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      Listen My Love by LizAnne Axtel

      Piper Howard is obsessed with the sultry voice of her favorite audiobook narrator, Ross-C, and jumps at the chance to meet him in person at a book fair. Her plans to discreetly stalk him are derailed when she literally crashes into a brooding stranger—who turns out to be Ross-C himself. As sparks fly, Piper must decide if the real man behind the voice can live up to the fantasy she’s dreamed of for so long.

      

      Nowhere in Deadwood by Charles Lemar Brown

      With one shot, Violet Daniels starts a string of events that may ruin her world. She must now find a way to save Jack Abbott, the man she shot. The problem is there is nowhere in Deadwood that is safe for Jack Abbott.

      

      Caught in the Cat’s Clause by Elise Gedicke

      The law states all True Mate bonds are sacred and are not to be denied. I never expected my True Mate to be any type of shifter other than a wolf. Why would I? There was even a law that states shifters can’t crossbreed. To my knowledge, there had never been an interspecies True Mate pair before. Until now. My Keegan was a jaguar. So, what do you do when two laws contradict each other?

      

      Every Storm by Britt Jones

      After years of serving his country, Morgan Creed returns to his secluded ranch, only to find his life shattered. His wife has run the ranch into the ground, stolen his prized stud stallion and disappeared, leaving him with a 7-month-old child. Morgan’s caught in an unending storm until Harper Emerson blows in bringing a sliver of light and hope.

      

      Deadwood Bound by Rico Lamoureux

      Riker, a private investigator out of Los Angeles, arrives in South Dakota to learn more about his family history. While searching his grandparents’ cellar, he comes upon a hidden journal dating back to the Old Wild West. What he learns about his great-great-great grandfather’s dark past will shake Riker to the core and have him questioning just how thick the blood runs through this side of his family.

      

      Until I Met You by A.L. Long

      As one door closes, another opens; this was the case for Dixie Coleman. She never would have believed that she could find love again after losing her husband. But when Bridger Lange steps in to lend a hand, it's like magic.

      

      Furious Protector by Via Mari

      When trouble comes to Deadwood, and a certain skill set is needed, I’m the one they call.

      I have one thing on my mind when I get to town, and it’s certainly not a relationship of any kind.

      Until the blue-eyed blonde catches my eye.

      She is a force to be reckoned with on a good day, and the job isn’t as easy as I thought it would be.

      When Jules gets caught in the crossfire, she’s going to learn the only protection she will ever need is me.

      

      Killian by K.O. Newman

      In the shadow of change, one must find the light, often not in the places first looked. Killian had put Bear Foot Ranch in his rear view the day that he patched in with the Lords of Khaos in Denver. Putting down roots and joining forces with the most unlikely allies will change everything for the new Lords of Khaos: Deadwood.

      

      Love’s Beginning by Amanda Speights

      In 1879 Deadwood, South Dakota, Laura Miller has built her brothel from the ground up, swearing never to answer to any man—until Jack Bristow comes into her life, forcing her to question everything. Can she hold onto her hard-won independence, or will love lead her down a new path? Love’s Beginning is a tale of love, loss, and the unexpected choices that shape her future—will Laura find the courage to embrace it?

      

      The Librarian by Tina Susedik

      A confirmed spinster, Victoria Forry and her father create a traveling library in the Dakotas. Set up with a wagon complete with books of all genres, with only her mastiff, Salty, at her side, she heads to Deadwood, stopping at gold camps and small towns along the way.

      Dr. Zebulon Greer is an undercover agent trying to find the person or persons making counterfeit money. Word has it is someone traveling in a wooden, covered wagon has the plates.

      Is Victoria this person or is she as innocent as she appears? Can Zeb overcome his attraction to her and find out the truth?
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      Piper

      Once I’ve checked in to the Lodge, I stand next to my Jeep under the wide, timber framed portico, take a deep breath, and stare back at the grand entrance. Even while driving to South Dakota from my home in western Nebraska I had a difficult time believing I was actually coming to Wild Deadwood Reads.

      Bouncing on my toes, I clasp my hands together. I’m really finally here. As an avid reader I’ve wanted to attend this premier book signing since the very first one. Now eight years later, the crap life’s been tossing at me has finally eased and I was able to get away.

      Surrounding the building, the pine covered Black Hills stand out in front of a brilliant blue sky. I haven’t been back in the area for a good fifteen years. Deadwood has grown and changed since then.

      My family vacationed here almost every summer when I was a kid, often coming up for Wild Bill Days. Those are happy memories that ended when my parents both died after a tornado slammed through the hotel where they were celebrating their twenty-fifth anniversary.

      I had to grow up fast and take over the management of our family land.

      I didn’t do a good job.

      After a mental shake, I climb into my Jeep. I’ve found my way since then and now I’m helping other women discover their ideal life paths. While I’m using all my energy to guide and take care of others, I tend to forget about me.

      On an emotional level I know the importance of caring for and about myself. I’m really great at ‘do as I say, not as I do’. The women currently in residence and employed on my property sat me down a week ago for an intervention. When I agreed to take time off, they actually cheered. Then my forewoman handed me the hotel reservation, a ticket to join the signing authors for breakfast, and orders not to come home without at least one tote bag full of signed books.

      The book signing is tomorrow, so today I’m going to go explore Deadwood. I have another assignment from my forewoman’s nine year old son. He’d written a report on Wild Bill Hickok and discovered there’s this thing called ‘Wild Bill Me’ where you take selfies with any likeness of Wild Bill you discover around town.

      I promised him I’d do my best to find as many as possible and send the photos to his mom. If I find enough and win the big prize we’ll share the chocolate coins. That’s enough of a reward for me.

      Once I make it to the downtown area, I understand why the desk clerk suggested I consider taking the trolley. The race to find a parking spot is like a pack of sharks circling their prey—we’re all waiting for someone to leave so we can fight off the others for that empty space.

      By some good fortune I’m the only searcher present when an overly full SUV leaves the perfect spot. Grinning to myself, I lock my vehicle. So far everything on this trip is working out great.

      I join the flow of tourists exploring the businesses along main street. I grab some pamphlets and cards about the different historical buildings and the opportunities to take a variety of tours. I’m not sure why I bother with all the information. I have to leave on Sunday and most of my time until then will be taken up stalking a few of my favorite authors.

      I grab a cold drink and make my way to a huge water tank set up for doggie dock-diving. There’s no competition right now so it’s a good place to sit, relax, and plan what I want to do with the rest of the day and tomorrow.

      Because it’s not only authors I hope to meet in person.

      I love audio books and frequently have a story going while I work and definitely when I drive. The stories help me focus and the voices of my favorite narrators are like friends keeping me company when I’m alone. Which is, honestly, far too often.

      Then there’s my all-time favorite narrator. A man who calls himself Ross-C.

      The man is an enigma. I’ve searched online, and asked for help with that from my nine year old friend since I’m not the best with electronic devices. At least I know how to take pictures and send messages on my phone. Even with his help, we still didn’t find any information about the man. No photo, no hint where he lives, nothing personal at all. Only listings of the books he’s narrated and a couple social media accounts where he reads some really spicy stuff.

      I hate to admit I have a subscription for one site and I’m a frequent listener. My guilty pleasure.

      Ah, the man’s voice… voices… his varied accents sound like he’s a native speaker of each place. His tones can go from light and flirty, to deeply sexy in a moment. The thing I like the best? He’s got this rumbling purr that’s so low it vibrates through my earbuds and settles into my chest. Lower, too. His voice is my ultimate fantasy. The one thing I can count on to relax and bring me pleasure after a long day.

      The man must be magical. Some fey being created to excite and thrill with only his voice. I try to imagine what he looks like, but my internal vision changes with each character he portrays. Maybe that’s why his identity is so shrouded in mystery. Knowing what he looks like might ruin the illusion.

      Not for me. At least I don’t think so. I’ve learned the hard way how to see through the false personas and public faces verses private demeanors. A past so-called business partner was great in public. Everyone loved him. Even me. Until he disappeared with the small profits from our endeavor. Leaving me stuck facing legal issues for contracts and tax documents he’d forged my signature on.

      I take a long sip from my soda. I’ve been lucky. I found a good attorney who guided me through all the bullshit until I was absolved of any responsibility. The lessons I learned—both what to do and what not to do—helped me establish a cottage business and enables me to take in other women who have nowhere else to go.

      All I require of the woman I give sanctuary to is the determination to turn their lives around. To do better for themselves, their families, and for the world around us. It’s hard work. Emotionally and physically. My spread is tiny compared to the huge ranches surrounding me… partially because I was forced to sell off land to keep what I could. We don’t raise cattle, or beautiful horses like our neighbors. I raise bees.

      The sun is chasing away the patch of shade I’m sitting in and I’m not ready to move on yet. It just feels good to be relaxing. Using my hip, I scoot my purse along the bench until I’m fully under the awning again. By the time my paper cup is empty, more people are finding seats around me.

      I glance at my watch. I’ve been sitting here doing nothing but thinking and daydreaming for almost an hour? I never take that much time to relax. I’m always doing something.

      Taking a deep breath, I smile. I’m not going to berate myself for not having busy hands. Daydreaming about how I’m going to finally meet my voice-only crush was a darn good way to pass the time. Before long there will be dogs leaping through the air, splashing into the long pool in front of me. The spot where I’m sitting is perfect for viewing both the leap and the splash down. I think I’ll stick around a bit longer.
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      Charleston

      If I ever figure out how I let myself get talked into this weekend, at least I’ll be able to come up with some defense for next time. There’s a reason I guard my privacy so diligently. Don’t allow my face to show in the rare videos I’m forced to make for the book app publicist. If fans knew how to find me, there’s a chance they’d overrun my small hometown. If the people in my hometown knew what I actually do for a living, I don’t doubt I’d be ostracized or run out of town.

      The joys of living in an ultra-conservative small town.

      When I suggested a few ways I could attend this book lovers’ event and still retain my anonymity—curtains, masks—my ideas were summarily shot down. As were my requests to skip the weekend. Attending is a condition of my continued employment I was told.

      Not that I can’t record audiobooks anywhere, but my equipment belongs to the app owners and there’s no way I can afford to recreate the elaborate and costly setup. I have enough pride in my work to know I wouldn’t be satisfied with substandard recordings. Especially without the enhanced bass that augments my trademark sexual purr. If I suddenly disappeared my fans might be disappointed. For a short while. Now when everyone and their chickens have social media accounts, I’d soon be lost in the algorithms. Besides, there’s always someone waiting to be the next breakout social media star.

      Maybe ending this career isn’t a bad thing. Perhaps my time as a premier voice actor is over. I can always go back to doing animation and voice overs. Pays the bills but isn’t really fulfilling. Or stimulating. Because, yes, sometimes the books I read are a turn on for me, too. Not all the pauses, gasps, and vocal cues are acting.

      I checked into the Lodge a day early and thankfully avoid the small groups of women hovering around the huge lobby seating areas this morning. Hiding out in my suite was already driving me crazy so I’m taking a chance going out in public. Most of the women aren’t subtle in their stalking, loudly telling each other what they’re going to do once they find me.

      Thank god none of them know what I look like. Right now I’m just some guy getting on the trolley. Once seated in the rear of the vehicle I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths. Finally my shoulders relax and the building anxiety backs off. I can do this.

      There are crowds everywhere celebrating Wild Bill. Despite all the people, I enjoy the day exploring the Deadwood sites. There’s a lot of history packed into this small town and the surrounding Black Hills. I appreciate how the town has incorporated signage for the multitude of historical places and happenings. I had no idea how much history this one area of the country contains. Here in Deadwood they really embrace and celebrate that history.

      The gambling doesn’t appeal to me. Too many people. Too much noise. I much prefer the solitude and silence of a recording booth. Someday I plan to find a place to live that embodies the quiet and allows me to be who I might be.

      With that enigmatic thought shoved to the back of my brain, the scent of food draws me across the street. It’s the middle of the afternoon and I’m not really hungry so I settle for an Arnold Palmer and continue toward my final destination for the day. After only turning the wrong way down a street once, I make it to the parking lot where there’s a scheduled diving dog competition.

      The area is filling up and there’s only a few empty spaces on the low, portable bleachers. I watch one spot for a long minute and when no one claims the prime location I move in, hoping the woman next to the space isn’t holding it for someone.

      Not that I need to sit. I spend a lot of time walking. It’s my thinking time, when I make plans, decisions. When I dream. It’s just that when I’m in a crowd, I feel less anxious when I’m sitting down. Which I know doesn’t make sense. That should feel more confining, less… escapable. When standing, even the imagined press of bodies from a crowd tightens my chest. Makes my stomach clench. I sweat.

      It's a control thing. I can’t control the movement of others around me but when I’m seated there’s a small comfort from the sense of containment. What’s to either side or in back of me doesn’t constantly change.

      I have no idea where my odd enochlophobia comes from. A fear of crowds. I give a soft snort. Just one of those things I was blessed with. My mother’s anxiety issues probably had something to do with it. Through study and a few therapy sessions, I’ve learned to control the physical symptoms most of the time. My solitary walks go a long way to soothe my anxiety. If I can just make it through the next couple of days…

      I stand in front of the woman and indicate the empty seat. I mentally clear my throat and speak with an average, low tenor, non-threatening, midwestern voice. “Is this seat taken?”

      Shading her eyes when she looks up, she frowns a moment then smiles. “Nope, go ahead and sit. I can’t wait for the dogs to start diving.”

      Making the narrow spot a bit wider, she inches to the side. When I’m seated she leans back a bit and I feel her gaze on me. I glance at her and she says, “That’s better. I really couldn’t see you with the sun right behind you. Hi. I’m Piper.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t think about the sun.” I push the brim of my cap back so she can see my face. I give her a common, ordinary version of my name. “I’m Chuck. Thanks for sharing the space with me.”

      “Here for the Wild Bill Days?” she asks.

      I hesitate before replying. “No. The Wild Deadwood Reads event.”

      She brightens and her smile outshines the sun. There’s sparkles in her brown eyes and tiny lines at the corners like she laughs often. If she has makeup on, it’s subtle and minimal. Her mouth, god, her mouth begs for my kisses. Shit, now I’m thinking like the books I narrate. Still, she’s beautiful. Possibly the most beautiful woman…

      “Me, too. Are you an author?”

      “No, I’m, uhh, there in another capacity.” Please let that be enough of an explanation.

      “Cool. Maybe we’ll see each other there.”

      “What about you?”

      “Me? I’m just a book lover. There’s a few of my favorite authors going to be here, and I’ve got a list of others I want to get books from to try. And there’s other people I’d like to meet.”

      “Ah, I see. The cover models, perhaps?” A knot similar to my anxiety forms in my chest. What does this reaction have to do with her meeting cover models? Male models. Ripped male models. The knot spins.

      She only shrugs so I’m not sure if I’d guessed correctly or not. Doesn’t matter. We might see each other in passing tomorrow, we might not. This is probably our one encounter. It doesn’t matter to me what she does.

      The agonized squeal of microphone feedback makes me wince. One glance at the tiny platform stage shows me what I already knew. The mic is too close to the speakers. Amateurs.

      Piper covers her ears. “Yikes. Too loud.”

      The announcer gets the feedback under control in a few seconds then glares at someone behind him. I’m guessing that particular someone messed with the equipment. Without further incident, the dock dives begin.

      Piper and I chat during the exhibition, mostly comparing the abilities of different dog breeds—which I have no clue about. She’s open and tells me about the area of Nebraska she’s from. I’d heard of something called the Sandhills. But from what she says, the land is much different than what I imagined.

      She gives me a funny look when I admit to being born and raised in a small town close to the tourist area of Love Beach in South Carolina. We laugh over the differences in the ‘sand’ of the two areas then she narrows her gaze. “You don’t sound like you come from the south. There’s not a bit of an accent.”

      Without thinking, my next words take a distinctly southern turn. “Ah assure y’all, ah do call the south mah home.”

      “There it is.” She touches my arm and electricity jolts from the contact. Her fingers twitch against my skin before she draws back her hand.

      Returning to the neutral accent of the Midwest, I say, “I once needed people to understand me and while that accent serves me well in South Carolina, in other parts of the country, not so much. In other words, ‘Ah don’ get much respect’ when I come off too Southern.”

      She chuckles. “I don’t see it, but who am I to judge. Oh look. What are those doxies doing?”

      A line up of dachshunds, two regular sized and one a tiny little thing stand at the edge of the dock. Their handlers hold them back with handles on the top of their life vests. The announcer says, “Dogs don’t have to be large… or have long legs in order to have fun dock diving. Today we have with us three champions showing off their best dives. First, Max.”

      One of the handlers moves back, drawing their doxie to a much closer starting line than the large dogs are using. A second handler catches the dog’s interest with a brightly colored toy. Bouncing on its front legs, the dog pulls at the restraint. Then the dog runs toward the dock edge, the lure floats through the air, and the pup splashes into the water with the prize tight in its jaws.

      The crowd erupts with cheers. Once the noise dies down, the second doxie performs, landing four inches further than the first. Then it’s the miniature’s turn.

      The anticipation surrounding this one little dog’s jump feels like everyone in the crowd is holding their breath. This doxie is the feistiest of the three, barking and lunging toward its lure. When released the dog bursts into action, its short legs pumping to propel it from the dock. Success!

      We all clap and cheer as the doxie ignores its handlers and swims a victory lap around the tank.

      The finals of the competition are exciting but not as much fun as watching the little guys. I remain seated while the crowd disperses, telling myself it’s so I don’t have to deal with the people. I know the truth. It’s because Piper hasn’t risen yet either.

      “It was nice to meet you, Chuck,” she says as she pulls the strap of her bag up to her shoulder. “You made watching the dogs even more fun.”

      “You, too.” I really don’t want her to walk away. We’ll be in the same location tomorrow, but there’s no guarantee I’ll see her in the crowd. I want to see her tomorrow. Probably the next day. The day after that.

      I always thought when the hero of one of the romances I narrate says or thinks ‘mine’ about a woman the author was merely using poetic license. Or fulfilling personal dreams. Now, I’m not so sure it’s fiction.

      Because all I can think of when I look at Piper, is mine.
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      Piper

      Chuck looks like he wants to say more but isn’t really sure what that might be. I’ve enjoyed just talking with him, watching the dogs show off, and I’m reluctant to leave. I know I should though. Because of those scary tingles when I touched his skin. Of how I feel all jittery inside. How I need… something…

      I’m old enough to know what all that means, even if I’ve only experienced those emotional feelings through books. And listening to Ross-C. I’m also old enough to realize I’ve got at least ten years of life experience on Chuck. Doesn’t fate just suck when I meet someone who I could possibly care for, and he’s too young?

      Before I think better of it, I ask, “Any plans for the evening?”

      His brows draw together and I gnaw on my bottom lip. Have I crossed a line? Misread his expression? Then his face clears. “Sorry,” he says. “You surprised me. I was just thinking about asking you the same thing.”

      “So?” we say in unison then laugh.

      He holds up one hand and I nod for him to speak first. “I’m not here with anyone, in case you were wondering.”

      “Nope, wasn’t.” I am such a liar.

      He rubs his palm along his jawline and my fingers curl. Is his short beard soft? Or bristly?

      “You?” he asks. “I mean, friends or anyone you have plans with?”

      “Nope again.” The truth this time. “I figured on just heading back to the lodge whenever I got tired. Grabbing something to eat somewhere. Hmm, yeah, no. I’ve got no plans.”

      “Join me for dinner then? Nothing fancy. I heard good things about Mustang Sally’s from the Lodge concierge.”

      I glance around at the now nearly empty parking lot then point in what I hope is the right direction. “It’s that way, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. I think so. I get turned around in the mountains.”

      “Aren’t there mountains in South Carolina?”

      “Some. Nothing like these though. If I remember right, there’s a trolley stop right in front of the restaurant that could take us back to the Lodge when we’re done.”

      I pause a moment before saying anything and realize I feel perfectly safe with Chuck. “I drove today, so I’ll get us back to the Lodge.”

      “Don’t feel obligated.”

      “I wouldn’t offer if I did. Come on, with all the people in town for the Wild Bill days, who knows how crowded the restaurant might be. Oh, and if you see anything that looks like Wild Bill, let me know. Picture, statue, a guy on the street, whatever.”

      “Uh, okay. Why?”

      “I’m on orders from the son of a… a friend of mine to do the Wild Bill Me challenge of taking a selfie with every rendition of Wild Bill I see. I could use more since I want to win us the biggest prize.”

      Chuck laughs and that damn tendril of delight curls through my chest, around my heart and tickles down to my belly. And lower. This young man is dangerous to my middle aged libido.

      It’s not just his voice, or how easy he is to talk with. I like how he looks, too. I’ve discovered an interesting fact about myself is while I drool over book boyfriends who are ripped and muscular, all angles and hard planes, powerful and sometimes harsh, in real life I’ve always been attracted to a different type. Give me a lean man with soft edges. Maybe even a bit of what some call a dad-bod, fit but maybe with a bit of a belly. Even better if there’s some hair on his chest.

      I wonder what Chuck looks like without a shirt.

      “Sure, I can do that.”

      Oh god, how many of my thoughts did I say out loud? “Uh…”

      “Help you find more Wild Bills. Sounds like fun.”

      Now is not the time to lose focus. I’m having dinner with a new friend. That’s it. After tomorrow, we’ll go our separate ways. I need to remember why I’m here in Deadwood. My goal isn’t to hook up with some young guy. My one and only goal is to meet Ross-C.

      Dinner is delicious and it’s difficult to stick to one glass of wine. The vintage is good, but not as flavorful as the wines being developed across the road from my place at the Turquoise Creek Ranch. Of course I’m partial to their local fruit and honey meads since they use my honey.

      Spending time with Chuck is a delight. He makes me laugh with stories about being a child living so close to a touristy beach town, although I sense there’s some sadness underlying his happy memories. I’m able to steer the conversation away from me and my past fairly easily. He’s trying to impress me so follows my lead. He doesn’t have to do that but after I’d attempted dating again a couple years ago, it’s refreshing to not have to listen to a guy make everything about himself and then mansplain what I already know.

      After eating we stroll to my Jeep. I have the insane urge to grab Chuck’s hand and just hang on tight. There’s something about this man—this younger man, I remind myself. He’s an old soul. That young body though, could never really be interested in someone like me. He may have that sexy dad bod. That doesn’t mean he wants a woman on the wide hipped, slightly droopy downside of her thirties.

      Fighting back a sigh, I discover another Wild Bill, this time on a sign in a store window. “There’s a Bill. Time for another selfie.”

      “Let me take it,” he offers and I hand him my phone.

      I arrange myself into a ‘vogue’ pose with the poster. The song came out the year I was born and was one of my mother’s favorites. I grew up dancing with her in the living room. If Chuck understands the visual reference it might make him realize the age difference between us. I don’t even want to think about that. He takes the picture, then pulls out his phone and takes another.

      At my expression, he grins. “To remember today.”

      “Well then you need to be in the picture, too. Get over here.” I point to the sidewalk at my side.

      He moves closer and wraps one arm around my shoulders. Holding his phone at arm’s length, he takes a couple of shots then steps away. After checking the pictures he holds out his phone to show me.

      “Aw. I’d love copies of those.”

      “What’s your number, I’ll send them to you.”

      I pause my wild thoughts. Do I dare give him a way to contact me?

      “I promise I’m not a stalker or anything like that. It’s just the easiest way to share. I can… I’ll erase your number right after if you want.”

      Damn it. And he’s sensitive and considerate, too. He’ll make a wonderful husband for someone. A lucky woman who’s more appropriate. Closer to his own age. And why the hell am I thinking about him as a husband? That one glass of wine was obviously one too many.

      “No, don’t be silly. It’s fine. I appreciate that you’re understanding about how the world works now. Women need to be careful.”

      “They do. So, we’re okay?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      When we’re back at the Lodge, he stares at the entrance for a long time before exiting the vehicle and tugging the brim of his cap down low over his eyes. Almost like he wants to enter the building without being noticed. Then I see groups of women milling around the lobby. There had been women there when I checked in, too.

      I circle the Jeep and slip my arm through his. His gaze jerks to me. I shrug and indicate the full lobby with my free hand. “Looks like an obstacle course in there that a handsome guy like you doesn’t want to tackle right now. I think I can help you through this. They might not pay so much attention…”

      “If I already have a beautiful woman on my arm,” he finishes.

      “I don’t know about beautiful…”

      He turns to face me. “You’re very beautiful, Piper. Whoever made you believe otherwise…” He shakes his head. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Casual is how we look on the outside. Inside I’m a jumble of emotions. Besides my hand around his elbow and our upper arms aligned, our bodies brush together as we walk. For once I’m happy with my wide hips. From what I can tell we don’t attract much attention. Not that I can say for sure, I’m a bit distracted.

      When we’re out of sight, Chuck takes a deep breath. “We did it.”

      “How about that?”

      “May I escort you to your room? No motives other than making sure you’re safe.”

      What could it hurt? I’m not ready to let him go either. Once my door closes, this night and whatever fantasies are floating in my mind will be over. This isn’t one of those ‘I just met you but I love you’ stories. Today was simply a fun day. “That would be nice.”

      He waits until the lock clicks open at the press of my keycard then takes a step back. “Good night, Piper. I hope… we run into each other tomorrow. Maybe after… The signing’s over at five. Would you join me for supper again? Or breakfast on Sunday before you have to head home?”

      Yes, my mind shouts. Both would be fabulous. Reining in my thoughts I nod. “I’d like that. You’ve got my number. Until tomorrow then?”

      “Until then. Good night.”

      “Night.”

      We stand there like a couple idiots staring at each other until the noise created by a yet another group of women heading toward their rooms breaks whatever spell we’re under. I finish backing through my door. “Sweet dreams.”
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      Charleston

      I had a rough night. Between my rising anxiety about today’s exposure and the hard, throbbing need I experienced every time Piper entered my thoughts, I didn’t get much sleep. Luckily the physical need was easy enough to deal with, although in an entirely unsatisfying manner. Those releases thankfully also eased some of my anxiety. At least moaning Piper’s name made me forget about showing my face to my fans.

      Including Piper. I don’t even know if she listens to audio books. Which would be better? If she has no idea who I am and how popular my voice is? Or if she knows and is already a fan? There’s also the chance once she discovers how those ladies in the hotel lobby were waiting for me she won’t want to have anything to do with me.

      Fame isn’t comfortable for everyone who stands in the spotlight. I suspect Piper isn’t happy to be the center of attention in a group either. Nothing specific tells me this. It’s just a feeling. So many feelings have taken residence in my chest over the past—I glance at my watch—twenty hours. Every damn one has Piper at its heart.

      Until this weekend I’ve kept my face and my private life separate from my narrator gig. Despite all the techniques and knowledge I’ve acquired over the years, I have no idea how I’m going to handle being shoved into the spotlight in a few hours. I don’t know. I might be fine. I fucking hope I don’t dissolve into an anxious mess. Or run away. Either would be a disaster.

      If the worst happens—if Piper witnesses the phobia-induced downfall of the popular Ross-C—what will she do? When my phobia hits hard, I can’t always find my way back without someone noticing there’s something off. I don’t always choose the best method of regaining control. That’s when I find a way to escape the situation.

      How can I expect someone else to accept or deal with all this?

      The best course of action would be to tell the people who brought me here, who insist I become a ‘public’ personality, just tell them I won’t do it. I won’t be put on display. Even if that means losing my job, I’ll maintain my dignity.

      That’s what I should do.

      But I won’t.

      Leaving the safety of my room, I monitor my breathing as I make my way to the conference center and the Wild Deadwood Reads book signing. There’s a technique I used years ago when I was in high school of slowly building up a sort of tolerance to being in a crowd. Arrive early. Move around the space as much as possible, partially to discover escape routes. Knowing how to get out of the crowded area sometimes lessens the actual need to escape. Seems silly when I think about it now.

      Even though I left my cap in the room, out of habit I still lift my hand to lower the visor to cover my eyes. Maybe I shouldn’t have tried this without that minimal protective disguise. Leaning against the wall across the hall from the entrance to the conference room I study the flow of people. There’s almost a pattern to how they move from one author’s table to the next. An instinctive dance I wish I could learn.

      Where’s Piper? Does she follow the same pattern or make her own way? She’d make her own way. I chuckle at my mental image of her moving against the tide of attendees. Then I alter my thoughts. She wouldn’t disrupt the flow, but she would make it her own. Shit, I have no clue what all this means.

      Except that I want to see Piper. Even if our paths in the crowded room don’t cross, I need to see her. The compulsion is so strong it calls for action. I push off from the wall and ignoring the flash of panic, step through the doorway and into the cacophony.

      I’m surrounded by conversations, with the joyous squeals of friends meeting friends, the higher pitched voices of children, the low rumble of the men in the room. There’s more of us than I imagined there might be outside of the cover models. Picking out individual conversations and attempting to match the person’s speech patterns and tempo in my head to create new characters for myself helps me focus.

      As does keeping to the center of the walkways between rows of tables. Most of the attendees seem to bounce from table to table only crossing through the center. Or they use the less traveled space to stop and check their table maps and plan which author to visit next. I keep my pace slow and concentrate on the movement around me. This enables me to avoid many of the accidental contacts.

      Stretching to look over the heads of the people near me, I scan what I can see of the room. Damn it. Where’s Piper?
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      Piper

      Recalling my dreams isn’t one of my talents. Usually there’s just an odd feeling that I know I’ve dreamed but no clue as to the content of those dreams. So when I woke up this morning with my mind full of possibilities… With Chuck. I stare at myself in the mirror watching how my brush glides through my hair.

      Like his fingers had in my dreams.

      Disgusted with myself, I toss the brush to the counter and roughly divide the length of my unruly hair into three sections. I create a braid that will fall over one shoulder instead of down the middle of my back. It’s only a little fancier than my regular style. I want to look as good as possible when I finally meet Ross-C later today. I end the braid with a unique scrunchie I’ve been saving for this special occasion. A plain dark purple elastic with book charms hanging from short ribbons.

      Since the organizers are doing a special event to introduce my favorite narrator later this afternoon, I’ll have plenty of time to visit with the authors and fill my large book bag. Mentally reviewing my list, I chuckle. Maybe two bags.

      The breakfast buffet with the authors is fabulous and gives me—and the other readers—an extra opportunity to meet and talk with our favorite authors. As a bonus, a few authors have special swag to give away just for breakfast attendees. The slight weight in my tote bag makes me happy. It’s more fun items I can share with the women under my care.

      Some of the models also join us for breakfast, delighting their fans. Echoing my thoughts, I overhear others wishing Ross-C would show up. Then the object of my wishes changes. I wish Chuck was here to share this breakfast time with me. I need to head home early tomorrow so all we really have is today. I want every minute with him that I can squeeze into the day.

      He said he’d be at the signing but I don’t know in what capacity. Will he be busy with…whatever? Or will he be able to actually spend time with me? Mentally, I shake my finger at myself. He has his life. I have mine. We just happened to cross paths here in Deadwood. There’s mutual attraction.

      A mutual attraction I really don’t know what to do with. As the ‘older woman’ I need to be the responsible one and nip this in the bud.

      I’m damn tired of being responsible.

      Maybe I should just see where this desire takes us. There’s no reason why our chance meeting can’t lead to the more my dreams hinted at. What I think I recognized in Chuck’s expression last night. Some naked fun. A one night stand. At least there’s a definitive ending point we’ll know in advance. We can spend the night with no expectations for the future hanging over our heads. And when the sun rises tomorrow, I’ll hopefully have sensual memories to take home with me.

      The thought should make me happy. But no, I already feel a miserable sense of loss. This whole situation is crazy. Maybe being around so many romance authors and readers has infused my imagination with possibilities that have no base in reality. There’s no guarantee Chuck thinks about me in that way. I’m too old for him, too set in my life to have room for a man. Book boyfriends and Ross-C’s smooth voice in my ear are all I need.

      The authors gather at one end of the room for a group photo. The photographer is efficient in arranging the large group so everyone will be seen. I join many of the other readers in pulling out my phone and taking a few photos of my own. As the authors drift away to find their tables in the big event room, a guy dressed like Wild Bill directs the rest of us toward the hall.

      A Wild Bill? I need one more selfie to reach the highest prize level for Leo. Obviously I’m not the only one on a Wild Bill Me quest and laughing, Wild Bill poses with anyone who wants a selfie. Now all I need to do is stop off at the visitor’s center in the morning as I leave town…

      A foolish wave of sorrow washes over me at the thought of driving away—not from Deadwood, but from Chuck. Squaring my shoulders, I tell myself that’s the only way this weekend can end. I may luck out and spend some quality time with him this evening. Or maybe we’ll just have supper together. There’s even a chance that after a night’s reflection, he’ll have realized the differences between us are too great and he won’t want anything to do with me.

      Overwhelmed by so many options, I join the line of readers waiting outside the closed doors of the ballroom. Chatting with the women around me helps me find my center and brings me back to a realistic present. As an impatient group, we pass the few minute until the organizers finally open the double doors. The line behind me has lengthened and disappears around a corner. That makes me happy. Wild Deadwood Reads has been a successful event for many years and with this turnout that’s not going to change. Now that I’ve finally gotten here, I’m already planning to return next year.

      Those at the front of the line disburse quickly, some rushing toward specific tables, others beginning a more orderly circuit of the room. Last night as I studied the booth diagram, I decided that an orderly path is the way to go. That way I won’t inadvertently miss what might end up being a new favorite author or a fabulous book.

      But I don’t feel like following the crowd so I move quickly toward the far corner of the room and the last table on the chart. This author writes children’s books and I choose a couple for the library I set up in the bunkhouse. Some of the women come to me with their kids and I try to make their transition as easy and comfortable as possible. Books go a long way to help everyone feel at home.

      Stopping at every table takes time but I don’t want to skip any of the authors or vendors. It has to be damn hard to smile and invite people to interact. Doubly difficult I’m sure for newer authors and first time signers. Hopefully my short visits are encouraging. Eye contact and a smile always seems to brighten an author’s expression.

      As I move along the row of tables I scan the room looking for Chuck.

      With the constant stream of people down each row and adding the tall banners many of the authors use, I can barely keep one person in sight and focus for more than a few seconds. Women are in the majority here, so that helps my search. Recognizing him won’t take that long, even at a distance.

      I wish we’d planned on a time to meet. At least that way I’d know if there was still hope or if I’ve been ghosted.

      My bag gets heavy and the weight is satisfying. Time to pull out my second tote. I smile as I even out the load between the two totes. Books make me happy.

      Not as happy as finding Chuck would be though.

      As I get closer to the side room designated for the Ross-C meet and greet I keep my eye on the slowly forming line. I need to make sure I get a seat. It’s why I came to Deadwood after all.

      A soft, wistful voice in my head claims that if I had to choose between the narrator and the young man who’s captured my interest, Chuck would win.

      The voice is unfortunately correct. If I only have one possible night with him, I don’t want to waste a moment of that opportunity. I’m probably setting myself up for some level of emotional pain. Odd that I don’t care. Even odder is that the lack of concern doesn’t bother me.

      No time to think about all that now. Since I haven’t seen Chuck yet, I need to hurry through the rest of the tables and get in the line for Ross-C. Missing his introduction would make two disappointments. Not gonna happen today.

      I’d set my heavy bags down while I studied my table diagram. There’s a couple vendors of book related items and the cover model area that I don’t absolutely have to visit. I don’t need to pretend I’m the heroine on a book cover with one of the handsome men who are a huge draw for many of the women here. Probably some of the male readers, too.

      Plan made, I bend to grab my bags then back into the main walkway.

      “Oof. Hey, careful…”

      Shit, I wasn’t watching where I was going and I’ve backed into a solid body. Hands land on my shoulders, keeping me upright when I stumble forward. Dropping the bags that overbalanced me, I turn to find Chuck’s grin focused on me.

      “When I said we’d run into each other today, this wasn’t exactly what I meant.” His fingers flex before he releases me.

      “Chuck. Finally. I was beginning to think…”

      “I wasn’t going to show up?”

      He’s jostled from behind and steps closer to me. Oh, that’s much better. “Yeah, maybe.”

      A faint ruddy color rises from under his beard to tint his cheeks. “I have a confession.”

      My heart drops to the soles of my feet. I don’t want to hear this but for my own sanity, I do need to listen. “Okay?”

      He leans a little closer and speaks softly. I strain to hear over the low rumble of conversations around us. “This is, um, well not many people know this. I have an officially diagnosed phobia of crowds.”

      Drawing my brows together I lean back to study his face. His shadowed expression is wary and when laughter erupts from a group nearby, his gaze skitters that way then returns to me with a hint of fear. I’ve seen that reaction before in some of the women I’ve helped. The causes of the fear may be different but the effect is the same.

      I take his hand. “I understand. You should have said something sooner. I would have met you somewhere quieter, less… populated.”

      Relief eases the tightness around his eyes and a bit of a smile returns. “I appreciate that. Thank you. But I need to be here.”

      He’s never said why and I’m about to ask when there’s a commotion at the head of the line forming to see the narrator. We both turn and while excitement fills me, he seems to shrink in on himself. Like he doesn’t want any attention focused on him.

      I offer what I hope will be an acceptable option for us. “I really want to attend that presentation to meet my favorite audio book narrator. From the look of that line, there’s probably going to be a lot of people just like me.”

      Chuck flinches and my concern grows.

      “I want to spend time with you after that. And I don’t want you stressing or anything by thinking you need to go with me. We can meet somewhere quiet in maybe an hour? With less people? Would that work for you?”

      He’s staring at the women pressing close to the closed door of the smaller conference room. Now his expression is flat and shut down. Probably a defense mechanism. Once he’s no longer surrounded by his phobia, I wonder how long it takes for him to decompress. How can I help bring him back to the man I met yesterday?

      Is a strong, clearly debilitating phobia like this a deal breaker for me? Hell, no. I’m a fixer. I help people. And I know everyone has something—a fear, phobia, anger—some baggage we carry with us wherever we go. It’s far better for us to have this in the open than for him to try to hide it and his reactions anytime there’s a lot of people around.

      He would probably find comfort in the wide, open spaces of the Nebraska Sandhills. The quiet of my land. How even crowds like at the county fair or high school sports tend to be more spread out. A woman with an armload of books bumps into me and moves on without even a murmured ‘sorry’ or ‘excuse me’. At home there’s more respect for personal space.

      The desire to take him there takes root and as I fight the temptation to offer an invitation right this second, I know it’s too soon. That would add to his feelings of being overwhelmed rather than comforting him.

      He slowly returns his focus to me. “After the presentation? Yes. I’d like that.”

      A cheer and applause rise as the door to the room opens. After a moment’s hesitation I rest my palm over Chuck’s rapidly beating heart. “I need to go so I can get a good seat. Will you be okay?”

      He blinks a few times. “Okay?” A deep breath lifts his chest and he darts a quick glance at the doorway. “Yeah, I’m okay. I, um, need to be somewhere in a few minutes, too.”

      “Can I text you when I’m back in my room? We can make plans from there?”

      Covering my hand with his, he nods. “Please. I’d like that.”

      With our gazes locked, time feels like it stops around us. This would be the perfect time to kiss him. Instead, his lips form a sweet, natural smile. “Get going. I’ll see you soon.”

      Then he just turns and walks away.
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      Charleston

      How does Piper reach past my fear and uncertainty to offer me a calm such as I’ve never experienced before? She didn’t balk at my confession—although just saying the words didn’t explain how it affects me. How it affects my ability to function around people and in uncomfortable situations.

      Like this one.

      I should have said more rather than just walking away from her. That had to raise even more questions. But not as many as she’s going to have in less than three minutes.

      I’m counting on Piper understanding why I haven’t told her who I really am. She seems to be okay with my phobia so maybe she’ll see my lack of honesty as part of that. Shit. Have I been dishonest with her by not coming clean on why I’m at this event? Especially when she claimed I’m her favorite narrator. I’ve dug myself into a deep hole and now I need to find a way to climb out.

      I sneak into the small conference room from the utility hallway and now I’m hiding behind a curtain, lines from the Wizard of Oz circling through my brain. Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain. Within the next three minutes, though, the attention of everyone in the room will be on me.

      The publicist straightens my shirt and circles me with an appraising eye—making me feel like I’m on an auction block. I really wish I’d worn my cap. I’d feel less exposed. That thought makes me realize how much I use tugging a cap brim down over my eyes makes me feel less exposed. Another something to work on.

      Finally the dour woman deems me ready to meet my public.

      I’m honored so many listeners are fans and may be touched by how I present the words someone else wrote. I know I’d be unknown and still doing commercial voice overs and radio work if not for them. Honestly, there’s part of me that’s excited to meet them.

      Just not all at once.

      Most of all, I’m worried I’m going to be a disappointment. From fan emails and even some snail mail forwarded from the AlphaReads app, I’m fairly certain they expect me to look like one of their heroes. Like one of the muscular, physically perfect cover models. Can these women look past the physical me and simply focus on my voice?

      Focus. What’s the old advice for speaking to a group? Imagine them all naked. Yeah. No. Not appropriate in this situation. Pick out one person and speak only to them. That I can do, as long as that person is Piper. I’m tempted to peek through the curtain to see if I can find where she’s sitting but the publicist is guarding that split in the curtain. With my requests for privacy and the room set up here, she already thinks I’m a diva, I’m not giving her any more ammunition.

      After a glance at her expensive watch, she arches her brows. “It’s time. Ready, Ross?”

      No. I’m not. But I nod and take a deep breath. I reach to adjust my non-existent cap and let my hand fall back to my side. I’ll find Piper. This is for her. I’ll be okay. We’ll be okay. Please let her understand.

      “Thank you all for being here.” The publicist’s voice is muffled slightly by the thick curtain. “We’re pleased so many of you are sharing this exciting moment with the AlphaReads app. If you’re standing at the back of the room, don’t worry. I’ll have vouchers like everyone found on their chairs available for you. Three months free access to AlphaReads.”

      There’s people standing? They filled all the chairs? Shit. Panic beats against the wall of my chest and I slow my breathing. Again. But the image of the crowded doorway hovers in my brain. No way out. Too many bodies. Breathe.

      Wiping my sweaty palms against my thighs, I drag my imagination away from the crowds and visualize Piper’s smile waiting for me. There’s encouragement in her expression. And something more. Desire. Am I only imagining this, or have I seen her heart and not realized it until now?

      “… introduce to you for the first time in person, our number one requested narrator, Ross-C.”

      I straighten as the curtain is pulled to one side. It’s just me. And a room filled with expectant faces. Where’s Piper?

      The applause and cheers fade. Restless whispers fill the room filled with doubt and disbelief. I knew I’d be a disappointment.

      “Say something,” the publicist hisses at me.

      I lift the microphone but remain silently scanning the crowd. Where?

      There. Second row, way at the end. She’s leaning forward, her eyes wide with what I hope is only surprise. When our gazes meet she dip her head, hiding her reaction. My heart sinks. I’ve lost her.

      Then she straightens and holds my gaze. I wish I was closer so I could clearly read her expression. She smiles softly, gives a sharp nod then mouths, ‘You’re okay. You can do this.”

      When all I do is stare, she jerks her head toward the room and taps her finger at the base of her throat. ‘Talk to me. They’ll listen.”

      Her belief in me gives the mental shove I need. Keeping my eyes on her, I hold the mic close to my lips and a sexual purr rumbles into the room. This is the place for my deepest, sexiest voice, the one authors of dark romance choose most often. The purr turns to a growl. “You honor me, my lovelies. I… hmmm… your interest… hmm, oh yes, it is oh, so stimulating. I would return…  the favor.” Another purr.

      The room erupts with sighs and soft moans. Piper’s lips twitch and she leans back in her chair. ‘See,’ she says silently. ‘Keep going.’

      I move to the small table set on a riser and sit next to it, facing my fans. The anxiety is still buzzing along my nerve endings but I’m under control. I find my normal voice and say, “Thank you for being here. I appreciate your interest in my work.”

      “Do MacArthur,” someone shouts from the back of the room.

      “I’ve voiced more characters than I’ve kept count of. I’m not sure I remember every single one of them by name.” Thank god the crowd laughs. Another layer of anxiety fades. My tone remains a clear tenor but I add a faint Scottish accent. “However, I do remember Mac and how he… hmm… seduced his woman with little more than a fierce kiss… ah, yes… and a swat to her backside.”

      The room explodes with more character requests and I spend the next ten minutes in an odd combination of this public space and my own private world. Luckily that helps keep me calm and less of a flight risk. And it’s a good test of my memory. I had to ask a couple of times for a little more information to focus in on a single character. Maybe when I get home, I’ll actually figure out how many sexual fantasies I’ve brought to life.

      Piper won’t care. The number won’t impress her.

      Piper’s voice rises above more character requests. “Probably like most of us here in the room, I’m your biggest fan.”

      Laughter stops the other requests and she continues, “I have a question instead of a request. I’d like to know how you got started doing audio book narrations.”

      The idea of her as my biggest fan makes me smile as I answer. “I was a theater nerd in high school and loved taking the character roles.” I indicate myself from head to toe. “Never was built to be the hero. Always the sidekick or an occasional bad guy along the way. That’s when I started experimenting with different voices and vocal techniques.”

      After that the questions focus more on process and ability rather than me performing actual voices. I become more comfortable and relaxed and the hour speeds by. I’m scheduled for another half an hour to be available for autographs and the dreaded fan photos. I thought that would be more than enough time when the event coordinators contacted me. With the number of women lining up while I shift behind the table it might not be long enough.

      The publicist smirks and places a stack of five by seven photographs on the table followed by a few markers.

      “Where did you get this?” I ask as I pick a picture up to study my own face. The photo is a couple years old but other than
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