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I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.

Phil 4:13 (KJV)


 

[image: Image]

CHAPTER 1

Garrett handed the gas station attendant his credit card. Buford, according to the name tag.

The wiry older man inspected the card. Smiled at Garrett like they were old buddies. Then he launched into an animated tale about this out-of-towner who’d been ticketed for tearing down their street like it was a freeway.

Garrett turned toward the window. A smile tugged at his lips—the first in days.

Or was it weeks?

Maybe months.

Buford returned his card and receipt. “Nice doing business with you, Garrett. Stay awhile and check out our town. Great food. Friendly people.”

“Thank you. I just might do that.” He gave Buford a polite smile and ambled out to his vehicle. The smile slipped from his face as soon as he stepped out the door.

Garrett.

That man had called him by his name. Like he was an old acquaintance. Warmth loosened his chest—ridiculous, really.

Noises behind a hardware store cut through the moment. A ball bouncing. Boys laughing.

He stepped around the side. Three teenagers played basketball. Rusted hoop. Tattered net. Like it had survived a decade of storms. A sharp, foolish longing shot through him—he had no idea why.

One of the boys waved him over.

“Come on! Toss a few hoops with us!”

This time his smile came slow and easy. City-slicker clothes and all, they still wanted him to play.

Could be fun.

He laughed and joined them. He used to be good at basketball—muscle memory didn’t forget. Within minutes he was outmaneuvering the boys, sinking shots, earning pats on the back.

Like he was one of them.

When the game wound down, he headed back around the hardware store to reclaim his car. Maybe he would stay the night. He needed a change of scenery. A quiet place to work.

His jaw tightened.

A place to plan his revenge.
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The motel was homey and warm. Garrett slept like he hadn’t in years, sinking into the mattress as if it had been made just for him. He woke in the morning with his head clear—crisp as that mountain stream he’d hiked beside in the Cascade Mountains.

He pulled out of the parking lot, belly full from a late breakfast, when a sign caught his eye.

Ross’s Market.

Groceries wouldn’t hurt. He swung into the lot, parked, and moseyed toward the entrance.

What did he need?

Bottles of water. Sandwich fixings. Chips…

A gust of wind whipped a lock of hair across his brow. A flier taped to the market window fluttered, its sun-bleached edges curled, like it had been waiting ages just for him.

He raked his fingers across his forehead and leaned in, eyes narrowing on the bold, oversized letters screaming for his attention.

-------

CABINS OVERLOOKING CANVAS LAKE

Peaceful Setting • Electricity 

• Indoor plumbing• Trails 

• Private docks

-------

A secluded place. Perfect. Somewhere to sketch out the game designs pawing at the back of his mind—and map out a plan for revenge.

His fingers flexed, then curled into a fist until his knuckles throbbed. Unbelievable. His own cousin. His own fiancée. Plotting behind his back like he’d never find out. There’d be no peace. Not until they paid.

Heat surged through him, molten and violent, like a volcano pushing against its own walls. He clenched his jaw and tore the ad from the window. The tape broke free with a sharp snap.

He lifted his gaze to the building.

The pint-sized market looked too small to hold anything useful—but appearances could be deceiving. He understood that better than anyone alive.

Squaring his shoulders, he strode toward the entrance, the paper crinkling in his grip. With a steady breath, he forced the tightness out of his body and stepped inside. The door jingled behind him. Warm bread hit his nostrils—rich, yeasty, impossible to ignore. A moan almost slipped through his lips. Focus. He lifted the paper and moved straight for the counter, purpose tightening every step.

Two locals lounged against the counter, laughing like they had nowhere else to be. A cashier with a gray bun and a dowdy old woman she’d just rung up kept right on cackling. The register clanked shut, and their voices exploded through the room.

Small towns. Didn’t these people have anything important to do?

He tipped his head back. A silent groan scraped up his throat. Apparently Wednesdays counted as holidays here. He rolled the paper into a tube and thumped it against his thigh. His watch mocked him—already past noon. Time melted away. Terrific. Just what he needed.

He thumped the paper again, louder this time, glaring at the women.

Great! They could be at this all day.

He cleared his throat with a guttural rasp, like a trapped beast inside clawed for release. Both women froze, eyes wide, as if he’d crash-landed from Mars and breached their quiet little haven—his day brightened like the sun just rising over the horizon.

About time. No time for pleasantries, ladies.

The paper uncurled as he held it out. “Pardon the intrusion. You have a cabin available on Canvas Lake. I’m here to rent it.”

The cashier plucked the notice from his hand with hawk-like reflexes, eyes narrowed and lips puckered like a fish. “You needn’t strip the window bare! As it states, cabins—plural.”

With a huff worthy of a judge, she armed herself with a tape dispenser, marched to the glass, and slapped the paper back in place like she was restoring the Ten Commandments to the courthouse wall.

He lowered his eyelids, face straight, flicking a piece of lint from his shoulder as if it were the only thing in the room worth his time. Ridiculous. He actually liked these country folk.

That gas station attendant with the mile-a-minute story—impossible not to laugh. Those teens behind the hardware store waving him over like he belonged there.

And now this sassy cashier marching toward him, hips swaying like she owned the place.

Like family. Absurd—but the thought stuck with him anyway.

Back behind the register, she folded her arms and leveled him with a stare that dared him to blink. “Now, young man, do you wish to view it before you sign your life away?”

He glanced at her nametag—Charlotte. Fitting. He’d had a teacher by that name, a woman who could command an army of children with a single raised eyebrow. He never got a trick past her, though he’d tried.

He straightened and met the cashier’s stare head-on. “I don’t need to view it. It’s the refuge I’ve been hunting for. Remote, quiet, and far from civilization.” 

“How long do you plan to stay?” Her eyes flicked to his tailored suit—yeah, message received. He belonged on Wall Street, not in her backwoods town.

He cinched his chest tight, swallowing the rumbles rising up. She probably wouldn’t appreciate him laughing at her.

She bent down, produced a form, and slid it across the counter. “Fill this out. I’ll need to see identification, license or passport.”

About time. He snatched the paper and scratched his pen across the page in quick, sharp strokes. He handed it back with his license and charge card. “A month will suffice. How much?”

“Twelve hundred.” She took her sweet time with the document, jotting his license number in the corner. The register chimed, and she returned his cards with the receipt, sliding a key across the counter. “Thank you, Mr. Nolan.”

“Head north on the main road out front, right at the first stop sign, twelve miles. Canvas Lake will be on your right. Enter and take the first left toward the A-cabins. Watch for marker: 7A.” She rattled off the directions like she’d done it a thousand times.

He tucked the cards into his wallet, dropped the key into his shirt pocket, and patted it against his chest. A quiet place far from the ones who’d stabbed him in the back.

He scanned the market. Bare-bones, but the essentials were here. He twisted his mouth—probably not his favorite coffee though. Why hadn’t he grabbed a month’s supply before crossing the mountains?

He swung back to Charlotte. “Is this the only place to shop in town?” 

Her lips tightened. “Yes. For something more substantial, expect a forty-minute drive.”

A tingle slid down his spine.

A smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. What spunk!

He smoothed his expression. “No. This will suffice. A cart?”

She jabbed a knobby finger toward the front and went back to her chatter, already finished with him.

A laugh pushed at his throat as he seized a cart. He stalked the aisles, tossing provisions in with quick, sharp movements like the place could close any minute. He stopped at the coffee shelf. Folgers, Maxwell, Yuban. Maybe Yuban. He reached for it—then froze.

There, shoved in the back on an almost empty spot, sat his favorite coffee. Aunt Rubie’s. No way. He’d only ever found it in one place in Western Washington. Maybe it was local. He pulled it out—a huge can too. His pulse kicked up.

He might move here just for the coffee.

He finished his transaction and strode outside. Wind whipped against him. Clouds rolled in. The heavy air begged for release.

His Land Rover Defender waited across the lot. He took her in again—gleaming gold body, black accents, every feature he could cram into her. Some birthday gift he’d given himself. Thirty-one deserved a splurge. Not getting any younger.

His jaw locked. Paloma had celebrated with him that night—and he’d been idiot enough to buy her a brand-new Jaguar.

Good thing it still sat in his garage.

Good thing he hadn’t put it in her name.

He laid a hand on the hood, a gentle thump. “Goldie-girl, the mountains await. Let’s spin your wheels on the backroads.”

With the supplies stowed in the cargo bay, he gave the place one last sweep. He hadn’t planned to stop here. Honestly, he hadn’t planned anything—just climbed into his SUV and driven across the Cascades toward Eastern Washington. Yet something about this little town tugged at him.

Maybe it was the name. Crystal Rock. Yeah—he liked that. Had a magical ring to it, like a special mystery simmered beneath the surface.

Or maybe it was the population—under a thousand. Plenty of room to breathe without people crawling all over his space. 

Or the people themselves. Those porch lights last night—every house glowing warm and welcoming, like invitations to stop in and chat. And the strangers on the street, smiling and waving without even knowing his name.

His gaze locked on the countryside. Mountains circling the town. Farms stretched wide and golden, grass waving hello as he passed. Orchards too. He drew in a deep breath. Cut hay and blossoming sweetness. Nice. Like a blessing from God. That could be it.

Whatever it was, it nestled under his skin. Even the country roads slowed his heartbeat, urging him to breathe deeper, linger longer, notice more—if only he could.

First, vengeance. Then he’d enjoy these new surroundings.

He stepped into his SUV and headed for the cabin, the road stretching ahead—wide open, waiting. His insides vibrated. His mouth went dry. Decision made. No going back now.

Charlotte’s directions replayed in his mind. A few turns later, he pulled up to a cozy little cabin. A glossy lake shimmered behind it, towering pines surrounding the edges. A neat stack of firewood sat by the door.

Privacy for his work. A crackling fire to sit by. Perfect. A deep sigh slipped out. “Just as I knew it would be.”
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“Kayla Foster, what have you gotten yourself into?” She pressed her palms into the steering wheel, nails biting into the vinyl. The sky rolled overhead, black and heavy. Thunder rumbled like distant drums, and the rain pitter-pattered against the windshield in a rhythm that prickled along her scalp.

She scanned the cracked asphalt—quiet, barren. Her stomach dipped. Half an hour gone. No headlights. No figures. No sign of life.

“Phooey. It just isn’t my day.” She sagged back against the headrest and groaned.

Mom gone at six. Dad at eight.

Shipped off to that girls’ school by her stepmother like unwanted baggage.

Then three years caring for Griselda as cancer took her piece by piece.

And now this—car dead on the roadside, phone and money left behind at some forgotten gas station. Another loss. Another mess. Another thing falling apart.

She yanked her parka tight, pulled the hood over her hair, and stepped into the storm. Stretching, she winced as the long-drive tugged at every muscle.

“This is not the way to start my new life.” Her voice came out low and scratchy. She kicked the tire. A dull thud echoed back. “What rotten luck. The rental company will answer for this. Lord, please grant me safe passage.”

She twisted the key in the trunk. It popped open with a hollow snap and bounced once. No way would she leave her things behind. She hooked her fingers through the suitcase handle and hauled it out. Her shoulders dragged under the weight.

She headed down the hill. Her ankle boots squished with every step on the wet pavement. The soft leather soaked through and the cold crept into her bones. Thunder rolled again—hungry and impatient. “Lord, please restrain the storm’s burden until I find shelter.”

Pine-scented air tickled her nose. She breathed in slow and deep, lips tugging upward. Let the rain splatter her face—coming here was still the right choice.

Twenty-three years on the rainy coast—drizzle, dense forests, crowded lives. Eastern Washington was supposed to be different. Sunlit days. Open country. Wild beauty. And this storm had the nerve to pick today of all days to unleash itself on the place she’d chosen as her haven.

She needed a man who could turn rainy days into paradise. One who’d bring her children, laughter, a home filled with goodness. She’d find him, polish him up, and voilà—perfect husband material. Her thoughts shook with longing.

Men weren’t born ready. A good woman had to shape them—everyone knew that. “Maybe I’ll find him here, in the wilderness.”

Storm or no storm, she would build herself a new life right here. She whistled a cheerful tune until the Canvas Lake sign appeared. Her belly fluttered, and she quickened her pace, stretching her smile wide.

“Now, to find 7A.”
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Garrett stashed his provisions and took a quick walk through the cabin, then cracked the window just a hair. Mountain forest air. Cool and clean. Couldn’t beat that.

He dropped into the comfy chair like a king claiming his throne. His body loosened, and a long sigh slipped out. Finally—solitude.

“Yes… this will do. Maybe if I cast a line, the lake will offer up a few fish.”

Kade. Paloma. Their faces shoved their way in. Heat punched him in the gut. Enough. Time to plan. If he didn’t, this fire would eat him alive.

A vroom, sharp and forceful, ripped through the calm interior. The windows vibrated, the floor trembled. A hot blaze shot along his spine, tightening his body. He sprang to his feet.

“Now what!” He bolted outside and rounded the cabin toward his private beach.

Some idiot on a dirt bike tore up the sand. His refuge. His solitude. Shredded.

“Hey! Beat it!” He thundered the words and sliced his arms through the air.

The biker skidded to a stop, killed the engine, and yanked off his helmet. Sandy hair spilled across his forehead.

He grinned, hand extended—casual, mocking. “Name’s Tate Coleman. Didn’t realize I had a neighbor. Sorry about the racket.” 

Garrett ignored the hand. He planted his feet wide, muscles hardening. His stare locked on Tate, cold enough to freeze bone. “I’m renting this cabin for solitude and will not tolerate disturbance. Remove that noisy contraption.”

Tate’s brows arched. His smirk widened. “So, you’re not the neighborly sort. Got it. I’ll leave you to your brooding.” 

Helmet on, mouth twisted in mockery, he revved the engine and spun a defiant circle.

Sand peppered Garrett’s polished shoes.

He shook a fist. “Don’t come back, or I’ll call the law! You’ll regret crossing me again!”

A low growl scraped out of him as he stormed inside. “Last thing I need is a halfwit spoiling my refuge.”

Out the window, the lake glittered like scattered diamonds, whispering of quiet mornings—just him, a fishing line, and the sun. For a moment, that calm tugged at him.

He tightened his mouth, throat thickening.

Fishing gear. Then revenge.

He shoved his feet into his hiking boots and shrugged into his waterproof parka. Locking the door behind him, he trudged down the road toward the tackle shop sign.

Rain began to fall, soft at first, tapping against the earth. He paused, then shrugged. Just a drizzle. A little rain never stopped him before.

His mouth twitched upward. Skipping school with Kade. Fishing for hours in the downpour. The rain didn’t mess with their fun. They came home drenched. Uncle Riley blew his top. Garrett took all the blame, so Kade wouldn’t get whipped too.

His chest cinched tight. Why had Kade turned on him? They’d been like brothers once.

Well, no fixing it now. Not after what he’d done.

He stepped into a small clearing. A rough-hewn building waited there, a wooden sign squeaking on the railing.

Hooks Ahoy. 

Had to be the place. 

Lightning split the sky, and thunder rolled after it. He paused beneath the dark clouds and raised a clenched fist. “Better wait until I’m back at my cabin.”

Drawing a steady breath, he stepped inside. 

Fried fish and coffee smacked him in the face. Rods and reels lined the walls. Coarse, but it worked. His kind of place. He quirked the corner of his mouth. 

Two older men hunched over their mugs, voices low and steady. One stood, his face creased like a well-worn saddle, grinning wide.

“Welcome, stranger. Brandon Hook at your service.” He jerked his head toward his companion. “My pardner, Luke Dorey. What’ll it be? Fishing gear, or a plate of home cookings to fill your belly?”

“I brought no equipment. I’ll require the essentials.”

They clapped him on the back and hauled him to the counter like he was some long-lost nephew.

Family. Why did that word keep popping up? His family was nothing like these people. Uncle Riley the taskmaster. Kade the backstabber.

Once, he and Kade had been close. Long gone now. His stomach cinched tight. For a moment he wanted that closeness back—a real family that loved. That sacrificed.

He straightened. Not now. He had other things to handle. He shoved those thoughts aside and scanned the fishing gear.

Brandon whipped out a heavy-duty tackle box, packed with supplies. “The best, sonny. Not cheap trinkets—the finest.” 

“That’ll do. I’ll also need a scoop net and rod. That one on the end.”

Brandon’s eyes gleamed. “Ah, a taste for quality.” He lifted the rod, gathered the net, and rang the total. “One eighty-one seventeen.”

Garrett reached for his pocket—empty. His thoughts spun. “What on Earth? My wallet!” He scanned the floor, then jerked upright. “Ross’s market!”

“Give me a moment to ring Charlotte.” Brandon grabbed an old rotary phone. The dial spun—ancient, but still kicking. He exchanged words with Charlotte, then dropped the handset back into the cradle.

“You left it on her counter. Swing by during open hours and grab it. I’ll park this bill right here.” He slid the slip into the drawer. “Go on, take the purchases. Just drop back later and square up.”

Garrett tapped his fingers on the counter for a moment. People trusted strangers here. Who did that anymore?

“No. Hold onto it. I’ll settle up proper.”

“Suit yourself. How about a meal? We’ll write you a tab.”

“No thanks. I need to head back.”

“If you leave now, the downpour will drench you to the bone. Local storms are usually short-lived. In the meantime, why not shovel some home cookings down your gullet?”

Garrett shot his gaze toward the window and muttered low. He’d have to wait to finish his plans. Postponed, but not forgotten.

Outside, nature carried on—swift and sure. He drew a sharp breath, trying to quiet the storm inside. But this town—its wild spirit, its quiet streets, its warm lights and unhurried ways—pulled at him. It loosened threads he’d knotted tight. He didn’t want that. Not yet.

When he faced the shopkeeper again, a relaxed smile met him, the kind that said humanity still took care of its own. It disarmed him—more than he’d ever admit. He swallowed and gave a single nod. “All right. A meal sounds good.”

The simple act lay heavier than it should have, as if he’d agreed to more than a transaction—something that might shift the path he’d sworn to walk.
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Thunder clapped as Kayla passed marker six. Lightning forked across the sky, and a branch snapped free with a violent crack, slamming into the earth inches from her feet.

She flinched back. A sharp cry tore out of her. Breath snagged in her throat. Her heart hammered—wild, uneven. She pressed a hand to her chest.

Would she die out here? Just a few feet short of safety.

Clutching the suitcase tight, she bolted toward the next cabin. The heavens opened. Rain poured down in sheets.

Soaked to the skin. Breath ragged. She reached the door and wrenched the knob. Locked. “Oh shoot! Charlotte, you promised…”

She dropped her forehead against the barrier, tears stinging her eyes. Another lightning bolt struck behind her. Electricity sizzled along the power line.

Her heartbeat slammed against her throat. Crying wouldn’t help. She needed this door open.

She rammed against it. A jolt of pain shot down her arm as the wood groaned but held firm, sending her stumbling back. She hissed and rubbed her shoulder. An open window caught her eye.

Nope. Not dying out here. With clawing fingernails and sheer will, she tore the screen free. She shoved her luggage through and dove after it, somersaulting into the room and landing flat on her back.

“Umph. Graceful as ever.”
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CHAPTER 2

Garrett shoved open the unlocked door and shook rain from his jacket, blood already boiling. A woman’s dripping coat hung over the chair he’d claimed as his own.

His chair. The one place he could sit in peace.

He stepped closer. The cushion still held the imprint of another. A faint scent of crushed flowers—jasmine, maybe—clung to the air. “Someone sat in my chair!” His voice boomed off the walls. His fists tightened at his sides.

He moved toward the kitchen—bread, jam, peanut butter, and a dirty plate—evidence of trespass. “Someone ate my food!”

Had Goldilocks invaded his space? What next?

The bedroom!

He stormed through the door. Beneath the covers, a shape stirred. A soft sigh. Slender arms curled around his pillow—his pillow. Blond hair spilled like sunlight, lashes stark against porcelain skin.

Yep. He was right. Goldilocks. Grown up and very attractive.

His heart kicked hard.

He crushed the reaction and stomped to the bed, jostling her awake. “Goldilocks! By what right did you eat my food and sleep in my bed?” The snarl in his voice startled him. When did he become such an ogre?

Her eyes flew open—wide, blue, glistening.

His pulse spiked. The tingling beat of his heart collided with the storm inside his chest.

No weakness.

No pretty little stranger twisting him up.

She’d invaded his space.

He locked his spine, ready for battle.

She lurched upright, clutching the blanket to her chest. “What are you doing in my cabin?”

“Your cabin!” he shouted and hardened his glare into steel. “This is mine. You’re the intruder.”

“Impossible!” Her voice wavered, but the fire in it didn’t. “I paid Charlotte and she stocked it for me.”

He tensed his jaw, every word cutting through the quiet of the cabin. “No, Goldilocks. I paid. You ate my food. And if you don’t want me joining you in that bed, you’d best leave.”

A sharp gasp escaped her. “How dare you! This is my cabin, and I’ll not leave. I’ll scream if you come near.”

Goldilocks had gumption, but he wasn’t backing down. He wasn’t about to hand over his cabin to a pretty little stranger.

He leaned in, tightening every line of his face. “And who will hear you?”

The words hit the quiet like a blade.

She rolled off the bed in a tangle of blankets, grabbed her clothes, and darted into the bathroom.

A low chuckle shook out of him. “I figured that would get you moving.”
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The bathroom door slammed behind Kayla, and she pressed her back against it, chest heaving. Heat rushed up her neck, cheeks burning hotter than the lightning outside. Her hands shook as she clutched her clothes to her chest.

What happened?

Her pulse thudded in her ears, loud and frantic. That man—that towering, furious stranger—had barged in like a thunderbolt and accused her of… everything. Eating his food. Sleeping in his bed. Invading his space.

Her space.

Her cabin.

Her reservation.

Her throat tightened. “Charlotte, you’d better not have messed this up.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. Broad shoulders. Storm-dark glare. Voice like rolling thunder. A shiver ran down her spine. She shook like a leaf. Heat shot through her body.

And something else.

No. Absolutely not. She shoved that sensation away.

She paced the tiny room, bare feet slapping against the cold tile. “How dare he talk to me like that. Goldilocks? Really?” Her cheeks flamed again. “And threatening to get in bed with me? The nerve!”

Her breath hitched again. Not fear. Not fury. Pure, righteous anger.

She jabbed a finger at the mirror, glaring at her own reflection. “You are not crying over this. You survived worse than one overgrown lumberjack with a temper.” She stuck her tongue out. “He may not have dressed like a lumberjack, but he sure acted like one.”

A shaky laugh escaped her. “Lord, give me strength. And maybe a weapon. A small one.”

She straightened her spine, chin lifting.

She wasn’t done.

Not by a long shot.

The door shook with a loud pounding. She jumped back and widened her eyes.
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Five minutes. Garrett paced, heat rolling through him. He banged on the door. “Come on, lady, I don’t have all day.”

She finally emerged with her hands on her hips, jeans clinging damply to her legs, a flowery shirt plastered to her skin. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

His gaze slid over her on instinct, unbidden. His pulse kicked. “I told you. I rented this cabin. Leave now, or I’ll call the law.”

Her hand shot out to the dresser as if she needed it to stay upright, fingers trembling. “But I have no place else. My car broke down. My phone, money—all gone.” Her voice cracked.

A groan pressed against his teeth. Why him? He had enough of his own mess. No. He couldn’t help her. His eyebrows shot up, and a hollow laugh burst out. “Not my concern, Goldilocks. Town is twelve miles. Walk.”

He pushed her toward the door. She twisted around him, reaching for something, but he blocked her with his body.

“My suitcase!” she snapped, eyes flashing.

He grabbed the luggage, backed her out of the bedroom, snatched her coat on the way, and tossed everything onto the porch. “Out.” His jaw hardened.

She stared at him, wide-eyed. “How dare you! You can’t just throw me out with nowhere to go!”

He locked his face into stone.

Head bent, she shuffled onto the covered porch, gathered her scattered belongings, and paused at the top of the steps to gawk.

He glanced out at the muddy mess the storm had carved. Rain hammered the tin roof and gushed from the downspout, pooling into dirty streams that snaked across the ground.

He almost caved in but not quite.

“It’s still pouring!” Her voice pitched high, trembling.

He stood firm. “Coat on. Move.” The words came out gravel-rough.

“But my jacket is drenched!”

“Not my concern, Goldilocks.” He flicked his hand, shooing her away like a stray cat that had overstayed its welcome.

She wriggled into her sodden parka with a shiver and stepped off the porch. Her boot hit slick mud, and in an instant she skidded, arms flailing, landing face-first in thick, miserable sludge.

Priceless. A bark of laughter tore out of him—loud, crude, the kind meant to keep sympathy far away.

Mud streaked her cheek, plastered her hair to her face. She pushed herself upright, eyes blazing—fierce, wounded. That fire hit him square in the chest, sent his pulse stumbling.

“You’re a horrible man,” she spat, breath quivering. “May God give you your due.”

She squelched through the muck into the relentless storm, her small frame swallowed by sheets of rain. The sight should’ve brightened his day.

It didn’t.

A sharp jab of conscience hit him—intense, unwelcome. His laughter died. Why hadn’t he offered her a lift? He had to drive to town anyway. And she… she was wet, chilled, alone.

He checked his watch. Fifty minutes until the market closed. Plenty of time if he moved now.

With a muttered rebuke, he straightened the cabin, locked the door, and tossed a tarp over the passenger seat. The Land Rover rumbled to life beneath his hands.

“I have to retrieve my wallet. Might as well give her a ride while I’m at it.” He grumbled as if he had no choice.

But the truth settled in his chest like a warm, unwelcome ember. He couldn’t leave her out there, soaked and shaking.

On the highway toward town, his tires squealed around a corner. Water streamed across the road. Goldilocks tiptoed through it, careful as a cat. He braked. The splash hit her full-on—a tidal wave.

“Well, she needed a bath after that mud dive. She should thank me for it.” He laughed, cocky and unrestrained, but beneath it his throat tightened. The tightness slid into his chest and wrapped around his heart.
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Rain hammered down. Each drop stung against Kayla’s skin as the suitcase dragged at her arm.

Arrogant. Cold-hearted. Mean. That man could be the Devil himself.

Why her? Why did things like this always happen to her?

Half-buried in muck, a sign appeared—mud-splattered, weather-beaten, still pointing toward a tackle shop. A shelter. “Maybe they have a phone.” Her heart lightened for a moment—then sank. “More likely they’re closed already.”

She sighed, shoulders sagging, and trudged onward until she reached the paved road.

“Twelve miles! How long does it take to walk twelve miles? That dreadful man could’ve offered me a ride.”

She lifted her gaze to the turbulent sky. “Lord, teach him better manners. He’ll never experience true friendship if he’s always so inconsiderate. And please send someone trustworthy to offer me a ride…” Her voice thinned, trembling away into the rain.

The wet streaks down her face had one advantage—unnoticeable blubbering. She sniffled. “The worst day of my life.” A grumble from above swallowed her words.

Her mother’s face rose in her mind—bright laughter, a family once whole before silence took its place. “Okay, not the worst day, but certainly the second worst.” Her voice rasped. “I never expected this when I ventured out on my own.”

Everything was supposed to go right.

The cabin. The quiet. The fresh start.

Maybe even meeting someone… someday.

Her foot splashed. Cold water squished between her toes. She halted, nose wrinkling.

Runoff streamed down a jagged cliff, pooling and rushing across the road. She concentrated and tiptoed through.

Tires squealed. An icy wave slammed into her, drenching her head to toe. She shrieked and dropped her luggage. “Oh!!!” She flung water from her arms and swiped at her face, teeth grinding. “Can my day get any worse?”

The vehicle slowed, and the passenger door swung outwards like a summons. Her pulse thudded against her throat. She clutched her suitcase to her body like a wall of protection and stepped forward warily. Peeking inside, she groaned. Not him! Mr. Dreadful.

“Get in.” His clipped voice commanded. “And try not to drip on my Land Rover.”

She marched past and muttered theatrically, tipping her head from side to side. “Don’t drip on my car. You might leave a stain. What a selfish bore. His stupid car more important than people.”

He pulled alongside again, tone firm. “You won’t make it to town on foot. Charlotte closes in forty minutes.”

She froze, eyes expanding. If she missed Charlotte, the street would be her bed. The night sky her blanket. She’d never been homeless.

Rain streamed down her temples, cold, shivering her skin. The open door waited—not inviting, not kind, just… there. A lifeline wrapped in thistles.

Her fingers tightened around the suitcase handle until they ached. She swallowed hard, throat burning. Homeless. The word scraped through her mind like broken glass. She never had to wonder where she’d lay her head. Others lived that nightmare every day, and her heart squeezed for them—but she wasn’t ready to taste it herself. Not tonight. Not like this.

Her gaze drifted to the dark stretch of road ahead. Twelve miles. In a storm. Alone.

A tremor ran through her legs.

She dragged in a breath, shaky and thin. “Lord… is this really my only option?”

The rain answered with a punishing slap against her cheek.

She lifted her chin, trying to summon dignity from the soggy mess she’d become. “Fine,” she muttered, mostly to herself. “But I’m not thanking him.”

That nasty man cleared his throat, voice soft, persuasive. “I apologize for my rudeness at the cabin. Chuck it up to a rotten day. Forgive my bad manners and hop in so we can reach town before the market closes.”

Incredible! She spun on him. “You’ve had a rotten day! I’ve endured the second-worst day ever. I lost my money, my cellphone, my car. The rain drenched me, not once, but twice. I was rudely cast out of my cabin by a nasty man, face-planted in the mud, not to mention a dousing from head to toe with a puddle by a maniac driver. That’s my day!”

“Okay, maybe yours is worse. Now get in.”

She held her suitcase tighter and backed away. “My father taught me never to ride with strangers.”

He smirked. His gray eyes twinkled. “We’re hardly strangers. You slept in my bed.”

Her jaw dropped and fire blazed across her vision. “How dare you try to smear my good name! That was unintentional.”

With a hint of impatience, he flipped an exaggerated eye-roll. “Don’t be so sensitive. It was a jest. Toss your bag over the seat and stay on the tarp.”

She scowled. Caution screamed at her to walk away, but necessity shoved harder. If he’d meant her harm, wouldn’t he have hurt her at the cabin, while she lay vulnerable in his bed? Still, she had her doubts. She needed more, a thread to hold onto.

“At least tell me your name.” Her voice didn’t waver despite the tremor in her chest.

“Garrett Nolan.” He extended his hand.

She passed him the suitcase. He gave her a cocky grin and flung it in the back. 

Her pulse hammered. Her stomach twisted. She hated that she needed him. Hated that he knew she needed him.

And yet… she climbed in.

Not because he deserved it.

Not because he’d been kind.

But because the alternative was a night she wasn’t sure she could survive.

The cold tarp crackled beneath her. Of course he’d want to protect his seats. His car looked brand new. It even smelled new. Lucky him.

“Mine’s Kayla Foster,” she snapped. “Don’t act so smug. Why the rush? Surely not for me.”

“Certainly not. I left my wallet at the market.”

Her lips parted and she fixed her gaze on him. The gall of that man! “You lost your money, yet you doubted me when I said I lost mine?”

“Sure, I’m not gullible like others I’ve met. I don’t believe whatever I hear.” His lips curled in a sardonic twist.

Ohh! So arrogant.

She curled her fingers and fire practically shot out with her words. “I’m not gullible, or oversensitive, you cocky self-centered, awful man!” With mouth compressed, she stared straight ahead, refusing to even glance his way. If she did, she might crumble. Or worse—she might say something embarrassingly honest.

The brute’s chuckle filled the cabin.

She pinched her lips. His laugh threw her pulse into a rhythm that spun her head. Why did he have to be so handsome? Gray, soul-piercing eyes. Brown, sun-kissed hair with just a hint of fiery highlights. Broad shoulders. Long legs. Prominent jaw that exuded energy and confidence. All the makings of dreamboats—not brash, egotistical males.
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Ten long minutes. Nothing but silence. Garrett stole a glance at Kayla. She shivered. He flicked the heat on, but she continued to ignore him as though he were invisible.

Dirty ringlets trailed down her face and neck, mud soaked her jacket, much like a poor little creature the cat dragged in. Yet even in disarray, she quivered his stomach.

What woman braved the wilderness alone? She radiated spunk. The kind that kept a man on his toes. She would make an extraordinary wife.

An idea clicked into place. That just might work. He arched his brows. His eyes lingered on her features. She stared out the side window, lips pressed tight as a librarian’s. He eased back in his seat, his grin stretching wide.

The perfect plan of revenge—use her gullibility. Gain her trust. Marry her. Then he would be one step away from claiming his uncle’s estate. Kade and Paloma cast into the cold. Revenge would be sweet. Peace would be his.

He cleared his throat dramatically. “Ahem. We undoubtedly got off to a bad start. Perhaps we should begin again.” He flashed his most dazzling smile he had practiced many times in the mirror and extended his hand.

She stared at him like a deer caught in his headlights, like impending doom knocked at her doorstep. He bit the inside of his lip, holding his laugh at bay.

“Why would you want to do that? You already made it clear you don’t like women.”

“Don’t like women?” Garrett spoke in mock offense. “Absurd! Women are marvels of creation. I simply had an off day. You seem the forgiving type.” He leaned closer, smoothing his voice like silk. “How about it? Friends?” He wiggled his fingers. 

She pressed her lips together.

A charming smile might do the trick. He plastered it on.

Take the hand, lady. He jiggled his fingers again.

It worked.

A fleeting palm brushed against his, soft as a whisper. “I suppose we could start over.” Her voice carried more doubt than conviction.

“Excellent! We’ll be in town in five minutes. Charlotte will sort this out. A simple mix-up. After that, I’ll help you find your cabin.”

“Thank you.” Her words fell hollow. Her gaze drifted back to the passing terrain, expression unreadable.

He wiped the smile from his face.

A little conversation might work. He flipped the dial up on the heater. “Are you warm enough?”

“Yes, it feels grand.”

“Why the second worst day of your life?”

“At six, my mother died.” Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “That was worse.”

A sharp pinch tightened behind his ribs. He winced and flicked his eyes away. “Sorry about that.”

Change of subject. “Did you drive far?”

“From the other side of the Cascade Mountains. Woodinville.”

He nodded. “Northeast of Seattle. I came over from Redmond myself. Practically neighbors. Do you have family?”

“Just a stepbrother.” Her eyes narrowed. “What’s with the twenty questions?”

“Trying to be less of a stranger.”

His SUV rolled into town, and he swung into the market, tires hissing on wet pavement. Brakes squealed to a stop. “Here we are. Let me get that for you.”

He rushed around to her door, but she slung it open herself. The hinges groaned as the door jerked to an abrupt stop.

He shuddered, rubbing the back of his neck. Great. He tried to play the gentleman and what did he get? Another thing to fix. 

Kayla didn’t spare him a glance. She stared straight through him, as if he were nothing more than a gust of wind she had already endured enough of. She scurried inside, shoulders tight, hair still damp from the storm.

He stood alone in the parking lot. The sky above had cleared, washed clean by the rain. A soft golden light spilled over the mountains, serene and beautiful, almost as if it were mocking him.

He let out a slow breath. Fog puffed forth in the cooling air. “This won’t be easy.” He growled between his teeth.

What was it about her anyway that prickled his skin and burrowed underneath? Her fire. Her stubbornness. Or maybe the way she refused to be impressed by him.

He shuddered… yet his heart raced in a way he never experienced before.


 

[image: Image]

CHAPTER 3

Behind Kayla, the bell chimed and the door whooshed. A gust of cool air rushed in along with the faint scent of rain.

She strode straight to the counter, chin lifted, not about to wait for that man who couldn’t decide whether to bark at her or charm her senseless.

Her body had practically melted into a puddle. Traitor.

His sudden friendliness and engaging smile—so unexpected, so disarming. 

No. Absolutely not.

Her arms wrapped around herself as she shivered. She wasn’t about to fall for a self-important wise guy with a hero complex and a grin that could undo a woman’s better judgment. Not after the day she’d had. Not after the mud. Not after the storm.

The door chimed again. She ignored it and pasted on a smile. “Hi. Are you Charlotte?”

The cashier shifted her attention away from her newspaper and gasped at Kayla’s bedraggled state. “My dear, what happened? Are you all right?”

“Yes.” She swiped wet hair from her face. “I got caught in the pouring rain. I’m Kayla Foster. I rented cabin 7A, but it’s already occupied.”

Charlotte’s gaze slid past her shoulder. 

She glanced back too. Garrett stood at the magazine stand, flipping pages as if he were uninterested in their conversation. 

Charlotte folded her paper. “Oh dear! I texted you. I changed it to 6A when I received a cancellation, a more-updated cabin with a staggering view.”

Kayla shook her head. Strands of damp hair brushed against her cheeks. Eek, she must look a mess. “I didn’t receive your message. I lost my cellphone.”

Charlotte set the paper down and rose to her feet. She produced a terrycloth towel and handed it to Kayla. “Here, use this to dry off some. You poor girl. How in the world did you get caught in the rain?”

“Thank you.” She wiped her face and arms, grimacing at the mud she scraped away. Not just a mess. A walking horror film. Heat flooded her face. Her voice lowered to almost a whisper as she continued. “My car broke down just short of the lake. Along with my phone, I lost my money. It was most likely left at the last gas station I stopped at, but anyway, I hoofed it to the cabin. Mr. Nolan kicked me out in the rain again. Then he changed his mind and gave me a lift to town.”

“Oh! How awful! That man is extremely ill-mannered.” Charlotte’s mouth pinched like tweezers ready to pluck an offending thorn.

A smile pulled at Kayla’s lip. Yeah, he was a bit like a thorn. Every time she was near him her skin prickled.

“I certainly agree with that!” She nodded her head wholeheartedly and scowled over at Garrett. He still browsed the magazines. Most likely pretending. If she were a gambler, she would bet a thousand dollars he was listening. Her pulse jumped, traitorous thing. She quickly swung her head away.

Charlotte also glared—a look that could curdle milk. She took the towel and placed it on a chair.

She came around the counter with her eyes soft and her cheeks rosy. She put her arm around Kayla. “I’m sorry, I never imagined you’d endure all that. It sounds like you need help. What gas station did you stop at?”

Warmth spread through Kayla’s chest. Finally, someone who cared. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes. “I don’t remember the town’s name, but the station is Russell’s Mini Mart.”

“I’m friends with Russell and his wife. Let me give him a call.” She bustled to the back and a couple of minutes later she returned. “All set. Your phone and money are safe and secure. I’ll drive you out tomorrow. Russell’s wife insisted we eat lunch with them.”

Kayla’s shoulders sagged. The tension drained so fast it left her lightheaded. “Thank you so much. Now I need to get hold of the rental place and request another car.”

“Do you have their number?”

“I’m afraid that information is with my phone.”

“Never mind, we’ll find it on the internet. Might even catch them before they close. Come on.” Charlotte grabbed her arm and steered her to the back office.

Charlotte tapped her fingers on a keyboard and the number appeared on the screen. Kayla dialed it and straightened everything out. Finally, things were looking up.

She smiled at Charlotte and gave her a hug. “Thank you.”

“No problem, dearie. I should have made sure you got my message, so this is the least I can do.”

They strolled back out front where Garrett waited.

Charlotte withdrew his wallet from under the counter and tossed it to him with a flick of her wrist.

Garrett caught it easily, snapped it open, and thumbed through the bills and cards, quick and efficient. He gave a crisp nod and slid it into his back pocket.

“Is all set now? Shall we leave?” He asked, as if Kayla was a sack of groceries he intended to haul out to his car.

Her jaw dropped. The sheer rudeness of the man—unbelievable.

Charlotte clucked her tongue, brisk as a mother hen scolding a wayward chick. “Why don’t I take Kayla out to her cabin? I should check on things while I’m there.”

Kayla straightened up. Her insides sparked like a struck match. Good idea. “I—”

“No need,” Garrett cut in, stepping forward like a wall. “I’m headed that way. Do your checking when you pick Kayla up to retrieve her phone.”

Kayla opened her mouth to protest, but he clasped her arm solidly, tugging her toward the exit.

She tried to pull away, but he held fast. Mr. Dreadful—at it again. Why couldn’t she get rid of him?

She shot Charlotte an apologetic smile and flung a brief wave. “Bye. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You take care, dearie, and if that man doesn’t behave, he’ll answer to me.” She puckered her lips and followed them to the door, locking up behind them.

Garrett didn’t slow a step. He towed Kayla across the parking lot. He dodged a murky pool of water with ease, barely glancing at it.

No time to react. Her foot hit the puddle, slid, and she went down with a splat—backside first into the cold, sucking mire. Mud swallowed her hands as she caught herself. Thick slime squeezed between her fingers like a slithery swamp creature.

This was the last straw. He couldn’t have disgraced her more if he tried.

Heat burned her cheeks as she sought to push herself to her feet, only to slip back into the mud.

“Oh!!! You awful man, look what you’ve done now!” Her voice cracked, shrill as an alarm on Sunday morning. She tried again to push herself up, but her palms lost their grip, sending her right back into the muck with a squishy kerplop.

A young couple paused mid-stride, gawking openly. She dipped her chin into her chest. The churning mass in her stomach weighed her down heavier than the mud itself. If only she could vanish into the puddle and sink straight through the earth, anything to escape this humiliation.

Please, Lord, don’t let this become town gossip.

Not here. Not now. Not when she’d barely arrived.

The last thing she needed was to be remembered as the woman who slipped in a puddle and couldn’t escape.
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Garrett swallowed a chuckle, though the corners of his mouth twitched. Hilarious. He would laugh at this for years to come.

Kayla attempted to stand again, only for her boots to skid and send her sliding right back into the muck with a helpless little yelp.

The sight nearly undid him. Good grief.

He bit his lip, stepped forward and hauled her up with feigned contrition, his grip firm. “Sorry. I didn’t intend to splat you in the puddle.”

Squishing toward the SUV, her voice cut sharp enough to draw blood. “You don’t intend to do a lot of things, do you?” She halted at the vehicle door. Her eyes flashed like flaming arrows. “Try walking in another person’s shoes for a change—then you’ll learn to be more considerate.”

“My shoes work just fine, thank you.”

Stupid saying anyway. Uncle Riley. He could hear him right now repeating those words. Talk about getting knocked over the head with something. Riley may have said it, but he never lived it, so it didn’t hold much water.

He tossed her a towel from behind the passenger seat and tucked the tarp tighter around the cushion. He scanned the area. “Where can I find a hose? There must be one around here somewhere.” He barely muttered it, but she reacted anyway.

She wiped her hands in quick, furious swipes, then hurled the towel back at him with perfect aim. It thudded on his chin.

She shoved past him and climbed into the Land Rover. Mud squished out from beneath her like melted chocolate, oozing down the tarp. She slammed the door so hard the frame rattled.

A long groan escaped his throat as he strolled around the car. “I’ll be lucky if my Land Rover survives this encounter. I think I lost my touch with this lady.” He growled low. He needed a foolproof strategy. If he wanted revenge, he’d have to get smarter about it.

His chest tightened, an unwelcome tug he tried to shrug off. It had nothing to do with revenge and everything to do with the fiery woman currently stewing in his passenger seat.

On the way home, he chatted away—weather, road conditions, anything to fill the silence—but Kayla stayed quiet.

She stared out the window, arms folded tight, her profile carved in stone. The only noise was the steady hum of the engine and the occasional squelch of mud as she shifted in her seat.

Great. He may have blown it big time. Now he had to repair the damage.

He stopped in front of her cabin and before the vehicle had fully settled, she hopped out and rushed toward the porch.

He lifted her luggage from the back seat and sauntered after her. He wasn’t about to show her how much her retreat bothered him. But he couldn’t stop the hand scraping
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