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Moira Callahan knows a thing or two about
fresh starts. Second chances are a different story…




As an empath synced into the energies of
spaces around her, Moira always understood what people needed, and
tried to provide. But after escaping an abusive D/s relationship,
she's ready to make her own rules as the owner of the Cloudburst
Coffee & Spa. Life is good. Until her first love shows up in
town seeking his second chance.

 


Aiden Westmorland escaped Cloudburst to learn
to control his sexual needs, but he left behind the one woman who
calmed his statistical empathic abilities. Now he has a chance to
rekindle the fire they'd shared as teenagers, with the flavor of
BDSM. But earning the trust of an emotionally scarred woman after
his long radio silence is easier said than done.

 


When Moira’s past comes to Cloudburst,
threatening the life she’s fought to rebuild, Aiden insists she go
to the police. But her former Dom has a past of his own, and he
isn’t willing to let go so easily this time....
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Chapter One




 


Aiden Westmorland parked his old Chevy
pickup behind Mazie’s Five and Dime, and wondered for the millionth
time what the hell he’d been thinking coming back to Cloudburst.
Too stupid to live, I guess. He could give any excuse he
wanted, but deep down the answer would always be the same. Moira
Callahan. She represented true north on his compass star.

He’d hit the outskirts of town just ahead of
the snowstorm bearing down on the little Rocky Mountain town. He
didn’t believe this would be a quick one, despite the town’s name.
The scent in the wind suggested the storm might last for quite a
while. Lady Cloudburst strikes again. The nickname made him
grin and he turned off the truck before shoving his hands into
gloves. The windows immediately fogged up as his warm breath hit
the cooling glass, obscuring the view of the frozen parking
lot.

Aiden’s mind returned to Moira as he got out
and locked the truck. He swore he’d seen her standing at the front
doors of her family’s pub, the Cliffhanger, as he drove through
town. The light from the overhang had gilded her hair and left her
looking like an angel in the glow. He’d almost driven off the road,
but caught himself at the last minute.

It couldn’t have been
her. He’d heard she’d gone to school at UC
Denver for business administration. With that kind of schooling,
why the hell would she come back to this little town in the middle
of the Rocky Mountains?

Probably for the same
reasons you are, moron.

Family, connection, memories.

But he’d really come back for her. Moira had
been the only one to calm the incessant voices in his head and
removed the desperation of his dark sexual needs. Only pain had the
same capability. When he’d left eighteen years ago to protect her
from the darkness he carried, he’d turned to tattoos to keep the
needs in check. Now he had one full sleeve, a gauntlet on the
opposite arm, a large sweeping tribal across his shoulders, and
“tramp stamp” over his hips. His shoulders still pleasantly ached
from the touch-ups he’d endured just a week earlier.

Pain was good. It kept him anchored and
focused on being “normal”, and quieted the dark sexual addictions
driving him. At least for a little while.

Aiden zipped up his jacket as the cold
Cloudburst wind stole all the heat from his body. Damn, he’d
forgotten how bitter it could be in the mountains of Colorado. His
strides lengthened and he found himself standing beneath the
overhang of the Cliffhanger Bar. Don’t go inside. You’re asking
for trouble.

But he pushed the door open and sighed in
relief as heat flooded over his chilled body. He shouldn’t be
there, not with all the animosity he’d experienced with Moira’s
family, but tonight he couldn’t stay away. He settled on a stool at
the bar.

“What can I get
you?”

Aiden glanced up to take in the bartender
and recognition dawned as quickly as the man’s stats. Kieran
Callahan, Moira’s younger brother. Blood type AB positive, BMI
twenty-two point four, life expectancy ninety-one point six years,
ninety-four percent chance he will marry outside his
profession.

Aiden dragged his eyes away from Kieran and
focused on the handwritten menu on the wall. “I’ll take a Powder
Keg Stout.”

“Comin’ up.” Kieran moved
away and Aiden breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t been recognized
yet, but he’d changed a great deal. Hopefully, it’d keep him safe.
At least for tonight.

Kieran set a glass and a chilled bottle on
the bar in front of Aiden and gave him a neutral smile. Aiden
didn’t meet his gaze, but focused on the beer.

“How long you in town for,
Westmorland?”

Aw, hell, that didn’t take long.

“Dunno. Just got back in
tonight to visit with family.” Aiden took a swig from the bottle.
“You got a problem, Callahan?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

The younger man scanned the rest of the bar.
When no one waved him down for anything, he turned his attention
back to Aiden.

“On whether or not you’re
here to break my sister’s heart again.” Kieran grabbed some
dripping pint glasses and set to drying them with a towel. “See, if
you’re only here long enough to see the town again and visit with
family before you take off to parts unknown, I just as soon you
keep your distance from Moira.” He stacked the glasses in a
cupboard below the bar. “She pined over you for years after you
took off in the dead of night.”

The news made Aiden’s heart twist, but he
shrugged. “I got the impression I wasn’t real welcome here.”

“Yeah, I can see how that
might be given the way my older brothers and parents treated you.”
Kieran nodded with a half-smile curling his lips. “My dad always
said never trust a man who won’t look you in the eye.”

Aiden grunted. He couldn’t look anyone in
the eyes. He’d see too much and sometimes could even hear their
inner thoughts, thoughts not meant to be shared with anyone. Moira
had been the only one who’d offered him total silence and peace
from the unrelenting statistics when he met her gaze. He could’ve
fallen in love with her for that alone.

“But Moira never had a
problem with you and I trust her instincts more than I trust my
brothers’. I figure they all had it wrong about you.”

“Thanks.”

“Yeah, well, back to my
earlier point. If you’re only here for a two-week spell and then
gone again, stay away from my sister.”

“And if I’m staying
longer?” Aiden had come back to Cloudburst for only one reason.
He’d lost the one woman the inner statistician said had a
ninety-seven percent chance of being his life partner.
She’d been too young and too naïve then.
But she’d grown up and he wanted to be with his
heart.

“I might just let it slip
where she lives now.” Kieran winked and patted the bar. “You just
let me know.” He offered a sly grin as he headed over to serve
another customer.

Aiden sat rooted to his stool and blinked a
few times as the information settled over him. Kieran might help
him as long as he remained in Cloudburst. Aiden would stay for as
long as it took to convince Moira he loved and wanted her. Then
they’d hightail it out of this elitist little town for good. Aiden
didn’t miss Cloudburst. He missed Moira.

Things might just be
looking up for a change. Aiden sipped his
beer and listened to the hubbub of the sports games on the TVs in
the bar, a smile curling his lips. All he had to do now was find
Moira.


 


Chapter Two


 


Moira jerked in her chair as her waitress
Tess came screaming into her office.

“Ohmygod ohmygod
ohmygod.”

“Calm down, Tess. What’s
going on?”

“I just accidentally
dumped some coffee on someone and she fell and hit her head and now
she’s not breathing, and—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What
happened?” Moira rose and followed the agitated woman out the door
into the Cloudburst Coffee & Spa, her pride and joy.

“It was an accident. She
got up and turned right into me, and the coffee spilled.” Tess’s
expression filled with tears. “It burned her, I think, and she
tripped over her chair and hit her head on the table…Oh my God, I’m
sorry, Moira.”

“Take a deep breath, Tess.
We’ll figure it out.” Moira grabbed the cordless phone on the way
into the main floor of her coffee shop and headed for the small
knot of people standing around a handsome man kneeling over someone
on the floor.

“Oh no.” Tess twisted her
hands in her apron and bit her lip.

Moira felt the breath leave her body as she
recognized Sabrina Foxglove out cold, blood staining the floor.
“Holy Goddess!”

“I know. It was an
accident, I swear.” Tears slid down Tess’s cheeks.

Before Moira could say anything, Sabrina
gasped and opened her eyes. She scanned the crowd around her in
startled recognition and some of Moira’s tension eased. The man
hunched over Sabrina spoke with her a few moments, reassuring her,
and Moira wondered who he was. She wanted to ask, but Sabrina’s
recovery meant more at the moment.

“Is she going to be
okay?”

“I think she will be fine,
but she needs to go home and rest.” The man nodded.

“I have to get to work…”
Sabrina struggled to get up, but the handsome stranger gently
pressed her down.

“Not today, you don’t.”
Moira shook her head and waved the phone. “I’m calling Mazie and
letting her know you won’t be in for at least a week.”

“Wise choice, madam.” The
man reached for Sabrina’s head to brush aside her hair.

Irritation flitted across Sabrina’s face and
her shoulders tightened. “You did this on purpose…”

The man reared back as if he’d been slapped.
“I did nothing of the sort, Lady Foxglove. It was an accident.”

A prickle started behind Moira’s eyes and
the energy dancing around these two sparkled with attraction and
what she’d learned to call “positive potential”. Something brewed
here between Sabrina and the teal-eyed stranger, and Moira wondered
if they knew.

“You just want me to host
the…dignitaries. Best way to do that is get me out of my job.”
Sabrina’s voice held anger and the energy urged Moira to speak
up.

“I doubt a concussion and
a first-degree burn is the best way to get you to host anyone.”
Moira snorted. “And Tess said it was an accident when you two
bumped and the coffee spilled.”

Sabrina narrowed her eyes at her companion,
but she let whatever she suspected go.

“Come on, Sabrina. Let’s
get you home so you can rest.” Moira shoved the phone in her pocket
and offered her friend a hand.

The man moved in time to pick Sabrina up and
Moira couldn’t stop her eyebrows from rising to her hairline.
Rather familiar for a stranger, aren’t you? But though
Sabrina blushed, she didn’t protest as he carried her toward the
front door. Moira grabbed Sabrina’s purse and followed them.

“How’d you get here,
Sabrina? Did you drive?” Moira handed the phone to Tess and stopped
them before they left.

“Yes.” She squirmed in the
man’s arms. “Did anyone grab my purse and coat?”

“You have your coat on,
hon, and I have your purse.” Moira lifted her bag. “You shouldn’t
be driving with your injury. I’ll give you a ride to the hospital
in my Jeep.” She motioned toward the back entrance to the coffee
shop. “Let me just get my keys and coat.”

“No, no hospital. I’ll be
fine.”

“Sabrina, concussions are
serious.”

Sabrina held up her hand. “I’ll be fine at
home.”

Moira’s gut contracted. She couldn’t let her
friend go home so badly hurt, even without the liability to the
shop. “Are you sure you’ll be all right alone with the girls?”

“Yes, I—”

“She won’t be alone. I’ll
be there to help look after her.” The man spoke with such smooth
assurance and the positive potential shimmered again.

“No, you don’t have to.”
Sabrina tried to take the reins again, but her companion shook his
head.

“I want to, Ms. Foxglove. And it’s no
trouble. I’ll be happy to stay as long as you need.”

Most of the female patrons around them
sighed with “awwws” and “ohhhhs” at his assertion and Moira nearly
laughed out loud at her friend’s frustration. Normally she’d be
suspicious of a stranger, but the energy around him felt right and
she didn’t want to upset the Goddess’s designs.

“All right then, we’ll get
you home in a blink.” She held out her hand to the man and gave him
a smile. “I’m Moira Callahan, owner of the Cloudburst Coffee and
Spa, and Sabrina’s friend.”

“Very nice to meet you,
Ms. Callahan. Darius Winterbourne.”

Moira led them through the kitchen to the
back rooms of the bar and gathered her purse, coat, and keys.
Darius Winterbourne, eh? She smothered a smile. Hell of a
name for him. He smelled like magic, but not the kind she was used
to. Goddess, I know he’s the right one for Sabrina.

Moira hustled them out the door to her
snow-dusted Jeep parked beneath a small overhang. Darius set
Sabrina in the back seat and climbed in beside her while Moira
stepped out to sweep the windshield. An old envy rippled through
her as she watched Darius fuss over her friend. It had been a long
time since Moira had gathered such attention. And an even longer
time since the one I wanted gave it to me. Eighteen years, to
be exact. She shook her head and picked up her phone.

“Talia, I have to drive
Sabrina Foxglove home.”

“So that’s why Tess came
in all panicked. What happened?”

“Just an accident, but
Sabrina hit her head.”

“Oh glory! Is she
okay?”

“I think so. She has a
pretty good bump on her head, but she has someone to look out for
her so I won’t be gone long.” Moira eyed her passengers through the
windshield and shoved her envy away. “On second thought, I don’t
know how long I’ll be. The roads are pretty slick with the rain on
ice, but I shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours
tops.”

“Okay. I’ll cover the
shop. See you soon.”

“Thanks, Talia. Bye.”
Moira hung up and settled behind the wheel of her Jeep. “All
ready?”

“Yes.” Darius sat back and
nodded. Sabrina turned her face to the window as she slumped
against the seat, nodding.

Moira backed out and made sure the fan
pushed heat into the cabin as they drove through town. She tried to
ignore the attention Darius gave Sabrina. I want some. She
mentally shook her head. These are dangerous thoughts. You know
where they lead and it’s never good.

Despite the warning, her mind filled with
memories. Oh, knock it off. He’s gone and he’s not coming
back. The summer she’d been sixteen and never been kissed, at
least not until he came around.

Aiden.

But he’d left that fall, two years older and
college bound, and she never saw him again. So
why do I keep pining over him? Moira
smothered a growl and stopped her thoughts before they wandered
into the Forbidden Zone. It was the place reserved for memories she
never wanted to look at again. Too many dark things resided there
for her to face today.

When they crossed the railroad tracks, Moira
forced her attention back to the world around her. She’d get
Sabrina home and settled with Darius to watch out for her.

Moira glanced in the rearview mirror. “I’m
sure she has my phone number somewhere at home, but you can call me
if you need anything. Or ask Matilda to call.”

“Who is Matilda?” Darius
focused his unnerving gaze on hers in the mirror.

“She’s Sabrina’s
babysitter. I’m sure she’ll help you when you get her
inside.”

“Very well.”

When they pulled up in Sabrina’s driveway,
Moira scanned his expression and gave him a half smile.
Tenderness there already. Well well well. “Need some help
getting her inside?”

“No, I’m sure we’ll be
well. Thank you for your help getting her home.”

“You’re welcome. Call me
if you need anything.”

“I will. Thank you, Ms.
Callahan.”

He got out of the Jeep and walked around to
help Sabrina. Moira watched them as he led Sabrina up the walk to
the front door where Matilda greeted them. Moira couldn’t hear the
conversation, but given Matilda’s hand motions, she suspected the
woman neared hysterics. Good luck, Darius. You’re gonna need it
with her.

Moira shook her head and backed out of the
driveway, turning her attention to her “to-do” list. It didn’t
include pining over a personal connection with someone, much less a
man with that kind of magical energy swirling through him. The last
time had been a near-fatal disaster. Not going there. Not
thinking about it.

Moira took a deep breath and resettled her
shoulders. She was fine. She was safe, had her business, her
over-protective family, and her best friend. Life was good. She
didn’t need anything else. Leave the heavy-duty romance to the
likes of Sabrina Foxglove and Darius Winterbourne. I’m good the way
I am.

Rounding a corner, her heart jumped into her
throat when she caught sight of an old, rusted Chevy pickup, nosing
the barbed wire fence like a curious puppy. Moira skidded to a stop
and gaped, her mind skipping like a broken record. Oh my glory,
oh my glory, oh my glory…

Aiden’s pickup.

No, no, it can’t be his.

Easing her 4x4 Jeep to the side of the road,
Moira squinted to see through the glass of the pickup’s windshield
reflecting sky. She turned off the engine and listened. Silence
greeted her as her windows fogged up with her warm exhalations. She
debated getting out, arguing she shouldn’t even be curious, but
helpless to the lure of the old truck. It just looks like his
old truck. She pushed her door open and got out. Right down
to the rusted heart we carved in the front fender. Shit.

Moira scanned the quiet road and the trees
barely starting to bud as spring tried to show its face. The snow
had stopped and a thin layer of white blanketed the roof and bed of
the truck. But the hood remained bare. The truck’s still warm.
Where’s the driver? She let her senses drift, searching the
energies for a human occupant, but only forest calm came back to
her.

I should really get back
to the shop and just forget about this. It’s not
Aiden.

But curiosity gripped her body and she took
the time to look for footprints in the newly-fallen snow. She eased
around the vehicle, noting one tire mired deep in the new spring
mud under the snow. Gotten stuck. Wonder where he went?

The driver had probably walked back toward
town, but Moira searched the snow for prints and found a fading
trail heading into the woods. Why wouldn’t the driver go for
help? She checked the charge on her phone before locking her
Jeep and following the prints into the trees. She knew these woods
well enough to help anyone lost in them.

It might be April, but
that doesn’t mean spring’s here yet. She
shook her head. The weather changed on a dime and another snow
storm could blow in. She’d have to find this person fast before
they became stranded. At least if it
freezes we’ll be able to get the truck out.

Moira inhaled the scents of the slumbering
forest. The air smelled fresh and clean with a hint of new life
waiting for the shift toward warmth. She shoved her hands into her
pockets and listened to the crunch of her feet in the snow. The
soft sounds mixed with the rattle of the branches in the wind over
her head and soothed some of her concerns. She’d find the driver,
guide him back to his truck, tow him out of the mud, and send him
on his way. Then she could get back to her coffee shop and leave
all thoughts of Aiden where they belonged—in the past.

But as the trail of footprints continued
higher up the mountain her curiosity turned to concern. Where is
this guy going? She followed the tracks all the way to an old
mine site against a wall of rhyolite rock. The pink stone was
stained red under the wet snow and Oro Creek dropped in a
spectacular fifteen foot waterfall beyond the old mine shed ruins.
The water filled the small clearing with joyful sounds and spread
in a rippling pond shimmering in the wan light. The sight always
filled her with wonder, but today something else stopped her feet
and her breath.

Beneath icy cascade of water stood a man,
naked, scrubbing his body under the spray. A huge elaborate tattoo
covered his back from the shoulders to waist, and a matching sleeve
coated his right arm. Dark hair, nearly black in the wet morning
light, slicked down to his muscular shoulders and more of the
robust muscles framed his lithe body.

Holy Goddess of the
Valley. Moira damn near swallowed her
tongue. I want one.

The sentiment surprised her. She hadn’t
wanted a man in a couple years, not like this visceral reaction.
The man in the water turned and showed her his chest. Ridged
muscles marched all the way down his torso, following a line of
dark hair from his belly button into the water. Sweet Goddess,
he has a happy trail. He wiped the water from his face and
opened his eyes, his brilliant blue gaze locking on her.

Aiden.

Shock radiated straight through Moira and
she swore her jaw hit the snowy ground. The gangly uncomfortable
teenager had been replaced by an athletic man with strength and
confidence in all of his moves. A half-smile curled his lips as he
strode from the water, his nipples standing taut on his chest.

Moira could no more stop her gaze from
dropping to his groin than she could stop the water in the falls.
Dark hair led from his belly straight to his balls and despite the
cold, she appreciated the size of his package. Hell, if that’s
him cold…

Aiden sauntered to his clothes left on a
boulder beside the creek and scrubbed his body down with a towel,
giving her a lovely view of his taut ass and back. Moira swallowed
hard as she took in the intricate back panel tattoo of a Celtic
knotted raven. She wanted to trace the lines with her fingers.
Hell, even with her tongue. There’s no revenge quite like a man
showing off for you.

She realized she’d been staring when the
view disappeared under his shirt and she’d already missed him
pulling on his pants. Get a hold of yourself. Moira shook
her head and squared her shoulders just as he turned around,
shrugging into his jacket.

He met her eyes boldly, shocking her again.
“Hello, Moira.”

“Aren’t you cold?” Not her
brightest comeback, but his reappearance, naked, combined with his
confidence threw her off balance.

“It definitely gives a
whole new meaning to chilling out.” He chuckled. “What brings you
out here to the old Durango Mine?”

“I found your truck.”
Moira waved back the way she’d come. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Are you? You
seem a little flustered.”

Understatement of the year. “Uh, yeah, okay.
Right. Okay.”

He laughed, a sound remarkably lighthearted
and rich, and excited joy filled her chest. She had the unreasoning
need to hear that sound more often. “Are you sure? You sound
undecided.”

Moira shook her head. “What are you doing
here?”

He raised his eyebrows as he sat to tie his
boots. “Taking a bath. It’s been a long road to get here.”

Heat suffused her cheeks and she shrugged.
“Sorry. That came out wrong. I’m just really surprised to see you.
It’s been a while and I haven’t heard from you, and now you’re
here.” She frowned. “Why is that?”

“That I’m
here?”

“That I haven’t heard from
you in all this time.”

He dropped his gaze to his laces. “I went to
college.”

Moira snorted. “Where? In a remote village
in the Amazon where they don’t have computers, cell phones, or
telegraph machines?”

He huffed a laugh, but his shoulders
tightened and he didn’t look up. “I’d forgotten your sarcasm.
You’ve gotten better at it.”

“I have five brothers. It
was self-defense.” But hurt and anger roiled in her gut.
“Seriously, Aiden. Why didn’t you write or call or hell, even find
me on some social media sites? It’s not like I got married and my
name changed.”

She wanted a good explanation. He’d been
Shanghaied to serve in a foreign military unit or joined a biker
gang. Maybe he’d fallen into a religious cult or drafted into a
secret assassin organization that didn’t allow for outside contact.
Anything but he just didn’t think her worth the effort to
connect.

Aiden sighed and stood, his expression
fading into a stoic mask. “Your family made it pretty clear they
didn’t want me to have anything to do with you. I thought it would
be better if I left.”

“That’s it? That’s your
explanation for never contacting me again? My family?” Moira scowled. “I
understand why you didn’t try while I was in high school, but not
for the entire time. I moved away and lived on my own. Why didn’t
you try to contact me then?”

“Why didn’t you?” He threw
the question back at her as he crossed his arms over his
chest.

“I did.”

She’d searched every place she could think
to look. All the online social networks yielded nothing and no one
would tell her which college he’d attended. She’d considered paying
a private investigator to find him, but in the end decided it
wouldn’t be worth the expense. It appeared he’d wanted nothing to
do with her.

She’d cried on her brother Kieran’s shoulder
for months after Aiden left, and she continued to vent her
frustration for the first few years after she moved away.
Eventually, she let Aiden go. Now he stood before her in all his
adult glory, and threw her world upside down.

“Did you?” His lips
quirked into a sexy half smile. “I figured you wrote me
off.”

I did, you jackass, after
six years. “Why are you here,
Aiden?”

“I came back to see
family.”

Anger curled in her chest. Family. Not her.
“Then I’ll leave you to it. Sorry to interrupt your bath.”

Moira spun and marched back the way she’d
come. It’s your own damn fault, you know. If you’d just left his
truck alone you wouldn’t have run into him at all. It wasn’t
strictly true—Cloudburst wasn’t large enough to hide him long, but
she wouldn’t have seen him today. At least her anger kept her warm
as her boots marked a new trail in the snow. She should have just
left painful enough alone.

“Moira, wait!” Aiden’s
voice hit her ears before his running footsteps, but she ignored
him. Stick a fork in her, ’cause she was done with him for good.
She didn’t need another eighteen years of pining to get a
clue.

“Please, Moira. Stop.” A
gloved hand wrapped around her bicep and tugged at her. She swung
toward Aiden, her lips peeling back from her teeth in a
snarl.

“What for, Aiden?” She
spat the words with all the weight of her anger and hurt. “You’re
here to see family, which I’m not. Sorry to trouble you.” She
fought the tears of frustration. Why the
hell am I so upset over this? He left nearly two decades
ago. She jerked her arm to dislodge him,
but he held fast. “Let me go.”

“No, not until you hear me
out.”

“What’s to hear? You said
your piece. You didn’t try to contact me and you used my family as
an excuse. And now you’re using yours.” She shook her head. “Let me
go.”

Aiden tightened his lips and pulled her
closer to him until they stood face to face. He’d never been as
tall as her brothers, but he fit her just perfectly and she met his
brilliant blue gaze wishing she could scratch his eyes out.

“I’m sorry, Moira.” He
squeezed her arms to emphasize his sentiment. “I’m not saying any
of this right. I’ve never been great with words.” He grimaced and
shook his head. “Yes, I initially stayed away because your family
made it clear I wasn’t welcome. My mom really wanted me to get my
degree and she kept me updated on what you were doing.”

“How would she know? I
don’t even know your mother.”

“Your mom does. The point
is I knew you were doing fine without me and by the time I
graduated, you’d left Cloudburst.” He shrugged. “There was no
reason to come back here.”

“So, you’d only contact me if I was still in
Cloudburst? What the hell?” Moira jerked out of
his grip and stood back. “I looked for you everywhere I went. But
no one had a record of you, not even Google. So I let it go. I let
you go because it was pretty obvious you’d moved on.”

Aiden said nothing for a few heartbeats and
betrayal wormed its way through her mind. How could he? They’d had
a connection, one she would’ve liked to explore and foster.
Guess he didn’t feel the same and I’m like some infatuated
teenager. So pathetic. The truth hurt more than the
abandonment.

“Good to see you again,
Aiden. Have a nice time with your mom and I wish you all the luck
in the world.”

Moira shot him a plastic
smile and continued her retreat. Pain ate at her from the inside,
but she forced it back into the box where she’d stuffed all her
feelings for Aiden Westmorland. It’s
better this way. He can’t break my heart if I don’t give it to
him.

“Moira.” Aiden’s voice
cracked like a whip and she froze, her heartbeat ratcheting up from
sorrow to excitement. How the heck could he make her stop with just
her name?

His boots crunched in the snow behind her,
each step sending a shiver of delight up her spine. I haven’t
seen him in two decades and he still makes me sweat. What is wrong
with me?

Aiden came around and stopped in front of
her, reaching out to lift her chin until her gaze met his. Bright
blue irises full of churning emotion hit her and stole her breath.
He tilted his head and rubbed one thumb over her lower lip, sending
cream flooding her panties. Something’s wrong with me.

“I can’t change the past,
I can only start from now, and right now, I’m here. I’m not going
anywhere.” His lips quirked into a half smile. “While I did come
back to see my mom, my main motivation was to see you. I want you,
and I’m not going anywhere without you. You’re my Lady Cloudburst.
Give me the chance to show you I’m serious.”

She snorted. “Those are pretty words, Aiden.
I guess I’d believe them more if you’d made an effort sooner.” She
shook her head. “I grew up and I stopped believing liars and
players when I was in my twenties. I’m too old for that shit.”

Anger seared her from his gaze, his cheeks
flushing. “You think I’m a player?”

She raised an eyebrow, not impressed with
his fit of temper. “Why else would you come back here after years
away without a word and say, ‘Hey babe. Missed ya. Let’s get
together now that I’m at loose ends and my most recent lover kicked
me to the curb.’ That’s it, isn’t it? Life got too hard so you came
back here to your hometown and thought the girl you’d left behind
would just take you in? Fuck you. I’m not that desperate.”

That might not have been completely true,
but she couldn’t let him know her heart would crumble so
easily.

“My lover didn’t kick me to the curb and
life didn’t get too hard for me.” Aiden actually growled,
impressing her more than she wanted to admit. “I came back here to
see you because I realized you were the one I’d wanted all along,
and I finally have something to offer more than just my sparkling
personality. I want you, and want to be with you, Moira.”

She wanted to believe him. She wanted him to
mean everything he said. But she didn’t know him anymore, and he’d
become a smooth talker for sure. People change drastically in
two decades. I’ve changed drastically.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why should I give you the
chance? You’ve had plenty of time to make an effort.”

“And I’m here
now.”

“Why now? What’s so
special about now?” A rancid thought arrowed through her mind and
her gut sank as anger rose. “Oh my glory, this is because of my
inheritance and my new business, isn’t it? Holy shit, you’ve come
back to court me because I now have something of value to give to
you.” A scowl pulled at the corners of her mouth. “That’s
sickening.”

“What? No, I’m not here
because you have money or a business.” His scowl dwarfed hers in
its ferocity. “I don’t need your money. I’m here for
you.”

“Right, because you’ve
made so much effort to contact me before this.” She lifted her chin
out of his hand. “Give me a break. I may have been naïve when I was
sixteen, but life has taught me a few things, Aiden. Not
buying.”

“And I’m not selling you a
load of shit.” His growl rattled through her chest. “I don’t need
money. I have my own.”

“But you drive that beat
up truck.” She stepped back and scanned his clothes. “Those aren’t
exactly designer duds you got on.”

His lips quirked into a small smile. “The
truck is paid off and it runs like a bear. Tags and insurance are
cheaper on it, too.” He tugged at the hems of his jacket. “And
clothes are clothes. Just because I’ve had them awhile doesn’t mean
they’re garbage. My wardrobe doesn’t dictate my financial status.
No point in getting rid of perfectly good clothing.”

“See, there. Right there.
That tells me you’re looking to save money.”

“Everyone wants to save
money, Moira. Social trappings don’t equate to financial
stability.” Aiden met her gaze and she swore he saw deep down into
her. Oh, Goddess, please don’t look
there. “I don’t need your money. I’m not
here to take anything from you. I just want to try again with you
now that we’re old enough to make our own decisions. No one can
tell us how to be or who to love.”

“Love?” Sadness made her
heart clench. “We haven’t known each other long enough to talk
about love.”

“We’ve known each other
for eighteen and a half years.”

“For most of which you’ve
been gone and know nothing about me. That doesn’t
count.”

“It does count. Give me
the chance to learn about the woman you are now.”

Moira clenched her teeth. “At risk of
sounding like a three-year-old, why?”

Aiden grinned. “Because you’re just as
curious about me as I am about you. Don’t you want to know how I’ve
changed?”

Desperately. The curiosity ate at her like
rabid weasels, but she wasn’t willing to give him so much power
over her. He already has enough, dammit.

“Tell you what, let’s just
start with friends and go from there. How long are you planning to
stay?”

“To visit family, not too
long. But to get to know you again?” He smacked her with a sultry
smile full of naughty, sexy memories. “As long as it takes to show
you I’m serious.” He slid the backs of his fingers over her cheek
as his gaze bored into hers. “I’ve missed you, Moira.”

His last statement snapped her out of her
romantic daze and she snorted. “Really? You’re going with that line
after all the years you didn’t try to connect? Calling bullshit,
Aiden.” She shook her head and held up her hand to stop his next
barrage of explanation. “Come on. I’ll help you get your truck
unstuck.”

“How do you know I didn’t
just park it like that?”

“Because of the deep
furrow the tire is buried in and the large mud spatter on the
fender.” She jabbed herself in the chest as she led the way back to
their vehicles. “Hello. Local.”

Amusement rumbled out of his chest and Moira
tried not to enjoy it. You’re mad at him, remember? She
couldn’t help her smile as they tromped through the snow toward the
road and some of her tension lifted off her shoulders. It’s okay
to just enjoy his company. She could do a friendship with him
without the attachment, right?

“So where are you staying
while in town?”

“Last night I stayed at
the Waterwheel Inn because I got in so late, but I was planning on
staying with my mom if she has room.” He spoke in a mild voice, but
his expression said he’d rather chew broken glass.

“Not looking forward to
that?”

Aiden grimaced. “I love my mom, but she’ll
mother-hen me to death. She’ll worry I’m not eating enough or I’m
not getting enough sleep.” He sighed. “Eighteen years in her care
was plenty for me. I don’t really want to stay with her more now
that I can choose something else.”

Moira narrowed her eyes. She imagined it
would be a pain in the ass to stay with his mom. Hell, I’d move
heaven and earth not to stay with mine. And given the state of
his truck, he might be short on cash. Despite her anger, she didn’t
mind sharing her place with him. As friends.

A spark of hope and irrational excitement
bloomed in Moira’s chest. “You know, I have an extra bedroom.
You’re welcome to stay there if it doesn’t work out with your
mom.”

Aiden’s brilliant blue gaze slammed into her
and she stumbled a little as they walked. “I’d like that a lot,
actually. Thanks.”

“Anything for a friend.”
She waved her hand, downplaying her thrill. “I just need to clean
up the guest room a little.”

“Friends, right.” A sultry
smile curled his lips. “Let’s get my truck unstuck then I can help
you with anything you need, Moira.”

Does that include relieving my sexual
frustrations?

Moira sealed the words behind her teeth and
marched on down the muddy road, following her footprints backwards.
Aiden walked beside her, his presence both thrilling and unnerving.
The scent of warm cedar filled the space between them and she tried
not to be obvious about inhaling. Stop it.

They found his truck where he’d left it,
covered with an inch of snow and the tire frozen in the mud. Moira
snorted with rueful humor. Why had she offered to get him out of
this again? “Forgot what spring’s like around here, haven’t
you?”

Aiden gave her a rueful smile, warming her
inside her jacket. “Yeah. I expected it to be frozen still.”

“Not this late in the
year.” Moira glanced around for something to use for purchase. “You
got a shovel in that old thing?”

“Yep. Never leave home
without it.”

“And where’s that?” She
scrounged around for a large piece of Ponderosa bark still solid
enough to stay together

“Where’s what?” Aiden’s
muffled voice came from the cab, his body hidden except for his ass
flexing against the worn denim of his jeans. Moira forgot to
breathe for a moment.

“Moira, are you okay?”
Aiden looked over his shoulder.

She blinked, swallowing hard. “Uh, yeah. Sorry. So, where’s home?” She ducked her head and
bent to look at how much they’d need to dig the tire
out.

“Were you staring at my
ass?”

Moira snorted and hoped her blush didn’t
translate. “You wish. You got that shovel yet?”

“Here.” He handed it to
her. “And home is any place I need it to be.”

“This place is mine.
Busybody family and all, it’s still the place that holds my
heart.”

“The place holds your
heart? Not a person?”

She met his gaze solemnly. “Not in a long
time.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry I left without a word
all those years ago.”

Moira shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.
It’s in the past, like you said. Not worth holding on to. Why don’t
you dig and I’ll get the bark under the tire?”

Aiden took the shovel and set to work. Moira
stood back and watched, but her mind traveled far from their spot
in the woods. Memories of searching through every city she visited
filled her mind’s eye and the hollow sensation returned to her
chest.

Ugh, go away.
She shook her head and tried to find something
else to think about.

“What about you? What have
you been doing while away from Cloudburst?”

He nailed her with his intense gaze, the
brilliant blue blazing against the white snow. “A little of this,
and a little of that. But it wasn’t enough. Couldn’t live anywhere
very long without my heart.”

“Cloudburst has your
heart?” Hope sparked inside Moira’s chest. Maybe he’s here to stay. She tried
not to pay it any heed. Don’t set yourself
up for a fall.

Aiden grimaced as he tipped his head.
“Yeah.”

Something about the way he said it seemed
off, but she refused to go down that road. You promised yourself
you wouldn’t pine over him anymore.

“I can understand that.”
She allowed her gaze to rest on his ass again as he turned back to
digging. “There are days I hate this town with everybody knowing
everybody, and my family always butting in. But I left and I liked
the other places I lived even less.” The hollow feeling returned as
she remembered living in Chicago, Salt Lake City, and Denver.
“Everyone was so busy and lost and scared and uncomfortable.
Reading them all the time made me sick to my stomach, and in the
end I had to come back here. Even though my family gets into my
business more often than not, the energy here is…” Moira waved her
hands in little circles. “Quieter. More settled. Does that make
sense?”

Aiden coughed a laugh filled with unspoken
pain. “More than you know.” He straightened. “I think it’s ready
for the bark.”

“Oh, right. Here.” She
trudged around him and helped him fit the drier piece of wood under
the tire. “That should do it.”

“Let me start ’er up and
see if it worked.”

Moira raised her chin. “It’ll work.”

He winked and pulled out his keys as he
strode to the cab. Why can he stride and I trudge in this
stuff? The truck rumbled to life, the exhaust steaming in the
snowy air.

“Ready?” Aiden
said.

“Yeah. Let ’er
rip.”

He threw it into gear and the wheels shifted
into motion. The tire spun in short jerky movements, twisting the
bark, but Moira shoved it back with her foot, and the truck
lurched. She jumped out of the way as the metal beast shot
backwards.

“Keep going! It’s still
soft for another twenty feet.” Moira waved him past her
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