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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “I hate to ask but…” Cynthia asked, clutching the phone closely.   
 
    Eve inhaled sharply at her best friend’s words.  “Don’t you dare!  You know your mother is almost as important to me as she is to you.  I’m packing now and will be there by tomorrow!” 
 
    Cynthia sighed, leaning her head against the rough wooden post of her bar.  “Thank you!” she whispered with heartfelt appreciation.   
 
    “Cyn, I know you’re worried about your mom.  So, go pack.  Don’t worry about anything.  I’ve spent many a summer working at your place, so you know that I know the ins and outs of The Bull Frog.  I can handle the bar and anything that might happen for as long as needed.  I have my camera equipment and can work from anywhere.  Just take care of Aunt Mona, okay?” she said, referring to Cynthia’s mother who had moved to Florida several years ago after retiring.  Mona had built up The Bull Frog, a local bar in the small mountain town of Minneville about thirty minutes outside of Denver after Cynthia’s father disappeared.   
 
    Eve and Cynthia had met working at the ski resort in Jackson Hole, Wyoming several years ago.  Eve had been in college and Cynthia in high school, but the two became fast friends while sharing one of the dorm rooms the resort provided to their seasonal staff members.   
 
     “You get ready.  I’m hitting the road and I’ll be there by dinnertime tomorrow, okay?”  
 
    There was a sniffle on the other end and Eve’s heart tightened in sympathy.  “Thanks Eve.” 
 
     “She’s going to be okay, Cyn.  You know that, right?” 
 
    Cynthia didn’t say anything for a long moment, but eventually, her friend sniffed again, then said, “Yes!” with more emphasis.   
 
    “Good! I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?!”  
 
    Eve jumped, shocked by the angry demand.  So far, she’d only received warm, friendly greetings from Cynthia’s regular customers.   
 
    Turning to face the owner of the deep voice, her own anger sparked.  He was tall, broad shouldered, intimidating and carried handcuffs, as well as a gun on his hip.  The law enforcement badge softened the fear of that gun, but he was still scowling darkly, which caused her heart to flutter in a girly manner that irritated her more than the anger in his voice.  The man might look exceedingly hot in that uniform, but that didn’t give him the right to sound so angry towards her.   
 
    It took her several seconds to remember that this wasn’t her place and alienating the sheriff might not be the best idea.  Small towns meant gossip.  At the moment, The Bull Frog, Cynthia’s adorable little pub, was filled with locals, most of whom were curious about who would be running the place while Cynthia was out of town.   
 
    Pasting a bright, hopefully friendly, smile on her face, she tucked the empty pitcher under one arm and extended her other hand.  “I’m Eve, Cynthia’s friend.  I’ll be helping out here until Mona is better.” 
 
    He silently studied Eve for a long moment.  So long that Eve felt more than a little awkward with her hand sticking out like that.  Finally, the man moved closer, taking her hand and shaking it briefly.  Very briefly.   
 
    “Sheriff Jones,” he replied quietly. 
 
    Eve continued to smile, trying to ease the man’s glare.  He was so tall, well over six feet tall, and the heavy, brown jacket he was wearing made his shoulders look even more impossibly broad.  The hat and the gun… delicious!  And she couldn’t forget those handcuffs!  Not that she was into that sort of stuff.  But if she were…into the handcuffs…she would really like to be handcuffed by this guy.  Hmmm…maybe she was into the handcuffs after all.  Blinking, she met his gaze and tried to focus her thoughts. 
 
    Okay, not productive, she scolded herself firmly. She wasn’t attracted to him.  Not even slightly.  Another point, she hadn’t done anything wrong.  So, why was he snapping at her?  Surely he couldn’t read her mind and know that she found his handcuffs appealing!  Because she didn’t!  Not…well, okay, maybe a little!   
 
    “When’s Cynthia coming back?” Mr. Grouchy demanded impatiently, snapping her back to the conversation.  
 
    Eve stiffened at his belligerent tone.  “I don’t know.”  Eve moved closer, struggling to keep her hopefully-still-friendly smile in place.  The whole pub was staring and she didn’t enjoy being the center of attention.  “She’ll be gone for as long as she needs to be gone.” 
 
     “You don’t have a job to get back to?”  
 
    Eve considered pointing out it was none of his business, but that small town issue raised its ugly head once again.  “I’m a photographer.  I can work anywhere.  The wilds of Colorado will be an interesting change of pace for me.” 
 
    Incredibly, the scowl on his too-handsome face deepened.  Did the man even know how to smile?  Was it a skill that had to be learned? 
 
    “You’re a bit of a grumpy-Gus, aren’t you?” she whispered, leaning forward slightly.  “How about if I get you a drink?  A beer?  Maybe some cheese fries?” 
 
    The man continued to glower at her and she shifted her feet, beginning to feel more than slightly self-conscious.  “I’m on duty.” 
 
    That made sense, with the uniform and all.  “Well, why don’t you come on back when you’re off duty?” she offered.  “I’m sure a big ole basket of something greasy will help loosen up that smile!  I know it’s in there somewhere.”   
 
    She heard someone behind her chuckle and cringed. “Anyway, I’m not here to cause trouble, Sheriff,” she said, thinking of the old western movies her father had loved.  “I’m just covering for Cynthia.”  She pretended to salute.  “No trouble at all, sir!”  She even added a curtsy for good measure.   
 
    Mr. Grouchy sighed, rolling his eyes.  “I doubt you can help it,” he muttered under his breath.  In a louder voice, he warned, “Watch out for the Miller twins.  I found them by your back door a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Several groans were heard and Eve wondered what harm a couple of boys could do, but she nodded.  “Got it.  Miller boys.  Trouble.  No beer till you’re off duty.”  
 
    She could practically see the gears turning in his head as he tried to figure out if she was mocking him.  But not by a twitch of her lashes did she betray herself.  In the end, he didn’t call her out and turned on his heel before heading out the door.  “Snow’s on the way.” 
 
    Again, a wave of groans was heard and she looked around in surprise.  “Snow?”  She blinked. “But its April!  Surely there can’t…” 
 
    The laughter stopped her words, indicating that yes, in April, there definitely could be snow.  “Okay, fine!  Snow in April.  That means fires.  I need to stock up on marshmallows.” 
 
    With that, she moved back to the bar.  “How about you?  Ready to try the lilac martini?”  
 
    Joe, a gruff old hunter who came up to the mountains on the weekend to fish, chuckled as he shook his head.  There were only about three hundred residents of Minneville, she’d discovered.  But that number swelled to over six thousand during the summer weekends and about half that number during the winter weekends.  There were cabins all over the surrounding woods and most of the people who rented them came into town to eat and buy supplies for camping, skiing, fishing, hiking, or whatever else they might dream up to do.   
 
    Scanning the room, she knew that Annie, the waitress that helped out most nights, could handle the tables, so Eve stayed behind the bar, pouring beers for the guys sitting on the tall stools, none of whom wanted to get close to her lilac martini.  Go figure!   
 
    During a lull in the beer-pouring, she decided to be proactive about the menu.  Cynthia and her mother had made The Bull Frog profitable over the years by offering not just beer, but also greasy, delicious, snack foods.  Nothing complicated, but perennial favorites such as cheese fries sprinkled with bacon and sour cream or spicy wings.  Unfortunately, the profits had dwindled recently and Eve was just the person to spice things up!  Eve loved to experiment and wanted to try something different while she was here.  Maybe a bit of variety would bring people in, adding a bit of excitement to the options.   
 
    “So what should we have on the menu tomorrow?” she asked, opening her computer and pulling up her favorite recipe website.  Clicking through options, she pinned several ideas to a new board, tossing out ideas to the four guys sitting at the bar.  “How about stuffed potatoes with gruyere cheese?” she offered up.   
 
    All four men looked at her as if she’d lost her mind.   
 
    “Okay!” she clicked a few more pictures.  “Sweet potato bites with goat cheese and…” she didn’t even finish that statement, the looks on their faces nixing that idea too.  “Potato puffs?”  She almost laughed at the horror on their whiskered faces, then took the empty mug of one guy, filling it up, sliding it down the polished bar and grabbing his three dollars before going back to her computer.  She looked at the options, then at the men.  Maybe I’m doing this wrong, she thought.  “How about Bear Patties?” she offered, looking at the picture of the sweet potato slice with a dollop of goat cheese and cranberries sprinkled over it.  The picture looked easy to create.   
 
    All four men tilted their heads slightly as if they were considering the possibility.  “Yeah.  I’d try a Bear Patty.” 
 
    Eve mentally rolled her eyes, thinking that some men never really grew out of their teen years.  Make a guy think he was eating bear dung and he was all over it.  Go figure!   
 
    “Okay, I’ll try Bear Patties tomorrow night for an interesting appetizer.  And what about a blue devil shot for a specialty drink?” 
 
    More grunts, but the men looked at each other, interest lighting up their eyes.  “Cynthia never gave us specialty drinks,” one of them admitted.  “Might like the taste of a blue devil.” 
 
    The others grunted their agreement and Eve pinned the cocktail to a board for future reference as well.  She’d have to pour it into shot glasses instead of the pretty martini glasses that she’d found in the back of Cynthia’s storage area, but she didn’t mind.  It would be nice to increase the revenues in this place.  Eve had reviewed the accounting books last night and realized that Cynthia had barely managed to make ends meet over the past few months.  Something had to change.   
 
    “Okay, patties and devils.  Spread the word and we’ll see if the offerings help anyone’s hunting or fishing the next day.”   
 
    The men obviously liked that idea.  At least, she thought they were smiling.  Some of them had beards so thick and wiry, it was hard to determine their expressions.   
 
    Three hours later, Eve was more than ready to call it a night.  Only a half hour until closing and the place had slowly cleared out.  Most of the men wanted to get an early start, something about bears and watering holes…she didn’t want to know.   
 
    “What the hell is a blue devil shot and how in the world do you think it might improve a man’s chances of catching a trout?” 
 
    Eve spun around, dropping the dishrag she’d been using to dry her hands.  Sure enough, Mr. Grouchy was back, his wide-brimmed, sheriff’s hat tipped back so she could see his eyes more clearly this time.  Nice, she thought.  Just as handsome as she remembered.  And oh boy, he still had those handcuffs!   
 
    She shook the thought away.  “I must be tired,” she muttered.   
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.”   
 
    Eve moved back behind the bar, thinking it was probably safer there.  She couldn’t reach the jerk to punch him in the nose for being rude again.  Eve doubted the local law enforcement hottie would appreciate being punched.  That would most likely qualify as “assaulting an officer”, even if he deserved it.   
 
      
 
    Mack watched the delicately built woman carefully, noting the fatigue that slowed her step.  Gone was the bright, sunshiny smile and glowing eyes.  This woman was wiped out.  He wanted to tell her that he could get rid of the last two customers for her so she could close up and go to bed, but…well, he didn’t want her hanging around Minneville.  He wanted her gone.  She was too delicate, too sweet…and way too tempting.  She was like a breath of fresh air and he didn’t like it.   
 
    Yeah, he knew that he was grumpy at the moment, but he didn’t care.  His town didn’t need a woman like her.  She’d been here for less than two days, and already she was changing things up.   
 
    When she left, he knew that she’d leave behind a disaster in her wake and he wanted to protect the people who lived here.  Their lives were tough enough already.  No need to get them used to something and then have it ripped away.   
 
    The woman tossed that rag into the bar sink and leaned against the counter, arms spread out wide as she watched him.  Blue eyes, he noticed.  And dark, curly hair, pale skin, soft lips.  Too soft.  Everything about her was too soft.   
 
    It would be one thing if this woman were here only for a weekend.  Yeah, he could manage that.  He might even like her, if she was just here for a short visit.  A visitor wouldn’t stir things up.  A visitor could be enjoyed and then he’d simply wave as she moved on to a life that was a bit more interesting than life up here in this small, mountain town.  Winters were brutally cold and the summers were filled with tourists.  Eve Henderson wouldn’t make it here.  Too soft.   
 
    “You ready for that beer, Sheriff?” she asked, trying to hide her exhaustion, but he could still see it.  It was there and he had the crazy instinct to pull her into his arms and kiss her until he earned a real smile from her.   
 
    Damn, she was enticing! 
 
    “Nope.  Seen the Miller twins yet?”  
 
    She paused, her head tilting slightly, which drew his gaze to the gentle curve of her neck.  He wondered if she smelled as good as she looked.   
 
    “Honestly Sheriff, I’m not sure if I could tell the difference between any of the men around here.  They all wear thick, flannel shirts, every one of them seems to be in a competition to grow the thickest beard possible, and by the time they’ve ordered their fifth beer, I doubt any of them could tell the difference between themselves and their neighbor.  So no, I don’t think I’ve seen these mischievous Miller twins although, if they were here tonight, they didn’t introduce themselves.” 
 
    Mack chuckled.  “Fair enough.  And no, I doubt either of the twins would take the time to introduce themselves to you, but you’ll know them when you see them.” 
 
    “Are they lost?” she asked, suddenly worried.  “I know the temperature drops pretty fast out here once the sun goes down.” 
 
    The sudden urge to pull her into his arms and bury his nose in her soft, dark mass of hair hit him square between the eyes.  In reaction, he pulled back, refusing to even contemplate getting involved with a woman who was going to be around only long enough to realize that she didn’t fit in around here.   
 
    The question in her eyes pulled his mind away from the tempting scent of her hair.  “No.  They’re not lost.  Those twins know these woods better than anyone.  I’ll check in with their mother.  They’re probably home by now.”   
 
    He tipped his hat towards her and tried to walk away, but her mouth falling open stopped his retreat.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed.  Mack suspected she had absolutely no idea of how tempting she looked. 
 
    “Did you just tip your hat back, Sheriff?” she asked, that distractingly sunny smile forming on her pretty, full lips.  Lips that were still pink even though all of the lipstick he’d noticed earlier was gone.  She actually looked prettier now, with her makeup worn off and the soft, overhead lights creating shadows on her pale skin.   
 
    It irked him that he was focused on trying not to kiss her and she was focused on his hat.  What the hell is wrong with his hat?  “I guess so.  Was that wrong?”  
 
    That sexy smile widened.  Then her pretty white teeth bit down on her plump lower lip.  “No.  Not wrong.”  She did that head tilt thing again.  “It’s actually pretty hot, Sheriff.”  With a wink, she turned around and headed over to the last two customers.  For a long moment, he stood there, stunned while he enjoyed the soft sway of her hips.   
 
    Mack realized where his mind had gone and he shook his head.  Sexy butts were not on his agenda tonight.   
 
    He stomped out of the bar, relieved by the bite of the cold night air hitting his face.  What was it about her?   Yeah, it had been a long, hard winter, but even during the cold months, he could make it down the mountain to one of the other towns and find female companionship when he needed it.  He wasn’t sex starved, but the way his body had reacted to her round curves and sweet smile, one would think he hadn’t seen a woman in a decade!   
 
    A movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention and he sighed inwardly.  Moving across the street, he maneuvered himself around the boys that were whispering excitedly to each other, which could only mean trouble.  Sure enough, one of them had a match and was just about to light it when he jerked both of them back by the collars of their sweatshirts.  “Don’t even think it!” he snapped to the Miller twins.  “Are you nuts?  We haven’t had any rain for a week, Tyler!” he growled to the ten year old who stared up at him with his mouth hanging open.  “And you, James?  You’re supposed to be the reasonable one!  Why in the world would you let your brother try and set the forest on fire?” 
 
    “We weren’t…” 
 
    Mack shook both of them lightly, enough to let them know that their excuses wouldn’t fly.  “Time to get home,” he ordered, but he didn’t trust them to get home on their own.  “In the truck!” he ordered.  
 
    The boys dropped their heads as they trudged through the rocks towards the Bronco with the sheriff’s logo on the side.  They climbed into the back seat and Mack slammed the door shut.  He knew neither of them would dare try and slip out.   
 
    “How in the world did you see us?” Tyler asked.   
 
    Mack smothered a chuckle.  These boys were almost in plain sight and yet, they thought they’d been hidden.  “The movement of your shoulder reflected in the moonlight hitting the pine trees overhead,” he lied.  
 
    In the rearview mirror, he saw the boys turn to each other, awe in their identical faces.  “Awesome!” they whispered.   
 
    Mack had no doubt that he’d find both of them laying on their backs tomorrow, trying to see their reflections in the pine needles.  And he was fine with that.  No guilt whatsoever in lying to these boys, especially if it kept them out of trouble and safe for a few hours.  
 
    Five minutes later, he parked in the dirt driveway of their tiny home.  Their mother, Penny Miller, was a good woman. She worked two jobs to make ends meet after her husband bailed on her and the twins.  The whole town kept a friendly eye out for her boys.  But every once in a while, it was up to him or his deputies to pull them out of trouble.   
 
    “Out!” he ordered, putting the Bronco in park while the boys slid across the backseat.  “And apologize to your mother for being out late.” 
 
    As the boys scuttled off, Mack could hear them telling her about how they were going to find their reflections in pine needles tomorrow.   
 
    He’d barely gotten the Bronco in reverse before Penny burst out of the house. Sure enough, she was carrying a ceramic bowl of something.  
 
    “Evenin’ Penny.  Boys are okay.” 
 
    Penny looked exhausted, but that was normal. She cleaned hotel rooms during the weekends and houses during the week.  At night, she sometimes waited tables at one of the hotels closer to Denver.  She probably worked about seventy hours a week and her exhaustion showed.    
 
    “Sheriff, thanks so much for bringing the boys home.  I know they’re a bit of trouble lately and look like ragamuffins.  I’m getting them new clothes as soon as my next paycheck comes in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it Penny.  And don’t bother with new clothes in my opinion.  Only a few more weeks until school is out and we both know, those boys will just tear up their clothes climbing up to Smokey’s Bend every day.” 
 
    Penny laughed and, for a moment, he could see the beauty she must have been twenty years ago.  “You’re probably right, Sheriff.”  She extended her hands.  “Here.  I made chicken and dumpling soup.”   
 
    Mack accepted the steaming offering.  “Thanks Penny, but you know you don’t have to do this every time I bring the boys home.” 
 
    She shrugged and wiped her hands on the faded, flowered apron.  “I know.  I just…” she looked over at her tiny house and sighed.  “They’re just such a handful, you know?  I love them, but sometimes, I think they need bells around their necks!” 
 
    He laughed, not agreeing or disagreeing.  “Well, good night.” 
 
    He set the covered bowl on the seat beside him, then reversed out of the driveway.  Ten minutes later, he pulled up to his own home that resembled a basic log cabin from the outside, but he’d designed it with all of the bells and whistles on the inside.  He’d given Reid and Brant, his older brothers, all of his savings when they’d started up their company.  In return, they’d made him a stockholder and the company paid him huge dividends each year.   
 
    Gathering his gear from the back, he was just about to walk into the house when he remembered the soup.  With a sigh, he retrieved the ceramic bowl, balancing it in one hand while he hefted his rifle and cold weather emergency gear in his other.   
 
    He shoved the door open with his foot.  Locks weren’t really necessary in these parts.  Besides, if someone needed a place to warm up, he’d rather they just turn the knob rather than break a window to get in.   
 
    He dumped the gear by the front door, propped the rifle up by his bed, then carried the soup into the kitchen.  Without guilt, he dumped the soup down the drain.  Penny might be a hard worker, but she was a horrible cook.  Everyone in town knew.  Too bad Penny didn’t.   
 
    Popping the top on a beer from his fridge, he sat down in the leather chair and took a long pull on the beer.  His thoughts drifted back to the soft, delicate skin of one gorgeous but temporary bar tender.  Damn, she was a distraction.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    He made it a week.   
 
    Just one damn week!   
 
    Mack stood outside in the dark, worried about the woman!   
 
    Looking around, he wondered why there were so many trucks out here in the parking lot.  More than had been here in a long time.  The place was packed!  On a Thursday night?  What the hell was going on in The Bull Frog?  Thursdays weren’t normally a hopping time of the week.  They weren’t horrible for business, but he usually saw a mostly full parking lot on Friday and Saturday nights, when people from the city came up to their cabins or filled up the local hotels for a weekend of camping, hiking or fishing.   
 
    But there were even cars lining the side of the road.   
 
    What the hell?!   
 
    The door of The Bull Frog burst open, a blast of noise accompanying the emerging couple. He watched them for a moment, making sure they hadn’t had too much to drink before driving these narrow roads.  But the couple didn’t head to their car.  They…went into the woods?  Huh? 
 
    Shaking his head, he turned back to the bar.  They weren’t drunk and whatever they were planning in the woods was none of his business.  They were strangers, not residents.  If they wanted to get it on against the uncomfortable bark of a tree or the hard surface of a boulder, more power to em, he thought.   
 
    He needed to check on his latest temporary resident.  After calling Cynthia this afternoon, he knew that her mother wasn’t doing well.  Mona had been in the hospital for several days with acute pneumonia.  That meant that Eve would be here for a bit longer than he’d anticipated.   
 
    Stepping into the warmth of the bar, he surveyed the crowd.  A karaoke machine?  Where the hell had that come from?   
 
    Whatever, he thought with a shake of his head.  Again, none of his business.  Cynthia would have to deal with the repercussions of whatever her friend did to her bar.  Although, Mack was a bit shocked to see Joe Snider, the mighty Joe who caught the biggest trout recorded last year and had a reputation for being a surly curmudgeon, was belting out a Billy Joel song with a blond woman Mack had never seen before.   
 
    The enormous jars on the bar were also new.  One of them was filled with purple liquid and, on the back of the glass, written in chalk on a black background, was the words “Ladies” and underneath it, “Lilac Beauty”.  The other jar was emblazoned, “Hunters and Fishers” and then underneath “A Slug of?”   
 
    Interesting marketing concept, Mack thought.   
 
    He chuckled at the name of the cocktails as he looked around.  Just about every guy in the bar had a shot glass in front of him, some had several.  While the ladies were holding a delicate martini glass.  Most of those glasses were empty too, but some still had dregs of the pretty, lilac liquid.   
 
    Damn, Eve what’s-her-name had done a good job of marketing whatever concoction was in those jars.  But how the hell had she gotten so many out of towners up here?  He supposed it was possible that they’d come up just for the night but…well, Minneville wasn’t really a hot spot for the city folk.   
 
    He saw another couple walk up to the bar, but Eve shook her head, obviously letting the two people know that they were cut off.  They smiled to one another and laughed, then walked over to the karaoke machine and put their quarters in, selected their number and walked back to their table to wait their turn.   
 
    Other men had mugs of draft beer and some had bottles.  But all of them seemed to have at least tested the new cocktails, if the number of shot glasses and mini martini glasses littering the tables was any indication.   
 
     Eve was talking animatedly to a group of rough, bearded men and must have felt his gaze somehow because she paused and looked around.   
 
      
 
    Eve felt the weight of his gaze against her skin like sunshine.  Heat.  Lust.  Desire unlike anything she’d ever experienced before rolled over her like a wave.  She tried to look away, but couldn’t.  He was holding her captive.  The noise and laughter from the bar faded away.   
 
    All she saw, all she was conscious of, was Mack’s green-eyed gaze as he stared at her across the room.   
 
    Annie, the only other waitress working tonight, rushed behind the bar, accidentally bumping Eve as she reached for another round for the customers at one of her tables.  “Sorry,” she whispered to Eve. 
 
    “No problem,” Eve replied and straightened up.  Looking around, she hoped no one noticed that she’d been entranced by the handsome sheriff.  After chatting with some of the other locals, she’d learned that Mack Jones was a private man, but also that, on his days off, he regularly visited some of the other towns, coming back visibly more relaxed.   
 
    She knew exactly what they were implying, understood how the handsome sheriff relaxed when he left town, and Eve didn’t like that.  Not one bit!  Jealousy tore at her and she wanted to lash out at all of the Denver ladies who might have shared his bed and company.   
 
    Instead, she slipped into the kitchen to check the oven.  The big pizza oven had long been ignored.  Over the past week, Eve had turned it into a massive appetizer maker, pulling out yet another tray of what she called Fish Blobs and Firecrackers.  Really, the fish blobs were just potatoes that had been cooked, skins on, mashed up, extra sharp cheddar cheese and lots of garlic added in, then scooped onto a tray and baked.  The result was a crispy-on-the-outside-soft-on-the-inside delicious mouthful of mashed potato.  Five for five bucks, ten for nine dollars.  They were selling so fast, she couldn’t keep up with demand.  The firecrackers were simple wonton wrappers filled with cream cheese, salsa, and sliced jalapenos, served with chipotle mayonnaise.  She’d asked Annie to come in three hours early this week so they could prepare the appetizers ahead of time, so that they only had to bake up as many trays as they had supplies for once the customers arrived in the evening.  The first few days of her crazy appetizer trials, they’d sold out after two hours, even after doubling and then tripling the number of appetizers prepared.  Tonight looked like another sell out, since Eve hadn’t bought nearly enough supplies.   
 
    The miserable failure of her initial cocktails had taught Eve a valuable lesson.  Name the appetizers and cocktails something disgusting and she mentally challenged all of these rough guys to at least try each one.  And since there were so many rough and ready men sitting in the bar, she’d bought advertising space online, letting the ladies in neighboring towns, even as far as Denver, know that there were men available.  Now the place was literally packed.   
 
    Business was booming!  Every weekend, she came up with a new cocktail, named the drink something crazy and added two new appetizers with equally gross names.  By nine or ten o’clock every night, she was sold out of everything and they were back to pouring beer and wine.  The cash was rolling in and she’d deposited all of it into Cynthia’s bank account so she had cash to help her mother.   
 
    Tomorrow night’s cocktail menu included “man candy”.  Just thinking about it caused her to search out the tall, manly sheriff.  He was easy enough to find, since he was a head taller than the rest of the customers packed into The Bull Frog.   
 
    “He’s single, you know.”   
 
    Eve turned and looked at Annie.  “Who?”  
 
    Annie laughed, downing a glass of ice water to cool off.  The kitchen was hot with the pizza ovens cooking up the next batch of appetizers and the rest of the place was overly warm because of the crowd.  She’d even opened the windows to let in the cool springtime air.   
 
    “Sheriff Mack,” she replied, nudging Eve with her shoulder.  “Don’t even try to hide your interest, lady.  I can see the drool on your chin.  And don’t try to pretend that you were looking at any other guy in this place,” she scoffed.  “Puleeze!” 
 
    “I’m not…!” But Eve shut her mouth when Annie only shot her a disbelieving look.  Shrugging her shoulders, she sniffed dismissively.  “Okay, so maybe I was.  But he isn’t interested in me.” 
 
    Annie grunted.  “Honey, that man is hot for you.”  She poured three more beers, adding them to her tray.  “He might not like it, but he is.  So don’t despair.  Just keep looking hot and adorable and he’ll figure it out.” 
 
     “I don’t…” she didn’t finish since Annie wasn’t listening anyway.  She was carrying the beers off to her table and Eve sighed.  She wasn’t adorable.  Her hands slid down her hips, encased in leggings but with a long top covering up her abundant butt.  She wasn’t adorable, she was round and cute.  A significant difference, she thought.   
 
    Looking at the crowd once more, she didn’t spot the sheriff again and tried to ignore the sharp stab of disappointment.  He was just another guy, she told herself.  Nothing special about him.  Well, other than his shoulders.  She really liked broad shoulders on a man.  And eyes.  Yeah, Sheriff Mack had bedroom eyes.  Eyes that promised something that, unlike a lot of men, he could probably deliver.   
 
    She spotted the man in question leaning down to talk with the customers at one of the tables in the corner, laughing at whatever someone said.  He had a great butt.  No denying it.  Sheriff Mack had an incredible butt!  It was…extraordinary.  Was it as tight as it looked?  Those long legs encased on the soft jeans…yeah, even his thigh muscles looked strong and tight.  Rugged.  That was the best word to describe Sheriff Mack.  
 
    Just then, he glanced over at her, catching her gaze.  Once again, she was captured.  The look…was steam coming off her?  Probably.  His look was just that hot and she was melting.  
 
    Then he was gone.   
 
    “Whew!” Annie whispered.  “You two are going to burn up the sheets when both of you finally get down to business.” 
 
    Eve blushed, but turned away.  “We’re not going to do anything,” she insisted firmly.   
 
    Annie laughed.  “At least you admit there’s an attraction.” She walked off before Eve could deny it.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing, Eve?”  
 
    Eve jumped and stumbled slightly.  Looking over her shoulder, she glared at the handsome man in the Bronco. “Why do you keep doing that?” she demanded, angry now.  Unfortunately, her fury probably didn’t seem too threatening since she could barely breathe.   
 
    “Doing what?” he asked.   
 
    She wondered if he was mocking her, but the dim interior of the vehicle kept her from seeing his expression clearly.  
 
    “You keep sneaking up behind me!  Could you please wear a bell or something?” she asked, wiping the sweat from her forehead, still taking in huge gulping breaths of air.  Unfortunately, her efforts weren’t helping all that much.   
 
    His soft chuckle sent a shiver of awareness through her body.  Dratted man!   
 
    “I don’t sneak.” 
 
    She turned and headed back up the street, wanting to ignore him, but he was too big to ignore.  And too persistent.  And too handsome.  And…damn it!   
 
    “Then how do you explain me not realizing that you’re here?”  
 
    She didn’t want to think his laughter was sexy.  After Annie’s comments last night, Eve was even more painfully aware of him.  He was too distracting and she needed her space.  She wouldn’t be in town long, just until Cynthia’s mother got back on her feet.  A week longer, maybe two.  Having just gotten out of a painful relationship that had left her humiliated and wounded, she wasn’t willing to step into another one just yet.  Especially not with a man like Mack Jones! 
 
    The man in question shrugged and, because he wasn’t wearing his jacket now, the shrug was impressive.  She itched to peel that brown uniform away and explore what was underneath.   
 
    Rubbing her forehead, she pulled her eyes away from those enticing shoulders.  He was probably fat underneath anyway.  It was the handcuffs, she told herself.  He was most likely fat and blubbery and it was the handcuffs that made her perceive he was all hot and sexy and muscular.  She was simply imagining that the guy had muscles, when in reality, he was most likely soft and pathetic.   
 
    Right!  And she was the Queen Mother!   
 
    “You’re just trying to annoy me, aren’t you?” she asked and turned around, ready to get back into her run.  She eyed the hill with a sigh, and started moving again.  Just one more mile, she told herself and then she would be back at Cynthia’s place.  She’d eat ten of the sweet potato fritters she’d started making this morning.  After this run, she deserved them and she wouldn’t feel any guilt over eating…okay, more like twenty of them!   
 
    “I’m just doing my job.” 
 
    “And that includes annoying me?” she snapped, then decided that talking would have to wait.  It was hard enough jogging uphill.  Add in a conversation and she was toast.  Of course, if she was toast, she wouldn’t get any of those sweet potato fritters she’d planned to make for tonight’s appetizers.  After the run she’d just put herself through, she needed those fritters!  She deserved those fritters!   
 
    Okay, so she would have eaten the fritters even if she hadn’t gone out for a run this morning.  But still…her righteous exercise would allow her to eat several of the cheesy fritters guilt free.   
 
    “Why are you doing this?” he asked, driving right beside her.  
 
    She expended the energy to turn her head and glare at him, then focused back on running.  It really was an impressively steep hill.   
 
    “Go away,” she gasped, increasing her speed.  At least, if she was running, she could say that her pathetic gasping was due to exertion and not because he looked spectacularly good this morning.  Even though he did.   
 
    Then again, the man wore the same thing every single day.  She doubted he even took a day off.  If he did, he didn’t come into town, so she hadn’t seen him out of uniform. 
 
    Thoughts of him without his uniform were good.  Well, not “good” so much as “motivating”.  Yeah, the image of Sheriff Mack without his shirt on…without his clothes…whoa boy!  She actually increased her pace slightly.   
 
    “So, explain to me why you’re doing this?”  
 
    She didn’t bother to glance in his direction, focusing only on him naked.  Hmm…with the hat on.  And the gun.  Yeah…that was a pretty good look.  Okay, so maybe unrealistic because she wasn’t exactly sure how he would keep the gun on his hip.  Interesting problem, she thought, swallowing a giggle.   
 
    “Umm…I need the exercise,” she told him, thinking that should be obvious.  
 
    “Why do you need the exercise?” he asked.   
 
    She frowned at him, but she doubted her glare was any more effective now than it had been…she glanced at her watch and mentally swore…thirty seconds ago.   
 
    “Because my butt is too big.”  
 
    The man actually slowed down slightly and she knew…she just knew that he was looking at her butt.  Stopping, she turned to glare daggers at him.  “You are NOT looking at my butt, Sheriff!” 
 
    His deep, sexy chuckle sent shivers through her sweaty, overly exerted body.  “And don’t do that either!” 
 
    She turned back and started running up the road, determined to finish this run and eat those fritters.  The added stress of his presence sent her heart rate into overdrive.  All the better for her butt, she told herself.  Higher heartrate, higher metabolism, and maybe his irritating presence would burn off a few calories and fat cells.   
 
    “Don’t do what?” he asked.  
 
    Turning around, she stomped up to the vehicle and poked her finger through the open window.  “Don’t laugh like that!” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    She waved her hands expansively.  “All sexy and husky and manly and stuff!” 
 
    There was a pause while they absorbed what she’d just said.  “Let’s pretend that didn’t happen.”  She turned away and headed up the hill, running as fast as she could in the hopes that she might be able to get away from the man.  Fat chance.  He was in a truck and she was on foot.  
 
    “You think my laugh is sexy?”  
 
    She stopped, almost tripping once again.  Darn him!   
 
    “No.  Your laugh is not sexy.” 
 
    “But, you just said it was.” 
 
    She huffed and puffed, trying to ignore him.  “You must have misheard me.  I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “You’re pretty sexy too.” 
 
    She spun around and stopped.  “NO!  You can’t say that!” 
 
    “I can’t?  Another rule?” 
 
    She thought about it for a moment, then nodded.  “Yes.  Another rule.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow.  “Could you clarify that rule?” 
 
    She huffed and shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    “Nope?  No clarification?” 
 
    She cringed, realizing that she wasn’t making a whole lot of sense.  “No!  Can’t you see that I’m running up a forty-five degree incline?  I need to concentrate to do that.” 
 
    Another one of those sexy chuckles and she gritted her teeth, speeding up her pace as much as possible.  Which was really just…well, not at all.  She was going full out and even that effort wasn’t very impressive.  All the more reason she needed to get rid of Sheriff Mack.   
 
    “Then let me clarify for you.  You want me to fight the attraction between us.  Does that sum it up?’ 
 
    That stopped her cold.  “No!”  She spun around, facing him once more.  “There is no attraction.  You’re not attracted to me and I’m…” her eyes drifted down towards his arms.  His shoulders.  His mouth and…well, she got a bit lost.  Blinking, she struggled to recover.  “We’re not attracted to each other.” 
 
    “We’re not?”  
 
    “Absolutely not!” She turned around and started running.  This starting and stopping was really putting a dent in her time. But…she blamed him.  He’d distracted her, so this run didn’t count.   
 
    “Two things,” he began, as she tried to ignore him.   “First of all, this isn’t a forty-five degree incline, honey.  Not even close.  They don’t make roads with that steep of an incline around here.  Not safe.” 
 
    “Details,” she muttered with dismissive wave.  She would have done a better flippant wave but…well, she was out of breath again.   
 
    “And secondly, I’m very attracted to you.” 
 
    “No you’re not.” 
 
    Again with the sexy laugh?!  Seriously?  “Stop doing that!” she growled.  “And why are you following me?  I’m not doing anything illegal.” 
 
    “Nope.  Nothing illegal.  Do you have your bear spray?”  
 
    She stopped.  Again!  “Why would I have bear spray?  I’m on a road!” 
 
    It was his turn to look stunned, but she didn’t really think it was an equivalent moment.   
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Eve shrugged.  “Not really.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.  “I’m guessing that you’re going to explain to me the fallacy of my logic, aren’t you?” 
 
    He continued to stare at her and she shifted uncomfortably.  “You honestly think bears obey traffic laws?” 
 
    Eve looked up into the sunshine, then at the hood of his car, unwilling to look him in the eye after that statement.  “Well, not when you put it that way,” she replied.   
 
    “Honey, bears go where food is.  And what’s worse, you’re out here in an isolated area in the springtime!” 
 
    She continued to wait, but she wasn’t sure what he meant by that.  “I’m sure that there’s some significance to the season but...” she thought about it for a moment.  “Sorry.  No clue.” 
 
    He sighed, but she could see the patient amusement in those green eyes of his.  “Eve, wild animals have sex in the fall.”  He smiled slightly when the pink blush hit her cheeks.  “The mothers are pregnant during their hibernation period and then they come out in the springtime with their babies to teach them how to survive and forage for food.” 
 
    Eve looked around, excited by the possibility of seeing bear cubs.  “So, I might see some baby bears?  That would be adorable!” 
 
    He shook his head again.  “No, Eve.  It is dangerous.” 
 
    She looked back at him with disbelief.  “Seriously?  How could a baby bear be dangerous?  They look like teddy bears.” 
 
    “Eve…” he rubbed his forehead as he sighed in exasperation.  
 
    She threw her hands up in the air.  “Look!  I’m from the city!  These things are new to me!  Why don’t you just spell it out?!” 
 
    “Momma bears are extremely dangerous when they think their cubs are threatened.  And any human that comes even remotely close to her babies is considered a threat.  If you see any bear cubs, you are in danger!” 
 
    She still looked skeptical.  “I’ll stay away from bear cubs.  Got it!” 
 
      
 
    Sexual frustration and just plain old astonishment at her utter lack of knowledge about the dangers of wildlife warred within him.  “Get in the truck, Eve.  I’m taking you back to town.” 
 
    The thought that they were out here, alone, on an isolated stretch of the road, had definitely crossed his mind.  Not to mention the fact that they were less than two miles from his cabin.  He could toss her over his shoulder, drop her in the passenger seat, and have her in his bed in… 
 
    Damn, what was he thinking?  She was definitely off limits. 
 
    Drinking in her figure clad in the tight leggings that showed off every inch of her curvy figure, he was definitely re-evaluating his hands-off approach.  Maybe they should just enjoy each other’s company for the time she was here.  Why not? 
 
    Because she wasn’t the kind of woman he could simply enjoy and walk away from when her time here was finished.  Eve was the kind of woman that…well, she was the keeper-kind.  She was the babies and lifetime kind of woman.   
 
    And Mack wasn’t the babies and lifetime kind of guy.  He was a temporary lover kind of man.  Looking at her made him wish things were different but…they weren’t.  Better to leave those thoughts alone and carry on with his usual routine.   
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  I’m going to finish my run.  I’m making sweet potato fritters for appetizers tonight, calling them spicy haystacks because I invented an awesome mayonnaise dipping sauce!”  Her enthusiasm dimmed slightly, but her determination was solid as she looked up the hill.  “I need to finish this run so that I can enjoy some of the appetizers without guilt.” 
 
    “Get in the truck, Eve,” he ordered.  “You can definitely enjoy the…haystacks or whatever without guilt.  Your ass looks perfect but you’d better get it into the truck before I arrest you.” 
 
    She shifted, thinking the idea of being handcuffed by this man definitely held a certain appeal.  But…no.  “I’m not doing anything illegal.  You’ve already admitted that so you have no call to arrest me.”  More’s the pity.  Maybe she could… 
 
    What was she thinking?!  She didn’t want to be arrested by this man!  She was…they were fighting their attraction.  Wasn’t that how they got onto the whole bear cub discussion?  
 
    “Okay, so if a rattlesnake slithers onto the street, what are you going to do?”  
 
    She stared at him, unaware of her mouth falling open in horror.  “Um…snakes?”  
 
    He stopped himself from rolling his eyes, but just barely.  “Yes, Eve.  There are snakes in the mountain.  Rattlesnakes are just one of them.  There’s also the garter snake, which can be about three feet long.  The gopher snake…those things can get to be five feet long…then there’s the…” 
 
    “Fine!  I’m getting in!  No more snakes!”  She shuddered as she walked around the truck.  Yanking open the passenger door, she huffed a bit as she dropped into the seat.  “You didn’t need to bring snakes into the discussion.” 
 
    He did that whole sexy-laugh thing again, which was really starting to irritate her.   
 
    “Yeah, well, you admitted that you aren’t a wilderness woman.” 
 
    She tilted her head as the Bronco roared up the road.  “Were you just teasing me?”  
 
    “Nope,” he replied.  “Everything I said was the truth.  Bears, mountain lions, snakes, rattle snakes especially…oh, and has anyone mentioned the black widow spiders?”  He actually heard her swallow.  “Just be careful opening a box that hasn’t been used in a while.  And don’t stick your hands into any bushes.” 
 
    “Got it,” she replied, feeling a bit green as she contemplated the amount of time she’d spent dusting off old boxes in Cynthia’s storage area.  “So what do I do if I see a black widow spider?” 
 
    He shrugged and she pulled her eyes away from his shoulders, focusing on the road ahead.  “Kill it.” 
 
    Umm…no, that wasn’t really going to work for her.  “What if I called nine-one-one?” 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head.  “You wouldn’t really do that.” 
 
    Eve heard the confidence in his voice, knew that he thought she was kidding but…she kinda wasn’t.  “Seriously though, what do I do?” 
 
    He glanced at her as he pulled into the parking lot.  “You kill it, Eve.  Just step on it with your shoe or smack it with a fly swatter.” 
 
    She nodded her head.  They were parked now but she was afraid of getting out of the truck.  “And snakes?  What do I do if I see a snake?”  
 
    He smothered another smile.  “Well, if it’s a garter or gopher snake, just take a broom, lift it up and toss it into the woods.” 
 
    Eve closed her eyes, slightly queasy at the idea.  “That’s just…not going to happen.” 
 
    He watched her, realized that she really was alarmed.  “Eve, snakes are more afraid of you than you are of them.  Trust me, give them an exit and they’ll take it.  A rattlesnake will tell you well beforehand if it’s around and feeling threatened.  You’ll hear the tail shaking.  You know what that sounds like.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she swallowed, thinking of movies where a rattlesnake sneaked up on an unobservant character.  “So, I just…use the broom?” 
 
    “Hell no!  If you hear a rattle snake inside your place, you call me.  I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    She breathed a bit easier with that assurance.  “Will you shoot it?”  
 
    He laughed again.  “No.  I’ll catch it and transport it out of the area.” 
 
    Eve winced.  “I’d prefer you shoot it.” 
 
    He shook his head, the smile still hovering around those sexy lips.  “I’m not going to shoot it, Eve.  They have a right to live just as much as you do.  But, I don’t want them around the town.  So I’ll take it somewhere far away.  Deal?” 
 
    She thought about it, then nodded her head.  “Deal.  Now, about those spiders…” 
 
    He waited, but she only opened the door to his truck and peered down at the ground.   
 
    He chuckled.  He couldn’t help it.  She was adorable!  “Want me to go inside and check out the area for you?  Make sure there aren’t any spiders around?” 
 
    Eve bit her lower lip.  “At the risk of sounding like a wimpy girl who is relying on the big, strong guy while obliterating decades of progress towards feminist principles…yes.” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed, thinking she was adorable.  “Fine.  I won’t tell anyone that you asked a big, sexy, strong guy to make sure there aren’t any spiders in Cynthia’s house.  And you promise not to go out into the woods on your own anymore.  Deal?”  
 
    “Deal!” 
 
    “Good.  Come on,” he shut off the Bronco.  He watched as she hesitated, enjoying the view of her butt as she bent over in the passenger seat to make sure there weren’t any snakes or spiders in the gravel beneath the truck.  He waited until she’d jumped down before he exited as well.  Coming around to the other side, he waited for her, holding the door of The Bull Frog open.  “If it’s any help, snakes would prefer smooth rock, like a boulder, versus the rough gravel.” 
 
    She looked at him over the hood of the Bronco.  “I’m not sure that really helps.  But if you were to tell me that they wouldn’t come onto the gravel, that would help me a bit.” 
 
    He lifted that dark eyebrow again and she wondered what he would do if she shaved it off.   
 
    “Do you want me to lie to you?” 
 
    She sighed and looked down again, contemplating her answer.  “Maybe,” she muttered.   
 
    “Fine.  Snakes wouldn’t crawl around on gravel.  If there was a juicy, slow-moving rodent on one side of the gravel parking lot, the snake would go find another meal, something that was easier than slithering across the gravel.” 
 
    “Okay!” she gasped, lifting her hands up in the air to stop him.  “Fine!  I get it!  The snake is hungry and they’ll go after whatever is easily available!” 
 
    He pulled the door open for her, laughing at her response.  “You’re catching on.” 
 
    Eve grumbled as she followed.  The blast of laughter from the kitchen hit her full force and she thought about those sweet potato stacks.  With a groan, she realized that she hadn’t fully justified her snacks.  “You know you’ve messed up my day’s plan with your scare tactics.”   
 
    Mack grabbed her arm, swinging her around so that she was facing him.  “Eve, I wasn’t trying to scare you.  I was serious.” 
 
    She tried to pull away from him, but gripped her upper arms, holding her in place.  “If a bear came around, I’d climb a tree.  No need to worry.  And you’ve already told me that a rattlesnake warns with that rattling sound when it feels threatened, so I’ll be listening for that too.  A mountain lion…?  Well, I’m sure I’d hear that as well.  I mean, how stealthy can a mountain lion really be?” 
 
    He lowered his head in defeat.  “Are you crazy?” 
 
    She looked up into those dreamy, green eyes, thinking, yeah, she might be a bit nuts.  Crazy.  Whatever adjective might fit.  Because she was standing in his arms, he was trying to warn her about the dangers of the Rocky Mountain wildlife and all she could think about was kissing him.  What would it be like to be kissed by a man with that level of intensity?  She shivered as she imagined just how amazing a kiss from a man like Mack might be.  It would be incredible!   
 
    Obviously, he felt her reaction to his proximity but completely misinterpreted her shiver.  “You’re right to be scared.  But I don’t want you scared.  I want you to understand and be cautious, Eve.” 
 
    “Cautious,” she repeated, nodding her head.  “I’ll be very cautious.” 
 
    His eyes moved over her features.  She didn’t meant to lick her lips.  Honestly!  So when his eyes moved to her mouth, it was completely unintentional.   
 
    Okay, sort of unintentional.  Well, yeah, it was completely unintentional, but she liked his reaction.  Those dark eyes on her mouth, the way his fingers tightened ever so slightly and he pulled her a step closer.   
 
    “I’m starting to understand that you don’t really know the meaning of the word,” his voice a low, grumbling sound that caused her body to do another one of those shiver things.   
 
    “I’m very cautious.” 
 
    He shook his head even while pulling her closer.  “You said you’d climb a tree to avoid a bear.” 
 
    Her head tilted back a bit.  It had nothing to do with the desire for him to kiss her, she thought to herself.  It was only because he was pulling her closer and he was tall.  Tilting her head back was necessary to maintain eye contact.   
 
    Just because she wasn’t looking at his eyes only meant that she…. 
 
    He kissed her.  It wasn’t a light, easy, exploratory kiss.  When this man did anything, he went full force!  His lips moved over hers, shocking her with the explosion of need.  She wasn’t aware of her hands sliding up his chest, wrapping around his neck.  Nor had she thought about tangling her fingers in his hair.  It just seemed to happen and she absently wondered how a man could be so strong and hard everywhere else, but have such incredibly soft hair.   
 
    Then his tongue demanded entry and she opened to him, needing more.  Wanting to taste him and feel more of him.  This kiss was heavenly, but it only made her want more.  Over and over, he slanted his mouth over hers, devouring hers, and she loved every moment of it.   
 
    Unfortunately, the burst of laughter from the kitchen snapped them both back to the present.  Stepping away from Mack, Eve looked up at him, shocked at what she’d just done.  “You just kissed me!” she whispered, her hand reaching up to touch her tingling lips.   
 
    “Yeah.  I did.”   
 
    A moment later, he was gone, leaving her standing in the middle of the dining area, watching his butt as he left.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Slacking off again today?” Ryan Dalton joked as Mack stepped into the ranger’s station the next day.   
 
    Mack chuckled, observing his friend who’d just turned away from the computer.  “Some of us have to save the world.  We can’t all be desk jockeys, like you.”  In reality, Ryan was a former Navy SEAL and not a man to mess with under any circumstances.  He was also ethical and concerned about the mountain.  If there was a haunted look about the man’s eyes at times, Mack assumed it was because of the missing Cynthia.  Before the pretty bar owner had abruptly departed for Florida, Mack would have sworn that there was something going on between Cynthia and Ryan.  But Mack wasn’t the kind of man to intrude where he wasn’t needed.  If Ryan needed Mack’s help, he’d be there.  Otherwise, Mack would keep his nose out of his friend’s business.   
 
    Ryan chuckled at Mack’s latest insult and stood up, coming over to the counter that separated the three desks of the rangers from the tourists who came into the station for information on trails and hiking, camping or other mountain activities.   
 
    Crossing his massive arms over his equally massive chest, he shook his head at Mack.  “What the hell are you doing in here?  Ready to get lost in the woods again?  Let me know which direction you’re heading so I can track you when you don’t come back.” 
 
    “Like you’d come looking for me,” Mack retorted.  “You’d leave me to the mountain lions.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head.  “Nah.  They’d try to eat you and I don’t believe in poisoning the wildlife.” 
 
    Good one, Mack chuckled, but didn’t say anything out loud.  “What’s going on?” he asked, changing the subject.   
 
    “Caught a couple of poachers last week.  Two idiots got trapped down in a canyon over on the west side, two nights ago.  You know how much I hate repelling down a sheer cliff in the dark,” Ryan grumbled, then shrugged dismissively.  “All the normal stuff.” 
 
    “Good.  Nothing unusual in my area either.  But…” Mack trailed off, shaking his head.   
 
    “What?  Another bad feeling?” Ryan asked. Ryan leaned against the counter, watching Mack intently.     
 
    Mack thought about it and nodded.  “Yeah.  Something is going on.” 
 
    “What are you seeing?” Ryan demanded.   
 
    “That’s just it.  I’m not seeing anything out of the norm.” 
 
    Ryan nodded, understanding completely.  As lawmen, they knew to trust each other, even if it was a gut instinct whispering that something wasn’t right.  Usually, a gut reaction was the mind’s way of translating something that they were seeing but hadn’t registered yet.  They knew something was off.  Or it could be something more metaphysical, like a negative vibe in the atmosphere that law officers sensed. Ryan and Mack had been working together and had seen too much over the years to dismiss feelings like that.  It might be nothing, but why not be extra careful for a bit and keep their eyes open for something suspicious.   
 
    “I’ll be on alert.  Just…” Ryan stopped when the door to the station opened. 
 
    Mack turned to find the adorable brunette stepping through the doorway, her amazing backend encased in jeans this time.  Pity, he thought, remembering what the view had been like when she wore leggings.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Eve demanded belligerently, glaring at him from the doorway, obviously unwilling to step deeper into the room.  
 
    “Making friends and spreading joy everywhere you go, I see,” Ryan muttered behind him.  
 
    Mack pulled his eyes away from Eve for a moment to glare at his friend before turning back to Eve. “What are you doing here?” he challenged.  That’s when he noticed the tight tee-shirt that hugged her breasts lovingly.  And the hiking boots.  “Oh hell no!” he grumbled.   
 
    That got Eve’s hackles up and her spine stiffened as she straightened her shoulders.  Her height jumped a whole half an inch as outrage fired up her temper.  Damn, she was sexy when she tried to be tall.  But her tiny frame just…well, no way could she pull it off.  She was just too petite. Damn, he liked her!  Too much! 
 
    “I’m here to speak with the nice park ranger.  Not you!” 
 
    He let his eyes move up and down her figure, enjoying her outrage as much as the view.  “Go ahead.  I’m not stopping you.” 
 
    She eyed him furiously, and glanced pleadingly behind him at Ryan.  Mack could feel his friend’s amusement growing.   
 
    “You’re in my way.” 
 
    Mack took a step back.  A small step.   
 
    She realized that he wasn’t moving any further and huffed a bit as she moved to the counter.  Forcing a smile, Eve turned to the handsome man with dark brown hair and laughing eyes.   
 
    “What can I do for you?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    Eve liked his voice.  But…no sparks.  Nothing at all.  Even as she realized this, she could feel Mack’s heat next to her, knew that he was staring at her.  And where!  Because she knew, she turned her head to glare at him.  Sure enough, he had to quickly lift his eyes from her denim clad bottom.  Unfortunately, he was unrepentant at being caught.  In fact, the man only cocked a dark eyebrow as if to say, “What?” 
 
    Huffing furiously, Eve turned to the nice ranger.  “I was told to get hiking maps here and to check in with you before setting off.” 
 
    The ranger nodded.  “Much appreciated,” he reach for a brochure out of a drawer behind the counter.  “We have…” 
 
    “No!” Mack protested. 
 
    Eve frowned at him, startled by his vehemence.  “No?” 
 
    Mack shook his head.  “You’re not going hiking, Eve.  You don’t…” 
 
    “Of course I’m going hiking.  I’m in Colorado and I’m going to do everything one does when one is in Colorado.  Including hiking.” 
 
    “No!  It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    She stared at him, her mouth hanging open slightly.  She snapped it closed and turned to look at the park ranger, who looked just as confused.  When she turned to glare at Mack, she poked him in the chest.  “I’m going hiking.  I’ve never been in the Rockies before.  I have two days off and I’m going to experience nature!” 
 
    There was a slight rumbling from the ranger.  She turned to include him in her glare, but he lifted his hands in surrender.  “I’m not in this argument,” he announced.  
 
    She swung her focus back to Mack.  “I’m…” 
 
    “Do you have water?”  
 
    She beamed.  “Yes!  I have a water bottle ready to go!” she answered with a tone that implied, “HA!  I know what I’m doing!” 
 
    “How many water bottles?”  
 
    Huh?  “One.  Why would I…” 
 
    “How long are you planning to hike?”  
 
    “I don’t know.  A few hours?”  
 
    “You need a bottle for every hour that you’ll be out.” 
 
    Eve was silent for a long moment as she absorbed this.  “Okay, fine.  I’ll get more water.” 
 
    “And a GPS?” 
 
    She turned to the ranger, but his eyebrows were up as well, waiting for her answer. “I…um…don’t have a GPS.  I planned to stick to the trail.” 
 
    “You need a GPS, Eve.  The trails are well marked but…” 
 
    “My phone!” she exclaimed triumphantly.  “There’s a GPS on my phone!” and she lifted it into the air, almost dancing with excitement. 
 
    “Food?”  
 
    Okay, that one stumped her.  “I have a sandwich,” she told him, but as soon as she said the word, Eve knew that a sandwich wasn’t good enough.   
 
    “Protein bars,” Mack snapped.  With a groan, he shook his head.  “I’m coming with you,” he announced.  He turned to Ryan.  “I know my way.  No map necessary.” 
 
    Eve shook her head.  “No.  I don’t want to go with you, Mack. You’re not a fun hiking partner.” 
 
    The ranger interrupted. “Actually, besides me, Mack is one of the best in the area.  You want a good hike with amazing views, then go with Mack.”  He smiled and Eve thought again that he was handsome.  “And I guarantee that you won’t get lost.  Mack could find his way out of just about anywhere on this mountain,” he assured her.   
 
     “I think I’d rather…” 
 
    “No, Eve.  You want to take pictures,” he tilted his head towards the camera gear that she’d slung over one shoulder, “I’ll take you to places that aren’t on the map.”  He didn’t wait for her response, but put a hand to the small of her back.  “Let’s go,” he said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    Eve was already out the door before she realized that she was simply going along with him.  “I’m not going with you!” she snapped and spun away from him so that she was headed back inside the ranger station.   
 
    “Eve, stop!” he laughed, impressed with her maneuver.  “I promise, I’ll be good.  And you’ll love the place I have in mind.” 
 
    She eyed him warily.  “What if I want to go out on a regular trail?” 
 
    “Then I’ll go with you to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    She huffed a bit more, her fist swinging onto her hip.  “So, really, there’s no way to get rid of you today.”  
 
    Mack only laughed and moved closer.  “Not really.  Not if you’re going hiking.” 
 
    She stared at him, mentally debating back and forth.  “I can figure…” 
 
    “Eve, do you have any idea how many people get lost in the woods every year?  And most of them are experienced hikers.  So, I’m coming with you.”   
 
    With that, he walked over to his truck and pulled open the passenger door.  “Come on.  You’ll love this place.” 
 
    She hesitated for another moment, then sighed.  “Fine!” she snapped, moving towards the door.  “But this had better be the best place to take pictures,” she warned before climbing into the seat.   
 
    He slammed the door closed and walked around to the driver’s side of the vehicle.  But as he opened his door, he saw Ryan step out of the station, leaning against the porch railing.   
 
    “Not one word,” he warned his friend.   
 
    Ryan held up his hands.  “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    Mack continued to glare at his friend as he pulled himself into the driver’s seat.  Backing out of the ranger’s station, he focused on driving through the streets, then up to the trail head, all the while contemplating hours alone with Eve.  It was going to be hell.  And heaven, he thought, thinking about watching her walk up the trails.  He could walk behind her, enjoy the view.  Yeah, his day off had just gotten much better.   
 
    “Ready?” he asked, turning off the engine. 
 
    He watched as she looked around, assessing the site.  “This is it?  This is where we’re going to walk?” 
 
    “This is the beginning,” he said, walking to the back of his truck for supplies. He stuffed several protein bars into a backpack and several more bottles of water.  He checked the pockets of the backpack for the other essentials, then nodded as he threw the pack over his back.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned and headed for the trail, eager to get started.  “Shouldn’t you go first?” 
 
    “No.  You’re short.  You won’t be able to see anything if I go first.” 
 
    That made sense, she thought, so she headed out.  
 
    The first thing she noticed was the peacefulness.  It wasn’t quiet, exactly.  There were birds and…wind?  The wind sounded nice, she realized.  There was also an odd rustling sound in the dry underbrush and a soft breeze.   
 
    “This is nice,” she said, almost whispering because she didn’t want to make any artificial noises. 
 
    “The sounds are one of the secret pleasures of hiking through the woods.  You need to watch where you’re walking, but try to look up as much as possible.  Otherwise, hiking isn’t as interesting.”   
 
    She scanned the area ahead of her, noting the roots above the ground, the rocks, and other potential tripping hazards.  Then looked to the right and left, then up and down again.  “Nice,” she whispered.   
 
      
 
    Mack walked behind her, enjoying the view of both the forest and her butt.  She set a relatively good pace, although much slower than he was used to.  He didn’t mind though.  The slower pace was to be expected with her shorter legs and inexperience, and it did allow him to notice things around him that he wouldn’t normally pay attention to during his hikes.  In general, he was as much about the destination as the trip.  
 
    As they walked, he made sure she continued to drink water.  They stopped about midway to have lunch and she asked him questions about the forest, the animals, and trees.  He couldn’t tell if she was genuinely interested or just asking for general knowledge.   
 
    He moved off when she pulled her camera out, snapping pictures of the upward trail as well as below, but giving her time to enjoy the break as well.  He had to give her credit for being in better shape than some of the hikers that came out to the woods.  She was slow but steady, setting a pace she could handle easily.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked, turning back to where she was snapping pictures.   
 
    “Ready!” she replied, smiling and putting her camera away.   
 
    They hiked for another hour before reaching the area he wanted to show her.  It wasn’t very high, relatively speaking.  But after veering off the trail, he led her towards one of his favorite places, a landing that not many people knew about.   
 
    “Okay, we’re here,” he announced, and stepped back to let her enjoy the view. 
 
    Eve was quiet for a long moment as she looked out at the view of the mountains in the distance.  They were at the edge of a boulder, so there weren’t any trees to block the view of the range ahead.  Some of the peaks were shorter, so they had trees covering the summit.  But in the distance, there were others that had bare summits because the air was too thin for trees to grow.  And even further out, the snowcapped peaks shimmered in the afternoon sunshine.  The danger was there, but from this distance, they just looked fanciful.   
 
    For a long time, she just stood there, drinking in the view.  He liked that about her.  Mack understood her awe.  She got it.  Eve understood.   
 
    Sitting down, she absorbed everything.  Normally, Mack would be looking in the same direction, appreciating the beauty of the mountains and the forest.  But this time, he found a rock where he could watch Eve.   
 
    Damn, she was beautiful.  Her glossy curls danced in the breeze and her eyes glowed as she looked out at the beauty of his mountains.  “Thank you,” she said, turning to smile up at him.   
 
    She pulled out her camera and started snapping pictures.  Different angles, different heights, and she moved around the small area to get a shot on top of the boulder looking down.  Mack watched her, wondering what she was doing.  She snapped pictures for about twenty minutes and he suspected that she’d taken probably three hundred photos.  The mountains hadn’t changed.  The sun barely shifted.  So what was different about one photo from another?   
 
    He wasn’t sure, but since she occasionally went down on her knees, sometimes even laying flat to get a specific angle, he didn’t care.  He enjoyed watching her.  Mack especially loved it when she bent low so that her tee-shirt gaped a bit, giving him a glimpse of cleavage.  She wasn’t heavy up top, but what she had was absolutely perfect!   
 
    He’d looked away for several moments, trying to get his body back under control.  So he was surprised to find, when he looked back at her, she was snapping at him.   
 
    With a growl, Mack stood up.  She continued to snap pictures as he shook his head.  “Enough!” he gently took her camera away, then reached down to take her hand, pulling her onto her feet.  But she was lighter than he’d anticipated and he overestimated the amount of force needed. So, she bounced off his chest.   
 
    He shifted his grip quickly, wrapping an arm around her back, pulling her against him.  It was an instinctive move to keep her from falling backwards, but when he realized what he was doing, he didn’t back away.   
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, her gaze darting from his eyes to his mouth and back again.  Her lips softened, her eyes dilated.  The pulse at the base of her neck sped up and he could feel her whole body press slightly against his.   
 
    “Eve…,” he stopped.  He wasn’t sure what he’d intended to say.  But when her hand slid up his chest, he was lost.  That small bit of friction was all it took.  Lowering his head, he meant to kiss her gently.  Just a taste.  That’s all he needed, he told himself.  Another taste would definitely confirm to him what she was like and he could walk away.  
 
    But the small taste wasn’t enough.  Brushing his lips against hers back and forth, he felt her nails dig into his arms.  Deepening the kiss as he pulled her closer, lifting her up to better align his body to her softer one.   
 
    Over and over, he kissed her, deepening the kiss as his hands explored her lush curves, cupping the bottom he’d been admiring all day.  She tasted better than anything.  And Eve felt…incredible! She was all soft curves and whispering sighs, gasps of pleasure and trembling desire.   
 
    For a split second, he considered lowering her down to the rock, stripping her naked and making love to her right here, surrounded by the beauty of his mountains.  
 
    But this was Eve!  Eve of the never ending body and the always traveling mindset.  This was the woman who was going to leave as soon as her friend’s mother recovered from pneumonia.   
 
    As much as he wanted to make love to her, Mack knew his limitations.  From a very young age, he’d known what he’d wanted.  And visiting Brant and Reid in Denver, he now knew what he wanted for his future, which wasn’t the pain that making love to Eve would give him when she drove out of town in a week or two.   
 
    So instead of stripping her bare and discovering her secrets, he pulled back.  Slowly, needing just one more taste.  One more kiss.  Pulling away from her was brutal, but nothing like what it would feel like if he enjoyed her body more thoroughly, then had to watch as she drove away.   
 
    He watched her eyes flutter open as a smile formed on her swollen lips.   
 
    Slowly, he released her, holding her steady until he was sure she could stand alone.  But even as he thought that, he wondered who was going to hold him up because that kiss had rocked his world!   
 
    “We’d better head back,” he told her, looking into the sky so that he wouldn’t look at her swollen lips and convince himself that he needed another taste.  Dangerous territory, he told himself.   
 
      
 
    “Right,” Eve said and looked around, picking up her camera case.  She checked all of the lenses, ensured that the case was closed tightly and looked around for anything she might have dropped on the ground.  Leave only footprints and take only memories.  Never leave anything in the wilderness that wasn’t there before, she thought.   
 
    What was that phrase?  Leave no trace?  There was something else that was a bit more catchy, but she couldn’t think of it at the moment.  In fact, right at this moment, she just prayed that he couldn’t see her fingers trembling as she packed away her equipment.   
 
    That kiss had blown her mind.  She was shocked right down to her toes at how wonderful it felt to kiss Mack Jones.  But apparently, it hadn’t been as astounding for him.  He looked…relaxed.  Bored, even.   
 
    Slinging her camera case over her shoulder, she looked down only because she couldn’t look him in the eye.  When there was nothing else to do, she nodded.  “Right.  Ready to head back down the mountain.”  And because she couldn’t look at him, she just headed back the way they’d come.   
 
    Or, at least, the place where she’d thought they’d entered this opening.  Unfortunately for her tender emotions, he reached out and caught her arm.  Split seconds before she turned the full force of her fury on him, he pointed in the opposite direction.   
 
    “Oh,” she sighed.  “Right.”  And she headed in the direction he’d pointed, heading down the mountain. But two more times, he’d had to touch her shoulder and point in a different direction.  And each time, she’d felt as if she might jump out of her skin with his touch.   
 
    While the trip up the mountain had been companionable and quiet, the trek back down was…miserable!  Silence reigned once again, but this time, it was tense and she kept waiting for him to say something.  Anything.  And she tried to come up with a topic to converse about, but nothing sprang to mind beyond, “Why didn’t you enjoy kissing me as much as I enjoyed kissing you?!”  
 
    Not a good topic, she thought.  And because nothing else occurred to her, she kept silent.   
 
    They reached his Bronco and she slid into the passenger seat while he stored his gear in the back.  When he drove away, she knew that she owed him her thanks.   
 
    “I appreciate you taking me up there.  It was perfect and wonderful.”  There!  She’d said it!  She could now ignore him without guilt.  When he pulled into the parking lot of the ranger’s station, where her car was parked, Eve jumped out, grabbing her camera bag.  “Thank you,” she blurted out, then slammed the door.  She threw her bag carelessly into the back seat of her car. She didn’t care about damage to her expensive camera.  She was more worried about breaking down in tears in front of Mack.   
 
    Getting back to Cynthia’s place, she raced up the stairs and slammed the door to her friend’s bedroom.  Only then could she collapse.  Staring up at the ceiling, she tried to make sense of the afternoon.  It had been an incredible kiss but…he hadn’t been as into the kiss as she had been.  Which was fine.  She didn’t need a romantic relationship right now.  She’d just extricated herself from one, becoming involved with another was emotional suicide!  She didn’t need that in her life.  Especially not with a man like Mack.  He was taciturn and annoying, bossy and irritating.   
 
    It was completely irrelevant that, when he kissed her, she felt more alive than she’d ever felt in her life!   
 
    Not good enough, she told herself firmly.  But as she stood in the small living room of Cynthia’s apartment several hours later, she looked around, not sure what to do with herself.  She was flustered and out of sorts, which was ridiculous.  She didn’t want a romantic relationship.  They ended badly and she was too smart to become involved with a man who didn’t want her.  Done that, earned the heartache.   
 
    The Bull Frog was closed today and tomorrow.  So, what was she going to do with all of the extra time on her hands?  Well, for one thing, she wasn’t going to sit around and whine about the fact that the big jerk didn’t like kissing her!  This was ridiculous!  If he didn’t like it, then he wouldn’t do it again.  And she had a life to live and a bar to run!   
 
    Sighing, she forced her thoughts away from Mack and toward work.  As much as she loved running the bar, she had another job to do. One that she absolutely loved.  Firing up her computer, she connected her camera and started downloading the pictures she’d taken today.   
 
    As she clicked through the files, Eve had to admit that she was good!  Really good! Some of the pictures she captured were phenomenal!  And then she came to the pictures of Mack.  She’d taken several pictures when he’d been looking away.  His rugged profile and piercing eyes made her job as photographer easy.  With the mountains in the background, Mack looked like the ultimate male model; harsh, yet with a softer side to him revealed by the way he looked out at the mountains.   
 
    Her heart pounded as she noticed the small details about him.  Such as the scruff of his beard.  The beautiful lines of his hands.  He had really nice hands.  Long fingers, calluses on the palms, but neat, trimmed nails.  There was nothing grodier than a man with dirty nails. 
 
    Okay, that wasn’t true.  There were a lot of thing grodier, she reminded herself.  Zombies were awful.  Yep, anything that ate brains was just wrong.  As she continued to sort through her pictures, she listed things that were worse than one thing or another.  It worked because it helped her stop thinking about Mack.  It made finding new recipes for the next week’s appetizers and cocktails a bit more challenging, but she eventually found some amazing ideas.  Besides, the game helped her come up with some fun names for her drinks and food offerings!  Bonus!


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “If you’re going to be this boring all night, I’m heading home to Selena,” Reid grumbled, putting his feet up on the ottoman as he handed Mack another beer.  They were at Brant’s house in Denver, down in the basement where a huge television took up most of the wall.  Brant and Reid competed to own the biggest television but Gianna, Brant’s wife and Selena, Reid’s wife, had put a stop to their ridiculous competitions.   
 
    “Selena and Gianna are out shopping,” Brant commented.  “We could join them.  Anything would be better than his miserable company.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Mack grumbled, taking a long pull from the beer while he pretended to focus on the baseball game on the television.  In reality, he had no idea what the score was.  Hell, he didn’t even know who was playing!  He kept replaying the kiss with Eve, the amazing way she’d felt in his arms.  Eve was the ultimate woman, he thought to himself.  She was soft and curvy, warm and bubbly.  Eve was vivacious and funny.  And smart as hell!  Damn, she’d turned that bar around like nobody’s business!  
 
    “How’d she do that?” Brant asked, sitting down on the other sofa and popping the top on his own beer.   
 
    Mack pulled his attention away from the television.  “Do what?”  
 
    Reid punched Mack’s arm as Brant rolled his eyes.  “You were saying something about a woman turning the bar around.  Who is this Eve woman and why does she have you all turned around?” 
 
    Mack muttered a curse, irritated that he’d said his thoughts out loud.  That just proved how far gone he was.  “Never mind,” he grumbled and took another long swallow of his beer.  
 
    “No way,” Reid argued.  “You started this by showing up on my doorstep looking like a lost puppy.” 
 
    Mack glared at his oldest brother.  “I’m not your cat, Reid.  Don’t you dare treat me like that or I’ll damn well leave you additional presents.  But these won’t be anything you can step over.” 
 
    Reid and Brant both laughed.  Mack was talking about the cat that Reid had discovered one winter night crouching in the woodpile by his house.  The pathetic animal had been freezing and half-starved.  Reid liked to think that he was all tough and hard-core, but one look at that feline and their oldest brother had become a softy.  He’d coaxed the feline inside and saved its life, giving it food and shelter.  Reid had even built a special entrance to his house that needed the weight of the animal to get into.  But in order to protect his toughness, Reid refused to name the animal, even though the cat slept in his bed every night.  So “Cat” walked around the house like a queen or king, happy as a clam after adopting Reid and, after Selena came onto the scene, Reid’s wife as well.   
 
    But Cat was a grateful feline and went out at night to find presents.  It wasn’t unusual for Selena or Reid to find a dead rodent laid carefully in front of their door or by one of their cars.  It was the cat’s offering, his way of giving love back to the people he’d adopted.   
 
    If it was gross for humans, no one admonished the cat for his efforts.  Usually, Cat received a scratch behind his ears or right by his tail.  And Cat would then prance inside, his job as predator and caretaker of the house complete.   
 
    Mack didn’t look, but he sensed his brothers looking at each other, startled, then over to him.  Both of them were trying to gauge if he was serious or just kidding.   
 
    When they turned back to the television, he almost laughed out loud, knowing that they’d taken him at face value.   
 
    As if he’d ever hurt an animal to get back at his brothers!   
 
    Of course, he could really mess with them, now that they assumed he was serious.  He’d have to remember that threat for the future.   
 
    “So, what’s got your panties all in a twist?” Reid finally asked.   
 
    “Nothing.  Watch the game or go find your wife.” 
 
    Reid smiled.  “So, woman problems, huh?”  
 
    Brant snickered.  “I seem to remember you being a pain in the ass when Selena wouldn’t talk to you during a party,” Brant commented.   
 
    Looking at Mack, Reid decided to be evil.  “And didn’t you ask Gianna out one night?” Reid fired right back.   
 
    Mack knew that he was in trouble.  Big trouble!  “Hold on a minute,” he said, sitting up and taking his brothers seriously now.  “First of all, Selena looked hot in that floral dress!  And she was trying to piss you off!” Turning to Brant, he shook his head.  “As for Gianna, well, she was sitting at a bar looking sad because you were being an idiot.  I was just…protecting her from the circling vultures.” 
 
    Brant growled and Reid had to lay a restraining hand on Brant’s shoulder to stop him from pummeling their youngest brother.  “Not a good reminder, baby bro,” he said, using the term their sister used on Mack.  Being referred to as the baby brother used to piss Mack off, especially since Giselle, their baby sister was several years younger.  Now it just amused him and he’d ruffle her hair.  Since Giselle was a princess, married to the crown prince of Altair, mussed hair was a serious issue that always sent her back to her room.   
 
    Unfortunately, since Giselle’s husband, a big brute named Jaffri, tended to follow her back to their rooms now, and they rarely returned in a timely fashion, Mack had slowed down on that particular torment.  None of the brothers liked thinking about why it was taking Giselle so long to fix her hair.   
 
    “Look, Mack, you’re either going to tell us what the hell has you so pissed off, or we’re going to continue to annoy you.” 
 
    Mack saw the concern in their eyes and conceded.   
 
    “Fine!  But this is all your fault,” he told them.  
 
    The brothers shrugged.  “It usually is,” Brant nodded agreeably.   
 
    “We pride ourselves on creating havoc, so spill it and let us revel in our glory this time.” 
 
    Mack contemplated punching both of them out and heading back to his mountain.  He had the renovations on that new cabin to do, paperwork to finish, people to check on, and a pile of other things to get done.   
 
    But back on his mountain, Eve was sitting in her bar, smiling at the other residents and being beautiful, alluring, and desirable.  And now he knew what she tasted like, what her lips felt like when they trembled with desire.  He knew what her breasts felt like against his chest and what her bottom felt like in his hands.  He knew… 
 
    “Ow!  What the hell?!” he demanded, looking at Brant with a scowl.   
 
    Brant shrugged.  “You were back in your head.  I was doing you a favor.” 
 
    “By punching me?” he growled.   
 
    “Brotherly love.  Now spill it.” 
 
    Mack rubbed his shoulder, scowling at both of them.  “I want what you guys have, okay?  That’s it!” 
 
    They looked quizzically at each other, then back at Mack.  “You have stock in Rembrandt Cosmetics, ass!  You have more money than you know what to do with.” 
 
    Mack rolled his eyes.  “I don’t give a damn about your company or the money!  I want…” he felt like an idiot.  But with their persistence, he shrugged and sighed.  “I want a wife.  I want kids and…a home.” 
 
    Mack tensed, waiting for both of them to start teasing him again.   
 
    So, when they remained silent, he looked at each of them in turn.  “What?”  
 
    “Do you have a particular woman in mind?” Reid asked softly.  
 
    “Course he does, ass!” Brant scoffed.  “We all loved our lives exactly the way they were until we met the woman who turned our lives upside down.” 
 
    “Good point,” Reid replied.  Turning to Mack, they leaned forward in mirrored poses, holding their beers between their legs as they eyed their youngest brother.  “So, what’s this woman like?  Is she pretty?” 
 
    “Is she nice?” Brant asked.   
 
    “Does she feel the same way?” 
 
    “When are you going to do something about it?”  
 
    The questions came quickly and Mack leaned back against the sofa cushions, wishing he’d gone to a hotel.  He loved his brothers, but they could be annoying sometimes.  And awesome at times too.  More often, annoying.   
 
    “Yes, she’s nice.  No, she doesn’t feel the same way.  She isn’t ready to settle down.  She’s a photographer and she travels around the country taking pictures of…hell, just about everything.” 
 
    “How did you meet her?” Brant asked.  
 
    “You know The Bull Frog, the bar on Main Street?” 
 
    “Cynthia’s place?” Brant asked.  At Mack’s nod, he shrugged.  “Yeah.  Good beers.  I like how Cynthia serves mostly local brews.  They’re great!” 
 
    Reid punched Mack’s shoulder.  “Cynthia’s head over heels in love with Ryan.  Don’t tell me you’re in love with Cynthia.  Ryan would kill you.” 
 
    Brant scoffed.  “He wouldn’t kill you, Mack.  He’d just take you out into the mountains and let the animals feed off your bones for the rest of your life.”  
 
    Mack grunted.  “Right.  Like I’d allow Ryan to even touch me.”  Then he realized what his brothers had just said.  “And you seriously think that Ryan could hurt me? I’d tie that guy up, cover him with honey and let the bears get him before I allowed him to come even close.” 
 
    Brant and Reid stared at their baby brother.   
 
    “You mountain people have a warped sense of retribution,” Reid muttered, both of his brothers shaking their heads.   
 
    “Back to the important stuff,” Brant said.   
 
     “In answer to your question, and before you so blithely maligned my capabilities again,” he snapped with irritation, “No!  I don’t see Cynthia in a romantic way.  She’s…Hell, she’s like a sister.  She’s nice and all.  And I guess she’s pretty, but she’s…” Mack shuddered.  “No!  Just no.  And yes, you’re right.  Ryan would kill me.  I wish those two would just…” he sighed.  “Hell, the whole town is trying to get those two to work things out.  But no.  I have no feelings for Cyn, except as a friend.”   
 
    He sighed and stood up to get another beer, pulling three out of the basement fridge, which Brant kept stocked for this kind of afternoon.  “Cynthia has a friend named Eve.  She came to town about two weeks ago and…” he tossed all three tops into the trash with a nod of approval for his aim.  “She’s short, curvy, and a hot mess, most of the time.”  He handed the beers around before sitting back down on the sofa.  “She’s funny and has brought in a slew of business.  Cynthia has been struggling for the past several months for some reason, but Eve turned things back around.  Business is booming. She creates these ridiculous cocktails and names them stupid things, like frog’s breath and angel whispers.  And the locals and tourists love them all.  She’s added appetizers to the menu as well, naming them equally weird things, which only dares all the customers to at least try the damn things.”  He paused, thinking about Eve.  “Just walking by the place makes your mouth water for whatever the hell she’s cooked up for the day.  And damn, if people aren’t flocking there from nearby towns just to try out her latest stupid idea!”  He downed half his beer.  “Have I mentioned that she has the absolute worst sense of direction?”  He didn’t wait for either of them to reply.  “Seriously, if that woman ventures out into the mountains, she needs a tracker!  I took her out the other day and can’t tell you how many time she started to turn the wrong way.”  He was pacing in front of the television now.  
 
    “So, if she’s so great, what’s the problem?” Reid asked.   
 
    Mack stopped and looked around, realizing for the first time that he was pacing and ranting.   
 
    Rubbing the back of his neck, he shook his head.  “She’s leaving.” 
 
    His brothers understood immediately.  They leaned forward.  “Okay, so she wants to go, but why?” 
 
    “Because she’s a photographer who sells her pictures online and in print.  She’s great, by the way.” 
 
    “You mentioned that,” Brant teased.  “So, if you think she wants to leave, why not give her a reason to stay?” 
 
    Mack stopped, looking at his brother.  “What do you mean?”  
 
    Reid nodded his head.  “Maybe the reason she travels so much is because she doesn’t have a reason to stay in one place.  She doesn’t have a home.” 
 
    Mack stared, stunned at the possibility.  “I haven’t asked her why she travels so much.” 
 
    “So ask,” Brant urged.   
 
    Mack nodded.   
 
    “And give her a reason to stay.” 
 
    He had no idea how to do that.  “Give me some ideas.”  
 
    Brant and Reid shrugged, not sure what to say.  “You’re the guy who is falling for her.  We don’t know her, other than she makes you act like an idiot.” 
 
    Mack stopped pacing long enough to glare at them.  They only chuckled and high fived each other, but since they’d given him something to think about, he ignored them.   
 
    A reason to stay.  What the hell would make Eve want to stay?  Minneville was a tiny dot on the map.  It was beautiful but…it wasn’t a good enough reason to make someone like Eve want to hang around.   
 
    He needed to talk to her, find out more about what made her tick.  He knew that she liked cooking and she loved it when he nibbled on her lower lip, but he didn’t know a whole lot else about her.  He’d purposely been trying to avoid her for just this reason.   
 
    “I have to go,” Mack announced and headed towards the door.   
 
    Reid and Brant jumped up, blocking the door.  “Hold on, cowboy!” Reid warned, putting a hand to Mack’s shoulder to slow him down.  “You can’t go anywhere.  You’ve been drinking.  Stick around and head back home tomorrow.  That will be time enough to make plans and sober up.” 
 
    Mack glanced down at the coffee table where he’d abandoned his beer bottle.  His empty beer bottle.  And that wasn’t his first one.  “Hell!” he muttered, in complete agreement with his brothers.  He would have realized that he wasn’t in any shape to drive before getting into his truck, but the very fact that he hadn’t thought about it immediately pissed him off.   
 
    “You’re right,” he agreed, shaking his head at his stupidity.  He couldn’t blame that on Eve.  He knew better.  How many times had he had to call a relative and give them the tragic news when some idiot had thought they were sober enough to drive?  Alcohol and driving didn’t mix.  Add in a mountain road, no streetlights, and lots of curves, as well as dangerous switchbacks, and that was just a recipe for disaster.   
 
    “I’ll head out in the morning.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Brant said.  All three brothers settled in to watch the game. Mack stared blankly at the television, trying to come up with a reason that would make Eve want to stay.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Mack pulled into the station wanting to head over to The Bull Frog immediately.  But looking down the street, he noticed that her car wasn’t in its usual parking spot   
 
    With a sigh of frustration, he walked into the station, prepared to head out on his rounds.  “Anything happen while I was gone?” he asked Dan, one of two deputies for the town.   
 
    “Nah, everything quiet.  The Miller twins tried to build a skateboard and roll down the street.” 
 
    That caught Mack’s attention and he turned his full attention on his deputy, his weapons belt frozen in the air.  “What happened?”  
 
    Louis, the other deputy, chuckled, both men shaking their head.  “They made the skateboard out of an old piece of wood and four mismatched wheels.  They went about ten feet before the board stopped.  It took them fifteen minutes to figure out how to straighten the wheels again.” 
 
    Mack smiled, thinking that those boys would end up in the hospital if they weren’t careful.  But having been a regular at the Denver emergency room growing up, he knew that the boys would survive.  
 
    He hoped, at least.   
 
    “Time to get to work,” he mumbled and walked out the door.  Unlocking the rifle safe, he took out his regular rifle and a box of ammunition.  He hadn’t had to use the rifle or his gun in a while and every day, he prayed the trend wouldn’t end today.   
 
    “See you tomorrow,” he called to Louis, who would be getting off in a half hour. Dan was on duty for another five hours.  The three of them staggered their shifts, so there was always someone available to the public if help was needed.  But there had been many times when all three of them pulled long, arduous shifts because problems tended to happen when one least expected.   
 
    “Oh, hey boss!” Louis called out, pulling a piece of paper out from a stack on the side of his desk.   
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He came out from his desk and handed Mack a report.  “I don’t know what this was about,” Louis began.  “But last night, there were reports of lights up by the cliff falls parking area.  When I went to check it out, nothing was there.  It was completely dark, no movement.” 
 
    Mack skimmed the report, noting the time.  What the hell was going on up there at two thirty in the morning?  He nodded and handed the report back to Louis.  “Okay, I’ll go see if anything looks odd now that the sun’s up.  Call this in to Ryan, okay?”  
 
    “Sure thing, boss,” Louis headed for his desk.   
 
    Mack headed out, irritated when his eyes wandered down the street to the bar.  Eve’s car still wasn’t there.  “Where the hell are you, honey?” he muttered to himself.  Then turned away, sliding his sunglasses on and heading towards his Bronco.  He stored the rifle on the gun rack, locked it securely, and slid into the driver’s seat.  If his eyes moved down the street one more time, looking for one particular vehicle, he told himself he was just doing his job.  Eve might be a temporary resident, but she deserved his protection as much as anyone.   
 
    “So, where are you?” he asked again, his eyes scanning the area for Eve and anything else that looked out of place.  Several residents waved to him and he waved back as he headed up the mountain towards the Cliff Falls parking lot.  It was a fifteen minute drive and, because there wasn’t a whole lot to do once he’d left the actual town, his mind wandered.   
 
    “She damn well better not have gone hiking again,” he muttered, a cold pit forming in his stomach.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “You’re cut off, Robby.” 
 
    Robby stared in shock and confusion as his now-empty beer mug was carried away.  “Hey!  Why would you do that?”  
 
    “Because you’re over the edge from feeling good to being drunk,” Eve told him.  “And you’re too handsome to get into an accident.”  With that, she plucked his keys off of his belt and dumped them into the jar behind the bar.   
 
    “Hey!” Robby protested, but Eve noticed that he didn’t bother to get off of his bar stool.   
 
    Shaking her head, she lifted a hand up, palm out to stop his protest.  “Nope!  You’re not driving.  Joe?  Can you take Robby home?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Eve!” Joe called back.  Robby grumbled for a moment, but then shuffled over to Joe’s table and started munching on the basket of treats she’d just delivered to the group of men who had come to town to fish for the next few days.   
 
    “Hey, anyone see the lights up in the mountains last night?” someone asked the room.  
 
    Eve stopped herself from rolling her eyes.  Why does everyone care that there were lights in the mountains?  So what if someone was driving along a mountain road at night.  It wasn’t illegal, was it?  Last time she checked, driving at night was still okay.   
 
    “I know that Mack’s out there checking it out now,” someone else answered.  “He’ll figure it out.  If anyone’s doing something stupid, he’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Eve stopped at name, then forced her feet to move, pretending to be fine.   
 
    “He back from Denver?” another person asked.   
 
    “’Course he is,” and everyone laughed.   
 
    Eve bit back a harsh reply and moved towards the kitchen, furious with herself for even caring.  But as she walked into the storage room and closed the door, the hurt that hit her was almost overwhelming.   
 
    Mack had kissed her up on the mountain, making her head spin with his touch and the way he’d held her.  Then he’d gone into Denver to find a woman for the night.  He’d had sex with another woman!   
 
    Oh, she hated him!  Eve really hated him!  She’d never felt this kind of pain before, not even after finding her ex-fiancé had cheated and lied to her.  Which only proved that her engagement had been wrong, but beside the point at the moment.  Besides, in this situation, anger was her outlet for this pain!   
 
    “Eve!  What are you doing in there?” Annie called out.  “We need more meatballs, honey!  They are flying today!” 
 
    Eve groaned, wishing she could just go somewhere and hide under a blanket until she could breathe more easily.  This hurt and she hated hurting!  She hated Mack and… 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” a deep voice demanded right behind her.   
 
    “Mack?” she gasped, noticing that her heart was pounding.  He’d just come back from being with another woman!  She shouldn’t be excited to see him, she should be pissed!  Pissed off and finished with men.  So instead of smiling up at him, she frowned as she pushed past him.   
 
    And yes, Eve was fully aware that Mack allowed her to push him because the guy was too big to push around.  Just another reason to be furious with him.  Why couldn’t he be a little guy?  Why couldn’t he be short and weak?  Why did he have to have muscles and biceps and shoulders and that cute butt?  And handcuffs!  
 
    With a groan, she shoved the tray of dishes into the dishwasher.  Thankfully, the industrial sized dishwasher took only a few minutes.  When the machine was finished, she pulled the tray out and lifted it…well, she tried to lift it but strong arms came around her and Mack lifted the heavy plastic tray filled with appetizer bowls, putting it on the metal counter behind her.   
 
    She huffed a bit, but pushed the next batch of dishes through.  And yet again, he lifted them out of the way, setting them on top of the first rack.   
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She glared up at him.  “Go away.  I have work to do.” 
 
    “Why are you so angry?” he asked, moving closer to her and she closed her eyes, trying very hard not to react.  But it was Mack, and he was warm, sexy, and smelled…absolutely delicious.  
 
    “Mack, I’m busy.” 
 
    “How about a batch of meatballs to go, then?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Can’t do that,” she said, retreating to the other side of the kitchen before turning around to cross her arms over her stomach.  “We’re out.  Too busy.” 
 
    At that moment, Annie stepped into the kitchen and pulled four bowls of the meatballs from the warming oven.  Annie didn’t say a word, just stacked up her appetizers and moved off.  
 
    When they were alone, Mack turned to look at Eve with raised eyebrows but she just shrugged.  
 
     “Seems like you have a lot of meatballs still to sell.” 
 
    “They are all taken,” she lied.  “I’m sure there are some meatballs in Denver,” she challenged.  “Why don’t you head on back there and find out?” 
 
    He chuckled and moved closer.  “I have no idea why you’re so angry with me, but I’ll be back later and we’ll discuss my Denver trips.  Until then,” he warned her moments before he kissed her.  It was just a brief brush of his lips against hers, but it made her head spin.   
 
    By the time she opened her eyes again, ready to snap at him for being so arrogant as to think she wanted him to kiss her, he was gone.  She heard the bells over the door jingle and assumed that meant he’d left.   
 
    Sagging back against the counter, she wondered how that man could turn her into a pile of mush!  Why couldn’t she think of him like she thought about Robby or Dan or any of the other men that came through the doors of The Bull Frog?  This was ridiculous!   
 
    “You okay?” Annie asked, pulling several more bowls of meatballs out of the warming oven.   
 
    “I’m fine,” she grumbled, even though her lips still tingled and her knees were a bit wobbly.   
 
    Annie laughed.  “You don’t look fine.” 
 
    Her fingers drifted to her lips, wondering if… 
 
    At Annie’s knowing laugh, Eve knew she’d been fooled.  “You’re horrible,” Eve groaned and turned around, setting the bowls up for the next batch of meatballs.  She called them Moose Treats for the customers, even though they were simple ground turkey balls warmed in a rich, brown sauce with parmesan cheese sprinkled over the top.  So far, they were one of the best sellers.   
 
    Business was getting a bit hectic and she needed to hire additional servers.  But Eve didn’t want to do anything without Cynthia’s okay.  Her friend would be back soon and Eve wasn’t going to leave her friend in a bind.   
 
    So, in the meantime, she’d just have to hustle.  No matter how many appetizers she made during the afternoons, the place ran out every night.  Once they were gone, it was just the usual beer and wine, although not many people ordered wine.  Colorado, or at last this part of the state, seemed to prefer beer, especially the exceptionally good craft beers.   
 
    Unfortunately, waiting tables and serving drinks didn’t occupy Eve’s mind enough.  Even worse, as the night wore on, she kept thinking about Mack’s warning.  He was coming back.  Perhaps she could push everyone out of the bar early enough and lock up before he came back.  Yeah, that seemed like a pretty good plan.  She could just… 
 
    The bell rang and the door opened, revealing Mack.  
 
    His eyes moved over the now-small crowd, looking at each person as if searching for something that wasn’t right.  Then his eyes settled on her and…did they soften slightly?  Or was she imagining that?   
 
    Didn’t matter, she told herself as she pushed away from the bar.  She wasn’t going to talk to him.  If he wanted someone to talk to, he could just head back to Denver.  Because she wasn’t in a chatty mood!  Not for him!  Never for him again!  She was finished, completely done, with men who cheated!   
 
    Not that he’d actually cheated on her, she corrected.  One kiss did not a relationship make.  Okay, technically two kisses.  Hmm…well, three if one counted the brief kiss earlier in the evening, but still…three kisses did not mean that they were in a romantic, committed relationship.  But still, she didn’t date men who hauled off to a different city when they needed sex.  It was cheating, even if it technically wasn’t cheating.   
 
    He was dressed casually in jeans and a white tee shirt now.  And yeah, he looked hot!  Sexy, relaxed, and so impressively built that her mouth went dry with the desire to… 
 
    The knowing smile that formed caused her to jump.  What in the world was she doing?  She couldn’t stand here ogling the man!  How rude of her!   
 
    Turning away, she stomped into the kitchen.  They were out of cocktails now, only serving bottled and draft beer.  All of the meatballs were gone too, although she’d hidden a bowl in the back of the warming oven.   
 
    Not for him, she told herself firmly.   
 
    “Are you going to give this to him or should I?”  
 
    Eve turned to find Annie standing behind her with the last of the appetizers in her hand.   
 
    “I didn’t…”  Eve stopped when Annie’s eyebrows lifted, daring her to deny that this last bowl had been reserved.  With a sigh, she nodded.  “I’ll give them to him.  I need to kick him out anyway, so I might as well use this stupid stuff as a reason to talk to him.” 
 
    Annie chuckled as she finished with the last of the night’s close-out chores.  When Eve walked back into the main part of the bar, there were only two other tables still filled, one of them with Mack and that handsome ranger.  Everyone else had filtered out over the past few hours.  It was quiet.  They’d done most of the cleaning as the patrons vacated, so there wasn’t a whole lot to do other than put the cash into the safe and lock up.   
 
      
 
    “What did you find up at Cliff’s Falls?” Ryan asked, sitting down across from Mack at the small table.  Both of them scanned the room, searching for danger.  When they realized that it was quiet, only then did they allow themselves to relax slightly.   
 
    “Tracks,” Mack replied quietly. He didn’t want the other residents to know that something weird was going on until he had more information.   
 
    “What kinds of tracks?” Ryan prompted.  “Deer tracks?  Cat…?” 
 
    “Tire tracks,” Mack interrupted.  “Only one set.” 
 
    “So not a car or truck.”  Both men pondered the implications of that.   
 
    “A plane,” Mack suggested.   
 
    Ryan agreed.  “What kind of lunatic would land a plane there?  It’s surrounded on three sides by high mountains so there’s no easy approach.” 
 
     “And whatever they are bringing in, or taking out, it can’t be good.” 
 
    “Agree.”  Ryan stood up and shook his head.  “I’ll keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Back at ya,” Mack replied, nodding to the other man.   
 
    Ryan left and Mack relaxed back against the wooden chair.  It wasn’t comfortable, but he didn’t care.  He was waiting.  Eve had disappeared into the kitchen as soon as he’d arrived.  Now it was just a matter of time.  The men at the other table stood up, dropped a hefty tip onto the table and called out their goodbyes.   
 
    The other waitress wiped down the tables, pushed the chairs in and swept around them, keeping up a running chat with Mack.  She didn’t care that he wasn’t overly participative in the conversation.   
 
    Thankfully, it only took her a few minutes to clean up.  She untied her apron and hung it up in the kitchen.  “I’m heading out, Eve!  Do you need any help locking up?” 
 
    “I’m fine!” Eve called back.  
 
    Mack wondered if Eve was going to hide out in the kitchen for the rest of the night.  She had to come through this area to head upstairs to Cynthia’s apartment.   
 
    Just as he thought it, he saw movement, then she came out of the kitchen.  Damn, she looked good.  Tired.  Her dark hair was piled up on top of her head.  Her lipstick had been chewed off hours ago.  She’d pulled her apron off and he noticed that she was wearing leggings today instead of jeans. 
 
    Nice.  Beautiful and exhausted, but nice!   
 
    “Here,” she muttered.   
 
    Looking down, Mack noticed that she’d put a bowl of the meatball appetizers onto the table in front of him.  And a fork.   
 
    When he looked up, she was walking away.  For a long moment, he just watched, enjoying the sway of her hips.  He loved leggings!  What a miraculous piece of clothing.   
 
    With a smile, he picked up the fork and started on the meatballs, surprised at how hungry he was.  And how amazing the meatballs were.  Hot and spiced with an herb he couldn’t identify.  Interesting!  No wonder people were flocking to the bar lately.  The food was delicious.  He hadn’t tried the various cocktails Eve offered each night, but the glass dispensers, which had been half full a few hours ago, were empty, already cleaned and set up for the next night’s invention.   
 
    After finishing the meatballs, he took the bowl and fork into the kitchen, more than ready to talk to Eve and find out why she was angry with him.   
 
    Mack found her in the kitchen, leaning against the sink as she stared blankly down at the floor.   
 
    “Eve?”  
 
    Immediately, she jerked upright, looking around at him.   
 
    “Thank you.  They were delicious.” 
 
    He took the bowl over to the sink, purposely crowding her.  Eve always smelled delicious.  Like vanilla today.  How could she work in a bar, carrying appetizers, cocktails and beer to her customers for hours and still smell like vanilla at the end of the night?   
 
    He rinsed the bowl and put it in the half filled rack of dirty dishes.   
 
    “Want to tell me why you’re so angry about me going to Denver?” he asked, turning so he could lean against the counter. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She stepped away, but he reached out, pulling her close.   
 
    “Why does it bother you that I visited my brothers?” he asked softly, brushing a curl off her forehead.   
 
    She went very still.   
 
    “That’s not what I heard you do when you go to Denver, Mack.  And I’m…” she tried to pull out of his arms, but he tightened his grip on her hips.   
 
    “What do you think I do when I go into the city?”  
 
    She huffed and shifted from one foot to another.  “Word is that you hit the bars and pick up a woman.  When you come back to town, you’re all relaxed and happy again.” 
 
    He searched her features carefully.  “And you don’t like that?”  
 
    She pushed him away, putting several feet between them.  “Mack!  You kissed me in the woods a few days ago!  You kissed me and then walked away as if that kiss meant nothing at all!” 
 
    He moved closer.  “Are you implying that the kiss meant something to you?” he asked gently.   
 
    Eve shrugged and his eyes moved lower, watching the dark shadow between her breasts.  An enticing shadow.   
 
    “It doesn’t matter.  It didn’t mean anything to you.  And I don’t date players.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re doing?  Are we dating?” 
 
    “No!” she gasped.  “It was one kiss!  That’s it!  And it meant nothing.” 
 
    He moved closer, taking her hand when she tried to slide sideways to avoid him.  “More than one kiss.  And they all meant something to me, Eve,” he told her softly.   
 
    She took a breath to argue with him, but let it out again, frowning up into his.  “It did?” she asked, then shook her head.  “Never mind.  You’re a player.  You do this to women all the time!” 
 
    “Do what?” he asked, kissing her fingers.   
 
    “You’re gorgeous and sexy.  You play women and make us think that there’s something more serious going on when in reality, we’re just a game to you.  Women are conquests.” 
 
    His smile was slow and sexy, making her stomach muscles tighten with awareness.  
 
    “You think I’m sexy?” he purred, leaning forward.   
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Out of everything I just said, that’s what you focus on?”  Jerking her hand out of his grip, she stepped backwards.  “I need to lock up and I’m sure that you have other things to…” 
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, his phone chirped, indicating that he had a message.  From the sound of the persistent chirping, Eve suspected that it was urgent.   
 
      
 
    Mack lifted his cell phone to his ear, watching Eve the whole time.  “Yeah?” 
 
    But as soon as the other person started talking, his attention shifted.  “Say again?”  
 
    The dispatcher repeated the information and Mack still didn’t understand.  “I’m sorry, you’re going to have to repeat that,” but he was moving out the door.  “Hold on,” he paused and then turned around.  With the cell phone pulled away for a moment, he wrapped a strong arm around Eve’s waist, pulling her in close.  “We’re not finished with this conversation.” He kissed her.  Another brief, unsatisfying kiss, but that was all he had time for.  “More later.”  
 
    And then he hurried out the door.  “Okay, one more time,” he said into the phone.  
 
    Eve stared at the door to the bar, wondering what just happened.  He’d kissed her, promised more conversation and then…what in the world had that phone call been about?  
 
    Whatever it was, Eve told herself as she walked over to the door to lock it, “None of my business.”  Turning off the lights, she moved around the bar, making sure everything was shut off and cleaned up, ready for business the following day.   
 
    It felt like a long walk up the stairs.  But as she pulled a satin nightshirt on and padded barefoot into the bathroom to brush her teeth, she sent a prayer asking God to take care of whatever Mack had to rush out to take care of.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?”   
 
    Ryan shook his head back and forth.  “No clue, my friend.  Absolutely no clue.” 
 
    They stood away from the mountain lion that was jumping from one boulder to another, back and forth, stopping to roar a bit.  Every few minutes, he’d stand back on his hind legs and roar, then do his rounds again.  The big guy didn’t seem to be aware of the humans that were standing at a safe distance, watching and wondering.   
 
    Mack took the tranquilizer rifle from the back of his truck and loaded a heavy-duty tranquilizer dart.  “Better take him to Annie’s,” he decided, referring to the vet in the next town.  “She’ll be able to tell us what’s gotten into him.” 
 
    “He’s bigger than normal, isn’t he?” 
 
    Mack nodded, lifting the gun to aim.  “Bigger and a bit crazier.  I don’t recognize him either.  He’s not one of our regulars.” 
 
    “He’s new to our area,” Ryan confirmed, stepping back and going silent while Mack took aim.  “Good shot,” he said after Mack had fired the tranquilizer into the back hind leg of the mountain lion.   
 
    Mack lowered the rifle and waited.  Thankfully, it was a weekday and it was late in the evening, so most people were already in bed, or at least, settled in for the night.  Otherwise, the tourists who didn’t understand the ferocity of a mountain lion might try to get close to the animal and either harm themselves or the big cat.  Very few tourists understood how far a mountain lion could leap.   
 
    Slowly….slowly…the big cat stopped pacing.  After a few more moments, the lion dropped to the ground as if taking a sudden nap.  “And he’s down,” Ryan said.   
 
    Mack agreed and turned to his deputy.  “Keep everyone back.”  
 
    Louis immediately nodded and turned away from the scene unfolding in the woods and faced the curious onlookers.   
 
    Ryan deftly put a soft muzzle over the cat’s head and “mittens” on his paws to keep him from scratching if he woke up.   Only then did they wrap the cat up in a sturdy blanket, then buckle some straps to keep the blanket in place, making sure that he could breathe and see.  This would protect the cat if he woke up during transport.   
 
    Mack stepped up next to him, both men looking down at the lion now gently cocooned in the belted blanket.  “You gonna bring him down to your truck?” Ryan asked, stepping back with a smirk.   
 
    Mack smirked at his friend.  “Aren’t you the ranger here?”  
 
    “Yeah, but this guy is in your town.” 
 
    Mack looked around.  “Only by about two feet!” he pointed out.  “If he was right there,” he pointed to the rocky path leading into the woods, “he’d be in your area.” 
 
    Ryan picked up Mack’s rifle, pointing it safely over his shoulder into the air.  “Exactly.  He’s all yours.” 
 
    Mack sighed with resignation.  “Fine.  But…” he hefted the big guy carefully over his shoulder.  “You’re going to pay for this.  And payback is a bitch.” 
 
    Ryan chuckled as he followed Mack down the trail leading back into town.  “I know.  And I will enjoy your attempts at payback.” 
 
    Mack might have said something else if he hadn’t had a two hundred pound mountain lion on his shoulder.  So instead of wasting time replying, he walked over to his Bronco.  Ryan was there with the back already open and helped him carefully lay the big cat in the back.  There was a wire mesh between the trunk area and the driver/passenger area, so if the tranquilizer wore off, Mack would be safe enough.  Not that he wanted to be inside the vehicle if a two hundred pound mountain lion woke up, but still… 
 
    Locking the back door, Mack turned and shook his head.  “This doesn’t feel right,” he muttered to the ranger.  
 
    Ryan nodded.  “I’m with you.  Let’s get this fella to Annie’s.  Until we know more, we don’t know what to expect or where to look. But you’re right.  This is strange.” 
 
    “And strange is bad.” 
 
    They dropped the mountain lion off at the vet.  Mack hauled the thankfully still-sedated animal into the clinic and left, heading back to the bar.  However, he noticed that all of the lights were off.  Four hours had passed since he’d left for the cougar emergency.   
 
    Shaking his head, he drove back to his cabin, wondering what Eve wore to bed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Eve washed mushrooms at a furious pace before tossing them into the bin next to her.  The appetizers tonight were going to be stuffed mushrooms and they’d be delicious, but she still hadn’t figured out what to call them.  And it was all his fault!  Mack had rushed out of here last night and she’d worried.  Especially when she’d gotten a text from Cynthia asking about the mountain lion in town.   
 
    Mountain lion?  In town?  Eve didn’t even want to know.  And yet, she probably should know.  But she couldn’t ask anyone because if she asked, then that someone would know that she was curious.  And asking about Mack wasn’t a good thing.  It was a bad thing.  A very bad thing!   
 
    Although, if she didn’t ask, wouldn’t that seem suspicious too?  How many times did a mountain lion come through town?  Not often, she suspected.   
 
      Eve wasn’t worried.  Not about the mountain lion or the conversation.  She was fine. Perfectly fine!  And she’d call the stuffed mushrooms, mountain lion tracks.  Although, what did a mountain lion’s paws look like?  They were a cat, she knew that much.  A big cat.  Probably a really big cat!   
 
    What about Mountain Lion drool?   
 
    No, that was too gross.   
 
    What about… 
 
    “Are you trying to clean the mushrooms or punish them?” a deep voice asked.  
 
    Eve spun around, startled, to discover Mack in her kitchen doorway.  Well, Cynthia’s kitchen.  But her kitchen for the moment.  
 
    He literally filled the space with his broad shoulders, his sheriff’s hat just brushing the top of the doorframe.  He must have sensed that there wasn’t a whole lot more space left because he took the hat and off tossed it onto the counter.   
 
    “We were interrupted last night.  You were saying something about me being gorgeous and sexy.” 
 
    Eve frowned, annoyed that he remembered.  And that he was bringing it up again.  “Um…well, about that.  I was tired last night and not careful about what I was saying.  I may have exaggerated.” 
 
    “Did you?” he asked, wrapping his hands around her lush hips.  “In the fresh light of the morning sunshine, do you find me sexy and gorgeous?”  
 
    Eve wasn’t sure what to say.  She was still exhausted, not having slept much last night.  And yes, he was still sexy.  And gorgeous.   
 
    “What happened with the mountain lion last night?” she asked, changing the subject.   
 
    His soft chuckle told her that she hadn’t fooled him even a little.  Darn it!  
 
    “No idea.  The vet in Aton, the next town over, examined him last night.” 
 
    She tilted her head, fascinated.  “How does one examine a mountain lion?  Aren’t they predators?” 
 
    “Yes.  Good ones, actually.” 
 
    “And you dropped off a massive predator to a place that probably had several dozen cats and dogs and other creatures?” 
 
    Mack thought for a moment, then nodded.  “I see your point.  But Annie’s good.  She will know how to keep the guy sedated.  I’m heading over there now.” 
 
    She stared up at him for a long moment, then shook her head.  “No, you’re standing in my kitchen, bothering me.” 
 
    He chuckled and she couldn’t stop the shiver as the sound made her whole body ache.  
 
    “You mentioned that you don’t like it when I go to Denver.” 
 
    Oh.  Right.  His jaunts to visit other lady-friends.  Damn it! 
 
    Pulling out of his arms and turning away, she busied herself with the mushrooms.  “I don’t care,” she asserted, but wasn’t able to look him in the eye so she focused on cleaning mushrooms.  “You can go to Denver whenever you want.  It isn’t anything to me.  None of my business.”  At least, that’s how she wished she felt. 
 
    “Last weekend, I went to visit with my brothers.  I didn’t pick up anybody and I haven’t for a long time.” 
 
    She froze in the process of grabbing more mushrooms.  His words echoed through her mind over and over again.  A long silence followed.  Eve wasn’t sure what to think or what to say.  “How long?” she blurted out, then wanted to bite her tongue.  Shrugging, she went back to washing the stupid mushrooms.  “I mean, like I said, it’s none of my business.” 
 
    He lifted a hand, one finger leaving a trail of fire down her neck.  “A long time, Eve.” 
 
    And then he was gone.  She wasn’t sure what to think.  She liked that he hadn’t gone to another woman.  But during their hike, he’d kissed her.  And she’d definitely kissed him back. Why had he seemed so angry after that?   
 
    She didn’t know and she didn’t have time to figure it out.  Turning around, she faced the huge pile of mushrooms.  “I should have done a dip and chips instead!” 
 
      
 
    Mack drove to Annie’s clinic, but his mind lingered at Eve’s place.  She’d looked so hurt until he’d said something about not having been with a woman in a long time.  Had she been jealous?  He wanted to think so, but he didn’t know Eve well enough to be sure.  It certainly felt nice to think she’d been jealous of the thought of him with another woman.  Hell, he was jealous every time a man approached her in the bar.  But that was different and he damn well knew it.   
 
    Stepping into the clinic, Mack looked around.  There were already several people waiting to see Annie, several pet owners hovering around their cats, cringing in their carriers or petting dogs on a leash right at their feet, drooling as they watched the cringing felines.   
 
    “Hi Sheriff!” the receptionist smiled in greeting.  “Are you here about our famous resident?”  
 
    “Sure am, Jenny.  Is Annie around?  Does she have a moment to talk?” 
 
    Jenny nodded.  “Absolutely.  She said to send you back as soon as you arrived.  She has some interesting information, apparently.” 
 
    Mack tipped his hat and headed through the swinging door to the examination rooms.  Jenny must have called Annie to warn her that Mack was here, because the vet stepped out of one of the rooms and smiled.   
 
    “Jenny says you have something interesting to tell me.” 
 
    “Strange news,” the vet corrected, wiping her hands with a paper towel before tossing it into a trash bin.  “And I don’t think you’re going to like it.” 
 
    Annie led him into the back where the mountain lion was still hooked up to an IV but had been rolled into a cell like area.  That was much safer, Mack thought.  If the huge kitty woke up, he’d have lots to say about his new environment.   
 
    “Here,” Annie handed him a report.  “Look at this.” 
 
    Mack stared at the report, at the graph that showed a spike. “Does this mean…?” 
 
    “Yep.  Your cougar was doped up on cocaine.” 
 
    Mack muttered a curse under his breath, smacking the report onto the metal counter.  “This isn’t good, Annie.  Where the hell did a mountain lion get cocaine?” 
 
    She lifted her hands in the air.  “No idea.  And thankfully, that’s not my area of expertise.” 
 
    Mack nodded.  “Okay, well, thanks for the head’s up.”  Turning to the cougar, he looked at the animal.  “He looks so cute when he’s asleep.” 
 
    Annie laughed.  “Yeah, well, I have him on some pretty heavy drugs to keep him that way until his body burns off the drug.  I will wait until you have him out of here before I decrease the sedation.” 
 
    Mack shook his head.  “I’m going to make Ryan come by and pick him up.  He’ll have to be released into the woods and…” an idea occurred to him and he turned back to the vet.  “Hey, if this guy got…” then he stopped, shaking his head.  “Drug dealers in our area,” he growled.  “How the hell had this happened and why?  The mountains around here are tough to navigate.  Why would anyone bring drugs in here?”  
 
    Annie once again lifted her hands in the air.  “You’re the brilliant guy who solves the mysteries.  I treat the little guys.” 
 
    Mack nodded his thanks to the vet, then headed out to his truck.  There were several pieces to the puzzle that weren’t fitting together. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Eve paced outside the sheriff’s office, back and forth in front of the door.   
 
    “Just go tell him,” she muttered.  But she avoided the door and strolled all the way down the handicap ramp.  “It isn’t like you’re tattling on someone.”  She stopped and frowned up at the beautiful sky.  “Okay, yes, I’m tattling on someone.” 
 
    She walked to the sidewalk then back, muttering to herself.  “I just don’t want to talk to him!” she exclaimed, and looked around, hoping that she was alone.  It would be awful if someone had witnessed her mutterings.   
 
    Thankfully, no one was around at this time of the morning.  Still, she didn’t want to run into Mack.  Her feelings for the man were all confused and he kept popping in and out of the bar.  She didn’t understand but…darn it, he kept kissing her!  Every time he showed up, he kissed her and threw her whole world out of whack!   
 
      
 
    “Think she’s going to actually come inside?” Dan asked curiously, watching Eve through the window.   
 
    Mack glanced up from the monitor, staring out at the front door.  It took another second, but sure enough, Eve walked past once again.   
 
    “I have no idea what goes through that woman’s mind.”  
 
    But he certainly hoped she’d come inside.  Hell, he’d been over to her bar several times this week.  Every time he had a few spare minutes, he’d go in to talk with her and always ended up doing some chore.  He’d actually learned to wash dishes in that huge industrial sized washer, he thought with disgust.  She’d have him cooking those crazy appetizers soon if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    Of course, he didn’t have anything against cooking.  He loved it actually, and found it relaxing.  But not a thousand appetizers.  And not for strangers.  And he sure as hell would hate cooking things like Mountain Lion Porridge or Eagle Talons.  How Eve came up with all of those ridiculous names for her food was beyond him.  He liked that about her, though.  Come to think of it, he’d been stopping by in the mornings just so he could hear what she’d named the appetizer that day.   
 
    And damn if he didn’t stop by every evening right before closing so he could try whatever she’d cooked up.  She saved him some every night.  They talked quietly as the rest of the patrons left.  As soon as they were alone, he’d take her into his arms and kiss her until they were both hot and bothered.   
 
    Unfortunately, Louis had come down with the flu so Mack and Dan had been splitting his shifts.  That meant that he worked until about midnight and couldn’t stay after kissing her goodnight.   
 
    But Louis was back tomorrow.  And Mack had big plans for tomorrow night.   
 
    “Want me to go out and talk to her?” Dan asked.  
 
    When he started to stand up, Mack growled menacingly at him.  “Don’t you dare,” he snapped.   
 
    Obviously, his deputies knew what was going on between him and Eve.  Probably the whole town knew about it.  But he didn’t give a damn.  He was on a mission to convince Eve to stay after Cynthia came back.  And if it meant courting Eve every night, he was damn well going to do it. Hell, why was he just sitting here anyway?  Eve had come to see him!   
 
    But when he stepped out, Eve wasn’t in view.  He glanced around the parking lot, noting her car was still here.  So where had she gone?  
 
    Walking down the steps, he followed the path she’d been pacing.  Sure enough, as soon as he rounded the corner, he found Eve peering into the back parking lot where the official vehicles were parked.   
 
    He paused to enjoy the view of her enticing derriere in leggings.  But when she started to straighten, he knew that he should announce his presence.  “Need something?” he asked.   
 
    Eve jumped about a foot as she swung around, shrieking briefly as she did so.  It took all of his self-discipline to not laugh at her horrified expression.  But when she peered around back again, then at him, he couldn’t stop himself.   
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be out doing rounds or something?”  
 
    “Not at the moment,” he told her, taking her arm and leading her into the office.  “What’s going on?  Everything okay over at The Bull Frog?”  
 
    She nodded, looking nervous and slightly guilty.  “Yep.  Everything is fine.  No problems.”   
 
    When she pressed her lips together, he knew that she was hiding something and his police instincts kicked into overtime.  “Eve, what’s going on?”  
 
    She backed up a step.  “Nothing.  I was just being silly.  Really, it’s nothing at all.” 
 
    That put his instincts on high alert.  “Eve, you’re not silly.  So if you’re worried about something, I need to know.” 
 
    She sighed, biting her lip and looking down at her toes, obviously struggling with her thoughts.  So when she looked back at him he waited patiently.  “I’m probably making too much of this,” she muttered with a sigh.   
 
    Mack took her hand and led her over to his desk, sitting her down in his chair.  The old metal creaked slightly, but not nearly as much as it did when he sat down in it.  She was lighter and prettier.  
 
    When she still hesitated, he glanced over at Dan.  The man obviously had the same thought and was already up, collecting his weapon from the drawer and sliding it into his holster.  “I’m out of here,” he announced.  “I’ll check in on the radio.”  A moment later, he was gone.  Silence followed his departure.  For once, the phones weren’t ringing and there wasn’t a tourist in here demanding something ridiculous, like a guide for a day trip into the mountains.   
 
    “Talk to me, Eve.  What’s going on?”  
 
    She sighed, her shoulders drooping slightly.  “I just…heard something last night that didn’t sound right.” 
 
    “Last night?  You mean before I stopped by?” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    Concern sparked to life inside his chest.  “Why didn’t you tell me about this last night?  Eve, if something strange is going on, something that is making you nervous, then you should tell me about it immediately.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Mack, you make me nervous!  And besides, you come into the bar every night, wait until everyone else is gone, then kiss me until I’m a wreck!  So no, I didn’t think to tell you because every time you touch me, my mind goes blank!” 
 
    He chuckled and took her hands in his.  “Fair enough.  I won’t kiss you until after you tell me what happened last night that has you concerned.” 
 
    “You’re not kissing me at all,” she told him, pushing back slightly.  But he kept hold of her fingers and simply pulled her forward once again.   
 
    “Eve, talk to me.” 
 
    Unfortunately, at this particular moment, all she wanted to do was kiss him until she couldn’t… 
 
    He kissed her.  Eve didn’t know if it was because he’d read her mind or if he wanted the same thing.  Nor did she care.  As soon as his lips touched hers, her arms crept up around his neck, her fingers diving into his hair.  Over and over, his mouth devoured hers.  After so many days of this exploration, they had a rhythm now.  She angled her head and lifted her face, wanting more, needing all he had to give her.  Eve was so frustrated with the increasing, continuous sexual tension, she wanted to tear her clothes off and demand satisfaction.  
 
    She didn’t, of course.  But not because she had any kind of self-discipline.  No, that would be nice.  The only reason she didn’t start stripping off her clothes was because they were in the sheriff’s station.  But not even that occurred to her until she heard the door to the office open and close.  Someone chuckled behind them and she stepped out of Mack’s arms abruptly.   
 
    Spotting Ryan, Eve put her hands to her heated cheeks, wishing she were anywhere but here.   
 
    “Good morning,” she muttered and ducked around Mack where she was somewhat hidden from view.  “Um…I…uh…” 
 
     “Eve, it’s okay.” 
 
    She shook her head.  It wasn’t okay.  She’d just been caught kissing in a place of business.  No, not a place of business, an official area!  Eve muttered a muted good morning again and then walked out the door.  Hurrying to her car, she quickly jumped in and pulled out of the parking lot.  Getting away was her only option.  Good grief, it was one thing when Mack came to the bar after hours and kissed her until she was senseless.  But doing that in the morning in his place of work was wrong!  He was on duty!  He was protecting the town and she’d distracted him! 
 
    When she pulled in behind Cynthia’s building, what she’d just said to herself struck her and she froze.   
 
    She’d just distracted Mack!  She might have been all gaga while he was kissing her, forgetting the reason for her visit.  But so had he!  He’d been just as stunned and unaware of his surroundings!   
 
    Hadn’t he?  Or had she been too far gone to realize that he was completely aware of everything?   
 
    “What the hell am I doing?” she asked herself.  “And what am I thinking?  This is crazy!  I’m not even going to be here in a couple of weeks!  I shouldn’t be fooling around with a man who doesn’t…” 
 
    She’d been about to say that Mack doesn’t remain faithful to one woman.  But…they talked about the small things, laughed about their days as she cleaned up each night.  He kissed her and made her forget where she was and why she shouldn’t be kissing him.  But was he really the player that she’d assumed he was?   
 
    Staring blankly out the windshield of her vehicle, Eve pondered that for a moment.  Was she applying an attribute of infidelity to Mack that wasn’t accurate?  So what if she’d seen her fiancé with someone else!  That didn’t mean that Mack would be unfaithful.  
 
    But even as she thought it, she remembered the day when she’d discovered John in bed with someone on the very day that….! 
 
    “Stop it!” she whispered out loud.   
 
    Pushing open her car door, she stepped out and took a deep, centering breath, savoring the fresh, mountain air.  “I’m not going there!” she whispered to no one in particular.  “This is a fresh, new life and I’m not going to let my past define my future.” 
 
    With the vow spoken out loud, she walked into the bar.  Unfortunately, just saying the words didn’t stop her from thinking about Mack and what it would be like if she found him with another woman.  The pain in her heart when she’d heard he’d gone to Denver several weekends ago….   
 
    “You okay?” Annie asked.  
 
    Eve blinked and looked up.  “I’m fine.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    Before Annie could reply, someone knocked on the back door.  Annie and Eve looked at each other curiously, not sure who it could be at this time of the day.  They didn’t open for several more hours.  Eve shrugged and opened the door.   
 
    “Can I help you?”  
 
    The woman standing on the cement steps looked…exhausted.  Her hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, she wore no makeup, and her eyes were rimmed with red.   
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you,” the woman began.  “I was just…” she wrung her hands and Eve’s heart melted.  Eve recognized the look on the stranger’s face.  She’d been that low in her life as well.   
 
    “Come inside and have a cup of coffee,” Eve encouraged, taking the woman’s hand and gently led her inside.   
 
    The woman smiled, but the warmth didn’t reach her eyes.  Annie appeared behind Eve, handing the woman a cup of steaming coffee.  “Here you go, Penny.  What’s going on?”  
 
    Penny accepted the cup of coffee gratefully.  “I just…” she shook her head and tears formed in her eyes.  “I was laid off yesterday.  I need work,” she admitted and glanced at Eve.  “I know that you’ve been running this place for Cynthia.  And I’ve heard that things are incredibly busy here.”  She leaned forward, ignoring her coffee.  “I’m a good worker, ma’am.  I’m strong and I don’t complain.  I just…,” she paused and swallowed hard, as if her pride was stuck in her throat.  “I need work.  My boys are a handful but I love them and if I don’t find something fast, I won’t be able to feed them.” 
 
    Eve looked over at Annie and a silent conversation went between them.  Eve turned back to the woman.  “Penny, we could definitely use your help.  When can you start?”  
 
    Penny looked as if she might burst into tears and her grip tightened on the cup of coffee.  “Anytime.  As soon as possible!  I promise, I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Eve put a hand on Penny’s arm.  “Penny, you can start right now.  We’re prepping for tonight’s appetizers.  But I should warn you that I’ve changed things while Cynthia is gone, she might not like the changes.  So this might be a temporary job.” 
 
    Penny nodded, her eyes glowing with hope.  “I understand.  I’ll keep looking for work.”  She stood up, setting the coffee to the side.  “Where should I start?” 
 
    Eve and Annie stood up as well.  Eve wondered if she was doing the right thing, but her heart couldn’t reject someone in need.  And if Penny could earn a few dollars in tips tonight, all the better.  In fact, Eve determined to push more of her tips to the other woman tonight as well.  Penny was obviously desperate and fighting panic.   
 
    “Well, we’re making firecracker balls today, which are pretty easy to make and to serve.”  The three of them went into the kitchen and Eve showed Penny how to roll balls of ground chicken, spices, and a touch of brown sugar and apple cider vinegar.  “If you mix, we’ll roll.”   
 
    For the next hour, the three of them mixed, rolled, and cooked and, with Penny’s energy, they were done in record time.  They mixed the cocktails for the evening and set everything up and even had time to sit down and relax for an hour before they opened for the night.  
 
    Apparently, the scent of the firecracker meatballs had spiced the air around town.  That night, amid a larger than usual crowd, Eve walked up to Penny, touching her shoulder gently.  “I’m so grateful that you showed up here this morning asking for a job!”  There was a line out the door for people waiting for a table and the meatballs.  Penny laughed and her whole face transformed!  She went from a woman on the edge of disaster to one who looked as if she might embrace happiness for the first time in years! 
 
    About seven o’clock, there was another knock on the back door and Eve opened it to find two rough looking boys, obviously twins.  “You must be Penny’s boys?” 
 
    Penny rushed over to her boys.  “I’m sorry, guys!” she gushed, pulling some of her tip money out of her pocket.  “Here.  Go get some food at…” 
 
    “Nonsense, Penny,” Eve admonished, as she waved the boys inside.  “Come in and have some meatballs.  You can do your homework.” 
 
    Penny’s eyes teared up and her shoulders relaxed slightly.  She beamed as she hugged her boys to her sides.  “Thank you,” she whispered.   
 
    Eve watched as Penny showed the boys into the kitchen and gave them some meatballs. Once they were settled at the kitchen table, Penny moved back out to the dining area to survey her tables, making sure her customers were taken care of.  But when Penny moved behind the bar, Eve saw her stuff several dollars into the cash register, obviously paying for her boys’ meals.  Eve shook her head and moved to the kitchen, determined to help Penny as much as possible.  “How are you boys doing?” she asked, peering over their shoulders to see what they were working on.  
 
    “Math.  I have no idea how to do this,” one of them muttered, sighing with frustration and dejection.    
 
    Eve noticed that they were doing more doodling than homework.  “I’ll see if I can find someone who can help.” She went back out to the bar, surveying the crowd.  “Hey Bobby, you’re an architect.  You know how to do geometry, right?” she asked as she delivered another beer to his table.   
 
    Bobby looked up, confused but he shrugged as he nodded.  “Of course.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    Eve tilted her head back towards the kitchen area.  “I have a pair of boys in the kitchen who are stumped on their math homework, which looks like they are supposed to figure out the area of rectangles and triangles.  Your next beer is on the house if you can get them started.” 
 
     “Sure!  I can help.” Bobby picked up his beer and headed for the kitchen.   
 
    Eve froze as she noticed the tall, manly, too-sexy form of Mack standing at the door.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” she demanded, clutching a pitcher in each hand.  They were small pitchers, filled with tonight’s cocktails that she was walking around the room.  “You usually don’t…” Eve paused, not wanting Mack to know how much she looked forward to his late night visits.   
 
    “You hired Penny Miller,” he observed softly, moving closer.   
 
    The noise of the bar faded away.  The crush of people disappeared.  It was just her and Mack. Her heart pounded at the look in his eyes. Strange but…softer?  No, nothing about Mack was soft.  He was tough and the gun at his hip announced that he was a badass.  That and she’d heard how Mack had carried a mountain lion on his shoulder the other day.  A freaking mountain lion!  How many people could say that they’d had a reason to carry a mountain lion?!  If that didn’t scream badass, nothing could!   
 
    “She got laid off and we needed help.” 
 
    Mack tucked a stray curl carefully behind her ear.  “And now you’re organizing meals and tutoring for her twins.  They are a handful.” 
 
    Eve thought about the boys in her kitchen doodling on their homework.  “They’re good kids.” 
 
    “Yeah.  They are.  Some people dismiss them because they are a bit wild.  They just need a little more attention.” 
 
    She beamed up at him.  “Well, they are getting it now,” she laughed.  
 
    “I guess so,” he replied, laughing with her.  “Anyway, I came by to talk to you about what you came to see me about.  We never got around to talking about whatever it was that spooked you.” 
 
    Eve pulled back, reality crashing down on her with a thud.  Looking around, she realized that several of the locals were eyeing them curiously, wondering what was going on.  “Right.  I, um…” she tried to think back to what she’d gone over to the sheriff’s department to talk to him about but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember.   
 
    “Right, well, you’re going to have to come back later.  I can’t…” 
 
    He moved closer, but this time it was to make room for someone trying to get a table in the back.  “Right.  I touched you so now you can’t think.  I’ll come back around closing time and we can talk then.” 
 
    He did that sexy hat-tipping thing that she’d seen in cowboy movies so often and left.  Eve watched, thinking that the man had an incredibly fine butt!  
 
    Turning around, she found Annie and a few of the other locals watching her.  The group was whispering, their heads all titled towards each other.  As soon as they realized she’d noticed, they pulled back, but they couldn’t hide the fact that they’d obviously been whispering.  
 
    Eve sighed and turned towards the kitchen. “Great.  It’s going to be all over town by tomorrow.” 
 
    “What’s going to be all over town?” one of the boys asked innocently.  
 
    Eve smiled at them.  She knew their names were Tyler and James but, for the life of her, she still couldn’t tell them apart.  Penny needed to tag them somehow for her.   
 
    “Nothing,” she said.  
 
    One of them perked up, his eyes wide as he asked, “Were you talking about how you are dating Sheriff Mack?”  
 
    Eve spun around, staring at the boy.  Tyler?  Could be.   
 
    “What makes you say that?”  
 
    The boys shrugged in uncanny unison.  “Everyone knows that you two are dating.” 
 
    Eve shook her head, flustered and confused.  “We’re not dating.  We’re just friends.”  Friends who kissed, she silently amended.  And one half of the friend equation wanted a whole lot more!   
 
     “If you’re not dating, why does he come here every night?”  
 
    Eve had no answer for that so she was grateful when Annie walked in.  For once, Annie didn’t tease Eve about Mack.  “He comes by to make sure that we’re all closed up and safe. Sheriff Mack is careful about everyone who lives in town.  Both of you should know that since he stopped you two from going down that zip line both of you built a few days ago.  A zip line that was only connected at one end and would have gotten both of you killed, I might add.” 
 
    The boys grinned, obviously having fond memories of the debacle that never happened.   
 
    Eve was equally horrified that these young boys had been trying to build a zip line and relieved that Annie had provided a change in conversation.   
 
    As she was taking several more servings of the appetizers out of the warming oven, she realized something else.   
 
    Everyone in town knew that Mack stopped by in the evenings?  Oh good grief!  What had she done?  She’d thought she’d been so careful about hiding her attraction to Mack but had she failed?  
 
    Without another word, Eve took the order out to the table.  It was good that they were so busy tonight, because it kept Eve from thinking about what everyone in town was thinking about.  
 
    That was probably a narcissistic attitude.  Probably not everyone was thinking and wondering about her relationship with Mack.  After all, they had things to do, activities during the day.  She doubted that every person heading out to fish upstream wondered what she and Mack were doing after hours.   
 
    Yes, she sighed in relief.  She was making too much of the issue.  She and Mack might be a curiosity, but they weren’t what everyone was talking about.   
 
    Just like the Miller twins.  Lots of people talked about the boys, but the twins weren’t the center of their conversations.   
 
    When the last of the patrons had departed, Annie and Penny had scooted on home, smiles on their faces with pockets stuffed with tips they’d earned that night, Eve slowly turned off the lights.  Waiting.   
 
    Mack had said he would stop by to discuss what she’d come to the sheriff’s department to talk about earlier today.  So, where was he?  Why wasn’t he here?  He was usually here before everyone left.  And truth be told, she felt safer when he was with her.  They were a mostly cash business and, with all of the cocktails, beer, and appetizers, she usually had a lot of cash that needed to be tucked away at the end of the night.   
 
    The bell over the door rang and she turned, watching as Mack stepped through the doorway.  And locked the door.  
 
    “Hi there,” she whispered, then cleared her throat.  She was just about to say it again, thinking there was no way he could have heard her, when he tossed his hat onto the counter.   
 
    “Hi.”  His approach seemed different tonight.  Relentless.  He stalked toward her as she swallowed, thinking that he seemed…different tonight. Softer.  With a sensuous drift to it as it caressed her skin.   
 
    Or was that caress coming his eyes drifting over her figure?   
 
    Eve wasn’t sure but she couldn’t break the heavy silence to ask.   
 
    Closer still.  He didn’t stop until he was standing in front of her.  She had to tilt her chin up to look him in the eye, but Eve didn’t mind.  He exuded warmth and strength.  The scent of pine cloaked him, as if the forest had followed him home.   
 
    “I’m not going to stop at kissing you tonight, Eve.” 
 
    Did she want that?  Yes! Definitely yes!  Every night, she’d gone to bed thinking about making love with him, her body already on fire from his kisses.  So yes, she very much wanted him to follow her up the stairs and do far more than just kiss her tonight.   
 
    “Any objections?” he asked, his hand coming up to pluck the band out of her hair.  Her hair fell down around her shoulders in a tumble of curls.   
 
    She lifted her hand self-consciously to push the curls out of the way, but he stopped her, taking her hand and pressing it on his chest.  “Touch me, Eve,” he urged.  And then he lowered his head, his mouth taking hers in a kiss that swept her breath away!   
 
    As he kissed her, Mack picked her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist, wanting, needing, to be as close to him as possible.  She sensed rather than felt the mattress behind her and then Mack was pulling off her clothes.   
 
    “Faster!” she gasped when she felt his hands fumble on the waistband of her jeans.  “Please!” 
 
      
 
    Mack wanted to slow down.  He wanted to take his time and explore all of the magnificent glory that was Eve.  But her words and her touch, not to mention, the soft sounds of excitement she made every time he touched her, made him move faster.   
 
    She pulled off his shirt and tossed it away and he couldn’t take the time to take off her bra.  Instead, he tugged the strap off her shoulder, revealing her beautiful breast as he lowered his head to take the nipple into his mouth.  He heard her gasp, then felt her fingers weave into his hair, holding his head there.  He teased and nipped, laved and kissed the tip until she groaned, and then he moved to the other breast, enjoying that one just as much.  
 
    “Now, Mack!  Please, now!” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head.  “No way, Eve.  I’m enjoying this.” 
 
    “Why don’t you enjoy it faster?”  
 
    He chuckled, then kissed his way down her stomach.  She had beautiful, glowing skin and he discovered that she was a bit ticklish on her hip, but he moved lower still.  Her jeans were gone and he pulled her panties down, groaning at the sight of her.  “You have no idea what you do to me, do you?” he growled, then took one of her legs and pulled it over his shoulder before lowering his head to his goal.  “I’ve been wondering if you taste as good as you look.” 
 
    He heard a muffled sound, but he didn’t take the time to figure out if it was laughter or something else before he bent to tease those soft, pink folds.  Once again, her fingers dove into his hair and he could feel her fingers tightening and loosening.  Exploring her body, he tested various ways to taste and touch her, trying to find out what she liked the best.  When she arched her back, he knew that he’d hit on the right spot and continued, teasing and tormenting that spot until… 
 
    “Oh god, Mack!” she screamed, her body writhing.  But he continued teasing her, gentling until her body relaxed.   
 
    She sighed happily, her fingers loosening in his hair.   
 
    He kissed his way back up her stomach and her breasts, then her neck and ears.  “You okay?” he asked, going in for a deep kiss that made Eve’s knees weak. 
 
      
 
    Eve beamed up at the man who had made her lose control in ways she hadn’t believed possible.  “Yeah,” she replied, her hand sliding over his neck and jawline.  “Thank you!” 
 
    He chuckled softly, then stood up and finished undressing.  “You’re more than welcome,” he teased right back.   
 
    Eve grabbed a pillow, using it to cover herself as he undressed, her mouth falling open as she admired his already bare chest.  “Wow!” she whispered.   
 
    “I’m glad that you approve,” he teased, pulling several condoms from his pocket and tossing all but one onto the bedside table.  “How about if you lose that pillow and let me see you properly?”  
 
    She laughed, hugging the pillow closer.  “I don’t think I can do that.” 
 
    “You just let me touch you in the most intimate way possible,” he pointed out.  He unselfconsciously stood in front of her, rolling a condom down his erection.  “Are you seriously going to tell me that there is a part of you that I haven’t seen, touched, and tasted?”  
 
    “Well, no, but…” 
 
    “Then get rid of the pillow,” he ordered, and grabbed a corner, yanking it away from her and tossing it on the floor.   
 
    Eve yelped, then giggled as he approached.  “Are you always this commanding in bed?”  
 
    “Yes,” he replied, grabbing one of her ankles, pulling it up to his mouth and kissing the arch of her foot.  It tickled slightly, and she jerked, but he held on firmly.  Slowly, he kissed his way up the inside of her leg as Eve giggled, wiggling to protect herself when his mouth came close to her core.   
 
    “Oh, you’re still trying to hide from me?” he teased, taking her wrist and mercilessly pulling it out of the way.  “I don’t think you understand, Eve.  When I make love, I want all of you.”  
 
    “Yeah?” she asked, her voice a bit breathless.   
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed.  Then moved closer, pressing his erection into her softness.  “You want me to stop?” he asked.   
 
    “Don’t you dare!” she groaned, lifting her hips, begging for him to move deeper.  “Please, don’t stop!” 
 
    He didn’t.  In fact, he held her hands over her head and pressed gently into her heat, watching her eyes for any indication that he might be hurting her.   
 
    “So good!” she gasped.  “More!” 
 
    He shook his head, trying to clear the haze of lust.  “Eve, you feel incredible!”  
 
    She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him in closer.  Deeper.  “Please, all the way!”  
 
    He pressed in deeper and deeper until he was fully sheathed inside of her.   Then he stilled, waiting for her to adjust.  Only when he felt her inner muscles relax slightly, did he start to shift.  In and out, slowly at first, then faster as she gasped instructions.  Over and over again, he thrust into her wet heat, holding her hips, then moving his hands up higher so he could cradle her body against his.  The new angle created just the right friction, moving faster until… 
 
    Eve screamed his name, her nails digging into his shoulders as her body throbbed with release.  Only then did he allow himself to release his own control, finding his climax moments later.  But even after that amazing sensation, he continued to move, unable to stop because…well, because Eve felt too good.  Too perfect.  He smiled when he felt her tremble, pressing a kiss against her neck before collapsing down beside her.   
 
    “You’re beautiful, Eve!” he groaned.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Something was tickling her.  Eve pressed closer to the warmth, not wanting to wake up and face the sunshine.  She wanted to savor this sensation of happiness a bit longer.  
 
    The tickling started again and she mumbled an irritated growl.  The soft laughter that followed her grumble brought her further out of her sleep.   
 
    Peering over her shoulder, she realized that Mack was looming over her, looking scruffy, handsome, and hotter than she’d ever thought possible. He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer and she wanted to run her hands over all of the sexy lines of his muscles.   
 
    “You owe me something, Eve,” he reminded her, before nipping her earlobe.   
 
    “I do?” she asked, thinking about last night, what he’d done to her and…her heart pounded, thinking about doing that to him!   
 
    “You had something to tell me yesterday at my office.”    
 
    “Oh.”  Disappointment slashed through her and she mentally sighed.  “Right.” 
 
    Mack pulled her closer and she wished she’d woken earlier so she could have hopped into the shower.   
 
    “What were you thinking about?”  
 
    She shook her head, feigning innocence.  “Just what you were asking about,” she lied.   
 
    He shot her a disbelieving look.  Smart man.  Must be why he was such a good law enforcement officer.   
 
    “Why did you stop by my office yesterday morning?” 
 
    She grabbed his hand when it started to slide down her hip.  “I wanted to tell you about some men who were in the bar the other day.  They seemed…off.” 
 
    His hand stilled.  In fact, his whole body froze.  “Off how?” he demanded.  Then he sat up, pulling her with him.  “Tell me.” 
 
    She smiled slightly as she pulled the sheet up to cover her nakedness.  His eyes noticed and his lips smirked slightly, but thankfully, he didn’t pull the sheet away.   
 
    “I’ve never noticed them before.” 
 
    “Your advertising has drawn quite the crowd.  Most of customers lately are tourists.” 
 
    “Yes, but most of the tourists are here for hiking, fishing, or hunting.  These particular men didn’t seem to be.  And I know this is silly, but they just had an odd look about them, like they were up to something and didn’t want anyone else in their business.” 
 
    “Describe them to me.” 
 
    She tilted her head slightly, trying to remember them.  “Well, one of them was mostly bald.  They both wore the right clothes, but the material looked new, as if they’d never worn them before.” She pressed her lips together.  “No, that’s not right.  It was more like they were wearing a disguise.” 
 
      
 
    Mack wondered if she’d just seen a couple of guys and her imagination had gotten the best of her.  But then he dismissed that.  Eve wasn’t one to go off on flights of fancy.  If these men were off, he believed her.   
 
    “When were they in?”  
 
    Eve thought back to that night, trying to remember exactly when.  Every day seemed to blur together until Mack arrived at night.  Biting her lower lip, she thought back, trying to think of the appetizer served that night.  “It was a dip night.  We had Buffalo Meal as the appetizer.  It was just salsa and cream cheese with a bit of jalapenos mixed in for heat.”   
 
    He chuckled, cupping her cheek with his big, callused hand.  Eve wasn’t aware of how she tilted her head into his touch, needing to feel him. “I have no idea how you come up with these names, but it’s working.” 
 
    She laughed and sighed.  “So if it was dip night, then it had to be last Wednesday evening.  I’d say they both came in around seven-ish, but not together.  I think the bigger one, the one with no hair, came in first and sat down at one of the back tables.  His companion came in a few minutes later.  I don’t know if they were trying to be subtle about the meeting place or if they just didn’t know each other at the time, but the second guy looked around and focused on his friend in the back of the bar and went right to him.  If there was some sort of signal that acknowledged each other, I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “Did you overhear their conversation?”  
 
    Eve shook her head.  “No.  I was too far away and I couldn’t get close enough to hear.  Besides, it was a busy night so it was loud.”  She leaned forward, “But next time they come into the bar, I’ll make sure to listen and see what I can hear.” 
 
    Mack’s stomach muscles tightened.  “No!  Eve, promise me that you won’t approach the men if they come in again.  Just call me and I’ll be there.” 
 
     “But–” 
 
    “No!” he repeated, leaning forward to push her back down to the bed and looming over her.  “Eve, I mean it.  I don’t want you involved.  I don’t know what they are doing in town but whatever it is, you stay out of their way.” 
 
    “But, Mack…”  
 
    He interrupted her again simply by tugging the sheet out of the way, surveying her breasts and nipples that were already hard and begging him for attention.   
 
    “You’re going to let me do my job, Eve.  Understand?” he asked, then covered one nipple with his mouth.   
 
    Heat!  Bright, hot, intense heat hit her as his tongue swirled around her nipple.  “Right!  You do an excellent job,” she whispered, closing her eyes as his tongue flicked against her nipple.   
 
    “Damn straight,” he agreed.  “I’m an expert at my job.”  He kissed her, his tongue teasing hers until she wrapped her arms around his neck, her legs shifting to make room for him.  “And right now, my job is to start your day off with a bang.” 
 
    She laughed, then gasped when his mouth moved along her neck, causing gasps and cries of delight.  Lower still and he caught her other nipple, his fingers caressing and tweaking the other.   
 
    When she felt him press into her, she lifted her hips, taking all of him inside of her.  “You’re really…” she gasped as he thrust the first time, “good!” she finished after another thrust.  But after that, there was no more conversation.  Just sensation and enjoyment.   
 
    When Mack pushed Eve over the edge to that beautiful climax this time, he followed right behind her and Eve clung to him, loving the way he could make her feel so incredibly alive!  She shivered as he climaxed a few moments later, and wrapped her arms around him.  When he buried his face against her neck, she knew that this was where she wanted to be for the rest of her life. 
 
    That was such a shocking thought, she stiffened and Mack noticed.  Of course Mack noticed, because Mack was one of the most observant men she’d ever met in her life.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, lifting himself up on his elbows so he could see her face.  But he remained intimately connected to her and she liked that.   
 
    “Nothing,” she lied, not wanting to bring up the future at a time like this.  Mack wasn’t a future and babies kind of guy.  He was a good man, but deep down, she knew that he was a player, like John.   
 
    “Ugh!” she blurted out, realizing that she’d been thinking about her ex again.  Why did she keep letting him into her present?   
 
    He blinked in surprise.  “That bad?” he teased.  
 
    She shook her head but pushed lightly against his shoulders, indicating that she wanted to sit up.  “No.  It was wonderful.  I just…I keep thinking about…”  Eve trailed off, not wanting him to know how silly she was.  
 
    “Eve, talk to me.  Let me in,” he urged, pulling her closer.   
 
    She looked at him as she cuddled into his lap, his arms wrapped around her waist.  “I didn’t think you were the kind of man who wanted more than just…this,” she admitted, tilting her head slightly to indicate the bed.  
 
    “You still think I’m the kind of guy who prefers one night stands to something more…substantial?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I don’t think we know each other well enough to determine what either of us prefer.” 
 
    He sighed, kissing her shoulder.  “And what would you say if I told you that I wanted something more?”  
 
    She laughed.  “Mack, be serious.” 
 
    And with that, she headed into the bathroom, pulling a robe around herself as she went.   
 
      
 
    Mack watched, irritated that she’d covered up only moments before stepping into the bathroom to take a shower.  It told him that she was still self-conscious around him.  Or that she was finished with him and his pleasure in her body was over.   
 
    Either way, he didn’t like it.  He wanted Eve for more than just one night.  Hell, he wanted her for a lifetime!  He’d tried to stay away, to ignore the woman or, at least, ignore the attraction between them.  His efforts had been pointless.  Mack acknowledged that he wanted Eve forever.   
 
    But how could he convince her to stay?  Mack had no idea.  And even if she stayed here in Minneville, how could he convince her that he wasn’t the kind of man she thought he was?   
 
    A thought occurred to him.  Perhaps it was time to question the genesis of her beliefs.  With that in mind, he followed her into the bathroom.  Thankfully, his body was sated so he knew that he could talk with her and not get distracted again.   
 
    He pulled the glass shower door open and stepped in, enjoying Eve’s surprise when he pulled her against him.  The shiver told him that she was fully aware of him.  The softening of her lips gave him the idea of kissing them.  Gently though, because her lips were swollen from last night and this morning.   
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and he was lost once again in the beauty of Eve’s body and her cries of delight when he touched her.  And damn it, he didn’t get the chance to question her at all!  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mack demanded as soon as he stepped into the sheriff’s station that morning.  He was feeling good.  Great, actually.  And it was all because of Eve. 
 
    Louis tossed a piece of paper on Mack’s desk.  “Angie says that our lion is ready to go home.  The cocaine is out of his system and she’s monitored him for withdrawal.  She says that he hadn’t been on the drug long enough for a real withdrawal issue, but warned that the cat would try to go back to the source for more.  It’s the way the drug works.” 
 
    Every law enforcement officer in the world knew what happened to a person’s mind and body when they start doing any kind of drug.  
 
    As he scanned the report, an idea formed.  “What if we…” Dan walked in, coming off his night shift.  Mack stopped and handed Dan the report.  “I was thinking that we could follow the cat.  If he’s going back to his source, if we follow him, we could find out where he got the drugs, then trace them back to the original source.” 
 
    Dan leaned against the counter as Louis leaned forward.  “The plane that landed in the field a few weeks ago?”  
 
    “I think they’re related,” Mack announced.    
 
    Dan nodded.  “Makes sense.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” he added, turning and looking at both of his deputies.  “We’re getting an influx of tourists with the hiking season so close. Eve noticed a couple of guys come into The Bull Frog recently.  She mentioned these two men stood out, but she couldn’t really define why.  She mentioned something about their clothes not really fitting in, which makes me think that they were here for business.” 
 
    “Damn!” Louis whistled.  “Eve’s on top of things!” 
 
    A chill slid down Mack’s spine at the memory of Eve offering to keep an eye out for these guys.  “Yeah, well, she’s going to do some sleuthing herself.  I told her not to,” he assured both men when they stiffened in horror.  “But we all know that Eve is going to do it anyway.  Between the bar’s additional business and the Miller Twins…,” 
 
    “And Penny working for the bar now too.  That news spread across town like wildfire.” 
 
    Mack chuckled. “Yeah, Eve has a soft spot for people in trouble, doesn’t she?” he paused, unaware of the knowing look exchanged between his deputies.  “Anyway, Eve is a do-er and she’s going to go after these guys.  She said one of them was balding, both of them are big but that’s all we have to go on.” 
 
    Louis stood up, his hands resting on his gun belt.  “Which means, we need to find him before Eve does.” 
 
    He sighed and rubbed his hands over his face.  “Okay, let me head home and get a few hours of sleep.  I’ll be back to drive through the area and walk the streets looking for these guys.  If they are around here, they’ll need to eat at some point.” 
 
    Louis nodded as well.  “I’ll increase the patrol area to cover more area.  Maybe we can find the source before the cat comes out of sedation.  Barring that, can we put a tracker on him?  Find out where he goes?” 
 
    Mack nodded.  “My thoughts exactly.  I’ll call Angie.” 
 
    “Any other ideas?” Dan asked, looking at both of them.   
 
    “Not yet.  But let’s meet back here in a few hours once we have more information,” Mack suggested.   
 
    They both nodded, Dan heading out to get some sleep.  Louis grabbed the emergency bag they all carried that included extra water and food.  They all had more in their trucks too, for stranded hikers.  Their trucks carried food, water, clothing, sleeping bags, blankets, repelling gear to get down into out of the way places, flashlights, and anything else that a non-experienced hiker might have forgotten.   
 
    Mack moved behind his desk, to check in with his counterparts in the neighboring jurisdictions.  He did so quickly, then headed out himself.  Until this situation was resolved, he and his team would be out looking for evidence of the source of the cocaine.  The dispatcher would contact one of them if someone needed them.   
 
    Hours later, Mack was exhausted.  The mountain lion had been released. Mack and Ryan had stayed close, warding off predators until the lion woke up properly.  But anyone tracking a big cat for even a few minutes knows the dangers and the difficulties.  Mountain lions could jump and climb and run fast.  When the cat was finally up to speed, Mack and Ryan backed off.   
 
    And now, all he wanted to do was find Eve and pull her into his arms.  Damn, he was tired!   
 
    He needed a shower first.  He checked in with Dan and Louis, then headed to his cabin for a shower.  Thirty minutes later, dressed casually, he parked in the bar’s back area and came in through the kitchen door.   
 
    “Hey Mack!” Annie called out.  
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked in greeting.   
 
     “Just another busy night,” she replied.  “Penny is here too.” 
 
    Tyler and James swiveled around, grinning up at him.  “Hey boys.  What’s going on?”  
 
    Tyler shoved his homework towards him.  “Eve told me I had to rewrite my essay.  What do you think?  She had Louise from the bookstore help me with some of the words.” 
 
    Mack quickly skimmed the essay, his gut tightening as the message became clear.  Tyler wanted to build a roller coaster.  Because the near-death experience of the zip line last week wasn’t a good enough lesson?  But the essay itself was clear and well written for a fourth grader.   
 
    Nodding, he handed the paper back to Tyler.  “This is good.  I like how you describe the sun coming through the slats that hold up the ‘take off’ point.”  Turning to James, he glanced at the boy’s paper.  “How is your essay coming along?”  The pair were in the same class at the elementary school.  Minneville wasn’t big enough to have multiple teachers for each grade.  In fact, last year’s high school graduating class had only twenty students.   
 
    At James’ hesitant expression, Mack knew his essay wasn’t finished.  Sure enough, James pulled a sheet of paper filled with math problems out of a ragged folder.  “I’ve finished my math homework!” he replied hopefully.  “Want to check it?  I did good!” 
 
    “James, where’s your essay?” Mack repeated, thinking that maybe it would be a good idea for him to read all of their essays going forward.  It would give him a clue as to what to save them from next.   
 
    At the repeated request, James deflated.  “I’m still working on it,” James finally admitted, his nose squinching up slightly.  “Are you here to see Ms. Eve?  She said we had to eat vegetables before we could have bear mud.” 
 
    Mack laughed, amused by the latest appetizer name.  “Bear mud, huh?”  He mussed James’ hair.  “She’s right.  No bear mud until you finish your essay.  I want to read it when you’re finished.” 
 
    The twin looked up at Mack oddly.  “Really?  You want to read it?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  I really want to read it,” Mack told him.  Damn, he thought.  He should have been doing this for years.   
 
    James’ face glowed with excitement.  “Okay!”  He pulled out a fresh piece of paper, confirming Mack’s suspicion that he hadn’t even started.  “I should be done soon.” 
 
    “Check your spelling before you bring it to me.  Any misspelled words and you’ll owe me ten jumping jacks.” 
 
    James surveyed the paper in front of him.  “Got it,” the boy immediately started erasing a word, his tongue peeking out between his teeth in concentration.   
 
    Mack chuckled as he moved past the table.  He needed to see Eve.  It wasn’t just that he wanted to see her. Seeing her was a physical need.  An ache in his chest that wouldn’t ease up until he found her.  Held her in his arms, for just a moment.   
 
    He moved through the tables until he found a position where he could put his back to the wall and observe.  
 
    Then he counted.  One.  Two…she was speaking with a customer but at that moment, she stopped mid-sentence and turned around.  Their eyes met and held.  It was as if he could feel her heartbeat in that moment.   
 
    Damn, she was beautiful!  Her hair was all mussed, her lipstick completely gone.  There was a curl trailing down her neck and another sticking out sideways somehow.  She was beautiful.  Gorgeous!   
 
    And such a free spirit.  Could she ever think of a place like this as home?  As he watched, she turned away from him to help Burt who owned the tackle store on the opposite side of town.  Eve laughed and Mack could feel the soft pull of that sound all the way to his core.  He wanted to stand up and take her into his arms, pull her close for a kiss.  He wanted to claim her as his woman and he wanted the world to know that he was her man.  He wanted all of it.  
 
    His eyes moved lower, drinking in the view of her body.  Jeans and a long sleeved shirt covered her adorable butt today.  Jeans or leggings - he wasn’t sure which he liked more.  Probably leggings, because they were easier to get off.  Or maybe the jeans, because of the zipper.  Hmmm…an interesting question.  One that required additional investigation.   
 
    And speaking of investigations, Mack forced his eyes away from Eve’s enticing derriere, glancing around the room.  No one out of the ordinary here tonight.  He recognized at least half of the people here as locals and the other half as tourists.  But he recognized some of the tourists as well.  The town hosted several people who returned year after year, sometimes month after month.  The town wasn’t far from Denver, so it was an easy weekend or even a day trip.   
 
    That’s when he noticed the difference.  The pictures!  There were big photographs decorating the walls tonight.  Pictures of the place he’d taken Eve on that first hike.  But…these were amazing!  As he admired one picture, he could almost feel the drop-off, that dizzy sensation when one got too close to the edge.  But Eve was afraid of heights.  How the hell had she gotten that shot?  The angle was incredible!  And another one…the focus had dimmed the outer edges of the photograph, so that the snow-capped peak in the distance was crystal clear!  The ice and the sunshine peeking over the edge of the mountain seemed almost magical!   
 
    Had she really taken all these?  And how the hell had she blown them up like this?  He realized that Eve was an incredible photographer.  She had real talent and skill.  The angles were different and eye-catching, the colors vibrant.  As he admired each of them, he realized that she’d captured his special place and made him see it in a whole new way.   
 
    And something else occurred to him.  What if he…there was that cabin he’d just bought on the edge of town.  Lyle Munez had finally moved out, vacating the place.  It needed a lot of work, but he’d bought it at a really good price.  He hadn’t started plans to renovate it yet, but…what if…? 
 
    The idea might just work.  Lyle’s place was big enough and long enough.  Yeah, with the street front, it was an ideal place.   
 
    “Here you go, Sheriff,” Penny said, putting a big glass of something in front of him.  “It’s just lemonade.  Eve made it fresh with real lemons, just for you and my boys.”  She blushed slightly as she walked away to help her other customers.   
 
    Mack watched her, thinking she looked…pretty!  Penny usually appeared worried and exhausted, but for the first time since Penny’s husband left town years ago, the woman seemed to have gotten a full night’s sleep.   
 
    Sipping the lemonade, he nodded at the amazing sweet and tart blend.  Perfect!  Looking up, he found Eve watching him and he lifted the glass slightly, nodding his appreciation.  The smile on her face made him want to laugh.  And kiss her.  But she moved off, helping customers and he didn’t disturb her.  Besides, he was here for another reason.  Not to ogle the woman he was going to pull into his arms later tonight.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Eve sighed as she stood in front of the building.  The long front area would be perfect, she thought.  Crossing her arms over her stomach, she considered the idea.  Buying a place seemed so…frightening, so permanent.  And yet, she didn’t want to leave Minneville.  Even after Cynthia returned, Eve wanted to live here.  She wanted to stay and be with Mack, but…was that possible?  He’d stayed at the bar last night until closing, then pulled her into his arms.  They’d made love until the early hours of the morning, but he’d left by the time she woke up this morning.  A note on her bedside told her that he was still out looking for the people she’d mentioned.  So her feelings hadn’t been hurt when she’d discovered him gone.  In fact, a warm sensation enveloped her because he’d taken the time to tell her what was going on.   
 
    And now, seeing this cabin, thoughts of building a life here excited her.   
 
    “Eve?” a familiar voice called.   
 
    Turning around, she pasted a smile of greeting on her face.  But the man standing several feet away was not someone she ever wanted to see again!   
 
    “John?” she blurted.  Then shook her head.  Of course it was John.  Her ex-fiancé stood on the sidewalk, looking as tall and handsome as ever.  And seemingly ready to head out into the woods.  “What are you doing here?” she demanded.  
 
    He laughed and moved closer, ready to take her into his arms for a hug.  Eve stepped back, not wanting John to touch her.  He’d lost that right when he’d had sex with someone else only weeks after proposing to her!   
 
    “I remember you talking about visiting this town when you lived in San Francisco.  So I decided to try hiking with Minneville as a starting point.”  He looked at her curiously when she stepped back, avoiding his touch.  “Is your friend, what’s her name, still here?” 
 
    Eve crossed her arms over her chest, irritated that John-The-Jerk had invaded her life.  “Cynthia.  And yes, she lives here.”  Eve didn’t elaborate.  She didn’t want to continue the conversation, needing to get away from him as quickly as possible.   
 
    “Are you just visiting her here?”  
 
    “No.”  Nothing else.  He didn’t deserve anything else.  Stepping away from him, she nodded politely towards him.  “Have a nice hike.” 
 
    “Hey,” he stepped in front of her.  “What’s the rush?  Don’t have time for me anymore?”  
 
    She stepped away again, cringing at the thought of him touching her.  “No.  I really don’t.” 
 
    He laughed, thinking she was just kidding.  “Look, why don’t we have a drink tonight?  There’s a bar on the other side of this tiny town that I hear is really good.  Probably putting your friend’s bar out of business, from what I’ve read.”  John laughed, thinking that someone going out of business was hilarious.  “Meet me there tonight and we’ll talk about old times.  It’s called The Bull Frog and I hear it’s a really hopping place.” 
 
    Eve winced and shook her head.  “No thanks.”  Darn it, he would probably come by tonight and realize that she ran The Bull Frog.  Ick!   
 
    He smiled and Eve wondered why she’d ever thought his smile was charming.  It seemed sleazy and patronizing now.  “Why not?  Don’t tell me that you still have hard feelings over what happened.  I said I was sorry and the sex didn’t mean anything to me.  It was just…a fling.  An experiment, sort of.” 
 
    Eve looked at him with fresh eyes, irritated with him and the power he’d had over her.  Not that she loved him anymore.  In fact, she didn’t think she’d ever been in love with him.  He’d just been…convenient.  The swiftness with which she’d gotten over her feelings for him indicated that she’d never truly been in love with him.  Besides, the way she felt for Mack was exponentially more powerful than anything she’d ever felt for John which, at the most, was mild affection.   
 
    It was his cheating that had really gotten to her and messed with her head.  His cheating had given her a distrust of all men.  And then something occurred to her.  She knew that Mack would never cheat on her.  He was good and honest.  Their relationship might not last, but she had absolute confidence that he wouldn’t cheat on her.  He had integrity and morals.  
 
    Unlike John The Jerk.  
 
    “John, you cheated on me.  I walked in on you naked, in bed with someone else only a few weeks after you proposed to me.” 
 
    He didn’t even cringe.  “Yeah, but that’s in the past.  No hard feelings, right?” 
 
    Eve rolled her eyes, disgusted with him.  “Yeah.  I have hard feelings.  I don’t trust you.  You’re slime.  I’d bought my wedding dress that day.  It was a happy day until I came back to tell you about it only to find your naked butt in the air as you screwed someone else!  So yeah, I have hard feelings.  Now get out of my way.  I have work to do.” 
 
    “You work here?  I thought…” 
 
    “And don’t bother trying to get a drink at the bar you mentioned,” she glared up at John.  “You won’t be served.” 
 
    “How do you know that?”  
 
    “I’m running The Bull Frog at the moment.” 
 
    He shifted, huffing a bit in outrage.  “You can’t deny me service.” 
 
    She smirked.  “There’s a sign explaining that management reserves the right to deny service to anyone, for any reason.” 
 
    He fisted his hands on his hips.  “Are you really that devastated by our breakup?” 
 
    Was she really that broken up?  Was she still hurt by his betrayal?  And when the answer came to her, she laughed, delighted.  “No.  I’m not, actually.” 
 
    He blinked, realizing that Eve was serious.   “So, have a drink with me tonight.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Nope.  Sorry.  Not only am I not upset about your lack of any sort of moral integrity, but I’ve moved on and am madly in love with someone else.” 
 
    Wow!  Madly in love?  Was that right?  Was she in love with Mack?   
 
    Absolutely!  And yeah, it was pretty crazy.  She’d fallen in love with a man who might never return her feelings.  But…she didn’t care.  It was liberating to love someone.  She’d shied away from any sort of emotion for so long, never willing to really embrace life or a home.  Because she didn’t want to be hurt again.   
 
    But now, standing here in front of John, she realized that she’d only been hurting herself by holding off.  She’d been homeless and drifting for too long.  Glancing behind her at the pretty cabin, she knew what she wanted.  A house.  A home.  And if Mack was in that house, good.  If not, then she’d figure out how to move on.   
 
    John opened his mouth to say something else, but Eve lifted her hand.  “I have to go,” she announced, interrupting him.  She’d forgotten how much John hated being interrupted.   
 
    “Don’t you dare walk away from me, Eve!” he snarled after her.  “We’re not finished with this conversation!” 
 
    Eve didn’t even bother to acknowledge that he’d spoken. She kept moving down the sidewalk towards the only real estate agent in Minneville.   
 
    She pushed through the doors, smiling at the woman standing behind the desk.   
 
    “Good morning!” the smiling woman said. “You must be Eve.  How are you?” She extended her hand. “I’m Megan.  We haven’t met yet, but you’re a good friend of Cynthia’s, so you’re a good person.” 
 
    Eve warmed to those words, having heard it from others regularly over the past few weeks.  “Thank you!” 
 
    “Have you heard from Cynthia yet?  I got a message from her last week that her mother was improving.  Any word on when she’ll come back?” 
 
    Eve shook her head.  “No.  Her mother’s recovering, but it is slow going.  Mona is breathing more easily now, so that’s good news.” 
 
    “Definitely!” Megan clasped her hands together.  “So, what can I do for you today?”  
 
    Eve pointed back down the street.  “That house down at the end.  It doesn’t look like anyone lives there.  I was wondering if there was any way to contact the owner and see if it might be for sale?” 
 
    Megan’s smile grew wider.  “I know the owner personally.  I’ll give him a call today and ask if he might be willing to sell.”  She clapped her hands together.  “Oh, it’s going to be so good to have you stay!  We need to get together for lunch one day soon.”  She extracted a business card from her desk.  “Here.  Give me a ring when you have some free time.  If all goes well, Cynthia can join us as well!” 
 
    Eve took the card, charmed and warmed by the generous offer.  “That’s so nice of you!”  Eve tucked the card into her pocket and nodded.  “I’d like that.  I’ll call Cynthia tonight and find out when she might be coming back, but I don’t want to rush her.  If her mother needs her…” 
 
    “I completely agree,” Megan replied, holding up her hands.  “But soon!” 
 
    Eve left, feeling even better about her decision.  She turned and looked back at the house, relieved that John had vanished.  She didn’t want to talk to him.  Not even to tell him that she was over him.  John mattered too little for her to waste her time trying to convince the jerk that he was nothing to her now.   
 
    But she still wouldn’t serve him if he showed up tonight.  Knowing John, he’d still try.  Eve made a mental note to warn Annie and Penny about him.   
 
    Even still, she felt wonderful.  As she walked back to the bar, she looked around at the town.  She’d spent so much time in the bar, working on recipes and cocktails, trying to create advertising through the social media channels, that she hadn’t really gotten out and looked around.  Automatically, her gaze moved across the street where the sheriff’s station was.  
 
    But he had a job to do.  Every night, he’d waited until just before closing before coming by, respecting that she had a business to run.   Eve knew that she owed him the same respect.  He was running an investigation about the drugged mountain lion.  Everyone was still talking about that, marveling that a mountain lion had actually gotten drugs in the first place.   
 
    So instead of heading towards his office, she turned and headed past the other stores along the street.  There was a bookstore, a diner, fish and tackle shop, a hunting place that had a giant bear standing outside that had been carved from a massive piece of wood, a coffee shop, bakery, and a few other businesses that were down some of the side streets.  Eve knew that there was a grocery store in the other direction and a gas station, and several homes.  But most of the houses were tucked up in the mountains.   
 
    It was a good place to live, she thought.  A good place to put down roots.   
 
    If her eyes drifted back to the sheriff’s station, Eve just thought it was because she was worried about Mack.  Not because she was thinking that he might want to settle down with her. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “Cyn?  How are you doing?  How’s your mother doing?”  
 
    Eve waited, wondering why there was silence on the other end.  Panic hit her and she looked at Mack who was standing next to her.  They were in The Bull Frog and she’d just ushered the last patron out of the dining area.   
 
    A sniff and Eve’s tension increased.  Curling her shoulders, she knew that something was really wrong.  “Cyn.  Talk to me.  Did…” she stopped, unable to even say the words.  She felt Mack’s hands on her shoulders, guiding her to a chair.  She sat down gratefully and held his hand as she listened.  
 
    “My mother is fine.  She’s recovered beautifully.” 
 
    Eve released a relieved breath, closing her eyes as it surged through her.  “Thank goodness.”  Opening her eyes, she frowned at the wall, wishing that her friend was here with her.  “What’s wrong then?  Why am I getting the feeling something is wrong?” 
 
    Another sniff and Eve knew she nailed it.  Something was seriously wrong with her friend. 
 
    “I’m booked on a flight early tomorrow morning.”  Another sniff and Eve glanced at Mack, needing support.  He took her hand again, squeezing her fingers gently.  “Could you meet me at the airport tomorrow?  Someone drove me there when I flew out, so I don’t have my car.” 
 
    “Absolutely.  I’ll be there.  Text me your flight information and I’ll be there.  But Cyn,” she paused, squeezing Mack’s fingers, “tell me that you’re okay.” 
 
    Another pause and Eve squeezed her eyes closed.   
 
    “I’m okay, but…well, I have a big favor to ask of you.  We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?”  
 
    “Fine.  Tomorrow.  But you’re not sick or hurt or anything?” 
 
    “I promise, I’m fine.  And thank you!” she whispered the last three words as if she was fighting back tears.   
 
    Eve swallowed past the lump in her throat.  “I’ll be at the airport tomorrow. And here for as long as you need me, Cyn.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They hung up and Eve turned to Mack.  “What’s going on?” she asked in a choked, worried voice.   
 
    “I don’t know,” he told her, wrapping comforting arms around her.  “I’ll go with you tomorrow to pick her up.” 
 
    Eve leaned her cheek against his chest, listening to the reassuring thump-thump of his heart.  “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, thinking that this man was more than wonderful. 
 
    “So, this is why you wouldn’t serve me?”  
 
    The voice came from the direction of the kitchen and Eve jumped, pulling out of Mack’s arms.   
 
    “John?  What are you doing here?” she demanded, outraged that he had dared invade her space, especially after closing hours.  
 
    “You told all those waitress bitches I wasn’t to be served!” he snarled, stalking into the main area. 
 
    Mack stepped in front of Eve and she could feel the fury vibrating through his body.  “The bar is closed.  You need to leave.  Now.”  The last word was uttered with The Voice of Doom.   
 
    John had never been one to care about others’ feelings.  When she’d first met him, she’d interpreted his arrogance as confidence.  But now, she realized that he was just a bully.  And bullies were generally insecure jerks.  
 
    Unfortunately, John didn’t register Mack’s tone.  John puffed up, belligerence emanating from every pore.  “And who the hell are you to tell me what to do?” 
 
    Eve shook her head, trying to step out from behind Mack.  John might be almost as tall as Mack, but she knew that Mack had more muscles than John could even hope for.  And Mack had a badge.  Badge and muscles always won over stupidity.   
 
    “I’m…” 
 
    John sliced his hand in the air, cutting off Mack’s explanation.  “I don’t care who the hell you think you are.  Get out of my way.  I have things to discuss with Eve and you are interrupting.” 
 
    Mack stepped back into John’s path.  “Sir, you’re trespassing right now.  I repeat, leave now and there won’t be any additional consequences.” 
 
    “Screw you!” John rushed Mack, his fist pulled back, ready to punch.   
 
    Basically, that was the end of the event.  Mack grabbed John’s raised fist, twisted him around and slammed him to the floor, face down with a knee to John’s back.  Handcuffs were pulled out of a back pocket and slapped onto John’s wrists.  “You have the right to remain silent…” Mack began, reciting the Miranda warning.   
 
    John writhed on the floor, yelling expletives at Mack and trying to pull free of his hold.  But Mack was really good at his job and restrained John with little effort.  With the handcuffs on and Mack’s knee still holding John down, Mack pulled out his cell phone.  “Hey Dan, I need you to come over to The Bull Frog and pick someone up for me.”  He was silent for a long moment, then nodded.  “See you in three.”  
 
    And then Mack stood up, pulling John to his feet as well.  “Come on.  Now I have a lot of paperwork to do, which means you’ve pissed me off .” 
 
    John was sputtering mad, telling Mack to get his hands off of him and take the handcuffs off.  Mack ignored it, even dodging the spit that John flung Mack’s way.  When they were out in the parking lot, Eve held her breath, praying that John wouldn’t hurt Mack. She had no concerns for John.  
 
    There were still a few stragglers in the parking lot, all of whom watched the spectacle with quiet amusement.  Minneville was a small town, so they didn’t get a whole lot of action after hours.  So when action happened, everyone knew about it.   
 
    Eve leaned a hip against the wood railing as she watched Mack guide John down the stairs.  Every few minutes, John would fight Mack’s grip but Mack was strong and knew how to handle the idiot.   
 
    Seconds later, the flashing blue lights of Dan’s Bronco appeared.  Dan parked right next to the sidewalk leading into The Bull Frog and got out, shaking his head at John’s antics.  “What happened?” he asked, watching John try to pull away from Mack’s hold.   
 
    “Initially, just trespassing.” 
 
    Dan reached to take possession of the prisoner.  That’s when John really freaked out and tried to kick Dan and, when that didn’t work because Mack anticipated the move, John lashed out and tried to head butt Mack.  In that split second, Mack had John up against the side of the Bronco, leaning heavily against him to restrain him.   
 
    “But now we can add assaulting a police officer and resisting arrest to the charges.  Perhaps I’ll even add breaking and entering, since you came in through the back door without permission, just for kicks.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Dan agreed, taking John’s arm and stuffing him into the back of the Bronco.  “I was pretty bored tonight anyway.” 
 
    Mack chuckled.  “Happy to lighten up the dreary night for you.” 
 
    The men laughed, slamming the door closed while John continued yelling expletives and threats.  Mack and Dan just leaned against the door for several moments, as if taunting their prisoner.   
 
    Eve walked up to the two men, smirking and shaking her head.  “You know he’s going to be a really annoying prisoner.” 
 
    Dan chuckled.  “You’re kidding right?” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Mack took her hand, lifting her fingers to his lips.  “There’s no such thing as a non-annoying prisoner, honey.  They’re all pretty pissed off.  Being arrested really messes up one’s night, not to mention a person’s life and usually their career.” 
 
    Dan grinned.  “Yeah, assaulting a police officer is a pretty heavy violation.  The judge will release him tomorrow morning, but with the warning that he appear in court at a later date.” 
 
    Eve tilted her head slightly.  “Why are you grinning about that?  It just means he’ll be back in your area again, causing problems.” 
 
    “Nah.  By the time his court date rolls around, his lawyer will have explained the facts of life to him,” Mack explained.  “He’ll behave.  They usually do.”  
 
    “He lives in San Francisco.  I have some friends on the force that will ensure that the message is reinforced before then,” Dan added.   
 
    Eve didn’t understand so Dan continued.  “Assaulting a police officer and resisting arrest really piss off law enforcement officers.  After I give the word, any officer that is bored will trail him around town.  If he goes even a mile over the speed limit or forgets to use a turn signal, he’ll be ticketed.”  Dan chuckled darkly. “It’s great!” 
 
    Eve giggled, delighted with the possibilities.  “Can I get a record of what they ticket him for?  Because he won’t go down without a fight.  He’ll taunt the police officers for a while.” 
 
    “Excellent!  That only makes it more fun.” 
 
    “Better get him into a cell and processed.  I’ll follow you and do the paperwork.” Mack smirked at the still yelling John. 
 
    He turned to Eve.  “Go to sleep.  I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”  
 
    Eve thought about that for a moment, wanting to tell him to come back when he was finished.  But the words, and the fear, lodged in her throat.  All she could do was nod.  
 
    Mack walked over to his Bronco, pulling the door open.  Someone called out to him and Eve watched as he patiently listened to the man.   
 
    She glanced over at John.  He was still red faced and screaming expletives, even as Dan opened the driver’s door and got in.   
 
    Why was she hesitating? Why would she let Mack assume anything less than what she really felt for him?  
 
    With that in mind, she rushed over to Mack’s car, stopping him just as he put the Bronco into reverse.  He quickly rolled down the window and she leaned in, pulling a key out of her pocket.  “I know that you’ll be exhausted when you finish with him, but come back to me.” She slipped the key into his pocket.  “I don’t care what time it is. Just…” she paused, seeing his eyes heat up.  “Just please come back, okay?” she whispered.   
 
    He reached to put the truck in gear, but then paused and shook his head at himself.  Turning back, he wove gentle fingers into her hair and pulled her in close for a kiss.  A long, thorough kiss that had her mind spinning and her body throbbing with hope and desire.   
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    She smiled slightly, stunned by his kiss.  
 
    For a long time, she stared at the place where he’d driven away, long after the night had swallowed up his tail lights.  Wrapping her arms around her waist, she wondered if she’d done the right thing.  Eve knew she could have played it safe and let him go home to his cabin instead of coming back her.  She could have just let him drive away, ignoring the fact that she loved sleeping with his arms around her at night.   
 
    No, she thought as she waved to the small group of locals still lingering at the edge of the parking lot, she wasn’t going to play it safe any longer.  She’d found the man she wanted to be with for the rest of her life.  She had a plan.  John was her past and, if she was going to be fair to herself, then she had to move forward.  She had to be honest with Mack.   
 
    If that backfired on her, then she’d deal with it. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Eve woke the following morning feeling warm and cozy.  Peeking over her shoulder, she found Mack in bed behind her.  Smiling, she snuggled into her pillow, savoring the moment.   
 
    Mack was here!  He’d come back to her.  She had no idea when, although she’d tried to stay awake until he arrived.  At some point after midnight, she’d lost the battle against sleep.   
 
    But he was here!  Snuggled up next to her!  Oh my, he felt good! 
 
    And naked!   
 
    He must have had the same thought because she felt him move, his hand tightening around her waist.  “You’re not naked, Eve,” he grumbled, sleep making his voice thicker and more gravelly.   
 
    She laughed softly, pressing back against him.  “I wasn’t sure if you’d come.” 
 
    “You asked me to.  You gave me a key.” He lifted his head to look down at her.  “You should be naked.” 
 
    Eve laughed, delighted with this teasing side of him.  “Yes, well, you should have woken me up when you came to bed and given me a reason to be naked.” 
 
    He laughed, but then turned serious.  “You know John Crenshaw, don’t you?”  
 
    Eve’s amusement faded.  She nodded solemnly.  “I was engaged to him when I lived in San Francisco.” 
 
    There was a muttered curse and then he jerked out of the bed.  Reaching down, Mack grabbed his jeans, pulling them on.  Eve watched him, terrified that the news would ruin everything.   
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t pull on his shirt, which Eve thought was a good sign.  “Did you love him?” he asked, staring out the window.   
 
    Eve swallowed, not sure how to answer him.  “I thought I did,” she replied honestly.  “But now I know that I wasn’t in love with him, so much as being in love with the idea of being in love.  I wanted to get married and have kids.  I wanted the fantasy.” 
 
    He swung around, glaring daggers at her.   
 
      
 
    Mack wanted to hit something.  Eve had been engaged?  To the asshole he’d arrested last night?  What the hell?  How could she have…and she’d been in love with the ass?  He had no idea what the ‘being in love with being in love meant’.  That was probably a phrase that only another woman could grasp.   
 
    “How long?”  
 
    Eve shook her head and he had to turn away from the image of her sitting against the pillows, the sheets rumpled around her.  She looked so beautiful and alluring.  All he wanted to do was go to her, pull her into his arms and tell her that he could love her better.   
 
    “We dated on and off for about two years before he asked me to marry him.” 
 
    Eve got out of the bed, the satin of her nightshirt shimmering.  He muttered another curse and turned away.   
 
    “I’m going to make some coffee.  Would you like some?” 
 
    “I want answers, Eve.  I want to know how you felt about him!” 
 
    She sighed and tucked her hair behind her ears before she padded into Cynthia’s tiny kitchen.  She started making coffee, more to have something to do with her hands than because she really wanted coffee.  It was a stalling mechanism and they both knew it   
 
    When the coffee maker started percolating, she turned back to face Mack.   
 
    “I met John when I was working in an art studio.  I taught photography to teenagers for a couple of years.  He was nice and charming, nothing like what you saw last night.” 
 
    He hated hearing this.  But he had to know.  He’d been about to propose, so he wanted to know if he’d made a complete fool of himself, or if there was still hope.  How badly had she been hurt?   
 
    “He took me to all of the hottest restaurants in town, was able to get tickets to the best shows, and even took me dancing at the nightclubs around San Francisco.  Things I’d never really done before.  It was nice.” 
 
    “So, you had a good time with him.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I had a good time.  Some of those restaurants served amazing food.” 
 
    He watched her, trying to understand the distinction. “What happened?”  
 
    “We sort of…fizzled out.  He stopped calling me and I didn’t even notice.”  
 
    Mack wasn’t sure what she was saying.  “Okay, so how did you get from there to being engaged?”  
 
    She got two cups down from the cabinet, setting them on the counter.  “He called me up a few months later, asking me if I wanted to go to a show.  He had an extra ticket.  It was one of those shows that everyone was talking about and I wanted to go.” 
 
    “So you just…what?  Got back together with a guy who stopped calling with no explanation?” 
 
    She sighed.  “Mack, you don’t understand.  Yes, I agreed to go to the theatre with him that night, but not because I had any desire to attend with him, but because I wanted to see the show.  I even paid three hundred dollars for my ticket.  I considered the invitation similar to a friend calling me up and asking if I wanted to go hang out.” 
 
    He glared at her, wanting to understand.  But…this was Eve.  
 
    “We had a good time that night.  No pressure as a romantic thing.  Just two friends going to the theatre.  We had drinks afterwards.  It was really nice to just…relax with John.  He’d been so intense before, which was probably why I wasn’t upset when he’d stopped calling before.” 
 
    “So he changed?”  
 
    “Nope.  Once we started seeing each other again, just as friends, he suggested that we try dating again.  But I resisted.  There wasn’t really any spark between us.  John was nice enough, but I just…he didn’t do it for me.” 
 
    “And yet, you eventually found yourself engaged.” 
 
    She poured coffee into two mugs and handed one to him.  He was feeling slightly better now.  The explanation of how she hadn’t felt any spark soothed his jealousy.  “Go on,” he urged, then took a long sip of coffee.  It was hot and strong, exactly the way he liked it.   
 
    “Well, John’s charming and he makes a good argument. I resisted at first, but he kept on with his arguments.  Finally, he popped the question.  He sort of skipped over the dating part and went right to suggesting marriage.” 
 
    “And you agreed?”  
 
    Eve shrugged.  “Like I said, he is convincing when he puts his mind to it.  And his arguments made sense.  So yes.  I agreed to marry him.  But…” 
 
    “What happened?’ he asked, moving closer.  She didn’t love John.  Never had, if he was understanding her explanation correctly.   
 
    “I got my friends together and we went out shopping for a wedding dress.  We’d spent the whole day looking and finally, I found the dress that I wanted to get married in.”  She smiled at the memory.  “It was long and skimmed along my figure.  The beading on the dress was exceptional.  It even had a matching veil.  Everything was just…perfect.” 
 
    “Eve, what happened?” he asked, taking her hand.  He needed the connection to her now.   
 
    “I went to his apartment.” 
 
    “You weren’t living together?”  
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  At the time, I thought that living together before marriage was wrong.” 
 
    He grinned.  “What have we been doing over the past few days?”  
 
    A blush stole up her cheeks and she shrugged one shoulder.  “Exactly. Anyway, John had given me a key, trying to convince me to move in with him.  He argued that we’d save a lot of money and we could get to know each other faster.  No need to wait until after the wedding and all that stuff.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I used my key to open the door, walked to the bedroom, and found him in bed.” 
 
    He waited, but when she didn’t continue, he squeezed her hand.  “I’m guessing that he wasn’t taking a nap.” 
 
    “Nope.  He was…he was having sex with his law partner.  Mike is a nice guy and…”  She took a deep breath.  “Well, suffice it to say, I walked out, leaving the ring he’d given me on the kitchen counter.”  She shook her head.  “I think the ring was about as fake as our relationship.”  She took a sip of coffee.  “For a long time, I felt betrayed.  He’d cheated on me.  It didn’t matter that it was with a man.  I felt…shattered.”  She looked at him then.  “And then you came along.  You made me feel sexy again. Pretty.” 
 
    He sat down and pulled her onto his lap.  “Eve, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.” 
 
    His words, spoken with such sincerity and power, healed the wound that had been festering in her soul.  “Why?” she asked, blatantly needing reassurance. 
 
    “Because you have the best ass I’ve ever seen,” his hands dropped to that part of her anatomy.  She laughed, but he turned serious.  “Because you care.  Not about yourself, but about everyone.  You go out of your way to help two little boys that the rest of the town tended to write off.  You give a job to a woman who was laid off, even though you had no clue if she could do the job.  You risk your heart every day.  Hell, your very presence here demonstrates how generous you are.  You swooped in here and took over Cynthia’s business.  Without your help, Cynthia would have had to close down, lose customers and sales, and the staff would have been without an income for the past several weeks.” 
 
    “That’s just…” 
 
    “Don’t you dare diminish what you’ve done and who you are!  You asked me why I thought you were beautiful and I’m telling you.  I think you’re incredibly beautiful on the inside and that’s where it counts, Eve.”  His hand tangled in her hair.  “But if you want to hear why I think you’re beautiful on the outside,” he smiled and anticipation rolled through Eve.  
 
    “Well, I can do that too!” he warned only moments before he spun her around.  Lifting her into his arms, she squealed, “I’m too heavy!  Put me down!” 
 
    Mack only laughed.  “Honey, I lugged a mountain lion around the forest a few days ago.  Do you really think that you can compete with that?” And then he plunked her down on the bed, looming over her.  All laughter was gone now as his hands slid up and down her legs.  “Seriously Eve, you’re so beautiful and sexy that you take my breath away.  I’m constantly distracted when you’re around because I’m too busy looking at you.” 
 
    “You don’t really look at my butt, do you?” she asked, wiggling to pull him closer.   
 
    “Every chance I get,” he promised. 
 
    Eve froze, horrified.  But when he started unbuttoning her satin nightshirt, the worry disappeared.  Especially when his hands smoothed the soft material out of the way, exposing one breast.  His mouth immediately captured the hard peak, swirling his tongue around and around, causing Eve to groan even as her fingers dove into his hair to hold him in place.   
 
    “You have to stop…” She gasped when he scraped his teeth against her nipple   
 
    “What were you going to tell me I needed to stop?” he asked.  
 
    She laughed, but at that moment, he exposed her other breast and pinched her nipple ever so gently.   
 
    “Nothing!  Anything!” she breathed, closing her eyes and arching into his touch.  “Please!  Anything!” 
 
    He chuckled and even that sound sent her need higher.  It was like a sharp ache now and she wanted him to keep going, make her feel the way that only he could make her feel.   
 
    Squeezing her legs around his hips, she couldn’t stop the eager noises that his tender ministrations elicited.  So when he stood up to take his jeans off, she sat up as well, determined to take control of this situation.   
 
    “Mack, you have…,” she wanted to say something about his body, about how incredible he looked.  But the words failed her as she watched him toss his jeans away.  He was so strong and powerful, and that erection was…too tempting!  So often, Mack took control of their lovemaking.  But this time, she wanted to be in control.   
 
    Sliding off of the bed, she ran gentle fingers over his chest, exploring and enjoying every curve and indentation.  Where her fingers went, her mouth followed.  He felt and tasted incredible!  She wanted more and this wasn’t enough!  
 
    Eve’s hands slid lower still, gliding over his abdominal muscles, smiling when he hissed at her touch.  And then her hands moved lower still.  She looked up the line of his body into his eyes as her fingers trailed lower and lower.  When her fingers wrapped around his erection, she could feel his body tightening with anticipation.  Slowly, her lips curled into a smile.   
 
      
 
    Mack wanted to push Eve back onto the bed, but what she was doing felt incredible!  Another moment, he promised himself, looking into her pretty eyes as she smiled seductively up at him.  As her fingers curled around his shaft, he wanted her to tighten her grip.  But the light, exploratory touch felt awesome too!   
 
    He was too focused on what she was doing at the moment that he couldn’t stop her from bending over so her mouth could….  The heat of her mouth closed over his shaft and he closed his eyes for a moment, fighting back the passion that surged through his veins.  When she did that, Mack was lost!  Completely and totally lost!  The warmth, the wet heat…he didn’t want her to stop!  Damn, he couldn’t pull her away!  
 
    Too fast, she brought him right to the edge and he almost lost control.  Pulling back, he shook his head, laughing when she tried to pull him back to her mouth.   
 
    “Another time,” he promised.  “I need to be inside of you when I climax, Eve,” he explained, then lifted her up and laid her back down on the bed.  She still wore her panties, but the satin nightshirt was gone.  He didn’t remember taking it off her, so it must have slipped off while she’d been…hell, he couldn’t even say the words in his mind because he’d lose control!   
 
    He grabbed a condom from the bedside table where he’d stored a box last night right before he’d slipped into bed and pulled her into his arms.  Rolling the condom down his length, he watched as she slid her underwear off, tossing them to the side.   
 
    “Now, Mack!” she urged.  
 
    He thought about slowing down, of reciprocating her efforts.  But that’s when she let her fingers slide up her stomach.  He suspected that the movement was accidental and not intended to be seductive, but Mack couldn’t hold back.   
 
    Pulling her closer to the edge of the bed, he positioned himself right at her opening.  “You have no idea how hot you are, do you?” he asked, then kissed her before she could respond.  At the same time, he pressed into her core, groaning at the way her body adjusted to his slow invasion.  She was so tight and so wet!  He wanted to just…pressing into her gently, he heard her gasp and looked down to make sure he hadn’t hurt her.  She dug her nails into his hip, pulling him in for another thrust so he continued, thrusting slowly at first.  Then faster and faster, feeling her body tighten around him as she got closer to her release.   
 
    Mack was just about to reach down to help her out, knowing that he was on the edge of losing control, when she screamed, thrashing as her body rocked with release!   
 
    “I love you!” she gasped.  “I love you! I love you!” 
 
    Her words sent him over the edge and he could barely breathe as the pleasure washed over him.  Her wiggling helped as well and he loved how out of control she was.  Growling, he held her close as the aftershocks of pleasure surged through them.   
 
    When it was all over, he could barely breathe. He pulled her in closer, savoring the warmth of her body and the way her arms wrapped around his neck.  Mack loved the way she touched him, the soft, caresses along his back.  Damn, was there anything about Eve that he didn’t like?   
 
    And then it struck him.  Lifting his head, he looked down into her eyes, shocked and…touched.   
 
    “You love me!”  
 
    She froze and her eyes popped open.  “I…what?”  
 
    His shock turned to a heat wave of tenderness and he lowered his head, kissing her gently.  “You love me,” he repeated gleefully.   
 
    She continued to stare up at him and he could see the gears turning in her head, trying to figure out a rational explanation. He threw back his head and laughed.  “You love me, Eve.  Stop trying to figure out a way to un-say it.” 
 
    Glancing at the clock, he chuckled.  “Besides, we have about fifteen minutes before we need to head out to pick up Cynthia,” he told her.  Before releasing her, he kissed her gently and thoroughly.  “It’s okay, Eve.  We’ll figure this out.  Will you trust me?”  
 
    He walked into the bathroom to throw out the condom, then came back to pull her into the shower with him.  “Come along, love.  We need to hurry if we’re going to be on time.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Eve sat next to Mack in his Bronco, staring out the window and wondering what to say.  She’d admitted that she loved him during the height of passion.  And now what?  Was there anything one could say after something like that?   
 
    Her cell phone rang and Eve glanced at the name.  Megan!  Uh oh.  What had she done?  
 
    “Are you going to answer that?” Mack asked, his aviator glasses shielding his eyes from her view.  Which meant she had no idea what he was thinking.   
 
    “Eve?” he prompted when she still didn’t answer the ringing phone.   
 
    Unfortunately, it flipped over to voice mail before she could decide to answer it.  She waited a long moment, staring at her phone.  Sure enough, the voice mail icon popped up, indicating that Megan had some information about the house.   
 
    Good grief!  Her plan had been to settle down in Minneville and enjoy an affair with Mack for as long as it lasted.  And then start the healing process.  She hadn’t counted on telling him, in outrageously adamant terms, that she was in love with him.   
 
    And yet, earlier, he’d told her how he thought she was beautiful, and called her ‘love’.  That was something, wasn’t it?   
 
    Thankfully, the traffic eased as they approached the airport on the other side of Denver.  It was a well, laid out airport, so it was relatively easy to find a parking space.  Unfortunately, they were a bit late and had to rush to meet Cynthia.   
 
    They made it just as Cynthia stepped through the security area. Eve stopped short, eyeing her friend, who had obviously been crying since her eyes were red and her skin blotchy.  But that wasn’t the only change!   
 
    Cynthia was one of those naturally slender women, tall, leggy, and blond.  She was the kind of woman others hated because Cynthia made it look so easy.  Eve adored her and knew she was good hearted.  Eve also knew that Cynthia’s past hadn’t been easy.   
 
    Eve raced to Cynthia’s side and took her hands, giving them a comforting squeeze. There was a very slight swelling of her belly and…her breasts were huge!  “You’re pregnant?” Eve whispered, awed and amazed, excited and…more than slightly jealous!   
 
    Cynthia laughed, hiccupped, then enveloped her friend in her arms.  “I’m so glad to see you!” she gushed.   
 
    Eve returned the hug warmly, wondering what was going on in her friend’s life.  She saw Mack standing back a bit, giving them a moment.  When Cynthia finally pulled back, Eve realized that Cyn was crying once again.  “Honey!  What’s wrong?  You said that your mother was better!” 
 
    “She is,” Cynthia replied, pulling a tissue out of her purse to dab her eyes.  “I’m a mess but…well, I’m fine.  Really, I’m fine.”  She sniffed a few more times, then took a deep breath.  “Yep.  All fine.  And yes, I’m pregnant.  Almost three months along now.” 
 
    She beamed and Eve wondered what was going on.  “Well, let’s get home so you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    They walked out and Cynthia gushed about the latest photographs that Eve had posted for sale on her website.  “I’ve spread the word with anyone who would listen about your photos!” 
 
    “That’s great!  I received a message from my distribution manager that she’d sent several photos to Florida recently.  I hadn’t made the connection between the sales and your word of mouth advertising.”   
 
      
 
    Mack followed behind the pair, putting the pieces together.  Cynthia was tall and blond, almost too thin at times and with abundant curves up top, but slender everywhere else.  She had a warm smile for anyone who walked into her bar, but was much more reserved than Eve, who was eagerly effusive.  Eve was short with dark curls, a lot more curves on the bottom and not so much on top, and about as vivacious as one could be.  Cynthia was beautiful in a smooth, California-girl kind of way, while Eve had a lot more bounce to everything she did.   
 
    The term opposites had probably been created just to define these two women.  And yet, they were fast friends.  Eve had dropped her whole life to come and take care of Cynthia’s business.  And Mack knew that Cynthia worked behind the scenes to help out several of the residents around town, but hated for anyone to know what she’d done.  In that sense, Cynthia and Eve were alike.  They both liked to take care of people, although they did it in different ways.   
 
    Interesting.  Fascinating, in fact.   
 
    His cell phone rang and, because of all the trouble happening in town lately, he picked it up, answering immediately.  “Sheriff Jones.”  
 
    “Mack, this is Megan at the realtor’s office.  How are you doing today?”  
 
    Mack nodded as he slid his sunglasses on.  “Fine.  Everything okay, Megan?”  
 
    Eve whipped around, staring up at him, her mouth forming an O of surprise.  The three of them stopped while he listened to Megan.  He thought back to the phone call Eve hadn’t answered on the way over here and a few more pieces of the puzzle fell into place.  He didn’t have proof of this particular puzzle piece, but he had a gut feeling that he was right.   
 
    He even cocked an eyebrow in Eve’s direction, silently asking her if she knew what he was hearing.   
 
    When her soft, pale skin turned a lovely shade of pink, he knew that he was right.   
 
    “No.  Not at this time, Megan.  I’m keeping the property.  I haven’t even started renovations on it.”  He continued to watch Eve’s expression and wanted to laugh with relief.  She’d said she loved him this morning, although it was somewhat under duress.  And now, he’d just discovered that his lovely little woman wanted to settle here in Minneville!  She wanted to buy a house!   
 
    Damn, he was…thrilled.  And determined!   
 
    Time to have a serious talk, he thought.  “Right.  Thanks for the call.  If I change my mind, I’ll let you know.”  With that, he ended the call and slid the phone back into his pocket.  “Ready?” he prompted.   
 
    They headed to the baggage claim.  Because of their slow progress, Cynthia’s bags were already waiting for them.  Mack lifted the bag effortlessly and nodded for the ladies to head out of the airport.   
 
    Cynthia and Eve chose to sit in the back, wanting to catch up.  Mack drove, listening to the pair.  They were cute, finishing each other’s sentences, and Mack wondered how long they’d been friends.   
 
    When they pulled into the parking lot of The Bull Frog, he hefted Cynthia’s suitcase out of the back of his truck and carried it up the stairs to her apartment. 
 
    When he came back down the stairs to the bar area, Cynthia was marveling at the changes Eve had made, while Eve was telling her friend that they could stop and reverse anything that Cynthia didn’t like.   
 
    Mack ignored Cynthia for a moment, walking over to Eve and pulling her into his arms, kissing her until she melted against him.  Only then did he lift his head.  “I’ll talk to you later.”  Then he set her back on her feet and walked out, tipping his hat towards Cynthia before he was gone.   
 
      
 
    Eve only waited until the door closed behind Mack before turning to face her friend.  “Okay, Cyn, spill it. Who’s the daddy?  What’s happening with your mother? Don’t even try to tell me that nothing is wrong because it doesn’t take a healthy woman several weeks to recover from the pneumonia.  So start talking.” 
 
    Cynthia stared at Eve during her demands.  And for a long moment afterwards, there was just silence.  Then Cynthia laughed and pulled Eve into another hug.  “Oh, I’ve missed you!” 
 
    Eve hugged Cynthia back.  “Yeah, yeah.  I know.  But you’re stalling.” 
 
    Cynthia laughed wetly and pulled back, wiping fresh tears from her eyes.  Taking a deep breath, she sank into the overstuffed chair.  “Well, where to start?”  
 
    “How about the baby daddy?” Eve suggested with a dry tone that told her friend that she should have told Eve a long time ago.   
 
    “Don’t worry about him.  He’s one of those men who…”  Cynthia sighed, shaking her head slightly.  “Well, I doubt that the man wants to be slowed down by a baby,” Cynthia said, patting her softly rounded stomach.  “I’m on my own with this.”   
 
    Eve leaned forward.  “You’re not alone, Cyn.  You know that I’ll help you through this.” 
 
    Cynthia smiled sadly. “You’ve been a rock the last few weeks, Eve.  I’m so grateful to you and amazed at everything you’ve done here.  But you have your own life to live and I understand the way you think.  It’s time to move on.  It’s time for…” she stopped, staring at Eve for a long moment.   
 
    “Wait a minute,” she breathed, leaning forward.  “What’s going on with you and our handsome and usually taciturn sheriff?  You…” she pointed to Eve.  “You changed the subject!  You…you cheat!” she laughed.   
 
    Eve blushed, but shook her head.  “We’ll talk about Mack later.  Right now, I want to know what happened.” 
 
    Cynthia laughed and stood up, walking to the fridge to get a glass of water and milk.  She downed the water and brought the milk back to the table.  “How did I get pregnant?” she asked.  
 
    “Well, I think I can guess on the how.  I think the bigger question is why?” 
 
    Cynthia sighed and twirled her finger round the ridge of the glass filled with milk.  “I was stupid, Eve.  I fell for the wrong guy.  Again.  I’ve known him all my life, but things have never really worked out for us. Part of that was my fault, but…I don’t know.”  She looked down, patting her tummy.  “I wasn’t expecting this, but I don’t regret it.”  She grimaced even as she rested her hand on her stomach.  “I was terrified at first.  That’s one of the reasons I stayed in Florida for so long.  I couldn’t face it.  But then I got angry.  I’ve wanted a family for a long time.  You know how my dad ditched us when I was a teenager.  Ever since then, I’ve wanted a family.  To feel as if I belong somewhere.” 
 
    Eve touched Cynthia’s knee.  “You belong here, Cyn.  If there’s anything I learned while you were gone, it’s that the people in this town love you.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Well, I hope so because I’m going to need their help.” 
 
    Eve leaned back.  “And mine,” she announced.  “I’ll be here for you.” 
 
    Cynthia laughed again, shaking her head.  “No way.  I can’t ask anything more of you.” 
 
    “You’re not asking, I’m telling.  And if the baby daddy is going to renege on his responsibilities, then I’m stepping in.  That’s what we do, Cyn.  It’s what we’ve always done for each other over the years.  Besides, I’ve already spoken to a realtor about buying a place here.  I want to…”  
 
    Eve couldn’t finish her statement because Cynthia screamed joyfully and threw herself at Eve, hugging her excitedly.  “You’re staying?” she shrieked, bouncing up and down even as she hugged Eve.  “That’s awesome!  I can’t wait!  Let’s go get the rest of your stuff and you can move in here!  You can help me run things here and we’ll be partners!” 
 
    Eve pushed her friend back into her chair.  “Cynthia, what are you talking about?  The Bull Frog is your place.  I’m not…” 
 
    Cyn waved the minor detail aside.  “After my father left us, I took over this place and was able to pay off all the debts, then I made it profitable.  But you’ve done more over the past few weeks than I could have done in my whole life!  You’ve changed things around and I love everything you’ve done, including putting your pictures up on the walls for sale.  That’s a great idea!”  She grinned.  “Besides, I’m going to need more time off in order to raise this little one,” she pointed out, patting her belly.  “So you becoming my partner is perfect!” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ll work for you.” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head.  “Nope.  I’m giving you half of the bar.  If you’re staying here, you can help me run things and still go off and take your trips for your photography. It will work out perfectly!”  She clapped her hands together.  “Between the two of us, I think we could make this into an even bigger success!”  
 
    Eve had a brilliant idea.  “Fine, I’ll be your partner, but you have to let me buy into the bar.  This is your place.  Your father started it and your mother won it in their divorce.  I won’t…” 
 
    “Nope!  I’m giving it to you.  If you hadn’t come here while I took care of my mother, there wouldn’t be anything left for me to run.  So you’re getting half of the bar.” 
 
    Eve looked at her friend carefully.  “Okay, how about this.  Let’s figure out a fair market value for the place, and I’ll put half of that into a college fund for the baby.  Is that fair?”  
 
    As soon as Eve was halfway through the suggestion, Cynthia’s tears welled with tears.  “Yes.  That sounds extremely fair.”  They sealed the deal with another hug.   
 
    For the rest of the afternoon, the pair made plans while Eve explained the process for the nightly cocktail and appetizer offerings.  Cynthia was fully on board and even suggested additional ideas and recipes.  By the time Annie and Penny showed up for work, the kitchen was hopping!  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “You have got to be kidding!” Mack snapped.   
 
    Ryan handed Mack the binoculars, shaking his head.  “I wish I were,” and he lifted his cell phone, to call it in.  
 
    Mack peered through the binoculars, convinced that Ryan was mistaken.  Surely no one was that stupid!   
 
    Sure enough, there were four men, one of them bald and the rest of them…well, they were on top of a cabin way up in the mountains.  Seeing men perched on the roof of a cabin this far up would be unusual, since it was about four o’clock in the afternoon and the sun was setting.  In about an hour, it would be chilly enough that the men in short sleeved shirts would be uncomfortable.  In a few more hours, the night would be in the low forties or even chillier, enough to potentially give the men hypothermia.  It wouldn’t happen quickly either.  If the temperatures were colder, they’d understand what was happening to them. But the slow, insidious departure of body heat over the course of the night would take its toll.   
 
    If that were all that was happening, Ryan and Mack would step in and offer suggestions, such as, “Get the hell off of the roof, idiots.” 
 
    But no, this wasn’t just four men on a roof.  This was four men on a roof with a furious mountain lion prowling the perimeter, roaring every few minutes in angry protest. 
 
    Mack and Ryan knew exactly why the mountain lion was furious.  The brick of cocaine was on the roof with the four idiots who were taking turns doing lines.  The mountain lion wanted his share!  
 
    “Do they have any idea how well a mountain lion can smell?” Ryan asked.  
 
    Mack snorted.  “A predator stays alive by their senses.  Which is why these four fools aren’t very good predators.  Otherwise, they wouldn’t be snorting cocaine on the roof of a cabin in the woods with a two-hundred-plus pound mountain lion demanding a hit.” 
 
    Ryan chuckled, shaking his head again.  “This is one for the books,” he marveled and shamelessly started snapping pictures.  
 
    “You’re going to need video of this,” Mack pointed out, leaning back against the boulder, a tranquilizer rifle over one shoulder and a regular rifle balanced on the other.  “No one is going to believe us when we tell them. And a picture just isn’t going to do this justice.” 
 
    Ryan laughed and switched his cell phone from picture to video mode.  Neither of them were in any hurry to save the four men on the roof.  Both of them knew that the men were safe, at least for the moment.  Mountain lions could jump pretty high, which was how they survived in the mountains.  Leaping up to catch one’s dinner was part of the survival techniques of a big cat like this one.   
 
    But the mountain lion was more interested in the cocaine, distracted, and frustrated.  At the moment, he hadn’t figured out that he could climb onto the truck and leap from the truck to the rooftop to get both his treat, and potentially his evening meal.   
 
    “Got it,” Ryan said, packing his phone back into the case.  “They have rifles too,” he pointed out.  
 
    Mack glanced casually over at the scene in front of him.  “Yeah, but the rifles are on the ground.  The idiots are on the roof.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “Want to take bets on how long it takes for our kitty to figure out how to get his treat?” 
 
    Ryan laughed, shaking his head.  “Do you really want to have to haul that guy out of here one more time on your shoulder once we tranquilize him after he’s doped up again?” 
 
    Mack grinned.  “See, here’s the beauty of my plan.  We’re no longer in my jurisdiction.  According to your logic from last week, you’d have to haul that kitty on your shoulder down the mountain.”  
 
    Ryan’s eyes narrowed.  “Good point.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Mack chuckled as he pushed away from the boulder.  Slowly, Mack and Ryan walked into the area.   
 
    “Need some help?” Ryan asked, his rifle resting over his forearm, the muzzle pointing at the ground but cocked and loaded, ready for anything that might happen.  
 
    All four men jumped up, one of them not carefully enough. He almost slid down the roof to the ground.  He caught himself, but the men panicked and peered down at the mountain lion, which was staring right back up at him, his giant tongue whipping out in anticipation.  
 
    “Hey man!” the one that seemed to be in charge called out.  “You gotta get us out of here!  This cat is crazy!” 
 
    Mack watched as Ryan got into position.  Ryan grinned as he pulled his cell phone back out.   
 
    “Okay, gentlemen, and I use that term lightly,” Mack commented as Ryan moved to a safe position to video the confession.  “Would any of you like to comment on how our resident kitty got doped up last week?”  
 
    Three of the men immediately started grinning, once again, peering over the edge of the roof.  “Well, we might have had a bit of fun last week.  One of our guys didn’t show up for barbeque night.  Since we had an extra steak, we stuffed a bit extra into the steak and tossed it to the cat.”  He shrugged.  “Didn’t think there would be any harm.” 
 
    Mack’s expression didn’t change.  “Ever seen a mountain lion attack a human being?” he asked, his voice low, but strong.  
 
    The men stared down at the lion, then back at Mack.  “You’re not going to toss us to the lion, are you?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, moving his foot in place so he could fire at the lion more effectively.  “But you doped up the mountain lion, then the lion came into town.  See the issue?” 
 
    The men shrugged, not overly concerned about a dangerous predator walking through town.  “We didn’t know he would do that.” 
 
    Mack refrained from rolling his eyes.  “Yeah, first rule of being in the mountains, gentlemen.  Respect the mountains and everything that lives in them.” 
 
    The men were silent, peering at each other, then back to Mack in the twilight.  “So…are you going to shoot that thing, or what?  We need to get down from here.  It’s starting to get cold and dark.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill the lion.  By the way, mountain lions are amazing jumpers.”  
 
    That seemed to spur the men to group together and Mack had to stifle his laughter.  Getting closer together might make the lion hesitate, thinking that the prey was bigger.  
 
    “You gonna help us, sheriff?” one of them demanded, angry now.   
 
    “Depends.  What do you have in those boxes?” he asked.  “Because right now, you’re not doing anything illegal.  So I have no reason to get onto your property.”  He paused, tipping his head back.  “Is this your property?  Should I leave?  If you say I’m trespassing, I’ll politely get off your land.” 
 
    “Not ours!” one of the other men yelled.  “Don’t go!  That guy looks hungry!” 
 
    Mack rubbed a hand over his mouth, hiding his amusement.  “Who doped up the lion last week?’  
 
    “Me!” the guy snarled.  “Now put a bullet in that damn cat!”  
 
    Mack shook his head.  “I’m not going to kill him.”  He moved closer slightly and this caught the attention of the lion.  “What’s in the boxes?” he asked.  
 
    “You get us out of here, and it’s all yours!” another man yelled. When the man in charge glared at him, the guy shrugged.  “Hey, I don’t give a damn about the cocaine!  I’m not risking my life for drugs!” 
 
    Mack tipped his hat again.  “I appreciate the information.  So…” 
 
     And he lifted the tranquilizer gun into the air, aimed, and fired.  The tranquilizer hit the cat in the hind quarters, just like last time.  Again, it took a few moments for the sedative to work, but eventually, the cat went down.   
 
    Mack paused, lifting his hand in the air, silently telling everyone to remain still.  Only when he was sure that the lion was out did he twirl his finger in the air.  A moment later, federal agents flooded from the trees, surrounding the cabin and the truck.  The men on the roof immediately lifted their hands in the air, resigned to their fates.  Obviously, this was not their first rodeo and knew what was expected of them.   
 
    It took only a few minutes to get the four men down off of the roof and handcuffed.  One of the drug enforcement agents moved in and sliced open a box.  A small sample confirmed that the box contained cocaine.  “Yep!” she called.  “Let’s pack it up and take it on out of here!”  
 
    The agents moved around, taking pictures as the tense moment dissipated into a letdown.  Adrenaline had fired up but now there was no outlet for that energy.  Mack suspected that there would be a whole lot of agents at The Bull Frog tonight.   
 
    “Did you get it all?” Mack asked as Ryan walked over to where Mack was standing.  Angie was already in place, checking on the mountain lion.   
 
    “Every word,” he confirmed and both men chuckled softly at the ridiculous event.  “And guess what?” Mack asked. “You get to take care of the kitty this time.”  
 
    And with that, Mack slapped his friend on the back and walked away, laughing because he would be home in time for dinner.  And he anticipated making a romantic dinner for Eve tonight.  Along with a very important conversation.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Eve walked over to the door, ready to lock it for the night.  Cynthia was already upstairs, sound asleep and exhausted.  Everyone had gleefully welcomed Cynthia back, but no one knew about her pregnancy.  Cynthia had donned a big shirt, hiding the slight baby bump.   
 
    So now…it was late, she was tired and she wanted…she wanted Mack.  But he hadn’t come in tonight.  Usually, he was here by now and a deep sadness filled her.   
 
    Locking the door, she walked through the various areas, flipping off the lights.  She was just about to head up the stairs when she heard a light tapping sound on the door.   
 
    Turning, she saw Mack standing just on the other side of the door.   
 
    “Mack!” she whispered, excited and eager.  Hurrying across the rough wooden boards of the floor, she flipped the lock and pulled the door open.  “You’re here!” she whispered and threw herself in his arms. “I heard about the drugs and the mountain lion.  I was worried.” 
 
    Mack pulled her outside and stood on the wide porch, his hands resting on her hips.  “Can you run upstairs and leave a note for Cynthia, letting her know that you’re staying with me?” 
 
    The smile was slow, but when it came, her heart just about burst with happiness.  “Yes.  Give me a moment,” she told him, then rushed back inside and quietly walked up the stairs.  She scribbled a note and propped it up against the coffee machine, letting Cynthia know that she would be back tomorrow, but would stay with Mack tonight.  She knew that they needed to talk, figure things out, but Eve would be perfectly happy to just sleep in his arms tonight.   
 
    Grabbing her purse and her keys, she thought about driving behind him.  But she discarded the idea, wanting to be with him in his Bronco.  She almost laughed at how time had changed things.  Just a few weeks ago, she’d ridden beside him in his truck after he’d scared her about the bears, snakes, and spiders.  Now…it would be a very different ride, she thought.   
 
    Ten minutes later, he drove through the trees, up a gravel driveway, and stopped in front of a huge house.  It was similar to a log cabin, but…it was huge, with massive windows lining most of the outside.   
 
    “This is beautiful,” she whispered, not wanting to break the intimacy of the moment.   
 
      
 
    Mack watched her expression, wondering if she genuinely liked his house.  If she didn’t, he’d build another one.  He didn’t care where he lived, as long as Eve was with him.   
 
    “Can I show you around?” he offered.   
 
    She turned that incredible smile towards him.  He could barely see her in the dim light from the moon, but he could see her smile.   
 
    “I’d love that,” she replied.   
 
    They slipped out and Mack came around, taking her hand to lead her along the dimly lit path to the front door.  Pushing it open, he looked around, trying to see the house through her eyes.  It was too masculine, he realized.  She was a pretty woman and liked pretty things around her.  Everything here was big and masculine.  Wooden cabinets, big, leather chairs and sofa…all of it big and sturdy.  He was a big man and his brothers and brother-in-law were equally as big.  His sister Giselle, was small, and looked like their mother.  When she visited, she curled up in one the corner of one of the sofas or sat on her husband’s lap.   
 
    Eve stopped, looking around.  He walked around the room, turning on lights.  This main area was just one big room with the kitchen at one end and the big chairs in the other.  A hallway to the right led down to the bedrooms.  There were four bedrooms in total, one for each of his brothers and Giselle when she came to stay. 
 
    “If you don’t like it, I’ll build something you do like.  I have money, Eve.  A lot of it.  I helped my brothers start their company, and they insist on sending me dividends every month.  I can build you anything you want.” 
 
    Her eyes turned, surprise evident in their depths and he moved closer.  “Talk to me.  Tell me to go to hell or whatever, but the silence is…oomph!”  
 
    Mack caught her when she threw herself into his arms and he released the breath he’d been holding.  “I love you, Eve,” he whispered into her hair as he wrapped his arms around her and carryied her over to the big, leather sofa.  “I love you so damn much!  But I don’t want to hold you back.  If you want…” 
 
    “I want you!” she whispered, turning so she could kiss him.  “I want you and I love you and yes, I love your house, although it could do with a bit more color.”  She grinned and wiggled against him, shifting so that she straddled his hips.  Mack’s hands shifted, cupping her backside. “It’s a good thing that I have some really amazing photographs that might add a bit of color to the rooms.”  
 
    He threw back his head and laughed, pulling her closer.  “That sounds like a good plan,” he told her when his laughter died down.  “Just to be clear, I’m talking marriage, Eve.  I want it all.  I want you for the rest of my life.  I want…”  
 
    He couldn’t tell her what he wanted because she was kissing him.  Kissing him and running her hands down his chest.  When he felt her fingers slide against his bare skin, Mack realized that she was undressing him.  His body reacted and he tore off her clothes, ravenous now.   He couldn’t get her clothes off fast enough, but thankfully, she’d pulled on leggings this morning.  And Mack was just the man to pull them off again.   
 
    “Eve!” he growled, but she was frantic.  Almost more frantic than he was!   
 
    “I got on birth control.  No need for a condom!” and with that, she unzipped his jeans.  A moment later, she pulled him free of his boxers but she didn’t wait for him to get his jeans off.   
 
    “No time,” she whispered when he tried to shift her away.  Instead, she moved up, positioning herself right at the tip of his erection.  “Mack,” she sighed as she lowered herself down over his shaft.  “Yes!” she groaned, her head falling back as he filled her up so completely.   
 
    In this position, she’d opened herself up and Mack took full advantage of that.  His mouth latched onto her nipple, sucking hard as she lifted herself up, then slowly lowered again.  Over and over, she moved, going faster as the friction of their bodies increased.   
 
    “Say yes, Eve!” he ordered, then held her still at the tip of his erection, not allowing her to move down again.   
 
    “Yes!  Yes, damn it, Mack!  Yes!” 
 
    “Just to be clear, that’s marriage and everything, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.  Let me do this!” she groaned, grinding against him.  “Please!”  
 
    That was all it took and he rolled so that she was underneath him.  With this new position, he took control and pressed into her over and over again until he felt her body shiver with her release.  Mack took a short moment to savor the beauty of her in the throes of a climax, which took him over the edge as well.   
 
    A long time later, their clothes completely off and Eve draped on top of him while he stroked her back, he smiled up at the ceiling.   
 
    “You’re going to marry me, Eve,” he said.  He felt her shiver and smiled.   
 
    “Yes.  We’ll get married and you can teach me not to get lost in the woods.”  
 
    A part of him panicked at the idea of her going into the mountains without him.  But then he relaxed.  “I’ll teach you.  But promise not to go without me.” 
 
    She shifted, her chin resting on his chest.  “I don’t want to go anywhere without you, Mack.” 
 
    “And babies?” 
 
    Her grin widened.  “Yeah.  I want lots of kids.” 
 
    “I love you,” he murmured, because it seemed as if he needed to say the words.  
 
    “I love you, too!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The smell was her first warning.  Turning away from the oven, she looked around until she found him.   
 
    “Drew!  Again?”  
 
    Her four year old son and Jumbo, the dog that they’d found at the animal shelter and had nursed back to health, stood at the entrance to the door of their house.  Drew looked like he knew that he was in trouble.  Jumbo…not so much.  The fluffy dog wagged his tail excitedly, acting as if they’d done something amazing when, in reality, both of them were going to be bathing in tomato juice for the next few days.  
 
    “What the…!” Mack demanded as he came around the corner wrinkling his nose.  But he stopped as soon as he saw his son and Jumbo.  “Again?  Seriously Drew?” Mack complained.   
 
    “I wasn’t chasing it.  I promise!” their son claimed, his eyes innocently wide for a long moment.  But as Mack continued to eye him skeptically, he lowered his eyes.  “Okay, so maybe it was sort of my fault.” 
 
    “Go outside!” Eve ordered.  “Take off all of your clothes and…” 
 
    Drew galloped outside, eager to be naked.  Eve turned to look at her husband, shaking her head.  “What is it about being naked?” she asked.  
 
    Mack laughed as he stroked Eve’s very pregnant belly.  “I like being naked too,” he told her.  
 
    Eve rolled her eyes.  “Go!  Take care of our stinky son and…” she sighed.  “Could you please catch that stupid skunk and take it further away?  This is the second time Drew has been sprayed.” 
 
    Mack chuckled.  “He likes exploring.” 
 
    Eve shuddered.  “Yes, well, he isn’t allowed to go very far, so that skunk is in our yard.” 
 
    “Honey, our yard is the mountains.  We just…”  He stopped when he saw her eyes narrow.  “Right.  I’ll move the skunk far, far away.”   
 
    Eve watched him go.  Even after so many years of marriage, she still loved to watch the man.  He was…amazing.  And every day, their life became more amazing.  Turning away, she waddled back to the counter.  “Skunk juice,” she murmured, thinking that would be a perfect cocktail for the weekend!   
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    “Don’t you dare!” Cynthia hissed when she noticed Ryan Dalton creeping up behind her.  At six years old, she was far more proficient about spotting aggravating boys who are doing something annoying than most girls her age. Mostly because of Ryan, who constantly teased her.  Two years older, Ryan had taught her that recess was a hotbed of mystery and intrigue. In order to keep the spiders and snakes away from her, she had to watch Ryan like a hawk!   
 
    Cynthia would never admit to anyone, ever, that she enjoyed the challenge of outmaneuvering Ryan!  He’d gotten her good with some amazing pranks over the past year, but she learned quickly and had her revenge! 
 
    Cynthia shot him a glare, thinking fast because she could see he had his hand hidden behind his back.  Always a dangerous situation!  “Ryan, if you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to tell every person on this playground that you are going to marry me,” she threatened, which was the worst threat she could come up with.   
 
    It worked!  Instantly, Ryan’s face paled.  But he was more resilient and not as stupid as some of the other boys in her class.  With a shake of his head, his confidence returned.  “You wouldn’t!”  
 
    Darn it, he’d called her bluff!  There was no way she’d say anything like that, considering Ryan was gross and disgusting.  All boys were gross, but Ryan, her nemesis, was even worse than all the others combined!   
 
    “Don’t push me!” she growled.   
 
    Ryan straightened to his already impressive height, putting on the innocent expression that had gotten him out of trouble more often than not in his eight year life.  “What?  I’m not doing anything.” 
 
    Cynthia’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. If it wasn’t a spider, it was a snake.  If not one of those, he’d find something to do to torment her!  His efforts might be as simple as pulling her braids.  Or as irritating as running faster, climbing the monkey bars faster and higher, or pulling some horrifically creative prank…all of it just irked her!   
 
    “You’re always doing something Ryan Dalton!” she snapped, stomping off, flipping her blond braids over her shoulders as she went.   
 
      
 
    Ryan watched her leave grinning as his mind worked on his next torment.  The snake wrapped around his wrist wiggled slightly and he lifted it up to his face. “Sorry.  We weren’t quiet enough this time.”  The snake’s only response was a fascinating flick of its tongue.   
 
    Walking over to the edge of the playground, he knelt down and carefully released the snake, watching to make sure it found cover and safety before returning to his friends on the other side of the playground.  Unfortunately, his teacher called an end to recess before he could come up with another plan.   
 
    Glancing behind him, he spotted Cynthia standing with a group of her friends.  He waited for a moment, ignoring his own friends who nudged him back towards the school building.  Waited.  Waited.    
 
    He grinned when Cynthia glanced over her shoulder, sending another glare his way.  “Yes!”  Only then did he turn on his heel and raced into class.  Of all the girls in school, Cynthia was the most fun to torment.  Ryan had no idea why, he thought as he pulled out his math homework.  He just loved it!   
 
      
 
    Cynthia sighed with…relief?  Not exactly relief, she thought.  And actually, now that Ryan was gone, recess had lost its appeal.   
 
    She truly hated him.  Her mother said that she shouldn’t hate anyone, but her mother never had to deal with Ryan Dalton.  He was always trying to irk her and, usually, he succeeded.  He was a bad boy!  Turning away, she looked at her friends who were playing tic-tac-toe in the dirt with a stick.   
 
    Boring!  With a sigh, she looked around, trying to find something more interesting to do.   
 
    “Wanna race around the field?  I bet we could run fast enough to jump onto that branch!”  
 
    Three of the girls jumped up.  “Yeah!  Let’s do it!”  
 
    Cynthia grinned, more than ready for the burst of excitement.  “Okay, we’ll start at the swing set, then race to the baseball field.  We have to touch each of the bases, then sprint to the slide and then over to the monkey bars.”  
 
    The girls followed Cynthia’s path with their eyes, then nodded their agreement as they lined up.   
 
    “Ready?  Set.  Go!” Cynthia hollered.   
 
    And they were off, racing and giggling as they ran to the baseball field, kicking up dust as they rounded each of the bases, then off to the monkey bars.  “Go up the slide!” one of them called out.  As a group they swerved, running towards the ladder of the slide set up on the opposite side of the playground.  Four girls up, four of them down…since Cynthia had been the first one to slide down the hot metal slide, she paused at the bottom in the worn out, dirt circle, dancing from the heat since the sun had spiked the temperature of the metal slide to about one thousand degrees.  The denim of her jeans wasn’t enough protection against that kind of heat.  That meant that the other girls got ahead of her as they raced over to the monkey bars.   
 
    A moment later, all four of them tumbled to the ground in a pile, trying to catch their breath.   
 
      
 
    Ryan looked out the window of the school, watching the girls race around the baseball diamond.  He chuckled when Cynthia’s butt burned from the slide, but the smile disappeared when he watched her race ahead of the other girls.   
 
    With a sigh, he turned back to the teacher, trying to pay attention.  Fractions.  Really?  What was the point?  Wouldn’t it be better to go outside and run around?  Especially since he could run faster than Cynthia!  Yeah, beating Cyn was much more important than fractions!   
 
    Wasn’t running and breathing in the sunny, warm air more important than learning if there were five slices or ten slices to a pie?  He was going to eat the whole pie anyway, he thought, hoping the pie was cherry.  His favorite was cherry.  Although, maybe blueberry pie would be better.  Because then he could eat the whole blueberry pie and not save any for Cynthia.  Right in front of her!  Even now, as the teacher droned on about stupid fractions, he could picture Cynthia’s furious expression.  He’d seen her at the county fair last summer and knew that her favorite was blueberry.  Yeah, it would be awesome to eat the whole blueberry pie right in front of her.  She’d get that angry look in her pretty…uh…ugly brown eyes and her nose would squinch up.  It always squinched up when she was angry.  And because she was so much fun to torment, he saw that squinched up nose a lot.  
 
    “Ryan!” the teacher interrupted his daydream.  
 
     “Yes ma’am?”  
 
    “Could you tell me the answer to number four?”  
 
    Ryan had no idea which “number four” she was talking about, but he glanced swiftly around the room, noticing there were worksheets on every desk now.  Oh yeah.  Fractions.  Parts of a pie.   
 
    Looking at the paper his teacher had set on his desk at some point, he quickly calculated the problem.  “Five eights,” he answered.   
 
    The teacher looked stunned and Ryan knew that she’d been trying to trick him.  She did that a lot.  He didn’t understand why, but didn’t really care either.  He was able to keep up easily in school, even though the teachers kept putting him in the most difficult classes.  He kept up too easily, some might say.  The principal had spoken to his mother about moving him up a grade.  But Ryan had forcefully rejected that idea.  And yeah, some might think that his reasoning was stupid.  He didn’t care.  Life was about having fun and if he moved up a grade, then he wouldn’t have the same recess as Cynthia Hemmings.  What fun would that be?  


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Nine Years Later… 
 
    “Hey, Cyn!  Wait up!” 
 
    Cynthia turned, hugging her books to her chest defensively as Ryan Dalton hurried down the hallway.  As a senior, Ryan was one of those guys that every girl wanted to date and every guy wanted to be.  Obnoxiously tall, weirdly smart, incredibly handsome, mostly due to that charming grin that made the girls sigh and flutter, and unusually athletic with an easy smile as well as eyes that suggested he knew things he shouldn’t.   
 
    Ryan had stopped tormenting her as he had in elementary school, (which she’d only admit her disappointment silently to herself) but whenever they passed each other in the hallways, he looked at her.  And every time, she felt a funny flip in her stomach.   
 
    During her freshman year of high school, his look had been taunting, as if he were just waiting for an opportunity when he could do something horrible to her again.  There was that startled look a few months ago when she’d worn a dress to school.  And then again when she’d worn the jeans from last year that had been a bit too tight.  She’d tossed those jeans out as soon as she’d gotten home because they were too uncomfortable.   
 
    But this past year, his look had been…curious.  Curious in a strange and different way that she didn’t really understand.  Then last week, he’d looked at her differently.  It hadn’t been threatening…not really.  His look had been…softer.  Her silly reactions to his glances before had been bad enough.  But when he’d looked at her that afternoon, she’d blushed.  It had been the first time in her life that she’d blushed over a man and Cynthia had gone home, flopped on her bed and wondered about her reaction.   
 
    Had she gone soft?  Cynthia had learned the hard way not to trust Ryan – and vice versa!  Every time Ryan had tormented her, she’d gotten right back at him, giving as good as she got.  So going soft would be really bad!   
 
    Not to mention…well, when he looked at her like that, she didn’t understand why she felt soft and gushy inside.  And she really didn’t understand why she felt that weird sensation in her belly.   
 
    Even worse, Cynthia really didn’t understand why she looked for Ryan in the hallways lately.  As they walked from one class to the next, she’d tried to keep her eyes down and not glance towards his classrooms or where he usually passed her in the hallway, but each day, she failed.  No matter how hard she tried, at the last moment, when she knew that she would pass by him, she looked up and…he was staring right back at her with that strange light in his eyes.   
 
    Which is why Cynthia waited in the busy hallway, the other students rushing around her as she waited for Ryan to jog over.  But Cynthia wasn’t stupid.  She eyed his hands, bracing herself for him to toss a snake at her or maybe a spider.  She wasn’t afraid of either, but he didn’t know that.   
 
    “What do you want?” she asked.  Did her voice sound breathless?  Should she pull back?  Dealing with Ryan Dalton was always tricky.  For too long, she’d hated him.  All through elementary school, she’d fought against him, pushed hard to win the dares and challenges he’d tossed her way.  And yet, she couldn’t forget the day she’d met Ryan.  It had been her first day of kindergarten.  She’d been too scared to enter the building, so she hid behind a nearby tree, peering nervously around the base of the trunk.  Ryan had been walking to school as well but caught sight of her.  She spotted him first and tried to duck behind the tree, but Ryan walked over to her anyway.   
 
    “It’s okay,” he’d told her gently.  “Here, take my hand and I’ll walk you to class, okay?”  
 
    Back then, Ryan had only been a couple of inches taller than she was.  At five and seven, she’d thought he was the nicest boy in school. He’d walked her right to the door of her classroom, introducing her to the teacher.   “You’re going to be okay,” he’d promised.  And because he’d been a big, strong second grader, Cynthia had believed him wholeheartedly.   
 
    She’d seen him watching her that year and, for a long time, she’d convinced herself that he was looking out for her, ensuring that she was okay.   
 
    It hadn’t been until she’d reached the sophisticated and confident age of six that he’d started tormenting her.   
 
    Fifth and sixth grade had been lovely.  Ryan had graduated from elementary school and gone off to the other building, which contained grades seven through twelve.  Her mornings, afternoons, and recess periods had been blissfully free of spiders, snakes, worms, and tormenting.  If they’d been a bit boring, if she sort of, kind of, maybe, perhaps missed the spark of excitement created whenever Ryan was around, she’d never admit that to anyone.  Ever!   
 
    But now, watching Ryan hurry to catch up with her, she tried not to melt into the locker that barely kept her on her feet.  The one or two inch height advantage from first grade had expanded over the years and now he towered over her.  At six feet, four inches, Ryan was more than eight inches taller than she was and she hated it!  She also hated that she felt all hot and melty inside, even as she cringed, wondering what he wanted.   
 
    “What do you want?” she asked warily.   
 
    “I just wanted to talk to you,” he told her.  Showing her his empty hands, he laughed as only a confident boy could.  “I promise, no snakes or spiders or slugs this time.” 
 
    Cynthia didn’t trust him.  Not even a little.  She’d done an excellent job of avoiding him now that they were both in high school, furtive glances in the hallways aside, but that was mostly because he had football practice most days and she helped her father out at the bar her family owned and ran.   
 
    “Don’t you have practice?” she asked, turning and heading for the exit where the buses were waiting for students.   
 
    He walked right beside her, his longer legs easily keeping up with her pace.  “Canceled.  Coach’s wife went into labor earlier today.  Want a ride home?”  
 
    A ride home?  With Ryan?  Did she look that stupid?  “I’m fine.  The bus will get me home.”  She continued to walk towards the line of buses, trying to dismiss him.   
 
    “I can get you home faster,” he promised, jogging ahead slightly so he could get in front of her.   
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    That’s when he whipped out the big guns and smiled down at her.  That smile…darn it, he was good!  “Aww, come on.  You hate riding the bus.  Everyone hates riding the bus.  Why not let me give you a ride.” 
 
    Impatiently, Cynthia frowned at his chin instead of his eyes. She knew better than to look him in the eye when he wanted something.  His eyes were too…powerful.  All the girls in school oohhd and aaahhed annoyingly about Ryan’s eyes, saying they like Clint Eastwood’s, but Ryan’s were better.  Cynthia had looked up Clint Eastwood doubtfully, but once she’d looked into the man’s baby blues, she’d conceded that Ryan had the same piercing eyes, which could easily glow with happiness or mischief, depending on what pranks he had up his sleeve.   
 
    “Why would I get into a car with you?” she demanded, stepping around him and making a beeline for her bus.   
 
    “Because the school bus takes twice as long.  And we could maybe…” 
 
    She froze, her fury building.  Did he think she was stupid?  She spun around and let him have it! 
 
    “Look, for years, you’ve tormented and pestered me to the point of insanity, humiliated me in front of my friends, beaten me at whatever sport we played, and generally made my life hell.  So no, I’m not getting into your car, because I don’t want to be dropped off on the side of the road and forced to walk home, or lose a tire, or be dumped in a place I don’t know, just to give you a chuckle!  Thanks, but no way am I that stupid!” 
 
    With that, she spun on her heel, heading towards the busses and freedom from Ryan’s presence.  Darn it, even his shoulders were nice!    
 
    He didn’t give up.  “I promise, just a ride home.” 
 
    “I said no! There’s nothing more to say!” 
 
    Ryan caught up with her and touched her wrist gently. Cynthia cringed away warily.   
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    Ignore him, she told herself.  Just keep walking and don’t look back!   
 
    Darn it!  Her feet slowed of their own accord.  “What do you get?”  
 
    He grinned and her stomach flipped over.  Several times! Her knees wobbled slightly and her breath caught in her throat. No! She didn’t like him and she didn’t like what happened to her when he got close! 
 
    “You’re afraid to be alone with me.”  Shaking his head, he didn’t back up.  “For years, I thought you were the bravest person around.  You never shied away from taking me on, no matter what I did to you.  I couldn’t even get a scream out of you when I put that frog in your sleeping bag on the school camping trip in third grade!  Kudos, by the way,” his eyes sparkled with humor colored with admiration.  “But I guess that courageous girl is gone.”  He shook his head, feigning disappointment, and backed up.  “Too bad.  She was a real bad ass.” 
 
    With that, he walked away, still shaking his head.  
 
    Cynthia watched him go, furious all over again.  Darn it!  Why did he push her buttons so thoroughly?  And calling her a bad ass…that was probably the best compliment anyone could give her.  He knew it too.  He knew it and was using her pride against her!   
 
    No way would she ever admit that she’d been terrified of the frog in her sleeping bag.  She’d never, ever, tell him that she’d stayed up all night, shuddering in horror at the worry that there was another one!   
 
    “I’m an idiot!” she muttered, before sighing and following behind Ryan.  “An absolute idiot!”  She pulled out her cell phone to text her friend, who was already on the bus, letting her know what was going on.  
 
    She didn’t say a word, even ignored his smug grin when she yanked open the passenger side door of his ancient, beat up, and filthy Jeep Wrangler.  He slid into the driver’s seat without a word.  But Cynthia paused for a moment, peering under the passenger seat, in the back seats, and even opened the glove compartment.  Nothing jumped out, slithered, or hissed at her.  Gingerly, she slid into the seat.  
 
    Laughing, he shook his head and slid his key into the ignition.  “See?  Just a ride.  Nothing scary.” 
 
    She pulled the seatbelt into place, latching it gently, then tugged to make sure it was secure.  He might decide to go off-roading and, since the doors to this stupid vehicle were rickety at best, she could fall out.  Wouldn’t that be hilarious?!   
 
     “How’s your algebra class going?” he asked, confidently steering through the curving mountain roads.  Their high school serviced several towns because the population up here in the mountains was nowhere near as dense as down in the cities.  “I heard you have Mr. Dean.  He’s tough, but good.” 
 
    She kept her eyes on the road, wondering if someone was going to jump out and scare her when he turned a corner.   
 
    “Algebra is fine.  He’s interesting.”   
 
    Ryan chuckled and the sound pulled her attention back into the car.  “I’ve never heard Mr. Dean called interesting before.  But he is a good teacher.  He helped me prepare for calculus, and I’m grateful to him.” 
 
    “Right,” she muttered, still cringing slightly in anticipation for…whatever he had planned.   
 
    He continued talking casually, asking about several of her classes, adding comments and gossip on the teachers too.  But Cynthia couldn’t really respond with much depth because she was still waiting for the other shoe to drop.   
 
    So, when they pulled into the gravel parking lot of the bar her family owned, she jumped out, eager to get her feet onto the gravel of the parking lot.  Gravel was much safer, in so many ways, than being in vehicle, next to Ryan.   
 
    “See?” he pointed out teasingly before she shut the door.  “Like I said, just a calm, easy ride home.” 
 
    Cynthia blinked, not sure what to say.  He was right.  He’d driven her straight home and she was in one piece.  And she’d arrived significantly ahead of the buses, more than twenty minutes ahead because the bus driver had to stop in three other towns before finally getting to Minneville.   
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled and hitched her backpack higher up on her shoulder.   
 
    “See you tomorrow,” he called through the open passenger window as he drove away.   
 
    Cynthia watched him go, not sure what to think.  Never before had he missed an opportunity to do something devious.   It was like a competition between the two of them.  He kept finding more creative ways to surprise her and she had to dig deeper to find the calm she needed to hide that he’d gotten to her.  Then she had to find a way to get back at him.  It was a point of honor, in a twisted, demented sort of way.   
 
    Never mind that she felt more alive after an altercation with Ryan, which could be blamed on the adrenaline rush.  Or that she felt a zing of excitement when he nodded acknowledgment of her expertise after she got back at him.   
 
    Dismissing him from her mind, she walked into the bar.  “Hey Dad,” she called out as she dumped her book bag on the countertop in the kitchen.  The bar didn’t open for a few more hours, so the chairs were still on top of the small, wooden tables and the smell of cleaning products filled the air.   
 
    Her dad peered out of the kitchen and smiled.  “Hi there honey.  You’re home early.” 
 
    She grabbed an apron and put it on, preparing for her afternoon chores, and stored her backpack under the cabinet.  “I got a ride home,” she replied vaguely. Too many of their family meals had been spent with Cynthia venting to her parents about whatever prank Ryan had pulled on her or regaling them with her retribution.  No way could she now tell her father that Ryan had given her a ride home.   
 
    “That’s good,” he smiled distractedly, obviously unconcerned.  He pushed his glasses up higher onto his nose as he sifted through invoices for supplies.   
 
     “Did you call in the order for more of that light beer everyone’s asking for?  The case you got last week sold out pretty fast.”  
 
    The defeated sigh told her that he’d forgotten to put in the order.  Cynthia took pity on him and laid a hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Dad.  Just call it in so that we have more this weekend.  There aren’t that many tourists during the weekdays, so we won’t really need it until Friday evening.”  
 
    He nodded blankly, running his fingers through his hair.  He was doing the monthly accounting, she realized.  He hated anything associated with math.  Fortunately, it was one of her favorite subjects and she enjoyed the challenge of getting the bar’s expenses into all of the right categories and summing up the profit and losses each month.  Although, lately, there had been more losses than profits.   
 
    “Want me to do that?” she offered.  “I know that you hate doing the accounting.  And I enjoy it.” 
 
    He smiled at her over the rim of his glasses.  “You sure you wouldn’t mind?” he asked.   
 
    Cynthia laughed.  “Dad, if I have to choose between cleaning the bathrooms or doing the accounting, I’ll take the accounting any day.” 
 
    He stood up and dropped his pencil in relief.  “You still have to clean the bathrooms, honey.”  And he walked away.  
 
    Cynthia made a face, but then sat down and started sorting the bills.  There were more than usual this time, and she noticed that several of them were past due.  She called up her father’s supplier and ordered the light beer, and then, because she knew what other customers had asked for, she ordered several other options.  All were bottled beer, so they would keep for a while if the customers didn’t want them again.  Then she logged into her father’s bank account and started setting up the payments for each of the bills.  When she saw the amount left over, she cringed.   
 
    “Dad, we’re really short this month.  You have to stop giving away the beers to your friends.” 
 
    He walked in and stored the broom away.  “What’s the point of having a bar if your friends can’t have a few on the house, honey?”  
 
    She groaned, knowing that her father’s group of friends continued to expand.  Soon, the whole town would be in here drinking for free.  She closed down the accounting system, and stored the laptop away.  Her father had run this bar for a long time so he must know what he’s doing.  Besides, her family always seemed to have the money for whatever they needed, although often not a lot left over.   
 
    A few hours later, customers started to filter into the bar.  The sun had set, an automatic ending point to any fishing or hiking expeditions, unless one had camping gear.  After the tourists were done with their day’s adventures, most people wanted to relax and unwind, lie about the fish they’d caught, and laugh about the one that had gotten away.   
 
    Cynthia quietly went upstairs to start her homework.  Because she was under age, she wasn’t legally allowed to be in the bar during business hours, so she did her chores before they opened in the evening, and slipped away when customers started to arrive.   
 
    Her family lived in the small, two-bedroom apartment above the bar.  Over the years, Cynthia had learned to sleep through most of the noise.  It wasn’t an especially rowdy bar, but occasionally, some of the customers got a bit…enthusiastic.  Although, during the week, the customers were mostly locals.  It was a bit louder on the weekends when the tourists came through, but it still wasn’t too bad.   
 
    The apartment was relatively small, just two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a sitting room.  But since it was just the three of them, the space wasn’t too tight.  Besides, Cynthia had her own room and her own bathroom.  What more could a teenage girl want?  
 
    An image of Ryan popped into her head and Cynthia froze, horrified at where her mind had gone.   
 
    Ryan?  She didn’t want Ryan in her life other than to see him fall on his face in a pile of mud.  Yeah, that’s a good image.  But in her life romantically?  No way!   
 
      
 
    The following morning, Cynthia stepped out of the house, pulling up the zipper on her sweatshirt.  September in the mountains gave the residents chilly nights and mornings, but the sun would warm up by the afternoon, reaching around seventy something degrees.  Unlike the winters, which were nearly overwhelming because of the snow and bitter cold.  There had been years the small mountain towns were covered in snow almost continually for six or seven months at a time.     
 
    But the crisp bite in the air wasn’t what startled Cynthia.  It was the muddy Jeep idling at the end of the steps to her parents’ place.  Ryan?  
 
    “Come on, lazy bones!” 
 
    Cynthia peered suspiciously into the vehicle.  “What are you doing here?” she demanded irritably.  No way would she tell anyone about the dream she’d had last night.  The dream where Ryan took her into his arms and kissed her. A completely pointless dream because she’d be a fool to ever let Ryan get that close to her.  He’d just stuff something gross down the back of her shirt.  Ick!   
 
    “I’m here to drive you to school.”  He announced cheerfully and winked at her.  “Unless you want to wait for the bus that sometimes shows up either in five minutes or fifteen.”  He blew his breath through rounded lips, creating a cloud.  “It’s pretty cold out.”  He waved her into the car.  “Come on.  I know how you hate to be cold and I have the heater going.” 
 
    Cynthia frowned, wondering what slithering reptile would pop out to scare her.   
 
    But he only waved again and Cynthia gingerly opened the door.  Looking around, she slipped inside.  The Jeep really was cranking out the heat and it immediately dissipated the chill.   
 
    “Here,” he handed her a metal travel mug.  “Coffee with a bit of cream and sugar.  Just the way you like it.” 
 
    She took it and held the mug away from her body.  “What’s going to jump out at me?” she asked.  
 
    He chuckled and put the Jeep into gear.  “Nothing.  I just thought you might like some coffee.” 
 
    She didn’t buy it.  “Is there a bug at the bottom?”  
 
    Ryan shook his head.  “Only coffee, cream, and sugar.” 
 
    Cynthia eyed the metal mug, then him.  He looked hopeful and…something else.  On anyone else, she might have thought he was nervous.  But this was Ryan.  Ryan was never nervous about anything.   
 
    Playing along, because she didn’t want him to challenge her like he’d done yesterday after school, she lifted the mug to her lips and pretended to take a sip.   “Mmm… good. Thanks.” 
 
    He grinned, looking a bit more…relaxed? He turned onto the main road, heading to school.  He talked about his classes and complained about his homework.   Meanwhile, Cynthia watched his hands, which alternately gripped the wheel and flew through the air as he gestured.  They were nice hands, she reflected.  Long fingers.  His nails were clean and neatly trimmed.  Most local boys were out in the mountains so often that they constantly had the dirt under their nails.  Ryan’s had no dirt at all.   
 
    And his forearms were…strong?  Were those muscles hiding under the sleeves that were only partly rolled up?  He had on a blue flannel shirt with a fleece vest, which matched his dark blond hair.   
 
    “You okay?” he asked, interrupting her perusal of his arms.   
 
    Cynthia jerked her eyes upwards.  “Huh?” 
 
    He pulled into the school parking lot.  “You were staring,” he pulled into his assigned parking space.   
 
    “I wasn’t,” she huffed as she reached for the door handle.  He stopped her with a touch to her arm.  “Hey, would you let me drive you home again this afternoon?”  
 
    Cynthia wasn’t sure what was going on.  Deciding to be direct, she shifted slightly, turning to face him so she could see his eyes.  “Don’t you have football practice?” 
 
    He smiled slightly.  “Coach will want to be home with his new baby.” 
 
    She frowned, still concerned. “Yeah, but why me?”  
 
    He shrugged slightly.  “We’ve always been at odds, Cyn. And I think it’s time to change that.  Don’t you?” 
 
    Cynthia agreed, but she still didn’t trust him.  “Perhaps, but I don’t think it’s possible.  Not with our history.” 
 
    He thought about that for a second, still watching her with that oddly hopeful look in his startling blue eyes.  “Can we try?” 
 
    She hesitated for another moment, wondering if maybe she could trust him.  Was she stupid to even want to?  Yes. But, just maybe… 
 
    “Fine. We can be friends.  But....” 
 
    He grinned, holding up his hands.  “I swear to you that I’m done with the pranks.  I’m done with all of it.  And…you’re really good with writing, aren’t you?”  
 
    She shrugged, not sure what to say.  “I’m okay,” she finally replied.  A couple of her friends were standing on the sidewalk, waiting for her.  They’d noticed her in the Jeep with Ryan.  Cynthia sighed, knowing that she’d have to answer roughly a hundred questions.   
 
    “Do you think you could look over one of my essays?  I’m really struggling.” 
 
    Ah!  That made more sense!  He needed something from her!  Relaxing now that she understood his motivation, she nodded and opened the Jeep’s door.  “Yes.  I can definitely read it.  E-mail it to me and I’ll read it today.” 
 
    “How about if you read it with me during lunch?  I’ll buy you lunch, to pay you back, and we can sit and go through it together.” 
 
    She considered his request for a long moment.  Was she setting herself up?  Dismissing that because, well, there was no way to anticipate what Ryan might do, she nodded instead.  “Fine.  I’ll see you at lunch today.” 
 
    With that, she slipped out of the Jeep.  “See ya,” she said before slamming the door and hurrying over to her friends.  All three of them leaned in, ready to demand answers as to why she was in the Jeep with the high school heartthrob.   
 
    Relieved now that she had an explanation, Cynthia shrugged off their curiosity, able to dismiss the conjecture.  “He just needs help with an essay.  He gave me a ride to sweet talk me into it.  I’m going to read it over during lunch and offer him some suggestions.  That’s all there is to it,” she told her friends flatly.  Deflated, they stopped questioning her.  But before she walked into her first class, she rushed into the bathroom and dumped the coffee out into the bathroom sink, watching the liquid swirl down the drain.   
 
    “Huh!  No bug.  No spider.  Nothing,” she muttered in surprise, staring at the porcelain sink as if she couldn’t believe nothing weird had been added.  Cynthia even looked inside, just in case there was a live bug clinging to the metal sides.  Nothing.  Huh! 
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