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Chapter One

 


The tall, black man who’d entered just
before him stood at least six feet tall, and was built like a
bouncer, but he wore the glasses of an artist. The dichotomy
intrigued him, but Flynn Russell was too tired to puzzle out why,
even as he watched the guy frown at the girl behind the desk. Flynn
rubbed his face while he waited for his key, wishing he’d at least
stopped to change his tux before showing up here like a homeless
person. In his formal attire and winter coat, he looked as out of
place at this rustic wilderness resort as the black guy arguing
with the clerk. Mostly older couples came here, and sometimes
families, but rarely did they arrive at the tail end of October, in
the middle of an early winter storm.

Yet here I am, Flynn thought, wondering once
again if he’d done the right thing in coming.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Green, but somehow the
reservation system messed up your arrival date. You’re in the
system for next year on this date,” the girl said, looking beyond
flustered as the large man stared down at her.

“Miss, it’s sleeting out there. And my ride is
already gone. If you can’t find a place for me, I’m going to be
camping out in your lobby here until the weather clears.” The man
gestured around the small rustic space. The small dreads that
topped off his perfectly shaped side-fade didn’t move as he spoke.
His deep voice was surprisingly soft for a man of his
size.

“Cabin ninety-three is booked out to a
newlywed couple, and the others have already been winterized, and
have no running water or bedding,” the girl said, tapping a finger
on the tablet in front of her. “I don’t know what to do.” She
glanced around as if a solution was going to jump out at her from
the log walls.

Wait. Newlywed couple? Flynn’s gut twisted,
and he grimaced. Given the location and the time of year, odds
were, she was talking about him. And the wife I’m supposed to be
here with. Fuck.

The large man sighed. “You realize no plane will fly
in this?” He glanced out of the large window near the door. “And
there’s no way I could even get a ride to the airport at this hour,
especially since it’s a two-hour drive away.”

Flynn set his bag down. He’d barely managed to get
here himself, and he had an all-wheel drive crossover vehicle. He
stepped forward. “Let me guess. Cabin ninety-three is for Flynn and
Darlene Russell, right?”

The girl looked at him with a hint of panic in her
gaze. “Yes.” She took in his tuxedo and bit her lip. “Oh no.”

“Oh yes.” Flynn nodded grimly, already
reaching for his wallet. “That would be me.” He held out his
identification. He looked at the black guy, not surprised to find
resignation in the man’s expression. This was a fucked-up
situation, no doubt about it.

The girl took his driver’s license and glanced down
at it, then handed it back. “The cabin is all ready for you, Mr.
Russell.” She attempted a smile, which faded as she realized there
was no Mrs. Russell with him. “Is your wife in your car?”

Flynn ignored the shame twisting down his spine. It
wasn’t his fault that Darlene had jilted him at the altar.
“I’m not actually married,” he said shortly, not wanting to get
into the whole debacle. He could still see the dismay on his
mother’s face as Darlene bolted out of the church. The entire,
nasty disaster had played on repeat in his brain in full
Technicolor over and over again during the entire drive up through
New Hampshire. He hoped his mom and dad had made it back home to
Pittsburgh. The only reason he’d agreed to get married in Boston
was because Darlene’s parents lived there. He glanced at the poor
dude in front of him and sighed. There was no reason to toss the
guy out in the cold, especially when he knew his cabin had a sofa
as well as a bed. “You can stay with me.” He looked outside. “At
least until the storm lets up.”

The man stepped back, looking over Flynn’s tux.
“That’s not necessary.” His gaze lingered on Flynn’s undone bowtie.
“I’m sure you don’t want me crowding in with you.”

Flynn gave a short laugh, knowing exactly what the
guy meant. He’s wondering about the absent Mrs. Russell. Join
the club, he thought derisively. “It’s just me. I didn’t
actually get married today.” He took off his coat. It was hot as
hell in here suddenly. “Sometimes things don’t go as planned,” he
explained.

The man’s expression eased into sympathy, just what
Flynn wanted to avoid. “I’m sorry.” Clearly the man knew there was
story there.

Flynn shook his head. “Not your fault. Hell, it’s
not my fault.” He raked his hand through his hair and turned
back to the girl. “Give me two keys.”

She looked from him to the other guy and back again.
“Are you sure?” She glanced out the window and made a face. “He’s
right about the airports. I’m heading for home as soon as I check
you in here.”

Flynn nodded. “I’m sure.” How bad could it be? The
guy didn’t look like a psycho, and Flynn was easygoing enough to
get along with almost anyone. That’s why his father always made him
deal with the more difficult customers at their automotive
shop.

“I appreciate it. And of course I’ll pay you
for half the cost of the reservation,” the big guy said
quietly.

Flynn waved a hand. He didn’t even care about that.
“No worries, Mr.…” He trailed off, tilting his head
expectantly.

“Beauregard Green,” the guy said, holding out
a hand. “Call me Beau.”

Flynn shook it, absently admiring the collection of
wood beaded and leather bracelets the man wore. Flynn didn’t wear
much jewelry because it wasn’t safe in the shop, but he could
appreciate it on other people. The man’s grip was firm, but not
crushing. He’d dealt with enough egotistical pricks who tried to
crush his knuckles to appreciate a normal handshake. It wasn’t that
Flynn was weak, far from it. You couldn’t do custom car fabrication
without putting some muscle into the job, but he spent a lot of his
time trying to get along with difficult rich people. This guy’s
quiet confidence was definitely scoring points with him. “Flynn
Russell. Nice to meet you.”

The girl slid her tablet into a drawer and held out
two keys to him. “Are you certain you want to do this?” she asked,
eyeing Beau as if he ate small children for breakfast.

Flynn barely refrained from rolling his eyes. The
girl probably didn’t see a lot of minorities up here in the middle
of the New England woods, but that was no excuse for her weirdness.
“I’m positive,” he said.

She nodded and dropped the keys into his palm, then
handed him a pamphlet. “This details what to do in case of an
emergency.” She glanced outside again and grimaced. “Power outage
and stuff.” She handed him another paper. “Here’s a map. Your cabin
is up the hill and in the pine grove.” She pointed to a small icon
she’d circled in red. “I hope your car can make it up the
road.”

“I’ll be fine.” Flynn took both papers and
tucked them into his pocket, then shrugged his coat back on. It
didn’t match his tux, but who would care? It wasn’t like he was
trying to impress anyone anymore. “Come on. My car’s out front,” he
said to Beau.

Beau nodded and picked up his duffel.

“That all you got?” Flynn asked.

“Yup. This was supposed to be a relaxing
retreat.” He smiled wryly. “My dad confiscated my camera, but I
managed to hide a drawing pad from him. And he couldn’t take my
phone, so I’ll still be able to take a few pictures.”

“No reception up here, though,” Flynn
said.

Beau made a face. “True.”

Flynn held open the door for him. “Camera? Are you a
photographer, then?”

“I’m more artist than photographer, though
some people would argue that point,” Beau replied, flinching as the
sleet hit his face. “Damn. I forgot how much this kind of weather
sucks.” He shook his head. “I’m getting soft living in
LA.”

“LA is a hell of a long way to travel for
sleet,” Flynn said, unlocking his car door. “Throw your duffel in
the back.”

Beau did as he said, and then slid in the
passenger’s seat. “Nice car.”

Flynn had to laugh at that. He liked his
Subaru, but, compared to the BMWs and other luxury cars he’d worked
on, it was nothing special. “It’s a good crossover vehicle, and
it’s fantastic in bad weather. I have a truck back home that my dad
and I share.” He shrugged. “This car isn’t fancy, but it gets me
where I need to go.” He eased on the gas, pleased that the sleet
hadn’t yet frozen to the windshield. He pulled away from the main
cabin and drove for a minute before turning right onto a gravel
road. His car had no trouble dealing with the ruts in the road, and
he smiled grimly. At least my car never lets me down.

“Sometimes the fancy things are all show and
no function,” Beau said, patting the dash. “This car is beautiful
because it does what it’s designed to do perfectly.”

True words, Flynn thought, struck by the
simple statement. Did that mean his ex-fiancée had been nothing
more than a fancy facade? But a facade for what? And was their
relationship all for show? He grimaced as he glanced over at his
passenger. “That’s an unusual sentiment.”

Beau grinned. “It’s an artist thing. I was trained
in design, and form always follows function.”

“Makes sense.” Flynn navigated around a curve,
following the dirt road up the ridge line. Every so often
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