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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      After nearly an hour of combing through listings, I’m about to chuck this entire idea out the window. All I want is a reset—a place to regroup, clear my head, and maybe stop feeling sorry for myself.

      Last year, while driving through Traveler’s Canyon, I spotted a cabin off the highway, nestled up on the ridge. I thought it would be the perfect spot to spend my 40th birthday. I imagined myself hiking and fishing in Juniper Creek, after which I would grill my catch with a couple steaks, surf and turf style, while throwing back a few beers. I could watch the game in my underwear while unapologetically belching loudly and adjusting myself, and spend the whole weekend without shaving my beard or giving a rip-roaring damn about fuck all.

      Basically, it’s the same stuff I do at home every week, but I’m usually silently chastising myself: Levi, no self-respecting woman wants to be with a slob like you. Get your shit together.

      It’s time to embrace the single life, to fully accept that this is my lot, alone amongst the trees here in Whiskey Pines.

      Well, I’m not entirely alone. There’s Cognac, my favorite bear, with whom I have frequent, one-sided conversations through the kitchen window about the finer things in life, not the least of which are fresh cans of beans and franks—Cognac’s favorite. I know I shouldn’t feed the wildlife, but seeing as I’m about to become the wildlife, what with my foot-long beard and borderline troglodyte lifestyle, how can I not take care of my hairy, four-legged friends?

      But ultimately, it comes down to me, taking care of myself and planning the perfect solo birthday party. This final listing in Traveler’s Canyon is my last hope. But the wording is quite strange.

      
        
        One night with her, and you’ll be left wanting more. Your satisfaction is our guarantee!

      

      

      I click the “more” tab, expecting details about the rental home. But the full description gives far more than I bargained for, or expected.

      Instead of information about the elusive cabin, I'm confronted with three stunning photographs of a young woman in jaw-dropping attire. A baby blue corset pushes up what looks like a full set of Double Ds, and her jet-black, shoulder-length hair shines like silk. Her lips are painted a deep brown, and I can only wonder: what is she thinking, advertising herself for rent like this? Is she inviting some criminal to make her his next victim? Whiskey Pines is a small town with very little crime, but who knows what kind of psycho could be lurking in the shadows, ready to pounce.

      An unwelcome idea intrudes my mind. I double-click one of the pictures, zooming in on the woman's face, then her eyes. Cocoa brown with a bright yellow pattern, they possess a richness and depth, but also a sadness I can't ignore. I have to wonder... is she already a victim?

      Is it possible she's being forced to—I hate the phrase, but for lack of a better one—rent herself out?

      Anger flares inside of me. I've always become visceral at the mere suggestion of women or children being targeted. And while this woman is clearly an adult, that doesn't negate the possibility that someone is holding her against her will. I should report this listing, have it taken down. But that won't save her. They'll just try somewhere else, devise some other nefarious method for trafficking her.

      Perhaps I should contact Sheriff Tomlin and leave it to him. But the thought triggers an immediate alarm bell. Tomlin’s a capable officer, but I’ve heard he struggles with technology at times and tends to avoid involving federal authorities for his own reasons.

      No, I need to handle this myself. If I can arrange a meeting with her—a “rental” night—I can reveal that I know what’s happening and offer her safety. Whiskey Pines has shelters for women in her situation. I don’t know their locations, but my cousin at the fire department can certainly help.

      I click the “contact” tab and begin typing a message.

      
        
        Hello, I’m interested in a reservation for this weekend. It’s a special occasion (birthday) and I’m looking to celebrate. Can I get an address so I can get a better look at the place before committing?

      

      

      They reply within five minutes. I can’t believe my luck.

      
        
        Yes! Sorry, I don’t know why the address didn’t show in the listing, but it’s 596 Whiskey Trail Road, off Highway 63. Are you available tonight at 6:00? I can meet you and let you take a look at the place.

      

      

      That was easy enough. After confirming my availability and agreeing to meet at 6:00, I officially give up on finding a birthday rental. Maybe celebrating that way just isn’t in the cards. Perhaps I should welcome my fifth decade by doing something monumental. Like buying a vacation home along the coast.
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        * * *

      

      I easily find the address in the heart of Traveler’s Canyon, and the moment I step out of my truck, I have a crystal-clear view of Whiskey Pines and Fury’s Ridge. Most people around here refer to the area as Triad Canyon, and it’s absolutely stunning.

      The cabin itself is tiny, about the size of my bedroom at home. But given its remote location and proximity to Juniper Creek—less than a mile on foot—it might be the perfect getaway for my fortieth birthday. And an opportunity to help a woman escape a bad situation, to escape the clutches of a patriarchal society that has failed her. Men should empower women, not enslave them for their own sexual gratification.

      After a brief walk around the cabin, I hear a car pull into the driveway. I’ve no idea if I’m dealing with a man or a woman, but if the woman in the photos shows up with a man, I’ll assume he’s the online equivalent of her pimp, and that this cabin is where we will spend our night that will leave me wanting more.

      God, I hope this isn’t a trap by law enforcement.

      When I make my way around to the front of the cabin, I see a woman getting out of a small car, thankfully alone. Her frame is petite, save for her ample bust and curvy hips. She gives a hesitant smile, tucking some shiny black hair behind her ears.

      My god, she’s gorgeous. Way prettier than her photos. I’m suddenly regretting my lack of preparation, wishing I’d trimmed my wildly long beard or at least changed out of my flannel mountain attire. I must look like a damn sasquatch.

      “Are you Whiskey Levi?” she asks, shutting her door and slinging her purse over her shoulder.

      “That’s me. Levi for short.” WhiskeyLevi was the username I chose when I couldn’t come up with anything clever. Now, faced with her beauty stealing my breath, I still have nothing clever to say.

      I let her approach, doing my damnedest to keep my eyes from roaming over her perfect body. When she extends a hand and smiles, my heart damn near melts.

      “Nice to meet you, Levi. I’m Daphne. Let’s do a quick walk-through, so you can see if it’s to your liking.”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      She heads to the front door, and I trail behind, feeling like the biggest asshole alive because the words echoing through my mind are … oh, it’s definitely to my liking.

      With my eyes fixed on her round ass and wide hips, I imagine the men she’s been forced to be with pawing at her. It makes me sick, even though running my hands over her body is all I can think about my own damn self.

      Yep. I’m an asshole.

      “You said you were looking for a birthday escape. Is it for you or a special someone?”

      “It’s for me. I’m looking for the perfect spot to celebrate—” I pause, about to say, “with the perfect companion,” but I don’t want to land in hot water if this is a trap by law enforcement.

      “Sounds fun.” She bypasses the lockbox to unlock the door with her own key.

      We move inside, and I take in the small space, feigning interest in the cabin when what I want is to get her comfortable enough to confess who’s controlling her. Whose ass I need to kick.

      Whose balls I need to crush.

      “As you can see, it’s not very big, but it’s ideal for one person or a couple’s retreat. There’s a kitchenette, a bathroom with a full shower, and the view out back is out of this world.” The smile she wears lights up her whole face, demonstrating a genuine love for the place.

      Something else occurs to me. Daphne seems more focused on selling the property and not herself.

      “I love it. Are you the owner?”

      She nods with pride. “Just bought it a few months ago and finished the renovations last week.”

      “Hmm, you did a good job,” I answer, rubbing my long, scruffy beard. “Well, I’m sold. How do I book?”

      Her brows lift in surprise. “Oh, great! I’ll text you a link to make the reservation. What’s your number?”

      I rattle off my phone number and watch her tap away on her screen. “You’ll have to pay a deposit, then the balance is due the day of your arrival. I’ll send a separate email with your confirmation.”

      I glance at my screen to confirm I got the link, then nod, noting the happiness in her soft eyes, and appreciation, not skepticism, in her gaze.

      “I’ll pay for the whole weekend in advance. Are amenities included? WiFi?” I don’t know why I’m asking about WiFi. I don’t give a fuck about having an internet connection. I guess I just want to keep standing here next to her.

      “Yes. Everything but your meals.” She laughs nervously, her cheeks blushing pink. “Sheets, towels, extra blankets in the closet. You’ll find a copy of the check-out policy on the counter.”

      Check-out policy. She really is doing everything by the book. “That works for me.”

      We head back outside, and Daphne locks up.

      “Thanks for showing me the place. I’m looking forward to my weekend here.”

      “Awesome,” she chirps. “I’m glad you like it. If you could leave a review after your stay, that would be great. I’m trying to build up a solid clientele with the long-term goal of making this my full-time gig.”

      My gut twists at her words. The way her cheeks dimple as she squints in the setting sun makes me want to whisk her away to a place where she doesn’t have to sell herself to make a living.

      Then again … what if she loves doing this? Maybe having sex with random strangers is her passion. No shame in that, I suppose, but I can’t just write her off.

      I don’t know what this obsession is, but I need to be sure she’s safe.

      “I can do that. You be careful driving home, Daphne, and I look forward to seeing you this weekend.” I hold her gaze for a moment, smiling as I take in her gorgeous face, then drop into my truck.

      Well, I may not be husband material, but I can be her white knight, if a white knight is what she needs.
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