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      Mack

      Smoke, thick and acrid, burns in the air.

      The rigged-out truck eats up track, windows wound up tight and it’s sweltering like a fucking cat in heat in this cab.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say to the crackle and hiss of the two-way radio that seems to be telling me to get my ass into some kind of helpful action. “Gotcha.”

      I just left the fire chief, Philip, and a few other volunteers near the Kilpatrick property line off the road of the same name. We got the fire there under control, and Philip sent me off to go help another crew.

      I’d give anything to roll down a window, which is some kind of rookie mistake I’m not about to ever make. Not with the heat and smoke out from the fires.

      The wall of flames driven by the high winds and fueled by drought-dry brush is under control along here, beaten back through backbreaking work and a little luck with the wind change. Right now, I’m hightailing it to where Isaac, the town’s main firefighter and medic, is with my twin, Lawson, near the campgrounds. They set up a triage area for those who might end up needing it.

      In these woods ’there are a lot of people who live out there and have to be evacuated. Though some are foolish enough to want to stick behind to wait it out or try to protect their homes themselves. Plenty of times, I’ve helped pull people from the fires swarming the homes they’d built to save their lives.

      Making a turn, I sigh and swipe at the sweat beading my forehead. I hope there’s a cold bottle of water waiting for me when I get there. I’m also willing to bet a whole bunch of dollars that someone there accidentally started at least one of the outbreaks.

      The radio hisses and pops again. Then my earpiece buzzes and I hit answer on my phone.

      “Big Mack,” my brother says, the two words that let me know they’ve got their situation under control. “Forrest is getting idiots out. But he might need you.”

      I grip the wheel one handed and swing a right to where I know the ranger is. “All clear? I’m the favorite, but Mom loves your wife, so—”

      “Shut it. Stay this side of the line,” he says. “There are some real hot spots, so don’t go trying to be the lone hero.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff. You know I just fix cars. This is just a hobby. I leave the hero work to others.”

      “Not funny,” Isaac’s voice comes through the radio.

      “Shut the hell up, Mack.” My twin hangs up.

      I let out a heavy breath and head to where the firewall is. “Shit.”

      The thing’s jumped the back burn area in spots ahead, but it’s not a problem. Yet. And behind me, a couple of other volunteers are coming up who can deal with this.

      If Forrest is getting people out and not busting flames, then he’s gonna need help in keeping the way free to get idiots clear. Thank Christ, my baby sister, Rose, is volunteering at the Norhill Medical Center today. She might not be a doc yet, but she’s gonna be the best.

      In a town too small for a hospital, her expertise, along with Isaac’s, is needed. Hopefully it won’t come to that, but . . .

      This is the fourth fire this summer.

      With more tourists coming in for camping, the more these fucking city folk will cause fires.

      Like this one.

      It’s not deliberate, at least I don’t think it is. More likely these assholes just don’t know how to do fire safety properly.

      I reach for the two-way to check in with Forrest as I speed toward the area my GPS tells me he’s at. If he’s got it under control and has enough help, I’ll join up with another group, and—

      The radio pops and a voice comes through. “Mack Burns,” I say, sweeping it up and depressing the button.

      “Mack, it’s Grover here. Just flying in to help and I saw a glint of metal right up on a tree.” He rattles off coordinates, and I know exactly where he’s talking about.

      The other side of the flames.

      “I know it. Accident?”

      “Definitely a car. Didn’t see anyone. Nowhere for me to land.”

      “I’m on it.”

      There’s a slight pause in Old Man Grover’s voice as I drive, adjusting my direction, foot coming down harder on the accelerator. “Flames are still coming in that I saw.”

      I’m close to where he told me, and if someone’s injured . . .

      “Got it. I’ll call it in, but let them know where I’m going too.”

      “There’s a storm coming, and the old forestry cabin up on Fuller Hill is out of the fire’s range, but—”

      “Got it.”

      I end the radio call.

      Some fucking tourist, gotta be, thinking they can outrun flames, smoke, and heat and probably got caught on the end of the fire and panicked, and now . . . I sigh. Dead? Injured? Who the hell knows?

      Don’t call me a hero, I’m not and I’ll fight anyone over that. Heroism belongs to my dad, brother, mom for putting up with us, and my baby sister. I just run my garage and enjoy the sweetness found in a woman—no strings, not anymore—but I also don’t turn tail and run.

      I’m gonna have to go through the flames.

      Sighing, I decide to let Isaac know. “Isaac?” I call his name and wait for him to answer. When he does, I speak into the radio, “Checking out something Grover saw. Be in touch.”

      “Mack—”

      “I’m good. See ya on the flip side.” I know what he’s going to say and don’t need to hear it. I’ve heard it plenty of times before.

      The flames roar up ahead, the heat searing through the glass and the smoke is so thick it could be night. The world takes on a nightmarish quality as I floor it through the inferno. I could take another road, but to tick safety boxes I might as well let anyone in that car burn to death.

      This part isn’t being tackled yet because this part has nowhere to go once it reaches the backburn and the wild brushland. The cabin Grover mentioned is isolated.

      I come out on the other side of Armageddon into a smoke and smoldering hellscape where fires flare and burn out and jump like wild, live things. It’s going to burn too when the wind changes again. Which it will.

      Then that car I’m headed to is going to cook whoever’s inside.

      I grab my gloves and pull them on as I drive. Going around a curve, I see the car.

      A fucking Audi. Jesus.

      Just what I figured.

      Rich people.

      I screech to a halt, throw open my door, and check the area. The fire’s burning behind me at a reasonable distance, but the shifting wind isn’t a good omen. Right now, that wind’s on my side, it’s what made the drive here so bad. Paint on my truck is peeling and blistering, and through the gloves, the metal is hot. The reflective gear in the windows is still holding.

      The crash isn’t as bad as I feared, but I’m gonna have to tow it.

      Inside, it’s a dreamland of airbags and in the driver’s seat I can make out a figure through the thick smoke and swirling embers.

      “Hey?”

      No answer. I grab the tow chain and attach it to the vehicle, then hurry to the driver.

      Whoever the driver is coughs, and an arm moves weakly.

      Being a volunteer firefighter, my skill set is pretty basic to what they teach EMTs and full-blown paramedics. I know some states have it different, but here, you have your different classes. I only got certified as an EMT-B. And with everything going on and not knowing what the hell could potentially be wrong with whoever’s in the car, my skills will have to be enough right now.

      I have to move whoever it is so I can get the fuck out of Dodge before we’re both toast. My phone’s ringing and my radio’s squawking, but I ignore them both, thank you very fucking much. Right now, getting the driver out is more important.

      I go to the driver. She—there’s a mass of dark burnished gold hair, and that hand is feminine—coughs again, and I run a hand over her. She’s not at some weird angle, and her leg moves as I touch it.

      “Can you move?” I ask.

      Her head comes up, hair over it, even with the soot it’s pretty hair I vaguely think as I give her another shake. She turns her head enough to look in my direction.

      “I need you to move, can you do that?”

      “Can’t . . . can’t . . . breathe.” She wheezes as she says this, and my heart squeezes. She coughs again. “The smoke . . .”

      My brother loves to call me reckless. Says it should be my middle name. But I’m not stupid and I don’t take undue risks when it’s not about me. Taking my time checking this woman out . . . not checking her out, out, but making sure she’s not horribly injured is more reckless than moving her. I think from the croak of her voice and the wheeze it might be more smoke than anything else.

      “Okay, princess,” I say, unclipping her belt and sliding my hands under and around her. “I’m Mack. I’m here to help. Gonna move you now, so work with me here. Let me know if it hurts.”

      “You smell like gasoline and oil.”

      “Yeah, well, I forgot to put on my Old Spice before I took this Sunday drive.” I snort.

      I have her out and her hands wrap around my neck. She coughs and buries her face in my shirt and that’s when I feel the heat of the wind on my back.

      “We have to move.”

      But she doesn’t speak, so I’m praying I didn’t just kill her. I bundle her into my truck, slam the door, check the chain, and at the last minute, before closing the driver’s door on her fucking Audi, I do something odd.

      I nab the leather straps of what turns out to be a large, sleek, black leather bag. A heavy one, with the gold corner of a laptop. Slinging it on my shoulder like I’m ready to shop ‘til I drop, I race to my door, jump in, and like some kind of weird ass train, take off with her car in tow.
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        * * *

      

      The drive is hot and visibility low but improving the farther away from the fire. With a storm coming, the wind keeps shifting and has turned back on itself. So, I let out a small sigh of relief.

      In the passenger seat the woman coughs and curls, then doesn’t move, just the rasp of her breath. I’ve called in already, letting Philip know I’m safe and have a possibly injured rescue, but I’ve got it all under control.

      Glancing at her as I wind up over bumpy, unpaved track, the thump and trundle of her car letting me know how unhappy it is with the treatment. Another princess I decide as exactly one fat drop of rain hits my windshield.

      The sky rumbles and somewhere in the distance is the flare of lightning.

      Visibility might be improving but not the light. This storm’s going to be fucking huge when it decides to hit.

      “I told Philip I got it under control,” I say to myself as I reach over—gloves abandoned a couple of miles back—and slide my hand over the soft skin of her arm. A little flash of lightning flares inside as I do so, warm and electric, and I check her pulse.

      “Strong. Steady. You’ll live.” I pause, and shift gears, taking the track that forks off to lead us to the cabin. “Of course, I’m not a doctor, that’ll be Rose, my sister; well, she’s almost a doctor, but we’ll call her one and call it a day. I work with cars. If you were a car, you wouldn’t be stripped down for parts. On account I don’t think you’re gonna drop.”

      Thank fuck my phone rings. Before I can greet my caller, my mom’s voice screeches through the speakers. “Mack!”

      “Mom.” I should have known Lawson would tell on me.

      “Your brother said you were being reckless—hon—and—if—into next week.”

      “Uh, the signal’s crap,” I say, trying to hide my smile like the woman can actually see me.

      “What—”

      The phone goes dead as the sky growls loud and low.

      With a sigh, I call in on the two-way again, this time to my twin. “Tell our mother I’m not twelve.”

      There’s a laugh. “We’ve got this under control. Callahan said to stay at the cabin unless your rescue is bad.”

      “Smoke, I think.”

      “Will report in to our parents. Stay safe, idiot.”

      “You too, Sheriff. Though, I get your hot wife if something happens to you, right?”

      I disconnect on him before he can respond.

      But now everyone is as soothed as they’re gonna be that I’m not BBQ, I pull over and turn to my passenger.

      She’s still out, and I check her pulse once more. It’s steady, and she just coughs every now and then. Reaching back, I grab a silver space blanket, shake it out and tuck it around her, just in case shock sets in, and then I take off once more.

      Shit, for all I know, she’s taking some kind of beauty nap. Why, I don’t fucking know, but stress does strange things.

      “We’re gonna have an adventure,” I tell her. “Like camping. Now, I don’t know you, so you better not have any thoughts of having your wicked way with me. Not that I don’t like the ladies, but I’m just trusting you with my virtue.”

      I can see the cabin from here and the drive is rocky, the land sparse. Perfect for a lookout, and though we’re not in danger of the fire from here, the coming storm and rain will help keep the place safer.

      “Of course, I’m also a man of weak resolve, so I’m counting on you to keep your hands to yourself.” I rub a hand over my close-clipped beard.

      If she’s just pretending to sleep, she’s good at keeping a straight face.

      Or maybe she thinks I’m a fucking maniac.

      Wouldn’t blame her there. Of course, there’s the chance she might be the maniac.

      “If you’re one of those serial killer types, I’m hoping my rescue’s got you feeling generous and non-murdery.”

      I pull up and park.

      “And we’re here.”

      Just then, there’s a crack of thunder followed by a bolt of lightning and the heavens open.

      I ease her out of the truck and stride up and into the cabin. It’s clean, stocked, and downright homey.

      Carrying her to the bed, I lay her down and tuck the blanket around her. I got most of the rain. But even in the low light her burnished hair shines, and I smooth it from her face, wanting to check her for a bump on the head.

      My hand falters and my heart thuds hard.

      Fuck. She’s beautiful.
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      Sidney

      Everything is blurred. I sit up, pulse slamming fast and wild, and something crinkles. I look down. Silver.

      Oh, hell. Am I dead?

      I cough. Throat tight, too dry and sore. It’s about five sizes too small for swallowing. And . . . where are my glasses? My bag?

      Last thing I remember is panicking at a wall of red flames and sudden dark heat and smoke that got into everything. Then I had a huge coughing fit. I couldn’t breathe and . . . nothing.

      I came to and there was an angel. Or a devil. Hot voice. Strong hands. Hard chest and steady heartbeat. He smelled of gasoline, engine grease, and fresh-cut grass. There was something else, like dried tea. It doesn’t sound like much, but the scent that cut through the smoke had been sensual, something to climb in.

      I’m delirious.

      Not to mention embarrassed, because I’m pretty sure I came to, fainted, and then drifted to sleep. Like, finally, I was safe.

      Like a ninny. A delirious, weird ninny.

      Now, I’m . . . I don’t know where.

      A door slams and I shiver as I look up.

      It’s definitely a man. Even as a blur, I can see that. He’s tall, well-built. I swallow and cough, and he swears.

      “Fuck.”

      That hot voice that’s low and dark and full of the best latent heat—and apparently, I’m delirious.

      “I was fixing the generator. Here.”

      He crosses to me and hands me something. My glasses. I close my fingers around the honey-colored rim of my Blake Kuwahara frames and slip them on. The world comes into focus.

      I think this man might be hotter than his voice.

      His T-shirt is a little torn and stained with both black grease and ash, and the old jeans show off all kinds of perfection a woman might be inclined to look at. Long legs, lean, and a package that . . .

      I lift my gaze over his narrow torso and broad chest. The muscles on his arms are tattooed all the way up and down, and he has auburn hair. It’s cut short, a little long at the front that’s just right for holding onto when he . . .

      And he has a short, close beard, like a shadow but thicker, and high cheekbones. There’s a streak of soot on one of them, and his dark eyes are amused. “I’m Mack Burns, your friendly rescuer. And you are?”

      For a moment, I don’t answer. It’s not that I’ve got anything to hide—well, not from him—it’s just . . . oh, crap, does he have to be so handsome?

      “Forgotten speech?” There’s an undercurrent I can’t put my finger on, and I’m vaguely aware I’m perched on a bed fully dressed like some queen bee. “Well, Princess, anything hurt?”

      “Throat.”

      “And she speaks.” He crosses the room and picks up a bottle, unscrews the cap on his way back, and hands it to me. “Water.”

      “Thanks.” I take it, and the first cool swallow is both bliss and agony, and then I start chugging it until his hand stops me.

      “Go easy there, Tiger. Small sips.”

      I shoot him a scowl. I’m grateful, I know I am. It’s just he’s so . . . there, and so . . . handsome. Tall. And maybe I’m concussed.

      “How many fingers?”

      He holds up his hand.

      “Two, now three.”

      Mack nods. “Good, Princess. Now, what year is it?”

      I tell him.

      “The date?”

      I tell him that too. “It was, anyway, before—”

      “You crashed your carriage on your way to the ball. It’s a pumpkin now, but—”

      “My computer!”

      A muscle in his jaw ticks as the sky outside rumbles and claps. “Got your bag right there on the kitchen table. You scared of storms?”

      “Not my favorite, but I’ll survive.” I take another sip of the cool water.

      He sighs. “It’s gonna be a fuckin’ doozy of a storm but hopefully it’ll put out most of the fire that’s still burning.” Mack looks at me like I started it and crosses his arms. “Storm came through and lasted from the time I got to my truck until I got here. Now, are you sure you’re all right?”

      I eye him warily, which I know is stupid. I’m in the middle of nowhere, and reluctant society girl and graphic designer Sidney Novak from New York City isn’t going to be expected here. I’m not staying, but . . .

      He nods. “Princess it is.”

      “I’m not a princess.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I stand, wobble a little, and then force myself to steady. “Sidney.”

      “I might just call you princess, Sidney. You’re not from here.”

      “Passing through.”

      He nods again and taps his fingers on his tattooed arm that’s somehow so masculine and unexpectedly sexy. My mouth goes dry in a way that’s got nothing to do with smoke.

      “And you’re fine? No burns? I didn’t notice a head injury, but I’m not a medic, and you were knocked out.”

      My cheeks burn. “Smoke, and I might have fainted.”

      “Okay, then.”

      The man looks at me and frowns, there’s thunder in his expression, flame. “Then what the fuck do you think you were doing? You can’t outrun the fire. Or were you looking at it?”

      I try and count to ten to calm the fever he sets off in me. I count, and at twenty-nine years old, my slow fuse temper just might have shrunk to something like short, fast, and furious. Because what is his problem?

      I don’t need someone else in my life rubbing me the wrong way, telling me what to do, shouting. I don’t need to be told all my shortcomings, and if only I were sweet and into glamour like my cousin, Koko—real name Kate—maybe I’d be happy. Or have the life my parents want me to have.

      Turning, I pick up my bag and slide it onto my shoulder. “Thank you for your macho posturing and rescuing me, but I’m going to go.”

      “Okay.” His mouth twitches a little at my words, but there’s still thunder in his expression. “Go ahead, Princess.”

      I’m being a child, I know that. I never go around acting like a child, but I’ve got a feeling Vic would be applauding and shouting, ‘you go girl’. It’s just been a hell of a two weeks for me.

      All I want to do is finish passing through wherever the hell I am and get to my new, getaway sustainable home I had built. Work on my graphic designer software, do some freelancing, and just be me.

      “I just want to be left alone.”

      Mack looks me up and down. “Who are you? Garbo?”

      Who the hell is this rough-edged mountain man knowing who Greta Garbo is?

      I grip the straps of the bag. “Thank you for saving me, but I’ll be going.”

      And with that, I sail past him, a little shocked he’s not arguing. He strikes me as all the other domineering men I know, most of them in my family. These kinds of men don’t just give in.

      I pull open the door and falter.

      Oh.

      The front of my beloved Audi is crumpled, and it’s still chained to his truck. My heart sinks to my toes.

      His hand brushes against my back, setting off a cascade of flame inside, and the heat of his body warms me in a way I didn’t know I needed to be warmed. “Yeah, your fuckin’ car’s toast right now. But come in, I’ll make us some food. I think there’s soup in the cupboards. Not princess food but hey.”

      I glare up at him. “Not a princess.”

      “Not an ogre.” He grins slowly, and my stomach turns in a giddying somersault. “Look, we’re not going anywhere tonight. This storm’s going to be bad when it really breaks, so it’s dangerous to head out before or during. We can leave tomorrow.”

      “How do I know you’re not an ogre?”

      He pretends to think about it. “No horns.”

      “Do they have horns?”

      “No idea, Princess, haven’t met one.” Then he takes my shoulders, turns me gently, and that scent of him, the gasoline, dried tea, grass and oil, and something else that calls, the one that lies beneath the smoke, teases me. “Hey, I fuckin’ get it. You don’t know me. I don’t know you.”

      That never even came to me that he might be a pervert.

      I don’t think he is. I lived in New York City long enough to know a pervert at twenty paces.

      “I’m scared too. What if you try to molest away my innocence when I sleep? We talked about it on the way here. You weren’t responsive on account you were out cold, but I figured we had an understanding, we respect each other. No one tries anything.”

      Against my better judgment, my prickliness melts into a puddle of goo. He’s funny. Annoying with his nickname, but funny and charming and I’m passing through.

      “I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

      “Excellent. Now, you know how to use a can opener?”
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        * * *

      

      It’s just chicken and vegetable soup, and it’s, well . . . canned soup. But it’s filling and I even share a protein bar and some candy from my bag with him. I know he eyes the artisan, handmade chocolate sourced from Bolivian cacao in a way that makes me shift, like he knows who and what I am, but I ignore it.

      One night, then I’ll hire a car or wait for mine to be fixed, and I’m on my way.

      The cabin is pretty big and nice for what he told me is a forest ranger lookout cabin, and it’s roomy. Or would be if he didn’t seem to take up so much space.

      But right now, he’s sitting on the floor, leaning against the sofa. A sofa where I’m betting more than one tired man’s passed out on. There’s a table, two chairs, and the bed is pushed against the wall.

      He looks at me sitting at the kitchen table and pats the floor next to him with one hand.

      “Join me. There’s whiskey, fine company, and a five-star chemical toilet you’re just gonna fuckin’ love.”

      With a sigh, I do. It’s darkish out, but I don’t know if that’s the storm or the smoke or the time. My phone’s screen is cracked and it’s either broken or out of juice. He hands me the bottle and I take a sip and shudder at the warm, spicy bite.

      “We can’t go?”

      He shakes his head. “Where are you going? Look, this isn’t the Ritz or wherever you usually stay, but it’s better than my truck or the storm.”

      “Where are we?”

      “You don’t know?”

      The tone in his voice is something I deserved because I should have paid attention, but my mind was on other things, and when the flames and smoke came at me, I panicked.

      “Passing through.” I aim for a nonchalant shrug. “That’s all. I didn’t pay much attention.”

      “Where are you off to?”

      He’s no spy for my parents and he’s not affiliated with the trouble I stumbled on. But . . . habits are hard to break, and keeping things secret has been the way to get ahead. My mother is a force of nature. Like that fire, but with more drive.

      “I was going to stop at Hawthorn Way?”

      Mack starts laughing and takes the bottle back. His fingertips brushing mine, and I shiver. “That’s even smaller than Norhill Tops. That’s where you are, by the way. Why are you going there?”

      “What is it you do, Mack?” I change the subject not wanting to answer about why. He doesn’t need to know.

      He cocks an eyebrow. “I work in town and volunteer fighting flames. What about you?”

      I rub my fingers down over my jean-covered thighs. “My phone isn’t working. Do you have one I could borrow? I need to call Vic.”

      It’s a big ask, but only for my gran would I do that. Plus, I told her I’d call.

      “So, Victor?” He studies me for a moment. “You want to call someone named Victor? Boyfriend?”

      “Can I borrow it? Please.” Again not answering him.

      “Victor must be special if you know his number.”

      “Very special,” I snap.

      A crack and angry crash of thunder make me jump.

      “Princess?”

      “I might have lied about storms. I really don’t like them.”

      “Too rugged for you?”

      The bite to his words, like he’s summed me up, is annoying. I’m not a princess. I come from money, but the car and a great deal of my house came from my earnings. I work. I like working. “No. Too scary. So, I can’t have your phone?”

      “You can try, but there aren’t any bars here.” He reaches into his back pocket and hands me his phone.

      Damn, he’s right. No bars.

      “Victor,” he says, “will have to wait.”

      “Yes, Vic will.”

      A wave of tiredness comes over me and he slides a little closer, his fingers whispering against the side of my face as he hooks a lock of hair behind my ear. That touch makes every sense in me skitter and leap.

      He leans in, and my pulse goes a little crazy.

      Against better judgment, against all common sense, my eyes flutter shut.

      “So, Sidney,” he says, voice a soft slide against my senses, “what is it you’re running from?”

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      Outside, thunder cracks and lightning flashes, and she jumps. Princess Sidney also tries to move away.

      I should let her. Whatever shit she’s into or society ball she’s escaping from isn’t my business. But I take hold of her delicate wrist, her skin satin soft, and beneath the soot and the smoke is a fresh sweetness I think is all her.

      The hold isn’t tight or menacing. I’m aware I’m a big guy, I’m strong, and I’m a fucking stranger that’s dragged her to the old cabin in the woods—literally, so I don’t want her to lose her shit.

      But I do want her to talk. Apart from anything else there’s not much else to do here. G-rated, anyway. There’s been trouble in Norhill Tops, in the form of the fucking annoying Alpine Energy who wanted my sister-in-law’s land.

      Of course, they never figured on the team of Dakota and my brother. Fierce, and made for each other, they’ll burn down anyone who interferes.

      Mind, my big brother is a sheriff by blood. Protecting his own comes as natural as breathing, just like not trusting strangers.

      Me? I don’t mind strangers, but I do protect what’s mine, my way, and this town’s that. My family’s here, so this woman, if she’s bringing trouble, I want to know. And she sure is nice to touch.

      “Let go.”

      Two words, soft, but I release her.

      I take a swig of the whiskey and lean back on the front of the sofa as she pushes up, giving me a view of long, slender legs and a nice ass.

      “Just a question, Princess. No need to get your tiara in a tangle.”

      Her look is hot, dark, and irritated as she throws it at me before stomping to the kitchen window.

      It’s getting darker, earlier than usual, and the sky is alive with noise and light that makes her jump.

      She rubs her arms even though it’s not at all cold. “You’re sticking your nose in.”

      “Wasn’t aware there was something to stick my nose into.”

      “Just mind your own business.”

      “Well, now.” I take another swallow. Isaac was the last up here, I’m guessing, as this good Irish is definitely his. “We don’t exactly have anything to entertain ourselves with, so I thought maybe we’d engage in some conversation.”

      She nods but stares out into the dark as another fierce, short patter of rain hits the roof and stops. “We could go.”

      “We could, but right now, there are fires burning and when the storm really hits it’s gonna be a pour its ass off which will douse the flames but make roads slick and dangerous to drive on at night with the smoke.”

      “I’ll risk it.”

      “Not in my truck, you won’t,” I say. “Not that I’m letting you drive it. Look what you did to your pretty car. It ain’t even drivable right now.”

      Her shoulders stiffen.

      “But . . .” I take another swallow then set the bottle down, screwing the lid back in place. We’re safe here, but I’m not about to get anywhere near tipsy. “I know there’s a story.”

      Sidney sniffs, then instinctively ducks as thunder crashes and rolls.

      I know one thing.

      Master spy, she ain’t.

      “You know nothing, Mack.”

      I clap my hands together. “She knows my name. And me, a lowly commoner.”

      “You’re a high-class pain in my ass.” She spins to face me, a small frown marring her lovely oval face. Sidney folds her arms over her chest, which draws the innocent eye to a set of perfect and pert tits beneath the once white T-shirt.

      They’re not too big or small. Perfect in fact, for my fucking hands.

      I may have deserved the snap in her tone, but I’m bored and curious and ladies like her don’t often drive through areas like ours like she’s on a road trip. At least, not in cars like hers. They fly. Or have a destination or reason for being here.

      Usually, like they’re from somewhere close, even one of the cities. They don’t usually have an Audi, not like hers. And they sure as shit don’t choose Hawthorn Way as a place to go.

      “Making small talk,” I say. “And I’m curious. You don’t have a destination, you’re in a fuckin’ brand new Audi with New York plates and you don’t seem dressed for some road trip.”

      “Maybe I’m spontaneous.”

      I look her over and shake my head. “I don’t think so. You were way off the beaten path in a car not made for these roads. And you were driving into a fuckin’ fire. So, I’m curious, what’re you running from?”

      “Not your business.”

      She doesn’t say anything at all. She doesn’t laugh. Just that not your business, which is answer enough in itself and tells me fuck yeah, she’s running.

      But it could be something or nothing. She’s rich. Maybe she’s running from some gala she doesn’t want to go to. I don’t know.

      I decide it’s best to drop it for now and sigh as she jumps again. “I’ll be back. Need some things before the rain starts to come down harder than it already is.”

      The thunder growls again. “Y-you’re leaving?”

      “Going to my truck.” This time I cross to her and slide my hands along her arms. “Sidney, I can see you don’t like storms and they can seem worse out here in nature, especially after the day you’ve had, but you’re safe.”

      She looks up at me, and her eyes are a soft hazel, that summery mix of light straw browns and gentle greens. They’re pretty and feminine, and I clearly need a woman to bang if I’m standing here, waxing lyrical in my fucking head about her damn eyes.

      “You haven’t killed me yet, so I’m probably safe. Unless you’re the midnight murdering type.”

      I laugh and grin, letting her go and stepping back. Trying to find a small space to catch my breath because she’s got an unexpected way of stealing oxygen, like a flame. “Need my beauty sleep.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      She smacks a hand over her mouth as those pretty eyes behind her glasses go wide.

      “Good to know.” I turn and stride out the door, so she doesn’t see what I’m sure is a shit-eating grin.

      She thinks I’m attractive. Not that that’s a stretch. I haven’t managed to scare small children or send women screaming for the hills, and I scrub up fairly well. But the princess likes a bit of rough.

      Fuck. I drag my thoughts back somewhere to the G-rating area, maybe around the PG, or whatever the rating system is. I stopped looking at that shit when I could go see movies on my own. Our parents used to make us watch all sorts of old stuff that sometimes went up to M.

      The air’s heavy and night’s starting to settle in. In the near distance are splotches of red and yellow, the thick smoke hanging low. But they’ve got things under control and the rain’s really about to come in.

      Colors pop with otherworldly brightness as I pull open the door to my truck to grab my bag. I want to fix the cabin’s radio in case I need contact with the world. I know it’s out, probably just some poking about will do it. Coming out here during the night in the rain isn’t my idea of fun. Or a shower.

      Which is coming, deluge-style.

      The air has that peaty, dank, earthy scent I love that comes before the rain.

      Swinging the bag up over my shoulder, I head in just as the rain starts to come down, this time in steady beats.
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        * * *

      

      Sidney stands near the open door. There’s a tiny porch that does little but provide some cover for equipment, but it’s not the rocking chair variety, and she’s showing no signs of wanting to step out into Armageddon: Waterworld.

      There’s a slight breeze that holds smoke and a touch of cool, so she braves the storm as I sit at the kitchen table on the sturdy chair, the parts of the radio spread all around me.

      “How are you and your nemesis getting on?” I ask as I start to screw back in a newly cleaned piece of the radio.

      “I don’t—” She stops.

      I look up and she half meets my eyes as heat colors her cheeks. Whatever she was going to say isn’t said. “Fine, like I said, storms scare me. Always have. Happy?”

      I shrug. “Depends on who you thought I meant by nemesis.”

      She flounces over and sits, the chair scraping on the wooden floor, and I really wish I had coffee, or more of the booze. But a few sips were enough to take the edge off everything, and enough to stay sharp. Still . . .

      “Are you always so bossy and nosy or is it just me?”

      I think about it and shrug. “You’re kind of fun to rile, won’t lie there. And yeah, I meant the storm.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh,” I say and screw back in another part.

      She looks at the dismantled radio. “What if we need it?”

      “I’ll brave the elements and use the one in my truck. Just wanted to get this up and running.”

      The radio worked about ten minutes ago before I decided to pull it apart again and clean it. Keeps my hands busy and off a soft, warm woman who just might think she’s better than me.

      Because I can’t really tell if she’s really hiding something big or if she just thinks it’s beneath her to spend time here, with a man like me. You know, below her exalted station.

      I’ll call her the Audi Queen. Which is fucking terrible. So, I’m going to stick to calling her Princess.

      “Thank you for saving me,” she says, voice soft, and I smile.

      “Just wait until you get the bill.”

      Her eyes go wide. “I should—”

      “If you fuckin’ say you’re gonna even so much as offer to buy me a coffee, I’m gonna get pissed. I don’t need your money or charity, or whatever you want to call it. First,” I say, catching her arm as she’s about to jump up, “it’s part of the service, part of being a volunteer firefighter. Right there, in the volunteer part. And second, it’s called being neighborly, and we’re friendly around here. Do things for each other when needed. We’ll gossip the shit out of you on account of it being a small town, though.”

      “Mack, I didn’t mean—”

      “That’s gonna get worse for you, the gossiping, when you get to bumfuck Hawthorn. The place is tiny.” I scratch my head with the tip of the screwdriver. “Third, didn’t save your ass for a handout, and fourth—this is the important thing—I might not be high society, but I’m educated, own a business, and don’t need your fuckin’ money.”

      She stares at me, and I hold her a beat longer then release her. “Just so we’re clear.”

      “I think we are.”

      “Good.”

      “Great,” she snaps. I don’t look at her, but the spikiness is back, full force.

      I don’t think the princess liked what I said. Maybe I went too far, but I wanted to be clear. I don’t need her money.

      “I think . . . I think I’ll go to bed.” She stands.

      I make a quick bet with myself she’s gonna head to the sofa, and I win.

      “Take the fuckin’ bed.” I all but snarl.

      “I’m smaller than you, so—”

      “Sidney,” I say looking back down at the radio, “it wasn’t a suggestion.”
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t fight me, which was nice, I guess. The radio’s fixed, and Lawson and Isaac know I’m good as is my rescue and we’ll be back tomorrow.

      Sidney’s sleeping, curled in a little ball, hair a mass of dark burnished gold, T-shirt crumpled up to offer a glimpse of smooth pale flesh.

      I pull the radio apart again.

      There’s a story there. It’s heavy like smoke, a beat like the rain. I’ve got no idea of what it is or who she’s running from. Because she’s running. Right through the back roads and off the smooth highways her car’s made for. Maybe it’s not much except in her head. Maybe she killed her lover. Maybe this Victor, but no, she wanted to call him.

      There’s a small spasm in my chest at the thought of Victor. But beyond the call she wanted to make she didn’t seem to fret or use him as some kind of man barrier between us.

      Her bag’s sitting on the floor near the bed, and it wouldn’t take much to pick it up, go through it, and find her wallet.

      See exactly who she is.

      But I don’t.

      Princess Sidney isn’t from here, has no intentions of being from here. She’s passing through on her way to Hawthorn Way, and then . . . who the fuck knows apart from her?

      There’s no reason to peek at her life, to sniff around. She’ll be gone soon enough.

      Hell, maybe tomorrow if I can fix her car.

      “Nothing to see here,” I mutter. “Nothing at all.”

    

  







            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      The sun is bright at the ungodly hour Mack wakes me. His clothes are still soot-covered, and he looks good enough to eat. Or maybe it’s good enough to get all dirty with. I’m not sure of anything except my brain doesn’t do well on very little sleep, crashing adrenaline, and no caffeine.

      The sliver of sky through the open door holds streaks of color in its smoky haze that lingers, but it’s cooler, and not only because the hour is hitting on six a.m., but the storm’s dampened the heat.

      Last night Mack showed me how the five-star chemical toilet operates with zero embarrassment. My mother would’ve been apoplectic, my father not far behind. And the rest of the men they push at me, they’d all faint on the spot, in a pile.

      Vic would want one.

      Getting up, I straighten my bed, use the facilities, and straighten my grime-ridden shirt. There’s a mirror, but . . . I don’t look. Just splash some water on my cheeks. There’s some kind of tank system he explained, but I’d fail that exam if asked how it all worked.

      “Ready to go?” Mack asks when I come out.

      I nod. Everything is neat and straightened, like we weren’t even here. Even the radio sits in its spot on the small desk that’s pushed against the wall opposite the bed. He’s taken one of the chairs from the kitchen table and put it there, like someone’s going to just waltz in and get to work.

      My handbag’s hanging from one large hand and his bag’s slung over a shoulder. My gaze can’t help but meander over his broad shoulders and chest, the muscles of his arms, those tattoos. Especially the heavy sleeve.

      It makes my heart gallop and my pulse flutter, and a warmth spreads inside.

      The man is the epitome of hot. And—

      “They made two of us. Of course, my brother’s married, but if his wife’s amenable, I’m sure we could pose and flex for your enjoyment. Like stereo. But for eyes.”

      Heat flares hot and bright everywhere. I stalk up, snatch my bag, and stomp out. It’s like I’ve never seen a man.

      Suddenly, I look back as I stomp. “You’re a twin?”

      He grabs me as my foot meets the air.

      A spark of lightning shoots through me at his touch, and my breath catches as our gazes meet.

      In the morning sun, he has the most incredible eyes. Brown, dark, and warm, like there’s copper infused in them. “I don’t do signed photos. And yeah, twins. He’s the sheriff, so if you’re gonna break laws, maybe do that around the right brother. The better looking one.”

      “You’re not identical?”

      He laughs, pulling me back to solid ground. “We are. I’m better looking. Younger too. And if you drive like you walk, no wonder your Audi made friends with that fuckin’ tree.”

      He’s mocking me. I give my arm a small tug, knowing I’m being ungrateful. Knowing I’m probably acting like the princess I’m not. Knowing I shouldn’t because none of this is me. Understanding, and doing it all, anyway.

      Mack rubs me the wrong way. He’s too charming, too good-looking, too ready to judge for my liking.

      Not to mention nosy and bossy.

      He lets me go. “Let’s get this show on the road. I’ll drop you off at Holiday Cabins Resort.”

      “I’m not looking to stay here in town.”

      He eyes me then heads to his truck and dumps his bag in the back and starts checking over things. “Yeah, well, your car’s gonna need to be fixed before you can hightail it out of Dodge. Now, get in. The sooner we start driving, the sooner we’ll be back, and the sooner your Audi’ll be roadworthy and you can be out of here.”

      I don’t dignify that with an answer.
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        * * *

      

      Mack’s voice has this serene calmness to it. So calm that the rumble of the low tones and the rock of the truck put me to sleep.

      He isn’t talking to me. He’s on the two-way radio in his truck, talking to someone called Callahan. Though talking might be pushing it. To me, it’s pure banter, the kind that’s so bullshit and familiar that makes me ache.

      That world really isn’t one I had. Friends were handpicked and at college, I just worked hard because I knew that funding could have ended any minute. Thank goodness my mother believed it was a phase that would burn itself out. Though she’ll never admit it, I’m sure Gran convinced Mommie Dearest of that.

      I dream of flames, smoke, dark warm brown eyes, tattoos, and a touch that could rival brush fire. A mouth that—

      I jerk myself awake.

      “. . . and that’s when they started eating people. In short, you probably shouldn’t trust cats with purple—oh, you’re awake.”

      Shit, I was dreaming about him, not the brushfire. I shift in the seat, trying to get comfortable as he cruises down the road, the vegetation on either side soggy and black. Behind us is my car.

      “What are you going on about? Last thing I remember, you were talking to someone named Isaac about a pink London?”

      He laughs. “London likes pink. She’s four.”

      “A little young.”

      “She likes me. All women do.” Mack casts me a long, molten look. “Most, anyway.”

      I nod and gather my thoughts. “Purple cats?”

      “They eat people. Very untrustworthy.”

      The corners of my mouth twitch. “Idiot.”

      “You say that now, but you’ll thank me later.” Then he laughs again. “I was talking to you, and you didn’t respond, so I just started testing to see if you were listening.”

      “I fell asleep.”

      “That explains it.” He smirks.

      “People often don’t answer you?”

      “Depends on the person, Princess.”

      We lapse into a companionable—of a sort—silence as he drives and I lean back in my seat as the signs of fire start to dissipate and the air clears, though the smoke still stings it at the edges.

      Mack’s like no one I’ve ever met. He’s charming and prickly. Laid back and bossy. Incredibly comfortable in his own skin. He’s the sexiest man I’ve seen and manly with a capital M. He’s not my type at all. Apart from the obvious hotness that’s any breathing hetero woman’s type. But in between the ‘right’ boys my mother chose, I tended to date boys in bands back in the day, and now, it’s environmentalists and teachers. People involved in the arts. Or those who work with computers and like to keep it quiet.

      Wine and cheese nights. Picnics in Central Park. An indie show in Brooklyn. Gallery openings. Book readings. And . . . serious conversation.

      I sound like the pretentious princess he accuses me of.

      It isn’t pretentious. Or being a princess. But I bet Mack would see it that way.

      We’re from two different solar systems orbiting two different suns.

      I’m jumping lightyears ahead of myself. He rescued me and is dropping me off somewhere so I can get my car tomorrow and leave.

      That’s all.

      He turns on the blinker and makes a right. It’s clear the fires didn’t come near this area, but it’s frightening to think of how exposed it is here.

      When we arrive, we’re at a pretty lodge. Mack holds out his hand, and I give him my keys. He drags my spinner case from my Audi’s trunk and up into the main lodge, leaving me to trail him.

      Inside I take a moment to breathe in the cool, beeswax and lemon-scented air. The foyer and sitting room are full of wooden sculptures and furniture. It’s so homey I love it.

      Behind the desk, a pretty woman with long reddish hair sets down the phone and grins.

      “The other Burns,” she says. Then she eyes me up and down and holds out her hand. There’s a spectacular emerald-cut diamond engagement ring on a simple white gold band. “You must be the rescue. I’m Sarah.”

      I shake her hand. “Is that a Libra diamond ring? Because it’s stunning.”

      Next to me, Mack mutters something I don’t catch, and heat flares beneath my skin.

      “Honestly, I don’t remember the brand, but the store was fancy, and Leland wanted something even bigger. I said no.”

      “It’s a perfect size,” I say. I’m not even into jewelry, but I did graphic design for Libra, and the high-end jeweler is something special. Though most of the people I know will go for their huge rocks, or something with a big-name ticket attached, this brand runs laps around the others, both in quality and taste. “And their designs are amazing.”

      “The princess should know.” Mack grunts.

      Sarah’s eyes narrow a little, although there’s an amused smile on her face. “I could tell Dakota about how you’re being rude, Mack. You know how much Lawson loves her enough he’ll forgive her if she shoots you.”

      “He’d forgive anyone for shooting me. But that’s the kind of fuckin’ brother he is. Ungrateful.” He tips an imaginary hat. “Take care of Sidney, she needs a room.”

      “Will do. Mack, should I book you in for Dakota to shoot you at . . .” She runs a finger down the computer screen. “Four?”

      “Make it five. Got some things to take care of first.”

      And with that, he saunters out.

      “Mack,” I call out, suddenly realizing not only did he just worm his way out of rudeness with his version of charm, but he’s just going to leave me here. High and dry. Without any instructions on when, where, and how to get my Audi. “My car!”

      He stops and turns back. “Tomorrow, Princess.” And then, he’s gone.

      I glare, hands forming fists. “Goddamn . . . ass.”

      Sarah chuckles. I turn slowly, offering an embarrassed smile, pushing my glasses up my nose.

      “Mack’s a good guy,” she says. “They all are.”

      “All men?”

      Something in her face hardens. “Not all.” The hardness melts as she glances at her ring. “The Norhill Tops men, though, they’re good guys and special. You’ll meet them—”

      “I’m just passing through. I . . . do you know where I can pick up my car tomorrow?”

      “Danny’s. Either me or Dakota’ll give you directions then. We have a restaurant, and you can get some room service between dining hours. Nothing fancy, just some options from the kitchen and—”

      “You’re a dream, Sarah.” There’s a part wishing I’d met this woman years ago. She’s got that down-to-earth vibe I like. A realness that none of the women my mother wants me to cozy up with have. “But all I need is a hot shower and Wi-Fi.”

      “Oh, girl. We can do better than that!”
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        * * *

      

      After a shower and then a long soak in a bath, I’m beginning to feel human. I paid as I’ve been mostly paying so far—with cash.

      I have money. A lot of money. That I’ve earned. But cash is limited, and while I have enough to spare to get to my end stop, I’ll run out if I have to make too many more unscheduled layovers.

      That’s the problem with being on the run. I guess that’s what I’m doing, running. But it’s nothing like what Mr. Nosy Mack Burns thinks it is.

      Actually, I don’t know what he thinks it is.

      The beauty of my job and the software I’m developing is I can do it anywhere. Freelance anywhere. Down the line if people need me in the same room instead of on the other end of a Zoom call, then I can fly to them. But I don’t need to be in New York. I quit my job to go full freelance and escape the cloying clutches of my mother and her endless society parties and all the society princesses and princes who gallivant around above regular people.

      I don’t fit.

      I’m not one of them, except by birth.

      Those kinds of things bore me. I’m not the social butterfly, and the men she keeps trying to get me to marry because I’m a twenty-nine-year-old embarrassment aren’t my thing either.

      There’s the other problem, though.

      The one I don’t like to think about. The main reason I’m going full-on cash and taking the long way to my new home.

      Last job I was on, I stayed late and saw and heard something I shouldn’t have. I’m not doing anything about it because it wasn’t enough. But they don’t know that. So, here I am, just moving on, no doubt being completely over the top cautious.

      I pull my computer to me and look at my email then my work schedule. Everything’s set to start next week when I should be in my new home.

      There are, of course, three emails from my mother. Six from my father. Two from Gran.

      My phone pings. I roll over and grab it from the side table next to the very comfortable bed. I think I’m ready to look at it now. It’s charged and the crack doesn’t affect the actual phone, so I switch it on and unlock it.

      “Woah.”

      Thirty calls from my mother—she doesn’t text because she thinks it’s vulgar—ten from Gran, and a few from a private number.

      I switch to my chat. Vic’s online. I hit call.

      “Darling girl,” Gran says, “I’m hoping for one hell of a grand tale from your going missing.”

      “I told you I was leaving.” I flop onto my back and stare at the ceiling.

      “You said you were going to your new place and your mother’s about to self-combust, I’m thinking of selling tickets to the event.”

      I snigger, I shouldn’t. It’s my mom we’re talking about. Her daughter. And we both love her. But it’s funny. “Play nice.”

      “I will when they will. Honestly, I’m buying them an actual black sheep for Ex-mas”—that’s how she says it —“for the amount of times they call you one. Darling, I’m glad you went, but . . .”

      I sit up. “What is it, Vic?”

      “There have been these calls, and now, your dad’s really joining in. Usually, he lets her do it all while he smokes cigars with his cronies.”

      I wait for her to get back on track.

      “Idiots,” she mutters. “But that thing you told me? What you saw?”

      My heart squeezes tight as a coldness starts to spread. “Yes?”

      “Remember my saying I’ve taught you?”

      “Through the flames, life will thrive, or it will die.” Right then, the fact I was in a fire comes to me, spinning the words I’ve always taken as meaning to have strength on their axis, like there’s something beyond the obvious meaning. “Of course.”

      “I think your flames are here, my girl. Your test.”

      “Vic?”

      “Don’t go to your new place, not yet. Don’t use your card and don’t answer unknown calls. They’re looking for you.”
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      Mack

      There’s something different about Sidney as she stares eye daggers in my direction as I come out from the workshop at Danny’s to find her in the front room.

      She’s pretty, standing there all cleaned up, but I don’t mind dirt on her.

      Kick-ass black boots adorn her feet, and she’s wearing an oversize floral dress that looks like it should be feeling at home on a lady three times her age, five times her size, and about seventy years earlier. Yet it works.

      “Danny’s?”

      “There is no Danny,” I say, folding my arms after I clean my hands on the rag in my back pocket. I lean against the doorframe to the back. “I said I’d be in touch.”

      “No. You barked—”

      “Barked? What the fuck? I didn’t.” I’m not a damn dog, and I didn’t bark.

      “Tomorrow, Princess, like an order and left. And then this morning, Christine arrived, so I drove here for answers.”

      “Christine?” I frown.

      She frowns too. “That evil and possessed truck out there that you sent. It had to be you. Only you would find it hilarious to send the city girl a truck from the nightmares of Stephen King.”

      “Christine wasn’t a truck.”

      She’s refusing my charm, which is odd. I don’t even have to try, and women are charmed. Some small babies resist me, but they’re in a bad mood, usually. Besides, I don’t spend a lot of time with small babies.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “So, you didn’t like the truck?”

      “No.”

      Then she looks me up and down, and I realize what’s different. She’s not wearing her glasses.

      She sniffs and says, “Where’s your boss?”

      My smile fades, and I straighten. I’m pretty fucking sure she’s messing with me. Then again, she is a New York princess, so who knows.

      “Looking at him, Orphan Annie.”

      “Orphan . . .?”

      I wave a hand at her. “The hobo look you got going on.”

      “Where’s my car? And who is Danny?”

      I start with the easy one. “Grease was the old lady who owned this place’s favorite movie. Had a thing for Zuko.” I gesture through to the back. “Your car’s here.”

      She follows, and then a slight sound escapes her.

      It’s a mess. It also looks worse than it is, as I have it elevated. My work computer’s set up on a stand nearby, and there are other cars and trucks booked in, but right now, hers is front and center.

      “Had to order a few parts and I’m getting the dent fixed later. Custom color is slightly more problematic but doable.”

      I know it’s custom. The shade is a deep, rich blackberry that isn’t on any of the releases this year. Because her Audi came out about four months ago, I had to send for the parts. FedEx will get them to me tomorrow, but she’s looking at me like this is some kind of plan to keep her around.

      She might be pretty and just might have made a few appearances in my dreams last night, but princesses aren’t my thing.

      The only high-maintenance thing I like is the S1 E-Type Jag I’m restoring. It won’t be high-maintenance when I’m done. It’ll purr like a kitten with all the fucking cream.

      But that’s it. No girls, no other cars, nothing else is worth the pander.

      I don’t need Sidney hanging around.

      “I can’t stay here,” she says.

      Don’t disagree with that, but it rubs me down in all the wrong ways.

      “Norhill Tops is a great little town, so unless you want to hightail it to the nearest airport then you’re gonna be here.” I smile and pat her car. “Unless, of course, you wanna buy Christine out there. Gotta warn you, though, she isn’t cheap.”

      She slams her hands on her hips. “She’s a bucket of haunted and possessed bolts and you know it.” Suddenly, Sidney gasps. “You gave her to me deliberately.”

      “Do you want me to take you to the boss?”

      Sidney huffs. “I know you own this place.”

      “How?”

      “No one in their right mind would hire you, and you’ve already said you’re the boss.” She huffs. “And you said you owned your own business the other day.”

      I start chuckling. She’s unexpected, this city princess.

      Yeah, I might have given her Christine, as she aptly named that beast, because I figured she’d struggle and it might amuse me for a few fucking minutes.

      I might be the guy who’ll do anything for family and friends, but she’s not either, so yeah, I gave her the truck.

      Call me a petty man child.

      But she wrings her hands. “I can’t stay here. I—”

      “Too good for us?” I’m not trying to fuck with her, and I’m not sure that’s what she means. But I’m not above prodding her to see what she means. I’m not above prodding at all.

      If there’s some kind of trouble she’s involved in, I don’t want it here, not when things seem good in Norhill Tops. We don’t need more outsiders messing in things or bringing their shit here.

      Outsiders don’t bother me.

      Imported problems do.

      “No, I just . . . I can’t . . .” She stops.

      I sigh and pick up a wrench. Sidney’s eyes go wide. I roll mine and set it down, holding my hands up. Her eyes now pull down into narrow, sparking slits.

      “Hey, don’t want you thinking I’m gonna fuckin’ knock you out and feed you to the purple space cats.”

      Her mouth twitches. “They’re from space?”

      “They didn’t say, but they are purple.”

      “Maybe they’re from another dimension.”

      In another lifetime, I could really like her.

      “So,” I say softly, walking up to her, “you want to tell me what’s going on?

      The air of lightness grows heavy, and her gaze slides away. “I just really have somewhere to be.”

      “Like Hawthorn Way?”

      “Surely someone has to want to be there.”

      “I’m not too sure about that. It’s really small and nothing happens.”

      She crosses her arms and taps her foot. “Maybe that’s my jam.”

      “And maybe,” I say, pushing a lock of her straight dark, tawny gold hair back over her shoulder, “it isn’t.”

      “So, tomorrow? My car?”

      “Hopefully.”

      She drops her arms and alarm pales her to chalk as she spins and starts to pace over the cement floor. “Hopefully. Is that some kind of money-making speak?” Then Sidney stops. “How much?”

      “I’m not going to fuckin’ rob you. But . . . I’m gonna need your ID, a card. And I can help with the insurance claim—”

      “No.”

      “I take back the offer of help,” I mutter, my blood starting to heat.

      “No, I mean, I’ll pay cash.”

      I breathe out. “There’s something going on, Sidney. I can help.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Try me.”

      She opens her mouth, closes it, and shakes her head. “No. Thanks, but no.” With that she drops her bag from her shoulder to her hand and pulls out her wallet.

      It’s full of cash and before she can do a thing, I pluck her license.

      “Sidney James Novak.” I raise a brow as she snatches it back. “James?”

      “My grandfather’s name. It’s a thing.”

      “A dumb thing.”

      “Thank you, Mack Emily Burns.”

      She grabs the cash and shoves it at me.

      “My middle name isn’t Emily. It’s Robert.”

      Now, she stares. “As in ‘Auld Lang Syne’? As in the Scottish poet?”

      “Who?”

      “Philistine.”

      “Spoiled princess.”

      I clear my throat, and she shoves her wallet back in her bag.

      The wad of cash I’m holding against my chest is borderline ridiculous, and who the fuck travels with all that money other than gangsters and bank robbers?

      “I take cards, Ven—”

      “I don’t care.” Her words are tight, clipped, and she’s really something when she quivers with anger.

      There’s probably a special hell for men with those kinda chauvinistic thoughts. Even if that one’s true.

      “So, I’m thinking you’re a criminal.” I hand back the money. When she doesn’t take it, the cash flutters to the ground. “Or maybe not. You’re rich. Brand new car, expensive bag, computer, clothes, they say money. So, are you running from your old rich husband who didn’t die on your wedding night?”

      “What is wrong with you?” she snaps.

      I’m fucking wondering that one myself, but I’m on a roll. “But you’re a little old for that.”

      “Rude.”

      “And you don’t dress the part.”

      “Still rude?”

      “So, maybe a wedding? You don’t want to marry the pampered man you said yes to, so you’re having a torrid affair with Victor and you got caught, so now, you’re running. Ballpark figure . . . how close am I?”

      She suddenly starts falling about laughing. “You’re playing the wrong game and you forgot to bring the ball.”

      I pretend not to be amused.

      “Yeah, well, this is gonna take as long as it takes. Okay, Princess? I know there’s a society prince somewhere pining for you. And something’s going on, but you’re passing through, so as soon as I get your car up and running and roadworthy, you can pass on by and take your troubles with you.”

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she says, turning. “Keep the change. And if it’s more, bill me.”

      Says the princess.
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        * * *

      

      The car’s sweet, no two ways about it. Getting the facelift is gonna be easy, and I’ve done as much as I can before I need to hand it over to an expert, which I know. I can coax a panel back from the dead, give it some tender loving, and make it fucking sing, but this is different.

      It’s a new car, and it should look as good as it can before she leaves.

      Sidney’s gonna need to get it booked in when she gets to wherever the fuck she’s going, but I’m not about to put something this sweet out on the road without looking as close to showroom new as I can.

      I’m more interested in what gets it going, and it’s about six p.m. I’ve finished my other things for the day, and I’m back under her Audi when my phone rings. I roll out and to the computer where my phone’s set up.

      I don’t recognize the number, but it’s a New Jersey number. “Danny’s.”

      “Hi, I’m callin’ about the part for the Audi?”

      With a frown, I check the phone number against where I ordered the part from. They don’t have a spot with this number. Or with this area code. I went small, through someone I know. They might have sourced it, but a quick check shows me the Audi dealership is in the next town over from the number.

      “Is there a problem?” I ask.

      “We wanted to check the name and the insurance details.”

      The man’s voice is so confident, it smacks of wrong.

      “Hold on . . .” I drum my fingers on the stand next to the computer.

      I’m not the twin of a sheriff for nothing, and there’s just something odd about it. Even if I don’t take into account the number not matching any dealer listed.

      So, I do what I do best . . . bullshit.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “It’s a custom color, right?”

      “Old Man Grover isn’t into custom colors. This is black, and he’s got a long-standing account here,” I say. “He bought himself a new car when he got that inheritance. Don’t believe this is an insurance claim, so nothing’s being filed. Just a little work, that’s all. Anything else?”

      I give him time to answer.

      “You see—”

      “Great, good. Have a good evening.”

      I hang up and stare at the computer.

      Whatever the fuck that was, I think the princess is up to her neck in something.

      Bad.
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        * * *

      

      Norhill Brews doesn’t do it for me as I kick back with a beer. Everyone’s there. A game’s on the big screen, music’s playing, and my brother’s all over his wife. If they weren’t made for each other, it’d be disgusting. Sarah’s talking it up with whoever Callahan’s dating, and Leland’s eyes are all for her.

      “Pool?”

      I look at my closest friend, Isaac, and lean back in my chair. “Forrest might be up for a game. I’m not feeling it.”

      “Because you know I’m gonna whip your ass.”

      I snort out a laugh. “You wish. Just not in the mood.”

      “Where’s Rose?”

      I give Isaac a look. “Studying, and dude, eyes and filthy mind off her. She’s my baby sister.”

      “Never said a word, dude.” He takes a swallow of his whiskey. “How’s your rescue?”

      “Rescued.”

      I can see her. That long hair, those soft eyes, the princess soul. Soon, she’ll be a vague memory. Right after I get her car fixed and find out what the fuck’s going on.

      “Enlightening conversation, Burns. Something for the ages, really. Now, if you’re not going to play, I’m finding someone else. The babysitter, a.k.a. your mom, runs a tight ship, so I’m on limited time.”

      Isaac wanders off to drag Forrest up to play. I take another swallow of my beer and set it down. Mom fucking loves London. So, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if he turned up late. But I get it. Isaac wants to be the best damn parent to his sister’s little girl. The adoption went through, but he feels he’s got something to prove.

      With a sigh, I get up and head for the door. Everyone else is in conversations, though I don’t miss the look from Lawson as I go. What can I say? I’m tired.

      I’m going home, and not to the lodge. Nope, not going there at all.
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        * * *

      

      Sidney frowns at me when she pulls open her door.

      I might have accidentally detoured all the way here.

      “They let any old riffraff in to harass any guest they want?” she asks.

      “Only the riffraff whose twin’s married to the establishment’s owner.” I lean against the doorframe. “Also, your hello might need a bit of work.”

      She narrows her eyes. “I’m not trying to be friendly.”

      “Because princesses don’t mingle with the riffraff?”

      “Depends on the riffraff.”

      I clutch my heart. “Actually, I came for a reason. There’s a hold-up with the part, so it’s going to be quite a bit longer.” This is a lie, and I’m not entirely fucking sure where it’s come from.

      Horror streaks across her face. “How much longer?”

      “Until it gets here.”

      “But—”

      “I’ll chase it up from somewhere else. Anyway, thought you should know.” Then I go to say goodbye. “Sidney?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wanna come to dinner with me?”
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      Sidney

      Finding oxygen suddenly seems beyond difficult.

      Honestly, I don’t know if it’s because of the stretching out my stay here and spending cash I’ve limited supplies of, or his asking me to dinner.

      The money thing is a worry when, according to Vic, people have been asking about me, poking about. While Vic’s managed to veer them away from mom at her fancy ass club, she let drop I’ve got some secret lair—she used the word lair, Gran said—and that they look like the kind of no-good types I’d hang out with, they got enough to work out where my new home is.

      Which means I have to really make it stretch while I work something out.

      Or maybe they’ll all get arrested.

      I don’t even know what I walked in on.

      Only it was illegal, and I recognized a member of the mafia who’d recently been arrested with a politician.

      Last time I do work for people like that man.

      The politician. Not the mafia. I don’t do mafia-based work. They don’t seem to have a need for a graphic designer. Or at least I don’t think they do.

      I force myself to breathe.

      Dinner. That’s pleasant.

      Except, of course, it’s with the hot Mack Burns.

      I start hyperventilating all over again.

      Mack grabs me, steers me into the room, making me sit, and demonstrates for me to take slow, deep breaths while he opens the minibar.

      “No! Bathroom. Glass. Water.” There’s no way I want to be charged for anything more.

      “I’m flattered.” He ignores me, slams shut the fridge, and pours some water into a glass. “I really fuckin’ am, but it’s just dinner.”

      A bubble of laughter rises, and I half choke.

      “Hey now.” Mack presses a cool glass in my hand and bends on one knee to help me.

      His face is close, and he’s even better looking. That scent of his is less garage and more clean grass and dried tea with a warm hint of spices that all mix to make my head spin.

      I drink down some water, and then the panic rises once more.

      “Through the flames, life will thrive,” I mutter under my breath, “or it will die.”

      “What was that?”

      “Family motto.”

      “Kinda fucked up, but your family, Princess.” But there’s warmth in his words, and I struggle to find dislike.

      Not that I actually dislike him. I want to, because if I’m stuck here an extra day, it might turn into two or more, then not liking him will make my life easier.

      What am I even thinking? I raise the glass and put it to my head. “It’s . . . it’s meant to be about finding strength.”

      “Kinda got that.”

      I take a breath again. “I don’t want to be stuck here.”

      “We can have a parade announcing that.”

      I flicker a one-eyed look at him. “I . . . I meant cash is sort of finite.”

      “Use a card, Princess. Saw a bunch of those in your wallet. And I don’t see you as the spend-beyond-your-means type. Even if you do own that fancy ass car.”

      A splurge, and one half-funded for my birthday by Gran.

      But where am I going to go right now, if I can’t go to my home base? And I can’t live in hotels and motels as some of those demand cards.

      “Tell you what, my poor little cash-only princess, I’ll buy you dinner.”

      I laugh again. “You asked me.”

      “Women’s lib?”

      “Asshole.” I like paying my way, but right now . . . “I mean, thanks, but—”

      “Hell no. What are you going to do, Sidney? Sit here and wallow over whatever the fuck’s making you use cash? We can have food. Maybe dance. Have some drinks, and you can tell me all about your woes.”

      I’m stuck and lost. All the work I’ve done of getting to this place in my life, of shaking off the shackles of my mother and that world she wants for me. Vic’s my real strength, a cheering squad, and I don’t even know if this is real trouble or just potential with what I saw.

      But I know Mom will seize it. I know next time the shackles snap, I might not be able to get out. It’s so pathetic that a woman just shy of thirty feels like this . . . I want to cry.

      “I can’t afford this place,” I say, not looking at him. I take another sip of the water and then rest the glass on my knee. “I . . .” Stopping, I square my shoulders and look at him.

      Time, I guess, to push through the newest flames and try and thrive, and like it or not, there’s something about him that thrills and makes me want to flower open.

      Probably his ridiculous hotness.

      “Why not? Yes, you can buy me dinner.”

      He looks at me, presses a hand to his chest, and says, “Oh, be still, my beating fuckin’ heart.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s not the same truck. This one is cleaner, smaller, less . . . burned at the edges. The moon is a sliver in a silvery-spattered night, and it’s the right level of cool.

      There’s still smoke lingering if you forget to pretend not to notice, but it’s a nice night.

      My troubles all nibble away as he drives through the town. The radio’s on and there’s some terrible rock ballad playing low. He sings along out of tune and missing half the words, which, being Mack, as I’m fast learning, doesn’t let it bother him and just makes them up.

      Actually, I think he’s singing about the space cats with a taste for human flesh. I try not to smile.

      He’s a hard man to resist. He’s a little too charming, way too handsome and annoying, and stubborn as hell. I have a feeling he’s not really into the word no as an answer to things.

      I could slap him with the player label because he’s got all those things a player has, but I don’t think he is.

      And why the hell am I even going there?

      “So,” he says, like we’ve been in deep discussion as we cross the town to a wide road that leads out the other side to the highway, which he takes. “What’s up with the cash situation? You don’t look like you need money, and you’re not anxious about getting a job or being somewhere for a job. We have banks here.”

      “I’m sticking to cash right now, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “But if you need the money, why stick to cash? If you’re hiding from the cops, I won’t give you up, so—”

      “Your brother’s the sheriff?”

      “He’s not very good at it. Unless you’re on the run from bad guys, then he’ll help.” In the dark of the truck’s cab, he casts me a glance. I feel that look everywhere. It tingles toes up and spreads out in waves. “I think you’re independently wealthy, and this is some kind of dare. Or you killed someone . . . and you’re independently wealthy.”

      I laugh and rub a hand over my eyes, half wishing I’d taken out the contacts, half vain enough that I’m wearing them. “Glad you’ve narrowed it down there, Mack.”

      “Okay, here’s what I think. Loaded to the eyeballs, and something happened that you suddenly switched to all cash. I think you were running, anyway, but to a destination you had planned since you had only one case. And you’ve got a fancy job that you don’t need but do to feel good. Close?”

      The happy spark fizzles. It’s annoying because he’s both close to the truth and far from it. I’m not the princess he thinks I am, but I’m weak and I ran because I couldn’t face Mom.

      “Or are you running from Victor?”

      I sigh. “I work remotely, and I have a job because I like making a living.”

      “Like.” He laughs softly, like he’s pegged me again.

      “And Vic’s my shining light, so no to that one.”

      Mack falls silent as the highway stretches out, leaving the edges of Norhill Tops behind us. “So, you and Victor . . .”

      “Do you interrogate everyone you meet?”

      I don’t have a real reason to hide from him who Vic is. Except it makes me feel a little safer, which is weird. He doesn’t threaten me, not in any traditional sense, but something whispers he’s the scariest thing I’ve met. Maybe the most thrilling.

      “Just you.” He shrugs and changes lanes. “What can I say? You’re real fuckin’ fun to interrogate. I think it’s because you’re an open book.”

      I nod. “What if I turned the tables?”

      “You know where I work, what I do. You know my twin’s the sheriff, and his wife owns the lodge you’re staying at. I have a sister named Rose who’s in her last year of residency. Let’s see . . . don’t fool around. If I’m fu—sleeping with a lady, then it’s just her. I don’t tend to just fall into bed after meeting someone, but let’s keep that one between us.” He laughs.

      “And,” he adds, “apart from that, I’m not looking to get hitched any time. Just in case you were gonna pop the question.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “It’s all true. They all think I sleep around more than I do, and I just don’t dissuade anyone of that. I like flirting. I like women. I could have a new partner way more than I do. I just . . . don’t.”

      “Standards?”

      “Something like that,” he mutters, sounding like he wishes he didn’t start this conversation.

      “I don’t sleep around either,” I say. “Of course, it’s not like they’re trying to batter down my door.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head. “Now that, I don’t fuckin’ believe.” He falls silent as we start to pass what looks like driveways to ranches or properties every now and then. “You can trust me, Princess, if you’re in trouble or need help.”

      “I need to know how long I’ll be here for.”

      Mack pauses a little too long before he answers. “Another day, at least.”

      Shit. He means longer than that, I know it.

      “Problem?”

      “No. No, I just . . . I’m going to have to find something a little more long-term or buy a car from you, if you have one.”

      Another pause. “And yours?”

      “Sell it? Leave it? Get it later?” I twist my fingers together on my lap as the landscape changes again. A scrapyard, a few scattered buildings.

      I haven’t thought this through. I can’t afford to buy something without using my account. And even if staying here seems like a good idea while my car’s fixed and I wait things out a little, at least until I can work out my next move, I still need to pay to live and get out of town.

      “I could sell you a car. How much do you have?”

      “About three thousand.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      I close my eyes. “It was a stupid idea anyway. I’ll just—”

      “Hey, Sidney?” he asks.

      Slowly I open my eyes and look at him. “Yes?”

      “What would you say if I said I know a place you can stay? Almost free?”

      That spark starts up again in me, but I push it down. “I’d ask if there’s a catch?”

      “A catch?”

      “Yes, because I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “I’m not that kind of man,” he says with pure, warm indignation. “I fuckin’ told you that. You suspicious little Princess, you. Next, you’ll accuse me of hiding peas in your bed.”

      “Gross.”

      “London loves that story. God only knows why.” Mack laughs. “She’s my friend Isaac’s kid. Cute as a space cat but no taste in literature and colors.”

      I find myself smiling. “Didn’t you say she’s about four?”

      “Age is no excuse.” His gaze hits mine again, this time serious. “But no strings in this offer. I have a cabin, and okay, I guess there’s a string.”

      “I knew it.”

      “Free rent in exchange for getting it in shape. It’s more than livable, it just needs to be cleaned, spruced up, that kinda thing. And someone there saying it’s occupied by virtue of being there, you know? It’s a fishing and hunting cabin, but this time of year, the lake’s beautiful, and I’d like to keep the tourists and idiots seeing something empty and deciding to set up camp.”

      Excitement blooms, and even as I try to stop it, it blooms anyway. “Dangerous?”

      “No. Just people see an empty place, and they think they can use it. Perfectly safe.”

      The blooms burst into wildflowers. “I’ll think about it.”

      “I’ll show you tomorrow.” Then he switches lanes to a bar set back from the road with a big lot and bright lights. There are motorcycles and pickups and loud music.

      It looks rough and tumble, and the kind of thing more than a few bars on the Lower East Side wish they were.

      “This,” I say, “is not dinner.”

      He grins as he parks. “Yes, it is.”

      Mack leads me inside.

      It’s not at all what I expected.

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      Okay, so maybe I brought her here for reasons other than they’ve got the best burgers around.

      Maybe, just maybe, a part of me hoped to see the princess recoil at the rough and tumble, what you see is what you get that’s Tiny’s Roadhouse.

      But she doesn’t. The wall of noise and music greets us along with a hops-laden blast of warm air that’s also thick with sweat and the goodness of caramelizing meat and frying fries, and Sidney tips her head, eyes alight. She grins, pushes up the glasses she’s not wearing, and starts in.

      I hook a finger in the back of her dress.

      “Slow down there, sailor. You go in without me, and some of these guys are gonna think you’re fuckin’ fair game.”

      Her head swings to me as her brows go up. “Me? I don’t think so.”

      Anyone else, and I’m thinking fishing expedition with the goal of catching herself some compliments. But there’s something about the surprise, the genuine disbelief and dismissal of it all that has me thinking not.

      Has me thinking that the people in her life must be fucking idiots.

      Because guys are definitely checking her out.

      At first, it’s the dress because the girls in here are either in jeans and a T-shirt or blouse, or wearing some style of dress or skirt that shows off legs, and their figures.

      The princess might do that kind of thing, but I’m getting the feeling—right out of the goddamned ether—that she doesn’t.

      Nothing wrong with it.

      I love a girl who knows she’s got the wares to draw all the looks.

      But there’s something about the princess and her subtle ways. A man might miss her first look. The second? It draws.

      She does that, and they look. Assholes.

      And I need a fucking drink.

      Her gaze shifts to a gaggle of girls looking our way, then to me, and a small smile breaks the surface.

      I scowl. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Definitely something.” If she had a hat on her head, I’d be tempted to pull it low over her eyes, just because I fuckin’ could. “You mean those ladies?”

      “Maybe.”

      I lean down to her. “Jealous, Princess?”

      “Me? No!” She huffs out air. “I mean, they’re pretty, and they seem to like you. Do they—”

      “Yeah, yeah, come on, Princess.”

      I lead her to a table because I’m starved. Besides, I promised her dinner. One of the few free ones is in the back, a darker spot, and marginally quieter, which suits me just fine.

      Sidney’s cheeks shine with a pale pink blush and her eyes sparkle.

      She takes her seat before I can pull out the chair, and I’m still half wishing I hadn’t let my mouth take over in the truck with all that crap about women and playing around. It’s all true. But what the fuck was I even thinking?

      Most definitely, I shouldn’t have told her what I did. It’s not like I haven’t fallen straight into fuck town after the meet and greet. I just choose not to. That’s not even saying I don’t do just that on occasion or that I need wining, dining, and walks on some fucking beach at sunset with horses. I’m just a little choosy in my old age, that’s all.

      If I’m gonna knock boots, I like more than a tasting menu.

      Is it me, or do I sound like a doddering monk instead of a healthy man in his mid-thirties? Jesus.

      Why should it matter to her? I’m not like what a lot of people think. I’m not wanting to claim the discarded playboy hat left by Leland when he fell hard for Sarah.

      It was almost a warning, like she’s some kind of good-time gal or some shit. Which I really don’t give a fuck about either way.

      She’s not staying in town.

      Not long.

      Even if I did lie to her.

      But in my defense, and after that weird ass call, I think she’s needing a place to lay low. So basically, I’m a hero. Kind of.

      Sidney leans forward as I drop into the seat opposite. “This is . . . something.”

      “Too much for you?”

      She shakes her head. “A new experience. I like it.”

      “Like Disneyland?”

      “I know you’re trying to disparage me,” she says, straightening and picking up the old, laminated menu. “But you’re going to have to try harder. On a scale of one to ten, you’re about a two.”

      Interesting. I catch the eye of the waitress who comes over. She pops gum and winks. “A Burns,” she says. “How are you, Mack? I’m guessin’ it’s Mack on account that ain’t Dakota with you.”

      I laugh. “Got me. Mack it is.” I mean, we’re identical twins, we look alike in a lot of ways, but it’s easy enough to tell us apart. Lawson has that sheriff vibe going on and always has his badge with him, where I have stained hands and grease on my shirts. But I know June’s teasing. “And this is the princess.”

      “Sidney,” she says, correcting me. “I’m not sure what I want.”

      “The JD Special,” June suggests, looking her up and down. “Medium rare. With cheese.”

      “Make it two.” I ease the menu from Sidney and hand it over.

      When June sashays off, I grin at the suspicion on Sidney’s face.

      “You better not have ordered me something weird.”

      “Hey, you probably dine on shaved bottarga every night.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Do you even know what bottarga is?”

      “Well,” I think about it, “no, but they mentioned it in some food program Mom had on once.”

      “It’s dried fish roe.” Then she wrinkles her nose. “I haven’t had it, so sorry to disappoint.”

      “We ordered their Jack sour, which is as close to a fancy cocktail as this place does, and their burgers and fries with whiskey sauce for dipping.” I pick up her hand because I can. She’s soft, sweet, warm, and touching her shifts things inside me.

      “I trust you,” she says, clearly meaning the opposite. But there’s a longing there, and it touches me too.

      “It’s simple, but some of the best food. And knowing June, she’ll throw in a smashed cucumber salad with their house vinaigrette.”

      “Whiskey based?”

      “No. But it’s good. And if she doesn’t, I’ll buy you that too.” I release her hand and lean back. “Yeah, this fuckin’ place has some of the best food and dancing around. They’ll put on some slower tunes and . . . magic, baby. Pure magic.”

      Her smile blooms. “What happened to your virtue?”

      “I create magic everywhere. It’s a fact, not anything to do with my virtue.”

      The salad and drinks appear, and June winks at me, all exaggerated. Then, as if I didn’t get it, she tilts her head toward Sidney.

      Somehow, I resist an eye roll.

      Sidney’s eyeing the salad, and June puts down two forks. “Enjoy.”

      “Thank you.” Her gaze drops to the nametag on the older woman’s very generous chest. “June.”

      “Pleasure. This Burns gives you any trouble, you let me know.”

      “Go away, June,” I say.

      The woman laughs and disappears. I grab a fork and nab a piece of cucumber with fresh sliced chili on top. With the coolness of the vegetable, the bite of the chili, and the sour-salt of the vinaigrette, it’s an explosion of flavor.

      Probably nothing like the princess likes, but—

      “Oh, my God!” Sidney puts her hand to her mouth. “Oh, oh, this is so good. Wow.”

      I push the plate at her. “Eat.”

      “You don’t want it?”

      “I’ve had it before, you haven’t. Don’t worry, I’ll eat your burger if you can’t.”

      She laughs, a bubble of happiness as she drinks her drink—nodding at the glass like it’s some holy elixir, I’m wondering if the girl gets out at all from her fucking ivory and gold tower—and digs into the salad.

      “I see your game there, Mack Burns.” She spears a piece of cucumber. “But touch my burger, and you’ll see how I can wield cutlery like weapons.”

      I’m immediately intrigued. “Can you?”

      She thinks about it. “No, but I’m a fast learner.”

      “Good to know.”

      We drink our drinks, Sidney faster than me. I get her a second one and a Coke for me since I’m driving, and she continues to evade the personal questions I slot into the chat. It’s just movies, books, and music, really. And if I were the kind of man who was looking, I’d be weighing up the differences, and whether it’s the kind of gulf you want to back away from or the kind you want to cross and explore those new lands to see what slots in where.

      I like action movies. Stupid-ass comedies, war movies . . . and she likes boring ones that win awards and are based on books where nothing happens, but I suspect people talk about their feelings a lot. And enjoy metaphors.

      She likes weird music and small indie bands. I like whatever’s playing on the rock radio when I’m working.

      I don’t read enough these days, and she seems to love books. That one I can get behind because London loves her books, and whenever I’m left with her, we do a lot of reading. Some of those books are fucking funny. She likes princesses, so she’d probably like Sidney.

      Fuck me. I’ve turned into the lonely uncle.

      Sidney puts her burger down as she peers at me. “You look like something just died.”

      “My dignity as a card-carrying manly man.”

      She waits, and I go to steal a fry. She slaps my hand—June took the cutlery.

      I sigh. “Just thinking about your boring ass movies—”

      “You haven’t seen them.”

      “I’ve seen enough when my mom watches that shit to know glaciers move faster.” I steal another fry, taking advantage of her indignation. “No, I was just thinking I like some of London’s books.”

      She takes a bite of her burger, and when she swallows, she offers me a look full of fake pity. “It’s okay, at least you can read.”

      “Goddamn it, Princess. There’s no fire for me to dump you back in.” I steal another fry.

      “You had your own food, you know.”

      I drop my gaze to my empty plate and pat my abs. “Growing boy.”

      “Thank you,” she says, sliding her plate with the remnants to me, which are a pile of fries and a quarter of the burger.

      “Princess, no. Eat.”

      “Full girl,” she says with a laugh.

      I nab the plate and eat up as she looks out at the people dancing, at those shooting shit at the bar, and those playing pool. Again, her eyes shine like she’s in another world. And I guess she is. This isn’t a bunch of fucking hipsters wearing work clothes, ironically. This is a bunch of real people, of hard workers, of those letting off steam and just having a good time.

      “Come on.” I take her hand, hauling her up and into my arms for a spin on the floor.

      The song’s upbeat, lively enough that I don’t have to hold her real close. I still hold her closer than I need, slipping my hands down low on her back, leaving her nowhere to go but against me.

      Her hands rest on my chest, curling slightly against my shirt. She’s soft and sweet smelling and just right.

      I know she’s smaller than me. I’ve fucking carried her, hauled her out of that damn Audi of hers, but this is different.

      More intimate in a way because I can hold her and sink into the heat that radiates from her. I can let my brain drift to what, exactly, is beneath this dress—the kind of underwear she prefers.

      Is she into matching sets? Lace? Does she have a racy or romantic streak? Like maybe she enjoys luxury against her tits, her pussy. And—

      Uh, yeah, I gotta slow down because I just might get myself into all sorts of problems.

      It’s an interesting question, though, and one I know I’ll return to.

      One thing is I like this version of the princess. She’s fun, and open to a degree. Almost like there’s been someone else lurking there, just below the surface of her, waiting for a moment to peek out.

      That strikes something like I hit on a truth. But beyond that, I don’t know what the truth here means, only that there’s a center to her, a secret one that she’s giving freedom to, and I fucking want to get to know that Sidney. I want to know her story—all of it.

      Because this woman, when she’s whole, shines.

      Not bright, not garish. Just a glow that shines and calls to me.

      “Come on, let’s get a drink,” I say, releasing her.

      There are rabbit holes and rabbit holes, and the latter is the type that I don’t want to go down. She’s not staying. I don’t know anything about her, and a princess is still a princess.

      “Okay.” Sidney leads the way, and she has money in a pocket of her dress that she pulls out.

      I swipe it away.

      “I can afford a drink.”

      “Not on my watch.”

      “This isn’t a date.”

      “No,” I say, “it isn’t, but I asked you, so I’m buying.”

      I get us another round, and a hand slides down over my ass. Not hers. I recognize the cloud of perfume. “Lissa.”

      The redhead next to me is painted into the jeans and top, and she’s a fucking masterpiece. I guess you could say we dated, if you call a lot of sex for a couple of months dating. We have talked. Gone to dinner. But, yeah. Sex.

      “Mack,” she murmurs, leaning in, “you look good enough to eat. Dump the charity case, and I’ll make it worth your time.”

      “Thanks, Lissa, but I can’t. Catch you around.”

      I collect the drinks and turn, searching for Sidney.

      The thing is, Lissa can do exactly what she says. She’s got mad skills. I just didn’t want more than those skills and she did.

      I search the crowd. Where the fuck is the princess?

      Great, some beefy dude’s got his hands on her and is spinning her on the dance floor. I hand the drinks to some girl, stating, “On me,” and march up.

      I didn’t want fucking Lissa hitting on me. And I sure as shit don’t want this side of aged beef hitting on my princess.

      “Think you’ll find,” I say, meeting the guy’s eye, “she’s with me.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff, but you’re outta jurisdiction.”

      Somehow, I don’t clock him for thinking I’m my brother. “Thanks, man.”

      I take her from him and into my arms just as the song changes.

      “You know,” she says as I pull her in against me, “I’m not the door prize.”

      “I leave you for a minute and you’re anyone’s. This isn’t New York, you know. It’s a small town.”

      She laughs. “I’m a little mad. You’re a charming chauvinist.”

      “She thinks I’m charming.”

      Sidney rubs her cheek against my chest, and that something shifts inside me.

      This woman is just right, here and now and in my arms, and the song is slow and . . . and I think I just might want to do something stupid.

      I don’t. Of course, I don’t. I’m better than that.

      Her arms slide around me, and she makes a soft little sigh.

      Fuck, maybe I’m not better than that. Maybe I’m worse because things are definitely stirring.

      And this woman, with her bundle of contradictions, has a way of getting under the skin.

      I know fuck all about her.

      I know enough.

      “Sidney,” I murmur, my hands sliding slowly down over the top of her ass.

      Her breath makes a funny little sound that makes my heart thrum loudly.

      “I think, Princess, I’m gonna do something real stupid.”

      She looks up at me, all soft-eyed, all invitation. “You are?”

      I dance her slowly away from the others, back to that dark corner beyond where we ate, and I move so she’s against the wall and I’m against her.

      “Yeah.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      I slide a hand under her chin and tip her face up to me. “This.”

      Then I kiss her.
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      Sidney

      His mouth is a hot whisper, and Mack tastes like he smells, like something dark, seductive, and unexpected.

      It’s a soft kiss that holds power behind it, and it’s an ask, an invitation.

      I want to throw open my doors and invite him in deep. I want to see where this leads. I want him to kiss me with all that power he’s holding back.

      His mouth feathers over mine, followed by the slide of his tongue, and inside, I throb right down deep, and an answering tingle flares in my clit. In my boots my toes curl, and something inside me melts. My heart is spinning, dancing and heat is everywhere.

      And he hasn’t even really kissed me.

      Mack raises his head, just a little, eyes glittering with the kind of carnal intent that’s always aimed at other girls. Never at me.

      Never, that is until now.

      It’s a livewire that short-circuits something in my brain.

      All my senses burst into life and zero down onto him. The feel of him, hard and solid, against me. The beginnings—more than beginnings—of an impressive erection against my stomach. The slide of one thigh between mine. Fingers on my face.

      He smiles, soft and thrilling, like what we’re doing is wrong, the beginning of the adrenaline rush of a lifetime.

      I sigh, hands slipping up the soft cotton of his shirt, the hard contours of his muscles making my pulse drum. I reach up, one finger tracing the start of a tattoo at the bottom of his throat, the other to push into the buzz of his hair at the back of his scalp, soft and so close to his skin the inferno of his flesh warms me.

      Mack doesn’t ask, he just lowers his mouth again and kisses me with intent. A deep search of a kiss, the thrust and tease of his tongue like sex, and everything in the world tips and twists and turns as I push up against him. Seeking more. Wanting whatever he has to give.

      I’m like a thing of power from the deep that’s been sleeping, and now, I’m surging up with life from him. Like he’s the spark I’ve looked and longed for and never knew it.

      He lifts his mouth again, just enough that our breaths mingle. The raggedness of need audible in each exhale. Our foreheads touch, lips a whisper from each other.

      This time, I come up and close that gap.

      It’s thrilling, taking the step, making that move.

      Even more thrilling when he kisses me back, harder, deeper.

      This is wrong. It’s right. It’s hotter than those flames he rescued me from. As we kiss, our mouths shift, fitting, each time taking us deeper. He winds his free hand around my waist to pull me right up against him and onto his big, hard thigh, up against his growing massive erection.

      Mack kisses a trail to my ear and sucks on my lobe.

      “Fuck, Princess, I wasn’t expecting that.”

      What was he expecting? The woman with the perfect body and face who spoke to him at the bar? Who put her hand on his ass like she knows him?

      I push at him. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Sidney.” He refuses to release me. His hand slides to my throat. Fingers press against my pulse.

      And every part of me arrows to that pressure.

      The move of my blood, the pound of my pulse under his flesh.

      “Mack, I know I’m not that woman.”

      “June the waitress?” He laughs, strokes against my skin in soft soothing, disturbing moves. “I’d fuckin’ hope not. I think she’s about fifty something. Nothing wrong with that, but I prefer them not married with grown-up kids. Ya know?”

      Heat burns in my skin. “No, I meant about at the bar.”

      Why life doesn’t come with a rewind button, I don’t know, but if it did, I’d hit it.

      I should scrap the kiss, but I know I wouldn’t. Just the jealous-sounding words. Because all explanations make me sound like I want more, which is ridiculous. I’m not even staying here. Not longer than I need to, and not for a man.

      “Lissa? Got a past, a life lived, Sidney,” he says, kissing the corner of my mouth. “And I mean I wasn’t expecting a kiss so perfect. That’s all.”

      Mack eases back a little, sliding his thigh from between mine, and letting go of my throat to lean against the wall. He keeps his hand around my waist, steadying me. Because I don’t know how he saw it, but he must have seen the slight wobble when he moved his legs.

      I’m a little boneless.

      It was some kiss.

      And he’s right.

      It landed the right side of perfect. Just enough dirt, spice, and burn to make that perfect sing.

      Maybe this is what it’s about, to live and not just survive; the wildness that bursts and flares in my veins.

      “You’re some kind of unexpected, Sidney. But doing this here, we just might get arrested if we keep going. I’ll get arrested. And you know how embarrassing that is when your twin’s the sheriff?”

      I laugh and almost sway into him. “Are you trying to tell me something about your terrible, criminal path?”

      “I wish I had a terrible, criminal path. But never been arrested. My fuckin’ brother loves to threaten me with it.”

      He sounds disgustingly happy about that.

      My fingers twist a little into his T-shirt, and his gaze is warm on me. The smile at the edges of his mouth, doing things that might be illegal in some places.

      Mack’s like no one I’ve ever met. The down-to-earth charm, the ease of him, where he stands in his skin, in his words, the world is an aphrodisiac all its own. Is someone like him the thing that Vic means about taking from that quote and turning it to find my own spark?

      “I get the feeling you do what you want when you want,” I say.

      He edges a little closer, his hand shifting to just above my hip, his thumb drawing circles on the bone. It sends heated pools of pleasure flaring beneath it.

      “Within reason. Like now, I’m not doing what I want when I want to do it on account there are public indecency laws. But . . . I’m easily swayed.”

      He’s dangerous.

      Not in a life-threatening way, but he’s completely and utterly disarming when he’s not being an interfering, judgmental man. And that’s dangerous. He makes me want to dive into things I never even think about. He makes me want to take risks.

      He wants me to dare to be more than I am.

      Mack Burns can make the air sing.

      Everything about him is wrong. We don’t work. If I lived here, that is, and this was a real thing to think about, we don’t. We’re so different.

      To even think of diving down with him into the unknown is a mistake.

      Yet, I can’t shake it. Can’t shake the feeling that for the first time in my life I might have stumbled into the right kind of mistake. Mack.

      If this was another life.

      If I lived here.

      If I was staying.

      If.

      But I’m not, and sometimes . . . doesn’t that make a mistake worth exploring? Because its boundaries are just there?

      I don’t think, I just let myself flow into it. I reach up and trace the line of his lips, and then, rising, I place my mouth to his.

      Mack’s lips part, and I wind my arms around his neck. Our tongues touch and dance. The kiss combusts, but it’s over before it begins as he untangles me from him and sighs. Coming back into place, sipping little caresses that send the air around us into a heated haze, buzzing with electricity and something almost so unbearably intimate I can hardly stand it.

      He breathes. “Are you trying to get me arrested? I’m a hero ‘round here, ya know?”

      I laugh, a giddy little sound that starts right in the center of my stomach, radiating out.

      “You’re a hero?”

      “I am. I rescued me this pretty lady. She was knocking at death’s door. But then I put my hands on her to pull her from her fiery Audi—”

      “It wasn’t on fire, was it?”

      “Hush,” he whispers, “you’re ruining my vibe . . . where was I? Oh, yeah. Pulled her from her fiery fuckin’ Audi, and my touch drew her back. Told me how good I smelled, and then gave over to her injuries until I could nurse her back to health.”

      I laugh again at his version of events. They are a little too close to the truth.

      Mack did rescue me.

      And he smelled damn good.

      His touch . . .

      I shiver.

      His touch is magic.

      “See? Hero. So, if I get arrested for lewd acts in public . . . well, one look at you, little Princess, and I’m sure no court would blame me, but I’m also just as sure the local paper and a certain sheriff will have a field day.”

      I touch his cheek. “You’re my hero.”

      I’ve had two drinks and I’m drunk on him. Booze might have given me a push up and into this new, tiny little world he seems to spin around me, but his kiss keeps me here, wanting to give over, wanting to dive into it all.

      I want to live in whatever this little world is.

      He turns his face and kisses my palm, and then he turns back to me. “Just doing my job, ma’am.”

      My gaze slips a little. Because there’s a truth in the tease. It was just his job, and that job’s going above and beyond.

      “Do you get a lot of fires here?”

      “More and more. And we also get more tourists who don’t know what they’re doing. They mess up, light fires on days like that day and things go up. There’ll be more before the summer’s over. But it’s also part of living somewhere so wild and beautiful, ya know? Gotta take the bad with the good.”

      Not that I’m asking him . . . the only reason he knows my last name is he stole my ID to look at it, but he’d never come with me to another life. Even if it’s isolated and somewhere away from the big cities. I’m not asking, though.

      That’s a crazy thought from I don’t even know where. The aftermath of the unexpected so wrong that they were right kisses? My ridiculous imagination? A taste of pure, exhilarating life?

      “You are, you know,” I say, a tiny part just wondering how we got here, “a hero.”

      Mack chuckles and shakes his head. “Not me. That’s my twin—and never tell him I said that, he’s got a big head—my sister, my parents. Isaac, Forrest, and the rest of them. I fix cars and when I have to, help fight the fires.”

      A hero, I think. An overbearing one that insists on calling me Princess to annoy me and because he thinks he’s got me all worked out, but a hero. As I slip my hand down his arm, tracing the thick dark lines of his tattoo sleeve, the symbols and almost pagan-like lines and swirls, maybe we’re both learning something about each other.

      He’s a smart man who’s a lot of what you see is what you get, with an added bonus of more just below the surface. And . . . I like him.

      Not just attracted to him because any woman with a heart capable of pumping blood would be, but I like him. Who he is beneath all the brawn and good looks.

      Since I have to be here for at least a day or two, maybe if I take him up on the offer of the cabin, I can stretch the stay longer. I can work anywhere, and maybe, just maybe, I want to see where this might go with its finite end dates somewhere there.

      I take a breath, and a small thrill twirls up in my veins.

      Look at Sidney Novak, stepping right out of her comfortable lane and into the chaos of free falling.

      “You’re not that bad,” I say, “for an overbearing, judgmental, bossy chauvinist who thinks he has me pegged.”

      He takes my hand and kisses my fingertips. “And for a spoiled little princess, I know almost nothing to do. You’re surprisingly unpretentious, not to mention delicious, and more down-to-earth than this hot god of a fuckin’ man right here, biting your fingers—” He does just that. “—figured.”

      “Fool.”

      “Princess.”

      I look at him and start to giggle. He grins, drawing me into his arms. It’s like the world outside has stopped, and this is all ours.

      Mack starts to lead me back to the main part of the bar, to the brighter lights, the laughter, music, and dancing, and I’m sure he’s about to lead me out to the floor to dance when I stop. Freeze.

      My breath burns where it sits in my lungs and I’m aware Mack’s talking to me, but I’m fixated on the man ahead in a cowboy hat with a scar.

      He’s . . . I’ve seen him. I passed him when I went back to the office that night when I saw the politician and the mafia guy and—

      The man looks up, his eyes seem to meet mine, but he’s looking past me. He grins and waves as someone else weaves past us to join him.

      It’s not— It’s not— I try and make myself breathe.

      There had been money, too much, and what looked like plans. But I didn’t even see what they were. The two of them, Mr. Squeaky Clean Man of the People and Mr. Low Life Crime Guy, together are enough to bring worlds down.

      At least, that’s what Vic and I think. She’s the only person I told, and while no one’s going to suspect an old lady, I know I can’t tell anyone else.

      I can’t tell Mack.

      He’s got hero blood.

      He’ll do something stupid if he could. Not because I think he likes me beyond wanting some fun, but because that’s him. I think it’s in his DNA. Hell.

      “Hey, you okay there, Princess?”

      What if more than one person is looking for me? What if— I don’t finish it. I can’t be here. I can’t.

      “I’m sorry.” I pull free and run.
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      Mack

      Well, to hell and back again. I put a hand on my hip, wipe the other over my face, and search for wherever the hell Princess went.

      Sidney can move, I’ll give her that.

      I wasn’t expecting that kiss to be so . . . so . . . fucked if I know. That kiss—those kisses—are out of my wheelhouse of expectation. I figured it would be good. Who am I fucking kidding? I knew it would be good.

      Not just that . . . mind-blowing.

      Taking her back to the dance floor seemed like something she got. Because I was trying to say any more of that sweet, hot, wild experimentation and I was gonna have her against that wall, in public.

      I don’t think I’d have cared, either.

      Actually, I take that back. I would have cared.

      Because I’d have been stopped and cuffed and not in the fun, kinky way, either. Although, I prefer to do the cuffing.

      I shift my head away from dangerous waters. She ran. It’s not even fucking midnight and she ran like one of London’s stupid princesses.

      Is she butt-hurt I didn’t throw her over my shoulder and carry her out of here? Maybe. Last time someone got so butt-hurt was Isaac over me not letting him use my garage to fix his shit truck.

      But actually, she looked scared.

      Which is fucking why I’m not letting the princess leave town until I know what’s going on and help her. Whether she wants that or not. And—

      “Mack . . .” Lissa’s purr of a voice winds around me. There was a time, a real recent time like last week, when I might have been tempted back into her saddle for another go around.

      Because, let’s face it, this woman is hot and sizzling. She knows it, and I like that. Though, I’m thinking maybe I like the type that doesn’t know it more. Especially if that type has summer forest eyes and wears glasses and a backpack full of secrets.

      “Yeah?”

      “I think your little charity case left.”

      I sigh. “Do you need something?”

      I’m not fucking rude, and yet, right now, I’m just that and Lissa doesn’t deserve it.

      “Mack Burns,” she says, long-lashed, mascara-laden eyes swishing down over me, “do you like your little charity case?”

      “She’s a pain in my ass.”

      Lissa squeezes my ass and slides into me, those soft, generous tits on display if I look down and partake. Her spicy, feminine scent winds around my senses, cloying instead of evocative.

      “You do.” Then she slaps my ass hard and steps back. “Pity. Thought we could have some more fun, maybe see . . .” She stops, sighs, and points one glossy-nailed hand to the side door. “That way.”

      I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Thanks, Lissa.”

      “Call if it doesn’t work.”

      I give her a salute and head out, weaving through the crowd.

      Even if it doesn’t work—of course, it won’t because I know almost nothing about Sidney, and she’s only here because I’m fucking lying to her—I’m not calling Lissa.

      I think my tastes have changed in the past few days.

      Since the fire.

      Cool air hits me in the shadowed area on the side of the bar. Couples come here. I’ve come here. Made out back in the day. A couple of months ago, but who the fuck’s counting? Lissa?

      I don’t see Sidney at any of the little tables or in the arms of some dude that isn’t me.

      So, I move past them and round to the front. But people are smoking, laughing, flirting, and no fucking pretty little thing with my name all over her.

      A raised voice in the lot nabs my attention, and I narrow my eyes.

      It sounds a lot like the voice of a New York princess if you ask me. So, I follow it, and there she is, pressed against a Jeep on the far side. A big tree throwing a shadow, but I can see her and the fuckwit who’s all hands and head bent in close.

      I stride over and lean against the hood. “Ya might wanna check with the lady if she likes that,” I say conversationally. “She’s a princess, doesn’t like to be treated like a . . .well, actually, in my experience, no woman likes to be treated like some kinda fuckin’ two-bit whore.”

      “Fuck off.” The guy doesn’t even look at me. He’s a walking forest fire if ever I’ve smelled one. A flick of a lighter and those fumes he’s breathing out will go up like a bonfire.

      Pity I don’t smoke.

      Pity I like not to burn the planet to ash.

      “You okay, Princess? Want me to leave?”

      “Mack—”

      “She’s with me,” the guy says, more of a slur than real speech.

      “You with him, Sidney?”

      She shoves at him, and I’m not sure which of us is madder right now, me or her. I think it’s a close photo finish. “What do you think? And let me go!”

      “No, baby, jus’ one lil’ kiss.” This guy isn’t too fond of his balls, I’m thinking. Or his life.

      “Knee him. You got room, Princess.”

      She tries, she does, but I’m over this. I get up and grab the guy, pulling him off her and tossing him back so he stumbles and falls on his ass.

      When he tries to get up, I put a booted foot down on his throat. Not hard, just enough to let his drunk fucking ol’ ass get the fact I don’t want him up. I want him to stay.

      It’s either this or beat the living shit out of him.

      “Good. You stay there. I’m giving you a pass, okay? On account my girl here is sweet. And she isn’t into me making scumbags like you bleed. She’s a princess, so she isn’t into having fuckin’ bonehead blood on her. Women, eh?”

      Sidney grabs my arm. “Stop, let’s go.”

      But I don’t pay her the attention she’s asking.

      Because I want him bleeding. I want my fists to make friends with his face. So, since I’m not going to do that, I’m having this.

      “So, this is your pass. I’m not beating you up for putting hands on a woman who doesn’t want you touching her. Who you don’t even deserve to fuckin’ look at, let alone touch. But it has a caveat. Do it again, to anyone, especially my princess, and I’ll hunt you down. Bring my friends. Best thing is? My brother’s a lawman, so he’ll keep the key after we throw your broken body into a cell. Got me?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      He looks like he wants to be that dumb-ass drunk and fight me.

      I press a little harder, and he goes puce.

      “Got me?” I ask again.

      The guy gives a gurgle. “Good.”

      I lift my foot, cut my gaze hard to the pale and shaking Sidney, and toss her my keys.

      “Mack?”

      “Get in the fuckin’ truck.”

      Once she’s gone, I bend down and put my hand on his shoulder, stopping the guy from getting up.

      “If you got a problem with any of that, I’m Mack Burns. Norhill Tops. Come find me, and we’ll talk.”

      And with that, I rise, turn, and stalk off.
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      I’ve been driving about five minutes, and the silence is so fucking thick it could be used to insulate anything.

      Gripping the wheel tight, I don’t even put on the radio. I’m waiting . . . I don’t know what fucking for. Something. Anything. One minute, we were kissing and the lights spun, our breaths mingling, and that hot tightness of delicious intimacy had been there, and then I cooled off because, yeah. Then she ran. Got herself in trouble. And now?

      “Sidney.”

      She doesn’t speak, but in the light from the dash, she clasps her hands and dips her head.

      “I’m fuckin’ real sick of waiting for you to talk. To give me anything. Do you want me to apologize for kissing you—”

      “Stop the truck. Please.”

      I do. I pull up hard on the shoulder of the road, and she jerks forward a little in her seat, the belt cutting light into her soft flesh.

      “Because—”

      I don’t finish. She’s out of the truck in a flash, and my temper, it . . . it goes bang. I jump out and round the vehicle, hands on her as I make her face me.

      She looks up, embarrassment pulling at her features in the evening air. “I’m sorry.”

      “For running off? Yeah, you should be. I’m not gonna molest you. But I’m also not apologizing for kissing you. Why the fuck did you run, Princess? And should I go back and maim that guy?”

      Sidney squeezes her eyes shut for a second, dropping her head to my chest. “I . . . it’s . . . I’m just humiliated.”

      I stare at her. “You’re what?”

      “I said—”

      “Heard that, Sidney, really. Fucking heard you. You ran right after looking like the devil had just jumped up because you were humiliated? That I kissed you? That the groper dude tried to plant one on you?”

      “I . . .”

      Then Sidney is right, her front plastered to mine, arms circling around my shoulders, and she puts her lips to mine.

      I’m fucking furious. I’m fucking in protection mode. I’m so damned confused and turned on I don’t know which way is up.

      Except her mouth is soft and sweet and inviting, and the need for more sucks in the anger and morphs it.

      This time, when I kiss her back, I do it properly. I lift her so she’s on the pick-up, hood warm where my hand holds her right at her ass. And she opens up to me. Fucking opens and not only takes me in but gives me one hell of a tour.

      Her tongue is there, on mine, and it’s like sex, that kiss. Hard and right and needy. I lift my head, angle hers, and take her again as her legs come around my waist. She makes a soft sound of need and want that revs me into a raging hard-on in seconds flat.

      I want to take all there is to take, to stamp her as mine. Leave my mark. I trail hot little kisses that nip and suck at the delicate skin of her throat, and she moans. Rocks that pussy against my hard-on like the sweet little tease she is.

      Slipping my hand down and around, I whisper up that hot, damp flesh of her top inner thighs, touching lace and wetness and feeling the inferno that’s all her.

      Fuck, it’s lace. She has on lace boy shorts, and the thought of practical impractical makes me almost shoot right then and there.

      She’s rocking against my hand, pushing the back of that hand into my dick’s hard, sensitive jut in my jeans. Sliding my finger along the lace that covers her hot, wet slit, the dampness there on my finger, I bring it up to play with her clit, and she shudders, gasping, grasping at me as I take her mouth once more. I want to delve in.

      I want to fuck her. Here. Now. Against my truck. On it.

      But I stop. Everything. I lower her to her feet and step away.

      “Nope, Princess, uh-uh. Not gonna fuckin’ fall for the old seduction thing instead of talking. Because you should use your mouth”—like on my cock—“for talking. You can talk to me.”

      “About what?”

      “Why you got weird?”

      “I just had too much to drink and needed air.”

      I don’t buy that utter bullshit for a second. Shaking my head, I point to the door she’s left open. “Get back in, and I’ll drive you home.”

      At first, I don’t think she will, but what’s she gonna do out here alone?

      So, I get into the driver’s side and wait. When she gets in, closing the door with a careful click, I drive her back to the lodge.
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        * * *

      

      The anger dissipated, frustration? Way up there. Self-control? Barely fucking holding on.

      I pull up outside the front of the lodge, leaving the motor running. I rub a hand down my face, then drop it back on the wheel.

      “Sidney, I . . . I’ll see you soon.”

      She nods but doesn’t look at me and gets out. And I wait until she’s inside.

      Then and only then do I drive home alone, knowing exactly what I’m going to be doing while thinking of her pretty mouth and all its uses.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I’m working on a car that seems to have been held together either by prayer or a pact with the devil. Not sure which, especially since I know it’s the librarian’s car and she could swing either way.

      My earpiece buzzes, and I hit it, answering my phone as I work. “Hello?”

      “Oh, I’m wondering if my Audi’s ready to be picked up?”

      “And who’s this? Had a few in.”

      The person hesitates and says, “Sidney Novak.”

      Call me suspicious, but that’s not Sidney. Since I never put it under her name, I cheerfully say, “Wrong place. No one booked here under that name.”

      I end the call, and I look to my left, where a pair of boots and uniform trousers in the shade of my twin the sheriff is.

      I roll out from beneath the car and look up at him. “The ugly version of me.”

      “Getting into trouble, there, Mack?”

      “I’m basically a saint.”

      He just shakes his head and snorts. “Right, and my Wildcat’s a wilting flower of a woman.”

      “Maybe she is. Leave her, and I’ll let you know.”

      “We may be twins,” he said, sounding completely unthreatened, “but I’ll shoot you.”

      “Mom won’t like that. You know I’m her favorite.”

      “She’ll get over it.” Then he squats down, smacks me on the head with his hat, and studies me. “Speaking of, she wants you to come to dinner this weekend. It might be over your manners. Let’s talk about those, huh? Or lack thereof?”

      “I’m well fuckin’ mannered.”

      “Says the brother who got the leftovers in the looks department,” he says.

      Getting up, I go to the fridge and pull out two beers. “Catch.”

      He catches it, pops the top, and takes a foamy swig. “Manners?”

      “Word travels, huh?”

      I got an excuse for not seeing her in like I know I should have last night, like I wanted to. And not just from those deeply ingrained manners Mom put in us. But I didn’t trust myself.

      If I got out then, I’d have been up in her room and on her fast, and I don’t think the princess would have stopped me.

      He’s looking at me. “And?”

      “Mind your fuckin’ business. You and all the people who have nothing better to do. Jesus.”

      “I don’t think he’s got anything to do with it. You and your rescue, on the other hand—”

      “And,” I say, taking a swallow of my beer, “you need to keep out of it.”

      “So, wedding invites soon?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Dude.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Look, I’m not into her.” Fuck, am I lying, and Lawson knows it as well as he knows himself. “I’m just helping her out.” Which is true.

      But Lawson makes a non-committal sound that pisses me the fuck off. I don’t know why. I mean, I know him. I know how he can do that and say a lot. He’s saying a lot, and I don’t like it.

      Married people.

      Lawson and I wander into the front room, and I hit the lights, closing the garage for business.

      We pull two chairs out to sit and enjoy the breeze. I’m betting he’s waiting for his wildcat, and all jokes aside, they’re pretty much perfect together. That’s not to say they don’t have their ups and downs, but I don’t think I could have picked a better woman for my brother.

      He starts telling me about some work they’re going to do on their home, and I’m thinking about whether I’m gonna be an uncle sooner rather than later because there’s something a little . . . clucky about him, as Mom might say.

      I don’t think they’re knocked up because he’d tell me, but they’re definitely thinking of an addition at some point.

      Lawson shifts to the fires and how they’ve been worse recently when someone comes up.

      My brother doesn’t move, but there’s a change that comes over him that’s all tough law man. And the man in the polished shoes and cheap shirt and air of rat about him takes a step back.

      “Sorry, I thought you were open.”

      “You wanna be thinking again,” Lawson says, slow and deliberately small town. I’d call him an idiot, but I don’t think that’s what he’s being. He’s picking up on that vibe that isn’t right about this guy.

      “I was looking for a real pretty girl. Glasses. New York plates?”

      “Girls come with plates now, Law,” I say, grinning.

      My twin doesn’t lift his gaze from the guy. “Must be a big city thing. But no. Just some campers, none of them pretty. None of them with plates.”

      “Who is she to you? Maybe if we see her pass on through, we’ll let her know.”

      The guy swallows and looks at me. “Fiancée.” Clearing his throat, he says a bit firmer. “She’s my fiancée.”

      “What’s her name?” Lawson asks.

      Now, he swings his gaze to Lawson. “Sidney, her name’s Sidney.”

      “No one like that here.” Now, my brother offers his evil sheriff grin. He’s been perfecting it since I can remember. “But we’ll pass it on if we see her. As sheriff, I make it my business to know whoever’s new here.”

      The pointed look and pause are so full of knives and traps the guy almost falls over himself as he holds up a clearly dark phone. “She’s ringing me now. Sorry to bother you.”

      And with that, he’s gone.

      “That was weird,” Lawson says.

      I say, “Tell me about it.”

      “No, you tell me.”

      I look at my brother and shrug. “No fuckin’ idea.”

      And since outside my garage is Grand Central at rush hour. The pretty Mrs. Burns shows.

      Dakota takes one look at the two of us.

      “Okay,” she says, “what did I miss?”
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        * * *

      

      I’m leaving chasing the princess for answers. I fixed up her car when FedEx arrived, and I’m gonna give her the keys, send her on her way, and not ask her a damned thing. Yep. That’s what I tell myself the next afternoon as I don my hat and head to Vintage Café for a donut and a coffee. I’m leaving it all alone.

      Just going to have something sweet and something with caffeine.

      It’s a slow day, and I went for a grueling run and hit the weights this morning, so, yeah, fucking reward time.

      I almost knock a sweet-smelling Sidney on her ass as she’s coming out. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Dakota told me the croissants were amazing.” She narrows her eyes. “Are you stalking me?”

      “You wish, Princess.”

      I’m about to let her go when I look up and catch a glimpse of that rat-like guy heading our way. Without a thought to the scandal I’m going to create, or her pastries, I drop my hat on her head, spin her and crush her to me, buttery goodness and all.

      Then kiss her.

      Hard.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      The kiss sweeps me right off my toes and lands me smack down into a world that spins.

      It’s hard, breath-stealing, and over in moments.

      “Wha—”

      “I’m going to kiss you again, scandalize Mrs. Leary, who’s staring, mouth agape, or I can just let you go and hand you to your fiancé.”

      Cold rushes me. “I don’t have a fiancé.”

      “So put your arms around my neck and kiss me back.”

      I do. Cold and heat clash. One’s from fear, the other’s lust, pure lust, a singing thing that makes me want to soar. The fear threatens to bring me crashing.

      And I kiss him back.

      Instead of the words they’ve found me pounding through my brain like they should, they float, somewhere I don’t care about because every other part of me is filled with Mack.

      His mouth is pure heat. Wet in the right ways. Firm and coaxing. This isn’t just a kiss of clumsy espionage students, it’s a kiss to build a world on.

      His tongue dances with mine, and every single sense is in overload.

      He tasted like dark sex, need, and desire. He feels hot and strong, those muscles safe and thrilling. He smells like gasoline and engine grease, and the fresh other edge is tempered by butter.

      Who knew butter could be so erotic?

      Then he lifts his head, only to brush those lips like a lingering caress against mine. “He’s gone, but I think I went and fuckin’ ruined your reputation.”

      “And my pastries.”

      He chuckles against my ear. “Fuck, Princess. You might have yourself some magic powers. Able to turn a man hard with a touch of your lips.”

      A thrill races through me.

      The images in my head, of just how I could do something like that to him, and where my lips could do it.

      Horror streaks in right after the thrill. “Oh, God.”

      “Flatterer,” he says.

      “No, I mean—”

      “Don’t go ruining this particular fantasy that’s playin’ in my head right about fuckin’ now, Princess.”

      I look about, and it’s silent in the bakery. On the street.

      We’re in the doorway of the establishment. Every set of eyes are pointed right at us, at me.

      “Mack, everyone is staring.”

      “Yeah, I know. We just gave this sleepy little town a whole lot of nothing to wag chins over. They needed a bit of a shake-up. They’ll forget it soon enough. So, grab your pastries, and I’ll take you home.”
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        * * *

      

      My squashed pastries are currently in Mack’s truck.

      The man’s so bossy I’m trying to find it in me to be annoyed at his chauvinistic pushing me about. Trying and failing.

      I sit on the bed with my spinner case next to me and bury my face in my hands, letting out a groan.

      I’ve been whatever the kissing version of dickmatized is. It’s the only explanation.

      Well, that and he’s taking me to the cabin, where I can stay for free because the parts are still held up in transit for my car.

      In a way, I guess I’m glad. If someone is in town asking about me, then my running is something they might expect. This cabin is as good a place to hole up as any.

      I take a breath and get up, swinging my bag over my shoulder, pushing up my glasses, and wheeling the case out the door.

      In the foyer, Mack is leaning against the counter, flirting aimlessly with Sarah. I met her fiancé last night, and oh, man, is she right about this town. Maybe there’s something in the water because her Leland is gorgeous too.

      Sarah’s laughing, and then Mack leans in and says something. She stops laughing and nods. “Really?”

      “Yeah, if you don’t mind. I’m sure Dakota won’t. And just . . . if anyone comes around, asking you, any of the staff, no one fitting Sidney’s description has been here, okay?”

      “Sure—” She stops, looks up, sees me, and smiles. “You good there, Sidney?

      I shoot a narrowed-eyed glance at the broad back of Mack. “Peachy.”

      “I’ll leave you both to it. And we’ll all take care of you. Right, Mack?”

      “Sure thing.” He turns then, and the look he gives me, slow, hot, smoldering, leaves me breathless. “C’mon, Princess.”

      He gives Sarah a wave, takes my case, and saunters out, the spinner trailing him.

      With a sigh, I follow, wondering how the hell this man manages to make pulling a powder blue case on wheels look so sexy.

      When we’re outside, he puts the case in the back of the truck and lets me settle in, and I clutch the ruined croissants as he drives.

      “So,” he says in that way he has, of starting a conversation like we’re already knee-deep in it. “My brother and his deputy have already dropped Christine at the cabin. And do you want to tell me who the fuck the rat-dude is?”

      My head spins. “Rat . . .?”

      We skirt the edges of town, away from where the fire was, and up and around a windy road. “Yeah, he looked like a rat. Rattish. Fuckin’ glad you’re not marrying him. Sure, he might be a rich prince and just likes to dress the part of a guy with no taste and bargain rack in a bargain sale that’s been held in the dark, but I’m thinkin’ of the children. You’re real fuckin’ pretty, but c’mon. Your kids might take after their dad.” Mack pauses. “Maybe he’s the Rat Prince?”

      “What is wrong with you?” I glare at him and clutch the pastries.

      “What’s wrong with you, getting engaged to him? Kissing me? I get the kissing me part, but him? Pick a lane, Princess.”

      A small giggle breaks free, and I just shake my head. “I’ll pick a lane. Hopefully rat-free. Why did you say that to Sarah?”

      “I say a lot of things, Princess.”

      Now, I’m not laughing. He knows he’s charming. He knows he can make people forget things. But I’m not about to let him charm me. Any more than he has. He irritates me too. With all the princess crap. With all the questions and poking his nose in things. With his judgments and bossiness and—

      “You telling her not to mention me, to pretend they haven’t seen me?”

      He throws me a wide-eyed glance. “Look, I told you, rat man’s been asking for you. Someone called me today asking about an Audi.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. It’s not like I forgot there are questionable people looking for me, and that includes my parents. Problem is, I don’t know if his rat man and the person calling are criminals or people hired by my parents, my mom.

      Just like that, I’m boxed again. The air’s no longer wild and free and full of promise. It’s cool and controlled and slightly stale.

      “I’m . . . I’m not a criminal. But I also don’t like you poking around and taking control.”

      “Well, Princess, maybe if you talked to me, I’d understand.”

      “And now, you involved Dakota and Sarah and whoever else in all this.” I close my fists, and the pastries squish some more.

      He taps his fingers on the wheel. “Fuck, those smell real good. You’re mangling them, but when you do…”

      “Mack.”

      “Right, right. Just . . . talk to me.” Mr. Personable drops away, and his jaw tightens. “I’m not a moron. And I can take care of things. I can help. I also won’t let anyone hurt you. I know how I come across, but I will fuckin’ kill for those I care about.”

      Heat blooms inside me.

      “Against the odds, I care, okay?”

      Those words from him are so soft and bare that they wrap around me, cracking my bones a little.

      The trees rise as the road becomes dirt, and then we’re in an open space at the most beautiful lake I’ve seen.

      There’s a small wooden jetty, and in a wide clearing, set back, is a big cabin. Mack’s.

      Christine sits outside looking like an angel of a ride instead of the demon I know her to be. And on the other side of the lake, in the distance, mountains rise.

      Mack pulls up next to Christine, switches off the motor, and turns to me.

      “I didn’t rob a bank. I didn’t do anything wrong.” This is true. I turned over what I saw, but maybe they gave up, and I know I used my card in another town to get cash, but not for a little while. So . . .

      I don’t want to turn him into a full-on protector for no good reason.

      At least, I hope it’s no good reason.

      My mother is worse than any mafia, criminal gangs, and dirty politicians, anyway.

      “But . . . you’re going to think I’m an idiot.”

      “Try me.”

      “My parents.”

      Shame heats my cheeks, and I go to hug the croissants, but Mack takes the bag from me. “They’ve been tortured enough.”

      He doesn’t look at me like I’m weird or an idiot. He’s just waiting.

      So, I study my hands with short, unmanicured nails. My mother would hate them.

      His fingers close around mine.

      “Sidney.”

      I want to turn my hand. I want to lace our fingers, feed into the little dancing spark between us, and bask in the heat and calm his large hand brings.

      “You were right about me. I’m a princess. Not like you think I am, but they’re rich, well-heeled, as they say, old money. My mother has never worked, and she views me as the black sheep.

      “They want me to marry well and not work, unless it’s on me. And trust me, I’m a failure.” I shrug. “So, I just kind of did my thing, went on the dates and to the parties and got my degree and worked. And then, with Dad’s promotion, Mom decided I needed to fit the role better, get married. I’m almost thirty. I got a place, which is why I’m taking this road trip, but she’d definitely send rat man. Call. I just . . . don’t want that life, and so I sort of . . . ran away.”

      He’s silent for a long time, and then says, “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-nine.”

      “Okay, you’re twenty-nine and work remotely.” He squeezes my hands. “What year is it, and have you heard of this new thing called women’s lib? I hear they’re even gonna let women fuckin’ vote.”

      I laugh, I can’t help it. “I just don’t want the life they want for me. You have no idea of what they’re like.”

      “Controlling?” Mack asks. “Overbearing?”

      I shudder. “Sounds like you’ve met them.”

      “Don’t worry, Princess. I’ll protect you from the evil king and queen.”

      And with that, he gets out of the truck.

      He looks back. “If you don’t hurry up, no squashed pastry for you!”
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        * * *

      

      The place is beautiful. There’s no other way to describe it. From the outside, it’s simple, a big cabin. Inside, past the wide front porch, is a wide-open area and a set of stairs leading up to one small section. There’s a modern and simple kitchen, a TV and fireplace, two big sofas, a dining nook, and a small hall that leads to the bathroom and laundry.

      The bedroom at the top of the stairs has a king size bed and two walls of glass that let in both the sinking sun and the view of the lake, trees, and mountains. And there looks to be a boathouse too.

      After the tour, he goes to the kitchen and pours some drinks. Water. But there’s also a bottle of whiskey on the counter and some beers. Then I spy two boxes with groceries.

      “What do you think of my digs? Are you hungry? Because I’m fuckin’ starved.”

      He starts moving through the kitchen, a powerhouse of sleek moves, as he selects vegetables from the box and then pushes some portabella mushrooms at me, along with a knife and chopping board.

      “Thick slices. I’m gonna make us tacos. Some with beef, some with mushroom, and all fuckin’ chef’s kiss fantastic.” He does a chef’s kiss, and I will myself not to laugh as I follow along and start chopping.

      I only do it because I’m hungry. Those damn croissants were going to be both lunch and dinner, and now, they sat in their bag, making buttery stains of grease.

      He’s pretty good in the kitchen. I find myself enjoying a man who knows his way around, who dons a frilly checkered red and white apron with little cherries on it without irony and looks manly. Drool-worthy.

      He has everything ready, even some masa harina to make corn tortillas. “Just gotta let the meat marinate, and then we can eat. Now,” he looks at me, “what do you think?

      “It’s stunning,” I say as he leans against the counter, eating bits of my mangled croissants. “And you know it. Also, you led me to believe this was run down.”

      “It’s got running water, a generator, Wi-Fi, and actual electricity too. Had to lure you somehow, and I’ve been learning a lot about fuckin’ princesses from London. Like, I’m betting you got a bit of Cinderella in there.”

      I fold my arms. “I don’t sing as I clean.”

      He dumps the bag, tugs my arms open, and wraps them around him. “That’s better.”

      “You’re . . . you’re . . .” I sigh and rub my cheek against his shirt.

      He’s got a little magic. Mack makes the world brighter, airier, and more alive, and I just want to not think about anything for a while.

      Mack holds me, and says, “Sometimes, it’s just nice to let go, Sidney. And I don’t think you do that enough.”

      He’s right, I don’t, but I’m not sure how. I’m not Vic. I’m not him. And every time he makes my heart beat faster, I see I’ve been just lost in myself someway, and—

      He sighs. Eases me back. “And there you go again, pretty princess. Getting tangled when you don’t need to get fuckin’ tangled. Mind you, you’re here in my arms, and I think we’ve got some unfinished business.”

      My breath stutters in my throat. “We do?”

      “Yeah.”

      He lowers his mouth to mine just as the lights go out.

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      Instead of that little sigh of a moan she makes when I kiss her, Sidney squeaks and goes ramrod straight.

      I sigh against her lips. “If you’re also afraid of the dark,” I say, trying to ease her out of that sudden slipstream of fear she’s in, “I got some real interesting therapy we can try out.”

      That does it. She relaxes, sagging a little against me, and the tremor of relief runs through her beneath my hand where it rests on her.

      But talk about fucking timing, which no one was. I ease free of her.

      “I’m not afraid of the dark, I’m not that useless.”

      The moon is bright and just appearing as the very last embers of the day die out. But I can see her fine, and the curve of her cheek and soft call of her mouth look like a delicate painting.

      Fuck, I’m losing it.

      I step back. “Never said you were useless, Princess. But I might be. Remember when I said this place has electricity? Well, I need to get it switched on because we’re running on the generator.”

      Looking around, I grab the croissants and the whiskey and hand them to her. “Sit, relax, I’ll have it all up and running in a few.”
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        * * *

      

      Once I have the generator ready to switch on, I take a few moments to breathe and think. First, the place is primed for me to put it back on the grid, but I keep forgetting. Ever since Isaac adopted his little niece, my brother got married, and Leland worked out his shit with Sarah, I haven’t spent as much time here as I’d have liked.

      Weekends have ended up full. We built it from an old bare-bones cabin into something that’s both a home, a getaway, and a place where a small group can come and hang out. I’m proud of it, proud of this little piece of land I own. I just . . .

      Forgot to put it back on the grid.

      I can do that tomorrow.

      And give my brother hell for not quite getting the generator hooked right. Then again, I didn’t ask him to do it.

      Just asked him to bring the truck here for me.

      Which he did, along with his bride.

      The fact Lawson came here not with his deputy but with his wildcat isn’t lost on me. I’m betting they were hoping to stoke some trouble, see what’s up with me and the princess when there’s nothing at all.

      Okay, there’s this attraction with Sidney, and I want to sample that sweet pussy, and taste her everywhere, but that’s it. She’s moving on as soon as I decide it’s safe, which means getting to the bottom of everything, and I’m not looking for a relationship.

      If I was . . . fuck, I can’t shake the feeling that if I was, it’d be with someone as wrong for me as the princess.

      Or the princess.

      Ya know.

      I scowl at the ground and kick an innocent stone.

      Fine. I like her.

      Soft, hesitant until she forgets that, smart, and all levels of intrigue just waiting to be uncovered.

      Well, I decide, pushing that to one side and starting the generator, one good thing with my brother and Dakota wanting to stick their nose in things; Mrs. Burns-Downs—which is endlessly amusing to me, putting her last names like that—brought a whole host of food. I know it was her. Lawson would have made do with boxed mac and cheese—which he finds funny because he’s an idiot—canned soup, and whiskey.

      With that, I head in and decide against betting myself if I can keep my hands to myself.

      I’ve got a feeling I’m losing that bet.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I stretch out on the floor, Sidney next to me. She has wine she found and damn if it isn’t good. It definitely goes great with the food from Dakota, and I have whiskey. I take her in.

      She’s wearing yoga pants in black with a T-shirt that says Vicious on it, which she’s anything but. She wiggles her bare toes.

      “Thanks for dinner.”

      I hide my smile behind the glass of whiskey I have. “I didn’t want you to starve. Heard rumors about New York.”

      “You spend a lot of time listening to rumors and gossip.” She tilts her head, a thick lock of her burnished gold hair slipping over her shoulder as she does so.

      “Small towns do that to you. I meant how people don’t cook there.”

      She laughs a little. “They do. There’s a lot of take-out and delivery options, and apartment kitchens are often small.”

      “See. You might have starved.”

      I turn to face her, and I could spend a whole lot of fucking time looking at her.

      She takes another sip of wine. “And thank you for letting me stay here, you know, until the part for my car comes.”

      I hide the little twinge of guilt. I’m doing this for her own good, keeping her safe. Because until I know the whole story, I don’t know when that will be.

      “I’ll get us on the grid tomorrow.” I pause. “When I say us, I mean you.”

      “Will the generator hold?” she asks almost hesitantly.

      “Yeah, it will. The thing crapping out is my fault. But . . . sometimes it can happen. I’ll show you what to do.”

      Sidney doesn’t speak, like she’s mulling it all over. Like she has options. She doesn’t because I’m not giving her any. “I like it. Being off the grid. It’s nice. As long as I can hotspot or have the internet.”

      “I have that here already, and we’ll still get the power up and running. Because I want you to stay as long as you like.”

      Considering her, I roll the parts of her around in my head, and she continues to slide close to what I figured and completely not fit at all.

      She surprises me, this woman, and I like that. I know if I told her she’s like a classy, vintage engine, like my Jag’s, she’d be insulted. But it’s a fucking compliment. The Jag is elegant, down to her last nut and gasket, and that sleek creature’s pure beauty, sexy and classy, and one that needs to be treated right. And one that can take the knocks like the toughest of trucks.

      I wouldn’t. The Jag doesn’t deserve that. She deserves a deft and loving touch, a man who understands her but one who knows she has more surprises and depths. And I want to put in the time.

      No, it’s more than that. I want to take the time.

      I want to find out what makes her really purr. How to make her sing. I want her to respond to my touch, and give her all, just like I do for her. I’ll fucking work at it forever, fine-tuning, even when she’s ready to take me for rides, shining like the stunner she is.

      I kind of feel that way about Sidney.

      I do feel that way.

      So yeah, when I say she’s like my Jag’s hot little vintage engine, it’s beyond a compliment.

      “You have this look on your face.” Her hazel eyes light on me as she finishes her wine and sets it down. “Part lust, part reverence. Should I ask or be scared?”

      I laugh. “Thinking about my Jag’s engine.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “Not like that. It’s not a fetish. I was thinking how you’re like that engine.”

      “Greasy and old?”

      “No.” I reach out and give that lock of hair a playful tug. “Classy, rare, full of secrets.”

      “I see.” She scoots a little closer. “What kind of Jaguar?”

      “S1 E-Type. Well, here, we’d say the XK-E, but I’m gonna be a little snobby and call it as the Brits do. E-Type.”

      “My gran would love you.” She clutches her hands to her heart.

      There she goes, surprising me all over again.

      “Your gran, huh?”

      Color blooms high in her cheeks. “She loves a good Jag. Soft top or—”

      “Princess, cut the fuckin’ roof off that sleek baby and it’s a crime. Fixed head coupe, all the way. But I’m taking my time with her, really getting her how I like. She’s not red. I’d always wanted a black one. But then I saw her. Some old dude two towns over died, and his wife wanted to get rid of the piece of junk. Her words. I saw the Jag and fell in love. British Racing Green. Neglected, rusted, sad. Paid more than I should have, but everything on her was original and some in good condition.”

      I sigh, shake my head, and take a swallow of the whiskey. Yeah, there were other colors I’d liked, but that one car, her classic color, and I saw her potential and how I knew she was mine. Like with Si—

      “You insisted on paying more, didn’t you?”

      “I’m not ripping some widow off, Princess. It’s wrong.”

      “Gran would love you and your damn car.”

      “What’s not to love? What’s she like?”

      She shrugs. “Nothing like me. She was a real adventuress. A photographer back in the day, she traveled the world and embarrasses the hell out of her only daughter, my mother. She never let a husband and child slow her down. She didn’t neglect, just reversed the roles.”

      “Maybe that’s why your mom’s so . . . controlling?” I say, pulling her in closer to me so I can feel the warmth of her.

      “Maybe.” Sidney rests her head on my shoulder, her hand coming up to pluck at my T-shirt, like we do this all the time, and yeah, things shift inside me. Her touch, light and fleeting, is a trace of pure fire.

      “But,” she adds, “I don’t want them to find me. I want my own adventure. I want to live. And it’s not even like my life’s been exciting until I got here. With the fire, I mean. I’m a graphic artist. I’m designing software for it. I bought a sustainable place.”

      “Is that where you’re going?” I ask carefully.

      She pauses, then nods against me, and I want nothing more than to brush my mouth against her hair. I want—I need to keep it at the G to PG level here, because otherwise, I’ll strip us both down naked before she’s ready.

      It’s gonna happen.

      Timing, as they say, is everything.

      “Yes.” Her shoulders slump a little. “It’s near enough to Waterman Heights. There are some small towns, but it’s nice and isolated without being difficult to get to and from, and it’s just . . . lovely.”

      She sits up a moment. “So, that’s it.” Sidney’s voice is bright. “That’s my story. What’s yours?”

      “You know mine. Lived here all my life, own Danny’s, this place. Volunteer. Got some great friends, and my twin’s pretty fuckin’ wonderful, but if you tell him that, I’ll be unhappy.”

      I’m fine with the banter, but she’s not telling me the entire truth. I know that. There’s more to her story, I just don’t know what or how it matters.

      Or maybe I want to know who the fuck Vic is.

      Being a man who’s excellent at burying the lead, I ask, “Who’s Victor?”

      “Vic?” A small smile plays at my glower. “Vic’s very, very special, but definitely not in that way.”

      “What way?”

      “The way you’re thinking.”

      “I might be thinking Vic’s a space cat.”

      She sits up, takes my face in both hands, and it’s electric. “It’s so definitely not like that at all.”

      I put the whiskey down as she looks at me, and I slide a hand around her waist, wanting to swing her to my lap and really let the hard go full fucking mast, but I don’t. Instead, I revel in the moment, let the heat that shifts and breathes between us start to spark and smoke.

      Her breath is shallow and uneven, and she looks at me with unschooled hunger, like she doesn’t know there are games to be played.

      I fucking like that.

      It’s better than any game.

      Her naked honesty is almost as hot as the thought of her naked.

      So, I kiss her, and she mewls against me, her soft lips a revelation all over again. I part them with my tongue, wanting to taste the sweet delights within.

      Everything goes dark. Again.

      I stop kissing her and tighten my hold. “I guess I need to patch this generator and bring in a new one tomorrow. I thought Lawson didn’t set it up right, but there must be something with this one I missed. It’s old but good. Wait here.”

      I can walk this down, the lust in me. Walk it down outside and then come in and say goodnight and—

      “Leave it, Mack.”

      “You want me to leave it? I can make sure it’s up again and set you up with the hurricane lantern. Or take you back to the lodge. I’ll pay.”

      Her mouth is right near mine. “I said leave it.”

      My hard-on is pushing against my jeans. It’s gone from thirty to one hundred in seconds. And she hasn’t even touched me.

      But the invitation in her voice. The promises. Someone needs to sell that on the black market as a fucking aphrodisiac.

      “Just . . . leave it, Mack.”

      “Ask me to stay, Princess.”

      She does better than that.

      Sidney swings her leg over my thighs, and then she takes my face, kissing me.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      This is the most insane, perfect, wild thing I’ve done.

      Mack is big, huge, and hard beneath me. I rock against him as I kiss him again, a deeper, bolder kiss.

      He hisses out a sound.

      “You gotta watch that, Princess.”

      I’m a born-again virgin, a woman dripping in carnal experience and has the confidence to use it. I’m reveling in this moment.

      In him.

      Sliding my arms around his neck, I rock on him, and he rewards that with a thrust up. His hands pull me down on him as his lips move across the skin of my face to my ear, and he sucks the lobe. His teeth and tongue working that spot, and his hot breath a mainline of exquisite sensation that forks right through me, lighting up my clit.

      Deep inside, I throb.

      “Is this a Mack and the beanstalk thing?”

      He laughs, letting go of my ear and trailing kisses and tiny bites down along my throat. “Damn, Princess. That’s . . . terrible.”

      “It is?”

      His hands slide under my shirt. The roughness of working hands, big, strong, and hot, send delightful shivers through me as he moves them over my skin.

      “Yeah. You’re like the softest fuckin’ satin. I could spend hours, days touching you.”

      Those words whisper in me. I take the empty promise of more and hold it tight. It has to be empty. I’m passing through. He’s got a life here and neither of us is looking for anything or anyone.

      The touch of him, of a man who is made to possess, to own, to ultimately tell what’s his what to do is more than a thrill, it’s seductive. But beyond the way he breathes fire and life in me, the way I want that man to make me forget everything but the moment, I know a man like him is a trade of one cage for another.

      He’s not my parents. But the alpha in him, his weirdly hot laid-back alpha parts, that alpha is him. Who he truly is.

      A man who takes. A man who gives his all and demands the same. A man who claims a woman as his own.

      Right now, I’m living for that.

      Right—

      “Sidney.” He lifts his head and pushes me off him.

      A part of me cries out in protest.

      I want that contact.

      I want him.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I misread this.”

      He rubs a hand over his beard and closes his eyes for a moment. “Fuckin’ princesses.”

      I jump up, trying and failing to hide the shake in my legs as I start attempting to tidy. There isn’t much to do, this place is neat and clean.

      “It’s okay. I do that. Dumb things. Like climbing on men and forcing them to kiss me.” I stop and squeeze my hands tight. “That came out wrong. I’ve never done that before. I . . . you . . . and . . . well.”

      He gets up and takes hold of me, tipping my chin so I can look up at him. “Enlightening.”

      “Are you smiling?”

      “No?”

      He most definitely is, and I shove him. “Go away, Mack.”

      “Fuckin’ save me from dumbass princesses. Look.” He takes both my arms in a firm and warm grip. “Do not apologize to me. Not for that. Not for kissing me. Not for wanting me. I was gonna bet myself I could keep my hands to myself, but I decided not to. On account I don’t like losing bets.”

      I stare up at him. “Then why did you stop?”

      “Because, Sidney,” he says with a sigh, “you just wandered off into Sidney-land in your pretty head. And don’t deny it, you did. I’m betting you weighed up the pros and cons and then maybe talked your way back to the edge of thinking this is a mistake. Am I close?”

      I press my lips together. He’s not right, but he’s not wrong. It was something like that.

      “Sidney?”

      “You’re so. . . there, and I’m so . . . me.”

      He drops his head to mine and slides in close making it all very unfair. Because this close, it’s hard to breathe, to think.

      “I’m not even gonna fuckin’ pretend to know what that is, but I could hazard a guess. Are you letting your parents get to you, even here?”

      “I’m not bigger than life, or bigger than you. I’m not confident in the ways you are. And for me, climbing on your lap was huge. I don’t do that.”

      “Is it weird to accept I like you for what you are, Princess? A mass of insane contradictions? Because I do. I don’t go around doing things I don’t want to. And if I wasn’t attracted to you, I’d never have kissed you.”

      Heat burns under my skin.

      “Okay.”

      His hand slides under my hair to the back of my skull. “I don’t ask for much, Princess. Because it kinda ruins the whole experience, but I do ask you stay with me, and tell me if you don’t like anything or want it different.”

      “What if I like it all?” I swallow.

      He smiles. “That’s not a fuckin’ problem at all.”

      Mack takes my hand, and for a second, I think he’s heading upstairs with me, but instead, he leads me outside.

      “Woah.” I stumble to a stop. Like this up close, the big lake is stunning with the silver rivers of moonlight, the water an inky black at night, like I could go up to it and step into the sky itself.

      “Admire away, Princess.” He releases me, and I stand, taking in the night the slightest bite of cool to the air that’s crisp and welcome, the way the area changes in the low light.

      There aren’t any other buildings around. No light pollution, so the sky is just alive with the silver of the stars and the Milky Way.

      The breeze rustles tree leaves and somewhere an owl hoots.

      I could fall in love with Mack. Mack’s place. I could fall in love with this place.

      He swears behind me, near the side of the cabin.

      So, I wander over, and he’s got a flashlight in one hand. He sees me, like he always knows where I am. Of course, he knows where I am . . . I’m the only other person here.

      “I’m just going to change to the back-up gen. It’s smaller, but it’ll keep the fridge going. Hold this will you?” He hands me the flashlight.

      I keep the beam steady for him as he works. I try not to salivate at the way his muscles bunch and shift, the deftness of his movements—the strength.

      “I did have solar panels, which I’ll get again but not now.” He shrugs. “So, recently, I’ve just had the generator. Power it up and plug in the fridge and we’re ready to go.”

      “Don’t you worry about the contents?”

      Mack laughs. “We’ll take anything perishable back, and there’s never usually anything. My friends are fuckin’ beasts.”

      “You gave your solar panels away, didn’t you?”

      “Me? Why the fuck would I do that? And it was more a social service for Mrs. Kinney. Okay, done.”

      He looks at me as the house flares up again and he takes the flashlight away, switching it off and shoving it in his back pocket.

      “You’re something, Mack,” I whisper.

      “So are you.”

      Mack’s gaze glitters as he looks me up and down. My heart stutters as he stalks up, like he’s got his prey and all the time in the world to make his move and enjoy it.

      Instinctively I back away until I hit the side of the cabin. He doesn’t stop until he’s brushing my body with his. He takes hold of my face. “Now, where were we?”

      Before I can think of something to say, he kisses me, long, slow, deep, thorough. He tastes like whiskey and promises, and it’s the kind of kiss that sets butterflies aflutter.

      “Hmm,” he murmurs against my lips, this time teasing with small caresses as he slides a hard thigh between mine, so my pussy is against him, and I shudder. “I’m thinking somewhere like here.”

      He kisses me again, deep then shallow, lingering. The kind of kisses that hold bite somewhere in their depths and they make me moan with the spiced sweetness. I seek him out, coming forward, wanting more, wanting him to do it hard, to take it all.

      “C’mon, Princess, let me know what it is you want.”

      His words are a dare against my skin, and he starts to repeat those shallow little teases of kisses. Something in me gives. This is what I want. He’s what I want.

      The heat of him. The strength. The thrill and excitement. The pleasure I know he can draw from me.

      Slowly I push into him, rocking on his thigh, and I’m hot, wet, and burning with a throbbing need as I do so. I rub against him. Pussy, breasts, and I slip an arm around his neck, and coil two fingers in the long hair at his forehead to pull him into me too.

      And I kiss him.

      This is fire, and I’m diving into it. He’s flame, and so am I, and I have never felt so alive as I do now. I kiss him hard, open-mouthed. I tease his tongue with mine.

      He lets me kiss him. He responds, but he’s holding back. I drag him up harder, fuller against me. I take his mouth like I want to take his cock, like I want him to take me. Completely. Full of passion and purpose.

      Mack groans, and his thigh comes up to push hard against me. He rocks me now, moving me so my clit rubs through the material, and he kisses me so hard I might implode.

      My body shakes, and pleasure comes, a sharp burst that radiates everywhere. Inside, my pussy and clit throb and pulse, and the stars are everywhere as that pleasure rolls hard over me.

      “See, that’s how I know you’re a fuckin’ princess. So fucking sensitive.”

      He kisses me hard and lifts me.

      “I think I came.” I wrap about him. I want more. I want to take. I want to give. I want that again, but bigger, brighter, and longer.

      I want whatever magic Mack has.

      “Please, Sidney.” He laughs and carries me inside, keeping me wrapped around him. I hook my ankles and hold on to him.

      He bites my throat and sucks. A shaft of bright pleasure shoots through me, and I cry out.

      “That,” he says, “was nothing. Just a little taste. I want to be inside you when you really come.”

      Mack slips on a stair and stumbles.

      I giggle.

      “Laugh now, Princess, but if I break my fuckin’ neck climbing these stupid stairs, you’re not getting laid.”

      “There are other men.”

      He growls and bites my ear hard. “No other men, Sidney. Just me.”

      “If you break your neck . . .”

      We’re climbing the stairs. He has one hand around me, the other on the rail as most of the lights were off, just the lamp in the living room area.

      Mack moves and pushes me into the wall. I don’t know what step we’re on but I’m aware of a number of things. He’s very strong. He’s a big man. He’s hot, both to look at and to touch, and he’s very, very erect. My heart is practically melting and bursting at the same time.

      “Macabre little thing, aren’t you?”

      “You . . . oh . . .” He licks a path up my throat to my ear, and one hand palms my breast. “You started it.”

      “I’ll finish it too. By staying in one piece and fucking your brains right out.”

      “Yes, please . . .”

      He takes my mouth again in a thorough kiss.

      Mack lifts his head. “I don’t have a chariot, but I got a really nice bed.”

      Moving his hand from my breast, he pulls me away from the wall and climbs the remaining stairs.

      I’m about ready to scream, take me now. It’s the antithesis of what I’m like and exactly how I suddenly feel. I want to be that princess. Demanding, making him take me as any good—or bad—knight should.

      I don’t know when I cast him in that role, but it suits. Prince is wrong for him. But knight, a man who can fight and protect, a man who takes what he wants, and the thing he wants is me?

      That’s something I can get behind.

      “I think that sounds like my kind of chariot,” I say between kisses as I try and devour him.

      Mack laughs, and half untangles me. “I’m gonna make you fuckin’ fly and see stars.”

      Suddenly, I fly through the air and land with a bounce on the wide bed. In the starlight that pours into the room from the large windows, his eyes glitter as he looks down at me.

      “Sidney.”

      I can’t breathe. At all.

      “I’m having you,” he says. “Now.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      I don’t know what it is in me, but when he says that, like that, I’m flying. Every cell whispers yes and do it.

      I don’t know how we got here, and I don’t even want to question it. Not right now. Not when I’ve never been more alive, not when he looks at me like that. Not when this is more right than anything has ever been in my entire life.

      I’ve had sex.

      So why do I feel like I’m going into something new and exciting? Why do I feel like I’m about to walk through flames and come out the other side differently?

      Mack.

      Because of Mack.

      He does that to me.

      Just with a look, a touch, a word.

      My heart is wild and fluttering inside me.

      He leans over me, pulls up my Sid Vicious T-shirt, and tosses it, making short work of the lacy, serviceable bra beneath. There’s something about it that brings a glint of satisfaction to his face, even though it’s old and not overtly sexy.

      Next, Mack pulls down the yoga pants and my panties and tosses them across the room. He sits back and goes still.

      Taking me in.

      His gaze moves over me in such a way it’s like being touched, it’s like being branded. My breasts, stomach, hip, pussy. “Gorgeous, Princess.”

      Mack comes up, his hand on my thigh to spread it for him, and he kisses me like he’s got some kind of holy relic. Then, he begins a path down.

      Everywhere his mouth touches is like a burning trail of delicious fire. I shiver as he tastes one nipple and then the other, taking his time to draw them into the hot, wet heat of his mouth.

      He slips the hand on my thigh a little higher, not touching me, but close, so close. I reach for him, for his shirt, but he stops me.

      “No. Stay still. I’m on an expedition. Quit interrupting. I’m thinking there’s a fuck of a lot to discover here.” That hand moves slightly higher.

      I pull my hands back to my sides, and it’s hard. I want to touch. I want to explore, too, but his mouth, sweet Lord, his mouth. He kisses, licks, and sucks a path down over me, every caress exquisitely light and delicate. Bordering on reverence.

      Over my ribs, down to my belly, my hip, and he slides down too.

      When he reaches the apex, he spreads my other thigh, and dips down, his tongue sliding from the bottom of my pussy up to my clit and I arch up at that.

      “Oh my God.”

      “I haven’t even started.”

      Mack moves his hand to part my lower lips with his fingers, spreading me for him. And he sighs.

      “Such a pretty pussy, Princess. Sweet and hot and soft.”

      He licks me again, this time using his fingers to hold me open so he can kiss and fuck me with his mouth and tongue. Everything I am is focused on that. He’s some kind of master conductor, able to draw me out slow, to make me pant hard, to throb like my pussy is the entire orchestra.

      I’m melting, I’m needing, and he licks harder. This time sliding his thumb up to tease my clit, to rub, stroke, and coax as he nibbles my inner and outer lips sucking them into his mouth to run his tongue along them.

      I’m pure liquid, and I’m spiraling up to the skies. Then he pushes two fingers into me, and I scream. The pleasure radiates in waves. He lifts his head as he keeps the beat up inside me, the thrust and parry, the slow-quick invasion that’s driving me fucking mad.

      “Sidney, put your legs on my shoulders. I fuckin’ need to feast on your cunt.”

      I do, the shock of the word making me obey.

      Then he buries his face between my thighs, his fingers working me, along with his tongue. He pushes a finger into my ass a little, and I scream again at the invasion. I’m not vocal in bed. Not usually. But I think he’s making me exactly that. I believe this is a man I’m going to scream walls down for.

      His lips come down on my clit as he starts to thrust into me, he curls his fingers, and I’m back there, on the edge of the sea of pleasure as he sucks, licks, and devours me. Then he bites down.

      It’s a sob of a scream. A cascade of words and everything goes so white the pleasure in me crashes and expands as the orgasm takes me hard. This is nothing like before. This is huge.

      I’m just drowning, willingly in the pleasure as it rolls and engulfs in heat and a sweetness so exquisite, I’m not sure I can stand it.

      As I come down, he pulls away, and this time I reach for him, but he just discards his T-shirt and shucks his jeans and underwear.

      Another wave hits as I take him in.

      He’s pure perfection. The way the moon and starlight hit him, half in shadows, he’s sculpted, big. There’s hair on his chest that arrows down, over tattoos, to his cock.

      And that . . .

      Oh. Fuck. Oh. God. It juts out. Heavy, long, thick. I want it in my mouth. I want to learn the shape and touch the cock head. I want to wrap my fingers around him and trace those veins. I want to make him come.

      “Now I’m really gonna make you fuckin’ scream.”

      He doesn’t ask, he takes.

      Mack comes over me, pulling my thighs wide and lines his cock up.

      “I want—”

      “If you’re thinking what I’m thinking, I want too. But fuck, if you want me, then we do this now, because eating you out has me so hot that I’m not lasting much longer than a hard fuck. And actually . . .” He thrusts into me, stretching me, filling me. I’m so wet I open for him, his entry easier, I think, than it would be if I weren’t so lubricated. “It doesn’t matter if we’re thinking the same thing, because I intend to do it all with you.”

      He hits bottom.

      I’m so full. I ripple around him. I can feel him everywhere.

      When he smooths my hair back, his mouth coming to mine, tasting of me and of Mack, he kisses me soft and deep, and I take his head in my hands.

      “Hard. Mack. Fuck me hard. I want it wild and furious. We have all night.”

      “Fuck, maybe princesses are my jam after all.”

      He kisses me again. This time it’s a brutal kiss. After that . . .

      Mack pulls out and slams home. He pulls up my thighs so my ankles are on his shoulders, and fucks me so hard I’m there again. I’m so ready to come. He’s marking me, pounding into me like he’s intent on restructuring me just for him.

      A custom fit.

      It’s exhilarating to be wanted by a man like this. By him. Like this, our frantic coming together, with those powerful thrusts that hit me so deep inside, I don’t think I can get enough.

      He grips my hair so he can hold my head to look at me, and his face is pure masculine pleasure, utterly Mack.

      I’m lost in him, in his hard sex. In our wild ride. I’m so into it that my hips come up as much as they can to meet him, to get him deeper, to urge him on. I grab at him, hands clinging to his back as I try to get him to go faster, harder.

      But Mack’s in the driver’s seat and he’s got a plan. My body shakes as another orgasm hits me.

      “Good fuckin’ girl. More . . . You can give me more. I don’t want you purring, Sidney, I want you to roar.”

      He moves one hand down between us to pinch and rub my clit.

      “Mack! I can’t. Oh . . .” I come so hard that I explode, screaming, “Yes. Yes. Fuck. Yes.”

      Then he bites me hard on the throat. “I’m coming, Princess.”

      Mack lets loose and starts to slam into me, edging the orgasm that’s still pulling me apart. Then I feel him, he twitches and spurts and shudders.

      “Fuck. Oh, fuck, Sidney.” For a moment, he doesn’t move.

      He’s still hard inside me, and then he slowly eases my legs down. I expect him to pull out and leave, but he doesn’t. He rolls us so I’m on top, and he’s still buried in me. He’s still hard, and he kisses me.

      Little mindless kisses that I hold close, that are so intimate in how casually they’re given that I want to cry.

      “That,” he says, “was worth it.”

      I bury my head into his neck and play with the spattering of chest hair. “Oh, I don’t know. I think we might have to do it again. Just to be sure.”

      “Anything for my princess,” he says, and laughs. “Later it is.”

      I close my eyes and smile.

      True to his word, we do it all again later.
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        * * *

      

      It’s just dawn when I slide out of bed, gazing down at the sleeping perfection that’s Mack. I almost crawl back in and wake him by going down on him.

      But in the light of day, I don’t think I’m that adventurous or brave.

      Maybe, I think, another time.

      A delicious little thrill slips down my spine as I grab his T-shirt. I pull it on, find my case, grab a pair of panties and my toiletries and shower.

      After I pull on those panties and the shirt, I make some coffee and go and sit outside on the loveseat on the porch in one corner. I have my phone, and I figure I better check my messages.

      There’s one from Vic in my email. It’s a photo of a harassed-looking man who just realized he’d bitten off more than he could ever hope to chew from the expression on his face.

      Gran says, Your mother is on the warpath. Also, watch out for Captain Dumb Ass here. The bozo came by asking questions about you. Took his photo.

      Knowing her, she ordered him to stand there and threatened him.

      There’s a voicemail from Mom, and then something so shocking, I almost fall off my chair.

      She sent a text.

      Mom: You won’t call me back, Sidney James Novak. I’m not impressed by you or anything. Such an embarrassment. Get your tush home. Your father got that prestigious new job, so if you’re causing a scandal, there’ll be trouble. Call back.

      Scandal? Is the man in the photo to do with Mom? Or my last job? And scandal? What—

      “Problem?”

      The dark, lazy tones of Mack drag me away from the tangling thoughts.

      “No,” I say, lying. I turn and forget how to speak.

      A drop of water falls from his hair and down to his chest. He’s in boxer briefs, leaning against the side of the cabin. Plus, he’s sporting some fine morning wood.

      I can barely breathe.

      “Good. Get your ass upstairs. I have a morning routine in mind for you.”

      I almost drop my cup in my haste, and he basically chases me up there. We laugh, kiss, and strip down, I sink onto him, and we fuck in slow undulating moves, everything lazy and coming together in a build of sweet tension.

      He rolls us so he’s on top as he picks the tempo up, thrusting deep into me, making me moan. He kisses me hard, and then he comes up on his hands to watch as he thrusts, and I do too.

      It’s so impossibly erotic that I come clamping onto him in contractions that make me hiss his name out. And then he just says, “Fuck.”

      Mack comes too. That shuddery, twitching flood of his seed that’s somehow everything I want.

      He collapses on me. “You, me. Your mouth. My cock. It’s gonna fuckin’ happen. Then it’s gonna be my mouth, your cunt. Maybe both together. The old sixty-nine.” He kisses the side of my throat, my shoulder, and plays with my nipples. Everywhere he touches, life bursts into wild being. “What I’m saying is I’ve got plans, Princess.”

      I shudder with delight and post-coital lethargy.

      “Also,” he says, like we’ve been discussing this, “do you want to come to the family dinner?” He pauses. “I framed it as a question, but it was more a fuckin’ command.”

      I’m not thinking of anything but how good I feel, how the endorphins run riot.

      I’m floating. I want more. I want to bask, dive, and swim with him. I want to explore.

      I want more of him.

      So, I say, “Yes.”

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      For a guy who should be wondering when he lost his mind, for a man who invited a woman whose phone number he just realized he doesn’t have, I’m feeling fucking fine.

      For one, while I’m lying to her about her car not being ready, I did end up ordering another part, and it’s delayed. It’s a small thing, and something I don’t really need to do, and could fix without the Audi stamped part, but you know . . .

      Of course, I did invite her yesterday morning to the family dinner. Partly because I don’t want her spending too much time alone, and partly because I like being with her, and if she was staying here, she’d sure as hell be mine, no two ways about that. Some people do long distance . . .

      I clear my throat and hold out my hand. “Wrench.”

      But I invited the princess not just because I want to touch r and protect her, but because my mom’s gonna somehow find a way to run into her and this is easiest. And . . . yeah, I want her there.

      Something hits my hands and I close around plastic.

      I pull back from where I’m bent over the engine on the old Chevy and give my assistant a stern look.

      “Don’t you think, London Bridge, that Barbie might need her leg?”

      The little girl looks up at me, all wicked innocent big eyes. There’s a grease stain on her cheek, and in the back pocket of her pink jeans is a rag, just like mine. I think I’m a little cleaner, though.

      The kid’s covered in dirt, oil, grease, and . . . ketchup? It’s either that or she went on a murder spree when I wasn’t looking, and I don’t see any corpses.

      “She don’t want it.”

      “Well, okay, can’t argue with that. But Barbie’s weird leg isn’t gonna get the job done. I thought you wanted to be a mechanic.”

      “I wanna go to space. And be a princess. With the cats.”

      I probably shouldn’t have told her about the cats. She’s added pink spots to them.

      “Princesses aren’t what they’re cracked up to be.” I lean on the front of the Chevy, and London immediately does the same. But she’s wielding a naked, one-legged Barbie with an extreme haircut like old Barbie’s a weapon. Barbie is also covered in ketchup and grease. “Well, except one.”

      She drops the doll. “You know a princess?”

      “She’s real pretty too.”

      “I wanna meet a princess!”

      “Not like that, you don’t. Where did you get the ketchup?”

      She points to the Chevy’s open door, and I peer in. The owner sure does like fast food, and there are packets of the stuff falling from the open glove box.

      “They aren’t ours.”

      “They wanted me to eat them.”

      “You hungry? I mean, I can feed you something better,” I ask, giving London a look as she looks around me.

      “Princess!”

      I go still at her little voice, and I turn, skin prickling.

      There’s a princess, all right, one with smooth hair pinned back, black trousers, and a floral shirt. I’m pretty fucking sure this is armor, princess style.

      “How’d you know, London?” I ask.

      She shrugs, suddenly turning shy and burying her face in my leg.

      “London,” I say to Sidney, “is astute. Pegged your princess status immediately.”

      “Why are you holding the leg of a doll?” Sidney asks, staring at the plastic in my hand.

      I’m about to explain when I realize there’s a cool distance in her tone and stance. It’s like she’s a low-key air conditioner.

      I tug London out from her hiding place. “London, this is Sidney. Princess Sidney, Princess London.”

      The kid squeaks, apparently deciding this is the time to be shy, and she buries herself again.

      “I want to thank you for the invite, but it’s a no.”

      “No? Wait, what?” I stop. “The family thing?”

      She nods tightly. “I just came to see about my car.”

      “Oh, that’s still delayed, don’t know when.” Right now, I’m so confused that the lie is the least of my problems. “Sidney—”

      “Here.” She hands me a card, a fucking card, and it’s got her name, job title, and phone number on it. Just great. “Call me when it’s done.”

      “So, just like that?”

      Her lips press together as she glances away, and there’s hurt in her eyes. I don’t even know why. I didn’t do a thing to hurt her. I’ve been more than fucking playing by her rules.

      “Really effing nice, Sidney.”

      “We . . . Mack . . . ” Her voice breaks a little. “I’m not like you. And I-I’m not staying. You want someone as full of life as you are. You deserve someone like that.”

      “Or, you know, you,” I remark, none too happy with what’s going on. Why the sudden change?

      She shakes her head, and I can’t work out what’s happened. Things were good. We were on the same page, we had tons of sex, and when we parted, it was more than obvious neither of us was done or wanted it done. So, what the actual fuck?

      “It was a mistake.”

      “A really long mistake,” I say.

      “We don’t work, not . . . not in the long run.”

      I narrow my eyes as London’s hands grip my knee hard. “I wasn’t aware there was a long run. I wasn’t aware anything was offered and on any tables.”

      “You’re right.” The hurt in her eyes deepens.

      I breathe out. “I didn’t mean it was nothing, but you’re telling me we won’t work because you seem to think there’s this big future written out. There isn’t.”

      I’m mangling what I want to say to the point I don’t even fucking know what I want to say except we don’t need to do pressure, just ride the wave. But somehow, I get the feeling she’ll get mad at that too.

      Right now, I’m kinda limited in what I can do or say with the sponge known as London attached to me.

      “Let’s talk later.” I point at the mop head monkey space princess London.

      Sidney’s eyes get all yearning, then they harden. “Call me when it’s ready.”

      With that, she turns and walks out on stiff legs.

      My head spins as London loosens her hold.

      What the fuck just happened? It’s more than her being all cold-footed and wanting to run. It’s like someone said something and flipped a switch and turned all that lovely light in her to the offsetting.

      I didn’t help.

      With a sigh, I pick up London. Who gives me her judgmental look, the one that’s usually reserved for people who try and feed her Brussels sprouts? “She was mad at you, Uncle Mack. Were you mean? Did you do something bad?”

      Only in the right fucking ways. “Yeah, she’s mad. I think she thinks I was.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Grown-ups make no sense,” I say. “Now, come on. Let’s get your hands and face cleaned up before Daddy picks you up. Not even the space mechanics will have you like this.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s my kind of night at Norhill Brew. Low-key vibes and good conversation.

      I glance at Isaac, who’s slinging his bag over his shoulder.

      “Any time, man, you know that.”

      “My neighbor was gonna take her when Rose had to cancel for a fill-in shift at the clinic outreach in Westhead Falls,” he says. “But my neighbor had to work late.”

      I pushed him out the door to meet with us when she got home. But I know this man. He’s a great dad, so he wants to get home to his daughter. It’s funny how life took that turn for him. How lucky it can be. Isaac has done everything he can to ensure London has a great life after what happened with her mom. It’s hard to believe Isaac’s sister could give up such a sweet kid as London.

      “London’s great. Although she thinks Barbie’s leg will work just as good as a wrench.”

      He stares at me and then laughs, shaking his head. “I’m still trying to work out how she got so filthy.”

      “You should have seen her face and hands before I washed them up.”

      “Burns, I saw them after. She murdered a candy bar.”

      I shrug. “Had to give her something to make up for the indignity of the face washing.”

      “Rose would never . . .”

      “My sister’s not here.” That girl works so hard. Her dream of opening a clinic here is the reason she’s at the outreach, any chance she gets to go there, she’ll take. When she’s not working at the hospital. When she’s not hitting the books. When she’s not being superwoman.

      “She’s something, that Rose.”

      I eye him with suspicion. “What does that mean?”

      “It means Rose is something,” Isaac says, slapping me on the shoulder. “She’s gonna save lives here. That’s all. Calm your jets, Mack.”

      “Get out of here and go be with London.”

      He gives me a mock salute and leaves.

      I’m trying not to think about what the fuck happened earlier with Sidney. Maybe it’s better this way. Not sure how, but maybe it is.

      My problem right now is I’ve got her number burning a hole in my jeans pocket. A number I’m not calling.

      Lawson drops in the seat next to me and hands me a whiskey. Leland takes another seat, as do Forrest and Philip. Even with the music playing and other voices, I can hear they’re arguing over when the next fire will be.

      “Soon,” I mutter, taking a sip of my booze.

      And it will be because that storm was the last of the rain for a while and we’re heading into some hot days.

      “You good?” Lawson asks.

      I cock a brow. “Me? Couldn’t be better.”

      “Uh huh. You work out that business with your rescue?”

      “Yep. She’s staying at the cabin. And the electricity is up and running,” I say, deliberately misunderstanding him.

      “We’re twins, you know.”

      “Oh, the shock,” I say. “The horror. Oh, the humanity.”

      “You do you, Mack, but if you wanna talk . . .”

      Leland says something to Lawson getting his attention, making him laugh, and I take another swallow. I thought drinks and shooting the shit with the guys would be doctor approved, but it’s not turning into the distraction I want.

      “Mack?”

      I glance at Leland. “Yeah?”

      “Law said this guy was sniffing about. You seen him since?”

      “Once, but not yesterday or today.” I frown. “You two think there’s an issue?”

      “Not fucking sure.” Leland turns his bourbon in his hands, his tie loose. “But I just heard there’s a new CEO of Alpine.”

      “You think it’s gonna be trouble?” Lawson asks.

      Leland breathes out. “No fucking idea. It’s not a problem. At least not yet.”

      “Maybe this new person will go in another direction,” I say.

      Forrest laughs. “Ya think?”

      “After everything that’s happened . . .” Philip takes a swig of his beer.

      “I’ll look into it all,” Leland says. “I’m not taking chances. That company is like a dog with a bone, and I won’t have them coming after that land.”

      They all start discussing and arguing over it all and I tune them out, just letting the presence of close friends soothe something in me. But I’m restless like just below the surface of calm is rioting chaos and I don’t know how to fucking fix that.

      This concept of fixing is made more complicated when the door to the bar opens and Dakota and Sarah walk in along with my pinned up and armored princess. I narrow my eyes as they come over, Leland pulling his fiancée onto his lap to kiss her, and Lawson’s arm curls around Dakota’s waist.

      “Look what we found,” Lawson’s wildcat says. “Mack’s rescue.”

      Philip and Forrest clink glasses. “Mack, you never said she was so pretty,” Philip says.

      Forrest laughs. “Typical Burns. Keeps that shit to himself.”

      “I’m married to the sheriff so he says I can shoot people who annoy me,” Dakota says.

      Lawson clears his throat. “Not sure I said that, exactly. But I’ll help you bury the bodies.”

      “Now, that’s love,” says Sarah, looking at Leland with a knowing smile. “Will you do that for me?”

      “I’ll get you off all charges,” Leland mutters. “The sheriff can do the digging.”

      “Drinks?” I ask.

      I get the orders and when my princess doesn’t answer I just take off for the bar.

      “Mack?”

      She followed.

      “What do you want?” I pause. “To drink?”

      I know what I want. I want to bury myself in her. I want to breathe her sweetness in, revel in the heat of her, the smooth softness of her skin. I want to tear off her armor and unpin her. To have her fucking naked in all the ways there are.

      “I’ll get—”

      “I’ll get it. Goddamn it all, Sidney. What the actual fuck?”

      She swallows and looks stiff and uncomfortable. Jumpy. Miserable. She looks for all the world like this is the last place she wants to be.

      “I’m sorry. They came and dragged me out. It’s hard to say no.”

      “You seem to be able to say it just fuckin’ fine with me.”

      Sidney breathes out. “It’s not . . . I . . . can’t you just accept we made a mistake?”

      I slide my fingers over her cheek, and goddamn it all, she melts and leans into my touch. Goddamn it to fucking hell and back.

      “Princess, it didn’t feel like a mistake when I left you yesterday.” I come in close and speak low against her ear. “You put your hand in my pants, you begged me to finger you, to fuck you. We were kissing and ripping each other’s clothes off, and it took forever to part, and that only happened because you made me promise to fuck you as soon as I could.”

      “Mack . . .” My name’s a moan.

      I wrap an arm around her, bring it down, my hand on her hip, then her ass, pulling her up against me, right up, so the only thing that could come between us is a sheet of paper.

      “You got on your knees, you took my fuckin’ cock into your sweet, hot mouth, and you sucked. Then you stopped and said you’d fuck me with your mouth next time. So, I’m all for changing your mind. But so sudden, such a change? Something happened, and it’s not you realizing we won’t work in the fuckin’ future.”

      “Mack . . .” My name’s a broken whisper.

      I step back, letting her go. “If you don’t want me . . .” I pull out my wallet and slap money on the bar as the drinks arrive. “Whatever the lady here wants too.”

      She orders wine.

      “If you don’t want me, fine, but don’t fucking hide or lie about it. But I’m not here for bullshit, Sidney. I’m not a bullshitter. Never have been, never will be.”

      “Mack . . .” My name is a strangled sound.

      “But, Princess, as far as I’m concerned, you have everything I want, everything I might need. I tried to say we don’t need a date or a plan or anything. Just let it happen. But not with games. Not with you hiding. Have a good night, Sidney.”

      I pick up the drinks for the two ladies, and I stalk through the people in the bar and set them down.

      “Heading home,” I say.

      Then I turn and walk out the fucking door without even a glimpse back.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      I’m still at the bar, waiting for my drink when he leaves.

      There’s no need to look back. I know. It’s like something in me snuffs out, like things go dark and heavy.

      Vic said not to answer my phone, but I did because I’m weak and my mother got into my head. She told me how stupid, how selfish I am. When I mentioned a man, she lost it, pointing out whoever it is won’t be into someone like me. That I need her to set up a suitable arrangement.

      My pinot grigio arrives, and I thank the bartender, not sure what to do.

      Mack’s gone, and I’m an idiot.

      I’m more than aware of my age and how stupid I’m being. I’m more than aware of my mother’s heavy-handed manipulations.

      They shouldn’t get to me. I know that. But the delicate webs of sparking life that’s Mack, that he sets alight in me are new and they could give at any moment.

      I’m scared. Of letting myself fall so deep into that bliss of the two of us together, of how he made the world contract down into both of us, falling so far down that I can never get out.

      All the what-ifs and doubts came rushing in after he left, somewhere around dinner time. He didn’t call, even though I couldn’t remember if he had my number or not. Then with my mother . . .

      She knows how to pull strings, to press all the buttons. So, I decided to step back.

      And Mack . . . Mack can tear it all down in seconds flat.

      He also walked out.

      Something I can’t blame him for.

      “There you are.” Sarah smiles at me and tucks her hand under my arm. “Mack left. But come and join us.”

      “I . . .” I sigh. “He’s mad.”

      “He’s a man. Tell me to fuck off if I’m crossing lines, but he’s also a good one, and by the way he’s acting, I’m thinking there’s something between the two of you.” She takes a sip from the drink in her other hand.

      “There might have been . . .”

      “I knew it.” Her smile morphs into a grin, then it fades. “Mack’s a big flirt, he’s easy to talk to and women love him.”

      My heart constricts at her words, though I know they’re all true. But it’s like she’s pointing out there’s no me and Mack.

      “But in the short time I’ve been here, the thing with him I’ve seen is he’s big-hearted, honest, and rough around the edges in the right way. He could be anything or do anything. He went to college, has a business degree—Dakota told me that’s what Lawson said—but he chooses to be here, do what he wants to do, which is work in the town, fixing cars, being a volunteer firefighter, using his hands and his mind.”

      “Like that fisherman story? The one who fished enough to live, worked hard, became huge and made so much money and then retired to fish enough to live because he liked that? You’re saying that’s Mack?” I ask.

      She squeezes my arm. “I’m saying Mack does what he chooses to do, what makes him happy. He could fuck about any day he wanted. He could have dozens of girlfriends. He doesn’t do that because he doesn’t want to. But he seems to have chosen you. Because that’s what he sees as making him happy.”

      “But he’s wrong. I’m messed up, my . . .”

      She releases my arm and motions for me to drink my drink. She orders two more—bourbon, by the looks of it—and presses one into my hand.

      “Is this why he asked me not to say anything if someone asks?”

      “Sort of. My family.”

      I want to say more to her. Like tell her about what I saw, how it worries at me, how there’s no one to ask about who this man who came to town is. Because Gran won’t know and will probably get arrested or worse trying to find out. And my mother? If she hired him, then she knows where I am, and if she didn’t? Scandal.

      I’m too old to let parental strangleholds affect me and yet . . .

      “Dakota can tell you a thing or two about families,” she mutters. “I’m not going to push, but I’m here, Dakota’s here, we have a sheriff and a lawyer we know really well. And there’s Mack. You can talk to him. He’s solid. Real. Someone you can trust, and I think you know it.”

      With that, she turns and leads me back to the table.

      Feeling like I most definitely don’t belong but wishing I did, I follow.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a good evening, and I know it would be better if Mack was here. The two women are great—they shut down any teasing questions thrown my way about it, just like they shut down questions to do with my life outside of the fact I work for myself and am passing through.

      Vic would love them both and be best buddies with them in seconds. Vic would also flirt her socks off with the men and have a grand time.

      These guys are something. All insanely hot, fit, and tall. And Sarah and Dakota are something else again. Amazing women I want as friends.

      It should be disconcerting to have a man who looks exactly like Mack in my line of vision, but while Mack makes my heartbeat fast and pulse jump about, Lawson doesn’t. I see the differences too. Mack’s laid back and likes to give the impression life’s a big joke for him to roll around in. Lawson’s reserved, watching.

      I’m sure he’s funny too. I hear it in the banter. But they’re different beasts, he and his twin. Mack lights up everything, and his running commentary makes things brighter.

      Oh shit. I miss him in a physical way.

      I want him, not a man who resembles him, but the thing that makes Mack Mack. The thing I see. The thing that separates him from the rest. The thing that says everything about him. His alpha personality that’s mixed with a sense of humor I enjoy.

      They’re talking Alpine Energy now, about how things are seemingly quiet, and from what I pieced together, this company tried to steal Dakota’s land, and everyone here stepped up.

      I’m beginning to think this is a very special town.

      And these are very special people.

      Others notice. Men check out Dakota and Sarah, and women try to get the attention of the two men who aren’t with someone.

      I think it’s about then I realize I’m a little tipsy. I stand, wanting to go home.

      Lawson takes my arm. “You aren’t driving.”

      “Christine isn’t here, so—”

      “Christine?” I can see his mind work, and then he laughs. “Do not fucking tell me Mack gave you that possessed truck of his.”

      “If that’s Christine, yes.”

      “Ya know, it’s not possessed, just hard to drive and ornery as fuck. Mack calls it possessed.” He considers me. “Who called it Christine?”

      “Me.”

      His eyes narrow a little. “Please tell me my little brother’s met his match. I’m beginning to see you two are made for each other.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “I think—”

      “This isn’t an interrogation, big man,” Dakota says, dumping herself on his lap and winding her arms around his neck.

      He kisses her. “Yeah, Wildcat, it is. Don’t you think she’s perfect for Mack?”

      “You’re off duty and have been drinking. Leave the girl alone.” She flicks her glance at me. “We can drop you off, or Forrest or—”

      “We got her,” says Leland.

      The other two make their goodbyes, and I know I need to go. I know I don’t want to because his place by the lake has a lot of brand-new memories.

      “I’ll be all right.”

      Now, Forrest and Philip join us. “We’re having one more, but mine’s Coke,” Forrest says, “so I can take you to Mack’s cabin. If you want to join us?”

      “I might,” I say. I’ve definitely had enough to drink, but I want more to forget all my sudden woes.

      “Here.” Leland hands me a piece of paper and a key. “I live right nearby, and we’ve got a spare room. It’s in through the front and to the right. I’ll leave the lights on so you can see.”

      I’ve no intentions of crashing new love like that, but I slip the key into my bag.

      Sarah hesitates before they go. Then she hands me a piece of paper too. “Mack’s address, it’s close to Danny’s. If . . . if you wanted to talk to him.”

      My cheeks burn.

      When they’re gone, the two guys insist on playing pool, and I smile. “Me? But I’m not good at it.”

      We’re at the pool table. Philip grins. “That’s okay, we can teach you.”

      “Well,” I say, stealing his whiskey, “we could bet on who wins.”

      “Not fair. That’s taking candy from the innocent babe.” Forrest chooses a cue and hands it to me.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I say. “I’ll bet ten bucks, and you two can both bet twenty each.”

      “We’ll do fifty,” says Philip, “If we’re going to rob you.”

      “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “We got taken by a damn girl pool shark,” Forrest says, sprawling in his seat. “You have to show me that move.”

      “And how the fuck did you get so good? Mack says you’re kinda sheltered.”

      I give Philip a hard look. That’s code for him calling me a princess. “College.”

      I stopped because what was fun at twenty-one—going to see bands with your musician boyfriend, or seeing bands he was in, and then playing pool as a way to keep people at arm’s length—stopped being fun at twenty-two.

      Philip grins. “You could have gone legit.”

      “I wanted the Cool Hand Luke vibe.” I pause. “Wait. Do I mean The Hustler?”

      “The last one,” Forrest says with a laugh. “Oh, man, have you beat Mack yet?”

      “No, I haven’t played him.”

      Philip drags his chair closer and hands me my drink from the round Forrest bought. “We’ll double the bet if you play him and don’t tell him you’re good.”

      “He’ll lose it.” Forrest snickers. “He thinks he’s the best here.”

      Philip looks at me. “Actually, something tells me he’ll be just fine with it. So, we got a deal?”

      I’m not planning to play pool with Mack. I’m not planning on anything but getting my car back. But I find myself saying, “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      They insist on walking me up to where Leland lives, and I wave them off. I don’t want to encroach on the two lovebirds, but it’s getting late, and I’m not tired.

      As soon as the two big men are gone, I decide to go for a walk. This isn’t New York, and I’m safe there, walking around. This should be safer than anything.

      And it’s not like I’m alone. A couple of people are on walks, one or two walk their dogs. I see a teenager skulking the way teens do. He looks a little forlorn, like he wants to cause trouble, but there isn’t any.

      The town’s beautiful with its wide streets, the backdrop of hills and mountains and not even the very occasional very faint whiff of stale smoke can ruin that.

      I pull my phone out. It’s eleven p.m., and I should head back soon.

      A shiver runs through me. This nomadic existence isn’t for me. I’m not a couch surfer. I’m not a pool shark. I’m not anything other than someone who has their own little business, a carefully built savings, and a small inheritance that came from Vic. It was hers, and she added to it for me, and she said she wanted me to have it now and not when she was dead and gone.

      A car rumbles down the street, bringing home the quietness of the town. In the houses I pass light spills out, and the main street is pretty at night with the lit up empty shops and businesses.

      And Mack . . . he’s home. He just ran off, didn’t give me a chance—if I wanted one—to explain.

      Maybe it’s the alcohol, but I’m getting mad. He should have fought. He should have just . . . I don’t know, not accepted what I said.

      I stop in the middle of the pavement.

      I want him to see I’m worth it. To fight for me. I’m not even sure what that means or what I want, but the whiskey and bourbon in me sure do.

      Dragging the piece of paper out of my bag, I look at the address. I pull out my phone and use the directions app. I’m almost on top of his place.

      So, shoving everything back into my bag I march off, high on drunkenness and bad ideas.

      When I get there, I storm up the steps and ring his bell.

      It’s a little house, that’s set above a huge garage. Because it’s Mack, gotta have his own garage.

      The door opens, and he looks at me, making me want to suddenly turn and run, making me want to fight. He crosses his arms. “I didn’t know princesses made fuckin’ house calls.”

      “I want answers.”

      “About what?”

      “Why you stormed out?”

      He sighs and leans against the door jamb. He looks good enough to eat, so good my knees wobble. “I didn’t storm out on anything. I walked. Because we were done.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “Yes. Because I don’t play these games. You know it. I told you. We both said what we said.”

      The anger rises in me, and irrational. I wanted this, and now I don’t. “You were meant to fight.”

      “Games.”

      “I think,” I say as nobly as I can, suddenly feeling like an idiot, “that I should go.”

      Something softens in his eyes, though he doesn’t smile. He catches my hand, holding me there. “Or . . .”

      “Or what?” I ask.

      “Or admit it. You didn’t come to my place to demand answers. You came here for me.”

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      She stares at me and my heart’s beating fast. Color is high in her cheeks and from her eyes, Sidney’s had maybe one too many.

      But she’s not slurring or swaying. It’s just that she’s here and who the fuck gave her my address? I’m not sure if I want to kiss them or kick their ass.

      Because temptation is so fucking high and resolve rock bottom. My princess looks like a gift from the gods I want to unpack.

      I don’t move. The hot, dry air holds an undercurrent of a different heat, one that comes from touching her, from being so close to her.

      If Sidney had come here stone-cold sober it would be different. It would mean—actually I don’t know what the fuck it would mean. She wants me, we both know that. Wanting me isn’t the issue, her taking a step of her own volition is.

      I don’t know where that step’s gonna lead, but I do know with what she’s said about her mother that Sidney’s gotta take it.

      “Yes,” she says, shocking me, “I did.”

      I’m not shocked I’m right. I’m fucking shocked she’s admitting it.

      “What am I gonna do with you, Princess?” I ask softly.

      She looks away. “I should go. Sarah and Leland gave me a key—”

      “So that’s how you got my address.” Across the street a curtain twitches and no doubt this is going to be some kind of wild orgy according to the Norhill gossip mill by morning. “And you’re not going anywhere.”

      Before she can respond, I tug her into my arms and kiss her softly.

      “I’m not?”

      “Those space cats got themselves pink spots so who knows what they can do now. Besides, it’s late and you’ve been drinking.”

      Her eyes narrow and she smacks my chest, clutching at my T-shirt. It might be the one she put on the other day that I pulled off her to fuck her skin on skin. Though, now I’m thinking it, I’m liking the idea of her naked and me mostly dressed. The slight power play of that.

      I like the idea of her any which way.

      “I’m not drunk.”

      Laughing, I keep her in my arms and pull her in, closing the door and pushing her up against it. Fuck, I’m getting hard. But I push that away.

      If she’s gonna be drunk or part of the way there, I want it to be when I’m on that journey with her, not me sober and taking her when she’s doing some booze-fueled bravery thing.

      “Yeah, you are, Princess. Just enough. C’mon.”

      She looks at me with melting eyes as I step back, and that look catches me behind the heart.

      “I want you, I told you that,” I say, “but we can talk tomorrow, okay?”

      “Because I pushed you away earlier?”

      “Yes. No. All of the above. Fuck, Sidney, you know I want you, but I’m not taking advantage of you.”

      “You’re not. I was scared, am scared. You’re nothing like I’ve met, like no one I’ve ever been with. You’re so much more. And after my mother’s message . . .”

      Cartoon light bulbs pop into life in my head. Things fall into place, but I don’t say anything about it. I’ll ask her tomorrow, after she’s slept it off.

      “I think there’s a compliment in there,” I say, half smiling. “I’ll set you up in my room, get you a change of clothes.”

      I lead her down the hall to my room, where I’d been reading.

      “Did you hear me, Mack?”

      Nodding, I cross to my closet, pull out a shirt and a pair of work out shorts, and hand them to her. “I’ll get you some water.”

      I don’t give her a chance to respond, just head to the kitchen and grab the jug of water I keep in there. Flipping it open, I pour a large glass for her.

      Then I lean on the counter.

      Breathe in.

      Of course, it was a compliment more than she even knows because it was completely terrible. She managed to insult me while doing it and that means everything. More than it should.

      Because it was honest and heartfelt, and something that shines.

      She’s fucking mine, I think. At least she is while she’s here, and when she goes, when I deem it safe for her to do so, I guess we’ll see where we’re at.

      Maybe it’ll have burned out or maybe it will be hotter than before. Maybe it will work or not. I don’t fucking know. I’m just living through it, seeing what happens. If she could let go of her fears and pry off her mother’s fingers as well as the layers of doubt that have been ingrained into her, she’d allow herself to fly.

      I think she’s already spectacular.

      What the fuck is she going to be if she does that?

      Unstoppable.

      Right, I’m ready to go leave the water for her. Maybe she’s fallen asleep. If the gods are smiling, then she will have, and I can take the sofa or guestroom and try to ignore my blue fucking balls.

      Righteousness sucks.

      I straighten, turn, and I almost drop the glass. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.”

      “It’s early, Mack, and you have a magazine on vintage cars. Not exactly prime reading material for me.”

      “Go to bed, Princess.”

      But she comes up. “See, I had enough to drink to give myself the courage to get here, to see you. And I’m not drunk. Maybe a little tipsy . . .” She holds her thumb and finger about an inch apart. “But in complete control. It’s just giving me the courage to be brave and take a chance, so . . .”

      She comes up to me. My shirt and shorts look good on her, and her nipples are tight and poking at the old cotton. I raise my gaze from her tits. Sidney looks at me like she wants to eat me. Or have me eat her.

      Which is the entirely wrong phrasing, right there. Or maybe it’s right. And I want to devour her. I definitely want to eat her and defile her in all the ways.

      “Go to bed, Sidney.”

      She swallows and slides off the shorts, stepping out of them. “No.”

      Oh. Fuck.

      I can’t move.

      Sidney takes another step closer. Then another and she pulls the shirt off.

      She’s standing in my kitchen, fucking buck naked, the precise wet dream I was thinking of earlier.

      I don’t move.

      I know what I want to do.

      Sweep her up and take what’s on offer, but something makes me stand there. Instinct. Because she needs to do this.

      My noble plans of not doing anything because she’s had some drinks is long gone. I want her. Desperately. But she needs to touch me. She needs to start it.

      My fucking prick is telling me she’s started it, and my brain’s starting to get behind that but my heart . . . that stupid soft thing which makes me pay more for a wreck of a car, drive into the flames for princesses, do anything and everything for family and friends . . . it’s telling me no. It’s whispering wait.

      Because she might be naked, but she needs to take this all the way. For her own self-esteem, for her soul.

      She better hurry up, or my cock just might win.

      Sidney steps closer to me and, with a shaking hand, she plucks the glass from my hand and sets it down farther along the counter. Past me. So, she has to bend forward, brush her body against mine.

      I hiss in a breath, and though I can’t see her face, I know there’s a shaky smile in there somewhere.

      She shifts closer to me and looks up, and there, as our gazes clash, those summer forest hazel eyes hold that tiny smile. My princess puts her hand on the edge of my jeans and pushes her hand up under my T-shirt, laying it flat against me.

      I feel that touch everywhere, the base of my spine, my stomach, balls, cock, a heat that beats in my veins, making things tighten, spark.

      Then she brings up her other hand, and without breaking contact, she unbuttons my jeans and pulls out my cock.

      Sidney starts to her knees, but I haul her up in my arms as she releases me. I kiss her hard and deep, tongue thrusting against hers as she gives back, a desperate, carnal edged kiss that tastes a little of whiskey or bourbon, and that sweetness of her, and she moans.

      I’ve amended my plan. She’s not going to blow me, as much as I want her to. I want her utterly sober for when she fucks me with her mouth. When I take her so fucking deep, I hit the back of her throat. When I come in her mouth, and she swallows.

      I’m just going to fuck her. She made the move. She’s trying to get back down to take me in her mouth.

      “I’ll come so fuckin’ hard down your throat,” I say. It’s meant to be crude. It’s the truth. It’s a warning.

      I think I turn her on because she moans again. “Mack, I stripped for you. What more do you want?”

      “Your legs open and your cunt taking my cock deep, Princess. I want that.” I grab her by the waist and spread those thighs.

      She’s wet, her moisture glistens on her upper thighs, on the lips of her pussy. She’s fucking glorious. The hottest, prettiest, tightest cunt I’ve ever seen or experienced.

      Sidney reaches for me, but I thrust two fingers into her, pushing her back on the counter so she’s laid out before me.

      “Oh, that feels good. More. Please. More. What’s wrong with me?”

      I curl my fingers to rub on her G-spot as I finger her. She starts to shake and shudder. That tight, wet hole almost sucking at my fingers.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you.” I work my cock with my other hand because I need to fuck her. “You’re pretty fuckin’ perfect.”

      She starts sitting up as I pull free, just as I know she’s almost there, on the edge of coming. “Mack.” Her eyes are slightly glazed as I lean down and suck and bite a nipple, and then the other.

      I step back, working my cock so she can see, and her eyes are locked on it. Her breath comes in little panting sounds, and she licks her lips.

      “I meant—”

      “I know what you fuckin’ meant, Princess.” Yeah, if I keep doing this, it’s done before we begin. I pull her to the edge, line up, and without preamble, I thrust deep and hard into her.

      She gives a moaning scream and convulses on me. I rub her clit, and she comes hard around me, her cunt squeezing down on me, the pulses of the contractions almost too much.

      But as much as my cock is on that edge of pure pleasure and the pain of not coming, I hold back.

      I take her hips and keeping her where she is, I begin to hammer her. It’s not a gentle fuck. This is a brutal, hard mating. She’s sitting up on her elbows, her hands clenched, eyes fevered as she watches me piston into her. Watches how her pussy stretches around me.

      It’s the hottest fucking thing. Hotter than at the cabin.

      That was in the dark.

      The lights are on.

      Everything is on display.

      “More, Mack. More. Harder. Oh, please, harder. Ruin me.”

      “I’m gonna fuckin’ destroy you. Own you, make your cunt perfect for me only.”

      The dirty words keep coming, and I keep pounding into her, and she gives back as good as I give.

      The pleasure is at bursting point, and my balls draw up. I know I’m gonna fuckin’ come, and she’s close again, so I touch her clit.

      “Too much, Mack, I can’t.”

      “You fuckin’ can. You’re a princess, Princess.” I begin to pinch, squeeze, and stroke, a harsher beat than I’d usually do but we’re both so wound up and she responds like a wild thing when I do it. She starts to beg me for more, but I just keep the hard thrusts, and the pace on her clit the same.

      Then my entire body seems to curl in, I explode, and her cunt clenches so hard. I come when she does, and Sidney screams.

      When I’m done, I try and feel bad I went here, but I don’t. Instead, I’m in her, feeling like a fucking god fully dressed.

      I gather her up and pull her around me, kissing her.

      “I . . . I can’t move . . . but that . . . that was more than worth it.”

      “Fuck, yeah, it was. And Sidney?”

      “Yes?”

      “I can move for both of us. I got you.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s much later and we’ve had sex again, both of us naked. A slow, languid coming together, a tangle of limbs and kisses that go from soft to hot to deep. And now, she’s in my arms, and I don’t know if this is another moment out of time or if she’s gonna go cold armored princess again or what.

      But I don’t think it’ll be that. I think she’s fighting whatever this is because it’s tangled up in her demons and shortcomings. Or I should say, what she sees as shortcomings.

      I think apart from her obstinance and deciding to get all secretive and lock her doors, she’s pretty much perfect.

      “Mack?”

      “Yeah, Princess?”

      She shifts in my arms, so I’m spooning her, and she takes my hand and holds it. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “Doing what you accused. And then I was miserable after you left. Then I had some drinks and decided I was mad, so I came here. I told myself to yell at you for walking off, but really, I think I wanted to see you. I wanted this.”

      I kiss the top of her head. Her hair smells sweet and clean, that pretty Sidney scent.

      “It’s okay. Just don’t do it again. Talk to me. And Sidney? We should talk.”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “That call I got, I never told you about, but they asked about you, as did rat man. This is more than your family, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she says, voice tight.

      I breathe out. “You’re pissing me off.”

      “I should go.”

      “Fuck, Princess, we just talked about that. Use your fucking words, not coward feet. And where the hell are you going?”

      She groans. “Maybe it’s what I do. Run. But . . .” She takes a breath.

      I stay quiet because I think she wants to say something, and it’s hard, real hard.

      “I might have accidentally stepped on toes before I left.”

      I mull that over. It could be anything or nothing. “What toes?”

      “It’s not why I left. I needed to get away, that’s all.”

      I pull her closer. “What toes?”

      “Toes.”

      She’s downplaying whatever it is. But hardball doesn’t work with her, so to get more I’m gonna have to play it loose, sweet, pretend to accept what she thinks is finality of that word when it’s nothing at fucking all.

      “Well, if you go about stepping on toes, Sidney, good thing you got me.”

      “I don’t need you to do anything.”

      She might say that, but she does. I’m going to find a way to get all the information I need. But I don’t say that.

      “I’ll be your knight, okay?”

      I will be that, not just to keep her safe, but because I don’t want her to go.

      Sidney laughs. “I’m only passing through.”

      I don’t say a thing.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      The lake soothes something in me. Not something that’s surface or even tangible, but almost like a part of my soul needed it.

      Whatever it is.

      I’ve been in Norhill Tops just over a week, and in that time, I’ve found myself wondering how it would be to live here in a small town. The place I bought is meant to be what it is; isolated, near a town and a city where I can reach within a few hours, where I can get to an airport to go anywhere I might want.

      This is different.

      A small town like Norhill Tops is networks and family and friends. It’s small, yes, but huge in the way that people interact. And in this modern world, I can sit here by the lake and work.

      Of course, I’ve been working on the jobs I had set up to start at my new home. And after that . . . nothing. I didn’t want to put out feelers for work until I got there, but maybe I need to do that now, because I’m here for a while longer.

      I close my eyes. The night before, I turned up at Mack’s a little tipsy and now . . .

      I don’t even know what it is we’re doing. What did he say this morning when he dropped me off here? It’s a day-by-day thing, and soon enough, my car will be fixed and I can be on my way.

      The bland way he said that didn’t match the glint in his eye, and my equally bland response certainly doesn’t express the growing pull to him that’s in me.

      This morning he never asked again about what I shut down after we had no-holds barred hot sex in his kitchen and then slow, insane, intimate sex in his bed. That has to be a win, right?

      Both the sex and the no more questions.

      I shift my computer on my lap and tuck my feet under me on the loveseat, the glass of wine I poured sometime after lunch as a reward for getting work done only half drunk.

      The sex is . . . I don’t even know what it is. I’ve never had anything like that in my life. Even now, I can feel him, his hot mouth on me, the slow, dreamy kisses that make my toes curl and my body throb. I can feel his fingers as he pushes them into me. I can—

      I stop, breathing hard.

      It’s sex. It isn’t real, not beyond physical pleasure.

      Sure, he claimed he’d be a knight for me, something I’d fantasized about him being, but I don’t need that in the real world.

      He’s a man who takes control. He’s alpha and comfortable with it. He’ll wear a frilly apron and banter with a little kid. He can melt a woman at fifty paces, and he’ll throw down a man if he dares treat that woman wrong.

      He controls. Protects.

      And that’s fine.

      But for me?

      Isn’t that me switching out one cage for a prettier more seductive one? A cage is just that, a cage.

      To be locked into and protected for my own good. With my parents, it’s so I don’t embarrass them, and I finally make a match they deem perfect for me. I know it’s beyond them wanting to look good, they want to protect me too. But they want a husband for me of good standing who’ll keep me secure in money and trappings.

      Mack wants to protect me and keep me safe because . . . because he thinks I can’t do that? He thinks because he seems to have guessed there might be something else that I need my own personal hero?

      But this is all moot.

      I need to get my car working, and I need to get to my new home, so I can get back to work on the software and start taking on and seeking out the jobs I want to do. I need space and time for that.

      I look at the jobs I’ve had on my computer for the past hour. They’re doable, and if I take them, it’s money. But money per se isn’t my issue. Cash is if we want to get down to that side of it.

      My issue here is I don’t want to take scraps. I don’t want to get by on small amounts because I have money in my account. It doesn’t mean I’m not going to take tiny jobs for less than my fee, but I need to establish. Showcase what I can really do, and how, when my software is ready, it can benefit others.

      I want to seek out the work that builds my portfolio into something special.

      But to do that, I need to have jobs coming in to show I’m working.

      Round and round it all goes.

      I rub a hand over my eyes, trying to ease the growing band of tension because there are other problems. Like, yes, I need my home base for all the reasons I’m listing, but I need it as a buffer from my parents. In my head, it’s headquarters for business. It’s a place that says in control.

      I’m losing my mind on many levels.

      I’m almost thirty, what does it matter?

      It does, and I hate that.

      My phone buzzes next to me but I ignore it. Probably Mom. I spoke to Vic this morning, who has zeroed in on there being something here—man shaped, she says—that has changed me. I denied it, but she pounced on the name Mack, so I had to admit there might be a man here I might like.

      As for the other trouble? They must know I didn’t talk to anyone. If they know. The further I am from it all, the more doubts about everything creep in.

      I’m stuck. In a town I never meant to be in, waiting for a part for my car. Which seems to be endlessly delayed.

      Small town problems, I guess.

      The rumble of a truck drags me from my thoughts, and I can’t control the smile on my face.

      It could be anyone. The beauty of being here at the cabin is that I can hear a car approaching for ages, and I can’t possibly know who it is driving up. It could be anyone.

      But I know it’s not.

      I close my computer and get up, coming down the step to the ground as Mack’s truck pulls up.

      Seriously, my mouth waters as he gets out.

      He’s in boots, jeans, and a T-shirt that has a small black handprint on it that I’m pretty sure came from London. And he’s wearing sunglasses.

      Mack is lean and broad, tattooed and muscled and with his close beard he’s just pure fantasy. I squeeze my thighs because I know how that beard feels when he’s between my legs. He’s not above using the bristles to bring home what he’s doing.

      He looks at me from behind the glasses, and a slow smile appears. It’s a smile edged in wicked and knowing and I find it hard to breathe.

      “Princess.”

      “Hi, Mack.”

      You’d think I hadn’t seen him in weeks. You’d think this is something like young love for the breathiness in my voice—the hard, slow pull in my chest.

      “You’re a pain in the ass to call.”

      He walks up to me, right up, and looks down, the darkness of the lenses hiding his beautiful eyes.

      It gives him a deeper erotic edge. With the glint of the sun on his hair bringing dark fire to it, the scent of a motor surrounding him, and that Mack aroma I dream about he’s enough to fuel every sweet and perverted fantasy in my head.

      “I am.”

      “Yeah. But I’m here now.”

      “So you are.”

      All those thoughts earlier are swept away by the presence of him. I need him. Now. My heart is beating fast, and I didn’t know my personal little engine could go from idle to break all the records Formula One style in moments.

      Now, I’m thinking in car analogies? What is wrong with me?

      When he’s close, I go wild. It’s like he’s all flame that feeds life and courage into my veins, mainline-style.

      He brushes his fingers over my cheek and leans in to kiss me. Suddenly, I know what I want to do.

      I don’t think, I just drop my hand to the top button on his jeans and undo it.

      He cocks a brow. “Like that, is it?”

      “Out here? Sun beating down, temperature high?” I offer him a smile that might be a little shaky because I’ve never had the courage to do something like this before in my life. I’ve never had the urge, either, but right now, I have the urge—a need—and the courage.

      “Yeah,” he says, a hint of smug in his tone as he tugs at my tank top.

      But I lower the zipper of his jeans and reach into his underwear.

      “Yes.” He’s hot, hard, and silk. I begin to stroke him.

      “Princess, get here, now.”

      “No.”

      I drop to my knees and pull him free. I’ve seen his cock up close before, but every time, it’s a kick to the libido. He’s thick, the perfect broadness to that mushroom head, the veins that throb along the length.

      I take him in my mouth.

      He’s so big I have to stretch to fit him, but I work him in, all the way down.

      Mack is perfectly still. One hand on my head, not moving, and I think he is about to pull me back up when I take him into my mouth.

      All he does is breathe.

      Uneven. Ragged.

      He’s vibrating.

      Like he’s holding himself in, holding back from going crazy.

      He’s made me lose my shit when he’s gone down on me. I want him to lose his now.

      So, I start to move, holding him at the base, caressing his balls with my other hand. I work him all the way down and then all the way up. Licking, sucking over and over again.

      I start to gag as I take him so far, he hits the back of my throat, but while it’s uncomfortable, there’s something hot about it too. I’m turned-on.

      I do it again, saliva pooling, and it aids the glide.

      He hisses a breath, and then his hand curls in my hair, dragging me off him, and that saliva links us in a glistening thread. He pulls my head up so we’re looking at each other.

      Mack whips the sunglasses off.

      “Fuck me, you look hot, Princess. On your knees, my cock covered in you, and your cheeks red, tears glistening. But I gotta ask. I gotta be a fuckin’ good guy right now. You want this? Really want this?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m really close to just letting loose and fucking your skull, using your mouth like your cunt. I need you to get that. Because I’m gonna let you do what you want, set your pace, but if I lose it, that’s what’s gonna happen. So, if I’m buried in your throat and you change your mind, push me as hard as you can.”

      I stare at him. “Is this some kind of fucked up PSA?”

      Mack chuckles slightly. “I guess. It’s just this is down and filthy shit right here, and I’m not ashamed to say I’ve jacked off about the scenario of you on your knees, my cock in your mouth and fucking you real hard. And you wanting it. But don’t do it if it’s just for me.”

      I give his balls a deliberate squeeze. “Just because you call me Princess doesn’t mean I’ve only had missionary sex through a hole in the sheet.” I realize how that sounds, and my cheeks burn. “I haven’t done that, but—”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “I’m not giving you my sexual history, but no, I haven’t done this to this extent of mauling a man in broad daylight with the express purposes of getting him to come in my mouth. And yes, I’ve fantasized about doing this to you.” I pause, the hard dirt’s beginning to hurt my knees. “Maybe not in the sun.”

      He doesn’t respond and shame starts to creep through me.

      “You know what, Mack? Forget it.” I start to get up.

      But his hand tightens in my hair, and he keeps me there. “Did I say you could get up?”

      “Mack—”

      “I want you to do this. Fuck, do I want it. But I needed to check. So, get back to work.”

      The shock of his words does weird things to me. I should get up and stalk off. The humiliation should be more than complete. But I want him more. It’s a burn in my blood.

      So, I take him back in my mouth, working him all the way in and out, back and forth.

      He lets me try what I want. Set the pace. The vibration in him grows, and his breathing gets harsher, his hand still in my hair but not guiding me, not yet. His balls get tight, and he pushes out. “Fuck, yes, Sidney. Fuck. Harder. Suck harder. Deeper.”

      Then his hand tightens, and he suddenly takes over, one hand on my face, the other jerking my head onto him as he starts to thrust deep. He holds me there, his cock hard in my throat, and I can’t breathe. I gag on him, and he pulls out a little and then just starts to hammer in.

      “Oh, fuck, yes. When you gag, it’s like you’re fucking coming on me.”

      But he lets up on that, instead, he just hammers in, long, deep thrusts until I’m grabbing at him, trying to get him as deep as possible.

      “I’m gonna come.”

      He starts to pull out, but I pull him in and hold him.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.”

      The litany of his words falls on me like it’s poetry. His cock seems to get bigger, and then he thrusts, and it pulses and twitches. The hot cum hits the back of my throat, and I swallow.

      When he’s done, he eases himself from me and tucks his cock away. Then pulls me up into his arms and kisses me sweet and deep, his tongue dancing with mine. Finally, he ends the kiss, and his breath fans my fevered cheek.

      “Sidney. That . . . you might have ruined me. Now, let’s get inside. I think we need a shower, and maybe I can show you some gratitude in there.”

      When he says that, a low, excited throb resounds through me. I’m on a precipice, and I need him to make me fly. I’m so close, and I didn’t realize it.

      All I can think about is how good going down on him was and how much I want to do it again.

      I wind my arms around his neck. His grin is everything, and it lights up his dark eyes.

      “And then?” I whisper. There are so many things we can do when he’s recovered. We might need a second shower. And a third . . .

      “And then we’re getting dressed and going to my family’s house for dinner.”
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      Mack

      “So, you brought her, huh?”

      I lean back in my chair, boots on the railing as I take in the family chaos in Mom and Dad’s backyard as I mull Lawson’s words.

      It’s pretty fucking obvious I did, but that’s not what he’s asking.

      Rose is there, drawn, pale, and looking happy—as happy as anyone can be with the grueling hours and travel she does for her job and study. Mom is looking at Sidney like she’s the latest precious gift she’s received. Dad’s manning a barbecue grill and taking pointers from his brother with what I can only call squashed-down suffering.

      There are kids running about, my aunt, and little London hanging off Rose, and still seemingly shy with Sidney.

      Isaac’s on call, so we have her. Which is a good deal. My little fucking assistant is filthy again, but this time it’s not on me.

      I take a swallow of the stout. “What of it?”

      “She’s pretty. Nice. But reserved. You find out her story, Mack?”

      I glance at my twin. “Some.”

      He nods, and sips at his lager. He’s not on duty, or he wouldn’t be drinking, but he’s ready for something as it’s the weekend and summer. Who the fuck knows what out-of-towners might do. Or people from here.

      The temperature’s rising, and the sky is cloudless.

      I’m trying not to think of what happened back at the cabin. When she swallowed me down, when I lost it and took over. Then in the shower when I ate her out, making her come three times, when I fucked her from behind in there.

      Nope, not letting myself think of that at fucking all.

      “Look, the princess—” I ignore his cocked brow “—has some family shit.”

      “C’mon, Mack. I know you, and you think there’s something else. I also know you’re sleeping with her, and sometimes that isn’t gonna solve anything.”

      “Solves a few things.”

      He laughs softly. “You know what I mean.”

      “She’s passing through.”

      “Why is . . . you’re not letting her leave. Her fucking Audi.” He sighs and takes another swallow. “That guy we saw? Had scumbag written all over him.”

      Delicate fucking brother talk for criminal or at the least a guy who doesn’t mind dabbling on the other side of the law.

      I nod to where Mom now sits with Sidney and Rose. Mom’s beaming, and Sidney . . . she’s all smiles. I can see she likes it here, likes my family. It’s obvious when she forgets herself, and loosens up, but she’s also so damn self-conscious it hurts.

      What my brother sees as a woman may be hiding something he’s not gonna like, I see beyond that to the princess who’s maybe never felt free like she does more and more with me. Maybe her gran too. And Victor.

      Whoever the fuck he is.

      “Anyway,” Lawson says, “you’re sleeping with her, holding her car hostage, and you brought her. It’s interesting.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I like her. It’s friends with benefits.”

      Mentally I cringe at the term. I’ve used it, and it is what it is, but somehow with Sidney . . . yeah. I don’t like it.

      “Friends. What I find so interesting.”

      I’m saved by the arrival of Dakota and Sarah, who’s family by proxy. Sarah would be anyway, knowing Mom. But now she’s marrying Leland, it’s beyond settled.

      Dakota comes up and steals her husband’s beer.

      “I was drinking that, Wildcat.”

      “You can get your fine ass up and get us both another. Do I look like I want your leftovers?”

      “If this is weird sex talk,” I say, “I’m so outta here.” I start to rise.

      Lawson waves me down. “They’re sleeping together, but . . . what was it? You like her, and you’re just friends with benefits.”

      Her eyes narrow as they zero in on me. “You said that?”

      “Is this pick on Mack day?” I shake my head and down another mouthful of the stout. “She’s passing through.”

      “Interesting,” Dakota says.

      Lawson grins. “I said that.”

      She leans on the railing and looks at me. “So, make her stay.”

      “And how do I do that? You’ve got Lawson. Isn’t that a big enough project for you?”

      “Hey!” my brother says.

      His wife shrugs. “I can multi-task.”

      “I resent that.” Lawson glares.

      I lean over to him. “I think that means you’re pussy-whipped.”

      “I can throw you in a cell, Mack.”

      Dakota laughs. “You wish you were pussy-whipped, Mack.”

      She heads down to say hi to Mom, Rose, and Sidney.

      Lawson wants to say something, but right then I’m saved by the bell. Well, our phones.

      I’ve got Callahan, so I’m betting he’s got Forrest.

      When we get off the phone, I say, “I’ll let Dad know about the ban, and you do your thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Everyone’s moved in. It’s later in the afternoon, and it should be cooling down, but it isn’t. I’m taking care of the grill, making sure it’s all out with no hot coals left, as per protocol.

      Behind me, cars pull up and leave, and voices rise, which is what happens at these things here. People just come and go.

      Now, there’s a sad fucking metaphor.

      Coming and going, no permanence, just passing through. Kind of like me and my princess. Except I want her to pull up, unpack, and hang curtains.

      Or something.

      The screen door opens and closes, and a small smile comes that I can’t control.

      I know who it is. I can feel her it’s like extra life, or my own personal flame, being breathed into me.

      “I just wanted to help your mom get things settled before I came back out.”

      She comes to a stop next to me, and I lazily poke around the charcoal with the poker. I curl an arm around her and bring her in so I can have her against me, that perfect fit.

      I kiss the top of her head. “It’s hot.”

      “I’ll say.” Sidney laughs, and she wiggles her butt against me, making me groan.

      “Stop that. Fuck, Princess, wasn’t earlier enough for you?”

      “No.”

      She doesn’t even wait a beat or pretend to play it cool. Just that one immediate word.

      I’m immediately hard. It’s like she wrapped her hand around my cock.

      “Yeah,” I say, kissing her forehead as I shift, rubbing against her. “Me either.”

      “Mack . . .” She breathes.

      She can definitely feel my erection, but I’m not about to even begin to play this fun, dangerous game with my family and friends watching. Because they’re arriving, if the rumbling stop of a truck followed by London’s ear-shattering squeal of Daddy! is anything to go by.

      I don’t need to look to know curtains twitch.

      So, I reluctantly release her.

      Sidney’s cheeks shine with a blush. “Your mom said a fire ban?”

      “Yep. Normally we’d douse this and leave it. This grill isn’t any sort of problem, but . . . you set rules, then you gotta fuckin’ follow them.” I pause. “Are they giving you a hard time?”

      She picks up a reusable plastic cup and stacks it on another as she starts to clear the area of the things other’s left. “No, they’re all so welcoming.”

      “About me.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Your mom had a whole bunch of questions but your sister, Rose, veered the conversation away.”

      “This all too much for you?”

      “No. I like it.”

      I nod and start helping her stack things to take inside. She clears up like she’s done it before, like she doesn’t mind, like she’s at home.

      I think that’s one of the things I like about her. She’s from money, she can be quiet, reserved, and self-conscious. But she’s not a snob. Not once has she looked down on anyone or anything to do with Norhill Tops.

      She hands me a pile of cups, and I set them on a table next to the bowls and plates I’m emptying into a trash bag.

      “You do?” I ask, picking up another one.

      My mother likes to prepare family dinners for an army. Like she’s cooking for a feast at a medieval palace.

      Sidney looks at me, pushing up her glasses. “I come from money, but the only get-together I ever went to outside college that rivals the sheer good vibes is the one Gran threw. Lots of artists and famous in their field people who all knew each other. It was wild and fun, and my mother dragged me out. So, while this might not have people smoking pot or discussing their last forays into the underworld lesbian culture in Iran or wherever, it’s got that vibe.”

      “Which is?” I’m staring at her, I know. She knows, too, because she suddenly doesn’t know what to do with her hands.

      I’m just fucking fascinated, that’s all.

      “Authenticity. Life.” Her hand shakes as she brings the last of the stacked cups over, and I ease them from her, holding her hand in mine.

      “Princess.”

      I bring her hand to my lips and kiss it.

      She swallows. “I think your family is great. And Rose is amazing. She’s got it together.”

      “She has to since she’s gone and decided to do the impossible.”

      “She’ll do it. I know I just met your sister, but she will.”

      “Yeah, I know. But, Sidney?” She lifts her gaze to me. “So will you.”

      “I don’t . . . I don’t know.” She swallows and looks away.

      Something strikes me. She loves being here, likes my family, the vibe, and like with everything else—the rough and tumble bar, the crappy generator, the being stuck in this small town—she goes with the flow her way. But that reserve?

      The self-consciousness?

      I think she’s thrown by a family get-together. Like she’s still making it all fit. That party she went to? Her saying this is the other real thing is her saying something special. Her slowly giving over to it all.

      But unlike with her gran’s party, no one’s gonna pull her fucking away. They like her, they welcome her, and the hell I’m gonna have to face in the form of pointed questions and teasing?

      Worth it.

      I drag her up against me. “You’re fuckin’ amazing, Sidney.”

      I kiss her softly.

      “You know your mom’s looking.”

      I laugh. “Of course, she is. Welcome to the Burns family, Princess.”
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        * * *

      

      My mom is not subtle with her matchmaking. Even Dad’s edged away. Sidney sits on the sofa with Mom on one side and Rose on the other. Isaac’s come by, and they’re chatting. Sarah’s off with Dakota, and Lawson’s on the phone.

      “I’m just saying that Sidney should stay, if she freelances.”

      “Mom.” I cut her a warning look as she pretends to be clueless. The woman has a mind that rivals state-of-the-art steel traps. “Quit it.”

      “It’s okay,” my Princess says. “Really.”

      “You just opened a whole can of worms there, Sidney.”

      “Worms?” London’s little voice pipes up. “I like worms.”

      She turns and puts her little filthy hands on her grubby jeans, just like how she’s seen Rose stand when she’s ready to face someone off.

      “Do you have worms, Princess Sindy?” London asks, not getting Sidney’s name right.

      Just like that, London’s shyness over Sidney is gone as she bombards Sidney with a million worm-related questions. I tune out when she asks if the worms have teeth or lasers.

      “That girl,” my dad says, patting me on the shoulder.

      I get up from the armchair and head into the kitchen for some of Mom’s kombucha, which is her latest thing. It’s funky as shit but good.

      Dad’s followed and is currently staring into the contents of the fridge like it holds answers.

      “London’s helping me with the Jag.”

      He chuckles and selects a beer, twisting off the top. “Not the girl I meant.” He points the bottle at me. “Yours. She’s something.”

      I groan. “You’re as bad as Mom.”

      “Nah, but she’s not wrong. And you’re crazy about her. Feeling looks to be mutual.”

      “She’s passing through.” I take a swallow of the fermented drink.

      Dad shrugs. “People can unpass and stay.”

      “Not a word.”

      My father eyes me a moment and shrugs, and I know it’s only over for fucking now.

      I want to say I’d change her mind if I could, but she’s got some secrets she holds on to and I don’t know why. And who the fuck is this Victor?

      “The weather’s not gonna be good next week or so, Mack.”

      “We have the fire ban.”

      He sighs. “Hard to do with all the campers.”

      “Yeah, we’re all on unofficial duty, all us volunteers. Forrest’s planning nightly campground tours to make sure nothing’s burning.”

      “Let me know when and if you need me.”

      Thing is, the expression on his face is one of concern and doubt.

      He’s not fucking wrong. We can all only do so much, and no matter how above and beyond and diligent we are, it doesn’t change the fact not everyone camps in designated areas. People don’t follow the rules.

      The benefits of the last storm have literally dried out and we have days and days of higher-than-normal temperatures and clear skies.

      “Thanks, Dad. We do what we can, right?”

      With that, we go and join everyone else.
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        * * *

      

      One of my cousins and her family drive off, and I wave, leaning against the beam of the porch’s fence. I need to take Sidney back soon. Maybe to the cabin, maybe to my place. But I can’t help but wonder what it would be like if she stayed here.

      In town.

      With me.

      Sweet is the word that winds through my veins.

      Sweet and right.

      Because more and more I see her as mine. My woman. Once, only once, a long, long time ago, did I have those same feelings.

      Thought I was gonna marry her. Had a future mapped out, and . . . she cheated. We were so fucking young, and I don’t ever think about it anymore. College shit. My wound healed.

      Now, at thirty-fucking-six I’m feeling it again. No map this time. No one’s cheating, and I’m not thinking of buying some stupid ring.

      But I feel that my woman vibe with Sidney.

      Stronger. Deeper. More. . . real?

      She’s passing through.

      No matter what my family might say about changing minds, that’s hard to do when she has a pretty fucking solid end goalpost. With a house.

      And—

      “Hey.”

      I turn to Lawson. “If there’s a fire, I’m not going to be happy.”

      He doesn’t smile. “Just got a call. About Sidney.”

      “What?” I straighten slowly.

      “Whatever she told you is a lie.”

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      Something’s changed. It’s in the air as we get into Mack’s pickup.

      I stop trying to make conversation about ten minutes into the drive when the only things I get back are non-committal sounds or one-word answers.

      He’s not fuming, he’s not even snapping, but there’s something about Mack that screams furious at me.

      I don’t know why.

      I mull over the afternoon and evening. Everything seemed good. His family seems to like me—not that it should matter as I’m not his anything and I’m not staying here—even little London got over her shyness and became my best friend, though she’s more than devoted to both Rose and Mack.

      She brings a smile to my face. Gran would adore the child. See herself in the pint-sized troublemaker and future adventure queen.

      The smile fades.

      Everything was fine, good, better than good, right up until Mack’s brother got a call and gave me a slight look and then went out to talk to Mack.

      Coldness comes over me, from deep within my bones, and I shift in the seat as the cabin starts to grow. “Mack? What did your brother say?”

      He doesn’t answer, simply keeps driving until we’re right near Christine. He pulls to a stop, turns off the ignition, and sits, hands on the wheel.

      Then he gets out, comes around, and opens my door, waiting. I climb out on shaking legs. Did my parents find me? The mafia? Is there an army of blood thirsty criminals waiting outside the town’s edge?

      I force myself to breathe and look at him.

      “Inside.”

      It’s all he says, and the anger in me flares at being treated like some small child. Treated the way my mother treats me, like I’m unable to make any decision that’s right.

      I storm after him, aware I’m doing what he ordered, that pigheaded man. But how else am I going to give him a piece of my mind?

      I’m so mad I want to give him a piece of my mind, something I never do. When I’m angry, I keep it down, but not now. Not when he won’t even tell me what I did.

      Mack slams the door as I step inside, and he’s close, breathing hard. The air crackles and dances between us with an electricity of a dangerous kind.

      “You don’t get to order me around, Mack Burns.”

      “Don’t I? Jesus.” He considers me, and I can’t shake the feeling he’s choosing his words carefully. “You’ve been lying to me.”

      “I . . .” How do I finish that without lying? Or telling him everything? And what did his brother say?

      “What did Lawson tell you?”

      Those brown eyes harden, and he looks for all the world like a predator who knows he has his prey. “What do you think he said, Sidney?”

      I shake my head and go for the door, trying to open it. I can barely breathe as the walls of this cage I walked so willingly into close around me. “I need to go.”

      “Cut the fuckin’ bullshit.” He pushes the palm of his hand against the door, and there’s no way for me to open it now, I can’t fight him. “And try something new, like talking to me.”

      I swallow. “I told you about my parents, and—”

      “Not that. Why you lied about the rest. Your name.”

      “My name?”

      “Yes, Sidney, or should I say Sidney Thompson?” He gives me a cynical smile. “Isn’t that the name you registered under at the lodge?”

      “Mack . . .” I hold out my hands. “It’s not how it seems.”

      “It isn’t? Because I never checked your insurance for the car or ran registration.”

      “You saw my ID.”

      “Because I took it. How do I know which name is real?”

      “I gave you cash, Mack. And I can pay whatever it costs. Or hell, keep the damn car and point me to the nearest bus station.”

      He stares at me and laughs, shaking his head. “You’re going to get on a bus?” Mack comes in close. “None of this is the point.”

      Our mouths are so close, and even through the anger, I want him. “What is?”

      “I was going to play it cool because playing hardball doesn’t work. But cool isn’t fuckin’ happening either.” He takes a step closer, and our bodies brush, a pure shot of adrenaline races through me. “Talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Bullshit,” he says, taking my face in one big hand. His touch is firm but gentle, and I’m more turned on than I ever should be.

      I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to talk, but there’s so much energy in me, energy that flares when he’s around and I push into him. When he doesn’t let me go, I pull his face to mine, and I kiss him.

      He doesn’t resist. At all. Instead, he kisses me back, hard and deep. It’s a fight of a kiss, a rolling, punching, erotic kiss, one that holds all my anger, fear, the worry that only this man can make me whole, and the fact I’m lying to him, even if it’s by omission.

      My thoughts start to fragment as that angry kiss boils into pure fire and need. He lets go of my face to rip at my clothes, and I do the same to him.

      But he pushes my hands away. Instead, he undoes my jeans and shoves his hand in, his fingers sliding over the slickness there. He rubs the folds of my lips, then plunges two fingers into me, slamming me against the wall as he finger fucks me hard and fast, knowing exactly what he’s doing.

      I’m a maelstrom of need, pleasure, and frustration. He’s holding me near the edge of release, a taunt. Then he brings me right up, his thumb a rough whisper over my clit, making me cry out in need.

      He slows right down now, denying me that orgasm, and I hate him. I push at him, but he doesn’t let me go as he starts to kiss and lick my throat, driving me crazy all over again. My glasses steam, and I shut my eyes, hands on him because I can’t do anything but hold on, can’t do anything but let him touch, tease, provoke, and deny.

      He’s the type who’ll do anything, and if he finds out what I saw, what happened, even though it’s not much, he’ll risk himself for me. I know it. This isn’t about love or something like that. He’s not going to fall for someone like me, but he likes me, he cares, and that’s enough.

      Oh God, if he doesn’t let me come, I’m going to go mad.

      “You like this, Princess?” He pushes his fingers in slowly.

      I moan. Thrusting my hips at him as best I can with his hand in my jeans and panties, fingers inside me. I’m trapped in more ways than one. “Yes.”

      “And this?” He curls his fingers, rubbing and pressing on the little pleasure center in me that blooms with delightful pressure and urges I need fulfilled. He pulls those fingers down, almost out, only to slowly thrust back up.

      Over and over, he does this. A maddening attack, exquisite torture, and my legs are completely boneless.

      “Yesss.”

      “Well, sweet Sidney James Novak Thompson, here’s the deal. Talk, and you get off. Refuse, and you’re down an orgasm, and we’re done.”

      I swallow. I-I can’t. If there’s even the tiniest chance of danger, I can’t do that to him, his family, to London.

      “It’s done.” My voice is scratchy and thick.

      “Okay.”

      Mack pulls out his hand, and the loss is a physical hurt. Like being punched. Not that he did it rough or aimed to cause pain. No, this is the kind of psychological pain that feels physical.

      He starts to step away, and my legs crumple.

      Only through sheer will I manage to straighten.

      I grab him. “Mack, please. I didn’t mean that. I just . . . I just don’t want you to put yourself in danger, if there is any.”

      His expression is stony.

      “I used Vic’s last name when I booked the room.” I look down at the floor for a moment and then back at him. “But that’s not what you meant, is it?”

      “Sidney, you can trust me. Talk to me. I’m not a fuckin’ gung-ho idiot. But I can’t help if you don’t talk.”

      I nod and take a breath. “I was finishing up my last job. It was a freelance one, I’d been transitioning to freelance only for a while, and this was big for me. I was leaving New York, anyway, and I didn’t lie about my mom.”

      He pushes my glasses up for me. “Focus.”

      “Everything at the same time. Mom wanted me to meet this guy and then at the job . . . It was for a politician who’s revered. Anyway, I stayed a little longer, just finishing something and I think I walked in on some kind of illegal deal. There was money and . . .”

      I step past him, get my computer, and he follows. We sit on the sofa as I open it and pull up the politician who, by the blank look on his face, Mack’s got no idea who it is. Which is fair, it’s local New York, not anything to affect the rest of the States.

      “So, this deal?”

      “This guy, butter wouldn’t melt, there’s talk of big things for him. And he was with him.”

      I pull up the mafia guy.

      Mack shrugs. “Not up with New York politics or criminal counterparts.”

      “Yeah, see, he’s mafia who’s up to his eyeballs in shoddy workmanship in construction. And that will end careers and maybe put this guy in jail. I don’t know. It’s just that money, and . . .” I let out a breath. “I record meetings and presentations to see where I can improve and to use when I’m working on a project.”

      “So, you don’t miss something?”

      I nod. “I left my recorder in the room and—”

      “You caught them on tape?”

      “No. But I’m sure they think I did. It wasn’t on. But they saw me grab it. And I ran and that’s why I’m taking the back roads.”

      He nods. “Sidney?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re not going anywhere. Not until this is all done with. Okay?”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      To say I’m still fucking pissed off is missing all the points in the world. I want to smash something, and I really hate the mutinous set to her pretty mouth when I tell her she’s staying here.

      She’s stuck and she knows it. Sure, I wouldn’t put it past her jumping on a fucking bus, stealing Christine, or using her card. However, I’m hoping she gets the bus thing is beyond stupid, that she knows she’ll lose with Christine after a couple of hours of straight driving, and her card’s risky.

      I’m hoping she sees I’m right. At least if she stays, I get to have my hands on her.

      Keep her safe.

      That’s what I mean.

      Keep her safe.

      If my hands end up on her, in her, along with other parts, well . . . that’s just a bonus.

      I breathe out because in all seriousness, I want her safe. I want to help her and where the fuck is everyone else in her life?

      “Your parents—”

      “No!” Her eyes get big.

      She can’t even fucking turn to them.

      “Princess . . .”

      “No, this kind of thing is the perfect excuse for my mom to make my life miserable. I know I’m old enough to tell them where to go, but I do love them. I just want my own life, to make my own choices, and—”

      She stops, puts her hand to her mouth, and squeezes her eyes shut. I slide my hand over her shoulder, suddenly unsure what to do.

      “And you worry they’ll take over. I get it. What about—”

      “Vic?”

      I was going to mention her gran, but I wouldn’t imagine an old lady could help, and now she’s brought up the mysterious Victor.

      Yeah, it fucking pisses me off.

      “Can’t help.”

      Now I’m more pissed off there’s no one, is there? Not for her. She’s been trying to get her shit together, to prove she’s what she is, strong and independent, and now . . .

      “Pack your things.”

      She frowns. “Mack, I’m not going anywhere. You have my car. Waiting for that part?”

      “What? Oh, yeah. No, I meant get your things and come with me.”

      “I just said . . .”

      I lean in and brush my lips over hers. “Yeah, I know. And it’s not about trust. I just don’t want you out here. I know I said it’s safe and it is, but it’s isolated and if someone does know you’re here, I’d rather you’re with me at my place. In town.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Is this your way to get sex whenever you want?”

      I stand and give her my most wounded expression. “Princess, I can have sex whenever I want.” Then I pause. “And yes. Yes, it is.”

      Sidney smiles, then laughs. “Idiot.”

      “Come on, if you get ready quickly, I’ll even let you drive my pickup and I’ll wrestle Christine.”

      “It’s a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      I wouldn’t call it domestic bliss we settle into over the next week, but it’s close.

      Sidney’s surprisingly easy to live with.

      She doesn’t try and take over, and she doesn’t wilt in a corner, either. I kind of love it, the more comfortable she gets, just in her own skin, the longer she’s with me.

      I’d love to put it down to my magical sex power, but I think it’s her. She’s relaxing into a new phase of her life and having somewhere where she’s settled for as long as she wants to be settled—I told her that she could stay as long as she wants—rather than constantly moving or waiting to move.

      Sidney tells me about her place, and it sounds pretty fucking great. Maybe way too lonely and something that just might be seen as armor or a wall between her and the world if someone chose to look at it that way.

      I give her a tour of the Jag, and point out everything, especially the ‘work’ London did, which is a drawing on the side of the passenger seat. It’s small and it would need to be removed if I wanted to sell it as it devalues the Jag, according to idiots. I happen to think it increases the value. I’m never selling her anyway. That’s if I get around to finishing it.

      Sidney’s got the guest room as her work room and the option to sleep in there.

      She hasn’t.

      She’s where she fucking belongs each night. In my bed. Naked. With me. Doing all kinds of nasty things.

      Yeah, I don’t think it would have lasted the night if she’d ever chosen to sleep in there.

      I’m at Danny’s, and it’s been a busy day. The temperature outside continues to climb, and it’s hot as fuck in here too.

      Cars keep coming in. Heat exhaustion, I call it.

      The radio is always on. The first sign of a fire, I’m out of there.

      I know Philip’s dropping by, so when footsteps approach, I don’t look up.

      Only friends and family walk back here. Everyone else waits in the front and rings the bell. I really have to get me a receptionist.

      “Any trouble, Callahan?” I ask. “You went to check out that campsite . . .”

      “I was wondering if you could help me?”

      The guy’s voice isn’t one I recognize, so I don’t put down the tool in my hand as I turn.

      He’s not from here, and not just because I don’t know him. It’s small, Norhill Tops, but there are bigger towns nearby, and it’s the height of summer. No, it’s his clothes, tight designer jeans that probably cost more than all my jeans, brand new work boots with a slick edge and spotless, soft leather, which tells me they came from a store with a high price tag. Made to be seen, not to work in. And a lavender button-down tucked in.

      Blond hair styled just so, and he’s clean-shaven. He has some muscle from a gym because his shirt sleeves are rolled up and the shirt tight enough to show the cut of his muscles, which are too small for that kind of definition from working the land.

      Besides, I’m betting he only sweats into designer towels made from imported cotton that’s been plucked by virgins on a full moon.

      I lean back against the car. “With what?”

      The guy sizes me up. I’m bigger and taller than him. He takes the tiniest step back, that makes me smile.

      “A car.”

      “Not a dealership. Mechanic.” I go to turn back to the car I’m working on.

      “No.” The man clears his throat. “Sorry to bug you.”

      He leaves, and I watch him go.

      “Trouble?” Philip asks as he steps into the garage, looking at me and then the guy.

      After wiping my hands, I throw the rag over my shoulder and go to the fridge for some water. “Drink?”

      “Bourbon, but I’ll have some water.”

      “Think you’re a clever fuckin’ man, Callahan.”

      “I know I’m a clever fucking man, Burns.” He catches the bottle. “How’s your little lady?”

      “Hands off.”

      “Hey, I’d fight you for her, but that pretty girl likes you.”

      “She has taste.”

      He laughs, but tiredness and strain pull at his features.

      “Trouble?”

      “Those campers aren’t in a designated area. Wouldn’t have noticed them if Grover hadn’t flown by.” He leans on the car. “They’re young, got a baby, and they drink too much.”

      I wince. “A fuckin’ baby? In this weather? Wouldn’t somewhere cooler or, y’know, indoors be better?”

      “I’m not handing out lifestyle choice advice, Burns.” He takes a swig of the cold water.

      I do the same with mine. “So dumb assholes who think they can do anything?”

      “Not sure. I warned them about the fire ban, but the little mama said they’d cook in their camper. They have tents and one of those cheap ass grills.”

      “Think they’ll use it?”

      “No idea.” The radio on his hip hisses out a message. He unclips and answers it, and when he’s done, he puts it back in. “Reporting in to report there’s nothing to fucking report.”

      “At least you know.”

      He chuckles. Then jerks his head toward where the guy left. “And I ask again. Trouble?”

      “Not sure.”

      I hesitate because he’s a close friend, one of our tight group, but this is all to do with Sidney. She’s not going to want people to know shit. Not this kind of shit. If there’s something to it, I’m also not about to put them at risk. Not until I know what’s going on and what needs to happen.

      This isn’t like facing off against Dakota’s terrible family or a fire. This is mafia. And that guy . . . he didn’t look like mafia. Or what I imagine mafia to be.

      But someone from her mom. Oh, yeah, I can see that.

      The last thing Sidney needs, if that’s the case, is her mom turning up.

      Shit, I don’t know. With her, the world is the wrong way up, and things I would never have second thoughts about I do long equations over.

      But her? When I’m with her. In bed or talking? That’s perfect.

      “We’re here if you need us.” Then he checks his watch. “Gotta go. Thanks for the water.”

      I wave him off and get back to work.

      I’m not really surprised when that other man returns.

      “Sorry,” he says, not sounding sorry at all, “but you see, I’m looking for my girlfriend.”

      “Let me guess . . . Sidney?”

      His eyes light up.

      “You’re not the first to ask.”

      “That’s her car up there.”

      “Do you have ID? I don’t know you at all. Maybe you’re a stalker. Though it’s brave stalking the three-hundred-pound man who brought the car in.” I smile. Hold out my hand. “ID?”

      He smiles back and doesn’t check his pockets. “Oh no. I forgot it. But it’s Vince.”

      Something dark shifts in my blood at the mention of the name. It’s so close to Vic or Victor. Couldn’t be someone fucking with me, now, could it? But I don’t speak. With his type, they start vomiting words to fill voids. He knows he’s getting jack from me.

      “If you stole it, her car,” Vince says, looking pointedly at my tattoos like he’s some housewife from the fifties, protecting her fake pearls, “Daddy’s not gonna be happy. Not now he’s got the new job.”

      “As I said, some dude brought in the car, though I did see some pretty stranger driving a vibrant-red ninety-two Mustang. She might have sold her Audi and bought the Mustang. Sweet ride, heading outta town, toward Westhead Falls. Now, if you don’t mind, I gotta get back to work. Don’t want me to be out causin’ trouble and stealin’ on the streets.”

      With that, I pretend to get back to work until he’s gone.
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        * * *

      

      For the rest of the afternoon, it bugs the shit out of me, what he said about Daddy.

      I’m not worried I sent him on a wild goose chase. Vince probably won’t go, and I know Sidney is planning on working all day at my place. Still, I ask Lawson to have someone watch my home and keep an eye out for this guy.

      As for the car? It exists. Some college kids were in one, going camping and stopped here for directions to the campsite.

      But Daddy? And why the fuck did this guy make it sound like a threat?

      I can’t stop thinking about it, and I do the one thing I’ve kept from doing. I google.

      There he is. Her father.

      Edward Novak.

      With a fuck ton of zeroes after his name.

      And a new job.

      As CEO of Alpine Energy.

      Fuck.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me about your father,” Mack says, coming into the guest room I’ve taken over as an office when he comes home.

      I’m not saying he storms in, but it’s close and there’s no hello, or, God help me, a kiss like I’ve pathetically gotten used to.

      Swallowing, I finish what I’m doing on the computer and turn fully to face him.

      There’s something about this that sets off old alarms, brings old walls closing in. Like when I was growing up, like every time I see my mother.

      It’s the tone of entitlement, of the upper hand, the one who controls. The feeling of lacking, being less than, never living up. Of being trapped.

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “What’s he got to do with this? Apart from going along with whatever Mom says?”

      “Like you do?”

      I reel back a little. “Like . . . Mack, I told you how it is. How I hate being . . . being. . .” I’m searching for a word.

      “I don’t give a shit about them making you feel about five. You let them do that.”

      “You’re not being fair.” I stare at Mack, a little stunned. “And I don’t go along with whatever she says. I’d be worthy of the word princess, as you like to call me, because I’d wear all the things she wants, live the life she wants, and probably be married to her choice of man.”

      “Fuck.” He rubs a hand over his beard and sits on the bed, then places his hands on his thighs. “I’m trying, Sidney, I really am, but it feels like you’re jerking my chain and have been from day one.”

      A part of me wants to tell him he likes that, but I don’t think sexual innuendo is going to go down well right now.

      My father? I don’t . . . I don’t know what he’s getting at. “You need to tell me what Dad has to do with anything.”

      “See here’s the thing, I care about you, I want to keep you safe. Fuck it, I want you to stick around. But I also fuckin’ love this town and the people here, and Dakota’s family, y’know?”

      I don’t. Not at all. “Mack, I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I’m trying to be nice, Princess, but it’s really hard because I had a visit today.”

      I flinch, standing suddenly. “He’s here?”

      He doesn’t answer, like he’s trying to put it all into words, or maybe like I’ll dig myself a hole.

      But it hurts because I told him the truth, and now . . .

       “Dad . . .” I stop, and take him in. He’s waiting for something. I just don’t know what. “Did he turn up? I don’t . . .”

      “He isn’t here, but someone else turned up. Vince?”

      I frown. Who the fuck is Vince? Mafia? Someone from my mom? My nerves skitter.

      “He came asking about your car, about you. Sent him on a bit of a fuckin’ goose chase, Princess. Thought maybe he was someone from that illegal deal you kinda witnessed. But then he mentioned your daddy.”

      My heart thumps.

      I grab hold of the panic starting up. If it was anything to do with that, then I don’t think it would be a mention, and I don’t think Mack would have his anger focused on me.

      Not if there was some kind of threat with my dad as the focus.

      Besides, I’ve taken to looking up the local New York news online and there’s nothing about the politician or Eddie Manoli of the Mafia. The project they were wheeling and dealing with is still supposedly in the talk stages so it’s hard to see them sending someone after me.

      I didn’t witness a murder, and the resources in tracking me down would cost.

      Something my mom wouldn’t care about.

      “What about Dad?”

      “He said Daddy’s not going to be happy with you causing trouble, not with his new job.”

      “Then Mom’s found me.” I’m half out of my seat before I sit down again. “What about this new job?”

      “I didn’t get it from Vince. I looked it up. It’s with Alpine Energy.” At my frown, he continues. “The people giving the town, Dakota a hard time. Or were, and now, you turn up with some story and it just so happens your father is the new CEO?”

      “You think I knew this, and I’m what? Some kind of plant? A spy? A scout?”

      “I don’t know what to think,” he says. “Your face, you, everything I know of you, the woman inside that very pretty casing I can’t see her doing anything heinous. And how you look at me now tells me I’m wrong, but the lies, the omissions, everything else . . . help me, Princess.”

      “If you can’t decide, then there’s no helping you.”

      My mouth is stiff and hard to work. My throat burns as I say the words, but I have to.

      Me, on the outside of this, can see how absurd it all is. But on the inside, the here and now? It’s horribly serious and overwhelming.

      Because I did this. I got involved when I should have done everything I could to move on.

      Now, he’s looking at me like a fuck up, like a spy, like a woman who has the kind of skills to pull off some sort of subterfuge about Dad for reasons I don’t even get.

      “Why are you so important, Mack? I ask suddenly. “I’m here as some kind of advance spy for Dad, right?”

      “Sidney, I asked what’s going on.” His face is a mask as he sits up.

      “No, you accused me.” I’m angry. Very, very angry. “So, I want to get it straight.”

      I start ticking things off on my hand.

      “I came here with the express thought to get the lay of the land for Dad.” We glare at each other. “Best way? Get caught in a fire and crash. Make sure you can’t get the parts to fix my car. Decide you, who are so pivotal to your sister-in-law’s land she owns, are the one to go after and get all the information I can by not asking about any of it? Have I left anything out?”

      He rubs his eyes and gets to his feet. So do I.

      We face each other.

      I’m breathing hard.

      “Sidney, fuckin’ calm down. I asked for explanations, for what you might know. Even you have to admit it’s pretty fuckin’ convenient your dad’s the newest CEO.”

      “And he sent me, his own Mata Hari?”

      “Stop.” He reaches for me, but I stumble away and start packing my things. “You’re not going fuckin’ anywhere, Princess.”

      “The black sheep strikes again,” I mutter. “I’m really bad at the old spying, even send people in to ask about me.”

      “Damn it. This is out of hand. Maybe I just let shit get in the way here.”

      “You did. Me and I’ll make that better.” I slide my computer into its rarely used carry case. “I’ll go, and you never have to see me again.”

      He grabs me and turns me. “Yeah? And your car?”

      “You can keep it.”

      “And how you gettin’ out of town? Hitching?”

      I glare up at him. “If I have to.”

      “Princess . . .”

      “I don’t ever keep tabs on my father’s jobs. He takes things to make money with minimal effort. That’s when he’s not buying small companies and businesses. But he likes to be out there, as he says, in the real world. But I didn’t know, and until you told me, I wouldn’t have. And for you to think I’d know and not say anything . . . I’m out of here.”

      “No, you’re fuckin’ not. Sidney—” He stops as his phone starts to ring. He pulls it from his pocket and listens, then says, “On my way.”

      Something cold squeezes my heart. Right now, I might be angry, I might want to run, to never see him again, but that tone makes fear cascade through me.

      “Do not leave. Stay here. We’re not done.” He shoves a hand through his hair. “I just . . . we’ll talk when I get back.”

      “Why can’t we talk now?”

      He breathes out. “Because there’s another fire. So, stay here and I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”
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        * * *

      

      I should go. I know it, but I don’t. Short of stealing Christine, I don’t have any kind of plan that might work. Time enough to go when my car’s fixed and I vow that’s what I’m going to do.

      Leave the moment the part arrives and he fixes it.

      But right now, I’m at his place. I have the TV on, tuned to news of the surrounding areas, and I clean.

      I clean like I’m Cinderella.

      When I finish, I look at the clock in the kitchen. It’s been two hours, but it’s not like fires have any kind of schedule. So, he might still be there or he might be back.

      There are people caught up in it, according to the news. It’s where it is that’s causing problems, close to where some people with a baby decided to go and move their campsite to.

      Philip is interviewed for about five seconds before he shuts it down.

      My heart lurches because the big, handsome man is dirty from the soot and ash, and tired. I don’t see any of the volunteers.

      I don’t see my volunteer.

      Where’s Mack?

      I want to call him. I want to get in Christine and drive out there. But I can’t do either one of them. The first puts him in danger—not that he’d be dumb enough to answer even if the call got through, and the second is all levels of reckless.

      So, I sit and wait
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        * * *

      

      The sky is dark, and it’s been about six hours since Mack left. I’m trying not to cry, and the stupid things keep slipping free. I beat them away with the back of my hand.

      It’s heading into hour seven, and I’m going through drawers, looking for phone numbers of family, and friends to call.

      I’ve got the sheriff’s department on my phone and have pressed call when someone bangs loudly on the door.

      I drop the phone and run to it.

      “Lawson?”

      He’s in uniform and it’s clear he’s just come from the fire. He takes my arm as I start to shake. “Sidney, is Mack here?”

      “No.” My voice breaks as the edges of my world turn black. “He said he’d be back hours ago.”

      “Fuck.” He squeezes his eyes shut for a second. “No one’s seen him for hours. He’s not responding to the radio or his cell. He’s missing.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      I’m pissed. The dickwad fighting with his baby mama fucked my radio and my car. I can fix it, but first, I have to make sure the mother and baby are okay in all the smoke.

      Their friends got out of Dodge the moment their grill overturned and the flames went up.

      They’re away from the main campgrounds and the big fire, but Jesus, this area . . . if I hadn’t got here to get them out and that little fire had been left burning, I shudder to think.

      It’s getting dark and my cell is dead—probably wouldn’t be working even if it was juiced. I scan the area, but the flames and other fire are way downwind and it looks to be under control.

      The one they started is out.

      But I have to make a decision. I go to the cleared area I made, with the woman and baby in the middle, swathed in silver space blankets.

      The baby’s weak, lethargic, and coughing. The crying comes and goes. I have to get that kid to Isaac and Rose.

      The fire may be under control, but it could change. I already fought the small blaze here.

      My decision is this—fix my damn car and get out now with them, and leave the violent boyfriend, or find him.

      As much as I want to leave the guy, it could be tantamount to murder if the winds change or he falls. He’s not far, I know that. I can fucking hear him walking around from time to time.

      I go to the woman and go down on my haunches. Picking up the water bottle I gave her, I unscrew the lid, handing it to her. “Alison?”

      She squeezes her baby tight, and I put my hand on her arm gently to get her to stop, so her baby can breathe, even though I’m fucking thinking there’s some smoke damage with the tiny lungs.

      “Try and let her breathe, Alison. Now, we’re leaving in five, and I need you to do three things. One, look after your baby, okay? Two, stay calm. Three, help me find the fucker who gave you this shiner.”

      I take her face in a delicate hold, dark anger throbbing within me. She’s scared, this woman . . . or girl, because she’s gotta be about eighteen or nineteen. Twenty at the very most. The guys and girl who left looked young, but Alison stayed.

      That was the scenario I drove into—that, the fighting, and the quickly growing flames from the overturned grill.

      It took me a while to find them, and now . . . shit.

      “Alison, promise you’ll get counseling and leave this asshole. Okay?”

      Her lips quiver, and she nods. I give this about fifty-fifty in it happening.

      “Now, he’s close, so call out, say . . . I don’t know, whatever you need to get him back here. Five minutes because I think we need to get you and your child checked out sooner rather than later.”

      “Is . . . is she going to be all right?”

      “Not a doctor, kid.” But I find a smile as the baby starts to cry again. “But we got the best damn medics here. Now, stay by the car.”

      She nods, and I get to work. “Donny? Don? Please come back. I’m sorry.”

      I wince, I want to have one on one with that fucking guy. Hitting a woman. Coward. He’ll be in the holding cells and I’m betting my brother will have some choice words for him.

      This fucker Donny popped the hood and went to town. For reasons best known to himself. At least he didn’t do much. Too hot for him to do any real damage. Just some spark plugs to reattach. I make short work of it and try not to think of Sidney and how I fucked up.

      Some might say royally.

      Some wouldn’t be fucking wrong.

      It’s not even that I think she’s in some weird cahoots with Alpine. At least, not in the smoke-filled light of the night.

      I just wanted . . .

      I fucking wanted her to talk to me. Trust me. Be open.

      Ah, shit. I want her to tell her parents to fuck off.

      Sidney’s stronger than she thinks.

      But she’s so used to them ruling her life, and doing things her way quietly she just slides back, from what I can see.

      Donny’s arrived, and they’re talking. The truck’s going to run, so I go and throw open the back seat, right as the dude starts to get aggressive.

      “Hey, Alison?” I ask, nice, light, and friendly. “Why don’t you and the baby get in the passenger seat, okay?”

      She nods and does that.

      “And Donny?”

      He’s getting ready to climb into the back, but I grab him and push him up against the open door. I put my mouth against his ear.

      “So, Donny?” I still have that pleasant tone going. I have it tight in my grip. “You think it’s fun to hit women?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “No thanks, you’re not my type.” I pause. “Think it’s manly?”

      This time he mumbles something that sounds like no.

      “See, if I ever find out you even think of touching Alison or the baby, I’m gonna fuck you up, show you want it’s like to be hit by someone bigger and stronger than you. Now, get in the fuckin’ truck, shut the fuck up, and play nice. And maybe, just maybe, I won’t find you, dump you somewhere where it takes years, if ever, to find your remains.”

      With that, I stand back and let him get in.
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        * * *

      

      Oh fuck.

      Everyone is there when I pull up.

      And I mean everyone.

      I’m at the triage center, just near the sheriff’s, and Rose and Isaac are there, helping Alison and the baby from the car. I don’t let Donny out, as I fill in Rose as best I can with the baby and Alison.

      “We got it, Mack.” She squeezes my arm, and warmth fills me as my little sister flips into action, calm, efficient, and brilliant.

      I want to get home, to Sidney, but I need this taken care of.

      Lawson bursts free from Dakota and Dad and the map Dad has. “Your head’s gonna feed us for weeks,” he says.

      “Nice to see you too.”

      “Everyone’s worried. What’s in here?” He nods to the back of my truck.

      “An offering to your cells.” I go over the whole scenario, and the muscle in his jaw works.

      He pulls his cuffs from his belt and opens the door. “Hitting women? Endangering children? Starting fires when there’s a ban? Vandalism? You and I are gonna talk.”

      I leave him to it as I head for Mom and the others when an angry voice cracks the air like a whip.

      “Bastard.”

      I turn, and there she is, tear streaked, eyes wild and scared behind her glasses, cheeks pale, my beautiful Princess Sidney.

      “I hate you.” She comes at me and throws herself in my arms, and I wrap around her, giving in to the shaking, sinking into the wonderful heat that’s her.

      “I’m so sorry, Princess. Before . . . I don’t think you’re any of that.”

      She shudders. “I know.” She looks up. “I’m still mad. I was so scared.”

      I smooth her hair from her face with one hand, not ready to release her and everyone around us just seems to disappear. “I rescued a baby. Does that get me points?”

      “I won’t kill you, how’s that?”

      “Fair.”

      I really don’t care if we’re surrounded by everyone, I kiss her because I need it, because I want it, because I fear I might die without it.

      When the kiss ends, she looks at me. “What if something happened to you?”

      “It didn’t.”

      “I—”

      “Let’s get out of here.” I don’t give her a chance to respond because right now, it’s chaos, but I need her. I need to be with her. It’s a physical pull.

      Not letting go, I drag her with me, and Sidney struggles to keep up with my pace. Half the town is in the main street, helping, so it’s easy enough to get away. I don’t stop until we get to my place. I lead Sidney up the stairs and into the living room. I turn to her and kiss her, holding her there, kissing her, long, slow, life-giving kisses.

      The type where dreams are born and souls are formed. It’s healing. It’s intimate, it’s full of heat and wetness and the slide of our tongues. It’s a seduction of foreplay the likes I’ve never had. The likes I need.

      Sidney kisses me back in the same way. We’re both shaking and touching, pulling at each other’s clothes.

      The kiss only breaks to discard an item as we kiss, walk, and touch all the way to the bedroom.

      We’re naked when I lie her on the bed. I don’t care I need to grab a shower, and I think she cares even less. The smell of smoke twines around us, along with the fresh sweetness of her. She’s soft and warm, and I kiss, lick, and taste her everywhere, taking my time between her luscious thighs. Drinking and taking from that prize of hers there. The inner and outer lips of her pussy, the hardness of her clit. The slickness she makes just for me to let me glide when I trace her with my fingers.

      She tugs at me, whimpering, and I go up and devour her mouth, settling between her thighs.

      My erection is aching, hard, and pushing at her. She reaches down and guides me to her entrance, and I push in, making her gasp.

      Her thighs come up and wrap around me, and we kiss, fuck, and touch. It’s intimate, an almost gentle coming together, a making of love that rocks my soul with each thrust into her tight, hot depths, the squeeze of her.

      When she lifts her hips to me, a pagan offering, it’s almost a seamless thing, into the deepening eroticism of it all. She’s fire. She’s heat. She’s everything.

      When I come, she cries out, her body clenching hard and long on my cock, milking me until there’s nothing left, and my orgasm takes my body. A wild tingle from my spine spreads, and the tight heat that’s pure pleasure in my balls radiates.

      It seems to last forever. She’s sighing, shuddering, moaning, and biting at me as her orgasm seems to synchronize with mine.

      When we’re done, I just roll her on top and hold her, and sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know what time it is that I wake, but Sidney’s dressed and pacing. I slowly get up and pull on my jeans, half buttoning them.

      “Princess?”

      Her eyes blaze. “I’m still mad. You could have died, Mack. Died. And if that . . . that was the last thing we ever said, I . . .”

      “I said some dumb fuckin’ things. And I’m sorry. I just . . . I don’t know how I’m meant to feel, Sidney. You are everywhere in me. And you’re leaving and you kept things from me and—” I stop. “I’m making a mess of things. Sometimes I’m a fuckin’ ass, okay? And I didn’t die. And no matter how mad I might get, I care. Bottom line. Maybe too much. I care.”

      “How do you make that sound like an insult?”

      I laugh. “It isn’t. Unless you find it fuckin’ insulting, I care.”

      She has her phone and keeps looking at it, and I go to her and grab it.

      “Why is your gran saying they found her? Who?”

      “I don’t know. Mafia?

      I frown. “The mafia want an old lady?”

      “Do I look like mafia?” She sucks in a breath. “If they have, I need to go. Now. I need to keep her safe, everyone safe.”

      I stare at her, frowning. “I . . .” Then I get it. This time I run my hands along her arms, drawing her in. “Princess, you can’t keep the world safe.”

      “No, but if I go, and . . .”

      “Hand yourself over? Turn in evidence you don’t have?”

      “Yes.”

      I chuckle and kiss her. “Sidney, that’s my line. Keeping everyone safe.”

      She pulls free. “No, I can do this.”

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t but running off isn’t helping.”

      “It is if it keeps you safe.”

      “I don’t need that.”

      Her eyes harden and I get too late just how scared she is, how out of her depths, the struggle she’s in with herself.

      “Sid—”

      “We’re too different,” she whispers, stepping back. “And you just think I’m helpless. Like my mother does. You’re a cage too.”

      Am I? I rub a hand over my face. I don’t feel like that at all. But I want to protect her, solve her problems, and keep her safe. Isn’t that how things work? It isn’t. I don’t think she can, but she shouldn’t have to.

      If I say that, I back her into some corner of her own making. I don’t know what to do. For a rare moment in my fucking life, I’m lost.

      “We don’t know what’s going on. But if we face it together?” She doesn’t answer. “That, just there, in that bed was . . .” I try and find the right words.

      “Hot sex. Nothing more.”

      There’s a loud banging on the door, and I think of ignoring it, but I can’t. Instead, I head off to answer, trailed by Sidney.

      Goddamn it. Nothing more?

      “What is wrong with you? It was more than sex, and you know it, Princess.”

      She crosses her arms. “We’re too different, and you know it.”

      “And more alike than you want to admit.”

      “I want a life where I’m in control. Only me.”

      I stare at her. “Sounds fuckin’ lonely.”

      “One,” she whispers, “alone.”

      “Where does that leave me, and what I want? It’s clear there’s more here than just a ship in the fuckin’ night thing.”

      I pull open the door because the banging won’t stop. Right as Sidney says, “You’re a fantasy.”

      The voice that answers is dry, throaty, and belongs to a woman I don’t know. “If he’s a fantasy, I’ll have him.”

      “Who the hell is this woman?” I ask, beyond annoyed by everything.

      The woman, who is in an impeccable suit and swept back gray hair, pinned in place by something that looks diamond-encrusted, looks at Sidney then at me.

      “I’m her grandmother. Vic.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Mack

      Everything falls into place. Vic. I shoot Sidney an irritated look. “You could have said.”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      “Who’s the hot piece, Sid?” Vic holds out her hand with vixen red nails. “You can call me Victoria. Or Mrs. Thompson. And what are you doing with my granddaughter?”

      Her gaze slides slowly over me, lingering on my muscles, sliding over the tattoos, then back up. She smiles.

      “Thoroughly and completely ruining her reputation, I hope.”

      “I’m trying,” I mutter.

      She laughs, and I almost fucking cringe. I hadn’t meant to say that. Sidney looks like she wants the ceiling to come down and eat her alive, and she won’t look at me.

      “Good.” Vic grins.

      I think I might love this woman.

      She’s so utterly like Sidney. Or what she could have been and could still be if she let herself. She’s the glimpses I’ve tasted and enjoyed and seen from my Princess. I’m transported forty years in the future to where I’ve lived a life with Sidney and the woman who’s with me in that small fantasy is a lot like this one. All Sidney.

      Shit.

      “Gran, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “Of course, I should. I texted you.”

      Sidney suddenly slams her hands on her hips. “I thought you were in trouble.”

      “Honey, there’s no trouble I can’t handle. And I’m fine. Wait, what trouble?”

      “Trouble,” Sidney says, “as in danger.”

      “The tedious sort like your parents?”

      I laugh and Sidney cuts me a savage look that makes me want to make her all hot and bothered. Which, I don’t think was her fucking intent.

      “No, Vic. Trouble like mafia.”

      “There’s mafia trouble?” she asks as she strides in and closes the door. “You should put on a shirt, as hot as all that is.” Vic waves a hand over my chest. “You’re a little too distracting.”

      She turns to Sidney. “Don’t you think?”

      “I don’t think anything,” she mutters.

      I head off to my room and pull on a clean T-shirt. My phone’s charged, so I call my brother.

      “Mom said Sidney’s grandmother rocked up, and she sent her to your place,” he says.

      “Yeah, she’s here now. But I’m calling—”

      “Donny’s having a good think about behavior adjustment and how to treat women, Rose says the baby’s good. They’re taking them both to Westhead Hospital. Protocol. But . . . that’s not why you’re calling.”

      With a breath, I take him through everything Sidney saw in New York, her dad, and how the mafia might be looking.

      “You and I’ll have words, Mack.”

      “Like you’d go telling Dakota’s secrets.”

      He half growls because I’ve got him. “Fair enough, Mack, but this is about more than a secret. We’re talking law stuff.”

      “Well,” I say, “do law stuff.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Fuck you too.”

      We both laugh. “I’ll be in touch. Keep your woman safe.”

      When I join the other two, Sidney is much calmer. It’s clear she idolizes her gran. Vic.

      I’ve been jealous of her grandmother.

      It’s almost funny.

      But there are more important things on hand. I lean against the wall and fold my hands, looking at where they’re sitting on the sofa.

      Sidney’s still a little mad at the edges as her gaze slips over me, returning to the scene of the crime over and over like she can’t help it.

      And Vic? She’s all disappointed I’ve got my shirt on. But it’s not a creepy disappointment. It’s more she enjoyed the view like she might with anything she found visually pleasing.

      “I need to know that the princess is gonna be all right,” I say.

      Her brows climb a little as her mouth curves in a small smile. “Princess? I’ve been telling your princess she’s safe from the mafia. My concern has been her damn parents. And I love my daughter, but she’s controlling as all get out, and she’s hellbent on turning Sidney into her.”

      “Sidney’s all Sidney,” I say.”

      “Sidney is here,” says Sidney.

      “Your mother likes to undermine your self-worth.”

      She eyes her gran. “I’m almost thirty.”

      “Which is why I’ve been doing my best to keep her off your tracks.” Then her gaze shifts to me. “She’s not going to like him. I do. He’s perfect for you, Sid.”

      “Vic!”

      I rub a hand over my face. Inside, my heart’s fucking jumping about for some reason. I ignore it. “Sidney’s worried the mafia is after her. After you too. And I gotta say, I’m concerned too.”

      “He wants to put me in another cage,” Sidney says, her hands grasping the other. “Like I can’t think on my own.”

      “It’s not like that, Princess. I want to keep you safe.”

      “Time out,” Vic says with a quiet sort of command. “That’s an issue with you two. I’m here because it’s all hush-hush and not in the papers. Your politician and Eddie? They brought their little house of cards down on themselves. Deals are being made for bigger fish, so until it’s time, it won’t be anywhere, but what you saw? Apart from it, maybe getting a little interest had nothing on this.”

      I frown and straighten. “How do you know this, Mrs. Thompson?”

      “Comes from a good life with friends in high and low places.” Then she laughs. “You’re good to go, Sid.” Vic’s gaze flicks to me. “If there’s nothing holding you here.”

      I’m about to say something right when Sidney starts up.

      But that’s all blown to shreds by my brother opening my door.

      He’s got one hand in the collar of that Vince guy.

      Vic stands and fans herself. “Oh my. There are two of them?”

      “Gran.”

      “He’s got to be one of your mom’s, like that ratty man.”

      Now, I laugh. “I called him a fuckin’ rat man. Lawson, you caught yourself a fish. Lawson, this is Victoria Thompson, Sidney’s gran.”

      “Vic,” she says.

      I narrow my eyes.

      “Vic.” Lawson gives me a shit-eating grin, the prick. He knows since I’ve been all getting down with Sidney, I’ve been delegated Mrs. T, not Vic. Asshole that he is. “And yes, Mack, I’ve been fishing. Easy pickings, too, since he was at your car.”

      “Not the Jag.”

      “You have a Jag?” Vic says. “Call me Vic.”

      “I’m leaving,” mutters Sidney. But she doesn’t move.

      I think she’s as fascinated as I am by what’s going on.

      “Let go of me,” Vince says, trying to pull free.

      This isn’t a smart move, considering he’s trying to pull free of the sheriff.

      “Nah,” Lawson says, “don’t believe I will. Don’t take kindly to you trying to cause trouble. Don’t take kindly to you messing with my brother’s things, or his woman’s. Looked you up out there. Got some arrests already under your belt. Seems you’ve done some work for Eddie Manoli. Low level. Got caught. Now, you’re set up as a PI? Got some fancy threads, bilk rich ladies? Like Sidney’s mama? All while working your agenda.”

      The man looks sullenly at the ground.

      “Miss anything? I’m thinking you were gonna try and hand her to Eddie? Am I right?”

      Vic looks at Lawson. “He missed the boat there. Eddie’s going down.”

      “Your Jag’s all right, Mack. He didn’t get into your garage. He did break into Danny’s though, and caught him at Christine, though what he wanted with that beast is anyone’s guess.”

      “Christine?” Vic asks.

      “Sidney named the vehicle I gave her while her car’s out of commission,” I say.

      “It’s possessed,” Sidney says with a shudder.

      Lawson lets the guy go. He pulls out his pad and pen. “Wanted to know if you two want to press more charges?

      Vince charges Sidney, lunging.

      I pull her out of the way and punch him hard, knocking him down and back onto my coffee table, which splinters under him. “He owes me a new coffee table.”

      There are people at my door, and Leland, Forrest, Isaac, and Philip burst in, looking for heads to bust.

      “Town grapevine,” I say to Vic.

      Vince stirs, and Callahan puts a boot on him, keeping him down.

      “As your lawyer, I can see he provoked you.”

      Vince weakly says, “Thanks.”

      “Not you, asshole,” says Leland. “I’m talking to Mack.”

      “You want to redecorate?” Isaac asks. “London will help.”

      “I draw the line at a pink house,” I say.

      “I was thinking,” says Isaac, cracking knuckles, “that we could toss him at more furniture.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Forrest flexes his muscles, and Vic almost swoons.

      I point at Isaac. “Shouldn’t you be with Rose?”

      “I was needed here.”

      “You, sir,” says Lawson to the grounded Vince, “are under arrest, again. Under a whole lot of different charges to be worked out at my leisure. But try and touch Sidney again, and I’ll let my brother have some time spelling out those charges. In details. With his fists.”

      Suddenly Vic comes up and kicks the guy hard. “That’s for trying to attack my granddaughter. Your boss is going down, buddy. And your PI business is done. I’d be more concerned with running far away so you don’t get made a fall guy.”

      The room erupts into shouts, and Sidney buries her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking, and I’m pretty sure she’s laughing.

      “I love this chaos,” Vic says. “And this town.”

      “Hey, Princess.” I pull Sidney to me. “You okay?”

      “I’m still mad, but this is . . . this is funny.”

      Damn. I could fall for her. Right here. Right now.

      Vic comes up and puts a hand on both our arms. “Snuggle later, or whatever. But I meant they found me, and your parents tracked where I was headed. Here.”

      Sidney goes still. “What are you saying, Gran?”

      “That your mom is on her way.”
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      Sidney

      I think I’m about to hyperventilate. There’s air, but it doesn’t go in, and my throat starts to close.

      Waves of horror come over me. All of them are flavored differently. Some are the bitterness of humiliation. Others the salt of humiliation, some the stinging burn of old pain.

      “Breathe, Princess,” a low voice says, as a large hand slips around my arm.

      Mack soothes me, and I find I can breathe, which makes me all agitated again.

      With one touch he can do that? It’s like I’ve traded the smother of Mom for him. Instead of coming through flames to stand truly on my own, I’ve found another cage, even if it’s perfect and warm and made of Mack.

      All around me are voices and people, and even though one of those people is Gran, I want to run.

      The guy is whining. “I wasn’t going to hurt her, just scare her a bit, show I could find someone even if they didn’t ask.”

      “No, you got hired by my silly daughter and decided to take matters into your own hands even though Eddie the Idiot wasn’t going to do anything, and you screwed up. You sent people everywhere on my daughter’s dime to track down Sidney for your boss,” Gran says.

      “Vic!” Lawson grabs Gran. “Don’t kick him in the head.”

      “But he deserves it,” Vic says.

      Leland grins. “As her attorney, I’d say it was self-defense.”

      “Not helping, Conley.” Lawson cuts a glance at Sarah’s fiancé.

      “Preemptive self-defense?” Leland asks.

      Mack uses gentle pressure on me to take me outside. “Checking the garage,” he says, on our way out the door.

      He breathes out a sigh. “You could have told me your Gran’s called Vic.”

      “You seemed to think there was some kind of hot stud muffin after me called Victor. And since that’s never happened, at least until you pulled me from my car, I went with it. And I didn’t know you. I didn’t know who to trust, or if anything I knew would bring down trouble.”

      He pulls his keys from his pocket and presses a button, and the garage door creaks and groans, metal on metal as it rolls up.

      His garage is big, which I’d guessed, but bigger than I thought. There’s a space, stained with oil and grease, where he can work or park a vehicle.

      Next to that is a car that’s so not him. I wonder if it’s either sentimental or for someone.

      There’s so much I don’t know about him, and I want to. Almost as much as I want to run. Or perhaps that’s the other way around. I don’t know, and I’m not ready to examine it.

      “That’s a graduation present for Rose. It’s gonna get custom-painted turquoise.”

      I raise my brows. I’ve met his sister a few times and turquoise is a bold choice. “Really?”

      “Not bright enough? Something day-glow?”

      I stare at him.

      “Fucking hell, Princess, no. It’s staying black. But I’m pimping the fuck out of the engine and everything else. Making it safe, smooth, and ready for driving where she needs to go.” He runs a hand over the top. “London taxicab. She’s always loved them, and it’s classy. Lawson and I are splitting the costs.”

      I blink hard. To be loved like these people love . . .

      “W-where’s your Jag?”

      “Back there, under cover.” He points behind him with his thumb. “But I didn’t bring you here for a tour.”

      He kisses me slowly, and I melt into him, opening for him because I can’t help myself.

      Kissing him is heat, magic, and coming home. I want to stay in that place forever, but I can’t because it isn’t real. It’s just a kiss. A really good kiss, but a kiss. And when we part, I sigh.

      “Everything’s a mess, Mack, and it’s my making.”

      “It isn’t. Life is a mess. You can’t predict it. And you have people who love you, even those who want to cage you up and make you into who you aren’t.”

      I put my hands on his chest. “Like you? Caging me?”

      “Now, I’m caging you? For fuckin’ real, Princess?” he asks mildly. “I want to help. Sure, I might have fudged the truth a little over your car not being ready, but that was to make sure you were okay when those calls came in, and—”

      “You what?” My blood goes cold.

      “There was a delay with the part, but I’ve had it fixed since you started staying at my house. I didn’t tell you?”

      “No.” Anger spikes high. “You didn’t.”

      “It’s not a big deal. Just a few days.”

      “How many?”

      He doesn’t answer. “Look, Sidney, I’d like for you to stick around longer, but I’m not putting anyone in any kinda fuckin’ cage. I protect, not lock up. And I’m not into making someone who they’re not.”

      “But I’m a mess.” He’s had my car fixed. I was staying at his place and . . . “Mack . . .”

      He steps away from me. “The only reason your life feels like a mess is you made it that way. You ran instead of telling your parents where to go. You tell me where to go and I bet you tell Vic the same.”

      I don’t answer because he’s got a point, and I don’t like it.

      “Maybe it’s good your mom is coming. You can tell her where to go.”

      I look at him and fist my hands at my sides. “That’s what she’d do, try and force me into something.”

      Mack crosses the garage, rubbing a hand on his face. Then he stops and comes back. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      “Am I?”

      He stops and goes completely still. “You really think that’s what I’m fuckin’ doing? I’m forcing you? I’m actually caging you and trying to make you into something you’re not, Sidney? Because why? Why would I do that?”

      Because, I want to say, you didn’t tell me about my car. But I also really want to say that I don’t know.

      That’s a lie because, yes, I do, because he won’t want the real me. The me I am when he’s not there. That Sidney’s not that different, just a bit less shining, a little lifeless. Boring.

      Because I think he wants to change me because I’m lacking.

      I’m more than aware this is childish. Juvenile. I know how old I am. I’ve built up my own business, and I come from a life of privilege. I know I’m successful when it comes to work.

      But compared to him, to what he is, so comfortable in who he is, so at ease with the world, everything, and everyone. He’s honest and charming. He’s good. He’s a man who knows what he wants and goes for it.

      So why would he want me?

      He’s a shining light, and I’m Sidney Novak, an almost thirty-year-old woman who lets her mother interfere.

      “Because you can? Because,” I say, needing to push, to run, “you had my car fixed and used that to keep me here. You’re just a prettier, more exciting version of her.”

      The air stills, grows somehow cold.

      “Then we’re done. If that’s what you think. We’re done. Have a good life.”

      I almost double over from the pain of his words, and the expression on his face.

      There’s no going back from all this.

      He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t take it back, doesn’t reach out to me.

      But what he does look, is hurt.

      Like I hurt him.

      I’m not sure how. He betrayed me and hurt me with lies and with deciding what was best for me.

      “Sidney?”

      Gran’s voice is a lifeline, and I blink back the burning blur of tears in my eyes and turn, hurrying away from the unmoving Mack to Gran.

      “Let’s go for a walk, kid,” she says, tucking her arm through mine.

      We walk for a while without saying anything.

      Smoke is in the air. Not heavy, just there at the edges to remind me there was a fire and that when Mack didn’t come back, when his brother turned up and took me with him to his mom and wife, I don’t think I’d ever been so scared before in my life.

      The thought of him no longer here . . . I . . .

      “This is a nice town,” Vic says.

      “Mmm.”

      “A nice place to set up.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “But not for me.”

      “Why not? Because you had some kind of tiff with your hot man?” Gran snorts.

      “No. Because Dad’s new job is CEO of a company called Alpine Energy, who keep trying to buy up a piece of land here, and—”

      “What are you afraid of, Sid? That you won’t get away from your parents? Because I have to say, you aren’t them, and the only power they’ve ever had over you is learned. Maybe I should have done more, but I wanted you to figure that out. And you did. You left, not running, Sid, but to have your life.”

      “Or maybe it was running.”

      She snorts again.

      Then she studies me. “So, are you afraid of them? Or him?”

      I swallow because I don’t know.

      Mack and how he makes me feel scares me right down to the core of me.

      “Through the flames, life will thrive, or it will die,” I say. “I’m trying, Gran. To thrive.”

      “Oh, honey.” Vic stops and takes my face in both hands. “You need to truly understand the motto, because I think you’re missing the point.”

      I swallow hard. “Which is?”

      She pats my cheek. “That’s for you to work out. Come on, let’s get back.”

      “We just started.”

      Gran says, “It’s been long enough.”

       Truth is, I don’t know if I’m ready to see Mack yet.

      But Vic gets what she wants, and I’m half trying to figure out what she means if the motto isn’t about finding strength after a battle or going through your own trials.

      She looks up at me. “Your parents are who they are, and they’ll be your parents and in your life no matter what.”

      “If I don’t let them, they won’t be.”

      She sighs. “But that’s not you, Sidney. You’re a good girl, decent. It’s why you’ve struggled with your mom’s ways. You want to please everyone and carve your own path, and you never quite figured out how to do it. You always ended up with the short end. Truth there is that your young man’s got a point.”

      “No, he doesn’t.”

      She laughs. “He does. I heard enough. He might have gone about things wrong, but his heart was and is in the right place, like your mom’s, but he doesn’t want to clip your wings. Like me, he wants you to fly, Sidney. You can disappoint everyone but yourself, that’s how you be happy.”

      I sigh. “That sounds like selfishness.”

      “For some,” she says. “But you’re not that. The only way to disappoint me, and I suspect him, is to disappoint yourself. If you disappoint or anger your mom? She’ll get over it. Eventually. She loves you.”

      We come closer to Mack’s place, and I falter to a stop on the dark street. It’s the house that seems to have every light burning. But most of the cars that were there when we went for a walk are gone.

      “You know,” Gran says. “Your dad being CEO of a large company doesn’t mean a thing. Doesn’t mean he’s going to be here. And yes, I looked into them. What can I say? I’m curious.” She laughs. “And maybe stand up to your mom. You might find your dad in your court. Maybe not, but just do it.”

      I nod. “I will, you’re right.”

      “Good,” Gran says, clapping her hands. “I was thinking now?”

      I frown. “Now?”

      She nods to the extra car. “Yes, now. Because she’s here.”
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      Mack

      The woman—Mrs. Novak, thank you very much—examines things in my living room like she’s a fucking FBI profiler who’s found herself a perverted serial killer.

      If she had rubber gloves or a hazmat suit, no doubt she’d have donned them.

      As for my brother and no good friends, they all hightailed it out of there the moment her Lexus purred to a stop.

      At least Lawson had the excuse of locking up the actual criminal. A man Mrs. Novak pretended not to know. Maybe they’d never met, I don’t know and don’t give a fuck, but she’s the actual princess I accused Sidney of being.

      I fucked that one up, I know I did, but how do I get things right when I’m also not wrong?

      “Do you know when my daughter will be back?”

      “I’m not her keeper.”

      The woman stands there in some designer outfit that I don’t think I ever want to see the price tag to, and she’s looking at me like I’ve got the princess locked in some dungeon.

      She presses her lips together. I’m still dirty. I haven’t showered. Oh, fuck, she can’t smell the sex, can she?

      It was a while back now, but someone like that, wouldn’t put it past her to be able to sniff out an impure thought.

      “I just thought my daughter would have better . . . taste, even when trying to make a point.”

      “Better taste?” I look around. Yeah. Okay. My coffee table’s a pile of junk now, but—

      She means me.

      Beard. Tats. Soot from fighting fires, jeans from both working on the floor of my garage and the fire tango.

      “Her taste is just fine.”

      The woman sniffs. She’s a real piece of work, able to speak whole volumes of disparagement without uttering more than a syllable.

      I get it, I do, what Sidney said. She’s fucking scared of succumbing to someone like her mom, someone with as much personality as Vic, except this woman clamps it down and uses it like laser beams to zap people with her will. She’s been doing that to Sidney since she was born.

      Mrs. Novak has got to hate that her daughter’s not playing.

      Because Sidney might not see it, but I do.

      She’s got just as much personality. She’s just all underground river and deep forests is my princess.

      She’s so used to making herself small to avoid hurting this woman who I’m not sure can be hurt that Sidney thinks that’s what she is, small.

      So, she’s scared.

      Scared that I’m going to be the same as this woman. Cage her up.

      I’m not.

      But I am what I am, like fucking Popeye said. I protect what’s mine, like Sidney.

      “The thing is, and I’ll try and use small words for you and go slow,” she says to me like she’s not insulting me, “is that Sidney’s naive. She’s sheltered. She’s not . . .strong. You probably see a young, rich girl paving your way to Easy Street. But the thing is, I control the purse strings.”

      “That so?”

      She smiles prettily. It’s sort of evil. “Yes. And Sidney won’t like your barebones lifestyle. Do you even have a job? A shower?”

      I think about telling her to go fuck herself, but I have manners, and my mom wouldn’t be pleased. She’d cheer me on, but she wouldn’t be pleased.

      Still, that isn’t what’s stopping me.

      No, that’s Sidney.

      This is her mom. I’m not crossing that line.

      But I won’t let her insult me because what she’s actually doing is insulting Sidney. I don’t stand for that.

      I tap my hand on the back of my sofa, not getting up. She’s still standing, imagining she has the upper hand.

      I settle one foot on the opposite knee.

      “I’m gonna put you straight. Sidney isn’t a naive puppy. She’s a thirty-year-old woman with a job and a life that might not fit your vision, but what can I fuckin’ say? Life sometimes disappoints.” I ignore her gasp at the curse. “Sidney is successful, has her own vision, and I might not get it, but she loves you.”

      “It’s convenient to be on someone’s side when they have money.”

      “Lady, I earn a lot of money. Got a side business of restoring vintage cars where people pay so much money, you’d—” I stop. Telling her mother she’d cream herself would be supremely satisfying, but I don’t go low. “Be shocked. I have a business degree and own Danny’s Garage. Not my name, by the way.”

      “I will not listen—”

      “Yeah, you will because you’re waiting for Sidney, and she’s staying with me. But unlike her, I don’t need to impress you. So, shall I go on? Yeah. Got a job, make a good living. Own my house. And even a shower. I just got back from helping fight and put out a fire, so I’m not scrubbed. Rescued a baby, if you’re handing out brownie points. No?”

      “Sidney’s not staying with you!”

      I rub a hand over my face. “This isn’t a competition. Sidney can do what she wants now I know there’s no danger. But you did something right because she’s a hell of a girl. You should be proud. Sidney’s spectacular. So, try being an actual mother and let her live.”

      The woman goes white. Then her eyes cut to the door, and she points at me. “Did you hear him?”

      “Give it a rest, dear,” Vic says. “I think he has more to say.”

      I make eye contact with Sidney, who looks stricken, and I know I’m probably going to make it worse or better. Who knows?

      But my princess understanding who and what she is and what she’s worth is important, even if I lose her.

      Because if she wants me, she should choose me, not be forced into it.

      “Thanks, Vic,” I say, getting up. I face Sidney’s mom. “I fucked up with her. I said I did something to keep her safe, but really it’s not better than anything you did. Just a different cage.”

      “What did you do? Cheat? She needs a quiet man—”

      “Shut up, please,” I say. “Sidney doesn’t need that. She doesn’t need a damn thing but to work out what she needs and wants. And first, that means space. Not you. Not me. But you got the fuckin’ advantage.”

      I can feel Sidney drilling into me with her gaze, but I don’t dare turn.

      “What’s that?” her mother asks.

      “You. You’re her mother. You’ll always have that bond. No matter what.”

      “She needs to stop embarrassing me.”

      Oh, fucking hell, this woman. She’s not actually evil, not like the pieces of shits that Dakota’s family is, or what I suspect Sarah’s ex is like, but she’s a self-entitled creature whose life must be so empty that she needs to control her daughter’s under the pretense of doing the right thing, or whatever her real reasons are.

      It doesn’t matter.

      It all comes down to the same thing.

      Sidney’s right. The woman wants to cage her like I did by accident.

      “You’re so wrong,” I say. “Sidney’s not an embarrassment. She’s a flame, a shining light. She’s something that can’t be pinned down. She’s a wildfire.”

      Applause explodes behind me.

      “Well done, Mack,” Vic says. “Maybe I’ll get a tattoo in your honor.”

      Mrs. Novak looks scandalized. “Mother.”

      “Shut up, dear.”

      “Well.” Sidney’s mom flounces to the door, stops, and looks at her daughter. I look too. Sidney doesn’t say a thing. “Well. Just wait until your father hears about this.”

      And she flounces off.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Vic says. “Your dad won’t care. And she’ll get over it.”

      I clear my throat. “Guess I should get your car.”

      “I’ll wait outside for you kids.” Vic shoos us to the door.

      We go down, and Vic stays behind as we walk to Danny’s. I’m trying to find the words because I think I’ve gone and fallen a little in love with Sidney.

      Maybe it’s a lot, but it’s hard to tell. This whole thing is like purple people eating cats from outer space that have developed pink and sparkly spots. Crazy. Surreal.

      The closer we get, the more the ground is like quicksand, sucking at my feet.

      “Sidney,” I say. “I’m sorry. I guess I do that a lot around you. But I haven’t met someone like you before. You just keep making everything new and unexpected. And I screw up. But maybe you’re right. Maybe I was trying to cage you without meaning to.

      She doesn’t speak, and my chest gets tight.

      “I just . . . I’m not the fuckin’ kind of guy to let things lie. I protect. I’m laid back except where it counts, and where it counts are all the areas you have a problem with.” I pause. A lot in love? I think I’m completely in love with her. “And you’re just passing through, right?”

      “Right.”

      Well, fuck. If I lay my case, isn’t that forcing her? Isn’t that not letting her decide what she wants on her own? If I tell her, she might think she has to be with me even though she doesn’t feel the same.

      Okay, right about now, I’m not entirely sure I’m not a pod person. Nothing feels like it fits right in me.

      So I let us into Danny’s to get her car.

      I need a clue from her, but she stands there, stiff, closed and maybe that’s the sign? Maybe there’s no right move. It’s like things crumble to dust around me and I hand her the keys. “Are you staying in town?”

      She blinks, pats her pockets, and pulls out the key to the cabin.

      “I . . . I have to talk to Gran. Probably Mom. And . . . the lodge for a night or two? It’s too late to start out now.”

      Neither of us moves. Someone is standing near the open garage door, and I’m pretty fucking sure I know who it is.

      “Is it okay if I go into your place and get my things?”

      “Yeah.”

      Now, we’re talking like weird ass strangers.

      “Um . . . thank you.” She gets in the car and drives off.

      I’m pretty fucking sure she’s just wrapped a chain about my heart, attached the other end to her bumper, ripped the thing from my chest, and is currently dragging it down the street.

      “You get real fuckin’ maudlin when ladies you’re in love with smack you down.”

      I don’t look at Lawson. “I let her go.”

      “That looked like a smackdown.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Was heading home and saw you.”

      I sigh. “Well, you fuckin’ found me.”

      “Sure fucking did,” says Lawson. “Anyone tell you you’re an idiot?”

      He’s right, but there’s nothing I can do.

      I let her go because I had to. She has her own life. She has to make her own decisions.

      I’m not going after her.

      “All the fucking time.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    




      Sidney

      I think I’m driving Gran crazy.

      Mom’s gone back to New York in a huff after Dad told her to get a hobby. I’d love to think it’s because he’s stepping up to the plate, but I think it’s just she’s disturbing his relaxation time.

      Whatever, as Vic says. It gets the job done.

      Though I don’t think she’s going to give up, at least not yet, she’ll accept it.

      Mack helped with that.

      How can thinking his name be so cathartic and painful at the same time?

      Which brings me back around to Gran.

      We’ve been at the lodge for two days, and I’m ready to leave. I stay in my room working or go down to the beautiful waiting area late at night, so I don’t have to talk with other guests.

      Sarah and Dakota, I like chatting with, but even they’re . . . I know they know I screwed up with Mack, who hasn’t even sent a text.

      But I have to move on. I have a house, a fixed car that runs better than it ever did. A career. And he didn’t say that he wanted me to stay. He asked when I was leaving.

      “Are you still moping?” Vic asks as she comes out of the bathroom where she’s been getting ready.

      She’s got a social life already.

      She’s going out.

      With Mack’s mother, of all people, with some others. They might have formed a posse, I don’t know.

      “I’m not moping,” I say, sounding for all the world like I’m moping.

      Gran pats my shoulder where I sit at my computer. “If you say so, dear.” Then she peers at the screen is that—”

      “No.” I snap the computer shut. “Don’t stay out late. And don’t—”

      “I’ll stay out as late as I like.” Vic fluffs her hair. This time she’s wearing a twist on a sixties dress, chunky black shoes, and hot pink leggings that London would drool over. She refuses, she says to ever act her age. Acting your shoe size, according to Vic, is much more fun. “And we don’t want to bore ourselves talking about idiots. If you leave, just write me a note.”

      She sails out the door.

      I slump back in my seat and close my eyes.

      Why was I playing around designing a landing page for Danny’s non-existent website? Because apparently, there’s something wrong with me.

      I need to go. Get out of Norhill Tops. It’s just on the border of late afternoon and early evening, and I know leaving now is stupid, but I can pack.

      There’s a restlessness in my bones I need to assuage, so I start to pack.

      Actually, most of my things are packed, so I dump them all out on the bed so I can pack them again.

      The problem is nothing is sitting right. Not Mack, not me, not anything.

      He wanted me to stay. He tried to control me in his Mack way, not out of malice or planning to take over my life, but to protect me. But he didn’t really ask, and that’s him. He might be laid back, but he’s a man who orders, who likes control. At least in some ways.

      He didn’t ask me to stay at the garage. He . . . he asked me when I was leaving.

      “Mack didn’t tell me he loves me.”

      The moment I say the words, something settles in me.

      I want him to love me. If he loved me, then everything else . . .

      If he loved me.

      I close my eyes and breathe. I want him to say he loves me because I’m completely head over heels in love with him.

      Is this what Gran’s been trying to tell me to work out? That the motto isn’t about being strong or not when you go through a crisis?

      Because right now, I’m thinking it’s a cleanse or a trial and about taking the risk and not having a safety net.

      It’s about making the right decision.

      Maybe I’ve been looking at everything wrong, that it’s not Mack and how he is, but me and how I let my mother make me. Gran’s right about that one. I knew it the moment Vic told me what I do because of how I am.

      But that whole blistering speech Mack gave my mother tells me he’ll never ever try to lock me up, never take away my choices and . . .

      I get my toiletries and pack those. I zip up my case and slide my computer into my handbag, and pushing my glasses up my nose, I jot a note for Gran and head out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah smiles at me when I reach reception. For a minute, her smile falters until I pull out my card.

      “Vic’s staying on for however long she wants, so you can keep hold of this, I’ll pick it up later.”

      “That’s not how . . .” Then her smile comes back, full force. “If this means what I think it means, that’s perfect.”

      “I’m going to talk to Mack.”

      She sags a little and squeezes my hand. “Thank fuck. Dakota says she’s about to shoot both Lawson and Mack. Lawson for snapping at her, Mack for being the bear with the thorn making his twin snap at her.”

      Heat floods my cheeks. “I didn’t mean for him to upset her.”

      Sarah laughs. “No, hon, you didn’t. She just gets a little ornery. Lawson doesn’t call her Wildcat for nothing. We’re on your side, and Mack’s one of the best. Would walk through fire for those he loves. But you already know that. In your case, he drove, of course.”

      “I’m just going to talk to him.”

      She rolls her eyes. “He’s a Burns brother. They see what they like, they make a claim, and they’re not about to let go. Ask Dakota. She’s one of the fiercest, strongest women I know, and that Lawson, he saw, he fell, he claimed, y’know?” Then she twists her rings. “These men are all some version of that. Welcome to the club.”

      I thank her and head out, a little dazed. Three days ago, I’d have been running. Or thinking about it. I guess I still am thinking of running. But I want to run to rather than away.

      I get in my Audi and head to Mack’s. This is one of the scariest things I’ve ever done in my life. Ever.

      It’s not until I pull up in his driveway, hands shaking, that it hits me what I’m doing. I’m not just here to tell him how I feel, to see if we can work.

      I’m taking control.

      That’s what the motto is.

      To live the life I want, to have what I want, the love, the tears, the laughter, the forever, I have to take control and risk everything to do it. Lay my soul bare. Go through flames. I might not get to live that life. He might say no, and I’ll fall flat on my face, but if I don’t take control and do this, then I won’t ever get that chance to live. I might as well marry whoever Mom wants me to marry.

      Which isn’t an option.

      My heart thumps hard and wild, and my pulse picks up to a frantic pace.

      I knock on his door with a shaking hand.

      Mack answers the door, dressed in clean dark jeans, nice boots, and a black T-shirt. His keys are in his hand, and he looks like he’s headed out. He also has what looks like an overnight bag. My stomach lurches.

      “Mack.”

      “Princess.”

      I suck in a breath. “I guess you’re heading out somewhere, so I’ll try not to keep you.”

      Those warm brown eyes drown me as he waits.

      “But I needed to talk to you. I-I want to buy the cabin.”

      Both his brows climb. “My cabin?”

      “Yes. But it’ll depend on the perks.”

      “It has perks?” His gaze moves over me, and a tiny spark of flame flares in me.

      “Yes.” I take half a step. Then another, so we’re really close. “I think I told you about the family motto—Vic’s motto. ‘Through the flames, life will thrive, or it will die.’ I think I finally worked out the meaning. Love is flame, and life is finding and going for that love, death is denying it, and just going through the motions of life.”

      “Princess?” he says this softly like he’s waiting. Like he doesn’t want to destroy the moment that hangs on delicate thread.

      I put my hand on his chest where his heart is, and beneath my palm is the fast thump of it as we talk. “I want love, Mack. With you. Or the chance of it. So I want to buy your cabin if you’re my perk.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I was wrong, Mack. I don’t think it’s a cage you have, it’s a haven. I was scared. I still am, but I’m in love with you. I’m so in love with you that I had to let you know. If you don’t want me or love me, then so be it. I—”

      “Princess.”

      Mack takes my hand and kisses my palm, then he pulls me into his arms and kisses me. Feathery, enticing kisses that are soft and full of all the promises. Then the kiss deepens and hardens, and my toes curl as our tongues dance and mate. I revel in him, in how perfectly we fit. Finally, the kiss softens into dreamy, and I’m floating, lost in him.

      Mack raises his head but doesn’t let me go.

      “I was coming for you, Princess. Got this bag in case you’d hit the road.” He kisses the corner of my mouth. “Not to collect you. Unless you wanted that. But to let you know, I was, am, always will be stupidly in love with you. Brilliantly, I guess, since it’s the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “It’s pretty smart,” I say, trying not to smile.

      “Yeah. I wanted to tell you so you could make an educated decision. And know you had a future, if you wanted one, with me. Because I do love you. I don’t think I’d have fucked up like I did if it wasn’t love.”

      “Mack?”

      “Yes, Princess?”

      “Will you be my knight?”

      He laughs and hugs me close. “Everyone knows a princess needs a knight, but I have stipulations. I’m kinda traditional.”

      “And if I’m not?”

      “I’ll wait. Maybe it’ll come in old age, your traditional side, though meeting Vic, I won’t hold my breath. I’ll always hold you, though.”

      “So if I didn’t want ever to get married you’d be fine?”

      He looks at me. “Yeah, I think I would. It’s just paper, and there’s more to life than that.”

      I breathe in. He’s definitely the type to want to put a ring on someone he loves. I can see it, feel it. Just like I utterly know he won’t and would be fine with that for me.

      That is worth about a billion dollars.

      “As long as you love me, I’m fine with it. I might insist on living in the same place. Or, if we have two, we split our time because I’m gonna be wanting a lot of sex. I love fucking you. I love holding you. I love sleeping with you. Talking. Fighting not so much, but make-up sex has a lot going for it. And I’ll even let you help me fight the fuckin’ space cats.”

      I laugh, I can’t help it. “There’s no one like you, Mack. You’re amazing.”

      He kisses me again. “No, sweet Sidney, you are. Knew it when I first saw you. Thought you were fuckin’ beautiful. I’d go through a thousand fires for you.”

      “One was enough.”

      “So . . .” He pushes my glasses up my nose. “You’re staying?”

      “Mack, I was thinking I could make exceptions to my non-traditional ways.”

      He considers me. “How so?”

      “I think you should ask me.”

      “Ask you what, Sidney?”

      “To marry you.”

      There’s silence as he considers me. “You don’t have to do that. I meant what I said.”

      “I know, and that means everything. I’m not saying I want a ring right now or tomorrow, or want to walk down an aisle or whatever anytime soon, but I’ll do all that with you. Because you want it, and so do I.”

      “One day.”

      “Yes.” I have a feeling it could be sooner rather than later because there’s something about him as my husband. But that’s down the track, and we’ll know when it’s time.

      “Princess, will you marry me?”

      “Yes, Mack.”

      We kiss again, and it’s a seal, a promise, a coming together.

      I’m definitely going to marry him, and I know exactly why I was scared. Love, real love, can feel scary with the journey because it’s into the unknown. But when you’re there, you’re alive. Fully alive.

      And for us?

      It’s true love, born of fire.

      Made to last.
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        Broken hearts heal with time, but they never forget the pain.

      

      

      

  




Diego

      I broke her heart years ago, but there’s a reason for it. One I try not to think about. I put the past behind me, and I don’t look back. That is until I get a call from her asking for help.

      Now, I’m back and there’s unfinished business to settle. It becomes a game of push and pull, trust and betrayal. Questions are asked, but I refuse to answer. I’ll do what I came here for and hope to win her over, or I might just have to sacrifice everything all over again . . . for her.
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        She was mine, and I let her go.

      

      

      

  




Maverick

      The moment I saw her, I knew I was doomed.

      Doomed to fall, but that’s something I swore I’d never do. She’s been through more than a woman should. Lived through being sold to a man who hurt in ways that gives me nightmares.

      No matter how much I want more, I can’t. Not with everything she’s been through. Not even with the temptation being so great. But she makes it hard. Especially when she reacts to my touch.

      When secrets result in chaos, it’s my job to keep it together. However, can I keep it together and watch her walk away?
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        What happens when luck runs out and you’re left with nothing?

      

      

      

  




Lucky

      I’ve always been a betting man, it’s why they call me Lucky. But lately, luck seems to be the least of my worries. Especially when it comes to my personal life. I swore to stay away, and I have, but she likes to push my buttons.

      But then the pranks stop and she’s done. Something’s going on with her. We all can see she’s not the same.

      Now, she’s gone home, or at least that’s what she says.

      To get my lucky streak back, I’ll find out what the hell she’s up to, and when I do, I know it won’t be good.
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        The past always finds a way back.

      

      

      

  




Brass

      Everything around the club is changing. Faster than any of us are ready for. There’s a storm brewing and it’s not gonna be easy to ride out.

      When she comes into our lives it’s not easy seeing her. She’s a blast from the past, but there’s more to it. But what that is I’ve yet to figure out.

      One thing I do know for sure is she’s here, and history always has a way of repeating itself.
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