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To those who feel an unceasing pull.
Follow it. Wonderful things await.




CHAPTER ONE

Gage

“Gage? Earth to Gage.”

I snapped out of the semi-trance I’d been in as I stared mostly unseeing at the baristas behind the counter, who were expediently whipping up frothy drinks for the waiting customers. I turned to see Haven Hale peering curiously at me, a smudge of dirt on her cheek and a leaf dangling from the braid trailing over her shoulder.

“Haven,” I said, giving my head a small shake. “Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

She smiled, cocking her head to the side. “You must have something important on your mind.”

“Uh.” The truth was, I hadn’t been thinking about anything. I’d been completely checked out. “Work,” I finally said before clearing my throat. “Busy day at work.” I inclined my head toward her, noting her baggy jeans with grass stains on the knees and the bright yellow crewneck she was wearing with the Haven’s Gate logo over the pocket. “You must have started early today.”

Her grin widened the way it always did right before she was about to talk about annuals or perennials or tubers or seedlings or whatever. I didn’t know much about gardening, but it always struck me that Haven was doing just the thing she was obviously meant to be doing. One’s true purpose. The phrase that popped into my mind caused an odd pinch in the center of my chest that I had no explanation for because Haven was a little quirky, but she was a nice girl who deserved every bit of happiness that had come her way since she’d moved to Pelion. I didn’t know all the details of her background, but I knew life hadn’t been easy for her or her brother, Easton, before they’d moved here. “We’re installing a water feature at the Fillmore Estate. They have this big hill behind the house that’s always been a challenge landscape design-wise. I suggested a water feature that starts at the top and winds down to the base with large rocks and plantings along the way and they went for it! It’ll be the first one we design and install and so it has to be right. It has to be perfect. And then, who knows, maybe we’ll hire a bigger crew and expand the business.” She pulled in a breath, winded from the long string of words that had emerged in an excited rush. “So I was up early measuring and planning and well—” She waved her hand around and let out a small laugh as though she’d just realized she’d gotten a little carried away.

“It’s going to be spectacular. I have no doubt,” I said with a smile.

“Thanks, Gage. That’s really kind of you.” She moved aside as the woman next to her stepped forward to grab her drink.

“How’s Travis doing?” I asked. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”

Her face went sort of soft and slack the way I imagined might happen right before a person was about to faint. But she remained upright and conscious as she said, “He’s good.” And for whatever reason, the word good sounded sort of salacious and made me want to glance around to make sure no one saw us dirty-talking. “He’s off today but he’s out hunting a cat.” She rolled her eyes, but even that managed to come off as adoring.

“I’m sorry. Hunting a cat?”

“Mm.” Someone else stepped around her and picked up two cupholders, turning carefully as he balanced eight coffees all topped with whipped cream and caramel drizzles. But then the customer turned back to the counter. “Excuse me, two of these are supposed to have chocolate sprinkles.” Good grief. No wonder there was a wait. When I looked back at Haven, her lips thinned as she watched the man hand his drinks over for an additional dose of morning sugar, certainly some sort of cardinal sin to a woman as health-conscious as Haven. “Clawdia just had kittens,” she said as her gaze moved back to me. “We assumed she was spayed but she obviously wasn’t. Well. You can imagine Travis’s outrage when it became clear his beloved cat was pregnant.”

I could absolutely not imagine any such outrage.

“Anyway,” she went on, “the kittens were born yesterday and they’re all orange. Each one!”

I stared. I had no idea what she was talking about or how I was supposed to respond.

She stared back. “Clawdia’s gray,” she finally explained.

“Ah. I see. So, the guilty party clearly passed on his telltale orange genes. Travis is out hunting a lustful tomcat because he outrageously knocked up his cat without first being granted permission.”

She bobbed her head as I worked not to laugh.

Oh, Travis Hale. Once Pelion’s Most Eligible Bachelor and all-around player.

My how the mighty had fallen.

The last time I’d seen Travis, he’d been helping dig holes for new trees Haven’s business was planting at the revitalized park entrance.

I’d only been passing by but by the radiant expression on his sweat-streaked face, it appeared he believed himself to be doing the Lord’s work.

The laughter that had threatened now disappeared completely, leaving an uncomfortable void.

If Travis had fallen, why did I feel like he’d surpassed me?

I cleared my throat, forcing my thoughts back to the mating habits of cats. “What’s he going to do when he finds the bastard?” I asked.

Haven’s brows sort of went in two different directions as though she hadn’t quite considered that part. “Well, he just wants to speak to him.”

“He wants to speak to the cat?”

Haven laughed. “His owner.”

“If he has one.”

“Right, if he has one.” Someone bumped into her, and she took a small step toward me and I caught her clean scent: lavender, lilies, and grass. It was pleasant and so very her.

I’d gone out on one date with Haven a couple of years back before I’d found out she had it bad for Travis Hale and vice versa. I’d happily—and easily, truth be told—stepped aside and I was glad they’d ended up together. Nothing permanent would have come from dating Haven, not to mention, Haven and Travis were clearly madly in love, had formed a little family, and seemed to have found everything they didn’t even know they wanted out of life.

Good for them.

Meanwhile, even though I’d determined years ago that it was time to settle down, I still hadn’t met the right woman.

Maybe she didn’t exist.

Except I didn’t want to consider that. Not only for myself, but because my parents expected me to pass on the Buchanan name. If I didn’t, our family legacy would be no more. That responsibility fell to me and me alone.

“Hey,” Haven said, drawing me back to the present, “do you want a kitten in about eight weeks?”

“My condo doesn’t allow pets.”

Her shoulders dropped. “Oh. Well, spread the word for us. Otherwise, we’ll have several more barn cats, I guess.”

“Also, I’m moving to London in a couple months.”

Her eyes widened. “London! For work?”

I nodded. “We’re opening a hotel in Westminster.”

She frowned. “Oh. I see. Well, I know you already travel a fair bit, but Calliope won’t be the same without you. However…” She reached out and patted my shoulder. “I get needing a change of scenery.” She tilted her head, studying me, her expression slightly troubled as though she knew something about me I didn’t. But then she smiled. “I wish you all the luck in finding just what you’re looking for.” She paused, chewing at the side of her lip for a brief moment. “Sometimes, it’s closer than you think.”

“Gabe,” the barista called, a young blond kid who was obviously a seasonal employee.

“Gage,” the owner, Peggy, corrected over her shoulder with a wink and a smile in my direction. That was the thing that made my hometown of Calliope different than Pelion, which was right across Pelion Lake. Whereas they were almost exclusively small-town, we were a mix between small-town and tourist mecca—at least during spring break and throughout the summer season. And there were undeniably more upscale areas of Calliope, including the gated community where my parents lived, in which I’d grown up. I found Pelion charming and appreciated that they’d made the choice to preserve the quaint nature of their town, but I’d always preferred the variety of traditional and modern offered in Calliope and the fact that there was a little bit of everything.

I picked up the drink as the kid muttered, “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I turned back to Haven. “It was great to see you. Tell Trav I said hi and good luck with the hunt. If he’s looking to form a posse, I might be able to make myself available on Monday after I get back from the weekend golf trip I’m going on with some college buddies.”

Haven laughed. “That’s very kind of you, Gage. Have a fun weekend.”

I lifted my cup in a toast and moved past her toward the door, exiting the crowded coffee shop and heading to my car.

I turned the ignition, cranked up the AC and sat there drinking my coffee for a minute, staring out the windshield again and bouncing my knee. I caught myself and stilled my leg, giving my head a small shake as I attempted to move my mind toward the work I had on my agenda that day. God, why did I feel so damn restless? I’d thought taking the next step on my career path and moving to London would help dispel the feeling of general agitation I’d been experiencing for the last year or so, but it’d really only increased the sensation. I had to figure that was due to a mild case of nerves at such a momentous impending change, but it was still distracting as hell and the only thing that helped was making a conscious effort to ignore it. Surely it’d get better once I was settled in my new home.

In my rearview mirror I saw Haven exit the coffee shop with her drink in hand and turn in the other direction toward the old-fashioned, turquoise blue pickup she drove with the Haven’s Gate logo emblazoned on the side. You couldn’t miss that thing, that was for sure. I pressed slightly on the gas just to hear the purr of my Audi, but rather than bringing me the satisfaction it always had, emptiness loomed inside.

I’d built my life around luxury cars, tailored suits, exclusive memberships, and the like. Those things spoke of who I was and the life I wanted. I was about to leave this small, lakeside town behind for the sophistication of London. In recent years, I’d only grown more established in my career, and I was about to make a move that would increase my success, and my wealth. I stood on the precipice of everything I’d ever worked for and all my father had dreamed for me and all I felt was…stuck. It made no sense.

Haven’s truck bumped past me and she grinned and waved out the window. I tipped my chin, watching as the bed, filled with cheery flats of flowers, moved away. I brought my fingers to my lower lip, realizing that instead of smiling back at Haven, my mouth had tipped into a frown.

I sighed and, once again, emptied my mind as best as possible, pulling away from the curb and heading to the office where I had back-to-back meetings.

I was glad I had a packed schedule today and tomorrow, but a short break from the rigmarole would help me get my head back in the game. The upcoming guys’ weekend would be good. No—the guys’ weekend would be great.




CHAPTER TWO

Rory

The bevy of starstruck women let out a collective squeal as my uncle tossed the ice from the glass in his right hand and caught it in the empty one he was holding in his left, that slow, one-sided smile causing his dimple to appear. The squeals melted into delighted sighs. I pressed my lips together, working to keep my expression neutral. I had plenty of practice resisting the eye roll that still naturally threatened such blatant reverence. Such a simple bartender move and still they swoon like lovesick puppies.

I wiped down the table that had just been vacated and picked up the tray of empty glasses as another chorus of “oohs” came from the bar. I gave my head a small shake. Easy tricks aside though, I could see why my uncle received so much female attention and adoration. He did bear a striking resemblance to Elvis Presley in his heyday.

“That man is truly God’s gift to Mud Gulch,” Karla, one of three servers, including me, working the floor, said, her eyes glued to my uncle as she waited for a check to print.

“Not a difficult feat considering the competition,” I said breezily as I passed by. The man didn’t need anyone else, especially his niece, fawning over him. And his name was Romeo to boot. My grandmother must have had some foresight where he was concerned because that would have been a difficult name to manage had he been anyone other than himself. But Granny had had an affinity for Shakespeare and, apparently, believed her second-born son would bear the name of a famous fictional lothario well.

Another burst of squeals went up, confirming that thought.

I wove through the crowded tables with the full tray balanced in one hand, shouldered the door to the kitchen open and deposited the dirty glasses near the dishwasher. “Order up, Rory,” our cook called from where he stood at the grill.

“Thanks, Eli,” I said as I picked up the two plates of food sitting under the warmer. Eli nodded but didn’t look at me, a spatula held in his hand and his gaze focused on the TV mounted to the wall in the corner of the kitchen. “You have one job! Hit the damn ball, you dipshit!” he yelled as I pushed the swinging doors open.

The smack of a bat hitting a ball met my ears as I walked back into the bar. Apparently, the dipshit had indeed managed to do his job.

“A burger, medium, no onion, no tomato, with a side of onion rings, Larry,” I said as I set the food in front of one of our regulars.

“Thanks, Rory.”

I gave him a nod. “And for Kip, fish and chips with extra slaw,” I said, reaching across and handing the other man the loaded plate.

I stopped by my other tables quickly and then made my way to the computer to print up the bills. “You have got to be shittin’ me,” Sherry, the third server, said, her gaze trained somewhere behind me. I turned, my mouth falling open. “No, don’t look,” Sherry said, grabbing my arm and forcibly turning me back to the computer. But it was too late. I’d already seen.

My ex-boyfriend and his new girlfriend were sitting at table six. The ex-boyfriend who’d broken up with me to start dating the new chick he was currently sitting with. At my family’s bar. Where I worked.

“What a dick,” Sherry hissed as she started picking up the beer bottles at the end of the bar and setting them on her tray. “How dare he come here?” She turned her head and looked at me. “Do you want me to have him removed?”

The way she said removed made me think she meant from the planet, not just from this establishment. I almost answered in the affirmative, but decided I wasn’t quite angry enough to risk Sherry’s freedom.

“I’ll do it,” she threatened as she turned to go deliver the drinks on her tray.

I managed a tight laugh. “That’s sweet, Sher,” I said to her retreating back. “But he’s not worth it. And an orange state-issued jumpsuit will clash with your hair.”

She made a sound in the back of her throat that either meant she concurred or that she didn’t actually need my permission to remove said ex-boyfriend and risk a lifetime of being orange from head to toe.

The ex—Thaddeus Willoughby III—leaned around Karla who was taking their order and met my eyes. I glanced quickly away but not before I saw that he at least had the grace to look uncomfortable.

What the hell was he doing here anyway? He lived in Claremont Landing, the town over, an upscale locale that featured a well-known golf and country club and had a wealth per capita on the opposite end of the spectrum to Mud Gulch. I’d met him when he’d made a trip to the docks with his buddies for a bachelor party and turned the charm in my direction. I inwardly cringed as I remembered the past. God, he probably hadn’t even extended much effort before I’d practically fallen at his feet. Dating rich pricks with starched collars had only ever ended in disaster for me, and I renewed my vow never to fall victim to a megawatt smile paid for by expensive dental work again.

I delivered the checks, making a concerted effort not to look in the direction of table six again. As I grabbed a couple drinks from the bar, Romeo mouthed, “You okay?” Clearly he’d also seen Thaddeus and the stunning woman he was sitting with.

I nodded, flashing him a smile as if I couldn’t have cared any less that the man I’d been dating less than three weeks before had the absolute gall to bring a date to my workplace. Romeo’s eyes narrowed slightly but he tipped his chin, focusing back on his fan club.

From the corner of my eye, I saw that Thaddeus was no longer sitting at the table and when I turned my head a little more, noted that his date had her face resting on her hand and was gazing dreamily at Romeo across the room. I felt a brief buzz of satisfaction that was immediately swallowed by alarm when someone pulled my arm from around the corner that led to the restrooms and yanked me into the dim hall.

“Rory.”

“Thaddeus.” I pulled my arm loose and took a step back. “What the hell?”

“I’m sorry. I know being here is a low blow. She wanted to come to the docks. I tried to suggest places other than your bar, but she was insistent. She practically dragged me in here. She said she’d always wanted to…”

“Slum it?”

“That’s not how she put it.”

“I’m sure she didn’t.” But that was the gist. And by the color that had started creeping up his neck, I could see he knew it. Country club girl wanted to get up close and personal with the rough-and-tumble crowd down on the docks. And then she’d hightail it right back to greener pastures, all the more worldly for it.

“This is her summer of experiences,” he went on.

I resisted the flinch that threatened to reveal itself. “We aren’t experiences, Thaddeus. We’re people.” I put my hands on my hips. “I suppose that’s what I was to you as well?” I asked. An experience. I held a hand up. Remember your vow, Rory. “No, don’t answer that. I don’t care.”

“Aw, Rory, don’t be like that.” He leaned back slightly, turning his head and risking a quick glance into the bar. When he turned back, he reached out, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. I leaned away, giving his suspended hand a death glare. “Listen…Rory. There’s no reason we can’t continue to see each other.”

“Under the cover of darkness? Should I wear a disguise?”

“Geez, Rory. Don’t be dramatic. A disguise isn’t necessary. We could just stay inside.”

“Behind locked doors and closed blinds?”

“Of course—”

“Not interested. And if I were you, I’d quickly come down with a stomach bug because Sherry is itching to cause you bodily harm and I’m certainly not going to stop her.”

His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to say something, but I turned and dashed back around the corner and out onto the bar floor.

A moment later, I saw Thaddeus and his date headed for the door, Thaddeus clutching his stomach dramatically, his face twisted in mock-agony as she trotted next to him, wide-eyed and appropriately worried. But I didn’t miss the glance she threw Romeo over her shoulder, obviously wanting one last look at the raven-haired, blue-eyed Dionysus serving libations from behind the bar. And I didn’t miss the fact that Romeo threw her a wink and his famous half-grin, causing her to trip and fall against Thaddeus, both of them lurching over the threshold.

The door fell shut behind them just as Romeo flipped a bottle behind his back, caught it with his other hand and was rewarded with a robust round of applause that would have fed the ego of the most jaded Hollywood star.

I quickly checked on my tables and then walked toward the front door. “I’m going to get some air,” I called over to Romeo. He tipped his chin at me as he filled a line of shot glasses in front of him. Once outside, I took a moment to look up and down the docks but when I saw no sign of Thaddeus and the woman, I let out a sigh of relief and walked across the street where there was a railing that looked out to the sea.

I leaned my elbows on the sun-bleached wood, clasping my hands and staring out at the moonlit water, feeling that same pull I always did when I stood here just like this. What was that hollow longing that rose up whenever I stared over the horizon to places beyond? Generations of my people had felt drawn to the water itself, their sea legs strong and sturdy. The sea had provided them peace and purpose, and also a way to feed their family. For a long time, I wondered if that was the same pull I felt, and I kept waiting for the desire to be out on the water more often than on land. Unlike Romeo, my uncle Cassius had felt the call of the ocean and now captained a boat. I liked being on the water, but I was always eager to put my feet back on good ol’ terra firma. I much preferred to look out over the sea than to brave its choppy waters on any regular basis.

So no, that wasn’t it. And yet the nameless pull remained. It made me confused and frustrated and I had no way to respond, nothing to act on, because I didn’t know what it was specifically asking of me.

A nudge at my thigh scattered my thoughts and I looked down to see soulful eyes staring back up at me. “Loki,” I greeted the black and brown mutt, squatting down so I was at his level. “What are you doing here this early in the evening?” He stepped toward me and I took his head in my hands, leaning in and bumping my nose with his before leaning back to look him in the eye so I could gauge his mood and make sure nothing was wrong. “It’s not dinnertime yet. Come to the back door later and I’ll have your usual.” He let out a soft moan and nuzzled his wet nose against mine. I smiled. “Oh, I see, it’s just some affection you’re after. Well. We all need some now and again, even a tough guy like you.” He stared at me, his gaze so tender that I wondered if it was me who needed affection, and this gentle soul had known it.

I scratched behind his ears, dragging my fingernails over his head and then down his back. “Thank you for the love. I needed it. I tend to look for it in all the wrong places.”

Loki let out another soft whine, tipping his head so I could scratch his chin. “You could come home with me you know. The offer’s always open…regular meals…regular baths.” Loki let out a short growl, stepping back. I laughed. “Fine, then. You’re not ready to live by the rules, then you remain a free agent.”

I heard the door of the bar open and close and moments later, footsteps sounded behind me. I glanced over to see Romeo approaching and stood as Loki went trotting off, away from the threat of a bath. “Let me guess, table eight wants another round.”

He turned and placed his elbows on the ledge and leaned forward. “Yeah. I sent Sherry to take care of them.” He squinted at me. “Figured you needed another minute or two out here.”

I sighed, resting my hands on the railing as I again, stared out over the water, rolling and shifting under the moonglow. “Thanks.”

I felt Romeo’s considering gaze on me but didn’t look his way. “What are you looking for, Rory?”

What are you looking for? I glanced over at him. I knew he meant it as a general question. He was asking why I was always searching and never finding. He wanted to know where that pull I talked about might be coming from. He was suggesting that I was never satisfied because I was blindly reaching for something I couldn’t define. And he was right. “I don’t know,” I admitted. Myself, maybe.

Romeo turned and raised his chin as he gazed out at the sky, the stars milky and faded in the midst of the streetlamps. He let out a sigh. “Well, can we agree, at least, that it’s probably not in Claremont Landing?”

I let out a quiet laugh. “It doesn’t seem to be, does it?”

He flashed me that staggeringly beautiful smile of his. “No, it doesn’t seem to be.”

“Come on,” I said, pushing off the wooden rail and yanking on his shirt. “Your groupies are likely suffering from withdrawal as we speak. Last time they rushed me on this dock, I got a splinter in my ass.”

He laughed. “Storyteller,” he said, turning and walking with me across the street.

“Is that a nice way to call me a liar?”

He winked, and I grinned before I filled my lungs with a deep inhale of the briny air I’d been breathing all my life and then pulled open the door to the bar. My customers would all be banging their tables for another round soon enough, and at least that was one call that I knew how to answer.




CHAPTER THREE

Gage

The guys’ weekend was already a complete catastrophe. The four of us, completely drenched, stood in front of a sign that read: Mud Gulch, Population three thousand, seven hundred.

It’d taken us twenty miserable minutes to walk here after Trent’s car had blown a tire on the dark back road we’d found ourselves on after taking the wrong exit.

No spare.

No cell service.

Not a single car had driven by since we’d stopped.

In unison, our heads pivoted in the direction of the arrow pointing toward the coast. “I’ve heard of Mud Gulch,” I said. “It’s a fishing town.”

“I just hope someone there has a phone,” Trent said.

“What fishing town doesn’t have a phone?” Grant asked. “Of course they’ll have a phone. They’re situated on the water, not under it.”

God, despite his genius-level IQ, Trent could be a dope. A dope who had used his spare tire weeks ago and hadn’t replaced it before a road trip.

I heaved a deep breath and turned toward the road that disappeared through thick trees. At least the rain had let up slightly. Not that it mattered—all four of us were soaked to the bone.

It took us about forty-five minutes to make it down the road that wound through the trees, finally emerging on a cliff that overlooked the shore. There was a lighthouse on a small island to our right, the top of which disappeared into the fog, its pale light cutting through the mist and guiding the fishing boats home. There were residences scattered here and there, but from where we stood, the only lights of public establishments that I could see were far down by the docks.

“That’s a ways down,” Aidan noted, obviously looking in the same direction as me.

I stretched my stiff neck from side to side. I wasn’t necessarily up for more walking in the rain either, even if the lights down below likely had food. I was starving. “Let’s save ourselves the walk. There are some houses over there.” I pointed at a road to my left where porch lights glowed. “We can ask to use their phone and call a—”

My feet were sucked down and the ground fell out from under me.

I clawed at empty air, flying downward in a torrent of slick mud, grabbing at roots that slipped through my fingers, completely at the mercy of nature.

“Shittttt,” someone yelled from behind me—we were all being flung down the hill in a massive mudslide.

We were all going to die. This is it.

I was turned sideways and backward, bumping over rocks and plants and who knew what else as I grunted and swore and finally landed hard on my ass in a puddle that engulfed me up to my shoulders. “Holy fuck!” I barely had time to register the fact that three grown men were hurtling my way but moved just in the nick of time not to be buried beneath them before they hit the water in three loud smacks.

We sat there, stupefied, breathing hard, looking around in shock at what had just happened and the fact that we were still living. “Is everyone okay?” I asked, testing my own extremities to make sure nothing had broken. They all mumbled in the affirmative and we pulled ourselves up and stepped out of the deep ass puddle onto the road. Directly in front of us was a sign that pointed to the docks where the lights were that we’d seen from above.

“That was one way to get down here,” Grant said, flinging a glop of mud off his cheek.

“Worst guys’ trip ever,” Aidan murmured.

I barked out a laugh, and then so did they, all of us doubling over, our howls seeming to stem as much from hysteria as from hilarity. “What the fuck was that?” Grant asked.

“And how did we not die?” Trent added.

After a few minutes, we all caught our breath, shaking ourselves off as best we could and heading in the direction of those lights.

We made our way through the rain-drenched streets of the business district, such as it was. The docks were old and somewhat rickety and groaned under our feet when we stepped onto them. But this area of the town appeared to have the most nightlife. The lights were brighter, and I could hear the low hum of voices coming from somewhere just up ahead.

A quaint-looking tavern materialized out of the mist, and I almost ran toward it in joyful relief. Though we couldn’t see all of it through the rain and fog, the portion that was visible glowed with light and invited us in with the faints sound of laughter and conversation. “Looks promising,” Aidan said.

God, did it ever.

I pulled the door open and we all stepped inside, the scent of beer, savory food, various cleaning products and the bare hint of mildew met my nose.

There was an ornate hand-carved, mahogany bar to our left with lighted shelves of liquor on the back wall and a row of lanterns hanging above. Customers occupied all six barstools and they swiveled their heads in unison, taking us in as the woman behind the bar with orange hair paused, a silver shaker held immobile in the air.

We stood there, dripping on the floor as every head in the place rose, gazes aimed in our direction. “Hey,” Trent said with a wave and a smile.

No one greeted him back.

“I’m not sure this place is as promising as it seemed,” Aidan mumbled.

“What do you expect? It’s a dive bar on the docks,” I blurted just as the song on the jukebox switched over to another one, my statement ringing out in the interim silence. The faces still turned in our direction simultaneously morphed into scowls. Shit. That sentence hadn’t come out exactly as I’d meant it, and I certainly hadn’t meant it to be overheard.

“The bathroom’s that way,” a female voice said tightly. “If you’d like to clean yourselves up and stop dripping on my floor.”

I turned my head to see who’d spoken just as a flash of lightning made the lights flicker slightly. The server who’d spoken was standing with her hands on her hips, lips pressed together as she stared at our feet. I followed her gaze to where the puddle beneath us was spreading. My friends started moving next to me, the rustle of clothing letting me know they were removing the matching nylon windbreakers Trent had brought us and that we’d all pulled on when the tire had blown, in an attempt to stay partially dry. But for whatever reason, I felt glued to the spot as I raised my head to look back at the young woman.

Jet-black hair pulled up in a ponytail with tendrils falling around her face. Light blue eyes framed by dark lashes and two perfectly peaked brows. Her full breasts pushed against the white cotton, long-sleeved henley she was wearing, cleavage peeking between two undone buttons.

My God. She was stunning.

I felt momentarily woozy as if I’d just stepped into some strange dream rather than a grungy bar in a small harbor town on the northern coast of Maine. Aidan bumped into me, and from my peripheral vision, I saw that the windbreaker was stuck over his head, his arms raised as he hopped around, struggling to remove it. The woman met my eyes, clearly waiting for me, as the only one currently not losing the battle with a wet item of clothing, to say something. “Food,” I managed, the word emerging on a croak. Was I suffering from hypothermia? All my systems seemed to be misfiring at once.

She tilted her head, measuring me, those pale eyes moving down my body and then rising slowly. Her lips were pressed tightly together as though she’d observed something about me that displeased her deeply. I wasn’t used to that reaction. I had come to expect that when a woman’s gaze traveled my body, the response would at least be appreciation.

Not…disdain.

I peered down at myself as though maybe something had changed since I’d last looked. Nope. Still me, but in a sopping, mud-streaked pair of khakis, Polo shirt, and windbreaker bearing the Harvard logo.

“Food?” she repeated. “Do we serve food? Is that what you’re asking, Ivy League?”

Ivy League. Okay, I deserved that after my insulting outburst that I hadn’t meant to be insulting or an outburst. Next to me, Trent had managed to get the windbreaker off and shook his head like a dog, water flying out around him and bringing me out of the odd dream-like space I’d been occupying since we walked in the door. Likely the sudden change in weather had caused my body to have to recalibrate in some way I didn’t know how to describe. I gave the woman a pleasant smile. “Yes. Are you still serving food?”

She sighed. “The kitchen’s open until ten.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the tables where people had gone back to their conversations, the ring of chatter and laughter filling the space.

“Great…” I moved my eyes to the name tag she had pinned to her shirt. “Cakes.”

She appeared confused for a moment, but then glanced down at her name tag. “The name of the bar is Cakes and Ale,” she clarified. I looked back at the name tag, noticing that the line above—likely her name—had been rubbed off, and apparently the words and Ale had worn off too. “The people here know me,” she said, presumably explaining why her name tag that featured no name was immaterial. She turned and headed away.

“Guys, let’s go get cleaned up in the restroom and then order some food. We can call for a tow and eat while we wait.” I turned back to the woman who had grabbed a roll of paper towels from somewhere, obviously to wipe up the small flood we’d caused in her entryway as the other guys walked toward the back to find the restrooms. “Can we take any table?” I asked.

She gave a succinct nod. “Jim Moseley might get out of bed to give you a tow,” the woman said as she bent to sop up the water. My gaze held on her cleavage, made even more visible from this vantage point. The tops of her breasts looked smooth and soft and I could even see the lacy edge of her bra. My body stirred, the waterlogged pants making the reaction less than comfortable. I cleared my throat, forcing myself to look away as she went on. “But the garage doesn’t open until the morning.”

“Oh. Well we don’t require a local garage. We’d need a tow to Claremont Landing.”

“I figured.” The woman stood and tossed the wet paper towels into a trash can sitting next to the bar and put the roll under her arm. She shook her head. “Jim doesn’t tow that far.”

“Okay. Then I guess we could get a tow from a company in Claremont Landing.”

She shrugged. “Good luck finding one that’s still open. Be right there, Ted.” And with that she went sauntering over to a table where three men were sitting.

I schlepped to the bathroom and joined the guys who were using napkins to wipe the mud that still remained and dry off enough that they were no longer dripping. The windbreakers had actually done a decent job of keeping our shirts dry despite sliding down a hill and then being submerged in a giant puddle so that was something anyway. “Damn, I didn’t know condom machines were actually a thing,” Grant said, pulling a few wet dollar bills from his wallet and inserting them in the machine. A few individually wrapped condoms fell into the tray and he plucked them out, tossing one to each of us in turn. “You never know,” he said with a wink. I rolled my eyes and stuck the red condom into my pocket and then continued drying my shoes the best I could as the other guys did the same. Luckily we were in a warm bar where we could order a shot of something that would also warm our insides. Not that it was chilly. In fact, we were all sort of…steaming.

Great.

“Hey guys, this is already funny. It’ll be a great story, right?” Trent said, clearly trying to redeem himself from the situation at hand. When the three of us only glared at him, he let out a weak chuckle. “Too soon, I guess,” he murmured.

We exited the restroom and walked to a table situated at the back of the room in front of a pool table and sat down.

“Damn it,” Grant said, wiping his phone down his shirt. “My phone won’t even turn on.”

I pulled mine from my pocket and attempted to turn it on. “Fuck.” I’d tried to protect my phone from the downpour, but the mudslide and subsequent submersion had obviously done it in. Trent had dropped his in the mud before we even went shooting over the rain-softened cliff, so we already knew his was a lost cause.

Next to me Aidan was holding his phone up with a similarly bleak expression. “Dead as a doorknob,” he said, dropping it on the table. “Maybe they have a bowl of rice here.” I rolled my eyes. These phones were far beyond a bowl of rice. I doubted they’d ever work again.

“What can I get for you?” the woman with the dark hair and incredible blue eyes asked as she came up to our table. A wave of mild dizziness overcame me again. She was beautiful, and those eyes…I’d never seen any eyes that shade of blue before. But I’d seen lots of beautiful women in my time. I’d dated many of them. And yet, I’d never become woozy in their presence.

“Gage? Gage, come back to us.”

I snapped to, realizing the other guys had ordered and everyone was waiting for me to speak. What were we doing again? Right. Ordering…“Food.”

That dark brow arched again. “Is there a particular type of food you’d like, or should I just guess?”

I let out a thin laugh. “Sorry. It’s been a long night. Ah. A burger would be great. Medium rare. And a shot of your best bourbon.”

She stuck her pad back in the apron tied around her waist and looked at Aidan. “By the way, it’s dead as a doornail.”

“Huh?” Aidan said.

“You said your phone was dead as a doorknob. But the saying is dead as a doornail. I’ve never had the chance to correct a Harvard grad and it sort of just fell into my lap, so I had to take the opportunity.”

Aidan shook his head and pulled his phone up again as if to google it and then dropped it to the table when memory dawned. She turned on her heel and walked away. I watched her hips sway as she walked away. My God.

“She’s misinformed, of course,” Aidan said. “But she sure is one gorgeous piece of—”

“Applesauce.” At the one word that released on a growl, I felt three pairs of eyes turn my way.

Aidan laughed. “Oh shit, Gage has got a thing for the hot bar wench.” He raised his hands as if in surrender and then flashed his wedding band. “Well, lucky for you, I’m already taken, and these two losers couldn’t compete with you on their best day.”

Bar wench. Why did the slight make me want to punch Aidan in the face? Grant and Trent did some mild grumbling in response to Aidan’s comment but neither challenged it. I took a deep breath. I hadn’t even meant to spit out that word, the one we’d agreed to use in college if we were calling dibs on a woman. The one I’d never used even once…until now. It’d just sort of…made its way up my throat of its own accord. Which was completely stupid for a couple of reasons, one being that she didn’t seem to have any interest in me whatsoever. “Listen, we’re eating a meal here and leaving,” I told them. “There’s no competition for anything.” Speaking of which…I caught the woman’s eye as she turned away from the bar with a tray full of drinks and gave her a short wave.

If she thought her eye roll had been discreet, she wasn’t very good at discreet. “Yes?” she asked with contrived sweetness when she arrived back at our table and began setting the cocktails in front of each of us in turn.

“Apparently none of our phones are in working order,” I said. “Do you have one we can use to call this Jim you mentioned who has a tow company?”

“Oh, Jim doesn’t have a tow company, just a personal truck with a hitch on the back.”

I stared. “Okay, well, can I use your phone to call Jim with the truck?”

She shook her head. “Jim’s sleeping by now.” She set the tray down and put her palms on the table, leaning toward me. I caught a whiff of her and without even meaning to, I drew in more of her scent, my gaze drooping as the fragrances separated and drew back together. Orchid. Jasmine. Saltwater. And beneath all that, a delicate understated musk that I couldn’t put my finger on but was the thing that made me woozy. I inched forward, trying to inhale more of it while also maintaining some form of public decorum. “But I’ll tell you what, Ivy League,” she said, breaking me from my fragrance trance, “if you buy the bar a round, I’ll call his wife, Patrice, who’s almost certainly up watching one of her Netflix shows right now, and she’ll rouse him for me.”

Patrice? Who is Patrice? My brain scrambled, quickly putting together what she’d said. Jim. Truck. Patrice. Right. So she was playing games with me. An odd thrill whirled through my blood. I leaned closer until our faces were only inches apart. I narrowed my eyes and in response, she narrowed hers and we engaged in a short stare down, invisible sparks igniting my blood, that delicious smell washing over me, through me. “Are you blackmailing me, Cakes?”

She raised her eyes and put her tongue on her top teeth as though considering my word choice. I almost groaned at the sight of the pink tip of her tongue so close to me but swallowed it down. She pushed up off the table and crossed her arms. “That’s a big word, Ivy League. I demand nothing. The choice is yours.” She sighed as she raised her hands to study her nails. “I just hope Patrice didn’t decide to turn in early on this one. Particular. Night.”

I chuckled. What an act. “Fine. I’ll buy a round for the bar.” I held eye contact as I took my credit card from my damp wallet and handed it to her. “If you could kindly have Patrice rouse Jim with the hitch on his truck, we would greatly appreciate it.”

She flashed me a smile, plucking the card from my hand and turning away. Little schemer.

“I don’t think she likes you,” Trent noted before tipping his beer back and taking a long swallow.

“Everyone likes me,” I murmured. It was true. I never gave anyone reason to dislike me. Sure, there’d been a few people over the years who’d misinterpreted my drive as dismissal, but those people were few and far between. I strived for peace over strife and I didn’t enjoy hurting people’s feelings.

And I hadn’t been rude to the beautiful server. I’d made sure to only allow my gaze to wander down her shirt when she was looking the other way, and she hadn’t been able to see me checking out her ass, unless she had eyes in the back of her head.

So the only possible reason for her disdainful reaction was that she’d misjudged me due to some personal bias.

Ivy League.

The nickname made me suspect she thought I was a stuck-up rich boy who considered himself better than the working-class people in this bar. Calling this place a dive bar by the docks upon entering had probably not helped.

“How about a game of pool?” Aidan asked.

“Sure. Why not?” Grant answered. I sighed and then threw back the shot of bourbon. I’d expected it to burn, but the smooth flavor glided down my throat, the nutty, vanilla aftertaste a welcome surprise. My false assumptions took another hit and I was happy to be proven an ass. This bar knew good liquor.

“I play winner,” Trent said.

I turned slightly in my chair and watched Aidan rack the balls. Thirty minutes later, the woman came out of a hallway on the other side of the room and headed in our direction. Took you long enough. “You’re in luck,” she said. “Patrice was up, and she’s woken Jim.”

Imagine that. “Thank you,” I said as kindly as possible. “We really appreciate your help.”

She gave me a small smirk. “Where’s the car?”

“Mile marker fourteen,” Grant said from beside the pool table. He raised a hand and circled his finger behind him. “On that dark as hell road that turns into town.”

Her gaze moved to him. “Make and model?”

“Lexus LS.”

She let out a short grunt. “Keys?”

“We can give Jim the keys when he comes by,” I said.

She looked up. “Oh, um…well, Jim’s not coming by. Because see…his truck is too wide for the narrow streets down here. But,” she smiled, “another round of drinks will buy you key delivery service out to Jim and Patrice’s house.”

“Who will deliver the keys?”

“Who?”

“Yes, who runs this key delivery service?”

“Hmm, well, Ernest…next door is about to close up his shop and he lives up the road from them.”

“Ernest?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“What’s his last name?”

She paused a beat, her eyes sliding to the side. “Ernest…Buffalobeam.”

“Ernest Buffalobeam?” I looked off behind me at the bourbon barrel tops decorating the walls, sporting logos such as Buffalo Trace and Jim Beam.

“And what business does this Ernest Buffalobeam run next door, exactly?”

“He sells…” Her eyes slid behind us again, darting to the ceiling and then back to me. “Lights.”

“Lights. Really? Ernest Buffalobeam sells lights next door?”

“Everyone needs lights,” she said, pressing her lips together. “They help us see in the dark.”

“Brilliant.” We held eye contact for a beat, then two, both our eyes narrowing slightly as we tried not to smile. I would have bet anything that Jim’s truck fit just fine down these streets and she was just trying to milk me for another round of drinks. “Trent, hand the keys over to the lady,” I said.

“What if this Ernest Buffalobeam never comes back?” Trent asked skeptically.

“Where’s he gonna go with a car with only three working tires?” Aidan asked.

“He might steal our stuff,” Trent said. He leaned toward Aidan and “whispered,” “We left all our bags in it.”

“Listen, Ernest is full up on Polo shirts and Calvin Klein boxer briefs, and he’s no thief.”

I let out a low whistle. “That’s pretty judgmental, Cakes,” I said.

“How’d she know what I packed?” Trent “whispered” again to which Aidan shoved him in the arm. “Ouch,” Trent murmured before taking his keys from his pocket and handing them to the server.

She turned away and shouted to the bar at large, “Who wants another round?” to which a loud cheer went up.

We played a game of pool and drank the drinks that had been delivered to us as part of the round I’d paid for and then she came back with our food. “Jim just called and said he’s got your car and is delivering it to the repair shop. I’m sure they’ll fit you in in the morning. Another round?”

“Why not?” Aidan said. “We’re not driving!”

The waitress turned away with smile and a wink and it suddenly occurred to me that our car was here, which meant that even if we had a working cell—which we currently did not—taking an Uber to Claremont Landing would mean having to take one back in the morning. Whether one of our phones turned on or not, an hour round trip seemed impractical, especially being that our luggage would be unavailable to us until morning. Perhaps I should have inquired as to whether this Jim person with the truck hitch could retrieve and deliver our bags, but that ship had sailed.

I saw the woman come out of the kitchen and put my pool cue down as I made my way over to where she was now spraying a table and wiping it down.

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” I said to her when she looked up, her brows raising, “but since our car is here in your town, we’ll need a place to stay.”

She tossed the towel over her shoulder, stuck the spray bottle in the large pocket on the side of her apron and smiled prettily. “Mimi Jenkins rents a room over her garage to out-of-towners. I could see if it’s available.”

A room over a garage? I almost scoffed, but I refused to play into her obvious assumption that we were snooty Ivy League types. Also, it was only for one measly night. I could cope. “How many rounds will it cost me?”

“Not more than two.”

I laughed. “You’re a shyster.”

She laughed too, shooting me another wink over her shoulder as she walked away. I returned to my table, catching sight of myself in the glass of a framed photograph on the wall and realizing I was still smiling. Apparently, I liked being bamboozled.

By her. You like that saucy little smile and those crystal-blue eyes. And you like it when she turns them in your direction, even if it means another swipe of your credit card.

Pitiful. And I’d rarely been pitiful. I was always tempered, always even-keeled. And yet…

“What are you smiling like a loon about?” Aidan asked.

“I’m happy because I’m about to kick your ass in pool,” I said, picking up the cue and chalking it. “Move aside.”

Another couple rounds of shots showed up and I decided to forgo both so that one of us remained sober. I mopped the table with Grant, both because I was better than him and he was beginning to slur his words and when I sunk the eight ball, I looked up to see the little shyster herself delivering yet another round. “Mimi is leaving the key under the mat,” she said, as she set the last shot on the table. “There’s a dryer in the garage and your room is up the stairs to the left. Throw your clothes in the dryer before you go to bed. Don’t mind the dog. He’s…mostly friendly. I vouched for you, so don’t make me look bad.”

“Why’d you vouch for us?” Despite having no problem charging me for rounds for the locals, she didn’t seem to like us all that much.

She tapped her tray against her thigh. “You don’t look like the types to stiff an old lady on a bill, Ivy League.”

I leaned closer. “Assumptions can be dangerous, Cakes.”

Her smile was slow and knowing and made me feel like she’d taken a sledgehammer to my chest and knocked the air from my lungs. “Don’t I know it,” she returned smoothly.

I smiled back, even if mine felt both sort of wobbly and a little dazed. Something went flying past my cheek, pulling me from the fog I’d been in just as it lodged in the wall next to where I stood. What the hell?

I whipped my head over my shoulder to see Grant squinting at the dartboard, another dart poised in his hand to throw. The dartboard wasn’t anywhere near my head, but that hadn’t stopped him from nearly impaling me. “Whoa, sharpshooter. Put the weapon down.” God, my friends were sloshed. Grant lowered the dart, leaning on the wall next to him for support.

“I should settle out my tab,” I said to the woman.

Her lip quirked as she watched Trent slump into a chair. “I’ll say. Hold on and I’ll print up your bill.”

When she came back, I scrawled my signature on the line, wincing when I saw the total. I should’ve passed Trent what-are-the-odds-of-getting-two-flats-in-a-week Howell the bill, but I wouldn’t. I was the one who’d willingly allowed the little scammer to play her game with me. And truth be told, I wasn’t even annoyed about it.

“These are on the house,” she said as she handed me a white paper bag.

I looked at it dubiously.

“Cakes,” she said.

I took the bag. “Ah, Cakes and Ale.”

She gave me a quirk of her lip. “It’s a Shakespeare thing. Anyway, we make them in-house. Enjoy.”

Grant leaned on me a little too heavily and almost caused us both to topple over. “Whoa, buddy,” I said as I worked to manage his weight.

“Whasha navado,” Grant slurred. But he pulled himself straight and allowed me to lead him to the door. Behind me, Trent and Aidan had their arms around each other and were singing some song that was completely unrecognizable to me.

We all stumbled to the door and I pushed them through it, the three of them tripping out into the rainswept night. At least the storm had passed. “That moon!” Aidan exclaimed, raising his hands to the sky. “It’s bootyful.” The other guys cracked up, echoing, “Booty, booty,” like twelve-year-olds, and doubling over as the door swung shut behind them. I turned, wanting to catch one more glimpse of the girl whose acquaintance, for some reason I couldn’t explain, felt fated, even if our paths were only meant to cross briefly.

Or maybe it was the alcohol. I’d only had two shots, but perhaps they were extra strong.

“Does Harvard give refunds?” she asked, her lip quirking.

I laughed and ran a hand through my hair. “Despite some evidence to the contrary, they’re wicked smart.” I glanced back. “Maybe not always in the common sense arena. But otherwise, trust me, IQs off the charts.”

“Hmm. Well,” she sighed. “It takes all kinds.”

I smiled and our gazes clashed, something moving between us
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