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CHAPTER 1

Olivia

APRIL


MOM

Are you okay, sweetheart? You seemed a little sad today when we left the airport.


Adding a cup of flour to the bowl of dry ingredients on my kitchen island, I can almost see my mom nervously tucking her blond hair behind her ear while she waits for an answer to her text. She knows me better than anyone, but since I don’t want to talk about my self-proclaimed hot girl slump right now, I take another big sip of my wine, right from the bottle, and lie.


ME

I’m fine, it was a great weekend. And so nice to see the whole family.



MOM

It really was, wasn’t it? Aunt Lena sent me the photos.


My phone pings as, one by one, the photos come through: my cousin in her perfect wedding dress, with her perfectly handsome groom—who also happens to be a doctor—in the beautiful Florida sunshine where we spent the weekend.

Down the hatch goes another big swig.


DAD

Since we’re sending photos *Side eye emoji*


His message is followed by a shot of my uncle Bobby passed out drunk in his piece of cake at the reception. I laugh as I continue sifting my ingredients. My dad is always trying to make me feel better. I know he could tell something was off with me, but he’s always been there to balance my mom. Everyone knows Lynn Sutton is a hopeless romantic, and even though she’s my adoptive mom we’re a lot alike, because I too am usually ga-ga for a good love story. Though not lately.

Yes, my cousin’s wedding was beautiful. Just like my best friend CeCe’s wedding was last year, and how I’m certain my other best friend Ginger’s will be in a few weeks.

Everyone I know is either already married or getting married, having babies, or both, while I’m still coming home alone, extra alone since the death of my fifteen-year-old orange tabby cat Biscuit. My best furry friend went peacefully in his sleep almost two weeks ago. It feels crazy to have cried over a cat as much as I did, but I spent two days with swollen eyes and tissues after that chunky little ball of fluff left me. Now, I push the brimming tears down, just as a private message from my mom comes through.


MOM

Your Prince Charming is out there.



MOM

Remember, I didn’t meet your dad until I was thirty-two.


She might be a worrywart, but she’s bang on. I have been feeling like my time to meet my soulmate has passed, or like my biological clock is ticking, though I’m not even thirty yet. A flash of one of my favorite movies, 27 Dresses, runs through my head as I crack two eggs into a dish. Always a bridesmaid, never a bride.

I’m still envisioning my very own James Marsden showing up out of nowhere to sweep me off my feet as I mix my banana bread batter. Nine-thirty p.m. isn’t the time I’d normally bake, but when I’m sad I reach for wine, sweet treats, and a good rom-com. Which is exactly my plan for tonight.

Just as I go to turn up the volume of my country playlist, my phone starts ringing and my best friend Ginger’s pretty smiling face pops up on the screen.

She probably wants to talk about wedding plans and I know if I don’t answer now, she’ll just call again.

“Babe, you’re back?” she asks animatedly into the phone. “Yep.” I look around my all-too-quiet space. “Wedding conference! I can’t wait to tell you both what I found today.” She’s already adding our other best friend CeCe to the call before I can respond. Ginger is always energetic, but as a bride? She’s over-the-top giddy. The funny thing is, she’s already married, but you’d never know it as she plans her formal wedding to one of CeCe’s older brothers, Cole. They eloped “accidentally” one drunken night in Vegas last summer and, somehow, that was what pushed them to realize they’ve been in love since they were teenagers.

A half hour later, most of my rosé is gone. I’m more than a little drunk, and still listening to the two of them chatter, while I line a pan with parchment paper, pour in the batter, and put my bread in the oven.

“… And we’re gonna have a photo booth and props,” Ginger continues.

I’ve barely said anything since she called. Taking what’s left of my rosé with me, I move outside into my dark and chilly backyard, my fuzzy sherpa sweater wrapped around my floral silk pajamas, my cow slippers snuggled on my feet.

“… And oh my God, we got that videographer we wanted too,” Ginger continues.

I can’t tell Ginger how much I envy her finding Mr. Right. I also can’t tell CeCe I feel light-years behind her, watching her baby bump grow while she and her husband Nash prepare for the arrival of their daughter.

I can’t tell either of them how lonely I feel every time I glance at Biscuit’s cat bed in the corner. He’d been my companion since I was fourteen, right around the time I started feeling the loss of my birth parents. That’s when I started asking more questions. What did I get from each of them? What were their personalities like? What were their dreams, their aspirations? Questions that will go forever unanswered. My adoptive mom was my birth mother’s second cousin and her closest living relative. Some old newspaper articles about their car crash and a few photos my mom salvaged from my family’s home are all I have left of them.

Since I can’t bring all that baggage to my two friends right now, who are experiencing the best time of their lives, I simply gush with them and say all the right things from my end of the phone, like the dutiful bridesmaid I am.
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After we say goodbye, I wrap my sweater tighter around my body, my head swirling. It’s still cool, although spring is almost here and the sugar maples in my yard are starting to bloom. They frame the outdoor space and remind me why I’ve loved this house since the moment I viewed it with my parents after college. It’s historic to this part of Laurel Creek, and it was cheap, because it needed a lot of cosmetic work. Which I loved. Design is my passion: clothing, interior, landscape, even baking fancy desserts. You name it, when it comes to being creative, I’m in.

I hit play on my country playlist as I wait for my bread to bake and a sappy love song by Kacey Musgraves plays as I pull up the photos of my cousin’s wedding. I scroll through them quickly before making the mistake of moving back into my own camera roll. Photos of me, CeCe, and Ginger a few years ago, just after CeCe moved home from living in Seattle. We were almost always together back then, and seeing our smiling faces fuels a sense of nostalgia.

What I fail to notice during my drunken stroll down memory lane is the smoke filling my kitchen. It isn’t until I hear the smoke alarm that I jerk up and bolt into the house. The moment I see flames through my oven door, I scream and run through fire safety 101 in my head. Ripping flowers out of a vase on my island and tossing them to the floor, I make it to the oven armed with just a touch of water and yank the door open.

Big mistake.

The flames escape as I toss the vase water onto the burning bread. I’m not accurate, so half of it lands on the floor as the towel hanging beside the stove lights up. I try to grab it and toss it into my sink with another scream, but it lands on my counter instead and I watch in horror as my kitchen curtains catch fire. It feels like I’m having an out-of-body experience as the flames start to move—to my well-lacquered wooden range hood, the stack of bills on my counter, my cookbooks. The fuel is abundant in my small kitchen. It’s been mere moments but this is well beyond my drunken realm of management.

Pulling my phone, which is ironically blaring “Burning House” by Cam, from my sweater pocket, I call for the fire department.

“Nine-one-one, state your emergency,” the voice answers as I back out of the kitchen and into my living room.

“Everything is on fire! Oh my God! …” I stammer, the heat following me. I give the woman on the end of the line my address, trying to explain what happened in a tipsy sort of word vomit.

“Ma’am, you need to go outside,” she says calmly, though I’m already pulling open the front door. “Don’t stop to take anything with you, understand?”

“Yes. I—” I start coughing.

“Okay, ma’am. Are you outside?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, good, stay there. LCFD are already on their way. I’m going to stay on the line. Don’t go back into the premises.”

I cough again as I do what she says, shifting from one slipper-clad foot to the other on my front lawn, shivering and sobbing as I wait for the fire department to arrive. Fresh panic falls over me as I watch the flames continue to blaze in my kitchen.

Finally, flashing red lights round the corner of my street. A cruiser truck hurtles toward me, followed by a full-sized fire-truck.

My throat is hoarse and I’m shaking as I move toward the truck, which pulls up in front of my house. The moment the door opens I freeze, because the last man on earth I’d choose to see me like this exits the truck. He’s dressed in full fire gear, helmet pulled low over intense gray eyes and what I’m almost certain will be an annoyed furrow in his dark brows. Our mysterious and dangerously hot fire chief, Asher fucking Reed.
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CHAPTER 2

Olivia

My stomach drops and I’m suddenly all too aware of my slightly drunk, very frazzled state. One that isn’t equipped to handle Asher. Because this man is not just good-looking. That’s much too boring of a description for him. At six foot five, he’s big everywhere; his jaw is wide and chiseled, covered by a full dark beard. Every angle of his face is symmetrical, straight and strong, and his skin is laden with ink, intricate tattoos that run from his neck all the way down to his knuckles. The mysterious burn scars that creep up his hands, only add to his allure.

He’s powerful and commanding, and as he leans into the truck and pulls out a thermal blanket, my mouth goes dry and my vision blurs. Asher calls orders over his shoulder to the rest of his crew as they start pulling a thick hose out of the truck. One of them is familiar: Walker Black, the middle son from the Grosvenor Cattle Ranch just outside of town and, if I remember correctly, Asher’s volunteer assistant captain.

Asher doesn’t waste any time approaching me. His woodsy and clean scent, one I’d know anywhere, smells like oak and bergamot. Right now it’s mixed with a hint of smoke from his gear, and somehow even that is enticing.

Of course Asher would be on call tonight. Of course he’d be here smelling delicious and peering down at me like I’m the biggest pain in his ass.

“Liv,” he greets curtly as he wraps the blanket around my shoulders. His voice is a deep timbre with a slight Irish accent. It’s a voice that has always felt like the promise of something darker, born from the most suppressed part of my dreams. The kind of dreams I’ve pushed down for as long as I can remember.

God I’m drunk.

“I need to assess you,” he says, as I rearrange the idiotic stare I’m sure I’m wearing while I watch his face, his throat, his lips.

He doesn’t seem to notice; his gray eyes are devoid of emotion as he checks me over.

“Anyone else on the premises? Pets?”

Grief steals my words as I shake my head, a fresh set of tears filling my eyes for my little Biscuit as Asher’s men work to put out the flames inside my house. My front door is wide open and the hose lays across my threshold. I look around and see it took only a few minutes for almost every neighbor on my street to take up residence on their front porch to watch my world crumble.

“Come with me.” Asher nods to the back of the fire cruiser, pulling his helmet off as he lowers the tailgate and I step off the curb. I misjudge its depth and almost fall until he steadies me.

I’m accident-prone, which Asher has witnessed more than most. I can’t count how many nights he’s stopped me from stumbling out the door at the Horse and Barrel, the local bar where he sometimes works. As he helps me up onto the tailgate now, his hands circle my waist to steady me. The skin he’s touching immediately breaks out in goosebumps.

“I’m not hurt. I’m sorta drunk …” I croak out, nearly choking on a sob.

“Aye,” he mutters as he pulls out a medical bag.

As I look at my house and see the damage, I try not to hyperventilate.

“How drunk?” Asher asks, trying to catch my gaze with his own.

“A couple glasses of wine?” I answer, but he waits, staring at me until I look up at him with the truth. “Most of the bottle.”

“Christ sakes …” he mutters under his breath, so softly it’s almost inaudible.

“How long were you in there? Try to remember. This is important.”

“M-maybe two minutes,” I tell him as he moves robotically, popping an oxygen mask on me.

“Deep breath in,” he orders. He’s always been a man of few words, which makes him unapproachable on its own, but, in his fire gear, he seems even more intimidating.

I inhale, thinking of the way I must look right now: pajamas, tears, a mask, and to top it all off, my overstuffed cow slippers. Thankfully Asher doesn’t seem fazed by my appearance as he spends a few minutes taking my blood pressure. His warm, calloused grip grazes the underside of my arm, and everything buzzes under my skin when I watch his strong jaw tense.

“Again,” he orders as he watches his meter.

Smoke catches my eye again. Oh my God, my house …

“Olivia.” Asher’s voice is deep and commanding. The sound of it normally sends what feels like a live wire through me, but right now it’s oddly the only thing stopping me from spiraling out of control.

“It’ll be okay, understand?”

“Okay …” I say, my voice breaking. A few moments pass as Asher removes the blood pressure cuff and pulls off the oxygen mask, his finger lifting my chin as his scent washes over me again. God, he smells so good.

“Eyes here.” He points with two fingers to his own gray pools. I almost get lost in them before a light blinds me. I squint, and his frown deepens before he removes the light. He clips something onto my finger before glancing over his shoulder, assessing. “It’s nearly out now.”

His calm assurance allows me to take a deep, settling breath, and I realize I shouldn’t be so surprised he’s the one who’s able to calm me.

Asher Reed is somehow never far when I’m in need. At least I think it’s him who watches over me; I’ve never built up the courage to ask.

I think back to the time a handsy cowboy spent the night hitting on me at the Horse and Barrel. I escaped to the bathroom to hide from him, and when I came back he was gone. His friend told me he got kicked out, and when I looked over to Asher standing behind the bar, he just nodded. I knew it was him.

A few weeks later, I worked a series of late nights at my clothing store running inventory. When I arrived at the store on the last morning, there were muffins and coffee from Spicer’s, our local bakery, resting on the step of my storefront. That was about a year and a half ago. Now, when I find myself in need of something, it seems to appear out of nowhere. The snow brushed off my car when I leave my shop on a cold night, or my driveway shoveled in the morning. My front porch light was replaced once, and my dad denied it was him. I know on instinct that it’s Asher and, although I know it’s not normal, it doesn’t scare me. It fascinates me. If I ever told anyone, they’d probably tell me I had some sort of stalker fetish. But what they don’t know is that I’ve always been drawn to dark and mysterious men, and Asher Reed definitely fits that bill.

“You have to be more … aware,” he scolds me now, bringing my attention back to the present. “Especially when you live alone.”

His comment stings, but I cover it with a laugh. “Are you saying I need a man to take care of me?”

“Fuck no, and you’d probably find a way to take out the poor bastard anyway.” His eyes briefly flit to mine, but they don’t linger. “I’m suggesting you fuckin’ drink less while you’re alone, seeing as you tend to be …”

“Accident-prone?” I chide. “To say the goddamn least.”

“What if he’s an everyday superhero, like you? Mr. Right Place, Right Time,” I fire back jokingly. Sober me is gonna hate this tomorrow. “Seems tonight you’re my knight in shining red truck.” I pat his solid upper arm.

“You’ve had way too much to drink,” Asher grits out.

I snort in response. “Don’t go getting your dalmatian-covered knickers in a twist. I’m joking. And, for the record, it’s not that I don’t want a man.”

Now would be a great time to stop talking, drunk Liv.

“But I wouldn’t hit on you, so don’t worry,” I try to recover. “For one, you grimace way too much. Like Oscar the Grouch.”

Asher just peers down at me with those damn hypnotizing eyes, very Oscar like.

“Tough crowd,” I whisper under my breath.

“My job is to make sure you aren’t suffering from smoke inhalation, not to entertain you.”

“You’re the one who brought up marriage,” I quip. Didn’t he?

“Fucking alcohol,” he mumbles. “The last thing I’d be talking about is marriage. You need to sleep.” Asher’s voice trails off as he puts his oxygen meter away.

“Why?” I ask.

“Why what?” Asher’s eyes drop to my mouth as I lick my lips. He swallows slowly, and the way his throat works sends a thrill through me. Suddenly I’m hyperaware that I’m sitting here in very thin pajamas and no bra.

“Why wouldn’t you be talking about marriage?” I tighten the sweater around me.

“Because it’s a ridiculous institution.”

“What do you mean? You never want to get married?” I push.

His jaw tics again. “No.”

My eyes widen. “Never? I mean, no partner, no companion? Isn’t that what everyone wants?”

“No.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Why not?”

“Take this off.” Asher tugs at the bottom of my sweater and my stomach drops with his commanding tone, though I do what he says as he moves around to my back. I hold my breath as he gently brushes my thick hair over my shoulder before pressing his stethoscope to my back through my tank. As his warm fingers connect with my skin, little sparks race through my chest and my nipples harden. The mortification sets in when I realize he’ll be able to hear how fast my heart is beating. A moment passes as he listens. If he does notice, he doesn’t let on.

“Getting married is a sham for people who want to feel secure. Nothing lasts forever. Including romantic love. Now, give me a deep breath,” he orders.

I want to dig deeper into his thoughts as he finishes listening to my lungs, but I don’t get the chance to ask him what made him so cynical because a county police cruiser pulls up beside us and I see that it’s Wayne, Laurel Creek’s deputy sheriff. Asher quickly repacks his medical bag and walks over to meet him.

“Her vitals are normal but she’s three sheets to the wind.”

Asher looks down at my cow slippers over his shoulder. “Maybe four.”

“Hi, Wayne,” I say, waving from my place at the back of the cruiser.

“Hey, Olivia.” He tips his hat. I went to school with Wayne, and it’s nice to see a friendly face in this moment.

Wayne takes a look at my house, hands on his hips, as the last of the smoke dissipates out the now open kitchen window.

“Do you have somewhere to go tonight?” he asks me as he comes closer, Asher beside him.

The realization that I can’t go inside my own home hits me with a force I’m not prepared for and, suddenly, the wine in my stomach starts to churn. All my belongings, my clothes, mementos, photos. Everything I own …

“A friend? Your parents?” Wayne pushes softly.

I shake my head. CeCe and Nash have an early doctor’s appointment. And CeCe’s hardly sleeping as it is. Cole and Ginger’s spare room has turned into wedding central, plus I wouldn’t want to wake Mabel on a school night, and I’m not dealing with my parents right now. My mother’s worried energy would send me over the edge.

“I’ll just … I can stay at the Motor Court Inn and call my parents in the morning.”

Asher looks me over, and I can almost see those mysterious gears grinding behind his eyes.

“Walker,” he calls over toward one of his crew. “Quick report?”

Walker Black pulls off his helmet as he starts to fill us in. He’s tall and broad with a thick, dark beard. His face is covered in soot from being inside the house, and the color contrasts with his deep blue eyes.

“The fire was contained to the kitchen, but I’m afraid the house is uninhabitable.” He turns to me. “I’d say everything in your house should be salvageable, aside from … anything in the kitchen.”

“Thank you,” I all but whisper as I hold back another wave of tears.

“Ma’am.” He nods. Walker turns to go as Asher pats him on the back, then glances toward me.

“Where are your keys? And some proper shoes?” He looks at Wayne. “I’ll take her.”

Wayne seems satisfied as he shakes Asher’s hand before following in Walker’s footsteps.

“In the basket in the entryway and … my sandals are at the front door,” I answer. “Thank you. I obviously … can’t drive.”

Asher’s jaw tics.

“Obviously.” He pulls his cellphone out of his pocket as his stormy eyes rake over me. “But I’m not taking you to a hotel.”
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CHAPTER 3

Asher

It’s a goddamn miracle Olivia Sutton makes it through each day alive. She’s the most oblivious to danger and accident-prone woman I’ve ever met in my life. So much so I’ve privately dubbed her Oblivia.

The call to her house came in right at the end of a double shift where I just left a family of four, including two toddlers, at the local hospital after they flipped their minivan to avoid crashing into a deer. There are days since I began my firefighting career on Staten Island a decade ago, and especially since taking over in Laurel Creek as battalion chief, that this job shows me horrors. And those horrors are hard to forget. Today was one of those days. Made even worse by Oblivia’s antics.

Something to trip over? She’ll find it. A bar fight breaks out? She’ll be caught in the middle. Any chaos and Olivia is always there. She’s like a moth to a goddamn flame. And yet, I couldn’t fucking get to her fast enough tonight.

My radio continues to sound as I cruise through the quiet streets of Laurel Creek in my truck. Olivia sits beside me in the front seat as the sound of soft country music fills the space.

Before tonight, I hadn’t seen Olivia for over a week. I know she’s been away because she hasn’t been at her clothing boutique downtown in days. I know because watching her, making sure she’s safe and hasn’t accidentally fallen asleep on a train track, has become a bit of a shameless ritual for me since I met her. One that fucking pisses me off.

Because I’ve never watched any woman before. I’ve tried to figure out why, but I can’t. She just compels me. Outwardly, Olivia is an illusion. Always wearing a smile, even though I know it hides hurt. I know that there’s a truer version of Olivia behind the sunshine mask, and learning what makes her tick has become a habit I can’t fucking break. Those deep blue eyes both haunt and tether me. I’ve told myself it’s because she needs watching over, and because watching people from the shadows is second nature to me. I was trained to watch by my father since I was very young. And I’m good at it. So good that locating people and keeping eyes on them became my job in my past life.

Shit is hard to let go of, especially when watching Olivia means I could potentially keep her from choking to death or getting kidnapped on her way home from work. Or, in tonight’s case, burning to death.

Keeping my gaze trained to the dark road ahead, I push away the thought that she could have been another set of screams added to my haunting memories. Instead, as Olivia’s eyes flutter closed from exhaustion beside me, I think back to the first time I met her.

“Are you fucking trying to die?” I ask, scowling down at the woman who just about offered herself up as a sacrifice to the old gray truck passing us now. Zach Bryan blares out its open windows as she turns to look at it. It takes her about two seconds to realize she was almost a redheaded pancake, then she straightens out and looks up at me, big blue eyes peeking out from under copper bangs. She’s clearly terrified of me—an inked, leather-clad, unfamiliar man. I can see her fear, but another emotion also lingers there. Intrigue maybe?

“I-I would’ve seen it before I crossed.” Her sweet voice is tinged with a hint of attitude.

“Aye. Doubtful. You were oblivious,” I counter, letting go of her soft arm, noticing the way my tight grip marked her pale skin. She rubs at it with the back of her hand.

It wasn’t the gold necklace dipping lower into her cleavage, or those full hips that lead to a round, plump ass barely covered by her little white sundress, bouncing perfectly as she walked. It wasn’t her small waist and full tits or her smooth, shiny-looking hair tied back with a silk scarf that caught my attention. It was that I couldn’t figure her the fuck out. This woman was a blend of way too much confidence with way too little self-awareness, about to step right out into traffic, texting on her phone, like all the traffic would stop for her.

I let my eyes move to her face now, taking in her features. I knew she was pretty as soon as I saw her. But close up, the details of how pretty are breathtaking. There’s a dusting of freckles across her nose that I imagine gets darker with the sun. Her lips are full and luscious, glossed in candy apple red, and thick black lashes frame big ocean-colored eyes. Her smooth skin contrasts perfectly with thick copper hair, the color of which I can tell is one hundred percent natural. I suppose that explains the sass.

She straightens out her dress and looks up at me quizzically.

“You’re new here? Tourist?”

“What makes you think that?” I ask, surprisingly invested in her response. Talking with a stranger is rarely something I’m interested in.

“That isn’t exactly a Kentucky accent. And … everyone knows everyone in Laurel Creek. Though I don’t know you.”

Her tone is sharp, but the way she looks at me? The way those blue eyes heat for just a second? She’s judging my appearance, and if

I didn’t know any better, I’d say she likes it. I stare her down, my eyes drifting to the paper cup she’s holding. Olivia is scrawled on it in Sharpie. I allow myself to breathe her in for a beat, inhaling her scent of cinnamon and sugar. It’s fucking mouthwatering.

She backs up slightly and I let my gaze drift to her throat. Pink creeps up her pale skin and she swallows, licking her lips. The sight causes blood to rush to my cock. Christ, what is wrong with me?

Turning, I toss a “remember to look both ways before you cross the street” at her as I pop my sunglasses back on and head toward the realty offices down the street.

“Hey!” Olivia calls out from behind me. “In case you’re staying for any length of time, men around here don’t just grab women they don’t know like that. Even if they are trying to be heroic!”

I turn to face her and, walking backward, give her the two-finger salute. “Noted. I’m here to stay. But, next time, I’ll just let you walk out into traffic, Liv.” I turn back toward my destination, not waiting for her response.

“How did you—” She pauses, until the realization dawns on her that her name is on the cup. I’m already pulling open the door to the realty office when I hear her call out from behind me, “It’s Olivia.”

My radio buzzes on the dash now, pulling my attention back to the present.

“LCFD Green back at base.” The voice is Walker Black’s, my captain, arriving back from Olivia’s house.

“I’m not far behind,” I add quickly, casting a glance to the woman beside me. I know she’s close with her parents—I’ve seen them at her shop multiple times—so I wonder why she didn’t want to call them. Finding out from Nash when I first moved to Laurel Creek that she was adopted only made me more curious about her. Where she came from, how she ended up with Ken and Lynn Sutton. It only took a small amount of digging to find out her birth parents died in a car accident when she was four. Ken and Lynn were in their early forties, Lynn a distant cousin, but they didn’t hesitate to take her in, and they made it official the following year. They seem like really good people.

Olivia stirs beside me but doesn’t wake up. Her movement only serves to push her sugary scent through my truck, only tonight it isn’t quite right. It’s mixed with smoke, which kind of makes her smell a little like me.

She’s still wrapped in the thermal blanket, her eyes closed in the dark as I drive. A thin pink tank top with flowers on it clings to her, and the matching shorts barely cover her full, perky ass. Soot marks her pretty tear-stained face, and her feet are still in her ridiculous cow slippers, even though I grabbed her sandals. As the lights from Silver Pines Ranch come into view, her eyes shoot open, filling with a hint of fear that sends a thrill through me.

“So hot …” she whispers, her words slurring. Somehow, she still manages to look fucking sinful even in this decrepit state.

Her nipples are hardened to points as she shrugs off the blanket. Then she looks down. No bra.

A hint of pink travels up her neck as she folds her arms over her chest. The fabric of her pajama top is so thin, I wonder if she’d blush even deeper if I wrapped my lips around one of those pebbled little buds and sucked it into my mouth. I wonder if she’d soak through those silk shorts for me if I touched her in all the right places. I wonder if she’d beg me—

“Thank you for thinking of this,” she offers as I turn my gaze back to the gravel driveway of Silver Pines, pushing Olivia’s perfect curves from my mind. Fuck, I need to get it together. I’m supposed to be getting her to a safe space, not fantasizing about her.

I pull up to the cabin my friend Wade Ashby directed me to bring Olivia to. His mother, Jolene, stands on the porch. But I can’t get out of my fucking truck yet, because after letting my thoughts run wild, I’m still half hard beside this oblivious little minx.

“Oh God, I feel nauseous,” she groans, cracking the door for fresh air.

This fucking night just keeps getting better and better.
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CHAPTER 4

Olivia

“There’s not much space here, darlin’, but it’s all yours. And tomorrow we’ll go to your place and get anything that makes you feel more comfortable.”

CeCe’s mother, Jolene Ashby, though we all call her Mama Jo, smiles at me as she tucks a piece of rogue hair behind my ear. She’s still a pretty woman at almost sixty, just an older version of CeCe. She wears her long blond hair in a braid down her back most days, and the weather of six decades shines through the soft crinkles at the corners of her kind eyes.

Asher was on the phone with Wade for only a few moments before he hung up and told me I could stay here tonight, which sounded much better than calling my parents.

“This ranch is your home as long as you need it to be. You know that. I have everything you need at the big house,” she continues as she leans in for a hug. I hold on to her but it only causes more tears to well up.

I nod as I back up and swipe at the water pooling in my eyes. Looking around the small space, I’m grateful to be here. This cabin is called Stardust, one of the four on the ranch named for Willie Nelson albums. The others are Blue Eyes, Bluegrass, Spirit, and Legend.

“We’ll know more about the damage after I do my walk-through,” Asher says now, as if reading my thoughts. He’s leaning on the doorframe of the cabin, still in his standard uniform. The deep tan of his face is accented by the soft light in the room, and his dark hair sticks to his forehead as he stares at me through thick lashes. He’s dirty and obviously tired, but how he still looks this good after tonight is beyond me.

“Oh! I’ll grab you some coffee for the morning,” Mama Jo says as she tosses on her boots. “Be right back. Anything else you might need?”

“A good contractor?” I pull my hair out of its clip and let it fall around my shoulders before running my fingers through it in exasperation.

Jo crosses the space quickly and pulls me in for another hug.

“We can start sorting these things out tomorrow, darlin’. I’ll help you make the bed up when I get back, then you have a nice shower and get some sleep. Things have a way of looking easier in the light of day, okay?”

I nod as Jo smiles up at Asher. He moves swiftly out of the way to let her exit as I drop down onto the overstuffed brown leather sofa. I know no one has been here since Wade’s pseudo sister-in-law Cassie Spencer left last month. She’s a bluegrass singer and was staying on the ranch to recover from a traumatic event that occurred at one of her concerts. She’s doing much better and is back on the road, at least for now.

Asher fidgets with his suspender buckle as he watches me. The intense look has returned, and he seems as though he’s trying hard not to lecture me, which pisses me off.

My eyes snap to his. “What?”

His dark brows shoot up as he studies me but doesn’t say anything.

“You’ve obviously got something to say,” I press.

“You’ve been through enough tonight. We’ll talk another time.”

I stand and stalk toward him, folding my arms over my chest as I look up at him. Normally, I don’t come this close to him on purpose, but I must still be just tipsy enough, because there are no warning bells going off telling me not to antagonize him further.

“No, let’s have the lecture now, Dad,” I coax.

Those gray eyes darken as he watches me before moving to close the gap between us. I scoff and roll my eyes at the same time he uses his thumb and forefinger to tilt my face to his. My breath hitches at the contact and, this close, I can see the fight in him to stay calm. I have no idea why, but it’s obvious he isn’t my biggest fan. He drops his hand when my eyes meet his, but I can still feel the heat from his touch coursing through me.

“It’s time you start …” He searches for the words to say. “Just try to be a little more cautious. Self-preservation is a thing, yeah. Like, tonight, if you get the hankering for food, don’t fucking cook anything. Maybe order a pizza?”

He backs toward the door and, as he swings it open, Jo climbs the steps to my cabin.

“Night, Jo,” he says gruffly. “Thanks again.”

She pats his arm. “’Course. Get some sleep, kid. You look exhausted.”

He squeezes her hand sweetly. “Aye. No rest for the wicked, eh?”

“Hell, that must be why I don’t sleep!” She laughs as she heads in and sets my coffee pods on the counter. “Right, girl. Let’s get you settled. We’ll sort everything else out tomorrow; have you got someone to cover for you at work?”

I nod as I think about my clothing boutique: Lavender Grove, named after my favorite flower. We’re getting into the busy months here in our hometown of Laurel Creek, Kentucky.

The spring and summer are when the streets are flooded with tourists wanting to visit Sugarland Mountain or to get outside on our nature trails and beaches near Cave Run Lake. We carry fine lingerie, swimsuits, designer dresses, and accessories, all handpicked by me. Opening the store was a dream come true. A dream I’ve had since I was young and my mom and I would thrift fabric for me to practice making clothes with. I had a whole rack of Olivia Sutton designs, and my mom would come and pretend to shop at my store. It’s my pride and joy, and I truly miss it when I’m not there.

“Yeah, short term but I have a huge shipment coming in this week.”

“I think that’s a good thing. It will do you good to keep busy …” Jo offers.

“Maybe it’s just.” I look up into Jo’s kind eyes. “What am I gonna do?”

“You’re gonna lean on all of us, that’s what,” Jo says surely, and something about her unwavering support causes me to break. Dropping back to the sofa, I can’t help the emotion that pours out of me as I start to cry for what feels like the hundredth time tonight. Sobs rack through my chest as Jo settles beside me and wraps her arms around me, supportive but firm. I can’t stop, but then again, she doesn’t ask me to.

Instead, she simply holds me close and whispers into my hair. “Oh, darlin’. It’s okay. Let it out, I’ve got you.”




[image: ]
CHAPTER 5

Olivia

“Baking is a science.” My nana’s small, wrinkled fingers work carefully to knead her pie crust. I have no idea how it’s perfect every time and she doesn’t even measure. “Cooking is something you do with love.”

I’m only twelve, but since she moved in with us a year ago, we’ve started a tradition of cooking together every week. She says it’s important to learn to create food, that it’s an art, a form of therapy. She says her best thinking is done when she’s baking. She looks over my shoulder where I stir the lemon curd for her famous pie. Tomorrow is a big day. It’s my grandpa’s birthday, maybe his last one, and even though he’s in a home now, we’re still taking him his favorite dessert.

“Perfect, Livi,” Nana says with a smile. “You’re a natural.”

I breathe in her rose scent as “Can’t Help Falling in Love” by Elvis Presley starts to play through the radio. Nana grabs my hand, her diamond ring from my grandpa glints in the sunlight as she twirls me, singing as she does, and I’ve never felt so safe or so loved.

The commotion of voices through thin cabin walls wakes me from my sleep. A smile is spread across my face, though my eyes remain closed. It always feels as though my nana is visiting me when I dream of her.

I open one eye and take in my surroundings, realizing I am not at home.

Ugh. My head is pounding as I remember everything from the night before. It wasn’t a nightmare. It was real. My eyes well with tears as I think of the damage to my kitchen. My dad and I spent hours sanding my hundred-year-old wood floors and painting the old cabinets in the kitchen white to brighten the space. We added new hardware and made my cozy little craftsman perfect for me with a mix of warm woods, soft comfortable fabrics, and décor. The old fireplace in the living room was restored to its original wood-burning status and the mantel is a pretty walnut color, home to family photos and trinkets I’ve collected over the years. My house was my safe space and now it’s in shambles.

“Babe?” I hear CeCe call through the cabin wall now.

“Here,” I croak, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my palms as Ginger’s and CeCe’s smiling faces appear at the bedroom door. CeCe is holding an extra-large latte from Spicer’s. Bless her damn soul.

“Why didn’t you call us?” Ginger asks, taking a seat on the edge of my bed and wrapping her arms around me. Her long, curly brown hair smells like coconut.

“Holy shit, you smell like a vineyard. What happened last night?” She wrinkles her nose and I flop back down. I can’t tell them the reason I was drinking was because every time one of them talks about their glowing future it feels like a stab to the heart.

“I was just having some wine. Maybe too much wine,” I admit. “I was feeling lonely, I guess. Ever since Biscuit died my house is so quiet.” I look up to their faces full of pity and I hate it.

“Anyway, I thought I would bake some banana bread. Wayne said I must have used wax paper instead of parchment to line my pan. They’re pretty sure that’s what caught fire.”

“You should’ve called. You could’ve stayed with us.” CeCe sits at the foot of my bed, running a hand over her five-month baby bump. Her long blond hair is in a high messy bun and the navy Henley she wears is snug, making her look like she’s ready to pop.

“As if I’m going to interrupt what little sleep you get right now,” I say before turning to Ginger. “And your spare room is taken over by wedding props and gifts. Asher thought to ask your mom.”

CeCe raises an eyebrow, her green eyes dancing with intrigue. “Asher thought? He mentioned he was on the scene, but finding you a space to stay, that’s going above and beyond.”

I only hear the first part of her sentence, not acknowledging that it is above and beyond for him to take care of me when he hardly knows me.

“He mentioned it? When?”

“This morning. He was at the big house.”

I glance down, knowing the look CeCe is giving me. She and Ginger have always said that there was some kind of spark between us. Every time we’re at the Horse and Barrel and he delivers our drinks, or side-eyes me, one of them nudges me. I’m not denying I’m drawn to Asher, but most of the time it feels as though it pains him to say more than two words to me.

“It was strictly professional. He brought me here after they put out the fire and he medically cleared me.”

I remember the way his eyes dropped to my lips, before I push the vision from my mind. Instead, I glance at the clock on the wall, noting it’s only seven-thirty in the morning. News travels fast.

“Don’t you have an appointment?” I ask CeCe, attempting to change the subject. She shakes her head immediately. “Uh-uh. You’re not doing that, my appointment is hours away. What do you need? We’re here for you.”

I take a deep breath and look between my best friends.

“I need to call my insurance company. I need to call my parents. But first, I need coffee.” I motion grabby hands at CeCe.

“He asked about you, you know,” she says as she places the paper cup in my hand.

I shy away from her smug look. “Just doing his job,” I mumble.

“We told him how grateful you were that he was there, and that we’d say hi for him,” Ginger adds.

“Because you’re shit disturbers,” I deadpan.

Ginger pushes her dark curls off her shoulder with a giggle.

“He also said you’ll need some water and Tylenol. He probably does that for everyone though. Strictly professional.”

I feel myself blush. “Nothing is going on.” “We know, but the real question is why not?” she asks, waggling her eyebrows playfully. I look up at her. She doesn’t understand; she met her soulmate when she was a teenager, even if it took them years to admit it.

“Look, I’ll be honest. Seeing the two of you settled, happy, planning out your blissful futures, it’s made me crave what you both have. But Asher Reed isn’t the answer. We are total opposites in every way.”

The two of them look at each other and try not to laugh.

“He doesn’t need to be your future to be … fun,” Ginger offers.

“The problem with you two”—I point to both of my best friends—“is that you’ve gone from baddies to married little biddies now and are just searching for juicy drama where there isn’t any.”

CeCe places her hand over mine. “Okay, so Asher isn’t ‘the one.’” She pauses for a beat, tapping her lips. “Ooh, I have an idea. What if we sign you up on eMatch? Maybe you’ll find the one there.”

“No way. I draw the line at dating apps.” I mimic tracing an invisible line in the air.

“They aren’t what they used to be,” Ginger pipes up. “Lots of people meet their soulmate online now.” Her tone is so convincing she could advertise for the damn app.

“You’re incredible, Liv, and I bet you’ll have so many matches you’ll be handpicking them—”

“You know what? Fine,” I give in, hoping they’ll stop talking so I can sip my coffee in peace. “I’ll try it. But if I get any weirdos, I’m out.”

“Define weirdos …” Ginger grins. I shoot her a look that tells her I’m about to change my mind.

“Of course, no weirdos. Deal,” CeCe says, clapping. “We’ll help you set it up.”

“This is gonna be so fun!” Ginger’s excitement scares me. Cole has turned her into a blissful romantic who wants everyone else to be as starry-eyed as she is.

“And we’re only doing this because you won’t take advantage of what is right in front of you,” CeCe adds, holding up her orange juice.

“Look, even if we weren’t extremely different”—I remember our fire chief ’s words from last night—“Asher is not the type to settle down. He told me himself. Plus, he’s the epitome of the bad boy I said I’d never date again. And he’s a firefighter.”

Ginger gasps and covers her mouth in mock horror. “Not an extremely hot, hands-on profession!”

I start to laugh in spite of myself. “Look, it’s just the idea of being with any man with such a risky career is a hard no for me.”

The fuzzy image of him getting out of his truck looking like a small-town superhero last night enters my mind. I suppose Ginger has a point—it was hot.

“I’d just like to know the odds are on my future husband’s side that he’ll come home to me every night.”

“I hate to break it to you, but your future boring husband could get hit by a bus walking across the street,” Ginger fires back.

“We don’t have buses in Laurel Creek,” I answer dryly.

Ginger sticks out her tongue. “Semantics.” “And we’re talking about it for nothing. All I’m looking for right now is a long-term, steady relationship. Asher Reed not only sorta, kinda scares the shit out of me, but he also has zero interest in that.” I picture his face scowling down at me last night. “Or me.”

Reaching for my phone, I almost moan as I take my first big sip of coffee, knowing it’s time to face the music. I quietly dial my parents’ number, take a deep breath, and brace for impact.
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“What are you doing up here so early, darlin’?” a deep and kind voice asks as I pull in the fresh air and the view from the big house back porch.

“I didn’t know you were here. I don’t want to disturb you,” I say to Jo’s dad, Dean. We all call him Papa Dean. I’ve known him for almost my whole life; he’s not just the Ashbys’ grand-dad, he’s everyone’s granddad.

“There’re plenty of chairs out here for a reason.” He brings his coffee to his lips and takes a big sip, his white mustache twitching, his form of a grin.

“I just came to grab one of Jo’s famous muffins and another coffee.”

“Mm-hmm. Needed some breathing room?”

“Yep,” I answer, settling into the moment as we look out over the peaceful property together.

“I was thinking about taking a walk through the trails, to clear my head,” I admit. The early-morning sun is beaming down, evaporating the light dew in the grass.

“Spring is such a nice time, isn’t it? Everything’s so fresh and new …” Dean replies as he glances at the wide, flat yard. Jo’s daffodils and the Virginia bluebell beds are in full bloom, meaning the property is alive with color as far as the eye can see.

I follow his gaze as the sun creeps over Sugarland Mountain in the distance.

“Normally I love spring,” I tell him softly. “But this spring is a bit of a challenge for me.” I have no idea why I’m saying this to him, aside from the fact he’s always been easy to talk to.

“Heard about your place. You know you’re welcome here as long as you need.” Dean rocks in his chair, his eyes filled with the wisdom of almost eighty years of lessons learned.

“I know, and I’m grateful. But my home has always been my space and, without it, I feel unsteady. Like the rug has been pulled out from under me.”

“Well, honey, the only constant in life is change.” He keeps his eyes trained to the yard. “Especially when you least expect it.”

“Ain’t that the damn truth,” I scoff. “And sometimes, when you can’t understand why something’s happened, you find out later that it’s because this big ol’ universe has a whole new path for you.”

“I kinda liked my old path.” I take another sip of Jo’s delicious coffee.

“Well, here’s what I say.” He side-eyes me. “When you have a stone in the road like this and you stumble, you just make that little misstep part of your big dance.”

Dean turns his twinkling eyes to me as I face him.

“It’s that simple?” I ask.

“It’s that simple. No matter what path life decides to take you on, you just have to go with it. Always give a hundred percent is my motto.” He lets out a little chuckle as if in afterthought. “Unless you’re donating blood, of course.”

I chuckle back. “Of course.”
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Feeling refreshed after my caffeine fix and chat with Dean, I decide a walk in the woods is exactly what I need. With my feet tucked into a pair of CeCe’s worn-in cowboy boots, a pair of Jo’s comfortable jeans, and a soft white sweater, I set out through the trails we all grew up on. CeCe, Ginger, and I used to camp out here, telling ghost stories, our tent loaded with snacks. More times than not, Cole and his friends would come out at some point to scare the shit out of us, and we’d all end up laughing and talking until the early hours of the morning.

I smile at the memories as I meander down the lazily mulched and narrow horse trails. They’re flanked by woods on either side and the creek runs through the trees to the left of me. I’m not sure how far I’ve gone when I hear the echo of branches cracking behind me. Turning quickly, a sliver of fear runs up my spine as I realize how early it still is. I have no idea what could be out here at this time.

I’ve made it quite a way from the cabins on the Ashbys’ vast property, but I’m pretty sure that if I keep going I’ll soon come to the clearing where one of their maintenance cabins sits.

When I hear the crunching again, I freeze before spinning on my heel to search the space. There’s no sound but my breath as my heart beats faster. When I hear it again, coming from the thick pines that line the path to my right, I suck in a breath and prepare to bolt just as I see a flash of gray. At first I think maybe it’s a dog, but then I realize it has to be something bigger. I’m hoping it’s just a coyote, but it could be a small black bear …

I scream and clap before breaking into a sprint, but I don’t get very far before a thick, leaf-covered root trips me up and throws me into the dirt.

My breathing is erratic and panic engulfs me at the thought of the unknown chasing me. Just as I’m scrambling to stand, I hear the steady, even gallop of a horse and a long, sharp whistle. I manage to pull myself up onto my knees and, as I tilt my head to the sky, I find myself staring up into deep gray eyes. My mouth drops open as I curse my luck. Because sitting atop one of the Ashbys’ deep chocolate Morgans, in fitted light jeans, a cream-colored long-sleeved Henley that hugs his muscular arms while he grips his reins tight, is Asher. In a cowboy hat. And he looks … just as pissed off as last night.

“The hell are you doing out here, woman?” he grunts out.

“R-running from a coyote … or something, who knows,” I answer, moving to stand while swiping dirt and mulch from my sweater.

Asher extends a long, corded arm downward and his scarred and calloused hand feels smooth and warm over mine as I take it, allowing him to help me up. Angry or not, I’d rather face him than a wild animal.

“I meant, what are you doing in the damn woods alone so early?”

“I was trying to clear my head,” I offer as a thought occurs to me. “What are you doing out here?”

His jaw tics as he watches me pull a twig from my hair. “Same.”

I don’t say anything but, surprisingly, Asher goes to fill the silence. “I’m working on the cabins today with Wade. I like to ride. This ranch just feels …”

“Home?” I finish without thought, cocking my head as I look up at him.

Asher just nods. “Come on then, I’ll take you back.” “Oh … I can walk,” I say. The idea of being that close to him …

Asher’s eyebrow raises. “Aye,” he half growls. “Looking to provoke a bear while you’re out here too?”

I think I already did.

“So sweet to know how much you care,” I mutter, but decide not to argue as I let him help me up onto the back of his large horse.

“We don’t need to add a concussion to your injuries today,” Asher growls as I wrap my arms around his chiseled waist and will my heart to calm as I breathe him in. I wonder briefly if this is what it would feel like to ride on the back of his Harley, the one I’ve seen him around town on.

When he reaches back to tug both my thighs, pulling me closer, an impossible thrill runs through me. Inhaling his delicious spicy scent, I feel safe pressed against his warm, muscled back and I hate it. He pats the horse’s neck and mutters a command before we take off on a light, easy trot through the woods. Asher doesn’t speak as we ride, so I take in the pretty scenery that surrounds us. Wild violet blankets the forest floor and silver pines—the towering trees this ranch was named for—sway in the spring breeze as my hair blows behind me. I take another deep breath in. The power emanating from this man calls to me, even though I know it shouldn’t. Dark, controlling, broody, and fully closed off. Exactly the kind of man I keep telling myself I shouldn’t want, the kind of man I have no future with. It’s hard to tell if he’s annoyed with me or if he’s just committed to speaking fewer than five words at a time, yet I still fight the pull to him.

“Here we go,” he says as we approach the cabins. I dismount first; once again Asher extends his hand to hold me steady. He’s easy and comfortable on this horse, and on these trails, and it shows.

A moment of silence passes between us. But I don’t have time to feel awkward because Asher is already tightening his grip on the reins, looking down at me.

“Stay out of the goddamn woods, yeah?” he warns before making a tight clicking sound with his jaw. And then he’s gone, leaving me filthy, standing in the driveway of my cabin, before I even have a chance to say thank-you. Or tell him he’s an asshole. I may not have a concussion, but I definitely have a good dose of whiplash from the man who just saved me for the second time in twenty-four hours.
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CHAPTER 6

Asher

“Asher! James! Please … someone … please!”

My mother’s screams the last time I ever heard her voice fill my head. They only haunt me when it’s quiet like this. I turn up the Deftones in my ears. The slow, steady rise and fall of my breath quickens as I sink into an ice bath and the muscles of my body go rigid as I flex my aching fists under the water. I went hard in my weight session this morning. My daily workouts have been a routine I’ve kept up since I went to prison when I was younger.

There was nothing to do there but get stronger. Some men turn to drugs inside, some to sex, but I wanted to become as strong as possible to ensure I’d never end up in the type of situation that put me in that shithole in the first place. As a habit still, when I feel stress creeping in, I push my body to its limit. Like today. Physically, a harsh deadlift session was just what I needed. But mentally? My brain never shuts off, and over the last five days since Olivia’s fire, I’ve been thinking about her way too much.

Something about how she looked up at me so helpless and afraid outside her burning house. And then again when I found her in the dirt on the Silver Pines trails. It’s like she can’t help but put herself in dangerous situations and I can’t help but interject. Even if it means bringing her closer to me in the process. Which is the last place she should be.

Fourteen long minutes pass as I soak in ice and my own fucked-up thoughts and feel the familiar needles creeping in under my skin. I stand and step out onto my deck. Wrapping a large towel around my hips, I take a deep breath of fresh mountain air. The only sound in my yard is the birds chirping. Just how I like it.

My property sits at the west side of Laurel Creek, almost out of town, on ten acres. The house itself is a smaller two-story farmhouse from the seventies, but I’ve remodeled it over the two years I’ve spent here. The expanse of land is what I always wanted. The fields ahead are shrouded by trees and, behind the main house, my deck faces out toward lush woods and the big red barn that I’ve turned half of into a state-of-the-art woodshop. The other half remains in its original, rough form and is where I store my yard equipment, guns, and feed for the chickens that roam freely here in the summer months. I spend most nights I’m not on duty, or at the bar, in the workshop. My hands always need to be busy, and I can turn my music up as loud as I like to drown out the demons that like to haunt me when it’s quiet.

I shake my hair out, letting my body air-dry as I place my thumb and finger between my lips, whistling short and sharp just before I head inside my house. With the sound, my hundred-pound black cane corso Duke stands reluctantly from where he was snoozing in the sun to follow me. He’s just shy of three and it’s taken me almost two to fully train him. He’s a beast—strong and fiercely obedient. He’s also a big sucker, though only for me. He loves to run through the trails on my property with me, or snooze in his bed in the corner of my workshop at night while doubling to scare the shit out of any foxes or possums that linger around here.

Duke is at my heel as I enter the kitchen and close the door behind me. The space is clean but sparse, with deep stained-pine cabinets and a natural wood ceiling. It’s decorated with iron accents and the walls on the main level are a light gray. A living room with a wood-burning fireplace, an office, and a flex space I haven’t finished off just yet rounds out the area. My bedroom and a full bathroom are on this level and upstairs are two more bedrooms and another full bathroom. I glance over at the table where my phone is vibrating.

I pick it up immediately when I see it’s Wayne.

“Got some news for me, deputy?” I ask, setting my phone to speaker on the counter then reaching down to scratch Duke behind the ears.

“We’re meeting the insurance adjuster at Olivia’s place in an hour. Can you make it? He’ll need your official report.” He pauses for a beat. “And, with it being a heritage house, the governing office from the county may come too.”

In other words, this reno could take a while. “Fuck,” I huff out, heading to my room to get dressed.

“Yeah. With the cabinetry and the floors, she’s gonna have a lot of hoops to jump through with the repairs on this one.”

“I swear to Christ, Laurel Creek is the only town in America where the heritage designation matters on the inside of the house,” I say as I drop my towel and pat my arms dry.

“You’re right about that one.” Wayne chuckles.

Looking at the clock, I realize I could just stop by the department to give my report before I head to the Horse and Barrel for my shift. But, like anything that has to do with Olivia, before I can tell myself not to, I’m moving toward her instead of away from her.

“I’m on my way, Wayne.”
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