
        
            
                
            
        

    




He knows that Copper Ridge’s newest bartender is running from her past...but will he recognize that she’s his last chance at salvation before she leaves town in this sexy and emotional novella?
Aiden Crawford knows all about responsibilities. He’s already shouldering more than his share when beautiful drifter Casey James cruises into town with a broken car, a chip on her shoulder and enough secrets to have her ready to leave Copper Ridge the second she can afford the auto mechanic’s bill. Aiden has no time for long-legged, sultry-eyed complications, especially when he catches her joyriding in his father’s car, but when he realizes that she’s hungry and homeless, he grits his teeth and does what he does best: takes on another person’s problems as his own. 
Casey is no man’s charity project—she takes care of herself and that’s all she needs to survive. But in the gruff and ruggedly gorgeous Aiden, she finds a man whose demons match her own—and who tempts her to stop running once and for all. Yet even if she finds the courage to stay, can she convince him that a future together is possible before time runs out?
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CHAPTER ONE
ACE
WAS
VERY
PROUD of the microbrews they served at his bar. Casey James didn’t see what was so special about them. Because at the end of the day after she’d been serving drinks over the course of a seven-hour shift, whether it was a lager brewed in a small quantity or a light beer brewed for the masses, it all smelled the same to her. By then it had woven its way around the fabric of her clothes and settled down beneath the surface of her skin.
Ace’s was the primary hangout in Copper Ridge, Oregon, for anybody looking to unwind after a hard day’s work. At least, that’s what she’d absorbed over the past couple of weeks working there.
Along with alcohol fumes and more country music than she had even known existed before she’d walked into this place.
When she went home—such as her transient dwelling was—she did so smelling like beer and oil from the deep fryer and humming Garth Brooks. She felt invaded by the place. Still, she couldn’t complain. She’d been broke when she’d driven into Copper Ridge about sixteen days ago. Not enough money for a hotel, or even a sketchy motel. Not enough money for food on the road. She’d gotten sick of hitchhiking somewhere back in the Midwest and had bought the cheapest car she could find, and it had let out its last gasp when she’d rolled over into Logan County.
Now the car was parked at Copper Campground, and her tent was pitched at the most convenient space in the park. Not that camping anywhere was very convenient right now, considering that nights here in the little coastal town were cold and heavy with mist, and she possessed very serious black-bear-related concerns. Solitude also provided some pretty heavy silences. Not her favorite on the best of days.
But God knew she’d slept in worse. And with worse.
When Ace had first hired her she had sort of imagined he might be expecting a different kind of arrangement. Why else would a guy agree to hire a woman on a very temporary basis so she could earn a little pocket change before moving on?
He was good-looking, so she hadn’t really thought it would be too big of a deal. Plus, she thought it might get her out of her sleeping bag and into an actual bed. But, much to her surprise, Ace had never even given her an inappropriate side-eye since he’d hired her.
Yay for his scruples. Less yay for her chilly sleeping arrangement.
“Hey, baby.” The words were slurred across the bar, and she wasn’t even going to bother with telling the guy that that wasn’t her name. If he was going to leave a tip, her name could be baby if he really wanted it to be. “Another drink.”
She turned and faced the guy sitting down at the far end, clad in a flannel shirt and overalls. He had been running up his tab all night, and was definitely starting to look a little bit worse for wear.
“Sure thing.” She was not a human Breathalyzer. It wasn’t her job to worry about whether or not someone should have another drink. She just wanted to get paid.
Once she’d collected enough cash to figure out what was going on with her car, plus enough extra to crash somewhere other than a campground for a while, she would move on.
You have to stop sometime.
No, she didn’t. Anyway, if she was going to stop it would be somewhere warmer. Someplace near the ocean, but not the kind of ocean that felt like a melted glacier.
She poured another measure of bourbon for the evening’s best customer—which, in her world, was a dubious honor—and slid down toward him. “Another one on your tab?”
He nodded, picking up the glass and raising it in mock salute. She raised her brows in return.
Just then, the door to the bar opened, and for some reason she felt compelled to look. People filed in and out all evening, so there was nothing particularly remarkable about another arrival. But somehow this one felt remarkable. It kept on feeling more and more so while she studied the new arrival.
He was notable in part because he was enraged—which was something she paid attention to, but wasn’t unique. People got mad, and they tended to get mad even easier when alcohol was involved. So pissed-off dudes weren’t remarkable in and of themselves, or something she got too worked up over. But there was something about him...his dark brows lowered, intense and angry, his chiseled jaw clenched—broad shoulders, a trim waist. Well, really he was hot. He had some very admirable forearms and hands that looked just the right size to hold on tight to her hips.
Behold the power of a pair of sexy, masculine hands.
The handsome stranger stood in the door for only a few moments before storming down into the dining area and making a beeline toward the bar. He didn’t notice Casey, or anyone. At least, not anyone besides her best customer.
“What are you doing here, Dad?” The stranger’s voice was uncompromising, deep and very, very angry.
The older man grunted. “Winding down after work. I didn’t realize that was a problem.”
“It is when you’re a damn alcoholic.”
Unexpectedly, Casey’s heart clenched with sympathy. Addiction. If there was one thing she was more familiar with than she’d like to be, that was it. Actually, there were quite a few things she had more familiarity with than she would like, but addiction was the most insidious. Still, she didn’t usually waste emotion on strangers. Typically, she didn’t waste emotion on anyone but herself, and when it came to herself she was still pretty spare with it. She couldn’t afford to wallow. If she did, she might never get back up.
“That’s your word, boy,” the older man said. “Not mine.”
“A John Deere isn’t a Ferrari just because you call it one. Doesn’t matter what you want to call it, or not call it. Anyway, you promised.” He said the last part in a hushed, sincere tone that left her in no doubt that Handsome Stranger had truly believed his father wasn’t going to drink again, just because the old man had promised.
She wondered how in hell he’d gotten to his age—his late twenties, she guessed—still believing the promises of an addict.
“Let’s go, Dad,” he said again, uncompromising.
He didn’t wait for the older man to comply, but grabbed him by the back of the shirt and hauled him off the stool. It was easy enough to do, given the inebriated state of his father. He started to direct him out of the bar, and irritation started to build in Casey’s chest. She had spent all evening letting that drunk-ass old guy call her baby. And if she wasn’t going to get a tip, it had hardly been worth it.
“Hey!” she shouted.
Handsome Stranger paused, turning to face her, the expression he treated her to as stormy as the one he had been aiming at his dad. “You have a problem?”
“Yes.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Your dad ran up a pretty serious tab tonight. And I’ve been serving him. If you think you’re going to walk out of here without passing any cash my way you’re very wrong.”
He didn’t address her; instead, he turned to his father. “Dad, give me your keys.”
“The hell I—”
“You aren’t driving.” He stood there, angry, but with something deeper radiating from him, as well. A well-worn patience unlike anything she had ever witnessed before. “Give me your keys. Don’t make me call Sheriff Garrett.”
Much to Casey’s surprise, the older man complied, pressing his keys into his son’s hand. Then Handsome Stranger moved back toward the bar, toward her. She wasn’t the kind of woman to get breathless over a man. In her experience, men were like cheap appliances. They might be shiny out of the box, but all too soon they shorted out and left you high and dry. Fine in many cases, since she wasn’t exactly looking for a promise, but as this man approached her she had to confess to a little bit of breathlessness. She blamed the broad shoulders, which looked like they would be very nice to hold on to. And again, those large hands, which looked like they would be very good at holding on to her.
He reached out, one of the very hands she had just been weaving inappropriate thoughts about extending the keys toward her. “Keep his car. Consider it collateral. I’ll be back for it as soon as I can make it down here tomorrow.”
She curled her fingers around the keys, the sharp edges digging into her palm. “You realize I could just drive off into the sunset with this. Or into the dawn, as the case may be.”
“Don’t,” he said, casual, unconcerned. As though he were confident that his calm, rational command would be met with obedience, because how could she refuse?
Prick.
She kind of liked it.
As if she needed any more proof that her issues had issues.
“Just so you know,” she said, earning herself another backward glance, “I’m not very good at following instructions.” She jingled the keys, arching her brow meaningfully.
“Just so you know, I’m good friends with the sheriff. See you tomorrow.”
And with that, Handsome Stranger stormed back out of the bar, propelling his old man with him, along with what she had hoped would be her biggest tip of the evening.
“Hey, baby, can I get another drink?” She turned toward the source of the request—the man now vying for position as new best customer—and let out a heavy sigh.
“Of course, sugar,” she said. And by sugar, she meant asshole. But she wasn’t in the mood to lose all of her tip money in one evening.
By last call she was exhausted, grumpy and in no mood to walk all the way from the bar back to the campground. This, in a nutshell, was why it was so much better to work out an arrangement with someone if it was possible.
This was why she almost wished her boss was the kind of person who liked to take a little bit of personal advantage of his employees. She would have somewhere warm to sleep if he did.
Self-preservation was an art form she had taken to a new level. But in her situation, it was necessary. Men made great allies because she had something they wanted. She was perfectly comfortable going it alone in the general sense. But she’d been through enough to realize that while she never wanted to depend on anyone emotionally, it was practical to have someone else by your side.
Two a.m., with no car, and three miles to walk until she could finally lie down and get some rest, was one of those times.
Of course, that acknowledgment went hand in hand with feeling like she might prefer death to actually asking for help. She preferred to find ways to engineer receiving help without actually admitting how much she might need it.
Finding yourself in dire straits was one thing. Acting helpless was quite another.
She pressed her hand to the pocket of the black apron she was wearing, felt the bulk of the keys beneath the fabric. Oh yeah, she had that car. Wherever it might be parked. Farm boy was going to be back tomorrow to pick it up, but she would be at the bar before he would, most likely.
She chewed the inside of her cheek, pretending for a second that she was weighing her options. Like there was another option. She had keys to a car that no one needed tonight. And the difference between an hour-long walk and a two-minute drive was pretty much a no-brainer.
She smiled to herself as she took a clean rag out of the bleach water bin and started to wipe down the top of the bar. As things worked out, she’d managed to get help from a guy, after all. And she’d gotten to keep her top on.



CHAPTER TWO
AIDEN
CRAWFORD
HAD
half a mind to let his father’s car rot in Ace’s parking lot. After all, his father would rot on a bar stool inside of Ace’s if left to his own devices, so it seemed a fitting fate for the car.
He wasn’t in the mood to go all the way to town just to deal with it, and he really hadn’t been in the mood to coordinate getting the car back to the family farm. He didn’t want to have to tell his mother that he had caught her husband drinking again, even though she had to know someplace deep down inside, behind the boxes of denial and passivity that she kept stacked up tall in front of reality in order to keep from having to deal with it.
Unfortunately, he did have to drive to the Farm and Garden to get new feed for the chickens since the damn barn cat had chewed a hole in the edge of the bag and let moisture get in, leaving mold covering all the grains like a little gray pelt. And he would have to drive by the bar to get to the store. If he couldn’t figure out whose help to enlist to get the car back, he could always tow it home. It was just a bigger pain in the ass than he cared to put up with right now. But then, what wasn’t?
As he drew nearer to the bar, he thought about the waitress from last night. Slim, petite. Some people might think delicate, but he didn’t. Her blue eyes were shot through with steel, and there was a slight quirk to one side of her mouth and to one eyebrow that spoke of hard-earned and well-worn cynicism. Funny, since she couldn’t be much over the legal drinking age herself.
It was a whole lot of observations to make about one waitress he’d spoken to for about two minutes. But it wasn’t all that surprising, considering her world-weariness wasn’t the only thing he’d noticed. She was beautiful. And she caught hold of his body’s interest in a way no one had for a very long time.
Just another thing he didn’t have time for. Not now.
Damn Caroline finding herself a functional relationship. He cared about her. Cared deeply about her happiness. God knew he couldn’t give her what she’d wanted, no matter how much he wished he could. She’d moved on, and with his blessing.
But after six months of celibacy he was smarting from being cut off from his only source of physical satisfaction. So yeah, he had given the waitress a little bit more attention than he might have on a typical night spent dragging his father out of a bar.
He rolled up to the parking lot of Ace’s and turned in, stopping when he found the parking lot mostly empty. Not a huge surprise, since it was only two in the afternoon—a bit late for the lunch crowd and too early for the drinking crowd. Really, the only notable thing about it was the fact that the car he had left here last night wasn’t there.
He swore, turning into a space and putting the truck in Park. It wasn’t like Ace to have it towed. He knew full well whose car that was. And, in fact, had Ace been manning the bar last night, Aiden had serious doubts his father would have been served a drink at all.
Not that it was a random waitress’s job to know that his father was more or less Copper Ridge’s worst drunk. Though he hadn’t expected her to take off with the car. In hindsight, that was a mistake. A pretty stupid one. He’d handed his father’s car keys over to a perfect stranger.
He would ask himself what he’d been thinking, but he knew all too well. He’d been antsy, feeling gnawing desperation to get out of the bar combined with a desire to linger and keep checking out the waitress. He should’ve had better control over himself.
He was only human. A human who had been denied physical contact with another human for a very long time.
Still, it didn’t give him an excuse to be a dumbass.
As he was sitting there castigating himself, he saw his father’s car turn into the driveway and pull up to one of the spaces by the front door. He killed the engine on his truck and opened the driver-side door, getting out and slamming it shut behind him as he walked over to the car. Very much not to his surprise, it was the pretty blonde from last night who climbed out of it, long legs first. Yes, he noticed, even though he was currently dealing with the world’s sloppiest case of grand theft auto.
“Decided to help yourself to my old man’s ride?”
She froze, her posture going board straight before she turned slowly to face him. Her expression was inscrutable, unreadable, but he could see something in those blue eyes he didn’t like. Fear. She covered it quickly, planting one hand on her hip and popping it out to the side. “Oh, I’m sorry, did I inconvenience you terribly by not having it sit here all night?”
“I felt a little inconvenienced when I pulled in a few minutes ago and thought it had been stolen.”
“Dear God. Minutes of inconvenience. We should start a GoFundMe to help you deal with your trauma.” She turned away from him, facing the bar, her blond hair shimmering over her shoulder as she tightened her hold in her purse. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to be late to work.”
“My keys?”
“Right.” She turned back, fishing in her bag and taking them out, jingling them slightly. A very broad, very fake smile stretched across her face. “See? Not keeping it.” She tossed the keys toward him and he reacted quickly, catching them at the last moment. “Nice.”
His patience was wearing thin, and along with it, his control. “Why did you take the car?”
“Because I don’t have one,” she said, speaking slowly in a monotone voice, as though she were talking to someone very young or very stupid. “And since I didn’t get off until well past midnight and there was a car available, I thought that I would cut an hour or so off my commute in the dark, damp weather. Problem?”
He didn’t know how she’d managed it. All he knew was that a second ago he’d been angry because she’d taken off with his car, and now he was the one who felt like an ass.
“You could have asked,” he said.
“Yeah, well, you seemed like you were in a little bit of a hurry, so I thought maybe not. Actually, I thought you probably wouldn’t know, since I didn’t figure you would be back for it this early.” She shrugged. “Calculated risk. It failed. That happens. But no harm, no foul. You got your car back, and I didn’t get ax murdered on my way home from work. Everyone wins.”
“Wait,” he said as she started to turn away again.
She paused. “I have a bunch of extra tips to earn, seeing as you walked out with last night’s tips when you took your dad. And I’m on the early shift, which means less money anyway. So, I better go.”
“Don’t I need to pay my tab?” He didn’t know why in hell he was still talking to her. She was pushing against things best left un-pushed against, and he should get on with his day.
But he was still talking to her.
And anyway, he did have to pay.
“I suppose,” she said. “But I figure you can take that up with Ace.”
“I thought you were worried about your tips.”
“I am. Was. At this point, I figure I’m not going to get them.”
That was his cue to take off. But he didn’t. “If I’m anything, it’s a man of my word.” Even when it came to making good on promises given to carjacking waitresses. He wasn’t like his father. Not now, not ever. He didn’t promise one thing and deliver another just because it was convenient.
“Cute. You and George Washington.”
“What?” he asked, as he started to follow her into the bar. And, though he tried, he wasn’t successful in keeping himself from letting his eyes drift down so that he could admire the curve of her butt. It was a very nice curve.
“You cannot tell a lie. Neither could he.”
“Actually, that didn’t really happen,” he said.
“It totally did. They reenacted it on Sesame Street. Muppets don’t lie.”
She walked quickly through the mostly empty dining room, making her way to the bar, fishing around until she found a black apron beneath it and tying it on before she put her long blond hair up into a bun. He watched as he moved closer, completely drawn in by her movements.
He was seriously hard up, and in no position to do anything about it. He had to hope the damp weather wasn’t making his hay a bigger mess than the chicken feed he was dealing with today. Had to get through baling. Had to get all the accounts in order, and hoped his dad hadn’t alienated anyone else with his recent bout of drunkenness.
Yeah, he didn’t have any time to deal with women or relationships.
That was why the arrangement with Caroline had been so perfect for so long. They had acted as official itch scratchers for each other for years. Both of them in too deep with family issues to ever want a relationship. Then he’d gotten it into his head that maybe he did want one. That he could change things. Could have a life that was separate from his parents and save the farm all at the same time.
Until he’d found out his dad was in serious debt and had fucked some important business relationships six different ways. Then all the money he’d been saving, his hope for a future, had been poured back into the barn.
He’d tried to explain things to Caroline. To say that things would just go on as they always had. But she hadn’t wanted that anymore. So she’d gotten herself a real relationship, and now he was back to spending his romantic Friday nights with his right hand.
As soon as that thought filtered through his mind, she looked up, her blue eyes meeting his, her brow arched as though she had read his thoughts. He felt compelled to keep the conversation going. To keep the connection, because it had been a damn long time since he’d felt one with another person.
“Sometimes, Muppets lie,” he said, because he couldn’t think of anything else to say.
“Well, shit.” She slapped her hands down on the bar top. “Now I’m going to have to rethink every bit of advice I ever internalized as a kid. You know, I didn’t have the most attentive of parents, so I kinda depended on the wisdom dispensed by Fraggles. Did you want to give me a tip along with the existential crisis?”
“I said I would,” he said, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet.
“So,” she said, “Muppets are liars. What about anthropomorphic bears?”
“What?”
“The very foundation of my childhood depends on your answer.”
He looked at her, not quite able to figure out whether or not she was serious. “I’m pretty sure they’re trustworthy. Not real bears, though. Don’t trust a real bear.” He took a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet and handed it to her. “This is the tip. I’ll pay the tab with my card.” Knowing his dad, he’d run up more in drink costs than the eighty in cash he was currently carrying.
“Good.” She took the money and her eyes widened slightly when she looked at it closely. “Generous,” she said.
“My dad has a tendency to be obnoxious.”
“Honestly? Not any more than any of the other guys who sit around on these stools. I’ve only been here for a couple of weeks, but I already have some favorites. And by favorites, I mean guys I want to punch with a broken bottle.”
He handed her his credit card and she took it, swiping it on the machine that was sitting on the lower counter. “How much damage did he do?”
“A bit. You might actually be trading me that car.” She looked up, smiling for a second, so quickly he thought he might have imagined it, before handing him back the card and the receipt. “Sorry. Addicts, right?”
He gritted his teeth, uncomfortable with her referring to his dad that way. Even if it was true. “You speaking from experience?” He signed the total slowly, trying not to do the mental math on how many drinks it broke down to.
“Um, hi. I work in a bar. I pretty much invariably work in bars. There’s at least one of your dad in every town I’ve ever been through. Not too many of you, though.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well,” she said, looking down at his receipt and reading the name printed on the bottom, “Aiden, most people just leave them to drown in it.”
He didn’t like taking the compliment, even such as it was. He didn’t feel like he was doing anything especially good. He was just doing what had to be done. Life wasn’t about comfort or happiness. It was about control. Doing the right thing, not the easy thing.
Following your heart was bullshit. His dad’s heart said drink up and screw the waitress. No. Deciding on the right path and sticking to it was all there was.
“I have a farm to run,” he said. “And my dad’s name is on the title. So I can’t very well let him drown in a whiskey bath.”
“Sure. That’s as good a reason as any. But at least you have a reason. Whatever, I’m trying to say nice things, and my lips aren’t used to making friendly sounds, so clearly I’m not doing a very good job.”
“No, you did a good job. Thank you.” Now he felt extra-guilty for earlier. For scaring her, when she’d been driving the car because she didn’t have another way to get back to wherever it was she lived. After midnight. In the rain. This was his problem in a nutshell. He didn’t leave his dad to drown in his drink, and he felt bad for this woman who had essentially stolen his car. “Hey, what time do you get off?”
She puckered her lips together, raising both brows. “Well, about eight. But, I have to say, I don’t think you’re that nice.”
“I’m not hitting on you. When you get off, why don’t you follow me back to my parents’ place with the car, and then I’ll drive you over to wherever it is you’re staying. You don’t have to walk, and I don’t have to tow the thing. How does that work?”
She squinted. “Why?”
“It helps everybody.”
“I guess it does.” She frowned. “In a surprisingly no-strings-attached way.”
“It helps you, it helps me. It’s hardly charity.” He didn’t want to stand here and make conversation with her. He wanted to get away, get his head on straight.
She laughed. “Just waiting for the part where you tell me I can offer you further help by sucking your dick.”
Her words hit him with all the force of a slap. Heat barreled through his veins like a bullet speeding out of a gun. He was angry. Angry, and turned on. Turned on, because what guy wouldn’t be when the topic of blow jobs was introduced? Angry because it affected him so much.
Angry because she had felt like it needed to be said. Clearly people had taken advantage of her in the past, otherwise there would be no reason for her to bring it up.
Yeah, he was angry for a host of reasons.
“I’m not going to ask you to do that,” he said, the words coming out harder than he’d intended. “And if that’s your first assumption about what a guy is after, then I think maybe you’ve been associating with the wrong kind of guy.”
She lifted a shoulder. “Well, that depends.”
“Depends on what?”
“Depends on what you want from the guy. I was warned a lot about guys who only want one thing, but here’s the deal. Guys who only want one thing are pretty easy to handle. They’re honest, at least. It’s the Dudley Do-Rights that concern me. You,” she said, jabbing her index finger in his direction, “you concern me.”
“I just said I want to help you out, no conditions.”
She crossed her arms and treated him to a skeptical expression. “Everybody has conditions, hayseed. Even you.”
He gritted teeth. He was still angry, but now he was pretty much just angry at her. “Do you want to use the car later or not? I can hitch it up to my truck and tow it home now. I’d rather not, because it’s a pain in my ass. But so are you. Which means I’m kind of doing compare and contrast right now.”
“Yes. The Good Deed Venn diagram. I’m familiar. FYI, in my life, the good deeds I’ve attempted never really balance out right. So I usually just forget them. I prefer to look out for me.”
“Do you,” he said again, slower, his tone more intense as he fought to keep his control, “want to use the car or not?”
She blinked a couple of times, clearly surprised that he hadn’t withdrawn the offer. That he hadn’t backed down. “Yeah. I can drive it home for you.”
“Good. I’ll be back here at eight. If you keep me waiting, I’m going to hitch it to my truck and tow it back. I will leave you standing out in the drizzle on your own, and I won’t lose any sleep over it.” Except he had a feeling he would lose sleep over her either way, for all the wrong reasons.
“You know, they say it’s more blessed to give than receive. You don’t seem very blessed.”
“I don’t feel it, either. Eight o’clock.”
He turned away from her then, heading out of the bar and back into the damp outdoors. He stopped and looked at the rolling gray sea off in the distance, hoping the horizon line would help steady some of the recklessness currently rioting through him.
It didn’t.



CHAPTER THREE
THE
SHIFT
PASSED
quickly and by eight o’clock her feet ached, even though it seemed like she hadn’t been on them for all that long. As these jobs went, Ace’s wasn’t the worst.
He was nice. The customers were—by and large—nice. She had definitely been in worse situations. The floor wasn’t sticky, the bar itself clean, with wood-paneled walls and a mix of lodge and nautical details paying decent service to the little town that sat at the base of the mountains and on the edge of the open sea.
That was another bonus. A step out to the parking lot, and she had an ocean view. That was tough to beat. She loved the ocean. She hadn’t seen one until she was nineteen years old, and ever since then she’d felt like she wanted one in sight at all times. That made this place nice for more than one reason. But she still couldn’t imagine staying.
She wanted to get to a city. Somewhere a little bit more anonymous. Where she could blend in and not end up left with cars in her care by overly trusting country boys. Sure, the hospitality could be nice, but it was also very personal. She wasn’t a huge fan of personal.
She took her apron off and stuffed it beneath the counter, rounding the bar and walking into the main dining room just as Aiden walked through the door. Right on time. Right like he said.
It figured. This guy probably wouldn’t even drive across the street without his driver’s license, much less renege on a scheduled time to meet someone. He was...good.
She was pretty confident about that. And there weren’t a lot of people who she would label good. This guy was.
It almost made her feel guilty about what she’d said to him earlier regarding sucking certain appendages. In the spare few minutes they’d spoken, he’d never acted like he was only talking to her to curry sexual favor.
But sometimes she just liked to cut to the chase and accuse people of the things she was most afraid they would do. It minimized the pain when they inevitably disappointed her.
Still, so far it didn’t seem like he was hiding a secret inner pervert waiting to take advantage. She could only hope that stayed true.
Even if he is? Does it matter?
Her stomach tightened as she looked at him, his handsome face and truly noteworthy physique.
Getting physical with him wouldn’t be a hardship, that was for sure. But there was something about him that made her hope—deeply, stupidly—that he turned out to be what he seemed, and not something else. Some part of her was actually hopeful that this guy was good. That he wasn’t like the rest.
Hell, someone had to be. If a strong, upstanding farm boy who dragged his father out of dens of sin and forgave down-and-out waitresses who borrowed cars—without asking—to get home wasn’t salt of the earth, then who would be?
“You’re here,” she said.
“Just like I said.”
She smiled. “Yes. Just like you said. So, how far out of town is your place?”
“About fifteen minutes. Going to have to drive back there, then down to...where you live?”
“I don’t live there,” she said. “I’m kind of passing through town. My car broke down and I needed to earn some extra money so that I can get it fixed.”
She wasn’t sure why she was explaining all of this to him. Not only had she confessed that she was basically homeless, but for some reason she also felt the need to justify it. Which was stupid. She’d gotten past feeling the need to justify her existence a long time ago. It was what it was. Sure, a lot of people thought that someone like her should be living in a different situation. That a girl who was young, reasonably attractive, clearly in possession of all her mental faculties, should have gone to college. That she should be starting her career. Basically that she should be anything other than a transient bar wench.
But those people didn’t know her. So they didn’t deserve her story. Yet here she was telling it for his benefit. And she couldn’t stop herself. “I’m staying at a campground. Kind of over by the beach.”
“Which one?” he asked.
“Copper Campground. Since this is Copper Ridge, it seemed like it was probably the main campground. The hub, so to speak. I like to be where the action is. I thought maybe the real up-and-coming squirrels hung out there.”
“And?” he asked.
“They are pretty metropolitan for squirrels.”
“I meant, and what’s your situation? How is it you’re camping out for... How long did you say you’ve been here?”
“Two weeks. And the situation is that I don’t have a car. Ace was willing to give me a job on the temporary basis that I needed.”
“Are you headed home?”
“No. I’m headed to some places I’ve never been.”
They walked through the parking lot and he opened the driver-side door to the car. “You don’t have anyone waiting for you?”
She stared at the open door for a moment, torn between feeling something that was almost...good over the gesture and wanting to run the opposite direction. He was too good to be real.
“No.” She sat down in the driver’s seat and jammed the keys in the ignition. “Which is great, really. I’m kind of off grid.”
He arched a dark brow. “So you’re a drifter?”
“Yes, but in the romantically applied sense of the word, rather than the vaguely skeezy one. I’m kind of like a feather. I waft in the breeze,” she said, offering him a smile that was pretty damn fake if she said so herself.
The truth was, there wasn’t much that was romantic about her existence. But sometimes, when she told the story of how it all worked, she pretended that it was. She pretended that all the places she’d seen had possessed something magical about them, when in reality, it was usually just more of the same: sad small towns and crappy roadside motels.
But in memory, things could be different. A little bit brighter, a little more fun. When she thought back on the night she’d ended up wandering the streets of some tiny town in Kansas, getting rained on and ending up sleeping in some back alley covered by cardboard, she pretended it had been some kind of important formative experience. When in reality it had been the most miserable, traumatizing night of her life.
Yeah, memory changed things.
She didn’t lie. At least, she didn’t fashion lies out of nothing. She was a master of embellishing the truth. At adding jewels and glitter to her circumstances, so that no one would notice it was all plastered onto a cheap cardboard facade. But then, she did it for herself as much as anyone else.
“Okay. Well, as long as you don’t intend to kill my entire family and steal their identities, you can follow me back to the homestead.”
“In all my years of drifting I’ve never committed mass murder, so I don’t see why I’d start now.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath of the damp ocean breeze. “Yeah, no. Not feeling homicidal today.”
“Good to know.” He slammed her door shut and walked back toward his truck, and she waited for him to get in and pull over to the driveway before she followed suit. She wasn’t quite sure how she’d gotten roped into this, but it definitely beat walking home, even if it would take her a little bit out of her way. And he said it had helped him. It wasn’t terrible to help somebody. It had just been so long since she’d done it she had kind of forgotten that it almost felt good.
It was difficult to worry about the circumstances of others when your own were so dire.
The drive on the gently winding rural road passed quickly, and before she knew it she was pulling into a dirt driveway that wound back into the trees.
Branches from the ragged pines reached into the driveway, scraping against the sides of the car as she drove on. She could only hope this wasn’t some kind of elaborate scheme to collect insurance money from her or something, by blaming her for scratches on the car. In all honesty, that seemed a little more likely than him just “helping her out.”
She pushed that thought to the back of her mind. It didn’t matter either way, since she was the worst person on earth to try to commit insurance fraud with. She didn’t have insurance. Though that could probably get her in trouble. She chewed her lip as she turned that thought over, her eyes glued to the taillights on Aiden’s truck.
Maybe he was a member of a cult out here in the woods. A cult that frowned on drinking. Maybe she was being lured here to be sacrificed to the forest gods. Unfortunately for them, if they needed a virgin sacrifice, they were shit out of luck with her.
Actually, a cult kind of explained Aiden and his general nice-guy appearance better than anything else. Certainly better than genuine kindness.
They rounded the last curve in the driveway and a small, stereotypical vision of a farmhouse came into view, a single porch light shining brightly by the red front door. “You are now entering...the Twilight Zone,” she said to herself.
She parked the car beside Aiden’s truck and waited. She felt frozen for some reason, not really wanting to get out and deal with whatever was going to happen here. Not because she actually thought it was a cult that wanted to sacrifice her to a deity, but because she sensed that there might be cookies and kindness afoot. And both made her terribly nervous.
Well, cookies in isolation didn’t make her nervous. But she was accustomed to the store-bought variety. Not any that were made with actual human hands and love and other things she generally avoided.
She heard Aiden shut his truck door and she let out a long sigh. She turned the engine off and got out, the gravel in the driveway crunching beneath her feet. “Okay,” she said. “I’m ready to get back to my campground now. Tent sweet tent and all.”
He nodded once. “Go ahead and get in the truck.”
She turned, ready to do just that when the front door opened and a woman peered through the slim crack. “Aiden?”
He froze, his posture going stiff. The glow from the porch light outlining his physique, drawing her eyes to his broad shoulders. She had a sense, in that moment, that he carried quite a bit on them. “Yeah, Mom. It’s me.”
Oh. He lived with his parents. Interesting.
“You have a friend with you?” The older woman sounded hopeful.
“Just giving her a ride,” Aiden said. “She helped me bring Dad’s car in from town.” She noticed he didn’t offer any further explanation for that.
“Well, why doesn’t she come in and have some tea?”
She had sensed it from the moment they pulled up. The warm country vibe was undeniable. The place reeked of hospitality. Which was strange, given what she already knew. That his father was an alcoholic, and that Aiden seemed to be taking care of everything.
“I shouldn’t,” Casey said. “I’ve been working, and I’m tired.” Silence descended for a second before she realized that she had skipped pleasantries. “Thank you. I appreciate it.” She didn’t really.
“Have you eaten?”
She hadn’t. And she was actually really hungry. But she had consigned herself to a growling stomach tonight. “I...”
“Let me make you a sandwich.”
Aiden was stiff as a board beside her, clearly uncomfortable with the entire situation. Well, he could join the club. What was it with these people and their aggressive need to do nice things? Aiden didn’t even want to do something nice for her, and yet he seemed powerless to do anything but. She did not understand compulsory niceness.
She also couldn’t turn down a sandwich. “I... That would be nice.”
“I thought you were in a hurry,” Aiden said, obviously not feeling as obligated to be hospitable as he’d been earlier.
“I said I was tired. Not rushed. It turns out my sandwich needs outweigh my sleep needs.”
“Well, come on in,” his mother said, her tone cheery, as though it were the late afternoon and she was inviting them in for an after-school snack. At least, that’s how she imagined something like that might go. She wasn’t really familiar.
The older woman turned and walked back into the house and Casey gave Aiden a sidelong glance. Suddenly, she realized she had never formally introduced herself. Not that he was the first guy she had spent time with who had never bothered to ask for her name. But this wasn’t exactly the same.
“I’m Casey,” she said. “Since I’m about to take a sandwich from your mother, I figured you might want to know.”
“I didn’t really,” he said.
“And why are you suddenly being a dick?”
“It isn’t you. It’s her.”
But he didn’t offer further explanation. He just headed toward the house, walking up the stairs with heavy steps. She followed him, not waiting for an invitation, because she had a feeling he wasn’t going to give it.
He held open the front door for her and she stopped, looking at the wreath on the door. It was woven together with twigs and flowers. Fake of course, and a little worse for wear. Still, it was a nice effort to cheer up the space, and for some reason she was seized with the desire to touch it. It was such a strange, homey little thing. The kind of thing you would never find on the doors of the motels she typically stayed at. Certainly not on the tent flap she called an entryway.
“Are you going to go in?”
She looked up, her eyes clashing with his. “Yeah,” she said, feeling stupid at having been caught in a feelsy moment.
The entryway was as well-worn as the wreath on the door. There was a threadbare rug placed over scuffed-up boards, accented by faded wallpaper and framed pictures that looked like they’d been cut out of a calendar sometime back in the 1980s.
Aiden’s mother walked back in, her hands clasped in front of her. “Why don’t you sit in the living room?”
She turned and went back into the kitchen and Aiden looked at her, then turned to the right, leading her into a small, square room next to the entryway.
She sat down in a floral armchair and Aiden took his seat on the sofa across from her.
“Well,” she said, patting her thighs with her palms. “This is...not what I expected, considering our introduction.”
Aiden rubbed his hand over his forehead. “My dad is probably passed out in the bedroom. That’s why she has us in here and not in the kitchen.”
“Wow. Way to shatter the whole Leave it to Beaver thing I was building up in my head.”
“Sorry to disappoint you. Imagine how I feel.”
“Yeah, that brings me to my next observation and question. You live here? Why?” She looked him over, making a show of it. And taking her time because, hell, why not? He was hot and she wasn’t blind. “I mean, you seem perfectly able to live on your own. To get a job and pay for a place to stay. You are...absolutely able-bodied.” She made that last part sound as lecherous as possible. It wasn’t hard to do.
“So are you. And yet, you’re living in a tent in a campground.”
“Touché. Extenuating circumstances.” She waved her hand, as if pushing said circumstances out of the way. “I assume you have them, too. And I’m curious about them.”
“Yeah,” he said slowly, “I have them. Who doesn’t?”
“Good question. But not the one I asked. Why exactly do you live at home?”
“For starters, I don’t live in the house.” He leaned back on the couch, pushing his hand back through his dark hair. It was a nice hand, as she’d already observed. Strong. Capable. Unf. “I live in a cabin on the property.”
“Nice. Very nice.”
“I work on the farm, because of course my dad’s general state makes it difficult for him to do that with any consistency.”
“Okay, I can see that.”
“This place is my legacy. I’ve been working on it since I was fifteen years old. It’s mine. But my name’s not on the deed. Technically, it still belongs to my old man. So, if I want to work it, I have to work around him.”
She nodded slowly, feeling a little bit guilty for giving him a hard time. It was easy for her to make light of other people’s circumstances. She spent so much time doing it with her own it was second nature. Sincerity was a whole lot harder. “Okay, I get that.” She leaned over, resting her forearms on her legs. “So, what about your mom? She seems nice.”
“She is. Too nice. She always wants to help other people, but she doesn’t realize how much of it we need. How much she needs.”
“Because of your dad?”
“It takes most of our resources just to keep this place afloat. Plus, there’s supporting his drinking habit. But she wants to give to all kinds of charities, and feed hungry-looking waitresses that show up at the door.”
“Well, I do appreciate that. I was going to skip dinner tonight.”
He looked slightly abashed when she said that. She hadn’t intended to make him feel bad. If there was one thing she hated, it was pity.
“Sorry. I shouldn’t begrudge you a sandwich.”
“Begrudging or not, a sandwich is a sandwich. I don’t particularly care if you’re happy about me getting it.”
“Sorry. I’m being a dick.”
The apology was a shock, and she didn’t really know how to take it. “I don’t particularly care whether you’re a dick or not. I was just curious why.”
“Does it make a difference?”
“Not really.”
They heard footsteps in the home, and their conversation stopped as his mother walked in with a plate that had two sandwiches sitting on it. “I thought you might like one, too, Aiden,” she said, her voice soft, her smile kind.
Casey was frozen for a whole ten seconds, wondering what it must have been like to grow up with someone who made you sandwiches. She was very skilled at making her own. A lot less skilled at accepting things like this from people.
“Thanks,” he said.
“Thank you,” she mumbled.
“I’ll leave you,” she said, turning and walking back out of the room. Again, Casey had the feeling the older woman was treating this like an after-school playdate. But she had a hard time thinking anything negative about it because it was so necessary for her right in this moment.
“You can have both sandwiches,” he said. “I ate.”
“Thank you,” she said again, because she wasn’t in a position to reject charity. Not now.
She picked up the first sandwich and began to eat, suddenly realizing just how ravenous she was. Really, she was kind of a mess, and something about this shabby but well-ordered house, and the fact that she wanted to cry over a sandwich, brought that to light in an undeniable way. Not even she could ignore it now. He didn’t say anything while she polished off both sandwiches, sighing heavily when she was done.
“Thank you,” she said for the third time, really meaning it this time.
“I had better get you back to the campground,” he said, standing, his broad frame filling up the room.
She felt a prickling on the back of her neck and turned around and saw Aiden’s mother standing in the doorway. “The campground?”
Casey looked at Aiden, who was standing there, immovable and silent. She cleared her throat. “That’s where I’m staying.”
“Oh, no,” she said, her brow creasing deeply. “That’s no good at all. You should stay here.”



CHAPTER FOUR
CASEY
BLINKED. “I... WHAT?” It sounded an awful lot like the other woman, a stranger, was asking her if she wanted to stay with them.
She was back to having cult concerns.
“You’re camping?”
“Yes,” Casey said, hesitant now.
The look on her face was...motherly. “Are you with anyone? Are you staying all by yourself?”
“I’m by myself. Really, I’m fine. I always travel alone.”
“No,” she said. Her blue eyes—identical to her son’s, Casey couldn’t help but notice—were soft and filled with concern. “You can’t stay by yourself. It isn’t safe. Plus, it’s been such a chilly spring. You have to be freezing staying in a tent.”
Yeah, she was. “It’s really fine,” she lied.
“We have a trailer here on the property,” the older woman continued. “Just a little travel trailer, but it has heat. And it’s dry.”
She looked back at Aiden, who was looking tense but resigned. “Yeah, Mom, you have a point,” he said, a slave to Good Samaritan urges that were entirely foreign to Casey.
Understanding slowly rolled over her and she shook her head. “No. I don’t want to put anyone out.”
“Nonsense,” she said. “You won’t be putting anyone out. It has water, and it’s hooked up so that the bathroom works. And no one is staying in it.”
“No offense,” Casey said, “but you don’t even know my situation. I could be a criminal.”
“Are you?” his mother asked.
“Well, no.”
“Then I’m sure it will be fine for you to stay here until you’re back on your feet.”
“Really, I won’t be here for long. I’m just working at Ace’s and saving up money until I can afford to get my car fixed.”
“See? No trouble at all. You can call me Josie,” she said, extending her hand. “Josie Crawford.”
Casey took hold of it. “Casey James,” she said.
Inexplicably, emotion expanded in her throat, making it difficult to breathe. Difficult to speak. She could hear everything he had just told her echoing in her mind. About how his mother helped people even when she couldn’t afford to offer help. She felt like knowing that made her somewhat obligated to turn all this down. But she just couldn’t.
As cynical as she wanted to be about people’s motives, she also needed help. How could she turn it down when it was offered? She couldn’t. Even if she gave it the side-eye the whole time, she had to accept the handout.
“I suppose I’d better get the trailer unlocked and turn the heat on,” Aiden said.
“Oh,” Casey said. “I don’t have any of my things.”
“I’ll go take care of the trailer,” Josie said. “Aiden, why don’t you take Casey back to her campsite to get her necessities?”
“Come on,” Aiden said. “Let’s go.” She could tell that there was a heavy sigh building inside of Aiden that he was refusing to let out. It would have been amusing, except she was currently at sea, floating in emotions she had very little experience with. So, no laughing was happening.
“Thank you,” she said, the words sounding so flat and inadequate. She’d said them four times in the past few minutes alone and she didn’t know what else to say, didn’t know what else to do. This was why she preferred those kinds of arrangements with men where they clearly wanted her body in return for anything nice they happened to do for her. At least then it was equitable. At least then she didn’t feel so at a loss. She could cut ties with a clean conscience, owing nothing. This was... This was just a gift, and she had no clue what to do with that.
She followed Aiden back out to his truck, climbing into the passenger seat and folding her hands in her lap. She was acutely aware that he was irritated with her, and that as soon as they were out of earshot from his mother, he was going to let her know.
As soon as he started the truck engine, he proved her right. “Well, there’s a prime example of my mother being my mother.”
“If it’s terrible of me to accept, just let me know,” she said. Annoyance built inside her, canceling out the warm fuzzy feeling she’d had just a moment earlier.
“It’s not a problem. She’s right. We’re not using the trailer, and there’s no reason for you to freeze your ass off in a tent.”
“Actually, my ass has managed to stay intact for the past couple of weeks. It’s not like it’s going to kill me to spend another couple sleeping on the ground.”
He threw the truck in Reverse and she had to grip the door handle to steady herself. “Just let us do something nice for you.”
“Well, you seem so pissed about it that you don’t really make a girl want to accept your charity.”
“I’m not pissed.”
“Yes, you are.”
“It isn’t personal. There’s a lot going on here, and I have a lot on my plate already. Adding anything to it just seems...”
“Impossible?”
He paused for a second. “You know the feeling?”
“No,” she said, realizing the truth of it even as she said it, “actually I don’t. I pretty much never have anything on my plate. And I’m not being sarcastic. That’s the benefit of not having very many personal connections in your life.”
“I have too many. Maybe we need to trade some around.”
“No, thanks. You’re not exactly selling me on the institution of family.”
Silence gathered between them, tightening like a fist, and she took a deep breath, trying to dispel some of it. It didn’t ease up. “This isn’t exactly what you bargained for when you left your keys with me, is it?”
He huffed out a laugh. “To say the least.”
They completed the drive to the campground in relative silence. As soon as he put the truck in Park and killed the engine, she scrambled out, desperate to escape the tension between them. At least, there was tension on her end. As far as his side went, it could just be that he thought she was annoying.
She heard the driver-side door slam, and she kept her eyes fixed ahead on the trail that led to her campsite.
“It’s just up here,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear and squinting into the darkness. Small solar lamps lined the walk, casting a soft orange glow over the asphalt. Trees loomed on either side of the walk. Every night, walking through alone, she’d imagined they were like a wall, closed off completely. Nothing lurking in the space between.
But now she could hear his heavy footsteps behind her, and she found it to be strangely comforting. It was nice to have him here.
Nice.
There was that word again.
Time to say something irreverent to diffuse that bit of warm fuzzy. “Welcome to my home,” she said as they approached the space. “You know, since you let me into yours, it only seems fair.”
An unanticipated bit of shame crept through her, heat bleeding into her cheeks as she saw her living situation through his eyes. It was all right for her. She barely looked at it anymore. Came home in the dark, curled up in her sleeping bag and went to sleep.
But looking at it, really looking at it, like someone who was just seeing it for the first time, was a whole different thing. One small tent, a sad little fire ring and nothing else. It was modest at best, derelict at worst. It was... Well, it was her life.
“Why don’t you go get your things, and I’ll help you take the tent down,” he said, his voice hard, unreadable.
“I have to say,” she said, finding a snarky comment to help break up the heavy rock that had settled in her chest, “many a man has pitched a tent because of me, but you’re the first to help me take one down.”
He said nothing, didn’t even laugh.
“That was a penis joke,” she said.
“I got it,” he said, his voice rough.
“You don’t seem amused.”
“I’m not.” He moved ahead of her, making his way to the tent and unzipping the flap. “Go get your things. I don’t intend to stand here all night.”
She smiled as sweetly as possible. “You are the meanest guardian angel a girl could ever hope for.” She swept past him, going into the tent and kneeling down. The chill from the ground beneath seeped up through her jeans. She was not going to miss sleeping on this.
She rolled the sleeping bag up quickly and zipped up her duffel bag. Then she took both things and chucked them out in front of the tent before following them back outside.
“That’s it. That’s my life. I can pack up and go in five minutes. Well, except for the tent.” He didn’t say anything. “You’re a tough customer.”
“Am I?”
She rolled her eyes and started detaching the tent poles from the pockets they were settled in. “You don’t have much of a sense of humor.”
He moved over to help, placing his hands dangerously close to where hers were. She could feel the warmth emanating from his body. From his skin. She wanted to touch him. Wanted to lean in close and rest her head on all that strength. She didn’t know where that desire had come from, only that it was strong, and very real. She blinked, pulling away quickly.
“I just want to get the tent taken down,” he said, shot. Clipped. “I’m sorry that I’m not humorous enough for you.”
“It’s not... It isn’t...” What was wrong with her? Why was she stuttering? Men did not make her stutter. She made them stutter.
“My dad has alienated so many of our clients, I’m afraid that we’re not going to break even this spring.” He said the words in a hushed tone, all the while continuing to work on her tent. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”
“Sounds pretty stressful.”
She wondered why she had moved away from his touch. Why she hadn’t leaned into it. Really, what would be the harm? She was going to be staying with him, after all. And she didn’t like the idea of feeling in debt. Maybe they could blow off a little steam together, and she could feel a bit more like this was a fair exchange.
She looked up, rolling her shoulders back, even though she knew he couldn’t see what that bit of enhanced posture did for her boobs, not in this light. Still, she felt sexier. And that was what counted.
“Maybe you need a little bit of stress relief.” She took a step toward the tent, and placed her hand very purposefully over the top of his. He froze, looking up, his eyes meeting hers in the darkness, illuminated by the little solar lights.
“What?”
“I was saying that maybe you and I could relieve a little stress together. Trust me, staying in a campground for the past couple weeks hasn’t exactly been a picnic for me. Hell, the past few months haven’t exactly been a picnic.” In all honesty, the past life hadn’t been much of a picnic.
“Do you feel obligated to make a pass at me because I’m letting you stay with my family?”
Heat stung her face, her cheeks. A sense of crawling shame—foreign and completely unwelcome—assaulted her. “I don’t... No.” Except, yes.
“You keep making comments about it. The first time we had a conversation you basically accused me of angling to blackmail you into giving me a blow job. I don’t know what you think this is, but if I want to get laid, I can damn well do it and I don’t need you to offer me your body as a trade.”
The way that he said it...as though she were dirty. As though suggesting it at all had impugned his character.
Didn’t it?
Sure. Maybe in this world. Where people could afford morals and shit. Where they had a bed to go to every night no matter what and could always eat dinner when they were hungry.
But that wasn’t her world. In hers, this was just the cost of doing business, and no guy that she’d ever come across would have batted an eye over it.
Maybe this one doesn’t want you.
Now, there was something that hadn’t occurred to her. Until now.
Now she felt guilty, ashamed and horrified. This was new.
Anger emerged from the center of her discomfort and she embraced it. “I’m sorry, okay? I just thought you might want to have a little fun. Sex isn’t that big of a deal. Don’t act like I asked you to kick a puppy.”
“Sex is kind of a big deal,” he said.
Why did that make her feel things? What the hell was wrong with her? That made her even angrier. “Oh, is it? I’m sorry, I missed that memo. No, maybe I didn’t. Maybe one of my foster parents gave me the chastity talk. But I was only with them for a couple of months, so it didn’t really stick.”
She hated the way that she sounded now. Harsh, defensive. It was way too betraying of how she felt. About all of this. About herself. About the past. He didn’t deserve that. He did not deserve to know her for five minutes, offer her a place to sleep, and pass judgment on the way she’d survived for the past twenty-two years. “I don’t owe you an explanation of myself.”
“I didn’t say you did.”
She gritted her teeth, curling her hands into fists. “If you want to call me a slut, just do it.”
He paused, the tent still halfway intact. “I wasn’t going to.”
“You were thinking it.” Had he been? Maybe not. But she felt like one. She felt dirty and it was his fault. “So, are you a virgin, Aiden?”
“No,” he said through gritted teeth, his voice low, dangerous.
“Right. So, don’t go standing there acting like you can lecture me on purity or some shit.”
“I wasn’t lecturing you on purity. I was lecturing you on acting like you have to trade sex for a place to sleep.”
“Maybe I just want to do you. You’re kind of hot. Well, cancel that. I thought you were hot until this. This is ridiculous.”
“It’s not how I do things.”
“What? You only bang your girlfriends?”
“I’m not having this discussion with you. Do you want to sleep out here? Or do you want to spend the night in the trailer?”
“Neither. Not right this second.”
“I don’t recall presenting you with a third option.”
Anger, and most of all embarrassment, made her reckless. “Right now? I just want to knock you off your high horse.”
And with that, she closed the distance between them, wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his.



CHAPTER FIVE
AIDEN
WASN’T
SURE
how he’d gone from being yelled at to being kissed in the space of only a few seconds. He’d seen it happen in movies before, but it had never happened to him.
She’d asked if he was a virgin, and the answer was—of course—no. But he wasn’t as far away from one as he’d like to be.
One woman. He’d only ever slept with one woman.
Their attraction had been companionable, but not connected to love. It had been about convenience. And when he’d imagined a future with Caroline, it had been about comfort. Stability. Logic.
Caroline had been easy. Caroline had been fun. This was neither.
Casey was tough. She was intense. Casey was angry—he could taste it on her lips. On her tongue. She pressed herself against him, her breasts crushed against his chest as she slid her tongue across the seam to his mouth, delving deeper, kissing him harder.
He should stop it. Should push her away. But he found he wasn’t very motivated to do that. Heat roared through his veins like a beast, tearing at him, a new, unfamiliar sensation that had nothing to do with the kind of kisses he’d had before.
The sex with Caroline had all been carefully planned. Carefully agreed upon. He had known her as well as he knew anyone. This... This was not that.
An angry, deep, passionate kiss from a stranger was about as far as you could get from a cautious, careful kiss from a friend.
He raised his hands, planting them on her hips, getting ready to push her away from him, but instead he found himself hanging on. Clinging to her, the blunt tips of his fingers digging into her soft body. She shifted, tilting her head, nipping his lower lip slightly before she soothed away the sting with her tongue. This woman knew what she was doing, no mistaking that.
And judgmental was not how he was feeling. No. He was in awe, grateful and so damn horny he could barely see straight.
She pulled her mouth away from his, kissing the line of his jaw, down his neck, tracing a path with the tip of her tongue.
Fire exploded in his midsection, his cock so hard it was painful. And he decided he was done letting her have the control. He growled, pulling her in tightly, letting her feel the effect she had on him as he claimed her mouth with his, tasting her as deep as he could.
She whimpered, her arms going tighter around his neck as she surrendered completely to the kiss. To letting him lead. Letting him have control.
He didn’t possess the skills she did, but what he had was six months’ worth of pent-up celibacy and raw, untried lust built up to the point of bursting.
He’d never felt anything like this before, and he was lost in it, only able to be carried out by the strength of the tide. Helpless against the current of need that had overtaken him completely.
She whimpered. A sound of feminine urgency unlike anything he had ever heard before. She was different than Caroline. It was impossible not to compare. Not because he had cared especially for her, but because she was the only woman he had ever touched like this until now. Until Casey.
Casey. This woman whose name he’d only learned twenty minutes ago. A woman he’d first laid eyes on last night.
He couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but bury his fingers even more deeply in Casey’s hair. She was so soft. Everything about her. More than that, she was like a shot of alcohol to his system. Every damn shot of whiskey he had denied himself for the past twenty-six years.
Suddenly, he keenly felt the years of denial. The abstinence. From sex. From alcohol. From pleasure in all its forms. Because it canceled out his control, and he knew it. He knew that he had to do better than that, knew that he had to guard against it. But not now. He couldn’t do it now.
She traced his bottom lip with the tip of her tongue and a deep, intense shudder racked his body.
She slid her hand down his back, then around, placing her palm over the hardened length of his cock, squeezing him as she deepened their kiss. A rough, harsh growl rumbled in his chest. A hard, feral sound unlike any he’d ever heard come from his body before.
She laughed, the sound tasting sweet on his lips as she tightened her hold on his length, curling her other arm around his neck and holding him tightly against her. Not that he was tempted to pull away. Never in his life had he been past the point of no return. He was a man who prized his control above everything else. But now? Now there was nothing else but this. This campground, this tent, this woman.
With the darkness closing in tightly around them, it was easy to believe that.
She wrenched her mouth away from his, pressing a kiss to his neck before angling her face up, her lips brushing against his ear. “How about you take me inside the tent and fuck me?”
Never in his life had a woman uttered those words to him. He’d never even fantasized about such a thing. So he was completely unprepared for the effect that it had on him. He wrapped his arms around her, curving one tightly around her waist, sliding his other hand down over her ass before reaching lower, curling his fingers around her thigh and tugging her up, wrapping her legs around his waist as he held her tightly and took them both to the front of the tent.
She planted her feet back on the ground as he bent to haul them both inside, never breaking the kiss as he settled over her. She parted her thighs, arching against him, pressing herself hard against his arousal. She reached between them, flicking open the snap on his jeans and drawing the zipper down before reaching inside and gripping him tight. He hissed as her soft skin made contact with his own bare flesh as she squeezed and stroked him, while continuing to kiss him deep.
Without thinking, he put his hand on her stomach, pushed his fingertips up beneath the edge of her shirt, over her flat stomach, moving up to cup one perfect breast. Her bra was thin, lacy and insubstantial, and he could feel her nipple, tight and hard, through the fabric. He moved his thumb over the tightened bud and she gasped, tugging her mouth away from his as she did, panting and clearly as affected by all of this as he was.
She let go of him, wrenching her shirt up over her head and contorting so she could reach behind her back and unhook her bra, leaving her completely topless. It was too dark in the tent for him to see much beyond the pale shape of her body. He slid his hands down her sides, then covered both of her breasts with his palms.
“Oh, yes,” she said, the words a sigh on her soft lips.
A shot of straight adrenaline to his system.
He traced the elegant curve of her body, down beneath the waistband of her jeans, beneath the flimsy fabric of her lace panties, until he made contact with her hot, wet center. She bucked against him and he kissed her as he stroked her, teased her.
“You like that?” he asked, his lips still pressed against hers.
“Yes.”
Satisfaction roared through him like a beast and he shifted, sliding one finger inside of her as he continued to stroke her clit.
He couldn’t believe he was doing such an intimate thing with a woman he’d barely had two conversations with. He didn’t know how old she was, where she was from, whether or not she liked chocolate or George Strait. Real, important questions that a man should know the answers to before he put his hand between a woman’s thighs.
But as she moaned and moved against his touch, he couldn’t imagine doing this with someone who knew him. Because the stranger-thing cut both ways.
She didn’t know he was doing his best to be responsible. Didn’t know he’d only slept with one woman. Didn’t know he’d never picked up a stranger or done a reckless thing in his whole life.
He could be anyone with her. Do anything.
He slipped a second finger inside her she moaned, flexing her hips against his hand, rubbing harder against him as she chased her release.
He wanted her to have it, before things went any further, needed her to have it. To defy the years spent not doing things like this because control had been so much more important.
“Come for me,” he said, the words rough, unrecognizable.
She let out a hard, shuddering breath as she rocked against him, her internal muscles clenching around his fingers as she climaxed almost on command.
“Oh,” she said, throwing her arm over her eyes, breathing hard. “That was...unexpected.”
He nuzzled her neck, kissing her there. “Was it?”
“Unnh.”
“Is that a good sound?” he asked, pushing her jeans down her thighs, taking her panties with them.
“I’m killed,” she said, sliding her hands along his spine, gripping the hem of his shirt and pulling upward. “Now get naked.”
A sudden thought struck him like a blow to the head. “I don’t have condoms.”
“Oh!” She scrambled from beneath him and hung halfway out the tent, reaching for something outside. She was bent at the waist, the display completely immodest and giving him a prime view of her ass. Or it would have been a prime view if it weren’t so damned dark. “I have condoms,” she called back over her shoulder. “Somewhere in my bag.” She flattened herself in the doorway of the tent, reaching as far as she could. “Here!”
She moved back in, kissing him as she flashed the plastic packet. She opened it quickly, then placed the protection over the head of his cock, rolling it down over him quickly. Her breath hissed through her teeth and she swore.
“What?” he asked.
“Damn, you’re hot,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her breasts against his chest, pushing him back so that he was lying down and she was on top of him, her thighs draped over his.
“Am I?” he asked, unable to resist moving his hands over her back, her ass, and up again.
“This is already a lot better than it usually is. And you aren’t even inside me. Yet.” She shifted, lifting her hips and positioning herself over his length before lowering her hips down slowly, taking him inside her tight, wet heat inch by agonizing inch. She let out a shuddering breath, a whimper on her lips as she seated herself fully onto him, her fingernails digging into his skin.
She pushed herself up as she shifted her hips and he raised his hand to cup her breasts, heat washing through him as she established a rhythm that set him on fire. He lowered his hands, gripped her hips tight, bracing himself as she rode him.
He was lost in this, in her. In the way she felt, the way she smelled, the sounds she made. It didn’t matter that he could feel every rock beneath the floor of the tent, didn’t matter that the cold was seeping up through the thin fabric. Hell, the cold was welcome. Because he was on fire.
She was heat personified, a living flame dancing and shimmering in his hands, consuming them both. She rocked against him, her thigh muscles quivering. He could tell she was on the edge again. And so was he.
He held her tightly and reversed their position, settling between her legs and thrusting deep inside. She gasped, arching her back before wrapping her legs around his waist and taking him deeper.
“So good,” she said, kissing his shoulder, the contact searing his skin like a brand.
And then he lost himself. His control, his every thought. His ability to breathe. He growled, lowering his head and scraping his teeth over her collarbone as he curved his hand around her back, slid it down to her ass and pulled her up against him. Hard.
A sharp sound escaped her lips as a shiver wound through her, her internal muscles tightening around his cock as she came again.
White-hot pleasure exploded behind his eyelids, release roaring through his veins like a beast as he let go completely, his mind washed blank of anything but her. Of being inside her, pressed against her, his lips on her skin, her flavor on his tongue.
For a moment, there was no past, no future.
There was only Casey. His entire universe made up of a stranger who might not even like chocolate.
And for the first time in recent memory, he was happy.



CHAPTER SIX
WHEN
AIDEN
SAT
UP, moving away from her, Casey had to fight the inexplicable urge to cover herself. She didn’t know why she was suddenly so conscious of the fact that she was naked. It was dark. And he was far from the first man to see her naked. But he was perhaps the first man that didn’t just expect that he was going to see her naked, to not require it in order for him to hand out help. And what had happened between them was somehow beyond her experience.
Her response to it had been... Unexpected.
Her response to him was unexpected.
Normally, she was more calculating and all that. More skilled, more in control. But she had forgotten to put on her favorite persona when she’d taken off her clothes, and that just left her naked. So, no wonder she was so conscious of it now.
She swallowed hard, feeling around the tent for her clothes as he did the same.
She wondered if she should say something. Or if he was going to say something. Then she just felt irritated because normally she didn’t think things through quite as deeply. It was sex, not calculus. It wasn’t all that difficult. Everything had gone exactly as it should. Better, actually. She should be luxuriating in the aftereffects of not one, but two orgasms. Seriously, that never happened. She had become completely certain that the multi-orgasmic female was a myth. Well, Aiden had just busted that.
It was just difficult to luxuriate when you felt so damn self-conscious.
She pulled her shirt over her head, then wiggled back into her jeans. She snagged her bra and panties and crawled out of the tent to stuff them into her bag. There would be no brassiere left behind, because it wasn’t like she had a surplus of them. But she couldn’t really justify taking the time to put everything on. She just wanted to get her skin covered up and her head on straight.
She picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder. Then she heard Aiden get out of the tent. She very purposefully didn’t turn to look at him. The tent fabric rustled as he finished deconstructing the scene of their downfall.
“Are you ready to head back?” he asked, his voice sounding like it was scraping his throat raw.
“Yeah,” she said.
The alternative was, after all, standing out here freezing her ass off.
Getting back into an enclosed space with him beat that out by a narrow margin.
“I’ve got your sleeping bag.”
“Thank you,” she said.
She had no idea where her wit had gone. Where her fantastically distancing one-liners had scampered off to. Little cowards. Fleeing at the first sign of difficulty.
“You’re welcome.”
Of course he was polite after sex.
They walked back to his truck in silence, and he continued with the old-school-gentleman routine by opening the passenger-side door for her. “I didn’t realize all I had to do was flash my tits to get you to play the part of gentleman. Usually, it kind of works in reverse. But good to know that a little sex puts you on your best behavior.”
Oh, there were the snarky one-liners.
He said nothing, only rounded to the other side of the truck to get in and start the ignition. She scrambled into the cab, shutting the door and buckling up, letting out a heavy breath as they pulled away from the scene of the crime.
The silence was too heavy. Like being wrapped in a blanket in a room that was already too hot. So she decided to throw it off. “You don’t have anything to say?”
“Not really,” he said.
She looked over, clearly able to see the tension in his muscular frame in spite of the darkness in the cab. “If you clench your jaw any tighter your teeth are going to explode. And I will not be paying your dental bill.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know how to react casually to things like this.”
His words made her stomach sink down low, that unfamiliar creeping shame spidering up her arms and neck. “I do. You just do, because it isn’t that big of a deal.” She despised the defensiveness in her tone. But she couldn’t do anything to get rid of it, either.
“Maybe not to you.”
“Oh, yes. Not to me. Because I’m obviously the one at fault here even though you were totally on board.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to. So what, now you’re just going to sit over there bemoaning the fact that I sullied your good little farm-boy member with my filthy body?”
“Hey, these are your issues, not mine. I was there in that tent with you. I don’t absolve myself.”
She snorted. “You do think there needs to be some absolution.”
“It’s not the way I do things.”
“Yeah, I’m going to go ahead and let you know I don’t think there’s a way for us to have this conversation where you don’t come across as an insulting prick.”
“I’m not trying to be. I’m just...trying to let you know that this isn’t something I would normally ever do. I don’t sleep with people I don’t know.”
“I’m Casey James. I’m a waitress at Ace’s Bar. I won’t be in town very long. I like cheeseburgers and long walks on the beach.”
“Chocolate?” he asked.
“What?”
“Do you like chocolate?”
“Random. But okay. I do. I like chocolate a lot. I don’t eat it half as often as I would like to.”
“Why?”
She rolled her eyes and let out an exasperated breath. “You always interrogate your lovers?”
“No. But we already established that this is unusual for me, so indulge me.”
“Chocolate is a luxury. One I’m not always able to afford. When I first ended up out on my own I bought all kinds of crap, just because I could. But you figure out pretty quickly that man can’t live on Lucky Charms alone.”
“Yeah,” he said, “I can see that.”
Now he sounded...vaguely pitying. Which was worse than judgmental. Or maybe she was just hard to please.
Well, that wasn’t true, she thought smugly. She had just been pleased twice, very thoroughly. Of course, that was just physically.
“Yes, my sob story is one filled with boring nutritional decisions. Being an adult is not as advertised, at least in my experience.”
“Mine, too.”
“Do tell. Tit for tat.” She watched his muscles tense again when she said the word tit. Funny. He was kind of adorable.
“More responsibility, less doing whatever you want.”
“And I don’t even have responsibility, beyond keeping my own self alive. But let me tell you, it can be a full-time job when you don’t have any real place to stay.”
“Yeah, why don’t you have a place to stay?”
“Wow, really? You’re going to ask someone why they’re homeless?”
“Yes, I am. Because you have a job, and you seem to do it pretty well. So, I assume you could get a job anywhere you wanted to. And even if you couldn’t get a great place to live, you could get a place to live. It seems to me that moving from place to place is part of what keeps you from having that. So, why do you do it?”
She realized then that they were on that long driveway that led back to his place. She’d been completely lost in conversation for the entire trip back and hadn’t noticed just how much ground they’d covered. “I don’t know. It seems to me you’d have a lot less responsibility if you didn’t cling so tightly to one place. So, if you don’t like it, why do you do it?”
Silence settled between them, and she had a feeling she’d crossed the line. It wasn’t even an invisible line, the one that tried to ward off commentary about his living situation, about his parents. It was bold, black and plain as day. She’d never been one for minding the rules.
“Aren’t you obligated to anybody?” he asked, his voice raw. “Is there any one person you feel like you have to serve before you can serve yourself?”
She swallowed, her throat dry. “No. Nobody took care of me, Aiden. I had to take care of myself. So, I’m my highest priority. I can’t afford to be a martyr.”
“Just trust me, I can’t afford to leave my family.”
“Trust isn’t really something I’m big on. But if you say so.”
“The trailer is going to be cold,” he said, the abrupt subject change nearly giving her whiplash.
“Fantastic. Any other selling features you want to throw out there? Black mold? A vole in the plumbing?”
“Maybe you should stay with me.”
“I...” Her stomach twisted, and she couldn’t decide whether she was excited by the proposition or slightly disappointed that he was basically the same as every other guy. “Because you want to have more sex?”
He cleared his throat, his obvious discomfort with his proposition proving that while he might have definite standard male tendencies, he wasn’t exactly the kind of guy she was used to dealing with. “Yes,” he said, the word bearing such weight that she could tell he hadn’t arrived at it easily.
“So this is the payment, huh?”
He shifted in his seat, turning to face her. “No. If you want to go to the trailer, you’re welcome to go to the trailer. I don’t... This isn’t a trade. Either you want to be with me again, or you don’t. And the decision is yours.”
She laughed, feeling nervous and more than a little bit unsettled. “You say that. But is it true?”
“I don’t lie.”
“I do,” she said, her voice hushed. “All the time. Sometimes lying is the only option. The truth is so limiting. Very often gets you into more trouble than it gets you out of.”
“Well,” he said, “I don’t.”
“So I can say no and I’ll still have a place to sleep?”
“Yes, you can say no.”
“I don’t want to.” She was surprised by that. Even more surprised that it had nothing to do with evening the score, or paying him back for any favors he’d done for her. Mainly, it wasn’t even about her desire to avoid spending more nights alone, with nothing but her thoughts to keep her company. Mainly, it wasn’t that. Mostly, she had just enjoy being with him. And, like chocolate, enjoyment like that was pretty rare in her world.
He was nice. He cared about her pleasure. She wanted him.
That seemed like more than enough reason to tell him yes.
“Okay. Let’s go to your place, then.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
IT
WAS
LATE. The sun was already washing through the trees, casting golden light into the darkened bedroom. He never woke up this late. Ever. But then, he never brought strangers back home with him only to spend all night engaged in every man’s favorite type of cardio.
Heat spread through his veins as he thought about everything that had gone on in that bed. About Casey. About how many times he had reached for her at night, finding her there, warm and willing and so incredibly beautiful he didn’t see any point in resisting.
He reached over to her side of the bed again and found nothing but a broad expanse of cold sheets. He sat upright, the blankets falling down around his waist as he looked around the room for any sign that she was still here. Her clothes were still there, in a little heap on the floor by the bed. And her bag was still sitting on top of his dresser.
He looked out the window, out to the deck that was attached to the back of the cabin. And there he saw her. Blond hair tumbled down her bare back, her soft, pale skin on display for him and the rest of the great outdoors. Her slim waist curved into perfect hips and a butt that was shaped like a heart. He’d never had that thought about a woman’s butt before. But hers was most definitely shaped like a heart.
She tilted her head back, shook her hair out, releasing her hold on the deck railing and spreading her arms wide, as though she was greeting the sun.
She wasn’t really a stranger anymore. Not after all that. Plus, now he knew she liked chocolate.
But she didn’t get it as often as she would like. She also liked the sun, apparently. Just another good reason for her to move on from Copper Ridge when the time came. It was beautiful here, but the Oregon coast wasn’t exactly known for its sun. It was an ideal environment if you liked mist or wanted to run into a sparkling vampire, but the weather wasn’t to everyone’s taste.
He was hesitant to interrupt her. She looked beautiful. Serene. And even though he didn’t know Casey all that well, he got the feeling that she wasn’t serene very often. Just looking at her made him feel calm. Settled. It was a deep, strange sense of stillness unlike any he could recall feeling before. He wasn’t sure why looking at this sexy little drifter made him feel that way, only that it did.
Probably the sex.
They’d had a lot of sex.
It kind of made a mockery of all of his deeply held beliefs about his control. About what kind of man he was. It turned out he was just as susceptible to temptations of the flesh as anyone else. He’d just figured that living with one of the world’s biggest cautionary tales had given him an edge in terms of keeping control of that susceptibility.
Only to a point, he’d discovered. Casey was that point.
But she was leaving. Her being here was temporary, so it seemed like there wasn’t really any harm. He would waste a lot more energy trying to resist her while she was staying here on the property then he would by just giving in.
Potentially shaky logic, but he would take it.
Without thinking, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and dropped the blankets as he stood, walking toward the door that led to the deck. He grabbed hold of the doorknob, turning it slowly, because he didn’t want to scare her. Of course, he realized as he took a step out onto the deck, walking up silently behind her probably wasn’t less scary.
“Hey,” he said, keeping his voice soft.
She turned around and his breath caught hard in his throat. He gave in to the intense desire to look down at her breasts, and he was not disappointed by the indulgence. Her nipples were tight from the frigid air, and so tempting he could barely keep his hands to himself. But he would. If he was going to cede one large victory to indulgence, then he would win small skirmishes for control.
“Hi,” she said, a small, funny smile curving her lips. “I couldn’t resist the view.” She waved her hand back behind them, indicating the thick grove of pine trees.
“It’s nice. And private, if you were wondering.”
“I figured. You know, just now, since you came out here like this.” Her cheeks turned pink when her eyes dropped down to where he was revealing everything.
He hadn’t taken her for the kind of girl who blushed about things.
“Are you blushing?”
“No,” she said. “It’s cold outside. Maybe I have a rash? But I don’t blush. Especially not over a naked dude. Not that you aren’t an exceptional naked dude. You are. Completely a cut above.” Her eyes dropped meaningfully again. “I want to make some kind of a joke about you being grade-A prime beef or something, because it seems like the kind of joke a farmer would get.”
He nodded once. “Got it.”
“But I don’t blush.”
“I believe you.”
“No, you don’t,” she said, squinting her eyes and tilting her head. “Why don’t you?”
“Because I saw you blush.”
“But don’t I come across as superjaded and stuff? The cold is a way more logical explanation.”
For just one moment he turned over the words that had entered his mind, turned them over, examined them, asked himself why he was even thinking about saying them. Because he didn’t say words like this. He didn’t talk to women like this. But he didn’t bring strangers home, either. So, screw it. “It would have to have been a big coincidence. A gust of cold air across your skin the second you looked at my cock.”
Her mouth dropped open, her blue eyes widening.
“What? You’re the only one allowed to be a little bit shocking?” he asked.
“Yes. Shocking is my territory. You’re a very nice guy. Salt of the earth. Rarely shocking. Aggressively appropriate.”
He reached out, wrapping his arm around her waist and tugging her up against him. She was soft, cold from standing outside and absolutely perfect. “Appropriate?”
“I might have to revise that opinion.”
“Yeah, you might.” He sighed heavily and released his hold on her reluctantly. “I have to go work.”
“Oh,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “There’s that responsibility.”
“You have to work today?”
“Not until later.”
“Well, when it’s time I’ll give you a ride down there.”
“You don’t have to do that,” she said, grimacing. “Because now I feel like you’re paying me back.”
“It’s not an exchange.” Frustration gnawed at him, because he wasn’t quite sure what it was, only that this wasn’t some kind of sexual-favors currency exchange.
“I’m sorry, I just don’t understand that.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering slightly as though she were suddenly feeling the cold. “We should go inside.”
She brushed past him, her hard footsteps putting a little jiggle in the heart shape of her rear. And he watched, even though he shouldn’t. Even though he should be more concerned with her emotional well-being than the shape of her ass. He was concerned. Just with both things.
He followed her back into the cabin. It was a small place. One bedroom, a bathroom and a living room–kitchen combo. It definitely wasn’t where he wanted to be. Definitely wasn’t where he saw himself being at twenty-six. But all of the money he’d saved to buy his own house had gone back into the farm. So here he was.
He knew all about paying into things and getting nothing in return. Knew all about uneven exchanges. Pouring into something hoping that it would be a long-term investment that panned out. In his experience, all of his investments had just required more investing. It was like rolling a boulder uphill, making a little bit of progress, then losing it again. Then hitting a slick patch and getting sent all the way back down to the bottom.
She was rummaging around in her things, pulling clothes on, obviously irritated with him. And for some reason it bothered him.
“I think that we need to outline some rules here,” he said.
She looked at him as she pulled her shirt over her head, shook her hair out and raised a brow. “You want to lay down ground rules? What, like don’t fall in love with you?”
“I don’t think you’re in any danger of falling in love with me. I’m kind of an ass.”
She snorted. “Somehow, you manage to be both the nicest guy I’ve ever met and kind of an ass. So, I won’t argue.”
“Right. Anyway, this thing between us. The attraction stuff...”
“The screwing,” she said.
“If that’s what makes you happy. What we’re doing, it’s completely separate from you having a place to stay. Separate from the rides to work and all of that. I would do that anyway.”
“Your mom is the one who said I could stay.”
“Yes. She does that. And when she does it, I’m the person who ends up taking care of her strays. She likes the idea of helping people, but the fact of the matter is she can barely help herself. So when she has someone staying on the property I end up driving them places when they need it. I end up taking care of any issues they’re having with the trailer. I get them to job interviews, or whatever else they might need. Her heart is in the right place. Her life is in just about the worst place. Makes things difficult.”
“Okay, so if your goal is to make me feel like an even bigger burden, you’ve accomplished it.”
She started to walk out of the bedroom and he reached out and grabbed her arm, tugging her back to him. “No. My goal is to make you understand that this isn’t me asking you for payment. Or giving you any favors because you’re sleeping with me. I could go out and sleep with someone else. I’m damn sure you could, too. But I don’t want to. Because I want you. That has nothing to do with debt.”
She blinked, swallowing visibly. “You want me?”
“Yes.”
“Say it,” she said.
“I want you, Casey. That’s the only reason I want you in my bed. Not because I deserve it. I don’t.”
“I don’t know if I’d say that.” She closed the space between them, curving her hand around his neck and drawing up on her toes to kiss him. “If anyone deserves a little bit of fun it’s you.”
He didn’t know why, but he didn’t especially like her characterizing what passed between them as fun. Yeah, it was kind of fun. But that was too simple. There was more to it. It was fun, but it was torture. It was easy, but it was also a bit like lighting yourself on fire. Desperate, hot, all-consuming.
Maybe it wasn’t that for her. He didn’t exactly want to get into the experience conversation, but he would guess that she had a lot more than he did.
But the fact remained that he had made her blush.
“I’ll take your word for it,” he said, instead of giving voice to any of the things he was thinking.
“I think I deserve some fun, too. Show me your tractor.”
“Is that a euphemism?” he asked.
“No, your euphemistic tractor is out and proud. I want to see a literal tractor. And it better be green, just like on TV. It had better fulfill all of my farm fantasies.”
“I hate to break it to you, but if you have farm fantasies you might also have some psychological issues.”
“I have farm fantasies, but you have a farm.” She smiled. “I think that goes to show that your insanity is greater.”
“Sure. Why don’t you come with me to have a look at my insanity?”
* * *
JUST
A
COUPLE of days ago Casey could not have imagined that she would be taking a tour of farmland in a tractor. But she was. She had a strong feeling that he was only indulging her by letting her ride in it, because his truck would be the more practical way to get around. The tractor was, in fact, green. That pleased her.
Pretty much everything about the day had pleased her, and she wasn’t sure what to do with that.
The property was beautiful. Acres of green fields, hedged in by mountains that stood tall and blue like centurions keeping guard over the kingdom. You couldn’t see the ocean from here, but it didn’t make it less beautiful. She had the thought not too long ago that she wanted to go to the city. Somewhere anonymous. Somewhere she could get lost. She could get lost here. Lost in the silence. In the wide-open spaces, and the tight knots of trees.
But the idea of being alone like that, of finding peace in the solitude, was scary.
Cities were busy. She could walk down the street and never have a thought in her mind that didn’t pertain to what was happening around her. To the people walking past, traveling in tight groups like schools of fish, to the cars going by in a never-ending current, horns blaring, exhaust hanging in the air, advertisements flashing all around in neon. It occupied her every cell, every space inside of her, until she was filled with her surroundings.
But this place hollowed her out. Left her with empty chasms and so much quiet that her brain rebelled, sending thoughts and memories to the surface that had been resting on the bottom for years.
This wasn’t the kind of solitude she wanted. It was all a little bit too much. Too intense.
But right now, she was riding on a tractor, so that helped keep the internal monologue at a minimum. Especially since she was riding next to Aiden. There was something perversely enjoyable about it. Sitting next to him as they bumped along on the dirt roads, their shoulders touching, as if they were some Amish couple on a date. Though she supposed that Amish people didn’t drive tractors. But whatever.
It was sweet. And old-fashioned. And about a hundred other things that she’d never had before. Okay, so the fact that she’d had sex with him at least three times last night—and was seriously thinking that they needed to do it again soon—wasn’t particularly old-fashioned. But that was fine by her. He was...everything.
She’d had no idea it could be like that.
He was enthusiastic, and he cared about her. About what she felt. About her enjoying herself. He didn’t sit back like a king demanding service.
He was telling the truth. It wasn’t payment. And he had never treated it like that.
“I’m sorry,” she said, shouting over the tractor engine.
“About?” He looked toward her, one dark brow raised before he turned his focus back to the dirt road in front of them. She studied his profile. His strong nose, his square jaw. Those lips. Very, very talented lips.
“Accusing you of asking for payment, giving payment, whatever. I don’t even remember all the lame stuff I said. I know that isn’t what this is. And you’ve never acted like it was. Sure, you’ve been grumpy, a little bit judgmental—both of me and of yourself—but you’ve never treated me like a whore.”
He frowned, his dark brows drawing together. “No. And I don’t like you using those words when you talk about yourself.”
She lifted her shoulder. “Why not? Plenty of other people have said it.”
“So? You can’t let other people decide what you think about yourself. All those people... Do they even know you?”
She snorted, laughing to try to get rid of the pressure in her chest. “You don’t know me.”
“Maybe not. But you know yourself, right?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Sometimes.”
“Casey,” he said, stopping the tractor and killing the engine, “tell me.”
Her heart stopped beating. “Tell you what?”
“Whatever you need to. Everything.”
“Why?”
“It’s on the tip of your tongue all the time. You insult yourself. You put yourself down, and you make it sound like you don’t care. But you keep bringing it up, so I imagine that you do care. It just seems to me that you’re carrying something pretty heavy and are asking for help even though you don’t realize it.”
“Wow, I didn’t realize that you offered psychoanalysis with your orgasms and tractor rides.”
“You’re pretty transparent. You deflect when I get close.”
“News flash, jackass. You’re not close. Physically, sure, you’re close. But join the club. That’s what people do. It’s what lonely people do. It doesn’t mean we’re connected. It just means we were both alone and we didn’t want to be.”
“No. That’s not it. Not for me. I’ve been alone for six months and didn’t need to find anyone else. Not until you. So it can’t just be that.”
“Maybe it is for me.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, her heart sinking because she felt bad saying that to him when it wasn’t true.
It wasn’t true. She didn’t like the truth any more than she liked the lie. She wished that what she felt for him—the attraction, the other stuff—was about loneliness. Was about wanting to keep warm. But it wasn’t. There was something else with him, something deeper. Stupid.
She’d known him for a couple of days. She had known guys for months and felt nothing beyond vague annoyance and shallow desire. So why did she feel like there was something wrapping around her throat every time she looked at him? Binding her to him in the most uncomfortable, dangerous way she could think of.
“Okay, then. Say I’m not special. And that this isn’t different. Why not tell me anyway? You’re leaving. You’re leaving, so none of this really matters. It’s kind of a time-out, right? From the real world and consequences.”
His words were even more upsetting than her thoughts. And that was stupid. What he was saying was true. It was necessary. She was never going to stay with him. She didn’t do permanent. Not with locations, not with men. She just didn’t. Someday, perhaps. But until then, she was not in the market for actual relationships. Actual friends or companions.
But talking to somebody...
She was struck then by the realization that she had never had an honest conversation with another person. The closest thing she could think of was that moment her mother had told her there was simply no place for Casey in her life. When Casey had walked away from that home she had spent years yo-yoing back and forth from for the final time without looking back.
But she had never shared her feelings. Never shared her story. Had never sat down and talked to someone with honesty. She kept a wall up. It was necessary. It was the thing that had helped her survive. The thing that had kept her from crumbling into a puddle of misery when everything around her was just too damn hard.
Maybe this was part of it. Part of heading toward finding a place to put down roots. Maybe she had to cast off some of the burden here in Copper Ridge, so that when she traveled on the load would be lighter.
“I was in foster care almost from the time I was born. My mom was an addict. Is an addict, in all likelihood. But we’re not in touch. She failed a drug test and I was taken from her. Put in foster homes. And maybe it would be six months, maybe even a year, but then I would go back to her. And she would try for a while, but inevitably she would fail another test, or the social worker would come and find she had been neglecting me, and I would get sent to a different home. That was how I learned to pack light and be ready to pick up and move when I had to.” She leaned back against the seat, resting her head against the metal behind her.
It was almost funny that she was sitting here spilling her guts out in the middle of this beautiful scenery, sitting on a tractor with a farmer. Almost funny because for once she couldn’t dredge up a fake laugh to help put distance between herself and the feelings that were clawing at her chest.
“Everything in my life was temporary. All of it. And I... I don’t even think it’s weird, because it’s the only thing I know,” she continued.
“Did you ever settle anywhere?”
“No. I stayed in one foster home for two years, and that was the longest I was ever anywhere. If you don’t count my mother’s house, which I was in and out of over the years. You just kind of pack everything up in a trash bag,” she said, not really sure why she was telling him any of this, or why she was thinking of those big black bags filled with all of her earthly possessions. Garbage bags. Because that’s what those few possessions she owned, those few things that rooted her to those years, might as well have been to everyone involved in shuffling her around. “And you go to the next place.” She swallowed hard, not really wanting to think about the next piece of the story. The next thing she was going to tell him. “The place I was at for the longest time... I got sent away from there. Because I ended up getting involved with their son. I was fifteen, and he was seventeen. I didn’t feel like I could say no. I didn’t really want to, because I did like him. He was nice to me.”
Aiden swore, but she didn’t stop. But the more words that spilled out, the dirtier she felt. Like she was getting it all over herself. All over him. What did he know about things like this? Why should he have to know about it? Why was she telling him this? He would never look at her right again. He would know exactly what she was.
But still, she couldn’t stop. Like the stitches had been ripped open on a wound and all the blood and everything else was just pouring out.
“Anyway, we got caught.” Tears stung her eyes, and she hated herself for it. She wasn’t fifteen anymore. She knew that she and Dylan hadn’t been Romeo and Juliet. She doubted he had even really cared for her at all. But he had kept her warm. And he’d made her feel safe. And his mother had called her a whore. “And I got sent to a new place. Someplace that didn’t have teenage boys. But I was just pissed then. So I found teenage boys at school. It’s kind of nice to have somebody to protect you, you know?”
“I bet,” he said, his voice blank. There was nothing. No pity. No judgment.
“And when I ended up on my own, I just kind of kept going the same way. I don’t like being alone.”
“Nobody does,” he said. “I mean, sure, some people like being by themselves but there’s usually someone behind them that anchors them, right? Even if that person isn’t there they have a connection. Someone that exists out there in the world that they care about. That makes you feel like you aren’t really alone.”
She nodded. “Yes. Except, I don’t. So, there’s nothing, even in my memory, that makes me feel connected to anything. Sometimes I think that if I wandered off into the wilderness I might just disappear. I mean, if no one could see me... If there was nothing tying me here, I might just float away.” She smiled, trying to feel it inside as well as out, because all of this intense feeling business was starting to get old. “But then, I guess that’s kind of what I already do. Like a feather. A drifter.”
“I bet more people think of you than you realize.”
She looked at him, at his earnest expression radiating with more sincerity than she possessed in her entire body. She had no idea what she’d done to deserve this little moment out of time, with this man who was so unlike anyone she had ever known. But she’d had very little beyond survival for the past too many years to count to deny herself this. “I’m not sure they think of me favorably.”
She thought of her foster families. Of the way Dylan’s mom had looked when she’d found them together.
Whore. Slut. Ruined.
Damage done. Irrevocable changes made. Complete with a new identity. One that she had worn when it suited.
But Aiden didn’t see that. He knew the whole story, and still he didn’t see her as some filthy, wrecked thing.
“I suppose there’s a lot I could say here,” he said, his words coming slowly. “But they would be the right things to say, not the true things. Because the fact of the matter is I don’t know anything about the other people who have been in your life. I can’t tell you for sure what they think of you, because I don’t know what kind of people they are. All I can tell you is that you have to live the life you want. Don’t let other people tell you what you can have. Don’t let them decide which pieces of your past define you and which don’t.”
His words hit her hard in the chest, resonated. They were painful, because they came with a stark, harsh realization. “I haven’t talked to any of those people in seven years. I’m the one who decided that they were right. I’m the one who decided to go ahead and make it true. I’m not just talking about what I’ve done, but how I felt about it.” She blinked, staring up toward the sun, closing her eyes, seeing red spots behind her lids. “Why am I letting them decide? Why did I decide they were right?”
“That stuff... You don’t decide what to keep. There are certain words that get under your skin and stay, and words that you can’t even remember the next day. Hell if I know what separates one from the other.”
“Great, so what do I do about it?”
“I don’t have any answers for you. Have you seen my life?”
“Well, you have the coolest tractor I’ve ever ridden on. Not a euphemism. You have a nice cabin. You have a family. You have a hell of a lot of things that I don’t have, Aiden.”
“I guess those things are like the words, then. Some of it feels heavy, some of it you really feel. And some of it you just take for granted. But you’re right. There are good things here.”
“Okay, we did show-and-tell with me. But why do you stay? Give me an answer this time.”
“It’s all I have. If I leave now, then what did any of it mean?”
She could sense the helplessness, the frustration in his words. And she was struck then by the strange dichotomy of their lives. She went from place to place, and invested in nothing, and she always felt like the void was just one step behind her. As if everything would be revealed for the vapor that it was if she quit moving. He had invested everything into one thing, and if he lost it, he would be staring into the exact same void.
The realization took her breath away. Made it feel like both of them were parked right against the edge of a precipice. And dammit all, if Aiden wasn’t secure, who could be? Maybe there was nothing but emptiness beneath everything.
She didn’t want to think about it anymore. And he knew everything about her and still looked at her like she mattered. She would think about that.
She leaned in, pressing her palm to his face and kissing him slowly, much more tentatively than she would ever normally kiss anyone. He reached up, wrapping his fingers around her wrist, holding her hand to his cheek as he returned the kiss. He parted his lips, sliding his tongue against hers, but didn’t make a move to touch her body. Didn’t try to take it anywhere past this. There was something intensely erotic about it, something achingly sweet and sexy that she’d never imagined she might find in a kiss.
Honest words followed by the kind of touching that was meant to forge a connection, not just find pleasure. The kind of touching she had very little experience with.
She was no virgin. She was no innocent. But this felt new.
They parted, and she was breathing heavily, and she wanted more. She swore. “I have to go to work.”
“You sound like you don’t want to.”
“No guesses for what I would rather do. But Ace has been really nice to me and I don’t want to take advantage of that. So, I guess I have to show up for shift on time.”
“I’ll drive you. Because I want to,” he added quickly.
“And I believe you.”
As she said it, she felt it. And along with that, she felt a kind of happiness that was foreign to her. She wouldn’t have long with this. Wouldn’t have long with him. But she would take it for as long as it lasted. And maybe, when it was over, she would feel like there was something tying her to the earth. A connection back in Copper Ridge with a farm boy that she knew she would never forget.



CHAPTER EIGHT
CASEY
HAD
BEEN
staying at the farm for one week. If his mother had noticed the sleeping arrangements, she had said nothing. More likely than not she hadn’t noticed. Josie Crawford had a way of ignoring all manner of things she didn’t want to see. Like the state of the farmhouse she lived in, the financial state of the farm they operated, and the state of her marriage. As far as Aiden’s mother was concerned, her husband was not a cheating alcoholic. He drank a little bit too much and sometimes he stayed out all night, but that was what men did.
She didn’t see things clearly, because she didn’t want to. As a result, Aiden had never had the luxury of burying his head in the sand.
Someone had to look around. Someone had to see things for what they were.
He closed his eyes, thinking back to last night. To every night spent with Casey since she’d come to stay. He wasn’t sure he was exactly living in reality at the moment. But didn’t he deserve a break? A little bit of release before he went right back to the grind. He had given up everything to save this place. And he was no closer to saving it. Not really.
Instead he had destroyed a friendship, the only real relationship he’d ever had, and lost the down payment he’d saved to get his own place. No wonder he was a lot happier retreating into the fantasy of Casey every night than he was facing the actual situation.
She had the day off work, and had told him she was going to spend that time exploring the farmland. Part of him was afraid she was just going to take off.
She will eventually. You need her to. This is a vacation, but that’s all it is.
He finished shoveling out the stall he was cleaning and wiped his forearm over his brow. It wasn’t an exceptionally hot day, but it was sunny out and the work was warm. There was more to do, but he had his mind on Casey, and that meant until he got a glimpse of her he wouldn’t think of anything else.
He did his best not to ponder the implications of that as he leaned his pitchfork up against the wall and headed out of the barn. Casey didn’t have a cell phone or anything like that. No way to text her and say that he wanted to know where she was. No way to let her know that he needed to see her so that he could be sure she wasn’t gone.
He walked down the dirt road that led back to the cabin, thinking back on the conversation they’d had in the tractor a week ago. The story of her past made him hurt. But not for the reasons she seemed to think. Someone should have been there for her. Not some prick teenage boy who treated her like a convenience when she was in desperate need of someone to care for her. Not the foster mom who had blamed her because it had been easier.
He couldn’t fathom how she had walked through so many lives, so many homes, without someone feeling connected with her. Without her feeling connected to someone. From the moment he’d first seen her in the bar he had felt something burn into his soul. No, he knew she couldn’t stay. Knew that there was no kind of future between the two of them, two people who were so messed up they didn’t know from functional. But maybe he could just give her something without expecting anything back.
Superman complex?
Maybe. But if he wasn’t saving people, then how would he keep from focusing on himself?
He walked through the front door of the cabin and noticed a small, square piece of white paper sitting on the counter.
“Went swimming.”
He frowned, grabbed the note and walked back out the door. A river ran through the property, but he hadn’t taken her down there. But she very often worked evenings so she spent a good portion of the day by herself. She probably knew more about the property than he did. He had a trail worn from his house to his parents’ and the various barns and fields. He didn’t just explore anymore. Not like he’d done when he was a little boy and the farm seemed to run itself, and his dad seemed to be able to do anything.
The path to the river was overgrown, weeds curving in over the trail that had been so well traversed by him as a child. He could dimly remember them going on picnics as a family. But that was before. His dad had always liked to drink. And they would go down with cases of beer. But it hadn’t stolen who he’d been yet.
He pushed away the memories—they were as useless as his old man. Casey didn’t have roots, but he did. Deep underneath this earth, so enmeshed with the farm that he wondered if he could ever escape. And he wondered if being a drifter might actually be the better option. What did roots matter when the ground they were planted in was poison?
He pushed through a knot of pine trees at the end of the path and walked across rocks that had been rounded when the river had been higher and the current stronger. The air smelled like wood and water, that cold, fresh smell that was unlike anything else. Not even the ocean.
The water was still and dark in this section, and in the center of it he could see a bright blond head and pale shoulders sticking up above the surface.
“Casey?”
She ducked beneath the water, and he could make out her pale form swimming toward the shore. She resurfaced, extending her legs out in front of her, and rolled to her back. She was naked, a smile on her face. She seemed perfectly at ease in her skin, never ashamed of her body. And yet, she seemed so ashamed of everything inside. He wished that she could see that her beauty radiated from in there. Sure, her skin was beautiful, and he liked it a whole lot, but it was what was underneath that captivated him.
“You’re lucky I’m the one who came down here looking for you,” he said, shamelessly taking in the scenery. By which he did not mean trees and mountains.
“Am I?” She readjusted herself so that she was treading water again. “I just would’ve stayed out there. You’re the only one worth swimming ashore for.”
She wore that flirtatious, sassy persona that came so easily to her. But even though he knew it was kind of a put-on, it affected him. He was never quite sure what he was going to get when it came to Casey. The vulnerable woman who was desperately seeking a connection, or the sassy bar waitress. He honestly liked them both.
“Well, that’s nice.”
“Are you going to join me?”
“I have work to do,” he said.
“Swim with me,” she said, smiling such a beautiful smile that it wasn’t any trouble to look up at her face rather than down at her body.
“You’re crazy.”
She moved a little nearer to the shore where she could touch instead, water sluicing down her bare skin, the drops rolling over her bare breasts, down her slender waist. “Yes. I am a little bit crazy. But don’t tell me you don’t want a piece of this crazy.”
“You’re going to start something we can’t finish.”
“Who says we can’t finish? I came prepared.”
“Oh, really?”
“Of course. I left you a note, didn’t I? I knew you would come down here. I knew you would come find me.”
Her words settled between them, heavier on impact than she had likely intended for them to be. “Of course.” His answer landed heavily, too. But whatever meaning was woven deep into the fabric of it, it was the truth. If she needed him to, he would come find her. For all the good it would do her to have some burned-out farmer’s son come for her. But it was all he had to offer, so he would offer it.
“Big talk for someone who’s kind of leaving me hanging right now.”
Without thinking he stripped his shirt over his head, then made quick work of the snap and zipper on his pants and tugged them down his legs, along with his underwear. He kicked his shoes off, too, looking behind him just to make sure no one was coming. Casey might be comfortable with outdoor nudity. He was not.
“Now, that’s the best view I’ve seen all day,” Casey said, a smile curving her lips.
“Are you going to admit that I make you blush yet?”
Telltale color flooded her cheeks and she sank back down beneath the water, paddling away from the shore. “No,” she said.
“Why not?” He stepped into the water, getting in as quickly as possible, breath hissing through his teeth as the cold hit him with the force of a tractor-trailer. “Damn.”
“I didn’t even think about all of the man problems this could present.”
“Such as?” he asked, making his way deeper in, the water going up over his chest now. He was afraid it might stop his heart. If she didn’t stop it first.
“Shrinkage is a thing.”
“Nothing is shrinking over here, babe.”
She laughed. The minx laughed at him after implying his dick was going to shrink. And it made him smile. “I like it when you talk dirty to me, hayseed.”
“Well, I’ve never done it before, so I’m glad it works for you.”
“How is that possible?”
“How is what possible?” He dipped forward, swimming toward her, wrapping his arm around her waist and tugging her against him, making the most of their height difference, since he could still touch the slightly slick bottom and she couldn’t.
“How is it you haven’t dirty-talked your way into a hundred beds? I’ve been a lot of places. Met a lot of guys. Let me tell you...you’re the only one who’s ever tempted me.”
“How is that possible?” he asked, echoing her question.
“I’ve never been with a man just because I wanted him,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck, her legs tangling with his. “I always wanted a bed. Or a ride. Or just to not feel so alone for a month or two. But you... I just wanted you. There was nothing but want. You were like chocolate.” She leaned in then, kissed him gently. “Something I can’t usually afford,” she said, her mouth still pressed to his. “But you’ve been so worth it.”
He didn’t feel worthy of that compliment. Didn’t feel like he’d risked a damn thing to be with her when he could feel that this was costing her. And what the hell was he giving her?
He got to hold this wild, spectacular creature, if only for a moment, and she just got him.
“I think we should get to shore, don’t you?” he asked.
She nodded. He kept his hold on her, drawing her tightly to his chest, gathering her in his arms and walking them both toward the shore. “Towel,” she said, pointing feebly toward a sandy patch off to the left.
He walked in that direction and laid her down on the towel, positioning himself over her. He looked to the left and saw the brightly colored packet partially hidden in a patch of grass. “Well,” he said, “you did come prepared.”
“I told you I did.” She smiled, completely pleased with herself. There was something joyful about it, different than the types of smiles he was used to seeing from her.
“Yes, you did.”
“Wait just a second,” she said, wiggling herself into a sitting position. She kissed his neck, his chest, lower. He knew exactly what she was going to do. She was pretty generous when it came to handing out pleasure, and he never refused.
But now, it didn’t seem right. Not when she was so beautiful and perfect, a gift that he didn’t deserve. She should have torrents of praise lavished on her. Should be worshipped like the goddess she was. Her life had been void of indulgence, and all he wanted to do now was indulge her. If this was their time-out from the harsh reality of life, then he was going to make it the best damn time-out anyone had ever had.
“No,” he said, capturing her chin in his hand, “you wait.”
She slipped her tongue between her lips, slipped it over the edge of his thumb and a lightning bolt of pleasure shot straight to his cock. Testing his resolve. Testing his control. But no, here in this perfect storm of recklessness, he would act with intention. Even though pleasure raged inside him, even though he felt like he was caught in the middle of a hurricane, he would hold steady. He would give her everything.
“Lie down,” he said, his words a command, leaving no room for argument.
She obeyed, lying back on the towel, lifting her arms up over her head, crossing her wrists and lacing her fingers together. It was a pose of complete submission, one of supplication. She took in a deep breath, her breasts rising with the motion as she let her thighs fall open. He put his hand on her stomach, then slowly slid it down lower, between her legs, testing her readiness. Her skin was cold from the river, but her center was molten hot. Ready for him.
She gasped, moving restlessly beneath his touch. “You tease,” she said as he flicked his thumb over her clit.
“A little bit,” he said, “but I think this hurts me more than it hurts you.
“I doubt it.”
“Be good,” he said, lowering his head and kissing the soft skin just beneath her belly button, “or I won’t give you what you want.”
She shuddered beneath his lips. “Is that a threat? I didn’t think nice boys made threats.”
“When I’m with you I don’t feel very much like a nice boy.”
“Oh, really?” she asked, gasping as he began to trace the trail down with the tip of his tongue. “What do you feel like?”
“Just a man. A very, very hungry one.”
He turned his head, kissing her inner thigh and earning himself a harsh moan, and a short curse. He had never behaved this way with a woman before. Had never teased, had never said things like this. Things had never been this light, or this heavy, with Caroline. He wasn’t sure how that was possible. That being with Casey could make him laugh and make him shake. That he could feel relieved, perfectly at peace, while feeling like everything inside of him was being torn apart.
He shifted his position, wrapping his hands around her thighs and drawing her down toward his mouth, tasting her deeply. She gasped, rolling her hips up toward him, and he held her tighter, keeping her still to tease her with his lips and tongue. She was shaking, sobbing beneath him, begging him for release. And he lost track of everything. That they were outside. That anyone could walk up on them at any time. That this was temporary.
All that mattered was this. This moment. There was no reason to look beyond it. No reason to look behind it. He was filled with Casey. Her scent, her flavor, the sound of her pleasure. And he didn’t want anything else.
She grabbed hold of his shoulders, her fingernails digging into his skin, and he had a feeling that she would leave marks behind. But that seemed about right. She was leaving marks everywhere in his life. She might as well brand his skin right along with it.
She gasped his name, shuddering against him as she reached her peak. And that was about it for his control. He reached over, grabbing hold of the condom that she’d stashed in the grass. He took care of the necessities, then positioned himself above her, kissing her deeply as he slid deep inside. It was like coming home. Cheesy as hell, but no less true because of it. She felt right. She felt like his.
The farm wasn’t his, no matter how much he wanted it to be. The cabin that he slept in every night didn’t have his name on it, and it probably never would. At least not for years.
But Casey was his. And right now, that felt sufficient. It felt like everything.
He buried his face in her neck, pressing himself as tightly against her as he could, relishing the feel of being so close to her, so connected to her. “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice a whisper.
“Just being with you.”
He felt the flutter of her fingertips next to his face, then she slowly pressed her palm against his cheek. “I like it,” she said, her voice strangled, soft. “I like it very much.”
“Me, too,” he said, not quite sure how he managed to force the words through the lump in his throat.
A shiver of pleasure worked its way down his spine, and he couldn’t hold still for another moment. He flexed his hips, pushing in deeper before retreating slightly, establishing a steady rhythm that drove the need between them to a fever pitch. Pushing them both harder, higher than he would’ve imagined possible. Sure, this wasn’t the first time for either of them. Not with other people, not with each other. But it felt like it. It felt like the only time. The only thing that mattered.
“Aiden,” she said, his name a prayer on her lips as she trailed her fingertips down his back.
And he lost hold of everything. Of his control. Of the earth. And he gave himself over to his pleasure. Dimly, he could feel her shuddering out her release beneath him, but he was barely even aware of that. Shamefully, all he could do was focus on the need roaring in his own veins. It consumed him, took him over completely, a living, breathing dragon that grabbed him by the throat and shook him, left him limp and utterly spent.
She curved her hand around his neck, stroking her hand over his hair. They lay like that for a long time, nothing but the sound of the wind in the trees and the slow rush of the current filling the silence.
He didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to speak. Didn’t want to do anything to interrupt the moment. Because the more time passed, the closer they got to the end of this. To the end of them.
“Tell me about them.”
“Who?”
“The women you didn’t talk dirty to.” She wiggled beneath him, scooting to the side, and he followed her lead, readjusting so that they were lying next to each other.
“It’s a short story.”
“Perfect. I have a limited attention span.”
“Why do you want to know?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Because I told you about me. I kind of bared my soul to you. Seems like maybe you should tell me about your past experiences.”
“There was just one woman,” he said, speaking slowly. She was right. She had told him about her past. And it had left him with a strong desire to destroy everyone in it. He wondered what she would think of his. Such as it was. “My friend. Caroline.”
“Oh. Caroline,” she said, her voice sounding funny.
“What? You wanted to hear about it.”
“I didn’t know there was only one. I didn’t know she had a name.”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I didn’t tell you the name of the guy I lost it to.”
“No,” he said, “you didn’t.” He hadn’t really seen it as significant.
“Because it didn’t matter.”
“Well, Caroline is a friend. She was before we were together.” She wasn’t really now.
“I see.”
“You sound...jealous.”
“I’m not jealous. I never get jealous.” She sniffed. “That is not how I roll.”
“You’re upset.”
She let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m not. Finish telling me about Caroline.” She said her name like it was an illness and not a person.
“She kind of had it tough at home, too. Her dad used to help out on the farm. I’ve known her for a long time. Neither of us really wanted a relationship, but we both wanted... Well, you know how that is.”
“Yes,” she bit out, “I do know how that is.”
“We started sleeping together sometimes. And after a few years I started saving for a house. I started wondering why I couldn’t have something else. Something other than this. And I thought... I thought maybe we could have a future together.”
“You were in love with her?”
“No,” he said, knowing that for a fact. “I wasn’t. But I wanted a normal life, and I know she wanted one, too. We cared for each other. We had chemistry—” He faltered on that, because now that he had discovered chemistry with Casey, he doubted if Caroline and him had ever had anything all that exceptional. “I thought it would be enough.”
“Okay. So why aren’t you with Little Miss Convenience with a picket fence and a kid on the way?”
She was being prickly. Defensive. Because she was jealous, whatever she said.
“Debt collectors started calling. And I realized just how bad things were here. That my dad had lost a bunch of accounts. That we were behind on things. And the roof needed replacing, and all number of things just went to hell, right at the same time.”
“You gave them your money, didn’t you?”
“Yes, I did. I’m their son. I’m all they have. It’s not my mom’s fault that my dad ended up being worse than a child. I’m young. I have time to rebuild. I don’t think they do.”
“Still, that was your money, Aiden. It was supposed to be for your life.”
“I’m well aware of that. But I made a choice. And I told Caroline that things had to go back to how they’d started. No more planning for the future.”
“Great. So, you told her that she was being put back into the booty-call category. That didn’t go well, I take it?”
“Understatement. She was mad. She left. I didn’t hear from her for about two weeks. Next time we talked, she told me she’d met someone.”
“And that was it?” she asked.
“Yes, that was it. We aren’t really even friends anymore.”
“No matter whether you loved her or not, I think she must have loved you.”
Her words made his heart clench tight. “I hope not. I’m not worth that.”
She frowned. “Why would you say that? Of course you’re worth it. You gave up your future for your parents. You give up everything to keep working this hunk of dirt for them. To spend your nights dragging your dad’s ass back from the bar. Feeding your mom’s strays and taking care of them, so she can feel like she’s doing good deeds instead of wallowing in her life as it falls apart around her. That’s who you are. It’s what you do. How is that man not worthy of love?”
“Because. I might just grow from this into the same kind of drunk as my father. There are no guarantees, after all.”
“You don’t honestly think that could happen, do you?”
“My dad used to be a really great guy. I know you didn’t know your mom before she was an addict. I remember my dad before he was one. He laughed a lot. He took care of the farm. He took care of Mom, and me. And then it was like he just let his control slip. Stopped caring about how much he drank. And then he stopped caring so much about what he did when he drank. You break your wedding vows once, it’s not so bad to break them again. And eventually, he didn’t even try to keep them. There was a whole lot of life to your mother before she started using. I know you never saw it, but there was. I’ve never taken for granted that I could turn into that.”
“It’s easy. You just don’t start.”
He laughed. “If it was that easy, no one ever would.”
“I hate her.”
“Who?”
“Caroline,” she said, rolling onto her back and looking up at the sky. “And it’s not fair. Because I’m not a virgin. Not even close. But I hate her for touching you before me.”
“That’s a little bit possessive.”
“Well, I don’t have a lot of possessions. So, just for a little while, can you be mine?”
His chest tightened and he studied her face. Open, beautiful, none of that hard cynicism that he was so used to seeing present. “Sure, Casey. I would like that.”



CHAPTER NINE
BY
THE
TIME
they headed back from the river, the sun was starting to dip low in the sky. It had been like a vacation from life. The kind that Aiden had rarely taken. Being with Casey was a high all on its own. It wasn’t comparable to anything else, to anyone else.
He should feel claustrophobic when she said possessive things like she had down on the shore. There were already two people in his life who needed him. Who tore him in every direction and used up his every resource. He couldn’t afford one more. But she wasn’t staying. She wasn’t staying.
That thought caused a hollow pit to settle deep and low in his stomach. He ignored it. Because there was nothing else to do. He looked over at Casey, who was walking along beside him, turning her head every which way, taking in the scenery around them. He envied her. For her ability to see all of this like it was new. He barely saw it anymore. It was a blur of hard work, sweat and blood poured into dirt that didn’t belong to him.
He felt delicate fingers touch his, and he looked down to where Casey was closing the distance between them. He should’ve pulled away, because there was no reason to walk through this property holding her hand like they were together. Like they were living some kind of fantasy where this belonged to them and the mountains in the future stretched long and tall in front of them with nothing but possibilities and ever after.
They moved farther down the dirt road, and Aiden heard the sound of men’s voices. “I wonder what’s going on.”
“Visitors?” Casey asked.
“Who’s going to visit us? My mom is out of touch with reality, my dad is a drunk and I’m an asshole.”
“Well,” she said, “sure.”
They kept walking up the road and as they drew closer, he moved away from Casey. There was no reason to announce that their involvement went beyond casual acquaintance. Just another of his mother’s strays.
Asshole.
Yeah, well, he’d said he was.
“Except,” she added, even as he put more distance between them, “you aren’t. You’re a good man, Aiden. Even if you don’t always feel like one. It’s what you do that matters. Trust me. I’ve heard so many promises that they just kind of wash over me like rainwater. You are what you do. Not what you say.”
She was trying to help, he knew that, but it made him ask himself what the hell he’d done lately to prove he was anything but a man stuck in one place.
When the house came into view, his pulsed raced ahead of him, blood pumping hard through his veins. “What the hell?”
He walked ahead faster, not waiting for Casey as he approached the scene before him. There were two men, and a large tow truck with his dad’s pickup hitched to it. The old man wasn’t saying much, just standing there looking resigned.
His mom wasn’t out there.
She’d probably gone back inside. All the better to not hear any of what was happening. She could just pretend they weren’t losing one of their most valuable assets as long as she didn’t see it happen.
She would probably emerge with PB&J and a smile in thirty minutes like things weren’t falling apart around them.
“What the hell is this?” Aiden asked, storming into the driveway.
“Sorry, Aiden,” one of the men said. Aiden recognized the guy from around town, but didn’t know his name, or care to. “Just following orders, you know?”
“You’re repossessing my dad’s truck,” he said, his tone flat.
“Yeah,” the guy said, almost apologetically. “No payments made for more than six months.”
Aiden swore low and harsh, rounding on his dad. “Dad, come on. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Say what? That there was more trouble? That I spent all the money and I don’t know where the hell it all went? Yeah, I could have told you that, I suppose. What’s the point? You’re worse than a cranky old man about things like that.”
Aiden thought his head was going to explode. “Oh, you mean about things like keeping a farm going? Preserving our livelihood? Our legacy?”
“It ain’t your legacy, boy. It’s mine.”
“The hell it is. Without me, there wouldn’t be anything here. You wouldn’t be here.”
“No, you’re thinking of yourself,” his dad said. “Without me, you wouldn’t exist. Get off your high horse and stop acting like you’ve never made a mistake.”
Aiden gritted his teeth, rage pouring through him now. “No. I never have. I’ve been too busy cleaning up after yours.”
“Well, why don’t you go make some of your own? Leave me to mine.”
Sure, it was easy for his father to be belligerent and angry now. Easy for him to say that he didn’t want or need Aiden’s help. But if the time came when the bank decided to foreclose on the farm, Aiden knew he’d feel differently. Even if the old man didn’t know it.
“Sure, Dad. But if I’d left you to it you wouldn’t have the farm anymore. You know I invested more than twenty thousand of my own dollars into this place just this year. I was going to buy myself a house. But I’m here instead, giving everything to you so you don’t end up out on your ass.”
“I didn’t ask you to do that,” his dad said, not backing down, not having the decency to be shamed.
“No. But you benefited from it all the same.” He turned around and walked away, briefly stopping in front of the tow truck. “Just take it,” he said, continuing on away from the house. Back toward his cabin.
He could hear soft footsteps behind him, evidence that Casey was following him. Casey, who had been silent through this entire exchange. Casey, who had kept him away from work and the house for most of the afternoon, had him indulging in things that could never be part of his real life. Could never be part of him.
This was what happened when he looked away. This was what happened when he took time-outs, even for a little while.
And suddenly, it was all just too much. It wasn’t her fault, dammit. He knew that. But he couldn’t deal with it. Not all of this. It was like the whole world was caving in on top of him, and swallowing him whole. His dad, the repo men, the fallout his mother would feel...
And then there was Casey.
“Aiden,” she started, her voice soft.
“What?” he asked.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“This is why staying is hard,” he said, turning all of his anger on to her, even though it wasn’t fair. “Because you just see how little things change. Year in year out. I stay and I stay, and this is how it is. Nothing changes. He won’t change...”
“And neither will you,” she said.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“You think you can put a Band-Aid on a mortal wound, and you just can’t. But that doesn’t stop you from trying. Year in. Year out. That’s on you.”
“Right, so I should run away like you do?”
She flung her hands wide, her cheeks pink, clearly telegraphing her frustration. “I don’t know. But you sure as hell shouldn’t invest your entire life in someone who doesn’t even want you to.”
“He says that, but he doesn’t mean it. He doesn’t actually want to lose his house. His livelihood.”
“Well, he isn’t a man who’s earned the right to it.”
“My mother...”
“Is a grown-ass woman. Aiden, at least I know I made my own bed. It sucks. But I have to lie in it. I mean, sure, I didn’t have the best start in life, but blaming other people for my life now doesn’t get me all that far.”
“Casey, it isn’t your fault—”
“Bullshit. Plenty of this is my fault. You’re right. I’m a completely capable person. I can hold down a job anywhere. I could be midway up the ladder at...well, a semi-non-horrible job. I could be doing better than minimum wage by now. I could at least be renting an apartment. You know what costs a lot of money? Running. Living the way that I do. And nobody forces me to do this.” Her eyes widened, her breasts rising and falling with the force of her breath. “Nobody forces me to do this,” she repeated. “I do it. It’s me. I do this to myself.”
His throat tightened, and his spine went stiff. He was witnessing something he had no right to. A revelation about her life that belonged to her, or someone who meant to share the future with her. Not him.
He gritted his teeth.
“Well, fine for you. You’re welcome to your little personal revelation. But I have a crisis to deal with. In case you didn’t notice, we lost my dad’s truck. And I don’t necessarily think I have the six months of payments to deal with it, not on top of all the other expenses.”
She spread her hands. “So don’t. What happens if you don’t?”
He laughed, forking his fingers through his hair before he turned away from her, shaking his head. “The whole world goes to hell.”
“No. Your dad’s world goes to hell. A hell of his own making. Your world would be opened up.”
Aiden couldn’t process what she was saying. Couldn’t deal with those words, because they worked in direct opposition to what he’d been doing for the past ten years. He had given up everything for his parents. Repeatedly. To have her talk like that, to have her say that walking away was just that easy... It wasn’t. It couldn’t be. He was linked to this place. He was. He had poured so much work into it that now walking away and leaving it to fall apart was impossible.
“I didn’t ask you to psychoanalyze me.”
“No,” she said, “you didn’t. But I’m doing it anyway. Because you’ve given me a lot over the past week, Aiden, whether you realize it or not. You have. You look at me like I matter. I travel light when it comes to belongings, but I’ve been carrying a lot of weight inside. But you...you make it seem like I don’t need to bring all that with me. I want to do the same thing for you. I know you worked hard to keep this place running. But at what point is it just a millstone? I know you see it as an investment, but I see it dragging you down to the bottom of the ocean and drowning you. You can’t save what doesn’t want to be saved.”
He turned back to her, his heart pounding hard. “And neither can you.”



CHAPTER TEN
CASEY
LOOKED
AT
AIDEN, her heart breaking for him. She had no idea what it was like to be in a situation like this. To feel yourself being torn up by the roots.
Because she had none.
But she knew full well what it was like to have a parent looking at you like you didn’t belong. To have them choose the addiction over you, over everything good in their life. She had allowed that rejection to become a part of who she was. She didn’t want him to do the same.
“He’s wrong,” she said. “It isn’t you. He just can’t see it. They—they love the substance too much. They love it more than the people around them. And you can’t make the choice for them. You can’t choose to give it up on their behalf. It doesn’t work.” She swallowed hard, instantly back at the door of that small house in Kansas, the hot, damp air coating her skin, fear tightening her throat. “I stood on my mother’s doorstep, with my one pair of shoes, two sizes too small, and my garbage bag that contained everything I owned in the entire world, and I told her that I was out of the system. She invited me in. Gave me some iced tea. We visited and then she... Then she said she had some errands to run so it was about time I moved on. She never asked... She never said I could stay. No one has ever asked me to stay. And here you are, staying and staying, and he lets you. But he’s just bleeding you dry. It’s what they do.”
“My dad isn’t the same as your mom,” he said through gritted teeth. “He raised me.”
“Right. He did. Do you really think that version of your dad would want you to be this way? Do you think this is the life that he wanted for you? He didn’t build the farm to trap you. He built it to give you a life. He’s lost sight of that now. Because addiction is a fierce and evil beast. But if it didn’t have him by the throat... Aiden, he would want you to have a life.”
“You don’t know that.”
“No, maybe I don’t. But if what you’re saying is true, if you feel like you owe him because you had good years with him, then I have to believe that there was a time when he was different. And that father... If he’s worth any kind of loyalty, then this isn’t what he wanted for you. It isn’t your job to save him. Right now, the house is burning down and you have to save yourself.”
He clenched his hands into fists at his sides. “Why? There’s nothing else for me. This is what I have.”
“You have me.”
Saying those words was like tearing a strip of her own skin away, exposing herself. Exposing everything inside of her. She had been telling the truth when she’d said no one had ever asked her to stay. And she had never asked anyone to come with her. Right now, she knew there was nothing else she could do.
“Come with me.”
He only glared at her, his eyes hard. “You’re being crazy.”
“Maybe. Maybe I’m crazy. But I can’t stand the thought of you being here forever. I can’t stand the thought of that man hurting you while he steals everything good from you. Come with me. And we’ll... I don’t even know what we’ll do. But we’ll be together.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Then let me stay.” The words broke her. Her pride was on the floor now, in pieces, completely irreparable. But she didn’t care. She had to do this. “If this is what you need, then let me stay with you. Let me share it with you.”
“I can’t do that, Casey. I can’t afford to be distracted. I have to get to where everything is sorted out here.”
“What if it never is? What if it’s never fixed? What then, Aiden? Are you just going to keep living like this? For the rest of your life? Why? To keep an old drunk in a comfortable lifestyle?”
“For my mother. Because she lets her love for this guy take everything from her. She stays when she should leave.”
“Listen to yourself,” she exploded. “You can see it when it’s her. Because she’s his wife. Because you think she should just be able to walk away. But look at yourself. You’re staying. You’re staying because you don’t know what else to do. You’re staying when you should have left years ago. No, you’re not looking away and pretending everything is fine like she is. You’re being stubborn because you want to save him and he won’t let you do it.”
“I don’t know what else I would do,” he said, his voice raw.
“I know. That’s the problem, isn’t it?” she asked, stopping in the path. “This is who you are. This struggle has become your entire life and you don’t know what else to do without it. You’re afraid of who you’d be without this.”
She knew, because she’d done the same thing. Let her past define her. All the way up until this moment. This moment where she was standing in front of this man who made her want to stop protecting herself. Who made her want to stop hiding behind all of the trauma, all of the pain. Yes, her life had been hard. There was no denying that. No erasing it. It was part of who she was. And it always would be.
But it wasn’t who she was.
“I’m not a whore,” she said, her voice trembling. “I’m not useless, or stupid. I can be more than that. More than those things other people said I was. I want more than that. I want... I love you,” she said. “I do. I love you. Aiden, I’ve never said that to anyone before in my life.”
He looked as though she had slapped him in the face. It wasn’t the most flattering expression to see someone wear when you’d just confessed your love for them.
“You’ve only known me for a week.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ve known people for less time, and I’ve known them for a whole lot more, and I’ve still never wanted to say it. Ever. I know I felt it for my mom, because that’s what you do, but I was never able to say it. I knew she wouldn’t be able to say it back. Otherwise? I’ve never even been tempted. When I say that I love you, it’s not because the sex is good. I’ve had sex with other men. When I say that I love you it isn’t because I want a warm bed to stay in for the foreseeable future. It’s not even because I’m afraid to be alone. It’s not because I want some kind of an easy dream life. I see your struggles. I’m willing to inherit those. To share them with you. I’m willing to make your pain mine. I’m willing to drop the load that I’ve been carrying for years so that I can pick up some of yours.”
“No,” he said, his voice raw, a note of pure horror running through it. As though she’d just asked if she could cut him open and live in his chest cavity, not professed her love.
“I know I’m not much of anything,” she said. “I do. I want to be more. I want my life to be more. I’m tired of everything I own being able to fit into a trash bag. And I don’t just mean my things. I’m tired of not having ties. You. You’re my roots, Aiden. And where you go...I want to go. And where you stay, I’m willing to stay.”
“No, Casey, it just can’t... You can’t be saying that.”
She frowned, tucking her hair behind her ear and giving him her fiercest glare. “I am.”
“Dammit, woman, you’re supposed to be my vacation. You’re supposed to be a moment for me to step away from my control and have some release. You’re not supposed to be... You weren’t supposed to be another complication.”
“Oh,” she said, a sound more than a word, filled with pain and shock. She hadn’t known what he would say when she confessed her love. How could she have? She hadn’t even known what she was going to say until the moment the words left her mouth. She could never have anticipated something like this. Or the pain that the words had brought. She had been rejected countless times, in thousands of different ways, but nothing had ever hurt so badly as this. She was worn-out, she was jaded. She had learned to hold pieces of herself back in her every interaction with people. But she hadn’t done that with him. She had believed in him. Believed in this. Believed in his ability to be more. To be everything that he seemed.
But, of course, he couldn’t be. She’d thought of him as good the first time she’d seen him, and she still thought he was good. Better than anyone she’d ever known. But he was afraid. Afraid of letting go. Afraid of losing what rooted him to the earth. She had spent so much of her life living in fear that someday everything would fall away and reveal that there was nothing. But it was the same for him.
Family, a home—neither was magic. He didn’t draw strength from them any more than she drew strength from her isolation while moving from place to place. Neither of them was immune. Neither of them was protected. And she was left to wonder what could change it. What could anchor you if none of that did.
I would. I would anchor him. If he would let me.
She knew that. Trusted in it. More than anything in her whole life. But looking at him, standing there with his jaw clenched tight, his expression uncompromising, she could see that he wouldn’t let her.
That made her angry. Made her heart beat faster and her palms sweat. No one had ever offered her help. No one. And here she was, offering what little she had. Everything she had, and he was rejecting it.
“I don’t think that love has to be such a terrible thing,” she said. “Love doesn’t have to be a burden.”
“How would you know?”
His words ran her through like a sword, deflating her lungs, making it so she couldn’t breathe. “I guess you have a point there,” she said, the words coming out strangled.
She turned and started to walk back toward the cabin and he reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her back.
“Casey, wait...”
“No. Don’t ask me to wait. You can ask me to stay, Aiden. But don’t ask me to wait if in the end you’re just going to let me go.”
He fell silent, the space stretching between them saying more than words ever could.
“Don’t say you didn’t mean it, either,” she continued. “Because you did. You meant it. You don’t think I know what love is because I didn’t have a family to love me. But sometimes the absence of something, the need for it, teaches you a whole lot more than having it. I’m not used to love. I don’t take it for granted. There is no way for it to be there and for me not to notice. I’m...changed by it. Completely. The way I think. The way I feel. The way I breathe. Don’t ever tell me I don’t know. I know better than you.”
She walked quickly, then broke into a run, up the steps and into the cabin, gathering her things as quickly as possible. There were perks to having all the pieces of your life compacted down so small that they fit into one bag. It didn’t take long to leave. And right now? She desperately needed to leave.
“So, that’s it?” She heard his voice coming from behind her, and she forced herself to keep from turning. “You’re just going to go?”
“Yeah. It’s kind of what I do.” She stuffed a pair of underwear into her bag. Then looked at the bed they had been sharing for the past week. She had been happy here. Happy with him. And it wasn’t because the cabin was amazing. Wasn’t because she wanted to live here the rest of her life. It was because this was where he had held her in his arms. It was because for just a little while they had belonged to each other when she’d never belonged to anyone before.
She’d never had anything that had felt too good to last before. She’d just had a lot of shit that had lasted however long it had lasted and then gone away. So she hadn’t been prepared for what it would feel like when this was over. It was horrible. It was violent and shocking, tearing at her insides like a savage beast.
You always knew it would end this way.
Yes, she had. Except in the days since she had come here, during the nights when she had fallen asleep in his arms, she had begun to entertain a strange, warm glow in the center of her chest. One that she now recognized was hope. Hope unlike any she’d ever had before. Hope like she imagined she would never have again.
“I’m leaving.”
“Leaving town?”
“Don’t know.” She shrugged one of her shoulders. In reality, she was no closer to having her car fixed. It was parked over at Jake’s garage now, but it still wasn’t running, and she still didn’t have much in the way of funds.
“You’re not going to tell me.”
“What do you care?”
“Dammit, Casey, you know I care.”
“Yeah, but you care about your drunk of a father. You care about this farm. You care about your mother. You care about a lot of things in an angry, protective way. But do you love any of it? Do you have any love left inside of you at all? Or is it all just grim, forced duty?”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s not about how I feel. My dad follows his feelings. Follows them right down into the bottom of a bottle. And I’ll never be that.”
“No. You won’t. I believe that. But you know who you’ve become? Your mother. You were so busy keeping yourself from becoming your old man that you became her. You think you can fix it for him. You think you can want it enough. But you can’t. He has to want it, Aiden, and the simple truth is that he doesn’t. You don’t know what to do with that. So you push everyone else away to try to heal this one broken person who doesn’t even want it. This is why Caroline left you. Because she could see that you would never open yourself up to her. She could see that this was never going to end. And I see it now, too.”
“Great. Maybe you can go find some other guy to give you what you want. That’s what she did.”
She shook her head, gritting her teeth against the anger and sadness that were fighting for dominance in her chest. “I won’t. I’m not going to find anyone else.” She laughed and shook her head. “I mean, there might be some someone elses. In the biblical sense. But...it was never like this before you. It sure as hell won’t be like this after you.” She flung her backpack over her shoulder and breezed past him, walking out of the house and starting down the road. Part of her hoped the whole way that he would ask her to stop. That he would be the first one to ask her to stay. She hoped, and she hoped, until she went around the first bend in the drive. And then she hoped some more. Until she was back at the campsite. Until darkness had fallen around her with finality, smothering the light, smothering her last bit of optimism. He wasn’t going to come after her. And at this point, she wasn’t even certain if the sun would rise.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
AIDEN
KNEW
THERE
were no answers in the bottom of a glassful of whiskey. His father had tried to find them for years. He had never been tempted to do the same. But he was now.
It was such a dark, damp night, and he didn’t know anything. Didn’t know what he was going to do tomorrow. Didn’t know how he was going to fix all of the shit that had just gone down. Didn’t know what he was going to do with every day of his life that didn’t have Casey in it.
It didn’t make sense. He’d only known her for a week. She was a drifter who knew even less about love than he did. She’d also been the only bright spot in a world of darkness for longer than he could remember. What he found with her wasn’t simply physical release. He wanted to share with her. Wanted to open himself up to her and give her pieces of himself. Wanted to take pieces of her back into him so that they carried enough of each other around that they became inseparable. Now she was just gone. And he felt empty.
It was nothing like when he’d lost Caroline. That had felt like an inconvenience. An annoyance, because he was a man and he didn’t like the idea of his one source of sexual release being taken away. This wasn’t about the sex.
He could live with Casey for the next hundred years and never touch her as long as he got to wake up and see her face in the morning. As long as he got to go to bed next to her every night. It would be torture, but not like this.
She gave him more than sex. She made him feel like life wasn’t an endless bid for control and nothing more.
She loved him.
The realization made his heart seize up tight.
She loved him, and it’d been so easy for him to turn her down because of the farm. Because he was too busy with it. Because his father required his care.
She was right, but she was also wrong. He hadn’t become his mother, not really. But he’d been afraid of it. Deep down, more than he’d ever been afraid of becoming his father. And staying here, doing this, was easy in comparison. Easier than opening himself up again and hoping again. Because she was wrong about that, too. He didn’t really hope his father would change. He knew he wouldn’t. Aiden wasn’t a fool. But he was a coward.
There was nothing to hope for here. Nothing ever changed. Casey... She was soft, alive, dynamic. She would change all the time. Would ask things of him, real things, that he’d have to dig deep for. Not just hard work and sacrifice.
All those were easy. They didn’t cost anything but money. Didn’t cost anything but sweat.
Love...love cost more. You had to open yourself up, show all of your ugly places and ask for someone else to give you theirs.
He would have to care for someone who wanted him, and keep her wanting him.
That was terrifying. Not a life spent on this farm, but a life spent away from it.
His chest tightened and anguish rocked him. He could see her face, the way she looked when she said that she loved him and he’d told her no.
This woman who had spent so much of her life being turned away by people, and he had just become one more in a long line of them. He was a bastard.
She didn’t deserve a bastard. She didn’t deserve one more guy using her for his own selfish desires. She deserved someone who would give her a home. Who would keep her forever. Who would give her all the chocolate that she wanted. Who would call her beautiful names, give her enough kind words to erase the ugliness she’d been forced to endure for all those years.
And if he was going to be that man he would have to leave for it. He would have to open himself up. He would have to release his hold on all this anger. He couldn’t love her while he was angry. Couldn’t give her everything she wanted.
Anger made such a wonderful shield, but it kept everything away. Everything bad. Everything good.
There could be no Casey as long as anger and fear controlled him.
He dropped down onto his knees at the foot of his bed, bone cracking hard against the floor. He didn’t know what he wanted. He only knew it wasn’t this.
That’s a lie. You know what you want. You’re too afraid to take it.
Yes, he was. He was too afraid to be the man she needed. Didn’t know what the hell he would do if he didn’t have all of this to hide behind.
You won’t know unless you stop fighting. Stop blaming other people.
It was easy to blame his father for the situation he was in. But they were his choices. His. She was right. He couldn’t continue laying blame in his father’s door. Not for decisions he’d made. He was nothing more than what he decided to be. And now he would be alone because of his decisions, too.
“No,” he said out loud, rising to his feet. “No.”
He had given up a future once. One that he didn’t see the use in fighting for. But he was not giving Casey up.



CHAPTER TWELVE
SHE
WAS
DYING. Okay. She probably wasn’t dying. But she kind of wished she were dead. And if someone called her baby one more time tonight she was going to shank them with the wrong end of a busted ketchup bottle.
Heartbreak made her mean.
Casey sighed and walked back behind the bar. She pulled out a towel and wrung it out into the bucket of water before setting it on the countertop to wipe at imaginary dirt. Anything to keep her hands busy. So she didn’t, like, strangle someone. Or pull out her own hair. Or rend her garments in some biblical expression of grief she hadn’t even known she was capable of feeling. Damn Aiden.
He was a damn ruiner. Worse, he was a fixer who ruined what he fixed because he was an assbutt who couldn’t handle anything real.
She should know.
She’d been the same until a week ago.
And now she was...devastated. Stripped completely of all of her pride. Still waiting tables in a bar, alone as always, and hating it.
So, great. That had really worked out.
Except in some ways she felt lighter than she had in years. In some ways, she felt completely different even though the circumstances around her remained the same. She was back to sleeping in a tent, but that tent had felt different ever since Aiden had made love to her in it. She felt different. She was different.
Too bad he was choosing to stay the same.
He was stubborn. He was scared. It was pretty sad when a maladjusted foster child was able to sort out her own shit faster than a guy like him. She grimaced as she continued to scrub at the already clean counter.
The door opened and she looked up, her heart rolling over when she saw the striking figure standing in the door, backlit by the sun. Without seeing his face, she knew who it was. She had to do a quick sweep around the bar to see if his father was in here. He wasn’t. Which meant that Aiden was here to talk to her.
He walked deeper into the dining room, a white-and-red shopping bag clutched tightly in his hand. His jaw was clenched tight, his expression as stormy as the first night she’d seen him walk into the bar. He was here, but he wasn’t happy to be here.
Then his eyes met hers, and she revised her opinion. He wasn’t angry. He was scared.
Which, on Aiden, she had discovered looked about the same.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Out of breath and dizzy, she didn’t have it in her to wait to hear what he had to say. If he was going to be awful, he could hurry up and get it over with. If he had come here to grovel, he could hurry up and get that over with, too. She’d suffered for long enough.
“I came to give you this,” he said, thrusting the plastic bag toward her.
“Are you, like...giving me another piece to my luggage set for the trip out of town? Because that’s fucked up.”
“No,” he said, his expression horrified as he drew the bag back toward his chest, opening the top of it and pulling out a bag of chocolate. “This.” He thrust it back toward her. She could only stare.
“Is this...candy?”
Which was a stupid question to ask, because obviously it was. But she wasn’t entirely sure why he was handing it to her in an empty bar in the middle of the day. Especially after he had just broken her heart.
“It’s chocolate. You should have all of the chocolate that you want. Which is why I bought you a bunch of chocolate. It was supposed to be symbolic. Not offensive. But I’m bad at this. I’m bad at feelings. But I’m stepping outside my comfort zone. My very uncomfortable comfort zone.”
“Which is?”
He took a heavy breath. “The farm. It’s easy to stay disconnected from everything when you’re throwing yourself into something that’s so all-consuming. Even easier when you’ve convinced yourself it’s the moral high ground.”
“Right,” she said, pulling the bag of chocolate into her chest and holding it tight.
“I was using it as a shield. You’re right, I was afraid of becoming my mother. But not with my father. Not with the farm. I was afraid of what it would mean to love someone so much that I would overlook anything they did. That I would even enable their self-destruction because I didn’t have it in me to speak up. Because I wanted to keep the peace more than I wanted to fix their problems.”
“People like that... You can’t fix their problems.”
“I know. But I watched my father hurt her with his drinking and infidelity, with every broken promise, with no end in sight. I watched her retreat deeper and deeper into this fake idea of a perfect life. Love is... The love that I saw was toxic. It did nothing but destroy. At least in choosing to tie myself to the farm, it was something I could control. It was something that would never devastate me.
“I never thought I could save him. Not really. I was just trying to save myself.” He rubbed his hand over his forehead. “I thought that I was doing it right. That sacrificing myself on the altar of the farm was somehow noble. But it was just a shield. It allowed me to keep everyone at a distance. And when you told me you loved me... It was easier to choose the farm. Because I would rather work hard for no return than make myself vulnerable.”
“So, did you just come here to give me the chocolate and leave?”
He closed his eyes, swallowing hard. “No. I came here to tell you that I’m done hiding. I’m done dealing with other people’s mistakes. I’m finished pouring myself out into something that can never be filled. I want more than that. I want you more than that. And it scares the hell out of me. To want something. To invest in something that can actually succeed. But being without you scares me even more. I love you, Casey. One week, one month, one year, one lifetime, it won’t make a difference. I’ll love you just the same.”
She looked down at the bag of chocolate and flung it back on the bar top. “Then I don’t really need this chocolate.” She took a step forward, flinging her arms around his neck and kissing his cheek. “The only thing I really need is you.”
“But you don’t have to choose. You can have chocolate and me.”
“That seems... That seems too good to be true. Like a whole lot more than I can fit in one trash bag.”
“I’m a little bit heavy for a trash bag. I’ll tear the bottom out.”
“Then I guess I’m going to have to stop moving.” She looked at his face, and his serious blue eyes. “Unless you want to. If you want to run, say the word. We don’t even have to wait for my car. We can get in your truck and drive away.”
“Actually, I was thinking that you should stay. We should stay. Together.”
She smiled, her heart expanding until she thought it might explode. “I would like that.”



EPILOGUE
STARTING
FROM
SCRATCH
was never easy. Casey knew that better than most. She had been starting over every few months for most of her life. But this was different. This wasn’t a temporary fix, short-term plan or a Band-Aid on a life-threatening injury.
She and Aiden were planting roots deep, and it would take time. But it was worth it.
“What do you think?” he asked, walking up beside her and taking her hand.
She looked out across the flat expanse of land, at the mountains behind it, then looked back behind them, at the view of the ocean. “I think it’s perfect. Do you want me to start pitching the tent?”
He smiled at her. “You’re ridiculous. We’ll keep the rental until we can get the house built. And you can choose whatever style you want. It will be your house from the ground up.”
Two years in Copper Ridge, two years with Aiden, and she still didn’t know quite what to do when he said things like that. He had given her so much, and now he was giving her more. Her first home. Her first real home.
“I might be a real diva about this.”
“You can be if you want. You can call me at work and harass me about light fixtures.”
She laughed. “I might.”
For the past couple years she had continued to work at Ace’s. Aiden had taken a job on the Garrett ranch, owned and operated by Connor Garrett and his brother, Sheriff Eli Garrett, saving as much money as he could to put toward a down payment on their land. Their farm.
He had convinced his parents to sell theirs. It hadn’t been easy. Emotionally or otherwise. But they were in a more manageable place, living much more within their means. Not all of their problems were solved, but they weren’t poised on the brink of disaster, either.
Most important, Aiden was free to see to his own life, rather than obsessing over theirs.
“I’m adding a few new words to the list of things I use to define myself.”
He arched a brow. “Are you?”
“Yes. Oregonian. Homeowner. Loved.”
“That last one is the most important.” He dipped his head, kissing her lips. “You are so very loved.”
“So are you.”
“Do you think you have room for one more word on that list?”
“Sure. What word? If it’s ferret, I’m out.”
“You don’t want me to call you my little ferret?”
“Not especially. Anything rodent-related just isn’t all that romantic.”
“Well, good thing it’s not ferret.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a black velvet box. “I was kind of thinking that maybe you wouldn’t mind being called wife.”
There was a time in Casey James’s life when she’d felt like she hadn’t had a connection to anything or anyone. When she’d thought needing that, needing anyone, would be a weakness.
But loving this man for the past two years had taught her the truth was just the opposite. It took so much strength to need. To allow yourself to be needed. To stay in one place and fix your life, instead of leaving discarded, broken pieces behind.
Here, with him, she wasn’t broken anymore. She was finally whole. Finally home.
Tears filled her eyes, love filling her heart so full she thought it might burst. “I wouldn’t mind. I wouldn’t mind at all.”
* * * * *
In Copper Ridge, Oregon, lasting love with a cowboy is only a happily-ever-after away. Don’t miss any of Maisey Yates’s Copper Ridge tales, available now from HQN Books!
SHOULDA BEEN A COWBOY (Jake and Cassie’s novella)
PART TIME COWBOY (Eli and Sadie’s book)
BROKEDOWN COWBOY (Connor and Liss’s book)
BAD NEWS COWBOY (Jack and Kate’s book)
A COPPER RIDGE CHRISTMAS (Ryan and Holly’s novella)
Can a self-proclaimed tomboy find love with one of Copper Ridge’s biggest players?
Find out in
TAKE ME, COWBOY
from Maisey Yates and Harlequin Desire!
And read on for a sneak peek of Ace’s book,
ONE NIGHT CHARMER,
in which Copper Ridge’s favorite bachelor finally meets his match...





Looking for a Western romance filled with rugged cowboys who’ll get your heart racing? If you can’t get enough of romantic ranchers and you love a sexy Stetson-wearing hero, don’t miss this:
One Night with a Cowboy: A Western Romance Sampler
In this new sampler, we’ve rounded up some of our hottest Western reads by some of our most popular and bestselling authors!
Once a Rancher by Linda Lael Miller

Untamed by Diana Palmer

One Night Charmer by Maisey Yates

Rustler’s Moon by Jodi Thomas

Home on the Ranch by Trish Milburn

Hard Rain by B.J. Daniels

Texas on My Mind by Delores Fossen

Texas Rebels: Jude by Linda Warren

Out Rider by Lindsay McKenna

Hard Silence by Mia Kay
From traditional cowboys to modern mystery-solving wranglers, you’re sure to find the right Western romance for you! So kick off your boots and get ready to be roped by these hot cowboys as they rein in the women of their dreams.
Available wherever ebooks are sold.
Connect with us on Harlequin.com for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers, free online reads and much more!
Other ways to keep in touch:
Harlequin.com/newsletters
Facebook.com/HarlequinBooks
Twitter.com/HarlequinBooks
HarlequinBlog.com





“Yates returns to a western setting in her latest, and fans of Robyn Carr and RaeAnne Thayne will enjoy her small-town romance.”

—Booklist
USA TODAY bestselling author Maisey Yates welcomes readers to the charming small town of Copper Ridge, Oregon, where love finds you when you least expect it.
Watch sparks fly in One Night Charmer as Copper Ridge’s favorite bachelor meets his match!
Can the golden boy of Copper Ridge get a second chance at happy-ever-after? Find out in Tough Luck Hero!
Don’t miss the excitement in Last Chance Rebel as the bad boy of Copper Ridge finally comes home to stay.
Order your copies today!
Be sure to catch the rest of the titles in this sweet and sexy series:
Hometown Heartbreaker (novella)

A Copper Ridge Christmas

Bad News Cowboy

Brokedown Cowboy

Part Time Cowboy

Shoulda Been A Cowboy (novella)
Can these cowboys find the love they didn’t know they needed?
“Part Time Cowboy is a charismatic, sensual, raw read. Funny, too.”

—USA TODAY
Available wherever ebooks are sold.
Connect with us on Harlequin.com for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers, free online reads and much more!
Other ways to keep in touch:
Harlequin.com/newsletters
Facebook.com/HarlequinBooks
Twitter.com/HarlequinBooks
HarlequinBlog.com



One Night Charmer
by Maisey Yates
 
SIERRA
WEST
LOOKED
UP at the clock on the wall of Ace’s Bar and everything inside of her sagged. It was just after two thirty in the morning. She stayed out late often enough, but not usually this late. And definitely not usually schlepping drinks and hamburgers.
She wrinkled her nose. That was what she smelled like. Beef, bacon, french fries and exhaustion. It was in her skin.
Suddenly, she felt very small, and very persecuted.
She dragged herself back into the kitchen, setting the dishes on the edge of the sink. At least she didn’t have to wash those. That made her feel slightly less persecuted.
She walked back out into the dining area, untying her apron and setting it on top of the bar.
“That isn’t where that goes,” Ace said, suddenly appearing out of his office like a bearded, flannel-wearing vapor.
“You certainly have a lot of systems,” she told him, rubbing her temples before snatching the apron back up. “Where exactly do I put it?”
“I’ll take it,” he said, reaching his hand out.
His shirtsleeves were pushed up to his elbows, revealing those muscular forearms that her body seemed to be kind of obsessed with.
She tried to think back to her last boyfriend. Had she ever noticed Mark’s forearms? What had they looked like? She made a mental note to go look at a picture of Mark and see if his forearms were spectacular, and if she was suddenly just now into forearms, and hadn’t been back then.
“Why don’t you let me take it,” she said, snatching the apron back. “I’m going to need to know where it goes.”
“You’re stubborn,” Ace said. “You know that?”
“Thanks to you, I do.” She smiled so wide it made her cheeks ache.
“Come back here with me.” He opened the door into the kitchen, which was empty now. “Didn’t you get your own apron when you came this afternoon?”
“No, I traded with one of the other girls.”
“Okay,” he said, gesturing to a back wall. “You hang them up here.”
She followed his directions, hanging the little black apron on the hook and turning back to face him. “Don’t you have a manager who normally trains new staff?” It occurred to her then that it was kind of funny that the guy who owned the place was taking so much time to show her what to do. Of course, she was asking a lot of questions. But still, he never referred her to anyone else.
“No. Not really. This is my place. My name is on the sign, as you mentioned earlier.”
“Sure. But when you open the new place you’re not going to be able to be tending bar at both. You’re going to have to delegate.”
“Did you say you have a business degree?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
“Yeah, that kind of thing sounds like something someone who has taken a class might say.”
Heat fired through her veins, blood boiling into her cheeks. “Right, let me guess, you went to the school of hard knocks. You’re all street-smart instead of actual smart.”
“I can’t imagine why no one else wanted to give you a job.” He turned away from her, walking out of the kitchen, and she scampered after him.
She burst out of the kitchen, breathing hard. “Well, it isn’t like you’re being very nice to me.”
“Nope.” He turned back to face her, his hands stuffed in his pockets.
That was when she realized that no one else was here. They were completely alone in the dining area, possibly completely alone in the building. Which shouldn’t matter. It wasn’t like he was going to do anything to her. He was angry, that much was clear, but he wasn’t going to hurt her.
That isn’t what you’re worried about.
No. Maybe it wasn’t.
“Why?”
“Why what?” he asked, placing his hands on his narrow hips.
“Why aren’t you nice to me? I mean, other than the fact that I kind of said some stupid things when I was drunk, which I apologized for, you don’t really have a reason to hate me.”
He let out a hard breath, rolling his dark eyes. “That’s where you’re wrong. I know you, Sierra West. Probably better than you know yourself.”
“Beg to differ. We don’t know each other.”
“No, but I know your type. You’re spoiled. But you don’t even realize how spoiled you are. Because you’ve never actually experienced life without privilege. How would you know the remarkable pieces of your existence? You don’t know how anyone else lives. Everything you’ve ever needed has been put directly in front of you. You’ve never even had to reach for it. You’re so proud of that college degree, you think it makes you better than me. You think it makes you smarter than me. But you didn’t have to work for it. You didn’t have to pay for it. You’re not in debt over it. You didn’t have to scramble to find a job after you graduated, so in the end, you’ve never even had to use that piece of paper.
“You think you’re too good for this job. You think you’re too good for this bar. You’ve manipulated every boyfriend you’ve ever had with your good looks and your charm, with that little bit of superiority you feel. You do it without even trying.”
His words were rapid-fire, like high-velocity gunfire from an automatic rifle. They hit their marks hard, and they left a lot of damage.
Mostly because he was saying things that she’d been grappling with herself over the past few days. He was drawing back the curtain on the facade of her life. Tearing down pieces of the walls that she wasn’t ready to look behind yet. Parts that concerned herself, and not simply the sins of her father.
The little things that were starting to gnaw at her. Innocuous things. Like realizing she’d never apologized before.
She was raw enough, certain enough that what he was saying had truth to it without him actually saying it.
“Oh, congratulations, you read the rich girl stereotype handbook,” she returned, infusing her words with as much bite as she could manage. She might suspect that he had the right end of the stick, but she was never going to let him see that. Because he didn’t say these things to help her, he said them to hurt her. He didn’t deserve validation. Not from her. Maybe this would be the end of her career as a waitress. But as far as she was concerned he could suck it. “Sadly for you, I read the disaffected hipster bartender handbook. You’re so over life. Money is so mainstream. And so is Coors Light. But of course, you want your business to be successful, and you actually need money to live. So you don’t hate it nearly as much as you pretend.”
She took a step toward him, her breathing labored. “You act like you have some big, deep wound that makes you inaccessible to the rest of us mortals, while you remind me and everyone else that we aren’t really special. You think you’re special, don’t you, Ace? You’re certainly more special than me.” She took another step toward him, and another, and she extended her hand, poking him in the chest. “So complicated and manly. How can a featherheaded little lady like myself ever truly understand you?”
Much to her surprise, he laughed. His lips curving up into a half smile, something dark, dangerous, glinting in his eyes. “Don’t be fooled by the flannel, babe. I’m not a hipster. I’m not that complicated, either. I work, I eat, I sleep and I fuck. End of story.”
His words sent a searing rash of heat burning through her veins. She didn’t know why but hearing that word on his lips made her feel things. All kinds of things.
She hung out with plenty of guys who dropped F bombs like they didn’t mean a thing. She’d been known to do the same herself in the right company.
But when they did it, it was a silly kids’ game. A bid to spit out the most naughty words in the fewest sentences.
It wasn’t like that now. The way Ace used it...it forced her to see it. Something raw, rough and untamed. Something harder, deeper than she’d ever known before. With that one word he made every other man she’d ever known into a boy, and he made sex something unknown and forbidden, something she was sure she’d barely scratched the surface of.
And they were fighting. Something that should underscore how much she didn’t like him. Something that should douse the heat that shimmered between them. Because fighting was not hot. At least, historically, fighting had not been hot. With him, it was.
If that wasn’t some kind of freaky weird magic she didn’t know what was.
She was breathing hard, and she knew he would be able to tell. If there was anything worse than feeling this strange, errant attraction, it was the fact that it was so completely transparent. She took another step toward him, reached out, her fingertips brushing the collar of his shirt.
Her whole face was hot. Her body was hot. Everything was hot. He really needed to adjust the temperature in here. Or find some way not to be attractive when he was being such a dick.
“Was that supposed to shock me?” she asked.
He leaned in, his face inches from hers. “It did, didn’t it?”
She squared her stance, her breasts nearly brushing his chest. “Do I look like I’m shocked to you?”
“You look like something, that’s for sure,” he said, dark eyes raking over her body. “But let me tell you something, Sierra. I’m not that hard up. You want me. That much is obvious. It isn’t like I haven’t noticed you’re a pretty little thing. But things come too easily to you. You think you can manipulate me like you’re used to doing? You’re out of luck. You need to learn to ask for what you want. If you want me, you’re going to have to ask. You’re going to have to beg...”
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