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      “Cassidy, are you fucking kidding me?”

      “We need to update the units, Grant.”

      “Eleven microwaves?”

      I stared at my boyfriend, the love of my life, the man who gave up home in Oklahoma six weeks ago to follow me to Colorado to live my dream. The dream that was born when I was thirteen and Mom and Dad took us on a skiing trip. The dream I nurtured every time they gave in when I begged them to take us back. The dream of having every day what I felt the minute I hit the Rockies. The feeling of being precisely where I was meant to be, in the mountains, living a quiet life constantly in the midst of sheer beauty.

      And, of course, living that dream with the addition of a lot of snowboarding.

      I had found the cabins for sale on the Internet and talked Grant into coming with me, fixing them up, caring for them and the patrons who’d use them to have their time by a river in the middle of rock, pine, aspen, columbine, fireweed, wild iris, and glacier lily.

      We were young and being young, embarking on such a huge-scale adventure, possibly stupid. I knew that.

      My dad knew it too. He was concerned. He tried to hide it from me but he didn’t quite succeed.

      My mom wasn’t concerned. She was silently terrified that I was sinking my savings, something I’d been carefully hoarding since I was thirteen, into a broken down bunch of cabins in the middle of nowhere in the Rocky Mountains. Doing it practically just out of college. Only twenty-four years old (though, Grant was twenty-six).

      That didn’t mean Mom and Dad didn’t give us their blessings. They did. With Dad giving me twenty thousand dollars besides.

      “An investment,” he’d said. “You can pay me back when you make those cabins thrive.”

      When you make those cabins thrive.

      When. Not if.

      That was my dad. He believed in me. He was worried. He knew it was risky. But he did what he always did. Made a statement—this time a grand one—that he believed I could do anything.

      Even take on a bunch of ramshackle cabins, the even more ramshackle house that went with them, and make them “thrive.”

      “Since I’m buying so many, I’m getting a screaming deal on those microwaves, Grant,” I informed him of something I’d already informed him of. “Forty percent off and free delivery.”

      “Those units don’t need new microwaves, Cassidy.”

      I stared at him again since he knew they did. The ones that were working (and in the eleven cabins we owned, only eight microwaves were working) were old, crusty, and gross. I wouldn’t even pop popcorn in one of them.

      “Three of them don’t work,” I reminded him.

      “Folks can get along without microwaves,” he retorted.

      I shook my head. “Babe, seriously, we went over this. All of it. I wrote out that business plan, you read it, and⁠—”

      “Jesus, fuck,” he interrupted me in exasperation and lifted up his hands to do air quotation marks. “Your fuckin’ business plan. If I hear about that fuckin’ thing one more fuckin’ time, I’m gonna shoot myself.” He’d dropped his hands but threw one out. “Fuck, Cassidy, you don’t need a business degree from some Podunk university in Oklahoma to write some stupid document that tells us to make a go of this fuckin’ place, we don’t need microwaves.” He leaned in to me. “We need to rent cabins.”

      I stared at him yet again, seeing as he’d never spoken to me like that. We’d started arguing these past few weeks but he’d never said anything that mean.

      And as I stared at him, I tried to stop the hurt his words sent piercing through me. Hurt he hadn’t inflicted when we were back in Oklahoma and he was a good boyfriend. The kind who was up for adventure. The kind that listened to me in the night after he made love to me as I whispered my dreams to him. The kind who told me he was all in. He was there for me. He, too, believed in me and wanted to live the dream.

      I managed to do this as I managed to reply quietly and with forced calm. “Yes, Grant, but to rent them at the prices where we need them to be in order to make a decent living, we need to fix them up.”

      “We can fix them up when we got some fuckin’ money in the bank.”

      It was then I knew where he was coming from.

      Because I bought the cabins. I had the mortgage. I had the rest of the money I’d saved and didn’t invest in buying the property and Dad’s money besides.

      Grant didn’t have much of anything except experience as a journeyman electrician and a fabulous body I’d hoped he’d use to help me paint walls and refinish floors.

      In the six weeks we’d been there, he’d painted walls. Three of them. Then he’d spent a lot of time “getting to know the locals” in order to “get referrals.”

      This translated into locating drinking, hunting, and fishing buddies.

      “You aren’t gettin’ those microwaves,” he informed me.

      “I am,” I returned. “And you’re gonna install them. After, of course, I refinish the cabinets and you install the new countertops.”

      His face twisted in a way I’d never seen before. It was also a way I didn’t much like.

      “I’m not doin’ shit with somethin’ I didn’t agree to buyin’.”

      “Since it’s not your money, it isn’t for you to agree or disagree,” I shot back nastily.

      His face twisted further and I so didn’t like the way it twisted that I leaned away from him.

      “You fuckin’ bitch,” he clipped, his voice rising.

      I felt my eyes widen as my heart twisted at his words. Words no one in my life had ever said to me, especially not Grant.

      There was no way I could stop the hurt that sent through me. Hurt so bad, I only had it in me to whisper, “Grant.”

      “I knew you’d fuckin’ throw that in my face eventually and you didn’t waste time. We been here weeks, you’re throwin’ that shit in my face.”

      “I don’t think you’re listening to me,” I pointed out carefully, because he was right. What I said was a low blow. I knew he didn’t have a load of money. He’d been up front about that.

      Then again, he’d been up front about it but told me he’d contribute by helping with the cabins.

      Still, I shouldn’t have said what I said. And now I needed to calm us both down and fight my way back to the high road.

      “I’m listenin’ to you,” he shot back, his voice still raised. “Seems all I do is fuckin’ listen to you. Hotshot college grad whose daddy thinks she shits roses. Babe, you got another thing comin’, you think I’m gonna crawl up your ass and treat you like a fuckin’ princess like that fuckin’ father of yours.”

      I did more staring at my handsome, thoughtful, supportive boyfriend thinking where on earth did that come from?

      I didn’t get the chance to ask. There was a knock on the door, and as we were fighting in the foyer, Grant close to the door with his back to it, he turned, grabbed the knob, and yanked it open.

      “What?” he barked, angrily and unwelcomingly.

      But I saw the man standing in the doorway and I took an automatic step back.

      I didn’t do this because he was handsome and handsome men freaked me way the heck out.

      Good-looking guys like Grant, no. Grant could turn heads. Even though he wasn’t tall, with his lean, defined body, shock of messy dark blond hair and clear blue eyes, he got more than his share of attention.

      But Grant wasn’t like the guy at the door.

      The guy at the door wasn’t good-looking. The guy at the door was handsome. Amazingly. Tall. Dark-haired. Rugged-featured. His large frame built tough and solid.

      He looked like the model a cologne company would choose when they decided to break in to the difficult market of trying to convince hardcore bikers they should smell good.

      But I didn’t take a step back because of that.

      I did it because he was terrifying.

      Utterly.

      Huge. Dark. His face a cold, emotionlessness mask. His chill swept through the foyer, causing a shiver to glide over my skin even though it was a sunny day in August, warm, and we had no air conditioning.

      Further, I knew in a glance he was gone. There was nothing there. He was standing. His blood was coursing through his veins. He was breathing.

      But that was it.

      He existed.

      He did not live. He did not feel. He did not smile. He did not laugh.

      In other words, he was the guy a cologne company would approach when they decided to break in to the difficult market of trying to convince hardcore bikers they should smell good. He was also the guy who would listen to this then rip the head off the person who suggested such absurdity.

      I got this all from a look, and as I kept looking, I knew with complete certainty I was right.

      And it scared the heck out of me.

      He scared the heck out of me.

      But this was only part of the reason he scared the heck out of me.

      The other part, the bigger part, was even feeling all that, I had a near-overwhelming urge to go to him and wrap my arms around him.

      Tight.

      And maybe never let go.

      For eternity.

      Yes, standing in my foyer with my boyfriend, staring at that man, and thinking these thoughts, he scared the ever-living crap out of me.

      His deep voice rumbled through the hall, and as deep as it was, there was no warmth to it. It wasn’t even benign. Even saying everyday words, it was ominous and wintry.

      “You got a unit open?”

      “We got eleven units open,” Grant replied, tossing out a hand toward the door to indicate the cabins down the lane. “Take your pick, man.”

      “Unit eleven,” the man stated instantly and I was not surprised by his choice, though I was unnerved that he knew which cabin to pick. He’d either been there before or he’d checked out the lay of the land before he approached us.

      Number eleven was the cabin up the hill, almost fully surrounded by woods, removed from the other cabins. Secluded.

      I stood there, staring at him, thinking I didn’t want him to rent a cabin. I didn’t want him on my property. He wasn’t a threat and yet, some part of me knew he was. I didn’t think he’d harm me or Grant. It wasn’t like I got a serial killer vibe off him (not that there was such a thing).

      It was just that his menace came from something else. The hurt he could deliver would be the kind of hurt you’d never recover from. The kind of hurt that didn’t cause scars to the skin but it was still the kind of hurt that would destroy you.

      The problem with that was Grant was not entirely wrong. We had limited money that wouldn’t stretch forever, especially considering how much needed to be done to the cabins.

      We needed to rent the units, even in their state.

      Because of this, I forced myself forward and said, “Cabins are forty bucks a night.”

      His eyes came to me, beautiful tawny eyes, and my stomach twisted.

      It twisted because I didn’t want his attention.

      It also twisted because those eyes, if they were warm, smiling, affectionate, happy, were eyes you could look into and immediately feel what he wanted to make you feel. All those things. The warmth. The smile. The love. The joy. Lose yourself in them. Lose yourself in him.

      Just like right then, staring into those eyes with their dark spiky lashes, I felt precisely what he wanted me to feel.

      Cold down to the bone.

      It took effort but I forced my lips to tip up, stopped by the spindly-legged table where we had our registration book, and said, “We just need you to sign in. Name. Address. Telephone. License plate number. And I need to run a credit card and see your ID.”

      He stepped in, pulling out his wallet, his eyes, thankfully, now on the registration book.

      But his lips said, “Cash.”

      I looked at Grant who was sizing up the man, something in his snit he didn’t do before.

      I was about to explain why we needed a credit card on file when Grant said, “Cash’ll be fine. How long you stayin’?”

      The man had picked up the pen lying on top of the registration book and he didn’t look to Grant when he replied, “Three days. Maybe four.”

      “Works for us,” Grant muttered.

      I gave him big eyes.

      He narrowed his at me, an indication to keep my mouth shut.

      I didn’t want to keep my mouth shut but I also didn’t want to say something without Grant taking my back, which he was making clear he wouldn’t do.

      I didn’t mind someone paying in cash.

      I did mind that he interrupted his sign-in when he handed Grant his ID, no credit card, and two hundred dollars. I hadn’t been in the business very long but I wasn’t sure this said good things. Credit cards were kind of important for a variety of reasons, including the fact that they verified ID.

      He finished signing in and Grant moved to the locked cabinet where we kept the cabin keys, saying, “I’ll get your change.”

      “No. What you got should cover tax. We’re good,” the man replied.

      That didn’t bode well either. If he stayed four days, the cost of his cabin was $160 and tax on top of that wasn’t an extra forty.

      Now, who had forty extra dollars to throw around? More importantly, why would they throw it at a sub-par cabin in the middle of nowhere?

      I couldn’t think on this too long because I saw Grant pocket the money as he handed the man his key.

      It was then I stopped thinking we weren’t making such a good decision about renting a cabin to this guy and I was thinking maybe I hadn’t made such a good decision about Grant.

      The man took the key and turned to leave.

      This prompted me to take another step to him and call out, “You need a receipt?”

      He looked over his shoulder at me. Right at me. Right in my eyes. And instantly, I got another shiver.

      He didn’t do a top to toe. He didn’t even give any indication he understood I was a human being, much less a female one.

      This, too, was unnerving.

      I couldn’t say I looked like a pageant queen but I wasn’t entirely hard on the eyes. I had all the right parts in relatively right proportions in all the right places. I wasn’t statuesque and striking. I was five foot five. I had black hair. It was long and thick, though you couldn’t really tell that right then as I had it up in a messy bun at the top back of my head.

      But I’d lucked out and got my mother’s eyes, unusual warm brown ones that weren’t dark brown or light, but something in between. They came to a dip on the inner corner and flared out large with long lashes that, if I used mascara on them, it would make my eyes look huge. I always thought they were exotic and beautiful and felt I could say that because they were my mom’s, not mine, just a gift she’d given me. I also thought that because all my boyfriends said my eyes were what made them notice me.

      That and my lips, which were very full to near puffy, and they were all mine, not my mom’s. My sister didn’t even have my lips, something she informed me sucked. She got Mom’s eyes too. But she didn’t get my lips (or I didn’t get hers, seeing as she was older than me).

      Last, I had a C-cup and it was my experience most men appreciated a C-cup.

      This man didn’t.

      No. Instead, he held my eyes and jerked his head once in a negative, turned, and walked out of the house.

      Grant closed the door after him.

      I looked to my boyfriend to share that I wasn’t entirely comfortable with all that had just transpired but I didn’t get the chance to say a word.

      He lifted his hand and jabbed his finger at me.

      “No fuckin’ microwaves, Cassidy. You buy that shit, you install it. Now I’m goin’ to town and gettin’ a fuckin’ drink.”

      That was when I stood on the faded, threadbare (but still pretty) circular rug in my foyer in my little house by a river in the Colorado Mountains and watched as my man did just that. He grabbed the keys to his truck and walked out the door.

      He grabbed his keys and walked out the door right in the middle of a discussion about our business, which was a huge part of our lives.

      He grabbed his keys and walked out the door right after a huge, terrifying man checked in to cabin eleven, leaving me alone on our property with said huge, terrifying man. A huge, terrifying man that even Grant couldn’t miss was huge and terrifying.

      He still left me.

      Alone.

      I stood staring at the door, my stomach sinking because I knew that I’d taken a massive risk, sinking my savings into these cabins. Cabins the owners were so desperate to get rid of, the price was right, as in cheap, as in scary-cheap. Cabins they were so desperate to leave, they left every stick of furniture, every rug, every picture on the wall, in the cabins and the house. Cabins I took on, moving to another state where I knew no one. Having to fix them up, knowing how to paint a room but not much else.

      But what I was realizing, too late, was the biggest risk I took, the risk that looked like it would fail, was the risk I took on Grant.
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        * * *

      

      Late that night, I sat on my side porch with my feet up on the top railing, a beer in my hand, the sounds of the river rushing along the rocks to my left, the night air cool on my skin, my eyes trained through the thick trees to the dim light I could just barely see coming from cabin eleven.

      It was late and Grant wasn’t back.

      But scary guy was awake and doing something in cabin eleven.

      I just hoped he wasn’t building a bomb or planning to overthrow the government, whereupon he would (again hopefully) fail spectacularly but I would be dragged in front of the cameras as the hapless cabin owner who stupidly rented him his headquarters to plan and carry out his dastardly deeds.

      On that unhappy thought, one of a bazillion I’d had since Grant left, I took my feet from the railing and moved into the house. It was time for bed. Something I’d been getting into alone far more frequently the last couple of weeks.

      I walked through the quiet house. My quiet house. An old, narrow, but somehow spacious, two story, three-bedroom, two and a half bath Victorian farmhouse that was a couple shades above dilapidated, but fixed up would be sublime.

      I did this trying to think of all the ways I intended to fix it up (eventually). Something that I’d find exciting. A project I was raring to take on (after the cabins were done, of course). Something I preferred to think about rather than Grant being a jerk or the guy in cabin eleven scaring the crap out of me.

      It was dark. I was alone. And try as I might (and I tried), I couldn’t stop the pain nagging at my heart that indications were very strong that things weren’t going to work out with Grant. We’d been together over a year. I was sure about him. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have dragged him to Colorado. I wouldn’t even have asked. I would have gone it alone. Maybe not then, at twenty-four years old with no idea what I was doing, but eventually.

      He’d promised to help. He’d said he was all in.

      To make myself feel better (in other words, to give Grant excuses), I told myself all of this was new. It was a change. We’d only been there six weeks. We were both still getting accustomed to our new home, our new business, our new lives, and even ourselves, as we hadn’t lived together back home.

      Maybe Grant turned into a dick when he was in an unknown situation and as things settled he’d go back to being my sweet, affectionate, loving, awesome boyfriend Grant.

      I walked through the house, turning out lights, locking up, but when I went to the foyer to turn on the light to welcome Grant home (whenever he chose to come home) my eyes caught on the register.

      It was new. Mom had bought it for me and gave it to me five minutes before Grant and I got in our packed cars and hauled ourselves up to Colorado. Mom giving it to me had made me laugh and hug her, and only when I was in my car, following Grant in his truck, did I let myself cry.

      I saw from four feet away that we were still on the first page and there weren’t many names on the lines.

      I moved closer and looked at the name on the last line.

      In black, the writing slanted sharply to the right and spiky, I saw his name.

      John Priest.

      The name suited him in a Hollywood everyday-outrageously-handsome-guy-run-amok-with-vengeance character type of way.

      In the real world, it seemed fake.

      Which also didn’t bode well.

      But Grant had his two hundred dollars to drink on and be the big man with his new buddies in town. And hopefully John Priest wasn’t building a bomb or torturing an innocent in cabin eleven.

      Hopefully everything would be all right.

      Hopefully everything would settle down, the work would get done, the fights would stop, Grant would go back to being Grant, and he and I could start living the dream.

      I went to bed with these hopes in mind.

      I went to bed but it took me ages to get to sleep because my mind knew they were just that.

      Hopes.

      Just hopes.

      And even at my age, having grown up on a big ranch in Oklahoma with a great dad, a wonderful mom, an older sister who’d never been sneaky or jealous or mean but sweet and supportive and awesome, a younger brother who acted like an older one in the protective and loving departments—in other words, I’d lived a good life—I still knew hopes were that.

      Just hopes.

      Not reality.
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        * * *

      

      “Toss pillows?”

      I looked from my desk to Grant, who was standing by the huge bags strewn around the study filled with comforters, sheets, and toss pillows. He was holding what I thought was a sweet toss pillow in his hand but he was glaring at me.

      I didn’t need this.

      Not again.

      I’d had eight months of it.

      I was done.

      “It’s time to decorate the units, Grant,” I told him something he would know if he was talking to me on a normal basis. Something he was not doing since he wasn’t around a lot to talk, mostly because he was hunting, fishing, drinking, and through the winter months had been off skiing.

      All on my dime. His money had run out two months ago.

      He had to ask for it. Luckily, I was smart enough in the nightmare that had become my life to start this venture with separate accounts.

      Asking for money was something that did not make him happy. It was something that made me less happy. And it was something that meant we fought and did it ugly. So ugly I shut him up by giving him money.

      So last, it was something I was getting really sick of doing.

      All of it.

      The money.

      And especially the fighting.

      “I’m getting the website together,” I went on. “We need photos of the cabins to put on there. Photos that look good. Photos that would make people want to stay here.”

      “Cassidy, for fuck’s sake, we can’t afford toss pillows, seein’ as you just replaced all the water heaters.”

      I turned fully to him but kept my seat, looking up at him and pulling up all the patience I had (which admittedly wasn’t much) to explain, “The heater went out in unit eight. When the inspection was done, the inspector said all the water heaters were old and working what he guessed was on a wing and a prayer. We don’t need to have folks in a unit and their water heaters break down. I know this because we had folks in a unit, their water heater broke down, and they didn’t like that much. I get that. I wouldn’t like it much either. In fact, I don’t like it much either. It doesn’t say good things. It doesn’t say referrals or repeat business. It says check out immediately, don’t look back, and tell your friends about your nightmare experience in the crappy cabins you found in the Colorado Mountains.”

      “That makes sense if we got the fuckin’ money to do it,” he returned.

      “We do,” I shot back, and we did. But just barely.

      “We don’t,” he bit out.

      “I keep the books, Grant, and we absolutely do,” I retorted.

      “I look at the books, Cassidy, and that’s bullshit.”

      “You’re right. It is,” I replied. “If one of us is in town drinking, at the slopes skiing, and out buying hunting and fishing licenses. If one of us would stop doing that, we’d have a lot more to do a lot more then maybe make a lot more.”

      He leaned back and his face twisted, but I had no reaction to it this time. I’d seen that look on his face a lot the last eight months.

      Suffice it to say, Grant was not settling into our life in the Rocky Mountains.

      Grant was still being Dick Grant in a way that I figured Dick Grant was all there was left to Grant.

      “Here she goes again with this shit,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, here I go again, because you’re never here,” I snapped. “You never help. I’ve had those light fixtures for five months, asked you so many times to put them in, I’m saying that crap in my sleep. And there they sit.” I swung an arm out to the corner of the study where boxes were piled four high and three deep. “So excuse me if I’m not big on listening to you complain about toss pillows when you’ve barely lifted a finger since we got here. This is my gig. I’m doing my gig and not listening to your crap. You want out, you’re out.”

      His expression deteriorated as he asked, “What does that mean?”

      That was when I stood. I was wearing jeans, a sweater, and had bare feet. But even with Grant only hitting five foot ten, he still mostly towered over me.

      “It means I’m sick of this,” I hissed. “I’m sick of fighting. I’m sick of doing everything by myself. I’m sick of working all day and being exhausted all night and hitting an empty bed. I’m sick of keeping the books…by myself. Cleaning the units…by myself. Washing the sheets…by myself. And somehow in all that by myself, I’m still managing to be sick of,” I stabbed a finger his way, “you.”

      He put his hands to his hips. “And I’m sick of you carin’ more about sandin’ a bunch of fuckin’ floors, gettin’ on my ass all the time about fuckin’ light fixtures.” It was his turn to swing an arm to the boxes. “Whinin’ all the time about how I don’t help, how I’m never here. Every wakin’ minute is about those cabins, Cassidy, and not one is about givin’ a single shit about your man.”

      “Tell me,” I leaned back and crossed my arms on my chest, “how exactly do you want me to give a shit about you, Grant?”

      He responded immediately.

      It just wasn’t a good response.

      “A blowjob once in a blue moon would be appreciated.”

      My eyes grew huge and my voice grew loud. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I didn’t come up here to bust my hump cuttin’ and layin’ countertops and patchin’ roofs and feelin’ my woman crackin’ the whip. I came up here to live a good life and, newsflash, babe, a good life for a man means he gets head on more than the rare occasion.”

      I uncrossed my arms so I could mimic his posture, putting my hands to my own hips.

      “Sorry, darlin’, when you stumble in at three in the morning and wake me up because you’re in a certain mood and I’m exhausted from having a hammer or a paintbrush or a wrench in my hand all day, up a ladder, on my back under a sink, in town bleeding money on water heaters when my man’s at the slopes bleeding money, living,” I leaned toward him and shouted, “the good life, I don’t have it in me to suck your cock!”

      “That’s what I’m sayin’,” he pointed out, his voice rising.

      “Oh, I’m hearing you,” I returned, my voice already loud. “And by the way,” I kept yelling. “To get the good life, you work for the good life. And you were not unaware that that was exactly what we’d both be doing when we made our way up here. It’s just that it’s only been me who’s been working for it and it’s only been you who’s been living it.”

      “You don’t ever take a fuckin’ break!” he shouted.

      “That’s because I can’t!” I shouted back. “Grant, we gotta get these cabins shaped up! We need to rent them for double what they brought in rundown so we can afford lift tickets and nights in town listening to live music and a decent mattress that isn’t lumpy.”

      “Yeah, babe, that’s another thing. Every unit has a better fuckin’ mattress than what we sleep on.”

      I threw up my hands in exasperation and screamed, “People are not gonna come back for lumpy mattresses!”

      Half a second after I finished screaming, we both heard a knock at the front door, and Grant, being Grant, walked away from his angry girlfriend in order to answer it.

      I stalked after him, the study right off the foyer, and stopped dead the instant I stepped foot into it.

      This was because John Priest was standing at the door.

      He didn’t look at me. His eyes were pinned to Grant. He hadn’t been back since his last stay but he hadn’t changed. Except to be scarier (if that could be believed, but there it was, right before me).

      I also knew he’d heard and I had a feeling he’d heard more than just me shouting about lumpy mattresses.

      “Cabin eleven?” he asked, his rumbling but hollow voice filling the foyer.

      Grant turned to me. “Seems this guy doesn’t give a shit about lumpy mattresses.”

      He had to be joking.

      In a fury, not thinking, not caring, so over it I could scream, I looked to our first-ever return customer and shared, “You’ll be delighted to know that not only will you have a brand new microwave in your cabin, it’s freshly painted, has a new water heater, and a high quality, firm mattress to provide excellent rest while offering superb lumbar support.”

      Not missing a beat, John Priest replied, “Can I take that to mean the cabins are no longer forty a night?”

      I jerked my head up and down once. “They’re sixty.”

      He looked to Grant. “Five nights. Cash.” Then he reached to his wallet.

      Grant moved to the locked cabinet.

      I glared at my boyfriend as he did so and moved toward the door, stating, “We will require you to sign in again, I’m afraid.”

      John Priest glanced at me and I stopped well short of the door to give him and the bulk of his big body room to get to the registration book.

      “And you can hand me the cash,” I finished.

      Priest’s head was bent to the book but it turned minutely so his eyes could slide to me. He did this but he said nothing. Just dipped his chin and went back to the book.

      “You’re a piece of work,” Grant hissed and I looked to him.

      “Wrong. I’m the proprietress of what will soon be amazing, kickass cabins that will be full every night with a waiting list because people can’t wait to come back.”

      I looked to John Priest to see he’d straightened and was watching us bicker with a vacant expression on his face.

      I kept talking, or more like snapping (but, whatever).

      “I’d ask for feedback but even the pizza delivery places ask for feedback these days and it’s supremely annoying. But I do hope you enjoy your visit enough to return yet again, tell all your friends about us, and if you have anything of note to share, complimentary or otherwise, I’m open to hearing it.”

      He held my gaze while I blathered and the instant I was done speaking, he grunted, “Key.”

      Mr. Personality.

      I turned, snatched the key from Grant’s hand, and handed it to John Priest.

      In return he handed me several one-hundred-dollar bills that I would find later were four of them, saying, “We’re good,” meaning I got to keep the change.

      Excellent.

      “Have a lovely stay and remember!” I called after him as he moved to leave and I shoved the money in my pocket. “I’m always here should you need anything!”

      I got a look over his shoulder from his beautiful but fathomless eyes then he disappeared.

      I walked to the door, slammed it, and whirled on Grant.

      “You have two days,” I declared. “Two days to pack your stuff and get out.”

      His head jerked, his face paled, and his lips moved to clip, “You cannot be fuckin’ serious.”

      “Deadly,” I whispered, my heart pumping, my head hurting, part of my soul dying, but my mouth kept speaking. “I loved you. I trusted you. I believed in you. I believed you believed in me. You let me down. Then you did it again. And again. And again. I’m done. I’m cutting my losses and moving on.”

      “I got two years in with you,” he stated like it was doing time in prison, not spending it with the woman he loved.

      “And I’ve got nine not-very-good months with you,” I returned.

      “You’d pick a bunch of cabins over me?” he ground out.

      And with that, I knew. I knew the worst thing a woman could know about her man.

      He didn’t get it.

      And that was when that part of my soul died.

      And that hurt so bad, I had no choice but to inform him of that fact.

      “You don’t get it, Grant,” I said, suddenly quiet, my voice sad, beaten, and he heard it. He felt it. I knew it when I saw his body get tight. “It isn’t about the cabins. It’s about sharing with you what I wanted out of life, you agreeing, us taking life on together, and you deserting me. You were around but you deserted me practically the minute we got here.”

      He came toward me but I took a step back.

      He stopped approaching and his voice was quiet too, and cajoling. “Babe, life isn’t about work. I thought we’d come up here and take on these cabins but do it havin’ a good time.”

      “We could have but we couldn’t do it the way you wanted to do it, Grant. We didn’t have the money. And I’ll repeat what I’ve been trying to get through to you for months, I thought us working side by side would be a good time. Not having drinks and laughing and getting frisky, that kind of good time. But the building a life together kind of good time that led to the other stuff that wouldn’t be good. It would be better than good because we earned it.”

      “You talk like your father,” he said and it wasn’t entirely accusatory. It also wasn’t entirely not.

      Then again, Grant had grown up in the town where Obadiah Swallow was well-known and well-respected, because he worked the ranch he inherited, which was a ranch his father had inherited, and his before him, and he loved his family.

      The first was hard work. The second was easy but there weren’t many men like Dad who found it easy to let it show like he did.

      There were men who respected men like that and showed it.

      There were men, like Grant had hidden in the beginning, but it came out more and more, who dated Obadiah Swallow’s daughters and found the specter of a supremely loving father and esteemed man a shadow it wasn’t easy to escape.

      And I was learning the hard way that Grant’s problem was that he didn’t get he didn’t have to escape it. He just had to do whatever it was he needed to do in his own way to create his umbrella of protection over Obadiah’s girl, making her his girl.

      Thus he didn’t mean what he said as a compliment. But I took it as one.

      “That’s because I’m his daughter.”

      And I was Obadiah’s daughter. I could have been Grant’s woman. I wanted to be. I claimed him as my man and he was apparently down with that.

      He just didn’t claim me back.

      Grant took in a breath before he stated, “I’m not ready to throw in the towel, Cassidy.”

      “And I’m not prepared to live the way we’ve been living. If you kick in, we can work on us. If you keep on like you’ve been keeping, Grant, I’ll show you the door.”

      “An ultimatum,” he muttered, staring at me.

      “Yes, but a necessary one,” I replied softly.

      We stood there, neither of us moving, both of us holding the other’s gaze.

      Grant broke the silence, and when he did, I experienced a resurrection.

      “I’ll install those lights tomorrow.”

      I felt my shoulders slump, such was the relief, and Grant caught that too. I knew it when his face got soft and he moved to me.

      This time, I didn’t move away so I was right there when he got there.

      And when he got there, he wrapped his arms around me. “Not sure what I’d do, wakin’ up and not seein’ those eyes first thing.”

      I loved that. I loved it.

      That was my old Grant.

      I leaned in to him and slid my arms around him. “Not sure what I’d do, waking up and not having your arms around me.”

      He touched his nose to mine and murmured, “Not been good of late, cuddlin’ my girl.”

      He hadn’t. And that, maybe more than all the rest, hurt.

      “Missed that, darlin’,” I whispered.

      I watched the look in his eyes change and he whispered back, “I’ve missed a lot of things about you, Cassidy.”

      I leaned deeper into him, tipping my head back.

      Grant pressed me in to the door and accepted my invitation.

      When he did, hope again filled my heart.

      But I would find out in a variety of ways, all of them hard, that was me. Time and again, not one of them smart, I let hope fill my heart. And my head. And my gut. So much hope, it leaked out my pores.

      Yeah.

      I did that.

      All the time.

      I was a loser that way.
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      “Yo!” a male voice shouted from the other room.

      I was in the bedroom, stripping sheets.

      I left the bed half-stripped and walked into the living room. When I did, I saw John Priest standing in the open front door to cabin four.

      It had been five months since his last visit.

      Five months and nothing had changed.

      Except for the fact that Grant was in Oklahoma and I was still here.

      “Hello, Mr. Priest,” I greeted, moving through the living room, which I had to say, even if it was tooting my own horn, looked fan-freaking-tastic with its warm mushroom-colored walls, large, thick braided rugs in muted tones covering the refinished, gleaming wood floors, and interesting prints of buffaloes on the walls.

      In fact, all the prints in this cabin were of buffaloes. This was why I thought of cabin four as the “Buffalo Cabin.”

      What I didn’t see, but knew was there, was the fabulous kitchen behind me.

      Seeing as kitchens in the cabins didn’t have extensive countertops, I’d been able to strike a deal with a local contractor to buy his remnants. That meant none of the kitchens were the same. Some of them had butcher block countertops. Some had tile. A couple even had gorgeous slabs of granite.

      The countertops in cabin eleven, though, were a glossy treated cement. I liked the rugged look of them. Actually, the entirety of cabin eleven was rugged and masculine, the only cabin that wasn’t outfitted in a warm and welcoming gender neutral.

      I didn’t allow myself to think about why I did eleven that way. I just did it.

      Grant had gotten around to putting in the light fixtures so that meant there were quiet, but attractive ceiling fans with lights over all the cabins’ living rooms, straight up showstopper pendant lights hanging over the bar portion of the kitchens, and attractive wall lights fixed beside the beds for maximum reading and relaxing potential.

      That was pretty much all Grant got around to doing before I kicked his ass out.

      “Eleven open?” Priest asked without greeting.

      Eleven, by the by, had turned into the Pinto Cabin, seeing as all the prints on the walls there were of pinto horses.

      I didn’t offer this information to John Priest.

      “Indeed it is,” I answered, stopping in front of him.

      As ever, he didn’t look me up and down, not that there was much to see. Still, we were having a warm Indian summer so I was in cutoff jeans shorts, a babydoll tee, and flip-flops. My shorts weren’t Daisy Dukes or anything but I fancied they looked okay on me. My legs were tan, though, and everyone knew that anyone looked better tanned.

      Then again, I’d lost a ton of weight.

      Not meaning to do it, I’d hit on a no fail diet plan. Unfortunately, that included finding out the love of my life wasn’t the love of my life but instead a guy whose greatest skill was breaking promises.

      This caused a woman to throw herself into work—a scary thing when she already threw herself into work—and thus she forgot about eating.

      Further, when she wasn’t working, she was moping and going over every moment of the last year that she could remember, trying to figure out where she went wrong, which was emotionally taxing and utterly fruitless. Still, it was an excellent appetite suppressant.

      She did, however, drink tons of wine through this.

      And tequila.

      She’d also find she had a taste for bourbon.

      Priest took me out of these thoughts when he looked beyond me into the cabin then he twisted his neck to look over his shoulder up the lane toward my house. Finally, his eyes came back to me.

      “You need me to come back to check in?” he offered.

      I shook my head. “I’ll walk up and get you your key. I can finish in here after.”

      He said nothing and the only way I knew he’d heard me was that he shifted out of the door.

      I moved out of the cabin, closing the door behind me, and heading to the steps that led off the front porch.

      Surprisingly, when I got to the bottom of the steps, John Priest didn’t go to his truck, a colossal, black Suburban that had mud streaming up its sides, more caked on the wheel wells.

      He fell in step beside me.

      Unsurprisingly, he didn’t speak.

      So I did.

      “We have a website now. I don’t know if you noticed coming in, but I had the new sign put up at the top of the lane so people can see it from the street. I finally decided on what to call the place. Glacier Lily Cottages. That’s our web address too. There’s a phone number and e-mail on the site if you want to contact me ahead of time to make sure eleven is open. We’re not full up very often but we’re getting busier.”

      As I was speaking, I put one foot in front of the other. So did he. I quit talking. He didn’t start.

      So I kept going.

      “I can’t take bookings on-line yet but that’s hopefully coming. It’s just a little more complicated to pull things like that off. I can do web design but that kind of thing requires a professional. Or, at least for me it does. But an e-mail is the same thing, if the unit is free.”

      He made no comment.

      I had nothing more to say.

      We arrived at my house and I felt him move in a way that wasn’t walking so I looked up to see him scanning the area outside the house.

      “Grant’s gone,” I shared, guessing at what he was looking for, and his eyes tipped down to me. “It didn’t work out.”

      “Not a surprise,” Priest declared. “He was a dick.”

      I blinked.

      “A lazy one,” he went on.

      “I…” I began but trailed off, shocked not only that he noticed but that he had something to say about it, and further, he said it.

      “Eleven?” he prompted when I said nothing.

      I pulled myself out of my surprised stupor, nodded, and jogged up the steps to my house.

      He followed me, came inside, and did the registering thing while I got his key.

      When he was done, he turned to me.

      “Still sixty?” he asked and I shook my head.

      “Seventy.”

      He said nothing, just pulled out his wallet, took out some bills, and handed me five of them. Four of them hundreds. The fifth, a fifty.

      “Five days,” he stated.

      “Right,” I muttered, not even bothering to offer him change. I knew the drill. A drill which included him shoving the key through the mail slot in my front door as his means of checking out.

      “You want my ID?”

      I smiled at him. “I think we’re good with that.”

      He didn’t look at my mouth to take in my smile. He also didn’t speak further. He reached toward me, took the key from my hand, and walked out the door.

      I walked out behind him, stood on my front porch, and watched him move down the lane.

      He wasn’t graceful, he was too big to be graceful, but he was athletic.

      Men walked the way he walked when they approached the place they’d throw a javelin or when they positioned at the line of scrimmage or moved to the top of the tennis court prior to serving. Loose but prepared. Alert but at ease. It was strange.

      It was also hot.

      And as with all things John Priest, it was a little scary.

      I put John Priest, my top patron and still my only return customer, out of my head, turned to my door, closed it, and then walked across my porch. I hopped down the steps and headed to cabin four to finish stripping the sheets.
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      “Coming!” I shouted from the kitchen after I heard the knock on the front door.

      I hustled out and into my softly lit foyer, going straight to the door. I saw the hulking shadowy figure that was silhouetted by the outside lights through the filmy curtains that covered the windows in the door and knew who it was immediately.

      I turned the locks, threw off the chain, and looked up into John Priest’s aloof but handsome face.

      “Hey,” I greeted.

      “Yo,” he replied.

      “Come in out of the cold,” I invited, stepping aside for him to do just that.

      He did and I caught a glimpse of his Suburban, stark black against the white tufts of snow in January in the mountains of Colorado.

      I closed the door on the chill and turned to him to see he was standing, facing the registration book, but his head was turned toward the kitchen.

      “Cookies,” I explained the scent in the air as I rounded him and his eyes tipped down to me. “I’m in the mood. Christmas does that to me. I’m an extreme baker at Christmas and it doesn’t wear off until after Valentine’s Day.”

      He said nothing. Showed nothing. Just stared at me.

      I forged into the silence.

      “We’re pretty full up but eleven is open.”

      He jerked up his chin then turned to the book.

      I kept talking.

      “We have new flat screen TVs, with Blu-ray players. And cable.”

      He kept scribbling.

      I kept blabbing.

      “And I figured out how to take bookings on-line. I did it all by myself. It works great!”

      I sounded excited because I was. I fiddled with that for-freaking-ever. So long I thought it’d be the death of me. But in the end it worked beautifully.

      He dropped the pen and straightened toward me.

      I didn’t stop blathering.

      “I also have a library of DVDs. There’s a menu in your cabin if you want to check one out. I usually require a credit card for that service but we’ll skip that part seeing as you’re a repeat customer, so I’m guessing I can trust you won’t take off with my copy of Lake House.”

      That got me something. His full, attractive lips twisted in distaste.

      “Not a Sandra Bullock fan?” I asked.

      He shocked me by sharing, “Keanu Reeves.”

      I grinned at him. “This is the difference between men and women. Many men don’t get Mr. Reeves.” I leaned in and finished conspiratorially, “Every woman absolutely does.”

      He made no comment and showed no hint of understanding or humor.

      Instead, he asked, “I take it it’s no longer seventy.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry. And it’s high season so it’s a hundred a night.”

      And it was one hundred dollars a night and I added ten dollars a person if there was more than one.

      I had eight of the eleven cabins filled, with Priest there was nine.

      This meant I was doing it.

      Finally.

      Utilities and cable were crippling. Not to mention taxes. The day-to-day work was constant and there was still more to do to get the cabins as I wanted them to be. I wasn’t rolling in it and I could use some help, like someone to help me clean and do laundry.

      But I was doing it. I might not be able to pay my dad off with interest anytime soon, what with all the stuff that needed doing to the house, not to mention the fact that two winters in Colorado running my business with my car were two winters too many without a truck or SUV, so I had to get on that and soon.

      But I was doing it.

      Finally.

      John Priest reached to his wallet, pulled out some bills, and handed me three hundreds, saying, “Two nights.”

      “Just two this time?” I asked.

      His gaze sharpened on me but he said nothing. I had no idea how to read this except to think he wasn’t a big fan of me keeping tabs on how long he stayed.

      Which was weird.

      And scary.

      And thus totally John Priest. A man I’d seen repeatedly. A man I did not see at all when he was in one of my cabins, except seeing his SUV drive up and down my lane when he came and went. And once, I watched him carry groceries into cabin eleven.

      That was it.

      Therefore, he was a man I did not know. Not even a little bit. Except for the fact I was pretty certain his name was not John Priest, and since he gave a false name and paid in cash, it was likely he was not an upstanding citizen.

      “Okay, just two,” I muttered.

      “Key,” he prompted and my body gave a slight jerk in response, seeing as I totally forgot about the key. Mostly because he wasn’t there often, months passed in between, but he was the only one who came back time and again and it felt strangely like he should have his own key.

      I moved to the cabinet, got him his key, and walked it back, hand out toward him.

      He took it as I offered, “Would you like to take some cookies with you? I have plenty.”

      He gave me that sharp look again and surprised me by saying firmly and extremely rudely, “Absolutely fucking not.”

      “I…uh, o-okay,” I stammered. “You don’t like cookies.”

      He didn’t confirm this fact.

      He dipped his chin, turned to the door, opened it, and disappeared through it, shutting it behind him.

      I stared at it a moment before I moved to it and locked my three locks again.

      When I looked out my filmy curtains, I saw nothing but porch lit by my outside light, the gray mounds of snow beyond, and the darkness of night.

      No SUV.

      John Priest was heading to eleven to do whatever it was he did in my cabin that was none of my business.

      So I was heading to my kitchen to finish baking.

      Which was what I did.
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        * * *

      

      Five months later, I threw open the front door, looked up at John Priest’s scary, beautiful face, and declared, “In case you’re cataloguing the goodness, my man, we have Wi-Fi!”

      He said nothing but he moved to take a step in so I had no choice but to take a step back. I did this heading toward the key cabinet.

      He headed to the registration book.

      He also moved not speaking.

      I didn’t return the favor.

      “The password to get in is ‘snookums321.’ But seeing as your badass fingers might implode if you tried to type out the word ‘snookums,’ you can give it a miss tonight because tomorrow is my normal change day. I’m thinking ‘Iloverocknroll999.’ That would be ‘and’ as an ‘n’ with no hyphens or apostrophes,” I shared, nabbing the key and turning to see him bent over the book.

      He said nothing. Just kept scribbling.

      I moved to stand at his side. “I should also tell you that we had a little incident.”

      He stayed bent over the book but his long fingers that were wrapped around my pen—fingers that were on a huge hand I hadn’t noticed until that moment was that large—went still and his eyes slid to me.

      Normally, his eyes focused on me in that intense way would make me a babbling idiot in fear for the safety of my…something.

      Instead, all I could think about was what he could do with hands that big. That strong. That obviously powerful.

      It was doubtful his touch could be gentle.

      And that was not a bad thing.

      My dry spell had lasted since Grant with no hope on the horizon it would be ending.

      It was becoming clear I needed to get laid.

      I also needed to stop gawking at Priest, thinking about his hands, and instead keep talking.

      So I did that.

      “We, uh…well, I had an, um…patron who was staying. Apparently, she was in a spot of trouble and her trouble followed her here. He assaulted her in her cabin. It was kind of…well, unpleasant considering that’s unpleasant in and of itself but he then was shot dead a few days later. Not by her and not here,” I hastened to add when his scary look turned downright terrifying even if he didn’t move a single muscle, just kept staring at me. “By some other guy who had nothing to do with that guy, but apparently this woman was a magnet for trouble so once the first guy who assaulted her later kidnapped her, the second guy killed the first guy and re-kidnapped her, uh…as it were.”

      As I was finishing up (lamely), Priest straightened and he did this not taking his eyes from me.

      It was then I noted something I already knew but noted it in an entirely different way.

      He was really tall.

      And really big.

      As in really.

      For both.

      I swallowed.

      Then I kept giving him the information he needed.

      “Unfortunately, she was ripe to be attacked because she didn’t turn on the outside light of her cabin. Also, the parking area was unlit. I found that upsetting so I’ve had lights installed in the lot. They’re not overly bright or anything,” I assured him quickly. “But they cut the dark. And all the units have new motion sensor lights outside. This can get a bit annoying, seeing as there are critters out there that set them off,” I admitted. “But if it gets too annoying, you can turn them off. I just thought you’d wanna know, uh…that I’ve lit the parking area. You know, just in case you need to close your curtains or something to keep out the light.”

      “A woman was assaulted,” he said slowly when I finally stopped speaking.

      “Uh…yeah.”

      “In one of your cabins,” he continued.

      “Uh…yeah,” I confirmed.

      “Were you here?”

      “Um…yeah.”

      “How badly was she hurt?” he asked.

      “Norm and Gladys told me she was beaten up but okay. They saw her the next day. She reported it to the police but Norm and Gladys were the ones who reported it to me. That was, until the police came and asked if I’d seen anything.”

      “Norm and Gladys?”

      I grinned at him. “You and them are in a club. My only returning customers.”

      John Priest clearly did not find his membership in that particular club as exciting as I did. I knew this when his intense look turned into a scowl.

      He was scary all the time.

      Scowling, he was downright chilling.

      Then he added his voice, which was still rumbling, but it was no longer icy. It was vibrating with something I couldn’t read, but what I could read was terrifying.

      “A woman was assaulted in one of your cabins while you were here, alone, in this house.”

      I decided not to repeat my confirmation and be quiet for once, mostly because it was taking a lot of effort not to pee my pants.

      He looked over my head and into my house. Two seconds later, in utter fascination, I watched the scowl fade from his face as the mask of indifference slid over his features and his gaze came back to me.

      “I’ll be here three days. Still one hundred?” he asked as if our very recent word exchange had not transpired.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      He went for his wallet, gave me four one-hundred-dollar bills, and I gave him his key.

      “Have a nice stay,” I said softly as he turned to leave.

      He aimed a wintry look at me over his shoulder.

      My entire body did a quiver.

      He closed the door behind him.

      I sucked in a calming breath and didn’t move in order to give the calming part of that breath opportunity to work.

      When I was no longer in danger of screaming in terror and fleeing my own property, it hit me that something just happened.

      That something was that John Priest let down his guard with me.

      And when he did it, if I wasn’t losing my mind, he did it because he was upset at the idea that I might have been in danger.

      Nearly two years, half a dozen visits, practically zero conversation, a lot of money exchanging hands, John Priest finally showed a reaction.

      And it bore repeating, if I was not mistaken, that reaction was that he was supremely ticked that I had been near danger.

      “Whoa,” I whispered to the door and heard Priest’s big Suburban move down the lane.
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      That evening I sat on my side
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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