckily, I hadn’t gone wedding dress shopping or put any deposits down anywhere.

      And although Bryce and I had mutual friends now, they were people I introduced to him. And I sensed they put up with him so they could keep an eye on him and make sure he didn’t screw with me (or, Olivia did that, but she also did it because she was nosy).

      Or they put up with him because he was messy, and messy was always amusing if that mess wasn’t yours or you weren’t in it.

      I didn’t lose friends or people I thought would be my family for the rest of their lives.

      Hutch’s songs now made complete sense.

      Sometimes, it was best just to give up hope and get on with it.

      How was I going to convince him to hope again and try to get on with it with me?

      And if he didn’t, how was I going to live without having all of Hutch?

      On this thought, I nearly spilled my tea down myself because Tonks jumped up and started viciously barking.

      Moxie went flying.

      Tonks raced to the window by the fireplace.

      It was the one that faced the south of the property.

      The one beyond which was The Lion and The Lamb.

      I locked my doors as a matter of course, as everyone should, city or not, but my mind flew to them as I started to reach toward my phone.

      And that was when I heard it over Tonks’s barking.

      “Help!”

      The woman’s scream was filled with such terror, such desperation, it caused pain to the point I couldn’t move.

      “Help! Help! Help me!”

      My mind disconnecting, I tossed my tea mug aside and raced to the window.

      And froze.

      A woman was coming out of nowhere.

      She was wearing a stark-white old-fashioned, billowy nightgown. Her blonde hair was down. And she was racing through the wood toward the cabin like the devil was at her heels.

      She saw me in the window, reached an arm to me, and I jumped as she was abruptly tackled from behind by a figure that came out of the darkness.

      Tonks went berserk.

      I hated myself for it, but the tableau before me was so petrifying, I couldn’t move, even as she kept screaming and fighting while she was thrown over a man’s shoulder.

      She reached to me again, “Please help me!”

      And then another man came out of the darkness, long beard, long hair, dark button up, dark pants, and my blood stilled in my veins as he looked right at me, lifted his finger to his lips, stood there for what felt like an eternity (but was likely only a second), then he turned and loped into the woods.

      I turned and dashed to the phone.

      Still not functionally computing, I went to recent calls, hit Hutch’s name under Kacey’s as I raced to the front door to check if it was locked.

      Two rings and I was racing to the side door.

      “Hey, babe, what’s up?”

      “Hutch,” I pushed out, shades of her terror and desperation in his name.

      “Talk to me,” he barked.

      “A woman. In a nightgown. Running to the cabin from the cult. Screaming for help. They caught her, Hutch. They took her⁠—”

      “Did you call 911?”

      Oh my God.

      What was I thinking?

      “No,” I breathed.

      “I’m on my way.” And he sounded like he was running. “Call them. Get up in your bathroom. Lock the door. Call and go.”

      He hung up.

      I ran to the stairs calling, “Tonks, come. Come now.”

      She darted to me.

      My heart cracked because I’d have to hope Moxie was okay if they thought of coming back, but I couldn’t delay this call to look for her or delay getting to the bathroom.

      As I wound my way up the stairs, I dialed 911.

      I hit the bathroom, Tonks came in with me, and bless her soul, Moxie dashed in after him.

      “911. What’s your emergency?”

      I slammed and locked the door, and Tonks started howling again as I was saying, “I’m Mabel Adams. Four four five oh County Road Ten. A woman from The Lion and The Lamb escaped. I saw her running. She was yelling for help. Send people. Send units. Whatever. They caught her. They’re taking her back. Send someone.”

      “She was running⁠—”

      “In a nightgown, in the dark, in the cold, from them, screaming.”

      “Okay, ma’am, we have this outfit flagged. Officers have been dispatched. You say she was screaming for help?”

      “I just stood there stupidly as she was reaching out to me.”

      “You’re doing what you should be doing, ma’am. Staying safe and calling someone who can help. Are you alone?”

      “M-my boyfriend is coming. I called him first.”

      “Okay, that’s fine.”

      It wasn’t okay.

      It wasn’t fine.

      Harry and his crew were fifteen minutes away.

      How much of her time did I waste calling Hutch?

      “Are you safe?” she asked.

      “Tonks, quiet,” I ordered over her barking.

      She whimpered and sniffed the door at which she’d been barking.

      “Your dog is doing its job,” the 911 operator said. “I can hear you. Are you safe?”

      “My boyfriend told me to lock myself in the bathroom. I’m locked in the bathroom.”

      “That’s good. Stay there. Are you sure she was from The Lion and The Lamb?”

      “Y-yes. She was wearing an old-fashioned nightgown. And they were definitely from there. Beards and long hair. Definitely.”

      “Do you feel you’re in immediate danger?’ she asked.

      “No. N-no. They took her and left with her. I’m pretty sure they’re gone. I didn’t hang around to watch.”

      “Right. I’m going to let you go. Keep your phone with you. Stay safe. And call back if anything else is happening.”

      “Okay.”

      “Stay safe. Letting you go now.”

      “Bye.”

      I disconnected.

      I paced.

      Hutch lived, at most, five minutes away.

      I paced more.

      What felt like an hour later, Tonks went berserk again.

      But over her, I heard Hutch from downstairs command, “Wait! Guard!”

      I closed my eyes tight.

      He was here.

      I opened my eyes, not knowing if I should open the door or⁠—

      I nearly leapt out of my skin when Hutch hammered on it.

      “Mabel! Open!”

      I opened.

      Tonks raced out, still barking.

      Hutch had the strap of a rifle around his shoulder.

      He looked me up and down, caught me by the back of the head, pulled me forward for the briefest kiss in history on my forehead, then he set me aside, lunged in, scooped up Moxie, turned to me and ordered, “Go!”

      I didn’t know where I was going, but I went, out and down the stairs.

      Hutch was pounding down after me.

      As I ran to the front door, I heard him snap his fingers, looked back and saw him pointing at Hannibal then to me. “Defend!”

      Hutch opened my front door, pulled me out, Hannibal crowding me at my side.

      We ran to his truck, which was right at the porch steps. He hauled open the door and I watched, dazed, as Hannibal shifted, hind to the truck, to look out into the dark, ears alert, head swinging this way and that.

      One armed, Hutch hauled me up and in, dropped Moxie in my lap then slammed the door.

      I clutched my cat to my chest.

      He opened the back door and grunted, “Hup.”

      Tonks jumped in.

      Hannibal jumped in.

      He rounded the grille, shoved his rifle butt in the area beside my seat, angled in, slammed his door, started the truck and peeled out.

      I was squeezing Moxie at my chest, so I forced myself to loosen my hold.

      “Harry—”

      “I called him on my way to you. He’s on his way.”

      “I think Lillian is pregnant.”

      Pause, then, “Don’t think about that now.”

      She was pregnant.

      Oh God!

      “What if they have a stockpile of firearms?”

      “Don’t think about it, May. Breathe, in, out. Hear me? Breathe, baby.”

      I breathed.

      It wasn’t working.

      I tried again.

      It still wasn’t working.

      “Baby,” he whispered, “Breathe for me.”

      I tried again.

      And I breathed.

      I kept doing it as we made his house.

      We dashed in as we’d dashed out of mine, with Hutch pointing at the locked front door and grunting, “Guard!” to Hannibal, who stood at attention, staring at it.

      Hutch guided me to a chair. “Sit.”

      I didn’t sit. He pressed me into the chair.

      He walked out of the room, the rifle back over his shoulder, and I sat cuddling my cat, Tonks sitting beside me. I was still totally freaking, but at least I was breathing.

      I could see, technically.

      But in my mind’s eye, all I could see was her reaching out to me.

      Hutch came back with a glass of something liquid and brown.

      He handed it to me. “Drink.”

      “I don’t drink bourbon.”

      “Baby, sip it. For me.”

      I sipped.

      Okay, smooth. Good bourbon. Still kinda yuck.

      God help me.

      I looked up at him. “Hutch⁠—”

      “I need you calm right now, May. Okay?”

      His rifle wasn’t over his shoulder anymore.

      It was in his hands.

      Oh God!

      “You think they might come here?” I screeched.

      “I think, if they do, I’m gonna be ready. Can you calm for me?”

      I nodded.

      For the next chunk of what felt like forever, Hutch went from window to window peering out behind curtains with his rifle at the ready.

      And I sipped bourbon, pretending I was calm.
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      After Hutch eventually got a call from Raul to bring Mabel down to give a statement, they swung by her place so she could change her socks and get her boots and coat.

      She’d fled her own fucking home in her stocking feet.

      Hutch couldn’t think on that, or he’d tear Harry’s office apart.

      And for the last two hours, they’d been sitting in that office, waiting while what sounded like Fret County Sheriff’s Department was having a very busy Saturday night down the hall.

      They’d gone through two cups of coffee that Polly brought them.

      And Hutch was beyond pissed, he knew unreasonably.

      But he had friends up there.

      Lillian was pregnant.

      Rus had two blood children and Cin’s daughter who thought the world of him.

      He wanted to know what the fuck was going on.

      When they were at her place, and when they were driving by, you could see the red and blue lights of a fuck ton of cop cars lighting up the night sky over that compound.

      But once they were in the station and settled, they hadn’t heard dick except Polly apologizing someone hadn’t seen to them yet and the commotion outside the door.

      It was after midnight.

      He had to get his woman some sleep.

      So, first, he wanted to know the status of his friends.

      Second, he had to know if it was safe to go home, or if he was taking her to the Pinetop, going back to get his pups and their animals and joining her there.

      This was his thought when the door opened, and Sean stuck his torso in.

      “Hutch, can you come with me, please?”

      Before Hutch could make any demands, Sean looked to Mabel, his face gentled, and he said, “Polly’s going to bring you more coffee, and when I get done taking Hutch to Harry, I’ll be back to take your statement. We’ll bring Hutch right back when he’s done with Harry.”

      Thank fuck.

      Harry was okay.

      “Okay,” she said to Sean.

      Hutch assessed her.

      She was a lot better. Breathing. Not shaking. No more screeches. And visibly relieved as well that Harry was okay.

      “Good, babe?” he asked to be certain.

      She nodded. “Go, honey.”

      He returned her nod and followed Sean.

      When he hit the bullpen, he saw Fret County deputies, law enforcement from other towns, a man and a woman in FBI windbreakers, four men in DEA ones, the conference rooms had their blinds firmly closed, and everyone was hustling.

      Sean led him to a back room Hutch had never been to, knocked, called, and then let him in.

      Harry was in there, so was Rus—thank fuck again—and they were accompanied by another DEA agent.

      Sean closed the door behind him just as Hutch noticed on the table the four large black nylon totes, all of them open, and all of them were stuffed full of baggies filled with blue pills.

      “Fentanyl,” Harry said. “Our guess, up from Mexico and waiting for a courier to cross the border into Canada.”

      “Fucking shit,” Hutch said, staring at the haul.

      His attention turned because Harry was on the move. “Thought you’d want to see. Let’s go talk in Polly’s office.”

      He wasn’t wasting time, and Hutch wasn’t going to waste it for him.

      With a nod to Rus, he followed Harry to Polly’s office.

      Harry didn’t sit.

      He just rested his ass against the front of her desk and crossed his arms as Hutch closed the door.

      He planted his feet and crossed his arms too. “I know you’re busy, man. And Sean is taking Mabel’s statement. I just gotta know if she’s safe, and then you can go do what you gotta do.”

      Harry nodded. “She is. And Cade can call a fucking ball.”

      If Harry needed to talk it out, Hutch was there.

      “This is a goddamned mess,” he bit.

      So he needed to talk it out.

      “We got seven women and seven men who are utterly bewildered by what’s going on. Strike that. We got seven women who are pissed as shit and want to press charges, and seven men who think they’re gonna take their women home any second now, so they can tend the pumpkin patch tomorrow.”

      “You are shitting me,” Hutch said low.

      “No. I didn’t report that right. There are a couple of women who are half sunk in Stockholm Syndrome, but they aren’t completely gone. They’re dazed and confused and flipped out. But all the men are thinking they could just tell us they have nothing to do with any drugs, they’ve given their statements, and they have no clue why they aren’t being released. Things are gonna get a lot more confusing when we arrest all their asses for kidnapping and unlawful imprisonment.”

      “Christ,” Hutch clipped.

      “We also got two women and five men on the run. Three have already been caught in the next county. And it fucks me to say this, but Enstrom, Burris, Martin and Schrier are among the ones we haven’t yet apprehended. We got all points on them. We got flags at ports of entry. Probably every cop in Washington State is out looking for these guys.”

      Hutch nodded.

      That was good.

      He hoped they nabbed them.

      Fast. So this shit could be over.

      “So, piecing together some hysterics and a lot of yelling with some sobbing and a bunch of words, and all that is no judgment,” Harry said. “Those women have been through it. But first thing, for Mabel, the woman she saw racing to her is with us. She’s fine. She’s got some scrapes on her feet because she got the chance to get through the north gate, and for a shot at freedom she wasn’t going to fuck around with getting dressed. Took her man’s keys, crept to the gate, had trouble prying it open, because apparently, it’s a heavy motherfucker, and took off. Sadly, he noticed her gone and raised the alarm. They caught up to her.”

      Hutch nodded again.

      “But, see, these fuckin’ men,” Harry spat the last word, “ate the food the women cooked for them, food the women planted and grew and milked cows and all sorts of shit for them, and for some fucked-up reason, they forgot these women had the ability to hear. There was talk about Mabel, just her existence and her renting that cabin. Though, most of the talk recently was about you, her boyfriend, the Navy SEAL. She said she might not have made a run for it if she didn’t think you were there, but was considering it anyway, in hopes, if she made it that far, Mabel would give her sanctuary and call the police. Bottom line, she thought if you saw her, you’d give chase.”

      “I would have. But I wasn’t there.”

      “I know,” Harry replied. “She also said all the women got interested when they heard someone, anyone, was in that cabin because they might be able to get to whoever it was. They weren’t allowed to congregate for long, and therefore plan. But they had their ways of communicating.”

      “Right,” Hutch said.

      “Again, lots of talk about you, brother. You tweaked Enstrom and Burress big time. They were pissed as fuck one of their disciples wrote that note and got on your radar. One of the women, one of the more together ones, said she wasn’t surprised they were into a big bad. She claims she never saw anything, but she said she knew Enstrom, Burress, Martin and Schrier were shifty, not men and women of God. Enstrom was not a savior on Earth. They were just fucked-in-the-head fucks. After he conned her into becoming a part of a good, clean, pure Christian community, she tried to tell her man that, he wouldn’t listen.”

      Hutch made sure he was breathing steady so Harry could see him do it and maybe match his rhythm.

      Harry wasn’t feeling the call to calm.

      He kept laying it out tersely.

      “And she says she overheard them talking, and she couldn’t be sure, but she thought maybe they were planning to bug out. She thinks they were outfitting some other place to carry on whatever they were doing. Which would have left that group in a lurch if Enstrom wasn’t around to fight to retain that land. And I guess Flannery’s niece now has her answer, and at least someone is gonna get something out of this. But as for those women, they were catching the vibe the end was nigh, and everyone but those stupid fucks”—he jerked his head toward the bullpen—“were feeling that same vibe. The woman who took off, her name is Paisley, shared that was one of the reasons she took her shot. Things were changing. And she already didn’t like where she was. She didn’t want to go somewhere else she never signed on for. She wanted out.”

      “So it was unraveling,” Hutch said.

      “There was unrest,” Harry replied. “Though I’m not sure those devotees had enough gumption to do anything about it. They had it good, what’s to change? Why complain?”

      “What you got out there?” Hutch asked.

      “Take your pick. Kidnapping. Unlawful imprisonment. Possibly rape. Because some of those women have had children.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Hutch growled, even if he’d seen them and taken pictures of them.

      Harry went on, “Accessory. Trafficking. Intent to distribute. Oh yeah, and lumber poaching. We now got a lot of reports of missing trees and even some witnesses who say they saw that group hauling them on CR 10. It might take a week just to untangle what charges we should land on who.”

      “You said that woman talked to her man. Is this wives and girlfriends, like Cade said?” Hutch asked.

      Harry jerked up his chin angrily in assent.

      “Yep. Good, clean Christian women who bought their men’s line and had no idea what they were in for. Apparently, lots of arguing and straight out fights to begin with. Some escape attempts. Which led to Enstrom calling them all to their ‘center,’ which is how they referred to their church. Lots of Enstrom preaching, sometimes for hours, about patience. Obedience. How man has lost his way and was destroying God’s bounty with technology and greed. How women have lost their way and forgot the natural order of things. How men and women had to turn to the land, nurture it and get nurture from it. Simplify things. Lots of nods and cries of amen from the men. Some of those women might have gone into that deal agreeing with these basic concepts, but the way they were practiced, they wanted no part of.”

      “May put kidnapping off the table, if they went there of their own volition.”

      “Agreed,” Harry said curtly. “But when a woman says she wants to go, you let her go. You don’t sit her ass in a church and make her listen to a four-hour sermon. Guard the front entry so she can’t slip out. And force her to give birth with nothing to aid her but a midwife she doesn’t trust.”

      Hutch wasn’t about to argue that.

      “All these fucks, they were recruited by Enstrom,” Hutch surmised.

      “And Burress. Two good, fine, upstanding Christian men with a righteous idea and the capital to put it into practice.”

      “These eight extra guys?”

      “You got disciples Enstrom can toy with for fun and laughs, and you got soldiers to keep people in line, spread the word of their false prophet and protect your operation,” Harry replied. “My theory?”

      “Hit me with it,” Hutch invited.

      “Paisley made a break for it. The alarm was raised. Enstrom knew he got your attention. He might have even known we were onto the poaching. He reckoned he was caught, but he wasn’t going to hang around to find out. Didn’t even grab the dope. Grabbed his woman. His kids. His friend, his woman and kids. His boys. And left the rest to it. Probably didn’t even look back. From what we could tell, they were long gone before Mabel even saw Paisley. Again, man didn’t even grab his dope. DEA’s eyes crossed when they saw all of that. They think it might be the biggest cache confiscated by law enforcement in Washington State history. They can’t begin to put a price tag on it. But it’s millions.”

      “Enstrom left that kind of money behind?”

      Harry shrugged. “Not technically his dope. DEA says he’s more than likely a safe house. All he’s got to do is take it from one courier, communicate it was received safely, and when the next courier can get to him, give it. No cut. Just payment. And in this game, loss of product is an accepted redline item. They shrug. Make more dope. And move on.”

      “So Enstrom won’t have a cartel after him?”

      “I didn’t say that. When the DEA guys get their hands on the boys who were caught, they might talk, and we’ll know more. Though, DEA also says, since this has worked so long, right under my fuckin’ nose, that’s probably why there was so much. They felt The Lion and The Lamb was secure, so they took advantage of it.”

      “Harry, this isn’t on you.”

      He shook his head while dropping it and lifting a hand to rub the back of his neck, saying, “I know.” He dropped his hand and raised his head. “DEA had no clue about it either. And this shit is their only job.”

      “Where’d you find the fentanyl?”

      “Back shed. False floor. Under a bunch of handheld hoes and spades and shit.”

      Hutch took in a big breath through his nose. “They’re twisted, but Enstrom’s got some big balls, keeping that shit going, even just after Ray Andrews put us in the global papers,” he remarked. “All the rest that happened after it with all the attention MP got? Christ.”

      “As much as it fucks me, I figure that helped him. You don’t take a drink of your dad’s beer when Dad is watching. You do it when he isn’t. So when you’re busy solving a fifteen-year-old murder of a famous author and digging out from under decades of shit policework, you’re looking elsewhere.”

      Made sense.

      “And we can’t discount the fact that they started their show when Dern was sheriff,” Harry continued. “So he might have been another incentive to set up on this patch.”

      Hutch knew that had to fuck with Harry.

      He knew it also made sense.

      “So you think Enstrom and whoever he has left are headed to Canada?” Hutch asked.

      Harry nodded. “That’s South American dope. He’s not going anywhere near there until he can make his excuses, wheedle back into their good graces, or possibly take whatever they already earned, because they sure as fuck didn’t leave behind any cash, find safe passage to a country that doesn’t expedite, and order a cool drink.”

      “No injuries? No one hurt?”

      More shaking of the head for Harry. “Had a paramedic clean up Paisley’s feet. She needs to stay off them for a few days. But other than that, when we rolled in, we had a lot of men with wide eyes and shocked looks, and a lot of women who were falling all over themselves to get to us.”

      “How does a man convince himself he has to drag his woman, who escaped in her nightgown, back home and think that’s okay?” Hutch asked Harry a question he couldn’t begin to answer.

      And he didn’t have an answer.

      “I have no idea, brother.”

      “Mabel said one of the guys who went after her put his finger to his lips to tell her to be quiet when they saw her in her window. Is that a guy who doesn’t know he’s doing wrong?” Hutch demanded. “Because I don’t fuckin’ think so.”

      “We need to make sure that’s in her statement and she identifies who she saw grab Paisley and who was with him. Paisley’s already told us. Mabel backing that up would be good.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “I figure Enstrom will get nowhere near here, but I’m moving Mabel in with me until he’s caught,” he declared.

      “That’d be my play, Hutch,” Harry agreed. “It sucks you just had dogs picked up. But you got Hannibal. And you.”

      “Yup. And Tonks. She isn’t close to protection trained, but she sure did her job tonight.”

      “Good,” Harry said in a tone that sounded a lot more like him.

      Excellent.

      He got it out.

      He could take a breath and get on with it.

      Hutch matched his tone. “You gonna be able to find any sleep for days?”

      “The women are safe. The men can sit in cells a long fuckin’ time while I sort shit out, I don’t give a fuck about them. We’re gonna calm shit down. We’re gonna get those women and their kids someplace where they can put on some regular clothes and start to process. And I’m gonna go home to my wife.”

      “Good,” Hutch again mimicked Harry.

      Harry’s gaze got intent. “I know you’ll be alert anyway. I also know Enstrom has cut and run. You’re right. It’d be an act of sheer lunacy for him to get anywhere near here. Especially when this leaks, and I got press outside already. You can’t have fifty units from all over three counties and the Feds descending without those jackals showing up to claim their piece of meat. Not in Misted Pines.”

      MP’d had more than its fair share of trouble.

      But that probably would happen anywhere.

      Harry kept going, “Anyone recognizes them, they’ll be reported. We’ll probably have a hundred sightings by noon called in. Feds have put out the DMV pictures where they’re clean-shaven and got short hair, along with your shots, brother, where they’re not. But first thing I reckon they’ll do is chop that shit off to try to blend.”

      “Yup,” Hutch agreed.

      “So I guess what I’m saying is, be vigilant. You will be, but it makes me feel better to say it.”

      “I will, Harry. You got enough to worry about without taking on me and May.”

      “Yeah,” Harry muttered.

      “Go. Do your job. Then get home to Lillian. Does Sean want Mabel alone when she makes her statement? Or can I join them if he isn’t done?”

      “You can join them.” Harry pushed from his desk. “Thanks for waiting around, brother.”

      He offered a hand.

      Hutch shook it.

      Harry took off.

      And Hutch left Polly’s office to get to his woman.

      

      The fullness of Mabel’s weight finally settled into his body, and Hutch turned his head to look at the alarm clock.

      4:07.

      Too late, or too early, but at last, she was asleep.

      In his mind, he heard her say his name over the phone, her tone dripping in fear, and he shut his eyes tight.

      Even though Tonks was on their feet, he rolled into his woman, rounding her with both arms, feeling Moxie not with her bud, but curled at the small of Mabel’s back.

      Tonks just sighed and resettled, Moxie twitched and stilled.

      Hannibal snored.

      Hutch thought.

      He’d been cheated on.

      He’d tolerated the rasps of a woman who was trying to sculpt him into something he was not.

      And he’d been stalked and harassed.

      But he’d never lost a woman.

      Every one of those women, in the beginning, even Bree, had presented themselves as The One.

      They were not the one.

      He had to take his part in the ownership of it. Turning a blind eye. Making assumptions. Not reading words or acts when they belied each other. Not taking action when the signs it wasn’t going to work were there.

      In the end, somewhere along the way, all three of those women had shown their true selves to Hutch, and he hadn’t seen them.

      His mother never hid what she was.

      He was a loner, but it went without saying, since he was almost engaged once and definitely engaged another time, he wanted a wife and a family.

      He’d convinced himself that wasn’t meant to be.

      Now, there was Mabel, and he already knew this was all going to be a problem. What he didn’t know was that problem was going to be compounded exponentially.

      She could be real.

      Or she could be an illusion.

      He knew one thing: if she was an illusion, he’d break in a way that couldn’t be fixed.

      But now, after tonight, he had an even bigger worry.

      Because now, he knew, if he lost her, for all intents and purposes…

      Just like his dad…

      His life would be over.
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      On Monday, Hutch parked his truck behind my store.

      We got out, me with Moxie in my arms, him going to the back cab to let Tonks out and grab the box of bags we picked up from my workshop yesterday.

      We ran this errand, incidentally, while also running the errand of me packing nearly all my winter clothes, and Hutch packing all my perishable food.

      Because, yeah…

      On Sunday, at his brook-no-argument demand, I moved in with my FWB.

      In other words, at Hutch’s decree, until Lars Enstrom and his gang of outlaws were caught, I was staying with him.

      Him driving me around and crowding me, he assured me, will only, “Last awhile, babe. You gotta give me that until I’m less tweaked.”

      And I could give him that, because I’d sat in his chair in his living room, watching him with a rifle waiting for a threat to descend, so I’d seen firsthand just how tweaked he was.

      But the line was drawn about the living arrangements, and the way he communicated it, I didn’t argue.

      This was only partially because, obvs, I too was tweaked.

      It was mostly because he didn’t hide he needed it, and I’d long since passed the place where, if I had it to give, I’d give Hutch everything he needed.

      See how fucked up this was?

      Calamitously fucked up.

      And I couldn’t even blame those folks at The Lion and The Lamb.

      It was me who’d had the idea of what he and I should be.

      This was all on me.

      I juggled Moxie as I unlocked the back door, and Tonks ran in yodeling her greeting to Abigail, while I followed her and Hutch followed me.

      I made it to the mouth of the hall that led to the store when I found my upper arms seized by Abigail.

      She held tight, examining my face.

      I dropped Moxie and she scampered.

      “Like I told you on the phone yesterday, I’m fine,” I said quietly.

      She yanked me to her and held tight, pushing out, “God.”

      Word was spreading, no surprise, and as such, Abigail had called yesterday to ask if I was okay, even not knowing (as Sean told me no one would know) I was the one who instigated the raid on The Lion and The Lamb compound.

      Once I told her, she lost her shit. There was a lot of me soothing her and then, when she informed Brett of what was going on while she was on the line with me, I’d had to hand the phone over to Hutch, so there was a lot of Hutch soothing Brett (dude style).

      Evidently, I hadn’t soothed her as well as I thought.

      I gave her a squeeze and said, “Let’s get out of Hutch’s way.”

      She let me go but took my hand and guided me into my own store, looking over her shoulder at Hutch. “How you doing, Hutch?”

      “All good,” he grunted (he’d been grunting a lot since it all went down). His gaze came to me. “Counter, babe?” (Yes, that was another grunt.)

      “Yes, please.”

      He took the box to the counter and dropped it.

      Then he came to me, got toe to toe, tipped his chin, and he ordered, “Shop. Or town.”

      I knew what this meant because I’d already received my briefing.

      Unless he was at my side, I wasn’t to leave my shop, or the town (however, if I went somewhere in town, he wanted me to text him where I was going to be), even though I didn’t know what he thought I’d do, considering I didn’t have my truck.

      Hotwire a car and go on a joy ride?

      Since he was tweaking, I just nodded.

      He kissed my forehead, dipped his chin to Abigail and stalked out.

      Abigail and I turned to watch him go.

      When the door slammed, and after we heard him testing it was locked, we turned to each other.

      “Let me guess,” she began. “Mr. Alpha had his turf threatened, and he’s pissed.”

      Abso-freaking-lutely.

      “He’s a mess,” I shared. “He’s more of a mess than I am. I think he’s said two words since we got back from the police station Sunday morning that weren’t grunts.”

      She linked her arm in mine and led us to the counter, humming, “Mm-hmm.”

      When we got to the counter, I stowed my bag, scarf and jacket, and she started rummaging through the box.

      I went to the tablet to get to the inventory list so I could log them in, and I did this talking.

      And since I could multitask, freaking.

      “I’ve all but moved in with him, Abigail.”

      She was admiring the Chanel, but she looked at me when I said that.

      I stopped bapping the tablet and held my hands up. “I give. I’m not so proud and stubborn I can’t admit when I’m wrong. So now, I’m going to admit I was wrong and you were right. I’m in over my head. I think Hutch and I are both in over our heads.” I drew in as much oxygen as I could to prepare to say my last, then I said it, “We are so not FWBs.”

      She said nothing, but her face assumed a gentle expression.

      Annnnnnd…more so’ing.

      I so wasn’t fond of what that gentle expression might mean, I went back to bapping.

      And talking.

      “On Saturday night, before it all went down, I was drinking tea, staring at my fire, as mountain girls do, sorting all of this in my head and gearing myself up to talk to him about it. See where he was at. And now, since it all went down, I can’t say anything.”

      “No,” she said carefully. “Now is definitely not the time to tell that man you’re cutting him loose.”

      My eyes flew to her. “Cutting him loose?”

      “Though I will, very, very cautiously say, your ex was an asshole. A lot of men are assholes. But all men aren’t assholes. And I don’t think Hutch is an asshole.”

      She didn’t address my question, thus I repeated it. “Cutting him loose?”

      She’d taken all the handbags out of the box and set the box aside, and now she was looking for our tags to price them, all while, clear as day, she was struggling with what to say.

      “Abigail, you’re never at a loss for words,” I noted. “Don’t fail me now.”

      She found the tags and turned to me.

      “This is very sensitive. This is also very important. But it affects me only indirectly. What you decide, in something like this, it has to be all you.”

      “It will be all me,” I asserted. “And I already know I have no choice but to discuss things with him. I don’t want to put you on the spot. You’re obviously uncomfortable. So brace for me putting you on the spot. You’re also my only good friend up here and the only one who knows Hutch at all.”

      “Okay,”—she squared her shoulders—“I’ll start with saying, just be careful with him.”

      I was torn between mad she’d think I wouldn’t be and confused as to why she’d say that at all.

      She explained it.

      And rocked my world.

      “Because that man is head over heels in love with you.”

      I stopped breathing.

      Completely.

      And I was pretty sure my heart exploded.

      Could you remain standing if your heart exploded?

      “Mabel?” she called.

      I forced air into my lungs to say, “You think he’s in love with me?”

      She appeared stunned. “You don’t know that already?”

      My head swung to look toward the back hall.

      When I swung back, Moxie had jumped up on the counter to inspect the bags.

      I watched her do that. I then watched her inspect her counter cat bed. After that, I watched her dis her bed, jump down and saunter over to a leather chair I’d refurbished beautifully that summer. I’d thought it would go right away, but we’d been sitting on it for months (not literally).

      It might be time for a price reduction.

      Moxie jumped into the seat, inspected that, then sat and licked her paw to clean her ear.

      “Cats are fascinating,” Abigail observed. “But will you come back to me?”

      I looked at her. “It’s not mine to share, but arguably, in Hutch’s history with women, Bree wasn’t the worst of it.”

      She flinched.

      “Not by a long shot.”

      She flinched harder.

      “I’m falling in love with him,” I whispered. Yes, saying the words out loud, putting them out in the world, God help me.

      Her face lit up. “That’s great!”

      “He took Saturday off from us,” I shared. “He had a bro day.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly.

      “I think he did it to cool us down.”

      “Or, maybe he did it because he needed a bro day. Guys need guy time just like girls need girl time. What did they do?”

      “Trail running. Fishing. Gutting fish or whatever you do to them before you grill them or however you cook them. Eating them. And I’ve never seen Hutch scratch his balls, but metaphorically, they probably did that.”

      “Do you trail run?”

      “Lord no.”

      “Do you fish?”

      “Boring,” I sang.

      “You have no balls, so who is he going to do those things with? Things he wouldn’t do if he didn’t enjoy them?”

      I looked to the back door again.

      “Honey,” she said, and I returned to her. “Just talk to him. Albeit give it a few days for this Lion and Lamb thing to settle down before you do that.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” I asked. “What if he isn’t where I’m at?”

      Her expression morphed to understanding. “Marriages are marriages. People are people. It doesn’t happen often for me because my guy is the best guy ever. My children are the best children to ever be born. But I do hark back to the days where I was free and breezy. When Emma’s snotty and cranky with the flu. Or Liam adamantly refuses to eat his green beans and crosses his arms on his little boy chest, and I know the battlelines have been drawn. I sometimes miss those days when it was girlfriends and going out for drinks and planning weekend trips to Spokane to get up to no good. But one thing I don’t miss is how tough it is to like a guy and not know where he’s at.”

      Yeah.

      I wouldn’t miss that either.

      I wished I wasn’t experiencing it now.

      “Though, the only way to know where he’s at is to talk to him.”

      It stunk, but she was right.

      And I already knew that, so that meant it stunk even more.

      “I know it’ll take a lot to find the courage to do that,” she went on. “But I also know you will.”

      “I think it’s safe to share that there were a lot of communication breakdowns with his previous relationships. So one way or another, I think he’d appreciate it.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “Are you needing to prove you’re not them?”

      “Oh, girl,”—I went back to bapping the tablet—“absolutely. When I say he was burned, I mean he was burned.”

      “Ulk,” she forced out.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, still bapping, and beginning to feel angry that those bitches not only gave him that heartache but also put me in this place. “And I think it’s safe to say they seriously misrepresented themselves. I can see with Hutch, twice bitten, seven million times shy.”

      “Uh, Mabel, did you hear me earlier?”

      I turned from the tablet. “Which part?”

      “Sister, you both think you’re FWBs, you guys don’t live all that close to town, and he just dropped you at work when, now that cooler heads are prevailing, including mine, it didn’t seem like you were really in any danger. He may ask you to take it slow. He has every right to take time to make sure. Right now, you two are still very new. But none of that negates the fact the man is in deep with you. And I may be wrong, and I will accept your friend divorce if I am, but he’s in that state and he likes it.”

      Since my breath had stopped coming and my heart had exploded again, she reached out and took both my hands, held strong and kept on.

      “Now, I can see your play in delaying this discussion, because other heads are cooling, but his isn’t, and you need to give him time to shake off the fact that he experienced a Saturday night where the woman he loves, or the woman he’s falling in love with, same thing, was in danger. You might have been more like…danger adjacent. But danger was very close to you. Now isn’t the time to broach it. But you have to let him off this FWB thing. You have to tell him where you’re at. Again, I might be wrong, but I’m guessing, for Hutch, it would be a relief.”

      She let me go, started separating tags, doing this still talking.

      “He might need time to be sure. You also need time to be sure. You both were burned. But at least you’ll be on the same page while you’re taking that time.”

      She was correct.

      I already knew this too.

      Not the Hutch-is-in-love-with-me part.

      That…

      That…

      I couldn’t hope (okay, maybe I could hope a little because I was far from the only one who was not in the least behaving like an FWB).

      She was correct that adults adulted, and they did it looking after themselves and the ones they cared about.

      Crap.

      Adulting sucked.

      Why couldn’t we just go along as we were, find ourselves in our eighties, our children and grandchildren grown up and off in the world doing their thing, look at each other in our rocking chairs on our porch, and say, “You know? I don’t think we’re friends with benefits anymore.”

      Ugh.

      “So…you hanging in there with all that Lion and Lamb thing?” she asked the tags she was writing on.

      “I’m struggling,” I told her.

      She turned to me.

      “I see her in my mind’s eye a lot, how she was, begging for help,” I told her.

      “Oh, babe,” she whispered.

      “And not only that. After I saw that woman, I called Hutch first. It was stupid. I feel like an idiot. I totally panicked,” I explained.

      Abigail straightened. “Wait. I thought everyone was all right and no one got hurt in that raid.”

      “She is. They didn’t. And just to say, Hutch and I had a very short, his part grunted bickering session about this because he couldn’t believe I thought I’d done the wrong thing calling him first. He’d ended it by saying, ‘Always put the mask on yourself before aiding others,’ then he walked away. And I don’t even know what that shit means.”

      “Have you not been on an airplane?” she asked curiously.

      With that, it struck me.

      You can’t help someone else if you were passing out from lack of oxygen.

      “You know,” I returned to bapping, doing it this time irritably, “sometimes it’s the worst when he gets all wise and stuff.”

      “Oh, I do know. Brett and I have an unspoken agreement that he’ll take his win silently and move along.”

      Finally, something made me smile.

      “But you get to rub it in,” I guessed.

      “Naturally,” she said. “Now, how are we pricing these puppies?”

      I told her. She wrote out the tags. I finished entering them in inventory. Then we wandered around to figure out how to display them at their best.

      After we accomplished that, she turned to me and said, “I love you. But I’m going to Aromacobana to get us some coffees because you look like you’ve slept about two hours in the last week.”

      She wasn’t telling me something I didn’t know. I freaked when I saw my tired eyes and drawn face in the mirror that morning.

      Still.

      “Thanks,” I said saucily.

      “That’s code for, get some sleep tonight. It’s also code for, I’m using you so I can get a salted caramel cookie. Last, that’s code for, if you pass out, I don’t want to be the one to have to explain to Hutch Hutchison I let you faint on my watch.”

      And finally, something made me laugh.

      It was then, Abigail and me bickered about who was going to pay.

      I won.

      I didn’t rub it in.

      But when she was about to open the door, I called, “Honestly, do you think he’s falling in love with me?”

      See?

      There was that infernal hope.

      She turned her head my way and replied, “Honestly, I think you’re so wound up in worrying about being hurt again, not to mention worrying about him worrying about the same, you aren’t seeing what’s right in front of you. No judge. If I had your history, I’d be the same. That doesn’t mean you don’t need to wake up, Mabel.” She smiled. “Because once you get through this uncertainty part that every couple goes through, that’s when you get to the good stuff.”

      With that, the bell over the door rang when she opened it, and she headed to Aromacobana.

      She returned, and not ten minutes later, Lillian and Nadia came in to see if I was okay.

      We had a fun chat, and I got some cuddle time with Cicely.

      By the way, the Chanel and Louis Vuitton bags were gone by the end of the day.
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      That night, I was at the stove heating the red sauce we were going to put on our whole wheat spaghetti and add turkey meatballs, when Hutch moved from making the salad to press to my back, round me with his arms and put his chin on my shoulder.

      Okay.

      Yeah.

      Now that Abigail had planted the seed, I had no idea how I’d missed it.

      Then again, maybe I hadn’t missed it.

      I just hadn’t believed in it.

      I felt my heart pounding and the wave of hope I always kept at bay crashing against the levee I’d erected to keep it from screwing up my life.

      I also melted back into him (obviously).

      “We close? I’m starved,” he said.

      “Salad done?” I asked.

      He was about to answer when both Tonks and Hannibal started barking.

      Tonks could make noise.

      But Hannibal’s bark was terrifying.

      I froze.

      Hutch did not.

      He grabbed my hand, dragged me from the stove, pulled me into the doorway between the kitchen and living room, and shoved me against the wall.

      He then pointed in my face. “Don’t move.”

      I nodded.

      He went to the front window and peered around the curtain.

      His alert body relaxed at whatever he saw, therefore I relaxed, and he ordered, “Hannibal! Tonks! Quiet!”

      Hannibal immediately shut up.

      Tonks gave a soft roo-roo then she shut up.

      Hutch looked to me. “Mrs. Matthews.”

      Oh man.

      There came an imperious knock on the door, I moved into the room, and Hutch unlocked and opened it.

      More imperious came when she demanded, “Kindly get out of my way and make sure your dogs don’t bite me.”

      I watched with curiosity as to what Hutch was going to do in this situation, considering the woman not only didn’t offer a greeting, she didn’t ask for an invite over the threshold, or even to his house.

      But Hutch just stepped aside and ordered, “Hannibal. Tonks. Friend.”

      Tonks didn’t know “friend,” but then again, everyone was Tonks’s friend.

      I saw Mark, Mrs. Matthews’s son, standing out on the porch, back to the door, keeping an eye on the darkness like he was guarding the door that led to a mafia madam.

      Mrs. Matthews swept in, this time in a full-length, black fur coat with a matching fur hat, which she probably bought from an auction with authentication papers that stated it came from the wardrobe of the movie Doctor Zhivago.

      Except it dwarfed her, so she looked like a human coat hanger.

      Hutch shut the door.

      Mrs. Matthews only had eyes for me.

      She lifted a black kid-gloved hand, with all five fingers extended.

      She grabbed her thumb. “Saturday, local law enforcement with the aid of federal and other local officers raided The Lion and The Lamb.”

      She grabbed her pointer finger.

      “Sunday, I hear word that this whole thing began because one of the women on that compound escaped and got far enough to ask someone for help, thus 911 was called. Considering I have a brain in my head and know the property to the south would not be where she was heading because it’s a good mile and a half away from that compound, I put two and two together and came up with the certainty that Mabel called 911. I reckon that was quite a fright for you, so I decided to give you the day to get over it.”

      She grabbed her middle finger.

      “And now it’s Monday.” Her eyes screwed up when she added, “Evening.”

      She then went back to her thumb, to her index and again to the middle finger.

      “One, two, three days you could have phoned me, and you did not.” She dropped her hand. “I clearly recall I instructed you, if you had any more problems with those people, you call.”

      Tonks yodeled after this, and I didn’t know if my dog was agreeing with her or telling her off for telling me off.

      Before I could say anything, Mrs. Matthews went on.

      “I thought your man would do this.” She looked between Hutch and me. “Like I ever believed that ‘he’s just my dog trainer’ hogwash.” She returned her focus to me. “But since he clearly hasn’t, I will. You’re new to this area, and you lived in the nameless, faceless city before you got here. Allow me to educate you, we look after our own.” She threw up both hands and let loose. “I’ve been worried sick!”

      Oh my God.

      How sweet.

      Weirdly confrontationally sweet.

      But sweet.

      “I wasn’t ever in any real danger, Mrs. Matthews,” I told her.

      Her voice went up two octaves when she asked, “How was I supposed to know that, unless you called?”

      Wait up.

      Did she…

      Like me?

      We barely knew each other.

      “You can see now she’s fine,” Hutch told her, coming to sling his arm around my shoulders. “And we’re making dinner. We got enough to stretch. You and your son wanna join us?”

      Wait up.

      Was he…

      Inviting her to dinner?

      Mrs. Matthews sniffed. “What are you having?”

      “Spaghetti and meatballs,” Hutch told her.

      “Garlic bread?” she asked.

      “Salad,” he answered.

      She curled her lip.

      Then she shouted, “Mark! We’re staying for dinner!”

      Hutch went to open the door.

      Mrs. Matthews swept off her hat and gloves and gave them to me like I was the butler, then turned her back to me so I’d help her with her coat.

      Oh yeah.

      She liked me.

      And I liked her.

      Hutch was welcoming Mark in as I took her coat and was beckoning her into the kitchen where the only coat hooks were, seeing as Hutch usually went in and out the back door.

      “Wait until you see Hutch’s kitchen,” I told her.

      “A kitchen’s a kitchen,” she repeated Hutch’s words.

      Then she stopped dead when we hit the kitchen.

      “Now do you see what I’m saying?” I asked.

      “I feel like I’ve stepped back in time,” she replied, gazing around in what I estimated was Mrs. Matthews’s wonder, that being appearing mildly interested.

      “Exactly,” I said as I hung up her coat.

      “Beer, Mark?” Hutch asked as he took Mark’s coat to the hooks.

      “Good for me,” Mark answered, giving me a chin-dip dude hello.

      “I’ll have wine,” Mrs. Matthews announced.

      “Sorry. We don’t have any wine,” Hutch told her.

      “You don’t have any wine?” She sounded incensed.

      Unh-hunh.

      So totally liked her.

      Hutch looked like he was about to bust out laughing.

      He liked her too.

      But this was good.

      Far better than the Mr. Overprotective vibe he’d been exuding, a vibe that gave me Ms. Worried About Her Guy’s State of Mind vibes.

      “No,” he replied about the wine.

      “Not even for your woman?” she demanded.

      Hutch raised his brows to me.

      I told Mrs. Matthews. “I drink wine, but I also drink beer.”

      “I have bourbon,” Hutch offered before she could say anything.

      “Dash of water, rocks,” she stated instantly.

      Now I was in danger of busting out laughing.

      She sat. Mark sat.

      While I got the meatballs out of the oven, slid them into the sauce and dealt with the spaghetti, Hutch got the drinks and set the table.

      Hutch and I served up family style, and after plates were filled, Mrs. Matthews speared a meatball and held it pointed up to the ceiling.

      “Can you please explain why this meat is white and my spaghetti is brown?” she requested.

      I couldn’t hold it anymore.

      I started laughing.

      “I eat clean, Mrs. Matthews,” Hutch shared, his deep voice sounding subdued, but it was only because he was again trying not to laugh. “That’s whole wheat pasta and those are turkey meatballs, and I’m just gonna say, Mabel does not eat clean, so she doesn’t mess around with flavor even though she’s making something I’ll eat.”

      Mrs. Matthews bopped the meatball my way as she spoke.

      “Mark my words, young woman, do not acquiesce to the silly demands of some man. I do not care how tall or fine looking he is. Or how broad his shoulders. Or how thick his hair. Or how full his mustache.”

      She seemed to have lost her train of thought (I didn’t blame her), then she brought it back.

      “It starts small like”—she whirled her meatball fork in the air—“turkey meatballs,” she said with distaste. “And then you never know what he’s going to be expecting.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” I replied solemnly.

      She brought the meatball to her nose, sniffed it like Moxie would do, then took a tentative bite.

      She tipped her head in a mm gesture and ate the whole meatball.

      Mark was snarfing it down like he hadn’t eaten in a week.

      I glanced at Hutch to see the lines by his eyes were very deep and his shoulders were shaking, but he was bent over his bowl shoving spaghetti in too.

      “I have an armoire I want you to look over, Mabel,” Mrs. Matthews stated. “It was my great-great grandmother’s. I would like you to assess it. I think it needs refinishing.”

      “Oh my God, Mrs. Matthews, I’d love that.”

      “Obviously, if you agree with me, you’ll be doing the refinishing,” she said like she was doing me a favor.

      “I’d love that too.”

      “You can give me a quote after you look at it,” she decreed, spearing her salad.

      “I’ll call. We’ll set a time for me to come over.”

      “I’m sitting right here,” she pointed out. “Would tomorrow do for you?”

      I looked to Hutch.

      “Does the man also hold your schedule?” Mrs. Matthews demanded.

      “No, but he isn’t allowing me to go anywhere without him until he gets over me shrieking in his living room after I saw a woman screaming for help in the woods.”

      She turned to Hutch. “Good man.”

      “Thanks,” Hutch said to his bowl and shoved more spaghetti in.

      “Will you bring her to me tomorrow at two?” Mrs. Matthews requested.

      Hutch sat back, swallowed, and said, “Sure.”

      She put her hand to the side of her mouth, leaned toward me, and then did not lower her voice at all when she asked, “This clean eating thing. Is he a liberal?”

      I put my hand the same way, leaned to her and answered, “I don’t know. We haven’t talked politics. But I am.”

      She sat back in shock. “I’m breaking bread with a liberal?”

      “No, you’re eating the food she cooked,” Hutch said, all growly.

      “Calm down, son,” she retorted. “It’s only on those phone app thingies where strangers seem fascinated by other strangers’ lives and opinions where people don’t get along. I was just surprised. Mabel doesn’t live like a liberal.”

      “How do liberals live?” I asked curiously.

      “I have no earthly clue,” she replied immediately. “You’re the only liberal of my acquaintance.”

      With that, there was no hope for it.

      I burst out laughing.

      However, since she’d broken the seal…

      “Mrs. Matthews,” I began. “Fur? Really?”

      “I know, dear,” she said. “But those coats were my mother’s. And those animals gave their lives. I don’t have the heart not to put them to use.”

      Oh.

      Well then.

      I smiled at her.

      She didn’t smile back, but I could swear there was a twinkle in her eyes.

      And then we all ate spaghetti.

      

      Something to know.

      Goons liked puppies.

      I learned this by watching Mark sit on the floor in the romper room and letting all of Hutch’s babies crawl all over him.

      But Mrs. Matthews pointed.

      “I’ll take that one,” she announced like the puppies were donuts in a case.

      They all looked a lot alike. All black. At this juncture, it was the color of their collars you had to use to tell them apart.

      “That’s Nike and you picked well, Mrs. Matthews,” Hutch told her. “She’s one of two not already claimed.”

      “You named that darling after a shoe?” Mrs. Matthews asked, horrified.

      “No. I named her after the Greek goddess of victory, strength and speed.”

      “Well, that makes sense,” she muttered. “I suppose they cost an arm and a leg.”

      “If you want her protection trained, she does,” Hutch replied. “But gotta tell you, if you don’t, I’ll have to give you some breeder names. She won’t go wanting for long for an owner who needs her for what I’ll be training her for.”

      “I want it all,” Mrs. Matthews informed him. “The boys can use the assistance, and they’ll love her.”

      Her boys didn’t need assistance.

      She might be a modern land baron (as such), but she didn’t need a guard dog.

      She saw her son falling in love, and she loved her son, so that was that.

      “Mark. We’re going,” she called.

      Mark didn’t move.

      He was busy tickling Remo’s belly.

      Mrs. Matthews sighed.

      Hutch gave her an out at the same time giving Mark more tickle time. “How about I get you a contract. You can take it with you, look it over and give me a call?”

      “Let’s do that,” she said.

      They took off to go to Hutch’s office, and I dropped down by Mark to get some tickles in too.

      Very quietly, he said, “Dad died when she was pregnant with me.”

      Stunned he was giving it to me and saddened at this knowledge, I turned to him.

      “Car accident.”

      “Oh God, Mark. I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah. Me too. She practically worshiped him. But they were young, and him dying that early put her in a bad spot. She worked her ass off to keep us fed and in the house she and Dad picked to start a family. And she just kept working. She had it rough. She had to be tough. She never wanted to be in that place again, and she wanted to leave me and mine so we wouldn’t ever be there either. Eventually, I took it over, my wife does the books, my boys got on board. But Ma has to be the face of things. It’s habit. The tough cookie who doesn’t get screwed over. Love her, and it really doesn’t matter that me and my boys do all the work and look like lackeys. She’s not going to be here forever, and this connects us daily.”

      “You don’t really have to explain this to me.” I smiled at him. “I didn’t think you were a lackey. I thought you were a bodyguard.”

      He chuckled.

      Then he said, “She really likes you. She says you remind her of her. Striking out and taking risks to make your mark. She says, no matter how small that mark is, it’s still a mark.”

      “Your name?” I guessed.

      He looked sad. “My name is my dad’s name.”

      I bumped shoulders with him. “And he made his mark.”

      For a moment, Mark stilled.

      Then he winked at me.

      He decided tickle time was over before I did, but I expected this was so he could get his mom home and get home to his wife.

      Eventually, Hutch and I stood on his porch with Tonks out nosing the ground to find her evening bathroom spot and Hannibal sitting next to Hutch, while I (not Hutch) waved them away.

      After their taillights went out of sight, he called, “Come!” to Tonks (who’d taken care of her business, and by the way, she now had “come,” “drop it” (which she mostly had before from the fetch sessions) and “leave it” down, so she came right away).

      We went inside, and as Hutch locked the door, I said, “It was kind of you to invite them to stay for dinner.”

      He looked at me. “She’s like me. She needed to be sure you’re okay.”

      God, this guy.

      I went to him, put my hands on his chest and said, “Honey, seriously. I’m fine.”

      “Talked to Rus today. They still haven’t apprehended Enstrom or Buress.”

      I frowned.

      Then I said, “They’ll get them.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m gonna make hot chocolate,” I informed him. “You want anything?”

      He shook his head.

      I rolled up to my toes and gave him a quick kiss.

      Then I walked into his fantastic kitchen to warm up some milk on a century-old-plus stove.
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      Late Wednesday afternoon, Wade pulled up the crime scene tape for Hutch, and Hutch ducked under it.

      He thanked Wade but headed right to where Harry was standing.

      Harry handed him some protective gear. “For your boots, and need you to put on some gloves. It’s been processed, but protocol.”

      Hutch put on the shoe protectors and gloves then walked into one of the houses on The Lion and The Lamb compound.

      He whistled.

      It wasn’t big but it had a big flat screen. Game console. Nice carpet. Roomy furniture.

      And a mess of someone who packed quick and got the hell out.

      “I’ll take you to one of the flock’s houses next,” Harry told him. “But safe to say, Enstrom, Burress and their boys didn’t rough it as much as the rest of the congregation did.”

      “How did they hide this shit from the others?” Hutch asked.

      “They didn’t,” Harry surprised him by saying. “And you got two different takes on that from the men and the women. The men, it was obvious their leaders would need to remain plugged into the outside world and keep abreast of what was happening. They were devout, but they weren’t Amish. And anyway, Enstrom convinced them the more you turned your back on worldly things and became one with nature and God, the more grace you’d be earning. Though, somehow those men thought he was godly, and didn’t put it together he wasn’t doing the same thing.”

      “And the women?”

      “Varied. Those two I mentioned who I thought had Stockholm Syndrome actually didn’t. Found out, they, too, were true believers. Head down. Do your work. Take care of your man. Raise your community up. All that shit. The others thought this,”—he threw up a hand—“was just more proof their men were brainless idiots.”

      “But those soldiers you talked about lived like this?” Hutch asked.

      “The stuff wasn’t as nice, but yeah.”

      “How did they explain why those guys had this stuff, and they didn’t?”

      “They were unmarried. You only swore off that stuff when you accepted the blessed sanctity of a woman’s hand in marriage. Marriage was the threshold you walked over to start down your righteous path.”

      It would never stop surprising Hutch the extent to which people would go just to belong.

      Especially if they were conned into thinking they belonged to something important.

      “We’re sorting things out,” Harry told him as he motioned Hutch to the door and they both made their way out. “The most recent drama is four of those men experiencing utter heartbreak when they learned the women Enstrom married them to weren’t legally their wives, considering Enstrom wasn’t ordained. Those unions are not valid under the eyes of the law, and as such, they have no claim on their women, who have now all taken their chance to get the fuck out of Dodge. They’re off to the four winds with family having picked them up, hopefully taking them direct to their first session with a therapist.”

      Hutch stopped on the way to another house, and Harry stopped with him.

      “They’re gone?”

      Harry nodded. “They’ll come back to testify. All but the two true believers have left. The believers asked to return to their homes here to await their men who’ve been charged and have no hope of making bail. They’re concerned about the animals. They’re concerned about the garden. They just want to come home.”

      Harry looked across the space to where the animals were kept, and Hutch followed his eyes.

      He saw instantly the coop and the pigsty had no activity.

      “You rehome them?” Hutch asked.

      Harry nodded. “They were moved out on Monday.”

      “Those women coming back here?” Hutch asked.

      Harry shook his head, and Hutch saw then why he was so good at his job.

      This whole thing was dicked up, but he felt compassion for those women who’d swallowed a lie.

      More of the fallout of Enstrom’s bullshit, because Hutch couldn’t understand being a follower to that extent.

      But he did know that those women learning they could never go “home,” and further, that home was never really their home, still had to be heartbreaking.

      “As they don’t own these properties, and it’s now up for serious debate who does, I was obliged to say no. They’re currently over at the shelter in Colby. Their husbands are being charged with trespass, lumber poaching and unlawful imprisonment, because, even if their wives wanted to be here, they were actively involved in keeping all the women here. But again, unless they can get their families to step up for them, which so far they haven’t, they’re so horrified by what those men were involved in, those men are gonna stay in jail awhile. They have no money. They all have no money.” Harry looked to Hutch. “Before they were accepted into the community, they turned it over to Enstrom.”

      “Jesus,” Hutch said through clenched teeth, hoping they found that guy and soon. He was a massive dick.

      “Yeah,” Harry agreed.

      Hutch started them walking again. “How’s that all playing out?”

      “The drama before this latest one was it dawning on all those men they’d been conned. Enstrom and Burress deserting them. Us finding the drugs. They were so openly upset and disturbed by that, I decided to set up a suicide watch.”

      A lot of vets went into law enforcement when they got out.

      Becoming more acquainted with the work Harry had to do day to day, Hutch was glad that idea never crossed his mind.

      “Unless they’re exceptional liars, seems none of them did know about the drugs,” Harry carried on. “So any drug-related charges are off the table. That said, the five women who weren’t the true believers want us to throw the book at them. Talked to the county attorney. She says she may be able to convince a jury of a kidnapping charge, even if, in essence, they came of their own free will.”

      That would be a neat trick, though one Hutch suspected would be doomed to fail.

      “However, unlawful imprisonment and attempted rape are happening,” Harry said. “Apparently, three of those five women didn’t want to be married. In all their time here, they didn’t allow the consummation, and fortunately, the men didn’t take their fucked-up ideas of the natural order of things too far. But they gave it a go.”

      Well, thank Christ for that.

      “The only women who had children, outside Martin and Schrier, were legally married,” Harry told him. “They aren’t taking it that far. But they are filing for divorce and full custody, and to assist them in that, they want us to hit their soon-to-be ex-husbands with whatever we can throw at them.”

      They’d entered another small house, and it made Hutch’s cabin look like a palace.

      Spartan to extremes.

      Doing without creature comforts simply to belong.

      Hutch shook his head.

      “I got reporters out the ass,” Harry went on as he again guided them out and started them toward the back shed. “Meg’s had to call a town council meeting. The only good news is, Lacey Diever is pleased as all hell. No way that will is gonna hold up now. Not sure how all of this is gonna play out, since everything on this compound holds value. Thinking the DEA or FBI will impound it, eventually auction it. But luckily, that’s one thing I don’t have to deal with.”

      “Any sightings of Enstrom or his crew?”

      “Lots of sightings,” Harry answered. “None of them have panned out. Still looking, brother.”

      They entered the shed.

      The false floor was open, the hole it exposed empty.

      Harry moved to the other side, pressed the wall with a gloved hand, Hutch heard a click, and a hidden door opened.

      “On the other side of this is a gate through the outer fence,” Harry explained. “Drop off and pick up happened through here, from the other side of the fence, so no congregants would see what was happening.”

      “The DEA getting anything out of the ones who were caught?” Hutch asked.

      Harry clicked the door closed while shaking his head. “They’re not talking. I went to watch some of the interrogations, and they seem relaxed and just keep saying they’re members of The Lion and The Lamb, good, God-fearing people, and they know nothing about any drugs. The DEA then asked why their fingerprints are on those totes and some of the baggies of fentanyl.” Harry lifted one shoulder. “They’re totally flummoxed on how that could be.”

      “So you got evidence even if you got no confessions,” Hutch said.

      Harry nodded. “Including the women, and even the men reporting that they were not allowed in that shed. If they wanted something out of it, they had to ask one of the soldiers for it. Agents are still gonna work them. See if they can make any deals that might lead us to where Enstrom and Burress might be heading or hunkering down. Shit like that takes time, though. And these aren’t hardened criminals, but I bet they’ll go down, do their sentence and get right back into the game without a moment’s hesitation.”

      “The thrill?” Hutch asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Harry sighed.

      They headed out and Harry nodded to someone beyond Hutch and came back to Hutch.

      “Since you spent so much time looking at it from above, thought you might want to see it up close and get an update. But now I gotta get on.”

      “Appreciate you, Harry.”

      Harry clapped him on the arm and took off.

      Hutch waited until after he was back under the crime scene tape before he tugged the protectors off his boots and pulled off the gloves.

      He climbed into Mabel’s truck to do the errand, which was the reason he was driving Mabel’s truck.

      Another reason: they were having dinner in town that night. Therefore, since he was already going to be there to deal with her truck, might as well just take her and pick her up.

      She’d said, and he’d noticed, she was solitary.

      Consequently, Hutch had to get his shit tight about what happened Saturday night.

      In other words, he needed to back off.

      He would have done it that day, but he’d asked her when she was going to winterize her truck, something he discovered an LA-then-Orlando girl knew nothing about. He then told her he’d do it for her while she was at the shop.

      Though, yesterday he’d taken her to Mrs. Matthews.

      Mabel had shared what Mark explained, and more about Mrs. Matthews was revealed when they went to her house.

      She clearly loved family, because the place was full of heirlooms she’d protected when times got tight, just like she protected her son and herself.

      Mabel had been in heaven.

      He headed into town to get to Stormy’s tire shop to have snow tires put on her vehicle and fill her truck bed with puzzle weights so that bitch didn’t fishtail on snow or ice when they got it (and that would happen soon) and land his woman in a ditch.

      While he was waiting for the men to install the tires, he went to his friend’s office and knocked on the doorframe.

      Stormy looked up from his computer, appearing irritable, a way Stormy looked a lot after Angelica got hold of him.

      He’d been mellowing out lately since Stormy’s son, Viggo’s mom, who also happened to be Ledger’s mom, skipped town to find her next victim. But he still wasn’t back to the Stormy he was, and maybe he never would be.

      Hutch had known Stormy a long time.

      But this was the first Hutch felt this in his gut.

      Storm used to be a fun guy.

      Not the asshole kind who got drunk and catcalled women.

      But he’d have a laugh. Have a drink. Get laid. Up for a road trip, a fishing trip or a shooting trip.

      He still was that, just less of it.

      It wasn’t just that he was a single dad.

      It was how bad he got played by a woman, and not one he even liked.

      “Hey, Hutch,” he called.

      “Getting Mabel’s snow tires put on. Thought I’d pop in. You busy?”

      As answer, Stormy swung a hand to the chairs opposite him at his desk.

      Hutch strolled in, sat down and gestured to the computer. “Problems?”

      “Other than I need an assistant? No. I just fuckin’ hate office work.”

      “I thought you found someone,” Hutch replied.

      “Yeah. Told you that this weekend. Fired her yesterday after the fourth time I explained she’s here to do the fucking filing and not flirt with my guys. So now I’m hiring again.”

      “Sorry, man,” Hutch replied, and meant it, not for the first time thankful he had one employee: himself.

      “Me too.” Stormy blew out a breath before he asked, “All good? I heard you had some commotion up there on Stony Bluff.”

      He told Stormy the story of Mabel, Paisley and The Lion and The Lamb.

      Stormy was silent and looked stormy, while Hutch spoke.

      And when he was done, Stormy asked, “Your woman okay?”

      “She’s more okay than I am.”

      “I hear you, man,” Stormy said with commiseration. “Since that happened, been avoiding my phone and the news. Don’t want to see our town spread all over that shit again.”

      Hutch wasn’t a hermit or a philistine. He kept abreast of local headlines on the Tri-Lake Chronicle and the Misted Pines Herald, and he read The New York Times newsletter every morning, and had a subscription to The Atlantic.

      They’d been all over the Chronicle and the Herald, and when he checked, he saw they got some play in Seattle and Spokane papers, but although it was reported, it was barely a blip beyond that.

      No guns fired, blood spilled, dead bodies or towering infernos, just fentanyl and religious fanatics. Therefore, this time, they hadn’t gone viral.

      A rare break.

      “Got something to talk to you about,” Hutch said.

      “Shoot,” Stormy replied.

      “It’s personal.”

      Storm smiled a rare smile, and it wasn’t lost that was the way Hutch used to be.

      Before Mabel.

      “Cleaned a lot of fish next to you, brother. I know you’ve been through more intense bonding rituals, but that’s what works in Misted Pines.”

      Hutch returned his smile.

      Then he got up, went to the door, closed it and came back.

      “Shit, this is personal,” Stormy said, eyeing him closely.

      “You been serious with a woman since Angelica?” Hutch asked.

      Stormy’s face got hard. “I wasn’t serious with Angelica.”

      “You know what I mean. You seen anyone you started to give a shit about?”

      “Is this about Mabel?”

      “Is that you avoiding my question?” After he said that, Hutch realized how edgy he was about all this, and that question was taking it out on Stormy, so he lifted a hand and shook his head. “Sorry. Not my business. You don’t have to⁠—”

      “It’s not that it isn’t your business. It’s just…yeah.” Now Stormy was shaking his head. “I saw Lillian.”

      Christ.

      Of course.

      How could he forget?

      They’d been together awhile.

      It was just that now Lillian and Harry were so much a couple, it was like they always had been.

      Stormy kept talking.

      “Angelica screwed me. I screwed the pooch with Lillian. But other than Lillian, no.”

      “What screwed the pooch with Lillian?”

      Storm had a ready answer.

      One that Hutch also felt in his gut.

      “Me being pissed at Angelica. Me holding on to being pissed at Angelica. Me letting what Angelica did to me color how I saw Lillian. Allowing it to hold me back when I had genuine feelings for her that were growing, and it tripped my shit, so I blew it.”

      Hutch looked beyond him at the grimy window behind Stormy’s desk, consciously letting every word Stormy said sink in and do it deep.

      “My turn, so I’ll repeat the question. This have to do with Mabel?” Stormy asked.

      Hutch looked back to him. “Yeah.”

      “And Bree,” Stormy surmised.

      “As well as a couple before her,” Hutch told him.

      “Right, then. I haven’t met her. I can’t give you advice about her specifically. What I can say is, if you feel it, don’t bury it. Don’t ignore it. Don’t try to shove her into some version of someone she’s not. Trust me, brother, when she gets shot of you and moves along to the next guy who doesn’t have his shit twisted, and he makes her happy, they get married and get into Halloween decoration contests with their neighbors, you’ll kick yourself. Only time I ever thought of leaving here to hit the big city and disappear, being in a small town where it’s practically impossible to avoid seeing them together.”

      Hutch was both processing all of that and feeling Stormy’s pain as Stormy sat back in his chair and continued.

      “You know what’s weird?” He didn’t wait for Hutch to answer, he got into it. “I got Viggo out of that play of Angelica’s. That means I got no complaints. Did it change my life in a way I wasn’t expecting? Yes. Do I give a shit about that now? No. Now, I’m pissed at Angelica not just because she scarred me, but because I let her. And I let that fester. It’s not that I didn’t have a right to be pissed. It’s that I held on to it too long.” His lips tipped up. “But I blame Angelica for that.” His lips tipped down. “Seriously though, I feel she bears some responsibility for me losing Lillian.”

      More to process.

      Hutch already knew Mabel wasn’t Bree.

      But was he holding onto some invisible thread that made him think she might have Molly or Danielle in her?

      Or his mom?

      Storm kept speaking.

      “Make no mistake, I’m happy for Lillian. I’m happy for Harry. Anyone can see they’re good together. And deep down, I can tell, he’s better for her than me, and not just because my shit was twisted. Took some time, but I realized he was the man for her, I wasn’t, and it worked out the way it should. So it’s gotten better. But it hurt like a motherfucker when the light dawned on what I let slip through my fingers. This Mabel does it for you, don’t put yourself through that. There’s some good ones. Doc found Nadia. I lost Lillian, but Harry’d been grieving for a long time, and he found love again. It happens.”

      In the expanse of one night, that night being Saturday, Hutch had gone from having convinced himself he could let Mabel cut ties, move on, and be in her life even if she was with another guy, to thinking he’d rip the throat out of any other guy she might be with.

      So yeah.

      The problem he knew was going to be a big problem had become a much bigger problem.

      With one solution.

      “Bree isn’t worth you not being happy,” Stormy said.

      Hutch focused on him.

      “And I don’t know the ones before her,” Stormy went on. “But I do know, they fucked it up with a smart, steady, loyal, hardworking guy like you, so they aren’t either.”

      “I’m fallin’ for her.”

      A slow smile spread on Storm’s face. “Well, that’s good. Can’t wait to meet her.”

      “She wants us to be friends with benefits. Which we are. We have a deal.”

      The smile ran away from his face. “Really?”

      “Rule is, if one of us starts feeling something deeper, we talk about it, back off.”

      Stormy’s brows knit, he looked to the door and back at Hutch.

      “Aren’t you here putting snow tires on her truck and puzzle weights in the back?”

      “Yeah.”

      “A woman’s man does that for her, Hutch. You sure about where she’s at?”

      “I’m sure her ex fucked her over more than Bree did me.”

      “We’ve all been fucked over. That doesn’t mean we give up.”

      “I broach this with her, I risk her ending what we got.”

      “So…what? In the meantime, you fall harder for her, she gets her orgasms, finds another guy she doesn’t have some fucked-up deal with and hooks up with him?”

      Hutch had to stretch his neck at the thought of it.

      Storm didn’t miss his actions. “Listen, Hutch. Again, I don’t know her, but I know you. I knew why you were with Bree. Until she pulled that with you, I wouldn’t have minded sloppy seconds. She’s gorgeous, she’s got attitude, she likes to have fun. It wasn’t that. You knew what it was. This, I can tell, is different. This, I can tell, is not something you’re gonna wanna fuck up. And if she isn’t there with you, cut her loose so she doesn’t fuck you up.”

      “Mabel would never fuck me up,” Hutch said low.

      To which, Stormy jabbed a finger at him and said, “There’s your answer, brother. So don’t blow it.”

      “When she called me after she saw Paisley, Stormy…fuck.” Hutch swallowed and carried on. “The drive to her house was torture. Scared as shit they’d come after her. Unknown entity, didn’t know if they had weapons. Did know they didn’t give much of a shit about women. She had a husky and her wits, and until I got to her, that’s all she had.”

      “This is a different discussion, Hutch,” Stormy said. “And I don’t suggest you go to Harry and ask him if he’d take back what limited time he had with Winnie knowing he was going to lose her so fast. But I bet I could answer for him. He wouldn’t. It fucks me that Mabel went through what she did with those people, and you went through what you went through having to take the time it took to get to her. But I’ll point out, your reaction to that is your answer too.”

      Hutch stretched his neck again.

      “Just talk to her, man,” Stormy advised quietly.

      Storm was right.

      It was time.

      He already knew it was before he knocked on Stormy’s doorframe.

      He had to talk this through with Mabel, tell her where he was at.

      And he hated it.

      Because she could end them.

      And he hated that.
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      Hutch parked behind Mabel’s shop, let himself in the back, and greeted Tonks as she came running.

      When he hit the front, he saw Mabel was alone and straightening some sweaters.

      She looked his way. “Hey, honey.”

      “Hey. Where’s Abigail?”

      “Sent her home early. I think she might be getting that flu Emma had.”

      He arrived at her, put his hand to her waist, dropped his mouth to hers for a kiss, and when he was done doing that, said, “Little late for that incubation period.”

      “Brett had to stay home with Liam today because he got it. Maybe from school. So she might have escaped the first volley but is succumbing to the next one.”

      “Bummer.”

      “Yeah. I’ll check in with her later.” She smiled up at him. “It’s time to close. I’ve done everything so we just have to turn out a few lights, keeping some on for the furries. We can turn the rest off when we come back to get them.”

      The plans they’d made were to have dinner at the Double D before they headed back up the mountain.

      “I’ll do the lights. You get your jacket,” he said.

      “Deal.” She smiled again and headed to the counter.

      He left the hanging pendant on, and when she met him at the door, she switched the sign from saying Heck, Yeah! We’re Open! to Come On Back Tomorrow, We’re Closed.

      They went out, she locked up, and he slid an arm around her shoulders as they hunched against the cold and headed down the block to get to the crosswalk to hit the Double D.

      “Good day?” he asked.

      “Sold all those designer bags. I knew they’d go, but I didn’t know they’d go this quick. We’re thinning out on Halloween stuff really fast because apparently, Misted Pines is even bigger into Halloween than I thought. And I already thought it embraced that holiday wholeheartedly. And I still haven’t sold that freaking leather chair. I’m gonna have to reduce the price and that’ll hurt, since I spent so much time on it. How about you?”

      “Got your tires on, the weights in the back, and Harry showed me around the compound and gave me an update.”

      The rest of their short walk he shared that update with her, and when they hit the Double D, Heidi, one of the servers, aimed a smile at them, and Hutch led them to a side booth at the back.

      He waited until he and Mabel took off their jackets and hung them up on the hook that rose above the booth, and Mabel picked the seat facing the wall, and only then did Hutch slide in opposite her.

      Heidi was there immediately, sliding cloudy turquoise plastic tumblers of water on the table in front of each of them.

      “You,” she said to Hutch, “California Combo.”

      Hutch smiled and said nothing because there was nothing he ate on their menu but the grilled chicken breast, avocado and bacon sandwich on a whole grain bun that came with fruit and cottage cheese.

      Unless he was there for breakfast, and then he got the yogurt, granola and fruit or oatmeal.

      She turned to Mabel. “You’re flummoxing me. You never order the same thing twice.”

      Mabel was proving her right by perusing the plastic-coated menu like she was cramming for a test.

      “Diner food is a culinary adventure, Heidi,” Mabel replied to the menu. She looked up to their server. “You could come in here and always get the patty melt, or the Reuban. But what if the tuna melt or club sandwich are gonna rock my world? Or the meatloaf? Or beef tips? Do you want me to die without experiencing the Double D’s beef tips?”

      Without delay, Heidi asked, “Do you want the beef tips?”

      “Yes.” Mabel put the menu back in its holder behind the napkin dispenser. “And I’ll be following that with apple pie à la mode.”

      “Gotcha,” Heidi said. “Hutch drinks water. What do you want?”

      “Singapore Sling?” Mabel jokingly requested.

      “Ha ha,” Heidi replied, but there was amusement in her eyes. “Diet Sprite Shirley Temple?”

      “Perfection.”

      Heidi took off.

      And Hutch sat in that booth, having watched this interaction, realizing in a manner it felt like he took an imaginary bullet, that he’d never really loved Molly.

      He was young. She was sweet and pretty, and in his way, he got off on the clingy because he’d misinterpreted it as the depth of her love.

      And he’d been trained, since birth, to misinterpret a lot of behavior, specifically from a female.

      He was also realizing he did love Danielle, but even if they got married, they wouldn’t have worked.

      It wasn’t her controlling nature, or that wasn’t all of it.

      It was that he wanted a woman with drive, with hustle, with energy, humor, a thirst for life, but he didn’t want it to come with high heels, designer blouses and dinner parties. Unless they were like the ones he and Mabel had with Brett, Abigail and the kids, Doc, Nadia and Ledger and Mrs. Matthews and Mark.

      He was also low-key. Laid-back.

      Danielle was not.

      They just didn’t fit.

      Last, he was realizing all of that brought him right here.

      Sitting across a booth.

      From Mabel.

      Mabel ordering like that with Heidi.

      Funny. Cute. Natural. At one with herself. Wearing jeans that did great things to her ass, a peach Henley thermal with a scarf wrapped around her neck, her boots, her silver, her hair down, her makeup minimal.

      She’d been through it since birth as well, her story far worse than anything that had hit him, and she found a professional to help her to deal with the worst parts of it, she adjusted and simply kept going.

      She wasn’t an imposter.

      She was a marvel.

      “What?” she whispered, and it was only then he noted how she was watching him.

      And it felt like another bullet hit him.

      He opened his mouth.

      “You. Move out.”

      At these words, they both turned their heads to see Kimmy standing there.

      “Oh my God,” Mabel breathed with sheer, unadulterated delight.

      This might have to do with Mabel being Mabel and Kimmy wearing a Rudolf sweater, its nose glowing with a red light, an antler headband on her head decorated by colored Christmas lights that also turned on (and they were), and earrings that were a fall of old-fashioned, fat, colored lights, and they glowed too.

      “Please tell me you’re Kimmy,” Mabel breathed.

      “My reputation precedes me, I see,” Kimmy said. “Now get out. You’re gonna sit over there. My butt is too big to share a booth.”

      Before Hutch could find some polite way to tell Kimmy to back off, or just go the impolite route, Mabel scrambled out of the booth and headed to his side.

      Since obviously Mabel wanted this interaction, with nothing for it, he slid out, she slid in, he slid back in again, and of course, Heidi was there with a water tumbler for Kimmy.

      Kimmy didn’t miss a beat. “Tuna melt. Extra tuna. Extra cheesy melt. Curly fries. Dr. Pepper. And a chocolate malt.”

      Evidently, Kimmy was having dinner with them.

      “Wait, Heidi. Should I get a chocolate malt?” Mabel asked.

      “Instead of the apple pie?” Heidi asked back.

      “No, in addition to,” Mabel told her.

      Hutch had been on the verge of starting a conversation that would change his life, and Mabel’s, and he’d been interrupted by fucking Kimmy.

      But still.

      He wanted to bust out laughing.

      Heidi stretched her lips out in a you’ll-regret-that-choice look without, as a waitress, directly telling a patron not to order more food.

      “Okay, I’ll come in tomorrow and get one,” Mabel said.

      Heidi clicked her teeth, did an exaggerated wink and walked away.

      Mabel turned to Kimmy. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

      “Everybody does,” Kimmy returned. “I’m the town character, and I take that role seriously.”

      “I can see, but I wanted to ask you about your shop,” Mabel said.

      “And I wanted to ask you about those religious bozos that live up where you two live,” Kimmy shot back. “Or they did, past tense.”

      “Can I go first?” Mabel requested.

      Kimmy sprawled back in the booth and invited, “Shoot.”

      Heidi returned with the Dr. Pepper and Shirley Temple.

      “I do vintage and local artisan stuff,” Mabel told Kimmy after Heidi left.

      “I know,” Kimmy replied.

      “But I thought maybe we could swing a deal. Especially around the major holidays where I might not be able to source much good stuff. You could put your stuff in my shop, I could sell it, keep track, give you a check at the end of the month. And maybe put up a few cards around that say something like, ‘If you like this Rudolf sweater, there’s more Christmas at Kimmy’s.’”

      She quit talking and Kimmy stared at her.

      This went on awhile.

      Hutch, who seemed to have become invisible, sat back and stretched an arm on the booth behind his woman, not caring a bit.

      “That it?” Kimmy prompted.

      “That’s it,” Mabel replied.

      “I’m confused, girl. What do you get out of it?”

      “A store that doesn’t look like it’s half-stocked? Cool holiday stuff that gives a vibe that makes people want to hang and look around longer? Good relations with my fellow shopkeepers?”

      “Can I guess you’re running out of Halloween stuff?” Kimmy deduced.

      Mabel copped to it. “Yes.”

      “Come over tomorrow. Have a look around. We’ll get you sorted out,” Kimmy said.

      “Awesome,” Mabel replied.

      “Now, about those religious bozos,” Kimmy started, remembering Hutch was there because she looked at him. “You see anything?”

      “A lot of red and blue light illuminating the air above that compound,” Hutch replied, hoping Mabel would catch how they were going to play this by the vagueness of his answer.

      “That it?” Kimmy pushed.

      “Harry being closed-lipped?” Hutch asked instead of lying.

      Kimmy scrunched her face.

      She’d harangued him for info, as was the way of Kimmy, and Harry was being closed-lipped.

      Mabel, fortunately, stayed quiet.

      “I know it was a mess,” Hutch said when Kimmy’s stare didn’t go away. “I know Harry and his crew have a lot to clean up. I think Lacey Diever is going to get her family’s land back. And I think Harry’s been worried about that group for a long time, so after he wades through all the shit, it’s at least one thing he doesn’t have to worry about anymore.”

      This did not appease Kimmy, who wasn’t only their local holiday store owner, Christmas freak and colorful character, she was also their conspiracy theorist.

      “I hear some of them are still on the run,” she pushed.

      “I hear that too,” Hutch said.

      Kimmy gave him a hard stare. She transferred that to Mabel.

      She then declared, “You two both know more than you’re letting on.”

      “I’m just glad it’s getting sorted out,” Mabel said.

      “Right,” Kimmy mumbled. Then, “So, I gotta know who I’m doing business with. Who do you think shot Kennedy?” she asked Mabel.

      For fuck’s sake.

      “Obviously, it was the mafia,” Mabel replied blithely.

      Startled, Hutch looked to her.

      Kimmy, having fresh meat who would actually talk to her about this shit, practically stretched across the table to get in her face. “Not Castro?”

      Mabel leaned into the table too. “Okay, I can see why you think that. Because, you know, all that tension. And Fidel was…”

      She waggled her eyebrows, something that could mean anything, so Hutch had no idea what it meant.

      And then she did the worst thing she could do when Kimmy was around.

      She said, “But see, I don’t think Marilyn Monroe committed suicide either. There are gaps in the official timeline. Her body disappeared for a while. No pill residue in her stomach. Found with a phone in her hand like she was calling for help. All of that is fishy. There’s the mafia connection and the Kennedy connection, and I think it’s all a big, tangled web that Marilyn got caught up in, then JFK did too.”

      Kimmy fell back to the booth like someone pushed her, chuffing out, “Whoa!” as if Mabel just rocked her world.

      “I know, right?” Mabel said, shoving a straw in her Shirley Temple and then leaning forward like a little kid to sip at it.

      “All right, do you think Paul McCartney is the real Paul McCartney?” Kimmy asked.

      Mabel kept sipping while her eyeballs moved left to right like she was actually considering this lunatic question.

      She stopped sipping and sat up. “I mean, if it’s his twin, how does he sound just like him singing? Do twins have twin voices?”

      Oh Christ.

      They launched in.

      Heidi eventually served their food, and they ate it as the two women talked about Paul McCartney (Kimmy: twin, Mabel: no), the moon landing (both of them believed it happened and really could not understand those knuckleheads who didn’t, and it was Mabel who used the word “knuckleheads”), Area 51 (they both totally believed they had alien technology hidden there, and that there had been abductions), and they ended on where they thought the wife of the head of Scientology was (Kimmy: suspected she was dead, Mabel: they had her at their religious compound).

      After finishing her malt while Mabel was eating her pie, Kimmy started to go for her wallet.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Hutch said low.

      Kimmy assessed him then made the proper decision and stopped going for her wallet.

      But she did slide out of the booth, point at him, and say, “You got a live one there, Hutch Hutchison. Finally.” She then trundled out of the diner without words of farewell to the people she horned in to have dinner with, shouting at Heidi, “Later, Splits!”

      “Later, Kimmy.”

      And she was gone.

      “I think I have her approval,” Mabel said.

      Hutch turned to her. “Do you really think there’s alien technology at Area 51?”

      Mabel looked shocked. “Don’t you?”

      Hutch started chuckling, bent to kiss her and found her lips tasted of ice cream, cinnamon and apples.

      Not the best kiss he had from Mabel, but it was a good one.

      He didn’t move far away when he was done, and said, “No, baby, I don’t.”

      “Do you have insider knowledge from your time in the military?”

      He grinned. “Sad to say, Area 51 was not a high priority at any of our briefings.”

      She pretended to pout.

      He sat back and tipped his head to the remaining pie. “You eat that, we can get the pets, load up and go, so you can get home and unbutton your jeans.”

      She laughed. “How’d you know?”

      “I didn’t always eat clean.”

      Her hazel eyes sparkled and she turned back to her pie.

      So, tonight wasn’t the night.

      She was full of good food, in a good mood, enjoyed meeting someone and getting to know them, he wasn’t going to crash her vibe.

      He knew it was an excuse.

      He knew he was searching for a reprieve.

      But if you were lucky, tomorrow inevitably came.

      And when it did, Hutch would do it then.
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      I’d been right.

      Abigail had come down with the flu.

      In fact, a lot of people were coming down with it, and this was why Hutch was right then at the rescue and sanctuary, filling in for staff and volunteers who couldn’t make it in.

      And it was why it was only me at the shop which had been, the only way to put it, Kimmyfied.

      That morning, she’d made two trips, hauling two big boxes over, and even if it was my own damned shop, she wouldn’t let me have any say in where she set stuff out.

      Then again, she’d been doing this shop business a lot longer than I had, and as such, what she decided was perfect. I also took note of how she did it, because you never knew when you’d learn something, so you always had to be open to learning it.

      We’d then haggled about the money when I sold stuff, and I’d agreed to a commission just because it went on so long. Only then had she taken off, I’d put out the little cards to cross-market her place, and that was the big event for the day since the shop was mostly dead.

      Until Jill walked through the door in the afternoon with her messenger bag.

      Tonks yodeled hello and loped in her direction.

      “Wow,” I cried. “Hi. So cool to see you.”

      She smiled and headed my way, having a look around.

      “You okay with dogs?” I asked as Tonks made a play for her hand.

      “Love them,” she replied, patting her as she moved. When she stopped across from me, she said, “And wow is right. I keep passing by and reminding myself I need to step in. I really should have stepped in.” Her head turned, her eyes fell on the leather chair, that illusive thing called hope sprang in my breast, and she came back to me. “I’m definitely coming back when I start Christmas shopping.”

      So she wasn’t going to drag the chair out my front door with her.

      And that’s what you got from hope.

      “That’d be great,” I replied.

      “Guess what?” she asked, rummaging through her bag.

      Before I could make a guess, she put a book on the counter between us, went back to her bag and put a file folder on top of that.

      “I did some digging. Went to the library,” she said. “I own that book, but I checked another copy out of the library for you. If you could return it before its due date, that’d be great. Or go back and check it out yourself.”

      I didn’t have a library card.

      I’d be getting one.

      “That’s no problem,” I promised. “Is it about the history of Misted Pines?”

      She nodded. “The one and only in existence. The library has some journals, notes, letters, old deeds, and maps and stuff. And there are the old newspapers, seeing as the Chronicle has been around for ages. But no one has written a book about this place, which I think is crazy, except that one, and heads up, it’s not very comprehensive. So much happened here.” She wrinkled her nose. “Way before all the gross stuff started happening when Ray Andrews did his thing.”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “Anyway, look,” she urged, turning the file folder my way and opening it up.

      “Oh God, you found her,” I said, staring down at an old-timey picture in a plastic sleeve of a woman in an old-fashioned dress, a straw hat on her head, standing in front of a house made of wood.

      The picture was overexposed and very old, but you could make her out.

      “Then,” Jill said, and reached to the thin stack in the file folder to turn that pic over and expose the one under it. “I found this.”

      And there I saw another old, this time posed and formal portrait of that same woman, seated. A baby in a lacy baby dress sat on her lap. Two older children stood by her, one on each side. And a man stood behind her with his hand on her shoulder.

      I peered closer, stunned.

      I’d seen a lot of old pictures, everyone had, and normally, no one seemed what was now considered conventionally attractive.

      In fact, before he became infamous, John Wilkes Booth was a famous actor and considered one of the most handsome men of the day.

      I didn’t see it.

      But this guy.

      Chisolm Beckwith.

      Clementine was in a button-to-the-neck dress, her hair nicely arranged, and she was pretty. The kids were cleaned up and wearing their Sunday best.

      But he was in hide pants with the fringe down the sides, a jacket-type thing with more fringe that hung to his upper thighs (the jacket, not the fringe) and was belted closed, with a knife and a pouch attached to the belt. And he was wearing a wide-brimmed hat. Even so, you could see his hair was dark and long, because it went down past his shoulders. He also had a full, but kept beard.

      Further, he was gorgeous.

      “And this,” Jill said as she flipped to the next pic.

      Clementine in a pretty and slightly elevated, but still day-to-day dress, Chisolm standing next to her in his trapper’s outfit, no hat this time, hair pulled back into a tail. They were turned to each other and holding hands, she was also holding a wildflower bouquet.

      Their wedding picture.

      And if my eyes didn’t deceive me, uncommon to pretty much any picture I’d seen like this—because it was expensive, serious business to have your photo taken, so for some reason, everyone wore solemn expressions—his beard around his mouth was tipped up in a very small smile.

      Hers was too.

      “Now this,” Jill said, and turned the photo around.

      In faded ink in loopy scroll, it said,

      
        
        Chisolm and me, May 11, 1874. Our Wedding.

      

      

      She didn’t draw hearts and flowers around the words “our wedding,” but there was something about it.

      You could see from the picture it was their wedding. She didn’t need to write that. Just the names and the date if she was going for posterity.

      That was a happy day for her.

      She was happy.

      Widowed twice. Single mom trying to make it in the Old West. Lugging bathwater and washing clothes for a living. Having to shoot a man to stay safe.

      She was happy.

      Our wedding.

      I knew a thing or two about wading through all the shit of life.

      And last night at the Double D, that levee broke, so I couldn’t hold it back anymore.

      Hope was blooming that I might have just found that kind of happy.

      I looked to Jill. “Can I take snaps of these so I can show Hutch?”

      “You can take the pictures full stop, if you’ll promise to return them to me. I had a couple of extra boxes of stuff I’d collected from around and hadn’t gotten to organizing. I found the one of Clementine in front of her house in my old files, but the other two were in those boxes.” She grinned. “It was an awesome find.”

      “Thank you so much for taking the time to do that,” I replied.

      “It was an excuse to go through those boxes, finally.”

      “Still, I appreciate it.”

      Her eyes smiled and she said, “You’re welcome. But seriously, it made me even more determined to get the town council to consider a Misted Pines Museum. I tried to pitch it when they were discussing what to do with the old paper mill. They considered having a museum in it with all the art stuff, but there were so many artisans and craftspeople around, they had more pull, and it was clear they’d fill up the space. But I think tourists would be interested in a museum. Don’t you?”

      “There sure do seem to be enough of them that have been around for a while that provide evidence that kind of thing is popular. Museums, I mean.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” she chirped.

      I smiled.

      “That kitchen is still in your boyfriend’s cabin,” she stated flatly.

      Oh dear.

      I pulled my shoulders forward noncommittally.

      Another grin from Jill. “That’s okay. I’ve lived in MP all my life. I know people like their privacy. And anyway, I owe you two for not outing that I had to make up some stuff to make the ghost tour more engaging. There’s not a lot left from the actual Wild West days. It was all torn down to put up sturdier brick buildings. But for a ghost tour, you have to strike a mood.”

      “If it helps, my shop manager is now happily married with two kids because she and her husband took your ghost tour while they were dating, and it definitely struck a mood.”

      She started laughing.

      When she quit, she told me, “On the history tour, nothing is made up.” She crossed her heart. “Promise”

      It was my turn to grin. “I’m on it. That shop manager I mentioned, she has the flu. When she gets over it, I’m gonna ask her for a girl date on a weekend, and we’ll take your history tour.”

      “Awesome.”

      “And if you want, I can put some brochures out for you,” I offered.

      Her eyes lit. “Really?”

      “Of course. We entrepreneurs need to stick together.”

      “I’ll drop some by.”

      “Great.”

      “Now I’m gonna check out your shop.”

      Please fall in love with that leather chair. Please, I mentally begged.

      “Have at it,” I invited.

      Although she did linger at the chair, and check out its price tag, she left with a candle, some earrings, a necklace and a morose woo-woo from Tonks, who also preferred the shop to be busy.

      But no leather chair.

      Even if she left them for me, I took some snaps of the pictures anyway and sent them to Hutch.

      It took a while before he responded with, Cool, baby.

      And when I got that response, I took a while staring at it.

      Cool, baby.

      Baby.

      For the five thousandth time since it happened, I remembered the look on his face when he was sitting across from me in the booth at the Double D.

      It was like I had a fan blowing on me, the filter to end all filters, and the perfect lighting illuminating me.

      It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen me before.

      No.

      It was like he was finally seeing me.

      I didn’t want Abigail to have the flu because I didn’t want anyone to have the flu. Flus sucked.

      But selfishly, I’d wanted her to be there that day so I could tell her about Hutch’s look.

      She was right.

      I was almost certain of it.

      He was falling in love with me.

      He didn’t hide it.

      It was right there across the booth from me.

      Okay, sure, I was still worried that I had it wrong.

      But I was a lot less worried after that look.

      And yes, absolutely, we needed to talk it out and be on the same page.

      But I was less anxious about that talk after seeing his look.

      Breaking our stellar record, we had not had sex for a couple of days after the whole situation happened with my neighbors. We’d gratefully returned to those activities Monday night after Mrs. Matthews and Mark left.

      Last night was no different.

      But even after aiming that look at me, Hutch didn’t linger more than he normally lingered. There were no statements made.

      Except for the fact his hunger for me, and mine for him, seemed like it would go perpetually unsated.

      Thus, the statement had been being made since the beginning.

      Now, I wasn’t fretting about the talk.

      Now, I was frustrated it hadn’t happened yet.

      And I found that frustration would continue when, early in the evening, Hutch texted, Reported eagle downed with broken wing. Gotta take Doc Simmons out there and help her capture him and get him to the clinic. Eat without me. May be late. Can you take care of the pups?

      I assured him I could.

      When the time came, I closed down the store, loaded up my pets, headed up the mountain, and not only let Hannibal out, but also did the whole back and forth to the dog run behind Hutch’s truck port at the back of the house with each of the puppies.

      Hutch was in the midst of potty training.

      Unfortunately, I found there’d been some accidents.

      Fortunately, there weren’t many, though what there was, I cleaned up.

      The sun went down early in Washington, but even so, Tonks and I took on the cold and dark to play fifteen minutes of fetch because she’d been cooped up all day with me at the shop, and I hadn’t been able to get away, even for a walk around the block.

      I ate.

      Hannibal and Tonks ate.

      I sat in Hutch’s chair with Moxie in my lap and read about the history of Misted Pines, startled to see right away how far back Hutch’s friends Cade Bohannan and Lucinda Bonner had roots in that town.

      And giggling at the story of Cornelius Ruck.

      Hutch was so late, I went to bed without him.

      He woke me by fitting his body into the back of mine and running an arm around my belly to pull me closer.

      “Go back to sleep,” he murmured into the back of my hair.

      “Eagle okay?” I asked.

      “He might not fly again, but he’ll live.”

      “Yuck,” I mumbled.

      “All hope isn’t lost. It’ll take time. We’ll see.”

      All hope wasn’t lost.

      There he was, spooning me.

      There I was, in the bed where he put me so he could protect me.

      We’d never been friends with benefits, not from the beginning.

      And we both knew it.

      That was more than fine by me.

      On that thought, I snuggled into my guy.

      And fell asleep.
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      Thursday had been dead.

      Friday was a madhouse.

      This wasn’t unusual. I’d already learned that things picked up on Friday due to long-weekenders hitting the area. I’d often had to come in because Abigail called me, seeing as she needed help.

      But Abigail was still out with the flu.

      And Hutch was still helping at Stony Bluff, driving back and forth to his place to keep an eye on the pups, as well as Tonks, since he was coming into town that night so we could have dinner at Luigi’s then go to the town council meeting.

      I hadn’t been to one yet, but I heard from Abigail they were a hoot.

      “Think the ones from Northern Exposure, but bigger,” she’d said. “A lot bigger with a lot more characters who have a whole lot to say.”

      I couldn’t wait to go, not only because of that, but to hear what Harry would say about what went on at our bluff.

      Now, I wasn’t so sure.

      Because now, I was freaking.

      First, there was a cold snap coming in, and they were forecasting snow for higher elevations, sleet for lower ones.

      I was not a fan of snow driving.

      Second, it was now nigh on closing, things had calmed down, but when I’d had a breather, I texted Brett to check in to see if he needed anything, and he’d replied, Maybe. Liam seems okay but I’m worried about Abby.

      I’d wanted to know why he was worried about Abigail, like…badly, but since he had his hands full, I didn’t want to bother him with my questions.

      So I’d just texted, You need anything, just shout. I’m in town but even if I’m not, I’ll come back down.

      To that he’d replied, The best, and that worried me even more since he didn’t even have time to tap out “you’re” on his phone.

      I was intermingling fretting, tidying up and restocking so my weekend staff, Clarissa and Julie, could hit the ground running when they opened the next day, and I heard Hutch come in at the back.

      I watched him walk in, and I knew how cold it was getting because Hutch was used to it, so far as he seemed inured to it, but he was wearing a somewhat beat up (but that made it hot) sheepskin jacket over his flannel and thermal.

      Hutch had been the one to tell me about the weather report, so he’d been sure to pull out my printed wool coat before he left that morning as his not-so-subtle hint I bulk up. It had a pattern that looked like a blanket in tans, rust, brown and shades of green. Having learned about layering, I’d put on an oversize copper turtleneck over my shell to wear with it.

      I got a thrill at seeing him with his hair mussed from wind, stubble added to the mustache since he hadn’t taken the time to shave in a few days, his tall, lean frame heading my way with his manner of movement that was all him and all beautiful.

      And I didn’t care what was happening.

      When we got home that night, we were having our talk.

      If I was wrong, I needed to deal with the pain, then (maybe) find some way to get on with it before I got any deeper.

      If I was right, I damn well wanted it official.

      “Hey. How’s the eagle doing?” I called.

      “Pissed as shit it isn’t dive bombing a fish in a lake,” he replied, making it to me, putting his hand to my hip and bending his head to kiss me.

      I loved our pecks.

      I loved that he was affectionate and touchy.

      Oh yeah, this had to be done so I could grieve (or whatever you call what you’d do if you lost the man you knew was meant for you, maybe even born for you, and you understood you could never hope for another thing again).

      Or celebrate.

      “What’s up?”

      His question took me out of my thoughts, and when I focused on him again, I saw his head slightly tipped to the side and his eyes narrowed on my face.

      “Nothing’s up,” I lied.

      His fingers still at my hip dug in.

      “Something happen?” he asked.

      “I checked the menu at Luigi’s,” I replied and did not lie, but I also did. “They don’t have anything you eat.”

      “Luigi is Gianni’s dad’s name. Gianni is the owner and the cook. He’s also the overprotective father who bought one of my dogs to look after his daughter when she demanded finally to move out when she was twenty-two. She doesn’t need a dog with that caliber of training. But she has him. When I come in, he chops up soppressata and salami and puts it in one of their family salads for me.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled.

      “I dig you give a shit about my diet, babe, but you know I don’t make it anyone else’s thing and can find my way around a menu. So, what’s up?” he pushed.

      “Brett texted earlier. He said he’s worried about Abigail.”

      His brows drew down. “This flu is laying waste to the town, but I haven’t heard of any really bad cases.”

      “I’m sure I’m overreacting. That’s why I didn’t want to say anything. It’s probably just a man who doesn’t like to see his beloved wife sick,” I replied.

      And I was sure it was.

      Or I hoped I was sure.

      The thing was, Brett never struck me as drama in any way.

      In fact, I’m worried about Abby, coming from Brett could be an understatement.

      “You wanna drop by their place and check on her?” Hutch offered.

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to disturb them. Two sick people, and since this seems like a tougher strain, keeping Emma away from her mom and brother is a lot on him. I’ll text later.”

      “You ready to head to dinner?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Let’s close down and go.”

      We did that.

      Shortly after, I found that Hutch told no lies.

      When we got to Luigi’s, not only did Gianni fashion a huge salad with chunks of meat, thick shaves of parmesan, and lots of romaine, olives and tomatoes for Hutch that he tossed in a vinaigrette (Hutch let me taste, it was delicious), he came out of the kitchen to do the handshake, back clap thing dudes do.

      Hutch introduced him to me.

      Gianni was all smiles and welcomes, but in a hurry, since the small restaurant wasn’t that busy but there were tons of deliveries going out the door for folks who didn’t want to brave the cold and impending sleet.

      By the way, I got a delicious calzone covered in even more delicious red sauce and followed it up with homemade spumoni ice cream chockful of pistachios and cherries.

      In other words, we were going back to Luigi’s.

      I’d also sent an All good? text to Brett.

      He did not reply.

      This didn’t make me happy.

      Sleet was what we walked out to, and I wasn’t feeling that.

      “Maybe we should just go up the mountain,” I said to Hutch.

      “I let the dogs out before I came down. They’re good.”

      “No. It’s that I don’t like driving in this,” I admitted.

      “That’s cool, babe,” he said softly. “It gets bad, I’ll drive and bring you back down to get your truck tomorrow when it’s clear.”

      That was a deal, so we headed to the town hall, and I did it with Abigail’s description in my head, anticipating I’d walk into some form of Northern Exposure, or possibly better yet, a Parks and Rec situation.

      But when we got there, there was hardly anyone there.

      “I heard it’s always standing room only,” I told Hutch as I shrugged off my coat.

      “This flu must have a bigger grip on the town than I thought,” he muttered.

      “Mabel! Hutchison!” we heard in a tone that made me want to immediately stand attention and salute.

      Instead, we both looked to the rows of sparsely occupied benches to see Mrs. Matthews, front and center, Ellis sitting next to her.

      We headed that way and scooted down the row to get to her.

      I tucked my coat in my lap when I sat, and asked, “Where’s Mark and Brooks?”

      “Down with this dreaded flu,” Mrs. Matthews stated. “So is Helen, my daughter-in-law. It’s a disaster!” she announced irately, as if the flu came to Misted Pines just to annoy her.

      Though, she wasn’t wrong. It was a disaster.

      I turned to the elevated curved bench desk in front of us, seeing only an attractive blonde in the seat in the middle, another guy one chair over at her left, and that was it.

      “Yes, more than half the council isn’t even here,” Mrs. Matthews pointed out. “Nor is Sheriff Moran.”

      I turned to Hutch just as the attractive blonde reached to the microphone in front of her.

      She leaned into it to say, “As this meeting was called to brief the town on the Stony Bluff situation, and our sheriff can’t be here since the flu going around has hit his house…”

      Oh shit.

      I exchanged another glance with Hutch before I pulled out my phone.

      “…we’ll have to postpone,” the blonde continued. “We can inform you now that all is in order with the Stony Bluff situation, and once this flu moves on, we’ll reconvene. Now get home. Weather is coming in. And goodnight.”

      While she said this last, I was texting Lillian, At the town council meeting. You and Harry okay?

      “Well!” Mrs. Matthews huffed as we all got up. “They could have put a notice on the town’s internetty thing and saved us the trouble of driving all the way here.”

      I couldn’t reply because my phone shook in my hand.

      I looked down to a text from Lillian, or rather, Harry.

      It’s Harry. Lillian’s got this bug. She’s fine, but it’s hit her hard. She’ll call when she feels better. Thanks for checking in.

      Was it okay for a baby when its momma had the flu?

      I obviously didn’t ask Hutch that, and not only because he might not know, but because my phone was now ringing.

      I looked at it.

      It was Brett.

      I took the call immediately. “Hey, Brett.”

      “I need to take you up on your offer,” he said in a harried way that freaked me. “Mom’s at home with the kids. Dad’s down with this flu. Abigail’s folks both have it. I’m sorry to ask, Mabel, I know you probably want to get back up the mountain. But you’re the only one I know who doesn’t have it or isn’t looking after someone who does. I’m at the hospital with Abigail.”

      My stomach dropped at this news.

      “But Mom needs to go home and check on Dad. So, if you’re still in town, can you swing by for a half hour, at most an hour so she can go look in on him?” he concluded.

      I looked up at Hutch and mouthed, Brett needs us.

      Hutch nodded.

      Because of course he did.

      “Absolutely, Brett,” I said into the phone. “Hutch and I are at the Town Hall. We should be there in a few.”

      The relief was palpable in his, “Thank you. Gotta go.”

      “Bye,” I said, but he was already gone, and that didn’t give me good feels either. “Brett took Abigail to the hospital. He needs us to look after the kids,” I said to Hutch.

      “Let’s go,” he replied.

      I turned to Mrs. Matthews, “I’m sorry, we⁠—”

      She was making a shooing motion with her hand and obviously heard me on the phone. “Go, girl, go.”

      “Thanks, bye,” I replied as Hutch and I moved quickly down the aisle to the doors and through them.

      Once we hustled through the sleet, got in his truck, and I told him Brett and Abigail’s address, I said, “His mom is there but his dad has this stuff too, so she has to go look in on him. Brett said half an hour to an hour.”

      “I’m with you, May. Got nowhere else to be,” Hutch replied.

      God, I was so, so, so, so, soooooo falling in love with this man.

      We got to their house, hurried to the door, and the woman I’d met at a barbecue Brett and Abigail threw in the summer opened the door with a pajama-clad Emma on her hip.

      “Missa Hutch!” she cried, throwing her weight toward him.

      He caught her.

      “Well, that shares you’re Hutch,” Chrissy, Brett’s mom said. And to me, “Hi, Mabel.”

      “Heya,” I replied.

      She let us in and did it talking quickly. “I won’t be long. Thank God Liam’s fever broke about an hour ago. He’s sleeping. Emma needs to go down. It’s past her bedtime.”

      “Will you read me a bedtime story, Missa Hutch?” Emma asked.

      “You bet,” he replied, turned to Chrissy and raised his brows.

      “Up the stairs, first room to the left,” she instructed.

      They took off.

      She hastened to her coat.

      “Do you know how Abigail is doing?” I asked, trying not to sound fretful, and probably failing.

      “She was restless.” Chrissy didn’t bother not sounding fretful. “Talking in her sleep. When she’d be awake, she wasn’t actually awake but delirious and babbling. And her cough was hacking.”

      Oh God.

      That really didn’t sound good.

      No wonder Brett was so worried.

      Chrissy was at the door. “Brett took her in hours ago. They have a bed in the ER, but she hasn’t been seen because so many people with this flu are there.”

      She was anxious to get away, so I told her, “Take your time. We have this. But can I get your number just in case?”

      She dashed it off to me as I entered it into my phone.

      “Yours?” she requested.

      “Go,” I urged. “I’ll text you just now so you have it.”

      “Thank you, Mabel,” she said with a worried smile.

      She left.

      I texted her so she had my number.

      Then I went up the stairs and to the room to the right.

      Being careful because I didn’t want to wake him, I opened the door.

      There was a light on dim by Liam’s bed, so I could see he lay on his back, sleeping like the dead.

      I carefully walked in and touched his forehead.

      Clammy, but cool.

      I left him be but also left the door open a titch so I could hear him if he called out for anything.

      The door to Emma’s room was wide open, and I could hear Hutch’s low, mellow, beautiful voice telling her a story. He was speaking, but even so, the effect of his tone was like his singing.

      Hiding my body to the side, I peeked around the doorframe to see Emma tucked tight in her bed, turned with her back to me, but her front to Hutch sitting on the floor, reading.

      At this tableau, my chest caved in, I pivoted until my back was to the wall, slid down it to my ass on the floor, curled my knees up to my chest and hugged them.

      My life. My luck. I’d meet this amazing man, and get the hint he was mine, only to find out he wasn’t.

      And now, in that moment, I knew, after all I’d gone through, that would be the thing to end me.

      Game over.

      But Hutch Hutchison was Hutch Hutchison.

      I knew it from the first song I heard him sing.

      He was the biggest risk I ever took.

      But he was the only risk that was worth anything.
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      After Chrissy returned, Hutch and I left, and by the time we hit CR 10, the sleet was snow.

      Only a dusting, but it already looked crusty on top of the wet that had iced over, and it was collecting on the roads, which Hutch, when he gave me his mountain-man-to-city-girl lecture about winterizing my truck, said could hide black ice.

      However, with Hutch taking it slow and careful, we made it.

      And the good news was, during the drive, Brett texted, Home with Abigail. It’s just this flu. She’s in no danger. I’ll keep in touch.

      That was promising.

      When we got to Hutch’s cabin, as had become routine when we came home together, I dealt with Hannibal and Tonks’s bathroom breaks, and Hutch went to the puppies.

      After our dogs saw to themselves, I got them in and went to help him.

      We watched them in their run as they frolicked and played, squatted and lifted, and once we saw all five of them had done their business, we scooped them up, gave them praise and did the back and forth to get them inside.

      Only then did we take off our coats, our boots, and Hutch went to the stove in the always warm and cozy kitchen to add wood.

      I wandered to the living room, realizing I was jazzed but exhausted, still a little concerned about Abigail and Lillian, but now that we were home safe and sound, and everyone we cared about was too, it was time.

      Time to talk to Hutch.

      So I was back to anxious.

      Hutch came into the room in his thermal and stocking feet, looking all mountain-man-at-home amazing, and he headed to the fireplace in the living room.

      I was standing behind his couch.

      “Want a fire in here?” he asked.

      “I’m gonna drop soon,” I told him. “It was a busy day at the shop.”

      “Weekenders,” he murmured as he moved to his chair.

      He reached to his guitar, which I’d noticed was a habit.

      Even when we were talking, he’d grab it and strum, no tune, just strumming a chord here, several of them there. It was like I thought when I first saw him with that guitar. It was an extension of him.

      But I also thought it was a support, a balm. It was like his version of meditation.

      And of course, Hutch’s version of meditation was cooler than anything.

      Though now, I needed his attention.

      Now, I needed him fully with me as I did this thing.

      He had his fingers around the neck of the guitar.

      Now or never, Mabel! My mind screamed.

      “I’m falling in love with you,” I blurted.

      He stilled.

      Then slowly, so agonizingly slowly, he turned his head to me.

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I caught the feels. Full disclosure, I always had them.” I shook my head vehemently. “But I didn’t lie to you. I swear. I didn’t realize it. Or I was burying it. Definitely, I was scared of it. But now, it’s getting out of control. And we have a deal. So I’m honoring our deal. I don’t want to be friends.” I flipped a hand out nervously. “I mean, I do. Obviously. Want to be friends, that is. Just not friends with benefits. Though, I also want those benefits.”

      I stopped babbling as he rose from his chair.

      I went back to it when he turned fully to me.

      “Just that, I don’t want that to be all. I want you. As a boyfriend. Maybe a husband. And a father to my kids. Later, of course. Because I want kids. But mostly…I…”

      I was trailing off because he was coming my way.

      “…don’t want to lose you,” I finished on a whisper.

      And he was at me.

      Then I was up with his hands on my ass.

      I rounded his hips with my legs, caught his jaw in my fingers, and still whispering, but this time it was trembling, I said, “Hutch.”

      He was walking.

      He said nothing.

      And then I was down on his bed with him on top of me, and he was kissing me.

      With all I was worth, I kissed him back.

      There wasn’t going to be any lingering over each other tonight either.

      Or not this round.

      I had my answer (I thought), and I was jubilant.

      I tore at his clothes.

      He tore at mine.

      We kissed and nipped and licked and touched.

      We gave up on the clothes when I still had on my shell and bra, no panties, he was shirtless with his fly open, and I was ready.

      Therefore, I told him, “Now.”

      No hesitation, Hutch rolled between my legs, took command of his cock and drove in.

      Dang, he could fill a girl up in every way.

      I held him to me, lifting my hips to meet his thrusts, kissing him, alternating with panting against his lips, all the time clutching him with all I had in me.

      I came fast with a fistful of his hair and another of his tight ass.

      He grunted hard when he followed me with two handfuls of my ass.

      When it left him, he collapsed on me before he pulled out and rolled to his back at my side.

      However, like he never did, he didn’t take me with him or keep his touch on me.

      I stared at the ceiling, trying to get my breath and my bearings.

      Was that a yes, I’m falling for you too?

      Or was that a no, but one last go ’round before it’s over?

      “We, uh…didn’t use protection that time,” I remarked.

      “You’re on the pill,” he stated impassively.

      I closed my eyes.

      Door number two.

      As always.

      “And you’re my woman,” he went on. “And I want kids too. Maybe not now⁠—”

      My heart swelled so big, it felt like it might choke me.

      But I couldn’t care less.

      I was a flurry of activity to get on him and kiss him all over his face.

      I was straddling him, we were chest to chest, and his hands were again at my ass when I finally lifted up and gazed down at him.

      This man was mine.

      This handsome, talented, interesting man was all mine.

      Officially.

      And I was happy.

      Officially.

      Sooooooo very happy.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you, baby,” he said gently.

      “To tell me you’re my boyfriend?” I asked gleefully.

      An insanely beautiful smile hit his lips. “Think we’re past that, seein’ as you’re my woman, that makes me your man.”

      I was so at one with this added elevation to our relationship status, I did the kissing him all over his face thing again.

      He started chuckling, wrapping his arms around me as he did it, and then he said, “Your aim is shit.”

      I took his mouth.

      He gave it to me and then took mine.

      I oh-so gave it to him.

      When he broke, he whispered, “You’re leaking all over my stomach.”

      I would have bounced off to take care of that chore, but his arms were still around me.

      He did an epic ab crunch, and then, with my arms and legs around him, he walked me to the bathroom.

      Tonks danced in the door, gave an ecstatic roo-roo! (or at least I read it as ecstatic), then she danced out.

      “I think Tonks senses I’m happy,” I told Hutch as he set my ass on the counter of the vanity.

      “Probably,” he said through a smile and turned on the tap.

      He hiked his jeans up, did a couple of buttons to keep them there (how they hadn’t already fallen off his slim hips was a mystery) and found a washcloth.

      He saw to me, he saw to his belly, then we did the him-carrying-me, me-wrapped-around-him thing back to bed.

      But this time, he set me in it, then took off his jeans before he joined me.

      And by joining me, I meant putting me under the covers and stretching his long body on top of mine.

      He smoothed the hair from my face then took that face in.

      “You were nervous,” he noted.

      “Yeah,” I pointed out the obvious.

      “Fucked it,” he said. “Shouldn’t have let you get to that place.”

      “Hutch—”

      “I’ve known for weeks too, May,” he admitted.

      I was warm, comfy, happy, with my man on me in his bed.

      But that made me more of all three.

      A ton more.

      “I knew when I agreed to that fucked-up deal,” he went on.

      I felt my lips turn down. “It wasn’t fucked up.”

      “Babe, I’ve been torturing myself for weeks that, if I told you where my heart was taking me, you’d get shot of my ass.”

      “Well, I’ve been doing the same, Hutch. Though, because of moi, we’ve both been getting laid doing it.”

      My body shook with his humor (more warm, comfy and happy), as he shook his head, but he said, “This is true.”

      “I know it is.”

      “And now it’s over.”

      “Well, that part is, this”—I squeezed him with my arms—“is far from it.”

      “Yeah,” he said quietly.

      Oh God.

      After he said that, I didn’t know if I kissed him, or he kissed me, but whatever.

      We kissed.

      That go around, we got totally naked.

      And it was lingering.

      He took his time.

      He gave me mine.

      There wasn’t an inch of him I didn’t touch.

      There wasn’t an inch of me he didn’t already know.

      And again, he didn’t use a condom.

      After we cleaned up, I headed back to bed, and he headed through the house to make sure it was shut down, and all the beings in it were doing okay, before he joined me under the warm covers in the dark.

      When we tangled up, I promised, “We can take it slow.”

      “I trust you, May.”

      “I know, I just want you to know I can give you time to make sure you do.”

      His arms moved from around me so he could frame my face in the shadows.

      “We have all the time in the world, May.”

      Tears hit my eyes, and even if he probably couldn’t see me, I pulled out of his hold and shoved my face in his throat to hide them.

      I deep breathed to keep it together as Hutch stroked my hair to help.

      When I got a handle on it, I told him, “I’m your Clementine.”

      “What?”

      “And you’re my Chisolm.”

      “Baby…what?”

      I tipped my head back to look at him in the dark. “It was shit. Pure shit. I met good people along the way. There were fun times. But my whole life was shit, Hutch. Until I met you.”

      He growled delightfully before he kissed me again.

      And even though he was right…

      We had all the time in the world to pack it in…

      We took some of that time to enjoy round three.
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      The next morning, I stood in the cold and snow, under the shelter of the truck port, wearing Hutch’s flannel pajama pants, the drawstring tied tight, the waistband rolled several times, a shelf-bra cami under his big, chunky oatmeal sweater, my feet in thick wool socks shoved in my pink Uggs.

      I had my hands wrapped around a cup of coffee that was quickly cooling, my hair was a sexhead, bedhead, lovefest mess, and I was watching five puppies poo and pee and play in the snow.

      Before we’d come out, I’d dashed off texts to Abigail and Lillian, and received replies from Abigail (her fever had broken in the night, thank God) and Harry (Lillian was still in the throes of it, but she was being tended to not only by Harry, but also Ronetta, their next door neighbor and Lillian’s second mom, who’d taken over homemade chicken broth, and Harry didn’t say this, but my guess was she also took love, and that healed a lot).

      Once the puppies had their business sorted, I started scooping them up.

      As I took the first one (Remo) through the kitchen, Hutch, in another pair of his pajama pants, a thermal (that molded to his shoulders and lats like a loving hand, it was yummy), and wool socks, who was cooking at the stove, looked over his shoulder at me.

      “They done?” he asked.

      I set my coffee cup down still heading to the romper room. “Yeah.”

      “Need help?” he asked.

      “Need breakfast more,” I called from the living room.

      I heard his soft laughter.

      The dude knew I liked my food.

      I got the last four in taking only two trips, went to his bedroom to switch the big sweater out to a lighter cardie (seriously, the kitchen was always warm and cozy) and take off my boots (but left the socks on), and by the time I returned to the kitchen, Hutch was putting our filled plates on the table.

      Perfect timing.

      He’d also warmed up my coffee.

      Because, obviously, he was the best.

      I sat at my plate, put my heel to the seat of the chair, knee tucked to my chest, and picked up my fork.

      “This looks amazing,” I said.

      And it did.

      Cheesy eggs. Turkey sausage. And whole wheat bread toasted to perfection and buttered.

      Better, he was my guy.

      I was his girl.

      We were in jammies in his log cabin, snow all around.

      And the world was just right for the first time ever.

      “My name is Ranger Emmett Hutchison,” he stated.

      At learning this delicious fact, I had a smile on my face when I turned it to him.

      It faded when I saw the look on his.

      “No one calls me Ranger but my mom and my aunt,” he went on.

      His mom.

      My heart started beating fast.

      And hard.

      “Her name was Lisa Michelle Hutchison.”

      Oh God.

      This was always how he started his tales of woe when it came to females.

      “And my dad’s name was Jonathan Walter Hutchison.”

      This addition did not bode well.

      “Okay,” I said gently.

      The intent look in his eyes was scaring me.

      “You have to know this, Mabel. This formed me.”

      No less scaring me.

      “I should have told you before,” he said. “But now,”—he waved his fork between us—“this is real. You need to know.”

      “I’m right here and not going anywhere, honey. So if you want to tell it, tell it to me.”

      “She was the best mom ever.”

      That wasn’t what I was expecting.

      He sat back in his chair. “She cut eyeholes in one of her scarves. She’d wrap it around her eyes so she could be the villain. Tie a towel around my shoulders so I could play the superhero. And I’d catch her being a bad guy and save the day.”

      “That’s sweet,” I said very quietly, because I had a strange feeling it wasn’t.

      “She got down on the floor and helped me build shit with Lego. She zoomed my race cars with me throughout the house, laughing and shouting and cheering. And she’d walk right into my class at school, announce grandly, ‘Ranger has somewhere to be,’ take my hand, and we’d go get ice cream. Go buy candy. Go home and make a mess while we made cookies. Go to the toy section of the store and she’d say,”—he suddenly threw his long arms wide, making me jump—“‘Take your pick, my boy, and it’s all yours.’”

      I abandoned my food, grabbed my mug, and sipped coffee as I listened.

      “Then I got older,” he said. “And I realized it might be weird for your mom to take you out of school just to get ice cream or make cookies.”

      Here it was.

      “And then I got even older, and I heard Dad discussing…he was always discussing. Not fighting. Not shouting. He did everything he could not to trip her trigger to pull some shit. But I heard him discussing how she had to stop doing that. ‘He’s hardly going to fall behind missing one afternoon, John,’ she said, even though it wasn’t just one afternoon. Then he told her, if she absolutely had to do that, then she had to go to the office and tell them she was taking me. Not swan through the halls and just grab me from class.”

      “She didn’t even tell administration?” I asked, shocked.

      “Lisa Hutchison did whatever she damned well pleased.”

      Bitter had crept into his tone, and not a little of it.

      And it didn’t leave when he kept talking.

      “As it goes, I got even older. But it was only much later, when I was an adult, when I realized she was a performance mom. Going through the motions. Making them memorable. Because for the most part, she wasn’t around. She was a vague memory of the scent of her perfume and the sight of her red lipstick. Only when that memory started fading would she show up again and make a big show of being the best mom ever. I didn’t know if it was so I wouldn’t forget her when she took off or if she thought she was making up for something. I still don’t know.”

      “She took off?” I asked.

      “All the time,” he answered.

      “Um…where would she go?” I asked.

      “Roll the wheel, May,” he answered. “She could be staying with her sister and taking a break, ‘Because this isn’t working for me, John. You know this isn’t working.’ She could be staying with her girlfriend, both of them doing their best rendition of barfly, acting like one of them wasn’t married with a kid. She could be shacked up with her latest fuck buddy. She had it all. She had whatever she wanted. She could be single, footloose and fancy-free. She could be married to a good, decent man with a son and a home. She could be the tragic woman who no one understood, taking her time to sort through her feelings. Whatever it was, was whatever she wanted it to be.”

      “And your dad put up with this?”

      Hutch shook his head. Speared some eggs. Ate them.

      Then put his fork down.

      “He loved her. She was beautiful. She was so damned full of life. I didn’t only get performance mom, Dad got performance wife. May…fuck.”

      The explosion of the last word made me jump again.

      Once I got over being startled, though, I put my coffee cup down and reached for his hand.

      He held on tight.

      And then he put his other hand to mine, smoothing it out, watching as he flattened it on top of his.

      It was then I knew.

      This was bad.

      This was really bad.

      I didn’t even know the full extent of what it was, and it was already killing me.

      “He thought she might be sick,” he told our hands before he lifted his gaze to me. “It tore him up. He asked her to get help. He begged her to go to therapy. If not on her own, couple’s therapy. She refused. ‘I’m just me, John. There’s nothing wrong with me,’ she’d say. ‘And I can’t even believe you’d suggest such a thing.’”

      “You heard all this?”

      “My dad was a cop. My mom worked jobs like she lived life, doing whatever the fuck she wanted, and when she didn’t want to do it anymore, she quit. So it wasn’t like we were rolling in money. We had a nice house, but it wasn’t large. I was a kid. Once I got older, I could sense something wasn’t right. So I not only heard, I listened.”

      “Of course,” I whispered.

      “Then I got older, and I got pissed.”

      “Of course on that too,” I said.

      “Dad told me, patience. Dad told me, try to understand. He dealt with a lot of people in a lot of fucked-up circumstances. He told me there were some who were just bad seeds. But most of them, whatever they did wrong, there was something in their life that drove them to it. They were poor and needed food. They’d been abused or neglected, so they were acting out. They’d been beat down and didn’t know how to rise up, so they kept finding situations that would beat them down so they could be in a place they understood, even if it wasn’t a safe place to be. He was a good cop. He ended his career as Chief of Police. And under his tenure they had great close rates and lots of community involvement, and that meant crime was down. He knew what he was doing. He was like Harry. Harry gets fed up with the shit, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t lead with compassion.”

      I sensed this about Harry.

      But in that moment, I just nodded and said, “Your dad sounds pretty awesome.”

      He slid his hands from mine and sat back again. “He was.”

      “So he never left her?” I asked.

      “Oh, he did,” Hutch answered, taking a bite of his toast. “After I was gone, in the Navy. He waited until I couldn’t in any way be considered a kid anymore before he called it quits. And I say it like that because he didn’t want to. He wanted to keep trying. Keep fighting. He loved her. He didn’t want to lose her. But in the end, he fought as long as he could so his son would have some semblance of mom and dad together, even though we both knew that was a joke, but when he reckoned it might not hurt me, he ended it.”

      I didn’t say that was probably not a good call, because not finding his own happy and putting his son through enduring a “performance mom” obviously wasn’t a good thing.

      Hutch either read my thoughts, my face, or just knew this was true, because he said, “He miscalculated.”

      All I could do was make a face.

      “Yeah,” Hutch agreed. “By then, I fuckin’ hated her. Because she was a vain, selfish woman. She didn’t have anything wrong with her. She wasn’t bipolar or schizophrenic. She was Lisa Hutchison. She was Bree. Beautiful. Able to snap her fingers and bring a man to his knees. And she liked doing that. Especially to my dad.”

      “Are you…er, sure of that?” I asked carefully.

      His answer was immediate.

      “Fuck yeah. Because you were right about Bree. I have no idea how I didn’t see it. Mom started to get older, and it wasn’t so easy to find some guy to shack up with. Or party with. Or take her out to an expensive dinner. That’s when the petulance started. The temper tantrums. That was when Dad started his turn from loving her and wanting to make it work, to loving her but knowing he couldn’t live with her anymore. Because, if she couldn’t get the world to treat her the way she wanted to be, she was gonna make him do it. He might have loved her, but he was a man. There was only so much he was going to take. He wasn’t going to dance attendance or grovel. Then it was her slamming out to go stay with Aunt Elaine for three weeks to ‘teach him his lesson.’”

      “Was your Aunt Elaine like that?”

      He shook his head while taking another bite of toast, threw it on his plate, chewed, sat back, swallowed.

      “She’s married to the same man, now probably it’s been over forty years. She wasn’t as attractive. But that doesn’t mean my Uncle Shane wasn’t a cowed man. She snapped, he moved. Sometimes I think that was what Mom was looking for. What she tried to mold Dad into. She just picked the right and wrong guy. The right bit being, he loved her, so he let her get away with too much, and took her back every time. The wrong bit being, he wasn’t going to fold for her. What he tried to do was do his best to handle her. He failed.”

      “That had to be tough, living in that kind of tug of war.”

      “It sucked,” he bit.

      Oh yeah.

      And from what I was reading, Hutch had somehow found a version of his mother in all his exes.

      The cheater.

      The manipulator.

      And the pretty girl.

      “She named me Ranger. And Emmett. Dad hated both those names, but he let her do that too. That’s why he called me Hutch,” Hutch explained. “And that’s why I don’t use Ranger at all, and everyone calls me Hutch. Though, also, it’s a fuckin’ stupid name.”

      Although I disagreed, and thought it was a kickass name, I was not about to say that.

      I understood his play.

      “So they got divorced,” I said.

      “Yup. Then she got cancer.”

      Ah, hell.

      “Of course, Dad was all in. This time, it was because this was his only child’s mother.” His eyes locked on mine. “In the end, Mabel, for him, it was all about me. It was always about me.”

      I nodded, though with the heavy way he said that, I was concerned.

      Not that it wasn’t heavy, just that it somehow sounded more heavy.

      “No, you don’t get it,” he said. “Another thing with them, he wanted more kids. She refused. He was a kid guy. An animal guy. A big softie. He had lots of love to give, which was good for me, and good for her, but he had so much, it wasn’t good for him. He wanted more family to give that love.”

      More reason for him to have left her.

      I didn’t say that.

      I just listened.

      “So she got sick, and he took her in. He cleaned her port. He fed her broth. He helped her to the bathroom to puke. He got her magazines to read during chemo sessions. It took her five fuckin’ years to die, and he was at her side through all of it.”

      It was so unlike Hutch to say something like it took her five fuckin’ years to die, it made me shiver.

      “It’s the end,” he continued. “I get leave to go see her one last time. Dad and I are in the hospice, holding her hand. Giving her presence. And that bitch…”

      I braced.

      “…turns to Dad…”

      I braced harder.

      “…and says, ‘I can’t die without you knowing, John. Ranger isn’t yours. He’s Derek Johannsen’s.’”

      My body locked in shock.

      But my mouth breathed, “What?”

      “Yeah,” he snarled.

      “Oh, Hutch,” I whispered.

      “She died about two hours later. We held her fuckin’ hand. Both of us. I wanted to leave, but I didn’t because he didn’t.”

      “Right,” I pushed out, only just holding myself together.

      “We get her in the ground, and that’s all he can talk about. He wants a DNA test.”

      Oh fuck.

      This was going to get worse, I knew it.

      “I said I didn’t give a shit about a DNA test. I didn’t know who Derek Johannsen was. But I knew who my dad was. Dad wouldn’t listen. So I took it, reiterating that I couldn’t care less. I wasn’t gonna meet this man. He had nothing to do with me. I had a father. I loved him. And that was it.”

      “Yes, that was it,” I agreed carefully.

      “It wasn’t it, May,” he bit out. “The results came back. Mom didn’t lie. I wasn’t Dad’s kid. He got one thing good from her. Me. He had one shot at leaving a legacy of his time on this earth. Me. She took that away from him. She was fucking dying, and she still cut his legs right out from under him. She didn’t have to tell him that shit. She did. She did it just to be nasty. Cancer had eaten her away, she can’t move, can’t even go to the bathroom by herself, but she sure had the energy to gut him.”

      “But your dad knew how you felt about him.”

      “Yes. He wrote that in his suicide note.”

      The tears instantly hit my eyes.

      “No,” I breathed.

      “Yeah,” he countered. “Put a shotgun under his chin and blew his head off.”

      I latched on to his hand with both of mine. “Oh my God, Hutch.”

      “I was back on base. I got more leave.”

      I leaned to him, pulling his hand to my mouth, holding it tight, kissing it between saying, “Oh my God, baby. I’m so damned sorry.”

      “Me too.”

      I dropped my forehead to our hands and squeezed hard, pulling in breath to try to hold it together.

      “I saw his play.”

      I lifted my head to look at him again.

      “He gave his life to her in order to give me what he thought I needed. His note told me he loved me. It told me he was sorry. It told me he was proud of me, that I was born his son, and he would die, and I was still his son. But he didn’t explain why. So I don’t know if she humiliated him so deeply with that, he couldn’t live with it. Or if he couldn’t live with having given so much to a woman and her son only to lose everything, first her, then me.”

      “I’m so sorry he got to that dark place, baby,” I whispered.

      “I met a woman once,” he started like I didn’t say anything.

      Would this ever end?

      “We were getting serious,” he went on. “Told her about this Johannsen guy, didn’t get to the dad part. And she laughed.”

      I dropped his hand and slammed back into my chair, snapping, “I’m sorry?”

      “I think you heard me, baby,” he replied. “She told me we had to laugh about this stuff.”

      “What an asshole,” I clipped.

      And no wonder it took so long for him to tell me this story if some bitch reacted to it like that.

      “Agreed.”

      “I don’t…I really don’t know what to say about all of this, honey,” I admitted.

      “There isn’t anything to say. Maybe I looked for them, women like my mom, because it was all I knew. Maybe I fell into them, for the same reason. They weren’t her, except maybe Bree. What I reckon is, I found them so I could get done with them so I could save myself from living my father’s life.”

      I grabbed his hand and pulled it to my lips again and just left it there, saying nothing, though I was glad he understood this, even if I hated he had to come to the understanding.

      His gaze roamed my face, and the bitterness and anger slid from his tone when he said, “Now, I got you. And I do not know what to do with you.”

      I kept hold of his hand even as I took it from my mouth, and replied, “I’ll get you there, Hutch. That there being, you don’t have to do anything with me. I’m not saying relationships aren’t work. I’m not saying we’re not going to have to keep our eye on it and keep it strong. But I’ll pull out the high school basketball stud, cheerleader sex fantasy when it becomes necessary.”

      His body jerked with his surprised bark of laughter before he asked, “What?”

      “Don’t tell Abigail I told you, but inadvertently, you rocked Brett’s world.”

      His chest moved with laughter.

      A good sign.

      “I don’t think I wanted to know that,” he said.

      “Probably not. However, the point is, it wasn’t about you. Not really. It was about Brett. Their marriage. Keeping it fresh. Alive. Looking out for each other. Finding ways to make it interesting. Finding ways to show he would always be her stud, and she’d be his cheerleader.”

      After I said that, he leaned to me, pulling my hands to press them to his chest.

      “I wish my dad had a cheerleader,” he said quietly.

      Uh-oh.

      I was going to have to fight crying again.

      “I do too,” I said huskily.

      “Anniversary of Mom’s death was a few days ago. My aunt makes a big thing about it. I always find a way to bow out, but I got up in her shit this time.”

      “Did she know⁠—?”

      “About my bio dad? Yeah. I’ve been up in her shit before about that. Not that I wanted her to tell me anything about it. Just that, when she was trying to defend her sister, she tried to defend that, and I don’t give two fucks about that. What I give a fuck about is how Mom connived to take Dad with her.”

      “Do you think she knew he’d take it that far?”

      He shook his head. “No. I would never in my life have thought he’d go there, and I can’t imagine she did either. But she killed something in him anyway. Something she knew meant everything to him. So she knew what she was doing. I firmly believe that.”

      “It could have just been guilt,” I suggested.

      “Mom never felt that emotion a day in her life.”

      He would know.

      Therefore, I didn’t say anything.

      He sat back in his seat but kept hold of my hands, resting them on the table. “I never met this guy. Aunt Elaine said I should look for him. But he means nothing to me. He offered up some cells and DNA while fucking a married woman. Maybe he’s a good guy. Maybe he knows about me and wonders about me. I doubt it. He was just a good time for Mom, and then he was history.”

      “I don’t have to tell you, that’s one hundred percent your call, and I’ll support you whatever way you play it.”

      He squeezed my hands. “Thank you, baby.”

      “I’ve been worried about this story,” I confessed. “I sensed it was there. But I’m glad you told me.”

      He studied me a beat before he replied, “Mabel, this is what makes me. I got her in me, and I don’t know who he is.”

      “So?”

      He did one of his slow blinks.

      I smiled and hoped it didn’t come off shaky (success!). “As far as I’m concerned, they made you really easy to look at. And for that, I thank them. Other than that, my guy is Jonathan Walter Hutchison’s son. And I want to know more about your dad, but I already know that way works for me.”

      He let my hands go so he could hook me behind my head and pull me across the table to him.

      It was a hard kiss.

      It was a long kiss.

      It was a closed-mouth kiss.

      And it said everything he needed to tell me.

      Then, when it was done, he let me go, whistled and put our breakfast plates on the floor.

      Tonks and Hannibal fell on them like they were perfectly grilled, rare, sixty-four-ounce prime ribs.

      “Hey!” I cried. “You gave my food to the dogs!”

      “It’s cold and my woman isn’t gonna eat cold food,” Hutch said, heading to the fridge for the eggs.

      Well then.

      Okay.

      I grabbed my coffee and brought my other heel up to the chair so I could watch my guy cook.

      “You wanna know something?” he asked while cracking eggs.

      “Is it about you?”

      He looked over his shoulder at me. “Yeah.”

      “Then I want to know everything.”

      He smiled, and it was soft and sweet.

      Yeesh.

      The man Jonathan Walter Hutchison made was totally falling in love with me.

      He went back to the eggs and said, “I eat clean because of her.”

      Whoa.

      I wasn’t expecting that.

      But then…

      The ice cream. Candy. Cookies.

      The treats that weren’t a treat, I could see that’d bring up bad memories.

      He put the eggs back in the fridge, got the sausage, returned the skillet to the range and threw some in it.

      “I like what my diet gives me. Sustained energy. Clear mind. Good sleep.” He tossed a grin over his shoulder this time. “But I’m thinkin’ I might find more times to cheat.”

      I grinned back, and his was big, but mine was bigger.

      Hutch made our second breakfast.

      I sipped coffee.

      And fifty yards away, in the trees, under the snow and their tombstones, Chisolm and Clementine rested easy.

      Because that kitchen was providing what it was put in to provide.

      Warmth.

      A safe space.

      And love.
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      “I got a Twix. And I got a Snickers. And I got some Nerds.”

      Emma, in her fairy costume (with a coat over it, something she did not like, but her growing stash was taking her mind off that ongoing tantrum) was skip-walking, holding Hutch’s hand, all the while inventorying her candy haul, doing this as we walked Lillian and Harry’s street on Halloween.

      Liam, in a Captain America costume (no surprise), had raced ahead to the next house, dragging Brett along with him.

      Emma stopped dead and looked up at Hutch.

      “I don’t have no Reese’s, Missa Hutch.”

      “I don’t have any Reese’s,” Abigail corrected, walking with me behind them, carrying our portable wine glasses, she had Tonks’s lead, I had Hannibal’s.

      Emma gave her mother a look, then turned back to Hutch like he could snap his fingers and a Reese’s cup would appear.

      “We’re not done yet, sweetheart,” he pointed out.

      “Oh.” She looked around. “Right.”

      And thus commenced more skip-walking.

      Abigail and I held back while Hutch followed Brett up the walk of the next house.

      “He’s gonna be a great dad,” she mumbled to her wine tumbler.

      “Mm-hmm,” I replied, taking a sip of my own wine.

      Obviously, since it happened a couple weeks ago, I’d told her about Hutch and my elevated relationship status.

      Fortunately, Abigail wasn’t in the mood to rub it in.

      “This street is crazy,” she said. “It feels like there’s twice as many people here as there were last year.”

      I wasn’t there last year.

      But she was right.

      It was packed.

      Then again, it was amazing.

      The decorations were off the hook.

      We went through the “haunted house,” but they’d fashioned it so it was fun for all ages, and as such, it wasn’t scary.

      Kimmy had given the Christmas apparel a rest and was wandering around in full witch (green face, neck and hands, hooked nose and everything), fake casting spells on everybody and cackling loud (God, I loved that woman).

      And Harry put cruisers at each end of the street to block it off from traffic so it was safe.

      Thus, there were games in the middle.

      A pumpkin painted cornhole board, white Solo cups with eyes drawn on them to look like ghost faces stacked up so you could bowl them over, a big piece of plywood with orange balloons attached in the shape of a pumpkin you could throw darts at.

      There were kids running around, adults standing in huddles and gabbing, all of this serenaded by synced spooky Halloween sounds and music that came from speakers on the residents’ porches.

      The rule was, you had to bring your own container, because most of the houses had adult beverages, so wine was poured, beers were handed out, or you could select hot apple cider, loaded or unloaded, or hot chocolate, also loaded or unloaded.

      Every house on the block was in on it.

      And every house on the block had a donation bucket out for the Stony Bluff Animal Rescue and Wildlife Sanctuary.

      I saw this play with the cruisers, and why Harry embraced it.

      If everyone (or most of them) was in one place, you could keep an eye and keep any possible bad shit contained.

      But if my man being my official man, and Abigail being my newest bestie, Emma being adorable, Liam too, Brett being amazing, Mrs. Matthews, Mark, my store making it—if all of that didn’t make my decision to stay in Misted Pines…this did.

      “They have the regular big cannie bars, Mommy!” Emma shrieked, taking me out of my thoughts at the same time underlining them.

      Hutch was saying thank you to the woman at the door while Emma pulled on his hand to get moving back to her mom.

      “Thank you,” I said, my eyes on them, catching Hutch turning and heading our way.

      At the sight, my gratitude dug deeper.

      I felt Abigail’s eyes on me. “For what?”

      I turned to her and hooked my arm through hers. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”

      She got a knowing look on her face.

      But she let that go too.

      I had to talk Mona and Kacey into coming for Halloween next year.

      I had my plan.

      I was going to dress up and be another Kimmy, maybe get my girls in on it and be the Sanderson sisters.

      Fake spells or no, one thing I knew.

      Even sex scandals, serial killers, psychopath shenanigans, shifty sheriffs and shady cult leaders who got away (so far) didn’t dim the magic of Misted Pines.

      It seemed there was nothing to dim the magic of Misted Pines.
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      Hannibal’s ferocious bark woke me up with a start.

      Tonks added her frantic barking while Hutch slipped from my arms in his bed.

      It had been weeks, but it wasn’t only that Enstrom and Burress hadn’t yet been caught that was the reason why I spent every night at Hutch’s.

      I knew this was my home.

      Forever.

      Hutch knew it too.

      So I used my workshop, paid my rent and made sure everything was hunky-dory.

      But when my lease came up, I wouldn’t be renewing.

      I talked to Hutch about this (because, as you know, good relationships were built on healthy communication), and he agreed.

      Our relationship was young.

      We were both independent and did our own thing.

      But he was going to build a workshop for me on his land and, “I’m not gonna wanna wait for over a year for us to make this decision we both know is already made. So fuck it, let’s do it.”

      Hutch’s words.

      Not romantic.

      But they meant everything.

      Now, I pushed up to an arm in the bed and mumbled, “Wha⁠—?”

      “Quiet,” Hutch said in a low tone I’d never heard from him, not even when he spoke to the dogs.

      But it was a serious tone.

      Very serious.

      I could hear the puppies howling now.

      It was only then I knew something wasn’t right.

      “Out of bed,” Hutch ordered.

      “What?” I still wasn’t with the program.

      “Now,” he whispered, again in that tone, except it was more urgent, thus, I got with the program quickly and got out of bed.

      It was way too cold to sleep in the nude, even if we’d had all kinds of fun after trick-or-treating (and Hutch even ate a Snickers bar, but our fun wasn’t about Snickers bars) so I had on his pajama pants and a cami, he had on some PJ pants too, but his chest was bare, therefore he was pulling on a Henley.

      He slipped out of the room.

      I heard him issue orders to the dogs as I wandered after him, feeling my skin tingle and my stomach sinking.

      “Quiet, Tonks. Sit. Stay. Stay. Good girl. Hannibal. Quiet. Guard.”

      I was in the hall when he showed there.

      He grabbed my hand and pulled me into his office.

      He went to a big, tall, locked cabinet, and my breath left me.

      It was his gun cabinet.

      I heard the beeps as he punched in the code, then threw it open.

      He pulled out a magazine and handed it to me.

      “And this,” he said, giving me Moxie’s laser pointer.

      Then he hung something around his neck…

      And yanked out a rifle.

      Oh God.

      “Hutch, is⁠—?”

      “Shh,” he shushed me. “Follow.”

      Beginning to tremble, I shushed and followed.

      He went to a spot in the hall, jumped, caught a string hanging down from the ceiling, and pulled down the steps to the attic, shuffling me back as the stairs unfolded in front of us.

      “Up,” he ordered.

      I scrambled up.

      The area up there had a ceiling so low, you couldn’t stand, so I shuffled to the side to get out of his way, doing this stooped, as he came up and then pulled up the steps.

      He squatted and produced his phone from thin air.

      He hit buttons and put it to his ear.

      “Yeah. Hutchison. Four four eight one CR Ten. I got intruders. Send units,” he said into his cell.

      Intruders?

      I knew it had to be something like that, but having him say it out loud…

      I started shivering.

      He beeped off his phone and ordered, “Keep down, baby, and follow me.”

      He walked in a crouch to a dormer window.

      When he stopped, he offered me what was around his neck.

      I passed off the magazine and took the…whatever they were.

      “Night vision,” he explained. “Strap them on, get low, on your belly. Stay low, angled away from the window, but get in a position you can see out,” he said.

      I nodded, fumbling with the night vision goggles.

      I mean…

      Night vision goggles!

      “Get a look outside,” he instructed as I kept fumbling. “Lock on one of them. When you do, tell me. Aim the laser pointer at him but don’t turn it on. Only do that when I say go. With me?”

      I nodded.

      “Words,” he grunted.

      “Lock on. Aim pointer. Tell you. Turn on at go. With you.”

      He took the goggles from me (I was hopeless), put them on me and said, “It’s gonna be weird. You’ll get used to it.”

      Then he clicked them on.

      He was right.

      It was weird.

      But I was too freaked to give a shit at that juncture.

      “Belly. Position,” he whispered.

      I got down to my belly on the dusty attic floor (Hutch had so little stuff, he didn’t have even that first box up here), angled to the side so I could see out.

      Oh God.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      There were five men creeping up to the house, and they were close.

      They also had guns. I couldn’t tell if they were rifles or shotguns.

      But they were guns.

      Big ones.

      “Hutch—” his name was shaky.

      I looked to him, and he was like me, on his belly angled away from the window on the north side of the house (whereas mine was on the east).

      But he had the butt of his rifle to his shoulder aimed out, and his eye was squinted to the sight.

      “You’re good. You’re good,” he soothed me. “Lock on.”

      Oh God!

      I turned back to my window and locked on.

      One seemed to break away in the direction of the dog pens.

      Another broke away to head up to the front door.

      “Please stay quiet, Tonks,” I muttered then, “I’m a go,” I said a little louder to Hutch.

      “Good baby, stay locked,” Hutch said. Then I jumped when he boomed, “You’re trespassing! Leave immediately!”

      One of the guys holding back aimed his gun at the attic, and it exploded.

      It felt like the whole house shook. Debris flew from where the projectile hit the roof. I nearly screamed.

      Tonks started barking.

      “Go,” Hutch ordered.

      I switched on my laser light, and it hit the chest of the guy beside the one who shot at us.

      Another one shone through the night on the chest of the guy who shot.

      That laser was the serious one.

      They froze.

      The man closer to the house started running toward it. The outside motion-sensor light came on, blinding me. I tore off my goggles in time to see the one going toward the pens begin to race around to the back of the house.

      Hannibal started barking fiercely.

      The tone of Tonks’s bark shifted, joining him.

      The third guy seemed to be poising to run away.

      A blast was heard from downstairs, and along with it the agonized howl of a dog.

      My stomach twisted and the pain was insane.

      Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod!

      More ferocious barking, so ferocious, now I couldn’t tell which dog it was.

      Zzsst!

      The guy who shot first flew back.

      Zzsst!

      He went down.

      The guy hesitating stopped hesitating and started running.

      Zzsst!

      He went down.

      Another blast from downstairs.

      My laser light started shaking.

      Zzsst! Zzsst!

      The guy I had my light pointed at went down.

      I could hear barks, snarls, commotion downstairs.

      Then I heard glass shattering from beside me.

      I looked that way to see Hutch shoving shards of it away from the window frame with the butt of his gun.

      He changed magazines and looked at me.

      “Stay here until I tell you to come down,” he ordered.

      I opened my mouth, but he slid out the upper story window in his pajama pants and a Henley and nothing else.

      But his rifle.

      I watched out my window, seeing him on the move, at first relieved the fall didn’t break his legs. Then I did it stunned as Hutch made short work of running from one to the other to the other of the men on the ground, aiming his rifle at them at the same time grabbing their guns and tossing them out of reach.

      After he did that, he quickly moved to the front of the house, rifle up, and he didn’t fuck around being stealthy.

      He disappeared under the roof of the porch.

      Within a couple of seconds, the barks and snarls stopped, and all I heard was puppies howling.

      “Please let my man be okay. Please let our babies be okay. Please. Please,” I chanted, looking this way and that to see if I could find Hutch.

      Nothing.

      I kept watching, hyperventilating, shivering uncontrollably.

      My body jerked violently when I heard a shotgun blast from the other side of the house.

      Then another one.

      My head whipped that way. “Oh my God, no.”

      I was about to scramble to that side of the house to ascertain if I could see anything out of one of those windows when I noticed movement out of Hutch’s window.

      I squat-walked over there quickly and looked out.

      Hutch was dragging a body across the ground.

      He dumped it next to another guy who was writhing.

      He tossed the extra gun he held aside, again well out of arm’s reach, and calmly walked to one of the men who was trying to crawl away.

      He grabbed him by the ankle, dragged him across the ground and dumped him next to his buddies.

      I heard him say something, though I didn’t hear the words, before he went to the fourth guy and dragged him to the others.

      Then he walked to the house, and not long later, the fifth guy was being dragged down the steps by my man.

      “Mabel!” Hutch boomed after he dumped him with the rest.

      I scurried to the attic door, pushed it down, the ladder unfolded, I scrambled down, and I ran to the living room.

      Hannibal was on his belly, but he had his head up, nose pointed attentively to the door. He was bleeding from too many places. Tonks was whimpering, fussing around him and licking him.

      I bent to them and put my hands on Hannibal.

      When he felt my touch, he kept staring out the door, but he whimpered too.

      My heart cracked.

      “We’ll get you help, baby,” I promised, stroking his glossy fur. “Hang tight.”

      I surged up and ran out the door.

      “Put your boots on!” Hutch thundered the instant he saw me.

      I skittered to halt, raced back, went into the kitchen, shoved my feet in my Uggs, grabbed Hutch’s brown and black insulated flannel and shrugged it on, then grabbed his sheepskin coat.

      I turned around and raced right back out the front door.

      Hutch was pointing his rifle at the five men.

      I’d seen the pictures on the news.

      One was Enstrom.

      One was Burress.

      What the fuck?

      I went to him and handed him his jacket.

      He handed me his rifle.

      “Keep it on them.”

      I hated guns.

      I put the butt to my shoulder and aimed.

      “Steady, May,” he said then, BOOM! I jumped because a shotgun blast pierced my ears.

      I glanced at him and watched as he shook it, heard the ratchet, then, BOOM! he shot it into the sky.

      He tossed it aside and grabbed another one.

      I turned back to the line of wounded men.

      BOOM! Shake. Cock. BOOM!

      Headlights could be seen on Hutch’s lane.

      He promptly picked up a shotgun, put it to his shoulder and aimed at the old blue truck trundling up the drive.

      It stopped, the door opened, and a man shouted, “It’s me! Me! Hutch! It’s Paddy!”

      “Get over here!” Hutch ordered.

      The man ducked into his truck, came out with his own shotgun, and then he jumped out.

      He was an older man, wearing what I was wearing, except with jeans, and obviously his boots weren’t Uggs. He jogged to the opposite side of the men from where we were standing and aimed his shotgun at them.

      Hutch went through the last of the shotguns, unloading them this time without shooting, and it was only then I knew he shot them to get attention from his neighbors.

      “Rifle, May,” he said.

      “Which one shot Hannibal?” I asked, not giving him his rifle, nor taking it from the men on the ground.

      “Rifle, May,” Hutch bit.

      “Which one?” I screamed.

      “Fuck you,” Enstrom spat, his voice angry, but tight with pain.

      It was then I noticed his leg was a raw, bloody mess.

      In the moonlight, I even thought I saw bone.

      I turned the rifle around, strode to him and slammed the butt into his forehead.

      He went down, out cold.

      Hutch grabbed me around my belly and yanked me away, pulling the gun from my hands.

      “Looks like you boys made the mistake of bringing shotguns to a rifle fight,” Paddy remarked.

      Was I going to lose it and start hysterically laughing?

      “Go, have a look at Hannibal,” he commanded. “Here’s my phone.” He put it in my hand. (Seriously, where did he keep that thing?) “Call Doc Simmons on her home cell. Tell her what happened and to meet us at her clinic.”

      I nodded.

      “Uh, Hutch, son,” the man with us, Paddy, called. “She needs to look at your feet. You’re bleedin’.”

      My eyes darted down to his feet.

      They were covered in blood.

      They darted to his face.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “Hutch—”

      “Cut by the glass,” he explained. “Go look after our dog.”

      “Baby—”

      “Go,” he whispered. “I need you to check Hannibal.”

      I stared in his eyes.

      He needed me to check Hannibal.

      And that was where I went.
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      “Can you get her to stop scowling at me? It’s nerve-racking,” the doctor sewing the cut on the ball of his left foot said.

      Hutch looked to his woman who was, indeed, hovering over the doctor’s shoulder and scowling at the back of his head.

      “Babe,” he called.

      Her eyes jerked to Hutch.

      He pointed at the chair beside his bed. “Please sit.”

      She scowled harder, then huffed, then stomped to the chair, turned woodenly and plopped her ass in it.

      Although she sat, she kept scowling at the doctor.

      “You’re gonna need to keep your weight off this,” the doctor said.

      “Give me a boot,” Hutch replied.

      “Save me from tough guys,” the doctor mumbled.

      “He’s a goddamned SEAL,” Mabel sniped.

      The doc’s startled gaze came to her.

      Hutch tried not to laugh.

      “Fix him,” she ordered. “We have to go to the vet. Someone shot our dog.”

      The doctor turned to Hutch.

      “Someone shot your dog?” He sounded pissed.

      “Yeah,” Hutch said.

      The doctor went back to his foot. “I hope you shot them.”

      “He did. All five of them. Multiple times,” Mabel informed him.

      The good doc’s gaze skittered to her face, and his own paled before he turned to Hutch.

      “The gunshot victims who came in before,” he said. “That was you?”

      Hutch shrugged.

      “He didn’t kill them,” Mabel kept the information flowing. “Hark back to my mention of a SEAL. Flesh wounds.” She turned to Hutch. “We’ll be talking about that decision.”

      Christ, his side hurt from not laughing.

      “Baby, maybe play it more cool,” Hutch suggested.

      She huffed again, slouched in her chair and crossed her arms on her chest.

      The curtain opened.

      “I’m working,” the doctor snapped.

      Harry shut the curtain behind him and strode in.

      “Oh, hey, Harry,” the doc greeted.

      “Hey, Bill,” Harry replied, then he walked to the side of the bed Mabel wasn’t on.

      “How you doin’, Mabel?” he asked her.

      “I’m pissed as shit, that’s how I’m doing,” she returned.

      Harry looked to Hutch and raised his brows.

      Hutch’s body was shaking with laughter, so he didn’t trust himself to speak.

      “Hold still,” the doc ordered.

      Hutch got a lock on it.

      “So, I think I don’t have to tell you, they’re all fine. Bullets dug out. Stitched up. In recovery,” Harry reported.

      “I will repeat we’ll be discussing this,” Mabel warned.

      Hutch turned to her. “Baby, I’m not gonna shoot five men dead in my front yard.”

      “Why not? They shot at you…and me,” she pointed out sassily. “They weren’t there to trick-or-treat Hutch.”

      They were not.

      He looked to Harry.

      “Why were they there?” he asked.

      “We haven’t been able to talk to them. Worst one is Enstrom. Hannibal chewed right to the bone. He might lose that leg. They got him stabilized, and they’re sorting an escort and prepping him for a trip to Seattle where there’s a specialist who might be able to save it.”

      “Good,” Mabel spat. “Though, not the saving it part.” Then she went on like Harry was going to leave and slap the cuffs on their dog. “Hannibal was defending himself. He got shot. If you could gnaw the leg off a man who shot you, wouldn’t you?”

      “Maybe she needs some sedatives,” the doc suggested.

      “I have a hurt dog and a hurt guy. I’m not taking a sedative,” she retorted hotly.

      “May, baby, everyone is okay. It’s all fine. Cool it,” Hutch urged.

      She glared at him and repeated her huff.

      The curtain moved again, and Doc Riggs was there.

      “Hey, Doc,” Harry greeted.

      Doc leaned to the side and looked at Hutch’s feet.

      He then gave his diagnosis.

      “Jesus, brother.”

      “He jumped out of the attic window onto the glass of said window that he broke with the butt of his rifle,” Mabel informed him.

      Doc grinned at Hutch. “Badass.”

      “He nearly gave me a heart attack!” Mabel snapped.

      “May, again, I’m fine. Chill,” Hutch ordered.

      “Ugh!” she grumped and returned to glaring at the doctor.

      “Nadia has your room ready,” Doc reported. “Grabbed some clothes for you both, essentials, got the pups, the cat, the husky. And Ledger is in heaven.” Pause. “Though he is that and says he’s glad you’re all right.”

      “Thanks, man,” Hutch replied on a smile. “We just have to swing by the vet to check on how Hannibal is getting along then we’ll be over.”

      They had to stay with Nadia and Doc because Enstrom had blasted two holes through his front door.

      Fortunately, he aimed one too high and the other one at the doorknob so only some of Enstrom’s buckshot hit his dog.

      Unfortunately, some of his buckshot hit his dog.

      “Could you go to that bed and put your feet up and let your woman look into the state of your dog?” the doctor requested.

      “No,” Hutch denied.

      The good doc sighed, turned to his tray, grabbed some scissors, snipped the thread then reached for the saline.

      The curtain moved again, and Abigail and Brett rushed in.

      Or Abigail did. Brett sauntered in after her.

      “And here’s me who didn’t bring an appetizer,” the doctor groused as he set the saline flush aside and started wrapping Hutch’s foot.

      Mabel got up and rushed to Abigail.

      They hugged then separated, and Abigail looked down to his feet.

      “Oh my God! That looks really bad!” she exclaimed.

      “That’s what I keep telling him,” the doctor muttered.

      “Just cuts, only one deep enough for stitches,” Hutch explained. “I’m fine.”

      “Where are the kids?” Mabel asked.

      “Mom came over,” Abigail told her. Her gaze moved back and forth between Hutch and Mabel. “Is there anything you need?”

      “Moral support and help holding Hutch down after we check on Hannibal so I can chain him to the bed so he won’t use his injured feet,” Mabel answered. “I don’t think Doc, Ledger, Nadia and I are enough to keep him still.”

      “Now we’re talkin’,” the doctor muttered as he wrapped Hutch’s other foot.

      Hutch was okay with Mabel chaining him to the bed, just not for that reason.

      “Damn, now I can’t challenge you to a game of one-on-one,” Brett joked. “Guess I’ll have to wait until next April.”

      “His feet should be better way before then,” Mabel told him.

      “Don’t pollute his fantasy,” Abigail stage whispered. “April gives him five months to shoot hoops for an hour every day so he has some hope he can keep up with Hutch.”

      “Oh. Right,” Mabel replied.

      “It also gives me five months to watch him shoot hoops while I sew my letter on my cheerleader sweater,” Abigail concluded.

      Finally, Mabel smiled.

      The doctor stood and rolled his tray away.

      “There won’t be any hoops for this guy,” he announced unnecessarily. He looked down at Hutch. “I’ll get someone to bring you a boot. But please stay off your feet as much as you can for a few days at least. Keep them clean and wrapped. I’ll give you a prescription for a topical antibiotic. This is only precautionary. You said you have your tetanus up-to-date, and we gave it a good clean. I want you to go to your doctor in a week for a checkup. The stitches will dissolve on their own.” He then looked around and quipped, “Thanks for inviting me to the party,” and he rolled his tray out.

      Doing it, he nearly ran into Mrs. Matthews.

      “See here!” she snapped. “Look where you’re going. You nearly ran me over.”

      “My apologies,” the doctor muttered and rolled his tray past her, and if Hutch wasn’t wrong, he did this rapidly.

      Hutch thinned his eyes at Mabel.

      “It wasn’t me,” she said.

      “Ellis listens to police band,” Mrs. Matthews declared as she strode forward, Ellis at her back.

      She looked to his feet and gave her orders for his treatment plan.

      “You will remain in bed for two full days, not including bathroom breaks, so you won’t worry Mabel.”

      Hutch pushed up to sitting. “They’re giving me a boot.”

      “Puh!” she pushed out. “Save the world from tough guys.”

      Hutch sighed.

      “I just came in to see how you’re doing,” Harry said. “And to share, obviously, no charges will be filed. Castle doctrine.”

      “I should think not,” Mrs. Matthews stated sharply.

      Harry glanced at her with a smile, then came back to Hutch.

      “We’ve been over the scene thoroughly, I’ll be writing it up and going over it with the county attorney, but I don’t see any issues,” he continued. “They were using deadly force. You used reasonable force. How you managed it putting two holes in three guys, and one in the last two, I don’t know. But you did. Bottom line, you got buckshot in your roof, a destroyed door and an injured dog who took a hit. The threat was imminent. So go to Doc’s. For fuck’s sake, put your feet up for a couple of days. And I’ll talk to David about hanging a new door.”

      Hutch nodded.

      Harry started to walk away, doing chin dips as he went, but Hutch called, “It was the thrill.”

      Harry turned to him and winced.

      “We should have known, with your training, he couldn’t resist,” he replied.

      Hutch sighed again.

      Harry gave him a smile, passed it around liberally, then walked away.

      “What’s this about a thrill?” Abigail asked.

      “No idea,” Mabel replied.

      “He’s fine. We can go home now,” Mrs. Matthews decreed.

      She then pivoted and marched away.

      Ellis gave them a brief wave and followed.

      “You sure you don’t want me to go look in on Hannibal?” Doc offered.

      “Or we can go,” Brett added.

      “I need to see my dog’s okay,” Hutch said.

      Everyone nodded.

      He looked to Mabel.

      The minute he did, she came to him and wrapped her hand around his ankle.

      She searched his eyes.

      He smiled.

      And for the first time since they got to the hospital, her tone was her usual sweet, when she said, “Let me go see what’s happening with that boot.”

      And then his woman left.

      

      In Doc and Nadia’s guest bedroom, Hutch lay in a line with Mabel tucked to his front, and Hannibal, his poor boy in a cone, tucked to hers.

      Tonks was across the foot of their bed, but at Mabel’s shooing, not on their feet.

      Moxie was curled into a ball at Hannibal’s gut.

      Hannibal was snoring even if Mabel was petting.

      “We’re very lucky,” she whispered.

      She was right.

      “Bad angle for Enstrom, good angle for Hannibal,” he murmured.

      Even so, Hannibal had taken twelve pellets and had four more sear through his fur without entering flesh. Some of those twelve drove deep. None of them hit anything major. All of them had been dug out.

      He’d been stitched up, given a shot of antibiotics and a heavy sedative.

      As she did when he carried him out of his house, Mabel nearly went berserk when Hutch carried him from the vet to his truck.

      Fortunately, Doc was there to carry him into the house so she wouldn’t throw another shit fit.

      Now they were in bed, finally able to rest, and it was nearly eight o’clock in the morning.

      “What was that about the thrill?” she asked.

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      “You’re tired,” she surmised quietly.

      He was.

      And he was relieved.

      Content.

      He had a long debate going on with himself about the question of God and faith. But he straight up didn’t believe in fate or destiny.

      But he knew one thing.

      Something drove him to the training he received in the military.

      It was the challenge, for certain, along with loyalty to his country. Perhaps a son’s drive to make his father proud.

      But that night, he knew, all of that had been trumped.

      Because whatever drove him to become who he was—a divine hand or the universe’s plan—it did it so he’d be able to be right there, with Mabel and their animals, safe, sound and together.

      “Yeah, baby,” he answered quietly. “But I can stay awake if you need to talk shit out.”

      “We can do that tomorrow when you’re on Doc and Nadia’s couch with your foot elevated.”

      Hutch sighed for what he hoped would be the last time in a while.

      Then he said, “Proud of you tonight. With a calm head, followed through with orders.”

      “I give you all the credit,” she replied. “I was freaking. You were so in the zone, it helped me not lose my shit.”

      No.

      She was a tough cookie, and a smart one.

      “Think I got hard when you rifle whipped Enstrom,” he teased.

      “Ugh. Shut up.”

      He smiled.

      “I do not regret that, he deserved it,” she declared.

      He fucking did.

      “Go to sleep, baby,” he urged.

      “If you promise to do that too.”

      “Promise.”

      After that, he enjoyed feeling Mabel snuggling into him.

      And after that, they both fell asleep.

      

      Mabel, Nadia, Abigail and Lillian were bustling around in the kitchen.

      Cin, Rus, Doc and Harry were at the stools outside of it, with Brett leaned against the end. They were shooting the shit, though Harry, who had hold of Cicely, was pretending to eat her tiny, fisted hand, and she was giggle-gurgling.

      The older kids, Maddie, Cin’s daughter, and Ledger, had taken Viggo, Liam and Emma into the extra room to play with the puppies.

      To keep Mabel happy, Hutch was in the sunken living room on the couch, propped up on pillows behind his back, more under his feet. Hannibal was snoozing on the floor at his side.

      This was where he stayed even as Stormy strolled his way with two fresh beers.

      He sat his ass on the coffee table and handed Hutch one.

      Storm gave his dog a stroke before he threw back a tug then looked at Hutch.

      “Worth the risk?” Stormy asked.

      Hutch didn’t hesitate. “Worth the risk.”

      Hannibal’s head came up as Emma careened into the couch, landed her torso on his, along with her elbows, rested her jaw in her hands and asked, “Missa Hutch, can I have a puppy?”

      Thankfully, before he had to answer, Abigail called, “Emma! Be careful with Mr. Hutch and Hannibal. He got his feet hurt last night, and that puppers needs his rest.”

      She looked down to Hutch’s feet then to him with a worried expression on her cute face.

      And she gave him her treatment plan.

      “You should ask Miz Mabel to kiss it better.”

      He smiled at her. “Good idea. I will, sweetheart. She’s good at that.”

      “Now, can I have a puppy?” she pressed.

      He was saved from answering that time when Tonks showed, yodeled at her, licked her ear, then raced away.

      After trilling a giggle, Emma raced after her.

      Stormy reached the neck of his beer out.

      Hutch met it.

      They clinked.

      “Who’s ready for chili?” Nadia shouted.

      He heard racing feet and first Ledger’s “Me!” then Viggo’s, “Me!” and finally Liam’s, “Me!”

      Stormy moved to a chair.

      Mabel brought Hutch a bowl. She went back to the kitchen and brought Stormy a bowl. Finally, she returned with her own bowl, carefully lifting his legs (he helped) so she could sit and put them over her lap before she started shoving chili covered in cheese with a hefty dollop of sour cream and sprinkled green onions in her sweet mouth.

      He twisted his neck to look at Storm.

      Stormy said the only thing there was to say.

      On a smile, he said, “Yeah.”
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      As you could probably tell, small town or no, things were always hopping in Misted Pines.

      Since there’s a lot, allow me to sum it up.

      

      The specialist surgeon from Seattle prevailed, and Lars Enstrom did not lose his leg.

      However, there was quite a bit of muscle and tendon that couldn’t be saved.

      He walked again, though the journey to that in a prison hospital I was sure wasn’t all that fun.

      But forevermore, he’d ambulate with a significantly pronounced limp.

      This did not bother me.

      He shot our dog.

      He got what was coming.

      

      He, Heath Burress and their boys got slapped with drug trafficking, criminal trespass, attempted murder, kidnapping, unlawful imprisonment, forgery, criminal conspiracy, fraud, lumber poaching and animal cruelty charges.

      All of them tried to cop pleas to reduce their sentences.

      The evidence was so strong, neither prosecutor dealing with their cases were having it.

      Thus, they had trials in both federal and local courts.

      Hutch nor I went to even a day of either of them, except the ones where we were called as witnesses (and we only did our thing, then we left).

      But two different juries found them guilty of everything, except kidnapping.

      As such, they were going to spend a very long time first in federal prison, then they’d be transferred to do their time in a state prison.

      After learning the results, Hutch nor I kept in touch with any of that.

      Because really…

      Once we knew they got what they deserved, they weren’t worth the headspace.

      So we didn’t give it to them.

      

      Taylor Martin and Samantha Schrier were also charged with drug trafficking, kidnapping, unlawful imprisonment, forgery, criminal conspiracy and fraud.

      They had a better result with their plea bargaining, seeing as both women chucked loyalty to their men to save their own asses (and give their children at least one parent who wasn’t in prison for decades), and sat as witnesses for the prosecution.

      They pled guilty to conspiracy to the drug trafficking and unlawful imprisonment charges.

      They both did time.

      But not nearly as much of it.

      Nor, going along with that wicked game, as much as they deserved.

      

      The True Believers of the mission of The Lion and The Lamb didn’t fare so well either.

      It seemed they all came to grips with the elaborate scam that had been perpetrated on them, and for whatever their reasons—contrition, hope their women would soften to them and return, or the fact it was the godly thing to do—they all pled guilty to unlawful imprisonment and lumber poaching.

      Regardless that they took responsibility for their stupidity and saved the court time and resources, on the day of their sentencing, the judge wasn’t feeling all that generous.

      Or perhaps it was the length of time this went on and the result of the depth of these men’s stupidity on the women who loved and trusted them.

      He threw out what was agreed during plea bargaining and sentenced them all to the maximum of five years and a ten-thousand-dollar fine each.

      So, for the same amount of time they kept those women there (give or take), they, too, were going to enjoy their years without liberty (as the judge explained).

      We learned about what the judge said from Harry. Hutch nor I went to that either.

      For the same reasons.

      

      Lars Enstrom and Heath Burress never explained why they came after Hutch that night.

      Though, I noted it that way because Cade Bohannan had a few things to say about it, and part of those things was that it wasn’t me they were after.

      It was Hutch.

      That “thrill” my man had been talking about was that Cade theorized Enstrom, along with Burress, was some kind of adrenaline junkie, except one who walked on the dark side.

      Once Hutch got on their radar, Cade figured who he was, how he was, and what he was started digging under their skin. It was bound to come to a head-to-head battle because the challenge of taking on a Navy SEAL was something they simply couldn’t walk away from.

      It wasn’t anger, hurt, revenge or anything like that.

      They led their three minions into that mess, fully intending to harm Hutch in some way to best him, just for shits and grins.

      That was it.

      For shits and grins.

      Obviously, both men had mental illnesses.

      But that wasn’t for me to worry about.

      Perhaps the therapists in prison could sort their crap.

      

      Mr. Flannery’s fraudulent will was overturned, the one he’d commissioned under his own steam was reinstated, and Lacey Diever and her family took rightful possession of their land.

      She was reportedly very happy about this, but the win was bittersweet, considering Enstrom, Buress and their men leveled a cabin that had been on that patch for over a hundred years, and they sold or discarded everything in it, including pictures, diaries and family heirlooms.

      Nevertheless, the Flannery family had their land back. The feds had seized then cleared it of everything portable, namely the houses, equipment, ATVs and the shed, and they auctioned those off.

      Lacey and her family razed the church and the fence, but kept the pole and cattle barns, pigsty and chicken coop because Lacey’s son and his wife were going to build on that land, and they wanted to raise animals there.

      They also did a lot of replanting so they could grow back the trees that Enstrom’s crew had cleared.

      So that, too, had a happy ending.

      And there’d be decent neighbors for whoever rented Mrs. Matthews’s cabin next.

      

      One thing did happen when the trials were on at the Fret County courthouse…

      Harry got ahold of me.

      He shared Paisley would be there to testify, and while she was, she wanted to meet me.

      Since I didn’t want to ask her up to Stony Bluff (for obvious reasons), I asked Abigail and Brett if we could use her living room, and they agreed.

      Paisley came in with her mom and dad. No old-fashioned nightdress, no Washington State zealots’ version of a Handmaid’s Tale gown. She was wearing a cute skirt, boots, sweater and makeup.

      The first thing she did was hug me.

      The next thing she did was whisper, “Thank you,” in my ear.

      The last thing she did was start weeping softly.

      I held on and joined her.

      I really didn’t do much of anything.

      But care.

      Though I told her Hutch, Harry and Rus were the ones to thank, and she did that right then with Hutch being there with me. She’d already done her thing with Harry and Rus and the team.

      We sat down and she told us she kept in touch with most of the other women.

      There were ups and downs. Some were handling it better than others. Even if those who were handling it relatively well were getting on with things, there were dark times.

      Just like life.

      It would take a couple of years before we got the invitation to her wedding.

      It was happening in Sonoma.

      Doc, Ledger, Stormy and Jaeger looked after our dogs.

      Because Hutch and I wouldn’t miss it for the world.

      And we didn’t.

      

      Word from Orlando was, well…hilarious.

      All my friends who had become acquaintance/friends with Bryce drifted away from him due to his constant bent to be so messy.

      But God love my gal, Olivia.

      She kept her ear to the ground.

      Though, it wasn’t Olivia who called to tell me Tara was pregnant with her new hubby’s baby. It was Tara.

      She sounded so happy on the phone, bright and free.

      It was amazing.

      Bryce, on the other hand, never ponged back to me, thankfully.

      Instead, he married a woman who, six months in, went on a cruise with her girls, fucked the steel drum player in the ship’s band, came home, filed for divorce and moved to Curaçao.

      Olivia said he was crushed.

      That wasn’t what I was feeling.

      

      Abigail and I had our girls’ day, during which we took Jill’s history tour.

      I’d read the whole book, returned it to the library, and got my library card. But Jill’s tour—which cost twenty bucks, lasted two hours, and you walked a lot further than a mile—was fascinating.

      She knew her stuff, and she was correct.

      There was a ton of fascinating history in Misted Pines.

      After the tour, Jill went with Abigail and I to Aromacobana for coffee and treats, and we all talked about how great an idea the museum would be. We then started planning how we could get the town council to agree.

      We were going to start with petitions while Jill and Abigail drew up a plan to present to the council.

      Money was money, and although Misted Pines thrived, it wasn’t like it was populated by billionaires (not that any of them paid much tax anyway), so it was a long shot the council could find enough tax dollars to build a museum.

      But we were going to try.

      And we had hope.

      

      Getting Hutch’s permission, later, I invited Jill up to see the Tate kitchen.

      She was suitably enthralled.

      Not long later, she came home to find that leather chair she wanted in my shop outside her door with a big bow on it and a thank-you note from me (though, Hutch delivered it for me).

      She called, crying, asking how I knew she’d always wanted a reading chair just like that, but she could never afford it.

      I told her shopkeepers had their ways.

      Sure, refinishing that chair had taken a lot of time and energy.

      But in the end, it found its way to where it was supposed to be.

      

      The shop kept going strong under Abigail’s management, and we both took my cross-marketing thing with Kimmy and ran with it.

      I found a big old wood-framed, school green chalkboard, and Hutch and Brett mounted it on the wall just inside the door to my shop.

      Julie was really artistic, so once a week, she used colored chalk to prettily draw on the board a schedule of the happenings in Misted Pines: Jill’s tour times, Bob Wagoner’s trail rides, the farmer’s market, what was showing at the cinema, events and classes at the Art Center, deals the spa was having at the Pinetop, high school games, plays and concerts, performances in Frick Park, parades, all that kind of thing.

      I noted more than once folks who came in took a picture of it.

      Further, we made a deal with Jenna, who owned Mistery Flowers and Gifts, and she sent a big bouquet for our counter every Monday that we placed a card under so people knew it came from her. We sold boxes of the candy store’s homemade fudge. Made more deals with artists at the Art Center to sell their stuff, along with pointing people to the shop at the center where they could find more.

      And I was pretty proud of the leaflet I designed on my laptop over a map of the town that looked like a (prettier) legend of a mall that explained what you could find where in terms of shopping, food and entertainment in Misted Pines.

      And everyone carried them.

      It was rad.

      

      However, I had no idea what I was getting into when I made my deal with Kimmy, considering she took it as carte blanche to decorate my store for every holiday.

      Even so, as noted, she was good at it.

      And the Christmas look she gave The Groove?

      It was off the hook.

      

      Slowly, I made my mark on Hutch’s cabin.

      I didn’t girlify it or anything.

      But some of the buckshot hit Hutch’s couch, and since mine was newer, longer and comfier, we sold his online and moved mine in.

      Before I returned the pictures of Clementine and Chisolm to Jill, I had copies made (with her permission), and I framed the one on their wedding day and hung it in the kitchen.

      I did my thing with baskets, pottery, throw blankets, toss pillows, art and lamps, but I didn’t fill the place with knickknacks and clutter.

      It looked like what it used to look like.

      Just…homier.

      

      Hutch could do homier too, though in his way.

      For example, I came home one day and found an attractive wine rack in the living room, and it was filled with wine.

      Then, he’d been out on the errand for me of picking up some stuff I won in an online auction, and when he was there, he bought a load of copper cookware that hadn’t sold, but I’d told him while I was bidding that I’d fallen in love with it.

      I didn’t get it because I didn’t think it would sell in the shop since the reserve price was so high, thus my price would need to be higher.

      But I told him I wanted it for us because it would be absolutely perfect in the kitchen (it was so gorgeous, we didn’t have to put it away, and cooking with it would be a dream).

      But again, I couldn’t buy it, yeah, because the reserve price was so high.

      Hutch didn’t agree.

      I came home to that cookware.

      He was a man who did those kinds of things.

      And I was a woman who was lucky to have that kind of man.

      

      Hutch had one more soul-baring session in him.

      It came close after the night Enstrom and his boys stormed our log cabin.

      He shared he’d had his PI friend look into me.

      I could tell he thought I’d be pissed.

      But I was not.

      It just proved how much he liked me from the very beginning.

      I still gave him shit, but I knew he knew with the way he grinned at me through it that I didn’t mean it.

      But a girl’s gotta keep up appearances.

      

      Though open communication with your guy would inevitably lead to some disagreements.

      And this happened when Hutch sat me down in the kitchen and told me he’d made a decision about said kitchen.

      He was going to have it dismantled and auctioned so he could donate the proceeds to the sanctuary. He was then going to have whatever kitchen I wanted installed.

      After he shared that, I shared, if he auctioned that kitchen, I’d be buying it and reinstalling it.

      And I countered with us having a look at the money I’d saved from unloading my life in Orlando, as well as the money Frank gave me. We would decide what we needed for our lives and our futures, set that aside, and give the rest to Stony Bluff.

      I thought Hutch would push back, but instead, he asked me to show him my accounts.

      And thus, we sat in our comfy, warm kitchen and decided how much to set aside to pay for adding onto the house (we’d need more room for kids), updates of the bathrooms (because they were not vintage-fun old, they were just out of date), future college and wedding funds, along with an account to add to our retirement and a little more just in case something crappy happened.

      In the end, we’d be keeping a lot.

      But that didn’t mean Stony Bluff didn’t get a huge-ass check.

      

      During this discussion, the only dissension we had was that, for some reason, Hutch was adamant about personally paying for my workshop.

      This dissension started because I didn’t know that reason.

      It seemed logical—since I had the money (we had it), and it would be me who was using that workshop, not Hutch—that I could pay for it.

      Not to mention, bottom line, it was half a dozen of one, six of the other.

      I was not a woman who would make my own money and do a joint account with my man.

      Make no mistake, I trusted Hutch implicitly.

      But we were both individuals, and I wasn’t going to ask him to lose that part of his individuality, and I knew without any discussion he wouldn’t ask for the same.

      Even so, regardless of what account it was in, it was our money, so who cared what part of it was used to build the workshop? (Yeah, yeah, I know, if this was the case, why was I arguing?—but I just didn’t get where he was coming from.)

      Thus begun bickering, bickering that got heated, and finally, Hutch exploded, “I will not have you spend your days doing something you love in a place that man built!”

      I immediately acquiesced.

      I did this not reminding him that Frank Groove’s money would be building our future children’s bedrooms and be the basis for paying for their college and weddings.

      I got him.

      The workshop would only be mine.

      And that, Hutch couldn’t tolerate.

      So Hutch paid for my workshop.

      

      Just to say, when it came down to it, Hutch designed an epic workshop that had everything I needed, along with everything I could dream, including a lounge area with a couch and comfortable chairs, a fridge and well-sealed (so the critters wouldn’t smell it and come looking) cabinets to hold snacks.

      Like I said, it had everything.

      We put my TV out there, and as such, the cabin remained television free.

      Tell you what, I didn’t miss it, and after the workshop went up, I rarely used it.

      I much preferred spending my time doing chores and getting the shit out of the way, so I had more of it to hang with Abigail and her family, go to yoga and meditation with just Abigail, grab a meal with Kimmy, go to dinner at Mrs. Matthews’s house, get a coffee with Lillian, Nadia, Cin or Delphine (Cade’s partner, I nearly bricked it when I met someone that famous, it was so cool, then I found she was down to earth, and I chilled out), at the rescue scooping poop or cleaning litterboxes or at the sanctuary, learning how to feed owls and baby moose.

      But mostly, I used my added time spending my evenings in a cuddle with my guy on the couch in front of a fire while we both read.

      Or with me stretched out on it, again reading (some of the time), while Hutch sat in his chair and strummed his guitar (cuddle time was number one, but it was a close second, being there to witness the miracle of how Hutch wrote his songs).

      We didn’t shut out the real world.

      But we didn’t let it intrude on the quiet and peace of our patch of land on the mountain.

      There was always going to be pain, tragedy, atrocities and discord, and we could feel it, we could care about it, we could do what we could about it.

      But not on our patch.

      Not on our mountain.

      

      Hutch would pick a night at The Link when I was sitting at a table with Stormy and Jaeger to unveil the song he wrote for me.

      It wasn’t like any of his other songs.

      It reminded me of “Bloom” by The Paper Kites.

      It was gentle. And sweet. Mature. Longing. Loving.

      Hopeful.

      I sat at that table months after I met my guy—a table I sat at back then with strangers, but sat there right then listening to his song for me, doing it among friends—and I didn’t know whether to throw my beer at him for giving me that extraordinary gift in public, or throw myself at him and kiss him all over…in public.

      In the end, I just sat there, mesmerized, as silent tears fell down my cheeks, and my man, my guy, my Hutch sang my song with his eyes never leaving me.

      And when it was over, he gave me the most beautiful smile in the world.

      It was gentle.

      Sweet.

      Mature.

      Longing, loving.

      And hopeful.

      

      By the way, I indulged in that “kiss him all over” when we were in private.

      It was worth the wait.

      

      But I’m kinda getting ahead of myself.

      So let’s go back a bit.
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      Hutch made me come with his mouth, his hands gripping the backs of my thighs to hold them high and wide, my fingers gripping his hair.

      After I finished, he kissed his way up my body, shoved his face in my neck, and glided his cock inside me.

      I took him, skimming my hands across his skin, scratching my nails down his back, pressing kisses where I could, touching my tongue other places.

      It took a while for Hutch to build it, but he knew I liked the simple feel of him on top of me, moving inside me, he knew I liked to be present when he found his, so he didn’t try to push for another orgasm from me (this time).

      He eventually filled me, his body tensing, and he growled into my skin when he found his.

      He stayed there, nuzzling me and catching his breath as he came down.

      And only when he was down did he lift his head to look at me.

      I tangled my fingers in his hair.

      It was longer.

      And the mustache was still there, but it’d been joined by a beard.

      Hutch explained he grew a beard every winter (the mustache had been a new thing, and since I liked it, he was keeping it).

      I was down for the change, because not only did he look fantastic with a beard, it felt fantastic too.

      “This is getting long,” I whispered, mussing his hair.

      “Want me to make a barber’s appointment?” he asked.

      “Honey, it’s your hair.”

      “That’s not an answer to my question.”

      “You’re kinda transitioning into Chisolm,” I teased.

      He chuckled and replied, “Beard goes in the spring, hair cut also in the spring. Deal?”

      I wasn’t all that fired up with him getting rid of the beard. I very much liked it.

      But it was his face.

      “I’ll take you any way you come. So yeah, I guess. Deal.”

      He kissed me, pulled out of me, and we rolled out of bed because it was a big day.

      And it started out stellar.

      But as ever, we had plans. A busy day.

      We needed to get moving.

      

      I was dodging puppies underfoot in the kitchen while talking to Mona on the phone and sorting out what we’d be taking with us for the party tonight.

      By the by, once they were toilet trained, Hutch let the puppies have the run of the house.

      With Hannibal, Tonks and Moxie, this was a lot.

      Fortunately, Moxie had experience with two big dogs, and a motherly instinct, so after a few iffy incidents where the pups (namely Kratos, he wanted Moxie to be his friend sooooo bad) got a little scratching, things calmed down. And you could often find her cuddled up with one and licking it or herding them where she wanted them to be.

      Hutch said this puppy freedom was for three reasons.

      The first, that room was too small for five growing Corsos (truth).

      The second, it meant he and I (yup, I got roped in as a matter of course, though, no complaints here) could do ongoing training by regularly reinforcing the basic commands they’d already learned.

      The last, it meant they were socialized.

      Unspoken: he was not going to put puppies, even if they were already the size of some medium-sized dogs, out in pens in the winter.

      Also unspoken: he enjoyed this time with his babies before he had to get serious.

      “Oh my God, we are so not waiting until Halloween to dress up as the Sanderson sisters and scare kiddos,” Mona moaned in my ear. “You’ve sent pictures of the man. I need to see if this dude is for real.”

      “I’ve also sent video.” And I did. Of Hutch singing. Also Hutch playing one-on-one with Stormy. Further, Hutch drilling Nike on her “sit” and “stay” commands. “And you saw the TikTok video. I can’t photoshop a whole video, much less four of them.”

      “Okay, then you two come down in March or April, before it gets muggy, and Kacey and I will come up for Halloween.”

      This might be doable, if Hutch was up for it.

      “Let me discuss it with Hutch.”

      He was at the stove making us breakfast.

      Hearing his name, he turned to me and raised his brows.

      I waved at him in a later gesture and went back to Mona.

      “Listen, we have a packed day. I need to get on with it. So I gotta say love you, have a Merry Christmas, I’ll text tomorrow, and we’ll talk before the New Year.”

      “Okay. Give those puppies, your kitty, the kiddos and your hot guy a snuggle for me,” she bid.

      “I will.”

      “Love you too, Ca…Mabel.”

      We’d known each other a long time. It was tough for her to get used to me not being Callie.

      She was getting there, though.

      “Love you too, babe. Bye.”

      “Bye. And Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      I rang off and grabbed the Tupperware that I was going to use to transport the Christmas tree cookie stacks I’d made for the party.

      “What are you supposed to talk to me about?” Hutch asked.

      “Mona wants to meet you sooner rather than later,” I told him. “So she’s asked us to come down in March or April.”

      I could tell by the way his beard flattened around his lips, he was not at one with a trip to Orlando, in March or April, or ever.

      “Maybe we can meet them there, spend a day or two, and we can all head down to the Keys. The good Keys, not the touristy Keys. So you can go out and fish or…whatever,” I suggested.

      And now I could tell by the way his brown eyes lit, that was a consideration.

      “We don’t have to make a decision immediately. We can think on it,” I said.

      “Good, because now is food,” Hutch replied, loading up our plates.

      I abandoned the cookie stacks and headed for the coffee pot.

      I warmed both our cups and sat with him at the table in front of the stove.

      “Is all the shit we’re taking in those totes by the back door?” he asked before munching a bite of bacon.

      “All the shit” was all the presents I bought and wrapped that we were going to take around to our friends’ houses after we did our first thing on the schedule for the day (our first thing after making love, doggie business, showering, getting ready, me packing totes, Hutch making breakfast, and a conversation with Mona, that was).

      We weren’t visiting with friends. It was Christmas Eve, and I didn’t want to take anyone’s time if they were celebrating or preparing for the big day.

      And anyway, the presents were no big deal. It didn’t need a production.

      We were just going to drop them at doors, drive away, and I’d text to say, when they had time, they should go grab what we left and enjoy.

      Except for Abigail and Brett’s house.

      That was going to be the end of the day, because they had what Abigail called their yearly No Nonsense Buckner Christmas Eve Potluck.

      It was a tradition. They started it the first year they moved in together.

      They provided wine and beer and some minimal snacks.

      The rest was provided by whoever showed up.

      It started at five and ended at nine.

      I had no idea how they pulled it off on top of having two little kids and needing to handle their Christmas as both Mom and Dad and Santa.

      But Abigail said, “They’ll grow up with that. Family. Friends. People around. Telling jokes. Making memories. Eating food. Exchanging presents. It might be a tradition they continue. It just gives you more to look forward to during the season. And as far as I’m concerned, there can’t be too much to look forward to at Christmas.”

      One could say, if Abigail started wearing all Christmas, all the time, Kimmy would have a run for her money.

      “Yeah. Just have the cookie stacks for the potluck to pack up and it’s good to go,” I answered Hutch’s question.

      “I’ll load after we do the dishes,” he muttered to his plate.

      Another thing about my guy I just had to let go.

      I was perfectly capable of carrying totes to the truck.

      And sure, I liked to look good, turn myself out, do up my face and hair and stuff like that, but I wasn’t a primper, and I was already mostly ready.

      But I’d find things to make myself busy doing so he could load up the truck and his woman could remain inside to stay warm.

      There were things to bicker about and things to fight about.

      But that wasn’t one of them.

      “Great, honey,” I said, forking into some eggs.

      “Our first Christmas.”

      The way he said that made me look at him.

      Gone was the let’s-eat-and-get-this-show-on-the-road vibe.

      In its place was another version of Hutch looking at me like the fan, the filter and the good lighting was back.

      He had many versions of that look.

      I cherished every one of them.

      “Our first Christmas,” I whispered.

      “You know I love you, Mabel, yeah?”

      Oh God, oh God, oh God.

      I knew he did.

      But that was the first time he put it out there.

      “Yeah,” I said. “You know I love you, Hutch, yeah?”

      “Oh yeah,” he said.

      “We need to stop this or I’m going to jump you over the kitchen table,” I warned.

      His beard twitched, and he went back to his food, muttering, “No matter how hard I work, seems I never top you up with orgasms.”

      “This is your lot for the rest of your life,” I said to my own plate.

      He chuckled.

      He didn’t mind.

      Though, I hoped he knew I wasn’t kidding.

      

      We stood in the snow, away from the bed of Hutch’s truck, all of us bundled up against the cold.

      Dr. Simmons and Calvin, her vet tech, along with Hutch were carefully dragging the big cage to the end of the opened back gate.

      We were all hushed, even Emma, who was standing with me, Abigail, Brett, and Liam as we watched and waited.

      Calvin hopped down.

      Dr. Simmons got in position.

      And Hutch threw open the door to the cage.

      We all held our breath as Hunter, the golden eagle Hutch and Dr. Simmons rescued two and a half months ago, hopped to the edge of the cage and immediately took flight.

      We all gasped as he flapped his wings and caught wind.

      The width of his wingspan was unbelievable.

      Hutch came to stand by me, slinging his arms around my shoulders as we all watched Hunter glide away, and we did it cheering and clapping (except Hutch, one of his arms was busy).

      Then Hunter rounded back toward us.

      It wasn’t a dive bomb or even a swoop.

      But you couldn’t miss it was a thank you.

      He did that before he tipped his wings and banked to reverse course, rising, rising, rising high.

      And he soared away.

      

      There were many memories I was stamping and cataloging in my brain so I would never, ever forget them.

      The sight and sound of Hutch singing and playing, especially the time I first met him, also especially when he sang my song.

      The feel of Moxie curling into Tonks that first night we all slept together.

      The way Mrs. Matthews grabbed that sourdough out of my hands, and the way her son sat and played with the pups and told me her story.

      Hutch making twenty baskets in a row.

      Cicely crashed out on her daddy’s wide chest.

      When we went for that hike, Stormy swinging his son on his back and looking up at him while Viggo held tight to his dad’s neck, the hardness of life, betrayal and heartbreaking decisions falling away from Stormy’s face as he smiled at his boy.

      Ledger beating me at cards.

      Emma saying the words “Missa Hutch.”

      The sound of Jill’s voice filled with surprise and gratitude when she thanked me for the chair.

      Liam concentrating so hard when he and Hutch built that Mos Eisley Cantina out of Lego that night we babysat for Abigail and Brett.

      Abigail anytime we got to laughing wherever we were. Behind the counter at The Groove. At Aromacobana. In her kitchen. In mine.

      Watching Hutch drag in the tree he cut down so we could decorate it with ornaments I’d cherry-picked out of all the stuff I collected during my forays.

      And driving up to our little cabin after a day in the town on Christmas Eve—a cabin you couldn’t see from CR 10 (not even an inch of it)—but still, the Christmas tree with its multitude of twinkling, colored lights was sparking happily into the dark winter night at the front window.

      As Hutch drove around to the back to park, I got choked up.

      Thirty-one years.

      Thirty-one years, and just now, just this very instant, was the first time I arrived home.

      We got out.

      Went in.

      Supervised the dogs’ taking care of business.

      Got them back in from the cold.

      I found Moxie and offered many cuddles as an apology for leaving her with seven puppers all day all by herself while Hutch did the second feeding and then started warming milk on the stove before he built fires in the living room and our bedroom.

      And not long later, with empty cocoa mugs on the coffee table, we ended up in jeans, Henleys and wool socks, the Christmas tree and the fire the only illumination in our living room, as we cuddled on a comfy, corduroy couch.

      “So spill it,” he said quietly.

      He was on his back. I was tucked to his side facing the room with my head on his shoulder.

      I lifted my head and looked down at him.

      “Spill what?”

      “What you were thinking when we drove up to the house.”

      The man missed nothing.

      “I’ll go first,” he said before I could bare all (again).

      “Okay,” I replied quietly.

      “I’ve never in my life looked forward to a Christmas, until this one.”

      Oh God.

      “Hutch,” I pushed out throatily.

      “Something always dragged on it. Something would always happen during it. Or I was on my own. I had friends who looked after me, but I was still on my own. Coming home with you to our dogs, our cat and that tree, I felt like I was a fuckin’ kid again. And I don’t give that first shit what you bought me. It isn’t about that. It’s about this.” His arm around me gave me a squeeze. “It’s about knowing I’ll be waking up with you tomorrow. Spending the day making love and opening presents and eating. It’s about next Christmas, knowing I’ll have the same.”

      “And every Christmas until you die,” I added.

      His beard lifted in a gentle smile.

      “And every Christmas until I die,” he whispered.

      I pushed up and gave him a quick kiss.

      “Now you,” he prompted.

      “Okay.” I agreed. “I was thinking, I’ve been bounced around to places all my life where I didn’t want to be. No shade on Orlando, but I didn’t even pick that. My work did. And I was thinking, tonight, for the first time, I was finally coming home. And yes, home is our animals, and home will always be you, but it means something to me that home, for me, will be a place. This place. A place where I’ll always be, beside you, and when I die first at one hundred and seven⁠—”

      “You aren’t goin’ before me.”

      I ignored his interruption and carried on.

      “I’ll do it being okay with it. Because you’ll be here. And no matter what, I’ll always be here with you.”

      For a second, Hutch didn’t move.

      Then he did, rolling into me and taking my mouth.

      Vaguely, I heard Tonks yodel for no reason.

      And Hannibal groan as he settled in.

      The fire crackling.

      Off in the distance what I didn’t hear was an owl hooting.

      And some white-tailed deer crunching through the snow.

      This all happened because all was as it should be on Hutch’s and my patch.

      And no matter what…

      It always would be.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        The tales from Misted Pines will continue…
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