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The last streaks of sun had barely dipped below the dust-smeared horizon when Scarlett Rae stepped barefoot onto the porch, clutching the neck of a lemonade bottle, her thumb running mindless circles over the glass. Distant wind rustled through the fields, and the scent of dry heat, pine, and something sharper drifted in—like smoke that didn’t belong to any fire her daddy lit.

She didn’t know it yet, but that was the moment her world tilted. When the wind started whispering his name.

Rhett Maddox.

He'd lived in her head for years now—not as a man, but as a threat. A story grown sharp around the edges. Her daddy made sure of it, cussing the outlaw with venom over meatloaf and coffee, rattling off crimes like bedtime tales turned bitter. Arson. Armed robbery. Murder, depending on who you asked. A wildfire in human form, they said. Untouchable. Unrepentant.

And she... she’d always wondered what it would be like to stand in the path of that fire. Just once.

That night, she didn’t expect him.

Not when she padded up to her room in an oversized flannel and cotton panties, not when she twisted her hair up off her neck, nor when she cracked the window open for a taste of breeze against her flushed skin.

But the floorboards creaked behind her.

And when she turned, heart slamming into her throat, he was there.

Rhett Maddox. In the flesh.

Six foot something, shadowed and sunburned and broad across the chest. A week’s worth of stubble carved his jaw, and his dark hair curled damp under the brim of his hat. He smelled like wind and ash and something more dangerous—something male, something wild.

“Don’t scream,” he murmured, voice low and lined with smoke. “Unless you want me to put something in that mouth.”

Scarlett didn’t scream.

Couldn’t.

Her body had frozen, heart thundering, every nerve screaming that this was wrong, wrong, wrong. But her thighs clenched, her pulse fluttered, and her breath came shallow—like her body recognized him long before her mind caught up.

“You—” Her voice cracked. “How did you—”

“Window was open. Lucky me.” He took another step, slow and certain, eyes dragging down her frame. “Little sheriff’s girl all grown up, wearin’ next to nothin’, beggin’ for trouble.”

“I’m not begging,” she whispered.

“No?” A smirk touched his lips. “Funny. You look like you’re dying for it.”

He reached for her.

His fingers closed around her wrist, calloused and hot. He tugged her forward until her bare toes brushed the edge of his boot. Her body trembled, but she didn’t pull away. Couldn’t. He felt too real. Too alive. Every inch of her skin buzzed under his touch.

“You’re coming with me,” he said.

She stared up at him, searching his eyes for answers. “Why?”

He leaned down, his breath warm against her ear. “Your daddy took something from me. I’m taking you.”

“Then what?” she asked, voice shaking.

“Then I wait for him to come running.” He paused, and his next words dripped with something darker. “Or maybe I don’t.”

A shiver slipped down her spine.

“I’m not a bargaining chip,” she said, though her voice betrayed her, low and uneven.

“You’re not,” he agreed. “You’re temptation. Wrapped in flannel and rebellion.”

He tied her wrists with a bandana he pulled from his back pocket—rough fabric grazing sensitive skin—and pulled her to the window. She didn’t resist. She didn’t fight.

Something deep inside her had already surrendered.

Outside, his horse stood ready. Coal-black, nostrils flared, eyes wild. He lifted her like she weighed nothing, set her across the saddle, and mounted behind her. His body pressed against hers, firm and hot, his arm circling her waist.

She’d never been so close to a man before.

Not like this.

Not with every inch of him promising danger.

The ride was fast, merciless. Trees blurred past, moonlight dancing between branches. Scarlett gripped the horn of the saddle, thighs aching from the pace, but the part of her that should’ve felt fear pulsed with something else entirely.

When they stopped, it was at the edge of nowhere.

An old hunting shack crouched low beneath the cliffs, weathered and crooked, roof patched with rusted tin. He dismounted, yanked her down, and led her inside.

“Sit,” he ordered.

She did.

And then he just stood there, staring.

His eyes traced her. Her neck, her bare legs, the thin shirt clinging to her chest. His jaw tensed. Like touching her would break something he’d spent years trying to hold together.

“You hate my daddy,” she said. “So why haven’t you hurt me yet?”

He took a breath. “Because I don’t hate you.”

“You don’t know me.”

“Oh, I know enough,” he said, walking toward her, slow like a lion pacing a cage. “You’ve got your mama’s eyes and your daddy’s pride. But underneath...” He dropped to one knee in front of her, voice dipping. “You’re soft. Starved.”

She swallowed. “For what?”

He didn’t answer. Not with words.

His hands found her knees, spreading them apart with unforgiving ease. She gasped. Her shirt rode up, thighs bared. His fingers gripped the tender skin, thumbs grazing her inner legs.

Her breath hitched.

“You know what your problem is?” he murmured. “You’ve been good for too damn long. No one’s ever made you beg. Not properly.”

“I won’t,” she said, but the tremble in her voice betrayed her.

His hand slid up, up, until it hovered just beneath the hem of her panties. “You will.”

Scarlett stared at him, heat crawling across her skin, pulse hammering like a wild thing in her chest. She should scream. Kick. Bite.

But she didn’t.

She opened wider.

And when his fingers slipped beneath the cotton, found the wet heat of her, she cried out like a woman broken open.

“Fuck,” he growled, jaw clenched. “You’re already soaked.”

She bit her lip, humiliated, aroused beyond reason.

“You want me to stop?” he asked, voice like gravel and temptation.

She shook her head.

“No? Say it.”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

His finger moved slow, exploring, teasing, until her head dropped back against the wall, her body arching into his touch. He kissed her inner thigh, rough stubble scraping her soft skin, and the contrast made her cry out.

Her whole world shrank to that moment—his breath, his mouth, his hands dragging her toward the edge of something she never knew she craved.

When she came, it was with his name caught in her throat, her body trembling like a fever had taken hold.

He didn’t let go. Not right away.

He watched her shake. Watched her chest rise and fall like he was memorizing the sight.

Then he stood, towering over her.

“Sleep,” he said, voice raw. “Tomorrow, we talk terms.”

“And tonight?” she whispered.

“Tonight,” Rhett said, tipping his hat, “you dream about what else I can do with my hands.”

He left her there, legs trembling, lips swollen, heart racing.

And for the first time in her life, Scarlett Rae didn’t want saving.

She wanted more.
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The shack creaked like it had secrets of its own, and Scarlett Rae lay curled on the cot, blankets twisted around her legs, heart still pounding from the storm Rhett had left inside her. The rough wool itched her thighs, but she didn’t dare move. Every inch of her skin remembered his hands. Every breath she took tasted like him—smoke, salt, heat.

She hadn’t slept. Not really. Not with the scent of his touch still clinging between her legs. Not with her mind tangled in questions she wasn’t ready to ask.

What scared her more wasn’t that Rhett Maddox had kidnapped her.

It was how her body had betrayed her the moment he laid his hand on her.

The door creaked just past dawn, a sliver of light slicing through the darkness, and there he was again. He stepped inside like he belonged in her space—bigger than the room, darker than the daylight should allow. His shirt was gone. Broad shoulders carried the kind of muscle that didn’t come from lifting weights but from working land, breaking rules, and surviving men who wanted him dead.

She sat up, arms clutching the thin blanket to her chest.

Rhett glanced at her with a look that should’ve made her cower. It didn’t. It curled low and hot inside her stomach.

“You didn’t run,” he said simply.

“I wouldn’t have gotten far,” she replied.

“No. You wouldn’t.” His gaze lingered. “Still, I expected a fight.”

She looked him square in the eyes, chin high. “Maybe I’m not scared of you like I should be.”

He stalked closer, pulling something from the canvas sack slung over his shoulder. Two canteens. A hunk of jerky. A folded shirt.

He tossed the shirt onto the bed beside her.

“Put that on before I forget why I’m keeping my hands off you this morning.”

Her fingers trembled as she slipped it over her head. It was his shirt—massive, soft from wear, and it smelled like him. Like sweat and danger. She hated how comforted she felt inside it.

“I need to pee,” she muttered.

He jerked his thumb toward the back of the shack. “Outhouse.”

She stood, bare feet touching cold wood, and his eyes tracked her every step.

“You watching me now?”

“I’d be a fool not to,” he said. “You’re prettier than I thought you’d be. Your daddy’s gonna come after me with hell in his heart when he finds out I’ve had you out here all night.”

She paused in the doorway, her back to him. “You didn’t have me.”

His silence was the loudest thing in the room.

When she returned, the shack was darker. He’d pulled the shades down, lit a single lantern. The tension between them hadn’t dissolved. It had thickened, slow and simmering.

Scarlett stood by the wall, her hands at her sides. “You said we were going to talk terms.”

“I did,” he said. “But talking ain’t gonna get me what I want.”

“What do you want?”

“You. For now.”

Her pulse jumped. “For leverage?”

He stood. Moved toward her with a quiet intensity that made her breath catch. “No, sweetheart. For me.”

He cupped her cheek, and she flinched—not from fear, but from how much she wanted to lean into the touch. His thumb brushed the corner of her lip, slow and deliberate.

“I shouldn’t want you like this,” he said, low and rough. “You’re the daughter of the man I hate more than anyone in this world. But I look at you, and all I see is what I’ve never had. Softness. Sweetness. A body made to be ruined slow.”

Her mouth parted, but nothing came out.

“Did he keep you locked up?” he asked. “Your daddy?”

She nodded. “Said the town wasn’t safe. Said I needed protecting.”

“And now you’re out here with the monster himself,” he murmured, his mouth ghosting over hers. “Tell me, baby, you still feel safe?”

She should’ve said no.

But when his lips touched hers, when he took her mouth with a heat that made her knees tremble, she kissed him back with every ounce of her being. The blanket slipped from her shoulders. Her body pressed to his like it belonged there, like it was made to burn under his hands.

He growled low in his throat, and lifted her effortlessly, her legs wrapping around his waist. She gasped as her back hit the wall, his hands gripping her thighs like he could mold her to him.

“You’re playing with fire, Scarlett,” he rasped against her throat. “And I’ve got no intention of putting it out.”

“Then don’t,” she breathed.

He carried her to the cot, dropped her gently, and stripped her slowly—eyes never leaving hers, like he wanted to see every flicker of doubt, every inch of desire. Her shirt hit the floor. His pants followed.

She was bare before him, heart pounding, chest heaving, thighs trembling. He knelt at the edge of the bed and spread her legs with his hands, dark eyes devouring the sight of her.

“I’m not gonna be gentle,” he warned.

“I don’t want gentle.”

He lowered his mouth to her, tongue sliding across her slick heat in a way that made her cry out, back arching. Her fingers tangled in his hair, hips rolling helplessly as he tasted her like he needed to know every part of her before the sun rose higher.

He didn’t stop until she shattered—legs trembling, voice broken, soaked and gasping his name like a prayer.

He rose then, eyes wild, and positioned himself between her legs. His cock, thick and hot, pressed against her entrance. She reached down, her fingers curling around him, guiding him into place.

“Please,” she whispered.

He drove into her in one sharp thrust, making
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