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      LIAM

      The last trickle of daylight disappears behind the highest peak of McBride Mountain, taking with it any ability I had left to plaster on a fake smile and pretend I was actually enjoying the Memorial Day Festival this year.

      It used to be my favorite time of year.

      The start of summer.

      When McBride Mountain truly comes alive again after making it through the cold, snowy winter that often feels never-ending.

      Days grow longer and warmer.

      The sun stays up well into the evening.

      All the plants and animals wake up and begin relishing it all.

      But the days of enjoying the beauty of this place and the traditions I grew up with are well behind me—irrevocably tainted by the ugly truth that looked back at me with the same eyes that day up on the mountain when my world came crashing down around me.

      Now, as I pull away from the parking lot behind the church near town square, confident we’ve finished cleaning up from the crowd of locals and tourists who flocked downtown for the festivities today, I know there’s only one place to go.

      Home.

      Up the mountain.

      To the land the McBrides have lived on, worked, and protected for generation after generation.

      The McBrides did…

      A shudder rolls through me at the thought of going back there, to the only place I’ve ever called home, just as it has every day for the past nine months since I learned the truth about who I am, about where I came from, about the blood that runs through my veins.

      My driver’s license may say Liam McBride, but I know—and now, so does everyone else in town—that I’m a Byers. That my father brutally killed my mother after she risked her life to get me away from his abuse.

      And they know what he did to Willow…

      Something I can’t help but see every time I look at her.

      Those bruises, cuts and scrapes that marred her body when Killian dragged her from the river weren’t merely caused by the rocks and logs in the water, and the emotional scars she now carries are far worse than anything physical she endured.

      All because of the man who is my father.

      My stomach turns violently, and I grip the steering wheel tighter, sitting at the single stop sign in town for far too long, unable to force myself to take the long, winding road past the falls and up the mountain to my cabin. Because as soon as I get there, I’ll have to spend another night alone, with nothing but my thoughts that keep me awake and nightmares that attack the moment I do manage to fall asleep.

      And I don’t know if I can survive another night.

      They’ve only gotten worse as the weeks have passed.

      Each night, when I close my eyes, I see his.

      The violence in the green orbs when he faced down Killian on the mountain. The way he looked at Willow and didn’t see her at all, but rather, the woman who gave birth to me and then died to save me. The way he didn’t even see her as a person but as something to possess, to control.

      That’s what I have to look forward to when I get home—those images, those realities.

      But I don’t have anywhere else to go.

      I’ve never left the mountain.

      I’ve never even left this town.

      It’s the only home I’ve ever known, and these people I can’t seem to look in the eye anymore are the only friends or family I have—unless you count the Byers who are rotting in jail.

      So, whether I like it or not, home it is.

      I pull away from the stop sign at the corner and make my way down the narrow two-lane road that winds around McBride Mountain toward the turnoff that will take me up it to the homestead.

      Each mile that passes, the darkness of the night envelops me even deeper. The trees rise higher on either side of the pavement, the mountain looming to my right.

      The faint floodlights of the McBride Timber yard appear ahead on the left, and for a brief moment, I almost consider turning in, spending the night in the office, and just crashing there at my desk, but it wouldn’t be any better there than at home in my own bed.

      Not with the memory of Willow enduring that hypnotism there. Not with all the maps lining the walls, including the one Willow and the rest of us used to figure out where Earl must have taken her and where he had held her captive for a year. Where he forced her to give birth to Niall and run for her life afterward with a newborn in her arms and a prayer to a God who had failed her.

      My eyes burn with unshed tears, but I try desperately not to let them fall.

      I’ve wasted so many of them over the last nine months, spent too much time dwelling on what happened and my father’s and aunt’s roles in it, but no matter how much I tell myself to move on, to get over it, I can’t.

      Even as I watch Killian and Willow with Niall, finding their joy and moving past the pain to build the life they’ve always wanted together, I can’t.

      Because Earl’s blood flows through me.

      A man who was capable of that kind of devastating violence.

      A man who was capable of murdering his wife.

      A man who was capable of kidnapping an innocent woman and torturing her for a year.

      A man who was prepared to kill anyone who got in his way.

      A man who did God only knows what else over the past several decades that was hidden behind the veil of fog the mountain provides.

      What does that make me?

      The son of a monster…

      As soon as I pass the lumberyard, the darkness that matches the feeling in my soul engulfs the truck again and I head toward the turnoff for the falls. I’m tempted to turn in there, too. To park in the small dirt lot and meander through the trees down the path to the waterfall that cascades off the face of the cliff and into the giant pool below.

      I could strip off my clothes and slide into the still-icy waters. Let them wash away this constant feeling of being dirty. My soul tainted by what someone who shares my blood did to someone I love so much.

      My headlights illuminate the narrow, two-lane road bracketed by towering trees, providing the only break to the pitch-black of the mountain this time of night…

      Until a flash of movement and something white cuts across the road.

      “Shit!”

      I slam on my brakes, the tires squealing as they search for purchase on the pavement, and the truck finally comes to a halt.

      My heart thunders against my rib cage.

      My breaths rush out hard, my chest aching as I try to see what darted out in front of me.

      Out here, it could be just about anything—a rabbit, most likely, given the small size.

      I could keep driving, just go, especially since I didn’t feel a bump like I hit anything, but the way I’m shaking, I don’t trust myself to head up the sometimes treacherous mountain trail to the McBride homestead right now.

      Nor will my conscience allow me to do that.

      I throw the truck into park, push open the door with a trembling hand, then climb from it onto shaky legs. My boots crunch over random bits of gravel in the road as I make my way toward the front of the truck, but I don’t see anything until I fully round the headlight.

      What the…?

      A small French bulldog sits in the middle of the road, staring up at me with big, wide eyes with the bumper of the truck mere inches from going right over him.

      “Shit.” I scrub my hands across my stubbled cheeks. “Where the hell did you come from?”

      I scan the woods on either side and the mountain towering behind him. There aren’t any houses for dozens of miles, and I don’t recognize the dog, which is odd since I know all the dogs in town.

      He trembles violently, keeping his gaze locked on me.

      I take a cautious step forward, and the dog flinches.

      Crap.

      If I’m not careful, I’ll scare him off, and he might end up lost in the woods or worse.

      I hold up my hands and slowly squat. “Hey, buddy. Where’d you come from?”

      The pup tilts his head slightly, making the black patch covering his left eye shift over his wrinkled muzzle. Considering how white the rest of his fur is, he can’t have been out here for very long. If he were out in the underbrush for any amount of time, he would be filthy by now.

      I scan the darkness again, squinting for any hints of light from the pitch-black that surrounds us. “Where’s your mom or dad?”

      He continues to stare at me.

      Interested.

      But not barking.

      Not snapping.

      He doesn’t display any signs of aggression.

      That’s a good sign…

      I inch closer, extending my hand, and he shifts away slightly. “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. But you gotta get off the road.”

      Almost everyone else left downtown hours ago, when the festival ended, except for me and a few others who volunteered to stay and clean up. So thankfully, there shouldn’t be too many people out here, but truckers use this route at all hours of the day and night. It’s only a matter of time before one comes barreling down this stretch and this tiny dog is no longer.

      My chest aches at that thought, and I move closer still, risking my fingers as I reach for him, but he allows me to scratch under his chin as he sniffs me.

      It’s now or never…

      I take the opportunity to quickly scoop him up before he can bolt. He doesn’t fight it, just snuggles into my hold and lifts his head, licking my face.

      “Well, aren’t you a sweet dog?” And very clearly someone’s pet, given the thin red collar. I check for a tag but don’t see one. “How did you get way out here?”

      It’s a pretty decent drive out this far, and on his tiny legs, there’s no way he made it on his own.

      I take a step toward the right side of the road where he came from and scan the darkness. “Hello?” My voice echoes through the otherwise silent night, but no response comes. I yell louder this time. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

      Still nothing.

      A light wind rustles the trees, and my engine rumbles on the road behind us, but there isn’t any sign of where he might have come from or how to get him back to his owner.

      Hell.

      “Well, big guy, it looks like you’re coming home with me tonight. We can go see Doc Lawson in the morning and see if you have a microchip. Try to find your owner.”

      I scratch behind his ear, and he licks me again excitedly, as if he’s been alone and starved for attention for far too long. But he has clearly been well cared for, so he’s likely just enjoying the scratches.

      Despite how awful I’ve felt all day, watching the people in McBride Mountain enjoy the festival while I spent my time watching them and waiting for eyes to drift my way filled with concern and question, a grin pulls at my lips.

      I climb back in the truck and pull the door shut. The dog immediately leaps onto the passenger seat, tongue hanging out, tail wagging, and I lean over and pop the glove compartment to pull out a bag of beef jerky.

      “You want a treat, buddy?”

      He pushes up on all four paws, practically bouncing in place.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      I open the bag and tear off a piece, letting him nibble it from my fingers excitedly. He nudges the bag for more, and I laugh as I pull it out and let him take it. “I guess I won’t be going home alone tonight.”
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      LUCKY

      Panic seizes my chest, squeezing so tightly that it’s all I can feel. The ache in my feet barely registers anymore as I rush down the shoulder of the narrow, winding mountain road before the sun even fully rises.

      Where is he?

      “Gizmo?”

      My voice carries out across the pavement and disappears into the endless trees, swallowed up by the ominous mist hovering over everything.

      It’s eerie.

      Yet, the way it clings to the ground and rolls up the trees, covering the mountain, gives it an almost ethereal quality—like I’ve stepped off Earth and arrived in some alternate realm.

      But this isn’t any realm I want to be in.

      Not one where Gizmo is gone.

      Despite how loudly I yell for him, I don’t hear his scurrying paws or bark of response. Only chirping birds waking to a new, bright morning in North Carolina greet me.

      I try to breathe through the anxiety threatening to drown me.

      You’ll find him, Lucky.

      You. Will. Find. Him.

      That’s what I have to keep telling myself because from the moment I woke and found him gone, it has felt like my entire world had fallen apart—what was left of it in the first place. And in the last forty-five minutes since I realized he was missing and started my walk into town, it has only gotten worse as I near what passes as civilization out here.

      It can’t be much farther now.

      At least, I hope not…

      The straps of my backpack bite into my shoulders, weighed down with all the items I’ve dragged with me on this trek, and every part of my body screams for a break from hiking the desolate road under my feet, but I can’t stop.

      I can’t.

      Not until I find him.

      He has to be okay…

      I won’t let myself consider what could have happened to him out in those woods in the dark.

      I can’t.

      If I actually thought about it, I would lose my ability to think clearly, and that’s when things go to shit—a lesson I’ve learned far too many times in too many painful ways.

      The sign bearing the words Welcome to McBride Mountain looms on the side of the mountain in the distance, but rather than being welcoming, I tense up even more than I already was.

      Towns are bad.

      Towns mean people.

      People mean questions.

      Questions mean scrutiny.

      And I can’t afford that.

      But I can’t worry about the possible fallout of having to lie my way through McBride Mountain.

      I’m on a mission—one far more important.

      I have to find him.

      For the millionth time this morning, I blink away the burn of unshed tears. The feeling is so foreign now. It’s been so long since I’ve allowed myself to feel anything, and even longer since I allowed myself to cry that my body forgot how—until I woke and found Gizmo gone.

      He’s all I have save for the items in my backpack, and I cannot lose him.

      I won’t.

      The worn soles of my Chucks eat up the pavement as I make my way around the bend and spot the first buildings in the distance.

      Thank God.

      It feels like I’ve been walking forever, even though the sun is barely up. But maybe time just moves at a glacial pace when something so important is at stake.

      Anything could have happened to him.

      He could have wandered off and fallen into the water or some deep, dark ravine…

      A wild animal could have gotten him—a coyote, a mountain lion, a bear…

      No.

      I shake my head to clear away those dark thoughts that could lead to a spiral I won’t be able to get out of, and a car slows as it passes me, the driver leaning forward to glance out his window at me.

      Wide eyes take me in before he speeds up again and drives into town.

      Shit.

      Wincing, I angle my head down, using my bright blue dyed hair to conceal my face.

      It seemed like a good plan at the time I did it—change my appearance, do something that I normally never would so no one will recognize me, hide by being loud. But people always say hindsight is twenty-twenty, and now, the way it is going to draw attention to me seems like a horrible idea.

      What the hell were you thinking?

      Once the car is well past me, I tuck my locks behind my ear and continue my hike into town, keeping my head dipped as a few people who are up at the asscrack of dawn start to trickle past in their vehicles.

      I walk past a stop sign that seems so lonely and out of place on the empty road and almost laugh, scanning all directions of zero traffic to search for any sign of a vet’s office.

      If someone found him, that’s where they would have brought him to get scanned for a microchip. At least, that’s what anyone with any human decency would do, but I’ve experienced the worst of human nature and know not all people are good.

      Some are inherently evil and get off on the pain and suffering of others.

      Unfortunately, that’s most people.

      Hopefully, someone found him and is one of the few good ones…

      That’s the thought I cling to as I proceed onto Main Street.

      Directly in front of me on the sidewalk, a massive wood carving of an eagle holding what looks to be a croissant stands in front of one of the cute shops. A light breeze picks up, and an incredible smell hits me. My mouth waters instantly, my stomach churning, reminding me I haven’t eaten a real, sit-down, full meal in almost a week.

      Chocolate.

      Sugar.

      Cookies.

      I would know that smell anywhere.

      A memory flashes through my head, one of the very few good ones that resides there, of baking chocolate chip cookies in a small kitchen with flour on my cheeks and joy filling my heart.

      With it, a smile starts to pull at my lips.

      But it quickly vanishes, replaced by the reality of the situation.

      There isn’t any time to stop for a snack. There isn’t any time to stop for anything.

      If I don’t find him…

      That burn returns to my eyes, blurring the sidewalk under my feet as I keep my head dipped slightly.

      Don’t even think that way, Lucky.

      You will.

      He isn’t gone.

      I know that, deep in my gut, but I haven’t been able to stop wondering if some wild animal got him in the night. Or if he could have run out onto the road and got hit and whoever did it grabbed his little body and took it with them.

      A door opens to my right, and I jerk at the sound, spinning toward an older woman with her white hair tied back in a bun. She offers me a friendly smile, stepping out from below a sign that says “Claire’s Bakery” in hand-painted letters. “Hello, dear. You’re up early.”

      Holy hell.

      I press my hand over my chest, trying to calm my thudding heart as I force myself to smile back at her. “Hello. I, um…lost my dog. I’m wondering if you might have seen him, or if there’s a vet’s office where someone might have brought him to get scanned for a microchip?”

      Her brow furrows. “A dog? What does he look like?”

      “He’s a French bulldog. Mostly white with a dark patch over his left eye.”

      The woman’s eyes brighten. “He sounds adorable, but I’m sorry, I haven’t seen him. Where did you lose him?”

      Shit.

      I am not about to delve into where I spent last night with anyone in McBride Mountain—or anywhere, for that matter—and the way she’s assessing me, sizing me up, I can already tell more questions are coming if I don’t get on my way. “Um…thank you for your help.”

      She smiles, still watching me carefully as I take my first steps to move on down Main Street. “If you want to check with the vet, he’s all the way down and over a block north, but he isn’t open this early.”

      Crap.

      “You could wait at the diner just up the street. It’s near the vet’s office. Or you could step in here and have a cookie.” She motions back toward her bakery. “They’ll be done in a few minutes.”

      My stomach grumbles again.

      A cookie does sound nice, but I want to be as close to the vet as possible so I can get there first thing when he opens. And I can already tell Claire isn’t going to stop asking questions if I step into her place. “Thank you, I appreciate your help. I’ll head over to the diner now and wait.”

      She nods. “No problem, dear. I hope you find him.”

      Her eyes follow me as I walk away.

      They always do.

      In these types of towns, strangers get a lot of attention. Which means I need to find Gizmo and get out of McBride Mountain as soon as possible.

      I glance up at a sign draped across the road, announcing a Memorial Day Festival that must have happened yesterday, so I might be in luck. Maybe there are enough tourists here for the festivities that no one will notice me too much. Just one more stranger lingering after the long weekend to enjoy the North Carolina scenery.

      If I’m lucky.

      But the irony of my name is that I never have been.

      I hustle down Main Street, lined with more carvings of animals in front of various businesses as it starts to come more alive—a few more cars and trucks, several people coming out of the shops that line the sidewalk to set out signs and brush off the areas in front with brooms, but every single set of eyes watches me as I move past them.

      “You haven’t seen a French bulldog have you?”

      Each person I ask shakes their head and offers me luck in finding him, and the irony is not lost on me.

      My skin crawls at all the attention focused on me the longer I’m out here on Main Street, and I tip my head down slightly while keeping my attention focused on my target: the small diner that’s just ahead on the right.

      I glance at my watch and find it’s not even seven yet, which means the vet is unlikely to open for at least another hour, perhaps later.

      Shit.

      That means killing time.

      A lot of it.

      I pause at the small parking lot for Wilson’s Diner. A carved bear holding a picnic basket stands directly outside the front door, and only one truck sits in the dozen or so spots, so at least there won’t be very many people in there while I wait.

      Gathering my nerves, I approach the front door and tug it open.

      A bell jingles over my head, and I step in.

      The smells of breakfast hit me instantly.

      Oh, my God.

      Bacon.

      Eggs.

      Pancakes.

      Toast.

      My stomach rumbles even harder, and I place my hand over it in a useless attempt to quiet the sound before anyone hears it.

      A woman with dark hair graying at her temples stands behind the counter, wiping it down. She smiles at me. “Can I help you, honey?”

      “Hi, I, um…just need to sit for a little while, while I wait for the vet to open.”

      Her brow furrows. “The vet?”

      “I lost my dog. You haven’t seen him, have you? He’s⁠—”

      “I have him.”

      The deep voice rumbles through me like an avalanche charging down the mountain about to engulf me completely, raising goosebumps on my skin as it somehow simultaneously heats it.

      I freeze on the spot, slowly turning my head toward the man seated in the corner booth with a half-eaten breakfast plate in front of him. Mossy green eyes lock squarely on me, but I tear my gaze away and down to a very familiar dog curled up in his lap who doesn’t seem at all concerned about the fact that he hasn’t seen me since last night.

      “Gizmo!” I rush across the restaurant toward the booth, and Gizmo finally lifts his head and tilts it, as if he’s surprised I’m there. “Oh, my God, I was so worried!”

      Without even considering the huge stranger sitting on the bench seat, I bend down and scoop Giz up into my arms from the man’s lap. I clutch him to me as the man assesses me with an intensity that raises the hair on the back of my neck.

      Retreating a step, I examine him the same way he is me.

      Heavily tattooed, muscled arms encased in a tight t-shirt are crossed over his barrel chest beneath his broad shoulders as he reclines slightly against the back of the booth.

      The man with the dark coppery-red hair screams danger and would be intimidating to anyone, and given how Gizmo usually reacts to strangers, let alone men, there’s only one way this guy could have him.

      I straighten my spine and glare at him. “Why the hell did you steal my dog?”
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      Wait, what?

      It takes a few seconds for me to process her words.

      Maybe I was too focused on the stunningly beautiful woman standing next to my table to actually hear her right.

      I shake my head in an attempt to clear it and ensure I’m processing properly, then climb from the booth and approach the breathtaking stranger with hair the color of the bluebells that grow on the mountain and a dusting of freckles that spread across her peachy skin. Icy eyes that match the locks spiraling around her face meet mine and don’t look away.

      And I have to hand it to her, she doesn’t appear at all fazed by the fact that she just accused a McBride of theft.

      Stopping a few steps short of her, I tilt my head, examining her even more intensely now that we’re this close. And I can’t miss the slight blush that pinkens her cheeks the longer I assess her. “Did you just accuse me of stealing your dog?”

      She clutches him tighter, like I’m some sort of villain who is going to snatch him straight out of her arms, and even though she’s clearly distraught about her missing pup, a laugh bubbles up from my chest that I can’t contain at the absurdity of the accusation.

      The woman seems startled by my laughter for a moment, and her wide eyes that match the sky over the mountain on a crystal-clear day lock on me as I struggle to contain my reaction.

      It takes a few seconds before she seemingly realizes how ludicrous the allegation is, and she finally cringes and shakes her head, sending those brightly colored locks floating around her face.

      She releases a deep sigh, glancing down at the dog. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

      That ache in her voice and how deeply she obviously cares about the dog make it impossible for me to be mad—not that I was in the first place.

      I incline my head toward the little fur ball who is snuggled deeply against her as if he never left. “I found him on the road west of town in the pitch-black last night. What were you doing out there?”

      Her shoulders tense at my question, and she clears her throat, glancing out the windows toward the street. “I, uh…I’m not sure how he got away from me.”

      That wasn’t what I asked, and her avoidance to my real question seems intentional.

      There’s absolutely nothing out that way except the lumber yard and the falls, and they’re both several miles from where I found her dog. If he was with her and they somehow got separated, he either trekked pretty damn far by himself or this woman was on the base of the mountain alone, at night, somewhere she definitely shouldn’t have been.

      The business owner in me bristles at the possibility that she might have been trying to do something illegal at McBride Timber. The product and millions of dollars of equipment sitting in the yard could certainly bring someone a lot of money if they sold it to the right people, but this woman doesn’t seem like the type to hop a fence to steal a sawmill.

      Which leaves the falls as the other possibility, and that’s just as strange because it’s closed after dark due to the drowning danger.

      What were you doing out there,      Bluebell?

      She clearly doesn’t want me to know, and I won’t push.

      “It’s all right. No harm done.” I tip my head toward the tiny animal in her arms. “At least, I don’t think. I was going to take him to see Doc as soon as he opens to have him checked out, but he was with me all night and seemed completely fine.”

      Her head whips back up, her soft brow now deeply furrowed as her eyes meet mine. “You had him that long?” I nod. “And he…behaved?”

      I narrow my gaze on her and the dog, then reach out and run my hand over his head and scratch him behind the ear in a spot that I found that he likes so much. “Yeah. Me and my little buddy. He snuggled with me all night.”

      And somehow managed to keep the nightmares at bay and give me the best night of sleep I’ve had in nine months.

      “Really?” Her focus darts down to him, then back to me. “I’m surprised. He normally doesn’t like other people. Especially men.”

      I raise a brow and shrug. “Well, he sure seemed to like me.”

      Her lips purse slightly. “Apparently so.”

      She sounds almost annoyed that her dog didn’t put up more of a fuss when I found him.

      I fight a smirk. “What’s his name?”

      The corners of her lips twitch, like she too is fighting the pull of humor. “Gizmo.”

      “Gizmo?”

      Her head bobs, sending her blue hair cascading over her shoulder. “Because he kind of reminded me of a gremlin when I got him from the pound. A little nuts, especially if you feed him after midnight. And you better not get him wet.”

      My bark of laughter echoes around the diner, drawing the attention of a few people who have wandered in since we started our conversation, as well as Elaine, who gives me a look from her usual perch behind the counter. “Well, he didn’t cause me any trouble.”

      If anything, he was exactly what I needed last night to distract me from the darkness that seems to settle around me as soon as the sun goes down. His warmth pressed along my side as I slept did something no amount of alcohol ever could. Something I didn’t know was possible.

      His owner gives me a tight smile. “Good…”

      An awkward silence falls between us, and I rub the back of my neck just for something to do with my hands. “Are you in town for the festival?”

      She pulls her plump bottom lip between her teeth, chewing on it slightly as she shifts, drawing my attention down her over the straps of a backpack on her shoulders, the long-sleeve t-shirt that exposes one collar bone, ripped jeans that hug her thick hips, and finally to the worn Chuck Taylor’s on her feet. “Uh, yeah.”

      That wasn’t very convincing.

      Plus, I would have noticed a woman like her around town the past several days.

      She’s impossible to miss, and not just because of her shocking hair color.

      The woman standing in front of me somehow heats my blood despite the fact that she’s icing me out right now—and clearly lying about why she’s in McBride Mountain.

      For the first time in a long time, she managed to get me to laugh and smile and really mean it.

      I hold out my hand. “I’m Liam McBride.”

      Her eyes flare slightly at the mention of my last name.

      Shit.

      People don’t typically have that reaction, but that’s because everyone here knows me and has my entire life. But this woman clearly doesn’t have any knowledge about our small town or the people in it—including how I got the McBride name or what it means.

      She might be the only person in a hundred miles who doesn’t know every single detail of the sordid history I learned about my biological parents and the blood that flows through my veins.

      After a few seconds of hesitation, she holds out her hand and slides her smaller palm against mine. A little zap of electricity shoots up my arm at the contact, spreading through me with a warmth I relish and want to cling to. And she seems to feel it too, jerking her hand away quickly as if she’s afraid to maintain any sort of physical connection between us.

      “Lucky.”

      “Your name is Lucky?”

      She nods.

      Well, how about that…

      I grin. “Well, I think Gizmo was the lucky one, that I was the one out on the road last night. If it had been anyone else who wasn’t paying attention…”

      A little shiver rolls through me, and she shudders at the same time, clutching him close.

      “Thank you. Really.” She smiles, and the genuineness of it only flares that heat to a raging inferno. “And I am so sorry for accusing you of stealing him. I just don’t understand how he got away or why he was on the road.”

      Neither do I.

      “There isn’t really anything out there.” I watch her carefully as I press to figure out where they were before she lost him, to learn anything about this woman and why she’s here. “He must’ve traveled a long way from town on those tiny little legs…”

      She must hear the disbelief in my voice that she was in town for the festival and the question there because she glances away again, toward the kitchen, where the smell of all the breakfast food being cooked emanates from.

      And I know better than to push.

      People have been pushing me for months, trying to get me to talk about what happened with my biological father and Willow and what I learned, but all they’ve managed to do is poke at me in a way that has left me feeling raw and exposed. Like I’m bleeding from a thousand tiny cuts and every question directed at me is like a knife being driven into a gaping wound.

      So, I won’t force Lucky to reveal what she’s not ready to give me.

      At least, not yet.

      “Are you staying in town for a while?”

      I do a shitty job of concealing the hope in my voice, but in twenty-four years in McBride Mountain, no woman has ever affected me the way this one has in less than five minutes.

      She glances back toward me and shakes her head. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      “So…heading home today?”

      Real subtle, Liam…

      Lucky offers another restless shift, averting her gaze again and focusing on the door as if my simple questions are an inquisition she has to escape at all costs. “Uhh…”

      I know what that feels like.

      For the past nine months, I’ve felt as if I were being raked across the coals by the inquisitor, with my very life in jeopardy depending on the answers I provided. And the questions came from all sides—Killian, Connor, Willow, Raven. Not to mention how just about every person in town has been giving me those looks of pity and concern and asking how I’m doing, most without directly flat-out asking how it feels to learn my father’s a murderer, a kidnapper and a rapist.

      The small bit of my breakfast I ate before Lucky came in threatens to come up my throat, but I swallow it and watch the way she watches the room, always keeping her eyes on the door, never putting her back to it for very long.

      She’s nervous about something, and her story about Gizmo walking all the way out there from town is virtually impossible. Either someone drove him out onto the road and dumped him far from anything or anyone, or she was out there, which makes even less sense.

      And that mystery, as much as the strange way I’m drawn to this woman, makes me take a massive leap I shouldn’t.

      “Would you…like to join me for breakfast?”

      Her eyes dart back to me, then to my table, and she chews on her lip again.

      I can see the debate in her eyes, the way she assesses me to see if I’m a threat or to determine what I might expect in return for the meal.

      It’s easy to recognize that look.

      It’s the same one Willow had after she returned, when she didn’t know who she could trust or what she should be doing.

      Whoever Lucky is, whatever brought her here, it’s definitely not something she wants to discuss, and given how she’s acting, I don’t think she has the money to leave town or buy herself breakfast.

      I motion toward the table. “My treat. You had a rough night worrying about Gizmo. You need a good meal.”

      She continues to worry her lip, glancing around at the various tables and Elaine bustling around them, delivering plates and cups of coffee and chatting as McBride Mountain wakes up and people make their way in.

      Those blue eyes don’t miss anything, and when they focus back on me, that inexplicable heat bubbling under my skin flares under her assessment.

      This woman is sizing me up, and I’m going to let her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      LUCKY

      Liam McBride continues to watch me with green eyes that seem to see right through the thick walls I’ve built up so aggressively over the years, the ones that have allowed me to maintain my distance from people.

      They served me well for a long time but feel as flimsy as butterfly wings under his assessment.

      The longer he assesses me, waiting for me to decide about his offer, I can’t help but let my own gaze travel over him again.

      Standing at least six-two, he towers above me. In his perfectly fitted, worn jeans and t-shirt tugging at his muscled arms and chest each time he moves, my first impression that he would intimidate most people is certainly correct.

      He is the picture of the rough, gruff mountain men this part of the world is known for. The kind of person to avoid at all costs.

      Yet, there’s something about his soft smile, the easy laugh, and the warmth in his mossy eyes that tells me he isn’t exactly what he appears. Like me, the outside appearance doesn’t match what’s on the inside.

      This blue hair screams that I’m confident, outgoing, ready to take on the world around me, while in reality, I’m trying to hide from it. I’m looking for anywhere to disappear, some way to become someone else before who I really am destroys me.

      This isn’t the place to hide.

      Not with someone like this here, someone who so easily sees me. Plus, Gizmo likes him, and he doesn’t like any men. That makes it even more important that I don’t stay here any longer. He’s already asking too many questions I can’t answer, and he’s the type of man who could get me to answer them.

      “Thank you for the offer…but I can’t.”

      I don’t want his charity or his attention.

      All I need is somewhere to lay low for a little while. I hadn’t intended to stay in McBride Mountain, and standing here, I can see moving on quickly is definitely in my best interest now that I have Gizmo.

      These people are too nice, too inquisitive. They won’t just let things go. This is the type of place where everyone knows everyone else’s business, and I will quickly become a source of focus for the regulars who come to this diner.

      That. Cannot. Happen.

      It’s hard to lie low when you’re already drawing attention.

      Which I definitely am.

      Liam’s brow furrows. “Are you sure you don’t want to eat?”

      It’s almost like he can see how hungry I am. How long it’s been since I sat down and had a good meal. And how damn exhausted I am after walking so much yesterday and practically running into town today.

      His insistence tenses my shoulders—something I’m sure he notices too—and I give him a tight smile that I hope at least mildly appeases him.

      “I’m good. Go back to your breakfast. Thank you for taking care of him.”

      I don’t know what I would have done if Liam hadn’t found Giz and kept him safe last night.

      Would I have kept walking straight on through McBride Mountain alone?

      Would I have been able to keep this up without my little sidekick and constant companion?

      For as much self-confidence as I usually possess—or at least, I used to—I don’t think I could. I would have been crushed under the weight of my loss and guilt that I let it happen. But thanks to this man, I don’t ever have to suffer that fate.

      Liam looks deeply disappointed in my final brush-off, and I can’t draw my eyes away from the way his lips tip down slightly at the corners.

      Why do I hate that so much?

      I don’t even know this man, and I can already tell the frown looks wrong on his face. Those lips were meant for laughing and smiling…and kissing.

      And I need to get the hell out of here.

      The older woman behind the counter watches us out of the corner of her eye, and I drag myself away from Liam and approach her with a smile. “Can I just get a cup of coffee to go?”

      That’s about all I can afford right now, and it will have to do to get me through however far we can make it today before the sun starts to go down.

      Caffeine can work wonders, help me push through the long days on the road and handle the constant fear that keeps me looking over my shoulder.

      I hope it’s enough today.

      She nods slowly as her eyes skim over me. “Of course, dear, but I have to ask…”

      My back stiffens, bracing for another round of questions. “What?”

      “Well, I know you told Liam that you weren’t planning on staying, but I could use help here in the diner. One of my regular waitresses quit last week to stay at home with her granddaughter, and I thought we’d be able to handle it without her. But then, with the crowd that came in for the Memorial Day Festival and people likely staying for a few days after, I think it’s going to get very busy, very quickly.” She scans the diner, as if anticipating a massive rush even though it’s relatively quiet this early. “Any chance you know how to waitress?”

      The hopefulness in her voice tugs at my heart.

      It weakens my resolve to walk away from this place so easily.

      “Umm…I can.”

      Her warm eyes brighten, and she offers me a pleading look. “Would you want to stay, at least for a few days, to help? You could start right away. I’ll pay you cash.”

      Cash.

      That is what finally gets my attention away from the quickest route out of McBride Mountain.

      No filling out paperwork.

      No handing over IDs.

      No government involvement.

      Just cold hard cash I can stick in my pocket when I leave here.

      “Of course, but”—I lift Gizmo slightly—“I have him and nowhere to leave him while I’m here.”

      Plus, the thought of being away from Gizmo after the terror of last night is too much for me at the moment…

      Liam clears his throat. “I could hang out with him while you’re working here today and bring him back when your shift is over.”

      That voice again.

      That deep, rumbling, yet somehow soothing sound comes from the man standing behind me who has already unnerved me more than anyone has in a very long time.

      I turn to face him again, and I allow myself to assess him one more time. From the dark coppery-red hair, the hard muscles, the exposed tattoos, and the large, calloused hands. Handing over Gizmo to him would mean I would have to see Liam McBride again, and staying very far away from this man seems like the safer option. “I…”

      He holds up his hands, approaching slowly with heavy booted steps that seem almost tentative, like he’s used to handling wild animals and doesn’t want me to bolt. “I know you had a scare with him, and you just got him back, but I promise we’ll be all right. We’re buds.”

      I swallow thickly, glancing down at Gizmo, who stares up at Liam with his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth happily. “Where would you take him?”

      Liam offers me a half grin that makes me weak in the knees. “My brothers and I own the lumber yard just outside town, at the base of the mountain. I’ll be there all day. I’ll bring him back around closing time, and if you get done earlier, Elaine knows how to get ahold of me. He’ll be fine. Killian and Connor will keep him busy if I have to do anything where he can’t tag along.”

      “I told you, he doesn’t usually do well with men.”

      At least, no men I’ve met since I got Giz…except this one.

      He chuckles and reaches out to scratch the top of Gizmo’s head. “Trust me, he’ll be fine. Worst case scenario, he can trot around the lot with me all day if he doesn’t want to stay in the office. It’ll be fine, I promise.”

      Promises are nothing more than empty words.

      That’s a reality I’ve lived with for far too long.

      But passing up any cash right now would be a massive mistake. I need it if I want to any farther north, if I want to put more space between me and my past.

      I glance back at the kind woman behind the counter, who offers me another smile.

      She nods toward Liam. “You can trust the McBrides.”

      For some reason, those simple words from someone I don’t even know settle the anxiety I have about not having Gizmo with me.

      Think about the money.

      I’ll need it to get out of McBride Mountain. Cash will help me do that.

      Otherwise, I’ll be hitting the road broke.

      Stepping toward Liam slowly, my hands shake as I pass Gizmo over to him. Giz lifts his head immediately to lick Liam’s jaw, apparently excited to see his new friend again.

      Liam runs a large hand up and down his back. “See? We’re good. I’ll see you at close unless I hear otherwise?”

      He raises a brow at me, and Christ, it shouldn’t be so hot, but the way it arches above his emerald-green eyes makes my heart skip a beat.  It takes a moment for me to process that he asked me a question and is expecting an answer.

      I nod almost numbly. “Okay.”

      “Elaine, throw that on my tab?” He inclines his head toward the table, waits for her to nod her agreement, then moves to the door. Turning back toward me, he offers another bright smile. “Don’t look so worried. We’ll be fine.”

      Liam steps out of the diner with Gizmo in his arms and climbs into the truck parked in front of it. I watch him start it up and drive away, staring far too long out that window until a throat clears behind me and I whirl back around.

      “I’m Elaine, by the way.” The older woman extends a hand, and I take it and shake. “I own the diner. My husband passed away two years ago, but my son, Matt, is usually running the kitchen.”

      “Just let me know what you need me to do.”

      She grins, her eyes bright and welcoming. “That’s the spirit. You said your name is Lucky?” I nod. “Well, let’s hope you are, because I have a feeling as soon as that sun fully comes
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