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  About Build

  
  




Welcome to Bad@ss Builds where the motorcycles are as sexy as the brothers building them.

As a single mom, I don’t have time for men.

Especially irresponsible tattooed bad boys like my ex.

But Austin is hot.

And sexy.

And stuck here in the cabin with me.

One night becomes two, and I don’t know if I can risk my heart—and my little boy’s—if Austin wants it to become more when we get through the snow and back to reality.

Build is the first book in the Burns Brothers series from Gillian Archer. Read this angsty snowed-in romance between a single mother and a bad boy mechanic who realizes he has some growing up to do if he wants to be the kind of man she needs.
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To Everyone out there with dysfunctional families








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Austin Burns

Badass Builds

Sacramento, CA

Days like today, I really wish I’d been an only child.

“You’re full of shit if you think the West Coast Kings are going to be happy with a paint job like that.” My younger brother by eighteen months, Nathan, growled as we stood in our workshop with all my brothers gathered around the cans for the Kings build. “It’s streaky on that side, and you totally jacked up their logo. We’ll be lucky if they don’t fuck us all up.”

“I know it’s not my best work,” our youngest brother, Dylan, groaned as he stared morosely at the cans in question. “I had some shit on my mind. I guess I wasn’t concentrating. I fucked up.”

“I fucked up,” Nathan mocked. “I’m sure the Kings will find that hilarious when they show up Saturday to pick up the goddamn bike. You know, after they give us a beat down.”

And I wished I hadn’t gone into business with my entire fucking family, like a moron. My temples began to throb in that special way that only my brothers could make me feel.

My middle brother Ryan laughed and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “I’d like to see them try.”

“Really, prick?” Nathan scoffed. “You think you could hold your own with the one-percent motorcycle club that runs this city? They would eat you for breakfast.”

“They could try,” Ryan retorted as he straightened from his slouch. He closed the distance between him and Nathan in a slow, measured saunter. “We all remember who ended up with a broken nose the last time me and you danced. Wanna go again?”

There was a reason the Urban Channel was in talks with our lawyer to make our previous hour long special into a weekly reality show. The four of us together defined drama.

And dysfunction.

“ENOUGH!” I roared, finally at the end of my patience. “We don’t have time for another run to the E.R. because you two can’t figure out how to fucking get along. We gotta fix this mess and build the goddamn bike before we piss off the Kings. They’re our biggest client right now. We don’t have time for finger pointing. So calm the fuck down, or get the hell out. Either way, this bike will be done by Saturday. We clear?”

“Clear,” Nathan muttered with a glare Ryan’s way.

Ryan smirked. “I could use the weekend off.”

“If you’re not careful, you’re gonna have a shitload of weekends off.” I shook my head.

“Wait, what?” Ryan turned and blinked at me.

“I’m tired of your bullshit.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “This is a fucking business. Do you think you’d get away with any of your screwing off if you worked for someone else? It’s time to grow the fuck up. You’re twenty-seven years old for Christ’s sake.”

“Are you serious?”

“As a fucking heart attack. I’m done bailing you out—both literally and figuratively. You need to start treating this like an actual job. What time did you even come in this morning?”

“Ten,” Ryan muttered.

“I was here at seven. Nathan showed up at eight. Dylan too. How is that fair?”

Ryan hitched a shoulder and studied the tips of his boots, all his earlier bravado gone.

I shook my head. “Maybe try being an adult for a change. God knows I’ve had to be one since I was eight years old.”

Ryan narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s a low blow.”

Dylan and Nathan shot me sidelong glances, but neither said a word. Dylan’s face took a reddish hue. He hated confrontation of any kind, but I was too tired to give a shit at the moment. Especially since he was the reason we were in this mess in the first goddamn place.

“So, if we’re all done measuring our dicks, can we come up with a plan to finish this bike? Preferably before the Kings make us regret ever taking this job?” I looked from one brother to another.

After a beat, each gave me a grudging nod. Except Ryan.

“What’s it gonna be, bro?” I asked. “You staying or going?”

“I’m still here, aren’t I?” Ryan retorted. Like that was an answer.

Or a fucking apology.

I suppressed the urge to give him the beatdown he clearly wanted. Despite how much he’d pissed me off. We didn’t have the time, and I really didn’t want to spend the whole day in the E.R.

Again.

“Fantastic,” I muttered sarcastically. “Dylan will repaint the cans tonight, and the three of us will be here first thing tomorrow to finish the build. If it all goes smoothly, we shouldn’t have any problem finishing this build by Saturday. But no more screwups. Clear?”

“Crystal,” Nathan snarled. More than likely he was still pissed that he hadn’t been able to swing on Ryan.

Join the club.

Dylan picked up the cans and left the room without a word. He’d been oddly silent through most of the exchange. Usually he’d have something to say in Ryan’s defense—those two were thick as thieves—but today he was practically a zombie stumbling around the shop. I made a mental note to check in with him later today and find out what had crawled up his ass.

“I’ll call T-Bone and move the reveal a few hours back. Maybe we should bring the bike to them, instead of having the reveal here.”

Nathan hitched a shoulder. “Could be a good idea. If they have one of their infamous parties, they’ll be more mellow.”

“Anything to avoid a fight, huh, Nate?” Ryan taunted.

Nathan took a threatening step in Ryan’s direction.

“Whoa, okay. You—” I said pointing in Nathan’s direction. “Go home. Get some sleep. Maybe have some booze first, so you mellow the fuck out.”

Nathan lifted his upper lip in a snarl then turned on his heel and stomped away. Before he reached the door, he picked up an empty gas can and hurled it into the wall with a thunderous crash. It fell to the floor with one side completely caved in.

A beat later, the office door slammed shut with a wallop that shook the walls.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

“And you,” I turned to my only remaining brother, and the biggest literal pain in my neck today. “You’d better be here bright and early tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Ryan replied sullenly.

“I’m not fucking around. We’re cutting it close as is. We don’t have time for you to keep needling Nathan and pulling this bullshit.”

“Whatever, bro.” Ryan pushed away from the cabinet he’d been leaning against.

“You gotta grow the fuck up and be an adult. I’m not kidding, Ry. If you’re not here at seven tomorrow, you’re gone.”

He lifted a middle finger in salute as he walked away from me.

It probably sounded like an empty threat, since it wasn’t the first time I’d made it.

But it would be the last because I was done.

Done with their bullshit. Done with E.R. visits (and bills) because my brothers were at each other’s throats. Done with all the family drama. I needed a tropical island getaway. Somewhere far, far away from my crazy family.

Running away was a regular fantasy of mine. I craved somewhere quiet, secluded, and just peaceful. Maybe I’d hit up my friend, former client, and rock star great, Cole Jackson, to see if I could borrow his Tahoe retreat. The place was crazy—super luxe with a freaking media room and every amenity you could think of. Apparently it was vacant most of the season since Cole was on the road right now.

I sighed. One day.

Instead, I retreated to my silent office, passing my cousin and Badass Builds’ CPA, Sabrina, on the way.

“Is it all clear?” Sabrina asked, as she tugged on the cuffs of her oversized sweater then crossed her arms over her chest.

“Yeah, sorry about the fireworks. Nate and Ry took off for the night. Dylan is in the paint shed fixing the cans. It’ll probably be a late night for him.”

Sabrina nodded then gave me a sad smile. “Did you mean it?”

I tilted my head in confusion.

“Ryan. Are you really going to fire him if he doesn’t show up on time tomorrow?”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. “You heard that part, huh?”

“Pretty sure the nail salon down the block heard your threat. And Nathan. You all get kinda loud when you’re uh, discussing stuff.”

That was Sabrina’s nice way of saying we get loud when shit hits the fan.

“I don’t know. He’s my brother and I love him. But shit’s gotta change. I’ve worked almost every weekend since I started building motorcycles. Ryan’s had it too easy. I’m tired of holding his hand. He’s a freaking adult. He needs to start acting like it.” I rubbed a weary hand over my face. “And with Dylan’s fuck up, we’re cutting it crazy close to get the Kings’ build done in time. I’m just so fucking tired, Sabby.”

“Well, when’s the last time you took a vacation? Oh wait, I can answer that. When you finished the bike for Cole Jackson, and he took you all up to his cabin. That was what? Over six months ago? That’s not healthy, Austin. You need a break.”

I chuckled wearily. “I can always sleep when I’m dead.”

“The way you’re going, that’ll be sooner than later. I’m worried about you.”

“You’re sweet, Sabby, but I’m fine. I’m gonna go do some paperwork, but I’ll knock off early tonight. I promise.”

Sabrina shook her head. “Still not good enough. Maybe you should hit Mom’s diner on the way home. She’ll get you straightened out.”

I snorted. “I definitely don’t have the energy for Wendy tonight.” My aunt was a ballbreaker and lifelong meddler. The last thing I needed tonight was a dose of Aunt Wendy.

“Think about it. Goodnight, Austin.”

“Night Sabrina.” I shook my head as I walked past her and down the hall toward my office. I’d have to have a death wish if I went to Bette’s Diner when Wendy was working. The food was amazing, but the lecture that came with it wasn’t worth the price of admission.

I spent the next twenty minutes on the phone with T-Bone, promising him everything but my firstborn to push the reveal a few hours back and bring the bike to him at the Kings’ clubhouse. I finally hung up the phone with a groan. If this reveal didn’t go well, we could kiss our business goodbye.

Along with our loved ones, more than likely.

I hung my head between my knees and let out a muted roar. When was it gonna get easier? We’d been doing this for years. Years. When would the shitstorm finally end?

My phone pinged with an incoming email.

I was almost afraid to look. But the Kings were too smart to put any threats in writing.

The words in the subject line made the blood freeze in my veins.




Parole granted.




No. No. It couldn’t… They wouldn’t…

I clicked on the email and every word made me feel sicker. The usual bureaucratic jargon followed by George Burns. Parole granted. The words swam on my screen. I couldn’t believe it. I never thought that bastard would see freedom for the rest of his life. After the first parole hearing, my brothers and I had stopped attending. We had our lawyer send victim impact statements and our declaration forms because we weren’t spending another second breathing the same air as that bastard. And because we knew there was no way an evil son of a bitch like him would ever be paroled.

Apparently the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation disagreed.

What the fuck was wrong with them? How could they not see past his bullshit? Oh God, I was gonna have to tells my brothers. Sabrina. Aunt Wendy.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t breathe.

I needed to get the fuck out of here.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Rachel Tannenbaum

Lake Tahoe, CA

I hated snow.

After living my whole life near the Sierra Nevada Mountains of Northern California, I should be used to driving in snow, but I’d learned the dangers of roads like these. They could take your whole world away in a heartbeat if you didn’t respect them—or at least it felt that way after my mom’s accident. I’d rather be cuddled up in bed with a book and my sleeping three-year-old. Instead I was driving over slick roads and hoping the snow tires I’d bought before I had my son still had enough traction.

I scowled through the windshield of my ancient Subaru Forester and white-knuckled the steering wheel. The snow was falling faster now. So much so that patches of white were sticking to the road. In a few hours the California Highway Patrol would no doubt require chains to get down the mountain. I had to be done with this next job before then.

Mentally cursing my coworker, Shelby, who’d called in sick (on a Friday, cue eyeroll) and the reason I was running three hours behind, I slowed way down before turning into the driveway of the luxury cabin I had to clean before I could go home. My car slid a little with the turn, and I jerked my foot off the break.

Wait, was that the right thing to do?

My pulse pounded as I gently pressed the brake pedal again. After coming to a slow, controlled stop, I shoved the gearshift into park with a muffled sob. I hated snow. Hated it. Resting my forehead against the steering wheel, I gave into the moment and released a shaky sob. God, that’d been scary. And it would only get worse the longer I waited to drive back down the mountain.

But I needed the money—I had a kiddo to feed and my mom to support. Which meant I was going to have to pull up my adult pants and get this last job done. Plus if I was lucky, it’d be short and easy, and I’d be out of here in no time.

Wiping the tears off my face with the back of my hand, I winced as the pearl ring on my left ring finger scraped against my cheek. Ouch. I grabbed the clipboard off the passenger seat and quickly reviewed the job details. The new client had done their walkthrough with my boss, Erin, months ago. They had an as-needed minimum of once a month cleaning contract. Today they wanted the kitchen, living room, and all the bathrooms cleaned before their party arrived tonight. I shot a quick glance at the dash clock. It was three thirty, which meant I had roughly two hours to do the work it should take two people four hours to finish.

Eff me.

I muttered every curse word I could think of as I pushed open my door and tromped through the snow to the hatchback of my car. I popped the door open, grabbed all the cleaning supplies I could carry, and tromped through the snow that’d already started collecting.

“I hate snow. I hate snow. I hate snow,” I sang as I stomped on the patches of the stuff with every step on my way to the ornate front door. I didn’t pause to appreciate the gorgeous “cabin” with its lodgepole framed front porch or the cathedral windows overhead that pointed at the surrounding forest. I dumped my supplies on the step and searched through the paperwork in my other hand for the details about getting inside. Finding it on the last page, I punched the four-digit code into the keylock and gave a relieved sigh when it clicked open. At least one thing was going my way.

“Hilltop Cleaning,” I called out as I pulled open the door so I could schlep all the supplies inside. “Anyone home? Hilltop Cleaning.”

The place was supposed to be empty, but I’d learned the importance of announcing my presence early in my cleaning career. Usually I’d knock, but between the snow, my missing partner, and the fact that no one was supposed to be here, I didn’t want to waste any time.

Which, in retrospect, was a mistake.

I bent to pick up my empty mop bucket, and tossing the hair out of my face, I stared straight into the eyes of Austin Burns, who was stretched out on a leather sofa across the room.

Austin. Burns.

Oh my God.

Like most people in the Sacramento valley, I’d followed his meteoric rise as his custom motorcycle shop, Badass Builds, got press coverage for building choppers for rock stars and actors. Then he had that special on the Urban Channel about his shop and his equally gorgeous brothers who all worked together, more than a little dysfunctionally. And it didn’t hurt that he had that whole wounded bad boy thing going for him. Exhibit A, he was shirtless with all his glorious muscles and tattoos on display for me to see.

And, oh my god, I was staring at him.

“I am so sorry, sir. I should’ve knocked. I just…no one was supposed to be home, and I have a code to the door, so…” I trailed off weakly, still holding the mop bucket and rags.

Austin blinked placidly back at me but didn’t say a word.

It was at this point I noticed that his gorgeous hazel eyes were red rimmed, and the leather sofa he reclined on was surrounded by empty liquor bottles—tequila, whiskey, and more than a few beer cans.

“What’s dis?” he slurred.

All my fangirl glee drained out of me. I don’t know why I’d held him up on a pedestal. He had player and degenerate literally written all over his body. I hadn’t realized how much I’d fantasized about him as I’d watched his stupid show and decided that he was different than all the other men in my life.

I should’ve known better.

I cleared my throat. “Hilltop Cleaning. I’m supposed to detail the cabin before your, er, party arrives.”

“Shit.” Austin muttered as he staggered to his feet.

Then he did something I wouldn’t have imagined he’d do in a million years. “I’m sorry.” He bent over and started collecting empty beers cans in his hands, leaning them against his chest. “It’s a fucking pigsty. Wasn’t expecting company.”

It might’ve been the first time I’d ever seen a guy clean up. My dad disappeared when I was little, and I didn’t have any clear memories of him, but I know I’d never seen any of my mom’s boyfriends clean up after themselves. They were more the type to expect to be waited on. Ditto with my ex, Jordan. He wouldn’t have picked up a gum wrapper, let alone his empties.

I dropped my bucket and rags and grabbed a trash bag from my tote. Shaking it open, I crossed the hardwood floor, holding out the bag. “Here.”

“Thanks,” Austin muttered as he dumped his load in my bag. “Sorry about the mess.”

I smiled slightly. “That’s what I’m here for.”

“So, you’re here to clean?”

“Yes,” I replied as I nodded slowly. “That is, if you still want to use my services.”

Austin snorted then covered his face with a hand. “Sorry.”

It took me a second for the double entendre to hit me. My services. My face heated as I shook my head. I felt like I was a teenager standing in front of my high school crush, not a twenty-five-year-old mother of a toddler. Although, in my defense, it’d been a few years since I’d been one-on-one with any guy who wasn’t in diapers, let alone one as gorgeous as Austin. And he was charming, even though he was three sheets to the wind.

“Yeah, sure.” Austin raked a hand through his disheveled hair. “You can start in the kitchen. Do you need a hand with your shit?”

I flinched slightly and took a step back. “No, I’m good. I’ll go grab my stuff and get to work. You won’t even know I’m here.”

Austin grunted a reply, but I couldn’t make out what exactly he said. I was too busy trying not to die of mortification at my thick tongue and the reminder that I was here to clean his freaking ski cabin. I was the help. I couldn’t let myself get lost in any fantasies of turning bad boys good or at the very least tracing the web of tattoos covering his chest and arms. Bad, Rachel.

No doubt my face was fire-engine red as I all but ran back to the front door and schlepped my kit inside. I didn’t look Austin’s way as I grabbed my supplies and headed for the kitchen. After dumping it all on the countertop, I peeled my thick down jacket off and fished my cell phone out of my pocket. My son’s dimpled face smiled at me from my lock screen, and I smiled back. He was the reason I did this. He was the reason I worked two jobs and was looking for a third. I’d do anything on earth to keep that kid from having a fraction of the worry that I knew while growing up. I’d do better for him.

Lord knew I didn’t need another loser boyfriend. I was one or two away from turning into my mom. I loved that woman to death, but I was starting to fear that her horrible taste in men was hereditary.

I unlocked my phone and typed off a quick text to my boss.




Me: Williams job took longer since it’s just me. At last house a bit late. FYI Client onsite.




She didn’t immediately reply, so I took a second and called my mom.

“Hey honey,” Mom’s voice had that special power that instantly calmed me. Just hearing it made me feel like everything was going to be okay. My mom was awesome— bad taste in men aside.

“Hey, Mom. I’m at my last job, but I’m running a bit late. I’m thinking I should be home by seven-ish.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Rach? This storm is getting serious.” The worry in her voice was tangible.

“I know, Mom, but we need the money. I’ll try to hurry through the cleaning.”

“Then drive slow. Take your time on those roads. We don’t need another…”

“I will, Mom.” I answered when she couldn’t finish. We both knew the cost of rushing on roads like these. “How’s Wyatt doing?”

“He’s good. We’re watching some superhero cartoon right now, and we’re gonna have dinner in a few. Everything’s fine here.”

“Good, good.” It burned that I wasn’t there, that I didn’t get to see the enthralled look on his face when he watched his favorite superhero show or listen to the sound of his belly giggles when they did something silly. But I wasn’t. Someone had to bring home the bacon, and that was me. My phone buzzed with an incoming text. “Okay, Mom. I gotta go. Give him a kiss for me. Love you guys.”

“Love you too, honey. Bye.”

I ended the call then looked down at the screen.




Erin: Are you okay there alone? If I can find a sitter, I can be there within the hour.




I’d already turned her offer down once today, since her kiddo was sick with the flu. More than anything I wanted to get this job done fast and get home, but with this weather, and her history of babysitters, I’d probably be finishing up when she got here, and then we’d both be driving home in a hellish storm.




Me: That’s okay. Client is nice and staying out of the way. Will let you know when I’m done.




And then I got to work.

I spent the next three hours scrubbing already clean surfaces and trying not to look out the windows. I couldn’t control the weather, and watching the snow collect on the ground only filled me with more anxiety. It helped that the bathrooms didn’t have windows looking out. The skylights overhead were already covered when I first came in to clean, so I was clueless about what was going on outside.

A move I’d come to regret.

When I came downstairs, my arms burning from scrubbing toilets and tile, and I saw the view from the cathedral windows, my heart sank. There had to be at least a foot and a half of snow covering everything outside. My car was entombed in a wide fluffy, cloud of it. So much so that it was unrecognizable—it looked more like a marshmallow than a car. My grip on the mop, bucket, and rags went slack and they crashed at my feet before bouncing the rest of the way down the stairs.

The sound jolted me out of my reverie. I bolted down the stairs, hoping I didn’t damage the floors. That would cost more than my car and rent combined, but someone beat me to the landing.

“Shit, babe, you okay?” Austin blinked blearily up at me from the bottom of the stairs.

I hadn’t seen him—or anyone else—while I’d been cleaning. I kinda thought he’d left or passed out somewhere else in the chalet. But there he was, beer in hand, swaying at the bottom of the stairs.

“I’m fine. Sorry for the noise. And the mess,” I finished lamely as I climbed down the stairs. I avoided eye contact while I stooped down to collect my supplies. A bottle of bleach had broken open was soaking into the gleaming hardwood floors. “Oh no!”

“It’s just some water. Don’t worry about it, babe.”

My heart raced as I struggled to clean up the puddle of bleach. The scent burned my nostrils as I pushed the few rags I had around the puddle. Fortunately the wax did its job and protected the wood beneath. I didn’t bother to explain to Austin. Given his drunken state, I didn’t think he would understand my anxiety.

“What are you still doing here, anyway? They closed the freeway an hour ago.”

I piled my rags into the bucket then used my brown paper towels to give the floor one last wipe. “That’s just the Nevada side. I’ll be heading back to Auburn.”

Austin grunted. “Nope. Both sides. They’re turning vehicles away at Truckee. I-80 is closed in both directions. No one is getting off the mountain anytime soon.”

I looked at Austin in horror before whipping my phone out to check. But a low battery warning flashed on the screen just before it went black. Apparently I’d had it muted and playing music while sitting in my pocket for the last three hours. Dammit.

“Looks like you’re spending the night with me.” Austin smirked just before he took a swig from his beer.

Great. Just great.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Austin

I’d honestly forgotten about the harried little maid. Shit like that tended to happen when I’d spent the better part of a day and a half at the bottom of a bottle—or working my way to the bottom. But it was a big cabin. There were more than enough bedrooms and food. She could have her pick.

She just better not touch my booze.

Before I could tell her as much, she bit her lip and looked up at me with tears welling in her bright blue eyes, and my heart stuttered for a second. I’d rather believe it was a sign that I needed a cigarette or a side effect due to my drinking. I didn’t need anything else on top of the shit I was already dealing with—especially woman shit.

“Do you, er, would you mind if I used your phone?” Her voice was husky with her unshed tears.

I nodded tightly. “Need to call your man?”

Her brow wrinkled for a second before she looked at the ring on her left hand. She pushed to her feet with a soft laugh. “Something like that.”

“Knock yourself out. There’s a phone in the kitchen I think. Then make yourself at home. I need a smoke.”

I only got the craving to smoke when I drank. But given the awkwardness of that conversation, it was the perfect time to light up. I’d never been a white-knight kinda guy and I sure as shit wasn’t gonna start rushing to a chick’s rescue now. No matter how blue her eyes were or how soft her lips looked. That was a job for whoever gave her that ring.

I needed a smoke.

I spent the next couple of minutes poking around the garage while I puffed on a rare cigarette. Cole spent way too much money on his toys. Not that I was one to talk, since that was how we’d become friends. Still, a snow mobile, two side by sides, and one, two, three four wheelers seemed like overkill to me. But then again, I wasn’t a famous rock star, so what did I know?

When I left the garage, I found my cleaning lady wiping the countertops with a frenzy that could only be described as insane, given how shiny the granite already was before she’d started.

“Everything okay?” I grunted as I passed by her to the equally gleaming stainless-steel fridge.

She made the saddest sound I think I’d ever heard in my life—a cross between a laugh, a sob, and defeat. I swung around to look at her, but she had her back to me as she scrubbed the countertop.

“Totally fine,” she replied in a tone that belied her words.

I didn’t know what her issue was. She was spending the night in Cole Jackson’s fucking chalet. For free. No strings or anything. I shook off the urge to talk to her as I grabbed a beer out of the fridge. My buzz was starting to wear off.

And then she made that sound again.

I closed my eyes in frustration. I was going to have to deal with this shit after all. Everything looked better with a full stomach, right? I pulled a few things out of the fridge and slapped them down on the counter next to the stove.

“Sorry. I’ll just get out of your way,” she said as she skittered around me.

“Freeze,” I barked. It was at that moment I realized I didn’t even know her goddamn name. I scrubbed a hand over my head. “What was your name again, sweetheart?”

I was trying for a gentler tone, but given how she answered, I’d failed.

“Rachel,” she mumbled, shuffling toward the exit.

“Rachel, sorry.” I bared my teeth in an attempt of a smile. “Look, we’re gonna be stuck here together for a while, so how about I make you sandwich, and we get to know each other a bit?”

She stared back at me with wide eyes while I tried to smile again.

“We’ll get to know each other some so it’s not awkward.” I lifted my chin. “More awkward anyhow.”

Rachel laughed softly, breaking some of the tension. “Okay.”

“Great. Take a seat. You allergic to anything or a vegetarian or something?”

“No.” She twisted her fingers together then took a step toward me. “I could help if you’d like.”

I shook my head. “My kitchen, my rules. Take a seat.”

“Okay,” she mumbled as she hurried around the bar. Judging by the way her clothes hung off her body, she was wearing a top at least two sizes bigger than she actually was. It gave the illusion that she was larger as long as she didn’t huddle into herself the way she currently was. It reminded me of that mutt we had when I was little before everything went to hell. Molly. I couldn’t remember my dad ever hitting the dog, but the way she’d grovel every single time he came home from work had made me sad. And sick. Molly would leave a trail of piss down our driveway every time she saw him. He literally scared the piss out of our sweet, little dog.

Which was kinda the way Rachel was making me feel right now. That I was the big, bad monster lurking over her and scaring the piss outta her.

Fuck, maybe I was just like the old man.

I shook my head as I grabbed a griddle pan from a cupboard. “What’s going on?”

“What was that?” Rachel asked from the other side of the kitchen.

I had to laugh. She couldn’t hear me? That was rich. The pan landed onto the stove top with a clatter that had her jumping. I closed my eyes and looked away. Now she was reminding me of my mom and all the times she jumped when my dad raised his voice. Or his hand.

Fuck me.

I busied myself lathering a few pieces of bread with butter as I avoided looking at her. “Does your old man get pissed when you’re not home on time?”

“I-I-I’m sorry?”

“Are you shitting me? There’s no way you didn’t hear me that time.” I swung around to glare at her with the butter knife jutting out of my hand. Her gaze jumped to the knife and her eyes widened. I awkwardly cleared my throat then dropped the knife onto the counter top. “Sorry. I just…the way you’re acting seems like you’re worried your old man at home is pissed at you or something.”

“I don’t…I mean, I do have a man in my life. It’s just that he’s not exactly old. I know that’s just a saying, but he’s… He does get mad when I’m not home on time.” Rachel’s lips curled in as she shook her head. “It’s complicated.”

“I’m sure,” I snorted. I might’ve only been eight when all the shit went down with my parents, but I still remembered all the excuses my mom had for my dad. He was just tired. He still loved us. He didn’t mean it. Or the awesome times when she’d blame us for riling his temper—like a bunch of ankle biters had control over how a fucking man should act. “You shouldn’t have to put up with shit like that. No one should.”

Rachel shook her head wordlessly as she stared down at the ring on her hand. She spun it around a few times but still didn’t speak. After a few moments I turned back around and got to work on our dinner.

I cooked in silence—from time to time I felt Rachel’s eyes on me, but when I glanced over, she was fidgeting with her ring or her fingers, always with her gaze on the countertop. Finally I grabbed our plates and crossed the kitchen. I set both down near her. “What do you wanna drink?”

“Water’s fine,” she answered in a soft voice, still not looking at me.

I rolled my eyes, filled a glass of water, and grabbed my beer before I joined her at the bar.

“Thank you,” she said as she stared down at her plate with a slight smile. “It looks delicious.”

I craned my neck until I felt a pop and repeated on the other side. I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry if I scared you or whatever, but we’re gonna have to figure out how to be together for the next little while. I-80 isn’t opening any time soon. We might as well play nice until then.”

“Play?” Rachel cleared her throat. “What does that mean?”

I grunted as I took a huge bite of my grilled ham, apple, and cheese. “It’s a figure of speech, sweetheart. Believe me—nothing is gonna happen between us as long as you got that ring your finger. I might have a shit-ton of faults, but I’m not now, or ever been, a fucking cheater.”

Rachel laughed and her shoulders relaxed. “Yeah, that’s kinda the point.” Her eyes had a hint of a smile for a change as she looked at me, and then she took a bite of her sandwich. Her eyelids closed as she chewed with a quiet moan. “Oh wow, what did you put in this? It’s amazing!”

I smirked. “Family secret.”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s awesome. Thank you.”

I nodded while I kept chomping on my own sandwich.

“So uh, were you expecting more people to join you? A girlfriend or something?” She stuffed her sandwich in her mouth and avoided my eyes again.

“Nope. Just me. I think Cole is touring in Europe or Asia or something, but he lets me use his cabin if he’s not here.”

“Cole?”

“Cole Jackson. The rock star? This is his cabin.”

Rachel made a gasping sound then started coughing.

“You okay, sweetheart?”

“Yeah,” she answered weakly. “It just went down the wrong pipe I think. Cole Jackson, huh? That’s…that’s nice.”

I wasn’t a douche who liked to name drop—I’d just assumed that she knew since she was hired to clean the cabin after all. But apparently not. And it didn’t bug me that she recognized him. Not even a little bit. “You a fan, I take it?”

Rachel’s eye bugged for a second as she chewed and swallowed. “No, I, uh, I like country music actually. I mean I know who he is—I could probably pick him out of a lineup, but I don’t think I could even name one of his songs. Sorry.”

“I’ll take the apology for liking country music.” I smirked as she narrowed her eyes at me. “But don’t worry about not being a fan. That’ll be our little secret.”

She rolled her eyes and continued to eat her sandwich, making happy little hums with every bite. It was cute and made me smile.

“I take it you’re not a country fan then?” Rachel asked as she chewed with one hand covering her mouth.

I snorted. “Not even a little bit.”

“Let me guess. Christian rock?”

It was my turn to choke. “What?” I wheezed as I tried to catch my breath.

“So not Christian rock? Hmm, I’m rarely wrong about this kinda thing. Are you sure?”

I coughed a few times as I struggled to breathe. “I’m sure.”

“Huh. You just kinda look like the type, you know? I can’t be the first person who’s told you that.”

I blinked at the straight tone she’d used—it sounded like she actually believed every word she said. Me, a Christian rock fan? Really? I swung around on my barstool and tilted my head at her.

It was then that I noticed that her shoulders were shaking with suppressed laughter.

“Hahahaha! You should see your face.”

I had to smile as I shook my head. She was too fucking cute. Too bad she had a ring on that finger. She might’ve made a perfect distraction from the shit filling up my head.

But she was off-limits.

Rachel stood, grabbed our empty plates, and made her way to the sink. “Really, let me guess. Rap?”

I crossed my arms on the counter top and shook my head.

“Reggae?”

I shook my head again and replied with a straight face, “Muzak.”

Rachel nodded solemnly. “I could see that. You like to get down with some Kenny G, huh? Makes sense.”

“Kenny G isn’t Muzak. He’s smooth jazz.”

“Well, you would know.” Rachel smirked as she loaded our plates in the empty dishwasher.

I grunted in reply as I watched her wipe the countertops—again—then sort our dishes into the dishwasher. Why the hell was she wearing clothes that were so baggy? Was it because of work, or was it something she did all the time? Because she wasn’t fooling me. I could see the curve of her breasts and how her shirt fell loosely under that—no doubt concealing a taut stomach. What was the point? Did clients hit on her or something? Dicks who couldn’t keep their shit in their pants? Pigs.

Rachel cleared her throat uncomfortably and made me realize that I was staring at her. At the parts she was trying to keep hidden. I looked away and rubbed the back of my head. “So, uh, the satellite tv is probably down with all the snow, but Cole has a huge collection of movies—probably even a few that aren’t available to the general public right now. What do you feel like watching?”

“That’s okay. You don’t have to entertain me. But, um, do you think there’s a charger here that’s compatible with my phone? My battery’s dead, and I really need it.”

My eyes narrowed at the reminder of her asshole man. The one who made her cry earlier. The one who’d put that ring on her finger. “Don’t you think it’ll do him some good to worry about you for a change?”

“What?” Rachel blinked. “Who are you talking about?”

“Your man? I assume that’s who you have to talk to.”

Rachel laughed. “I need my phone because there are numbers in there that I don’t have memorized. Like, most of them. I need to call my boss and tell her what’s going on. And it would be handy to keep an eye on the road conditions. Like I should’ve been doing all day long,” she finished under her breath.

I nodded, conceding her point. “Let’s see what Cole has in the media room. I think that’s where he keeps most of his chargers. Then we can pick out a movie.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know that.” An edge of steel hardened my voice. I was getting sick of her apologizing every fucking minute. The similarities between her and my mom were pissing me off. This was the last thing I needed today of all days. “Look, I’m not normally a nice guy or whatever, and you’re making it really fucking difficult for me to pretend. I was gonna watch a movie, whether you were here or not. You can join me in the media room or find a bedroom upstairs to lock yourself in. To be honest, at this point I really don’t give a shit. Do whatever.”

I grabbed my beer off the counter and stomped off toward the media room, not bothering to check to see if she was following. She could do whatever the fuck she wanted.

I was done.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Rachel

I twisted my fingers as I watched Austin stomp off. I had a feeling that whatever just pissed him off had more to do with the reason he was holed up here all alone drinking his way to cirrhosis than anything I’d said or done. But I still felt guilty—I was lying to him. My thumb fiddled with the ring on my finger. I’d never felt bad about the pretense before—it’d been my shield for the past two years. My ring kept people from staring at me with judgmental eyes when I was out with my son. But most importantly it kept men from hitting on me. After I’d scraped off my ex, I didn’t have the time or interest in even talking to another guy.

So why was I tempted to explain all this to Austin?

Throughout our short time together he’d been both a sweetheart and an asshole. I didn’t know how to reconcile the two versions of him in my head. I couldn’t deny that I found him attractive. I’d lusted after him from afar with every local magazine article and tv special that’d featured him. And now he was here in front of me. A large part of me didn’t like the idea that he thought I was taken.

Not that I would do anything about it if he made a move on me. I had a toddler and a mountain of bills to take care of. I didn’t have time for bad boys with their hard bodies, sexy tattoos, and sultry looks.

I shouldn’t even be worried about him. Tonight was the first night that I wouldn’t be there for my son. Even when I worked late at my other job—tending bar—I still found the time to check in with him—most nights even tuck him in since he went to sleep early. But I wouldn’t be able to tonight. Depending on how this storm went, I might not even see him tomorrow. That was what had been on my mind throughout my meal with Austin—I couldn’t stop thinking about Wyatt and my mom. She’d sounded fine on the phone, but I knew it wasn’t easy for her to take care of him all on her own, especially for so long. As a working mom, I was constantly wracked with guilt, and tonight didn’t lessen it any. I had to charge my phone. Prickly attitude be damned.

I walked hesitantly in the direction Austin had disappeared. I’d reached the threshold but froze at the sound of panting ending in a low rumbling growl.

“Blue, knock it off,” Austin muttered.

I hadn’t noticed any sign of a dog in all my hours in the house and from the sound of it, Blue was a big one. I’d been nervous to enter Austin’s domain given his Jekyll/Hyde routine, now I was giving serious thought to finding a bedroom to lock myself in like he’d said. Dogs and me didn’t exactly get along. Growing up in sketchy neighborhoods, I’d had my fair share of run-ins with menacing breeds before. And I had the scars to prove it.

I was more of a cat person. Goldfish really.

“Are you this indecisive with every fucking thing, or do I just bring it out in ya?” Austin grumbled from somewhere inside the room.

I cleared my throat. “Where, um, where is the dog?”

The room in front of me was a dark cave, and I had that prickling sensation that someone or something was watching me in a menacing way. I just knew it was Blue.

“He’s in here next to me. Relax. Contrary to his growl, he’s just a big baby. You got nothing to worry about.”

“Maybe you could grab one of those chargers for me and fling it in my general direction?” I would’ve turned tail and run already, but I needed to charge my phone. I had to talk to my kid soon, and I should’ve called my boss an hour ago.

“Blue is really docile. I swear. Come on over and pet him. You’ll see.”

My eyes had adjusted to the lack of lighting, and I could see Austin in the front row of recliners with a large dark shadow at his feet.

My heart pounded into my throat. “Yeah, no. I’m good here.”

“Blue, stay.” Austin commanded before he huffed as he got up then walked to the back of the room and fiddled with something. I didn’t really watch him—I was too busy keeping my eyes on the shadow in front of the recliners. A soft panting let me know that I was right. Blue was right there, probably watching me with his big, hungry eyes.

“Here.”

I flinched when Austin appeared at my side. My fight or flight instincts kicked in as I took a few steps back—away from him or the dog I didn’t know. I just wanted to fly away.

“Whoa. Hold up. It’s okay. No one here—man or dog—is gonna hurt you. If it’ll make you feel better, you can take your charger and hole up in a bedroom with the door locked or whatever. Here.” He held the cord out in his hand and the gentle, understanding look in his eyes melted me, and I started babbling.

“I don’t want to be antisocial, it’s just that dogs kinda scare me.” And you kinda scare me too.

“Ah, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’ll put him in the garage so you don’t—”

“Oh no. You don’t have to do that. I don’t want you kicking him out. I can hang out upstairs or something.”

“It’s not exactly like I’m putting Blue out in the cold. Cole’s garage is nicer than most people’s houses. It’s nicer than the house I grew up in. Blue will be fine.”

I shook my head as I accepted the cord. “I’d still feel bad.”

Austin rocked back on his heels and stuffed his hands in his back pockets. “How deep is this fear of yours? Could you come over and meet Blue? I’ll turn on the lights and stand between you. Despite his size, he’s really a big marshmallow, I swear.”

I bit my lip in indecision. Austin was persuasive, but my fear of dogs went pretty deep. If Blue was a Pitbull, I was out of here. “What breed is he?”

“He’s a Great Dane. They’re the teddy bears of dogs, I promise.”

“I, uh, okay.”

Austin smiled at me as he grabbed my hand. My heart stuttered for a second before it pounded hard in my chest. I’d like to attribute my sudden arrhythmia to fear, but I knew better. I just didn’t want to think about it. Nothing was going to come of this anyway—Austin still thought I had a man back home.

He flicked on the light switch with his other hand, flooding the room with light. I blinked against the glare then focused on the large dog on the floor. My whole body tensed. The dog’s head tilted as he watched me. Unlike the monster that’d mauled me as a teenager, this dog was kinda…lazy looking. Blue let out a soft sigh then fell over onto his side with a human sounding groan. My lips curled slightly, and most of the tension drained from me. He looked sweet and not threatening at all.

“See? He’s a lazy lump. Most days I’m lucky if I can get him off the couch. He’s like a big, lazy teenager but with none of the attitude. And trust me, I’d know.”

I nodded slightly, not letting Blue out of my sight. I knew Austin was the oldest of four brothers. But I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to look like the crazy stalker I clearly was.

Austin’s rumbling voice tore me from my thoughts. “Are you okay with getting closer to him? Blue won’t mind.”

“I, uh, okay,” I mumbled. Blue looked sweet enough, but I was still too nervous to trust he was a teddy bear. He still looked very doglike to me.

“I got Blue two years ago. When he was a puppy, he was the size of most medium adult dogs. But he was as lazy as ever, even as a puppy.” Austin chattered away as we approached the dog in question. Blue blinked languidly at us but didn’t get up, or even lift his head. A low thumping sound pulsed in the silent room as Blue’s tail wagged, walloping away at the floor. “He’s lazy; he won’t get up even when he’s excited.”

My smile grew as I watched Austin kneel down next to the prone dog. He rubbed Blue on his ribs, but still the dog didn’t really move—aside from his tail, which continued to thump against the floor. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy?”

The baby talk was ridiculously sweet and totally at odds with his professional persona. With the tattoos and muscles and overall badass aura, it made my ovaries flutter to watch Austin caress and sweettalk his dog. And it totally distracted me from my fear, right up to the point that Austin grabbed my hand again.

“You okay with giving him a little pat? I’ll keep myself between you two for your peace of mind, but you’ve got nothing to worry about. He let my brothers lay on top of him.”

My heartbeat thrummed in my ears from the combination of my fear and Austin’s touch. But that sweet, soft look in his eye had me grinning, and before I even realized it, words were coming out of my mouth. “I, uh, yeah sure. That’s okay.”

Austin guided my hand toward Blue’s blue-grey coat. The dog didn’t flinch as our entwined hands moved over him. His fur was soft and kinda bristly. And warm. After a minute Blue groaned again and rolled onto his back, leaving his soft fleshy belly exposed.

“He really loves belly rubs. Here.” Austin moved our hands over Blue’s belly which felt surprisingly like my own skin—soft, hairless, and with that give of a not really firm tummy.

I laughed as I petted him. Austin smiled and looked into my eyes as our hands continued to move over Blue.

“See? Nothing to worry about. Blue’s just a big ol’ baby. Not a scary bone in his body.” Austin’s fingers linked with mine for a second.

I looked down at our joined hands and felt a tingle between my legs. It’d been so, so long since I’d been near a guy I kinda liked, let alone touched one. But I knew no matter how I felt, nothing would ever come of it. I had a son at home, a mom to take care of, and besides, I doubted he had the same jolt that I’d felt just because our hands had touched. He still thought I was married.

You could fix that, a naughty little voice whispered in my head. But I couldn’t think of a way to bring it up that didn’t sound like a come-on. I didn’t want to look like a needy hussy, especially if he wasn’t into me. How embarrassing would that be, if I all but threw myself at him and he rejected me? Meanwhile, we had to spend however much time together. Alone.

No thank you.

Austin cleared his throat, and I jerked my gaze to him. I’d been staring at our joined hands in awkward silence for way too long.

I sat back on my heels and tucked my palms between my knees like I needed to curb the impulse to touch him. “You’re right. Blue’s nothing like that Pitbull that attacked me.”

“You were attacked? Shit.” Austin rubbed a hand over his head while he looked at me with wide eyes. “Fuck, sweetheart. I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have pushed you to come near Blue—let alone touch him—if I knew you’d been attacked.”

I shrugged awkwardly. “It was over ten years ago. I’m over it. Mostly.”

“Fuck, sweetheart. That’s shitty. I’ll put Blue in the garage so you don’t have to—”

“No. Don’t. He’s fine. Really. I don’t mind.”

“Are you sure? I know this whole thing tonight isn’t ideal, and I don’t want to traumatize you or anything.”

God. Why’d he have to be sweet? “No, it’s okay. Blue is nothing like that dog.”

“’Kay. If you’re sure…”

“I am.” We sat there in awkward silence for a few moments. I wasn’t looking at him, but I was aware of every bit of him down to his smallest tattoo. After another long, awkward pause, I smiled down at my lap. “Well, I better charge my phone. I need to text my boss.”

“Yeah.” Austin pushed himself to his feet with a small grunt. “Take whatever bedroom you want. Mine’s the one at the end of the hall.”

I nodded like I knew what he was talking about. I hadn’t been to that end of the house. I’d only cleaned the kitchen and the baths, and I had no plans to claim the master as mine. The thought of taking that huge, endless room almost made my skin crawl. I was used to tiny shoebox rooms. I think I might have a panic attack if I woke up and couldn’t reach out and touch the wall.

“Or you could plug your phone in here and watch a movie with me. I’ll even let you pick.” Austin tilted his head as he smiled.

I smiled back at him before I knew what I was doing. “Okay. Sounds like fun. How about a comedy? Or something with action and comedy, even better.”

“Not a chick flick? You surprise me.”

I shook my head. “I prefer to read my romance. Movies are too hokey and heavy-handed.”

Austin sat down in his recliner next to Blue and smiled at me. “Noted.”

“Unless it’s Princess Bride. That movie has everything—comedy, action, romance. It’s my favorite.”

“I’ll see what Cole has in his library, but I don’t remember seeing Princess Bride listed,” Austin replied as he picked up the remote and pressed a few buttons.

I stared at him for a few moments. His thin white t-shirt did nothing to hide the muscles and tattoos hiding beneath. And when he lifted his arm with the remote, the muscles in his arm flexed in an impressive display. I had a brief fantasy of climbing into that recliner with him and tracing all those muscles and tattoos with my fingers and tongue. And then pulling off his skin-tight jeans so we could—

“Rachel? Aren’t you gonna charge your phone?” Austin’s question tore me out of my dirty little fantasy.

Which is when I noticed that I was still staring at him.

I blinked furiously and looked away, my cheeks heating with my blush.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, sorry. Just a little tired I think,” I muttered as I crossed the room to plug in my phone. “I need to text my boss and check in at home. Go ahead and start the movie; I’ll catch up.”

And just like that, Austin’s mood changed. His expression grew dark, and he threw a frown at me before he turned back to the screen and punched at the remote—its clicks loud in the sudden silence of the room.

“Oookay,” I whispered to myself as I plugged in my phone and then tapped out a quick text to my boss.




Me: I-80 closed before I could get down the mountain. Client letting me stay over.




Erin didn’t immediately text back, so I called home. My mom answered on the second ring.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Mom. How’s he doing?”

“Fell asleep thirty minutes ago. Probably won’t hear a peep from him the rest of the night. How are you doing, honey?”

“I’m fine. I’m still at my last job. I’m sure you’ve heard they’ve closed the freeway. The client is really nice, and he has plenty of room, so I’ll have a warm bed tonight and should be on the road first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Maybe you should wait, let the roads thaw some, you know?” The worry in her voice was obvious.

“I won’t leave until it’s totally safe. I promise.”

“I know, honey. I just worry.”

“Me too. It’s hard being away from Wyatt. I don’t think I’ve spent a whole night away from him since he was born. It hurts.”

“Oh honey, he’s fine. I’m here, and he’s asleep. He probably won’t even miss you.”

The words were like an arrow to my heart. I’d somehow become that parent. The one my kid couldn’t count on to be there. The one who was always at work and never around. The one who missed everything.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” I whispered huskily.

“Ah, honey, don’t. You know he loves you. And misses you. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“It’s okay, Mom. He probably won’t even know I’m gone. Hopefully I can be back before he wakes up.” I don’t know if I was saying it to convince myself or her.

“So who’s your client? You’re in Tahoe, right? With all those huge ski cabins? You said there’s just one guy? Is he cute?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Is he single?”

I rolled my eyes and let out a husky laugh. Trust my mom to cut to the important info. At least she’d temporarily got my mind off Wyatt and my inadequacies. “Yeah, I’m not answering that, Mom. Listen, I gotta go. Give Wyatt a kiss from me, and I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Ah, is he right there? I got you, honey. Take care of yourself. Use a condom. I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

I ended the call and shook my head. My mom was crazy. She firmly believed that all life’s ills could be solved with the love of the right man. Or the next man anyhow. I did not share her philosophy. One deadbeat ex was enough for me.

I looked down at my phone’s screen. Erin still hadn’t texted back. Given how dead my battery was, I’d need at least an hour to charge. Which I could do in my room, but I didn’t want to look like an ungrateful douche, especially when Austin was currently being so nice.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I surreptitiously swiped at my eyes, or so I thought. I could feel Austin looking at me, but I really didn’t want him to see me like this. So I took a few deep breaths and tried to suck up all my leaky emotions. When I felt a little more under control, I turned around and gave him a smile as I walked over to the empty recliner next to him. “What movie did you land on?”

Austin gave me a once over but said nothing about my little break down. “Cole doesn’t have Princess Bride. Looks like he’s only got recent releases, and I think a few that aren’t even on video yet. Here’s what we got to choose from…”

And that was how I ended up watching a still-in-theaters comedy in Cole Jackson’s chalet with Austin Burns.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Austin

It was a dick move, but I eavesdropped on Rachel’s phone call. Since I only heard her end of the conversation, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but it sounded like she had a kid who was sleeping over at her mom’s place. And something that her mom told her tore Rachel up, except she didn’t say one word about it to me. What I did notice was that there wasn’t a single mention of the guy who’d put that ring on her finger or the father of her kid.

What was the deal? Was she separated? Widowed? Married to an asshole who couldn’t be bothered to watch their fucking kid?

I’d love to give her something to take her mind—and mine—off our individual dramas, but I’d be damned if I’d poach on someone else’s territory. As long as she had that ring on her finger, I’d be keeping my fingers off her.

Instead I sat in silence and stewed about my fucking family drama. The movie played on in front of us, but I was so lost in my thoughts I didn’t even notice the damn thing. I knew I had to come clean to my brothers—they’d need time to prepare for the upcoming D-day—but I was still having a hard time coming to terms with it myself. How could I expect them to wrap their heads around our father
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